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Introduction


This book is not about the truth. It is about truth, in all its majestic and defiled forms, in a physical and psychical sense, in prose and poetry, in history and law, in politics and philosophy, and in various phases of the human life span. As would be clear from even a cursory glance at its table of contents, not to say upon reading it, the topic it seeks to address is of great interest to large numbers of disciplines in humanities and equally fascinating to mental health clinicians. In psychoanalysis, an early preoccupation was the unearthing of childhood trauma as the etiological agent of adult psychopathology. This led to a great interest in the individual’s “historical truth”; concepts such as the genetic perspective of metapsychology, reconstruction, genetic interpretation, and childhood origins of transference were all products of such conceptual zeal.

Subsequent shifts in theory challenged these assumptions. The foundations of ontogenetic certainty were shaken up by the emergent notions of “genetic fallacy” (Hartmann, 1939), “personal myth” (E. Kris, 1956a), “narrative truth” (Spence, 1982b), and the advent of intersubjective and relational perspectives in psychoanalysis (Benjamin, 2004; Mitchell, 1988; Ogden, 1994). Working in unison with the postmodern exaltation of relativism vis-à-vis “facts,” these concepts threw the baby of “one person psychology” out with the bathwater of inordinately certain reconstructions of the analysand’s past.

The book in your hands elucidates this and other such conundrums with eloquence and nuance. Variables of ego development, sociopolitical imperatives, and clinical praxis help organize its wide-ranging contents into a harmonious gestalt which might or might not capture the truth in this realm but certainly comes quite close to it.




Prologue




CHAPTER ONE

The meaning of “truth” and the truth about “meaning” in psychoanalysis

Brett H. Clarke

Psychoanalysis is by disposition perpetually in crisis. In fact, by now “crisis” should probably be considered a definitional characteristic of psychoanalysis. And one cannot understand the nature of its central and ongoing meta-theoretical predicament without first appreciating the essential, constitutive tension at the heart of the psychoanalytic theory of the mind. Using the vocabulary of one version (Ricœur, 1970), it would be the tension between a language of force and energy, on the one hand, and a language of reasons, intentions, and meanings, on the other. This fundamental tension has brought with it epistemological corollaries and controversies. For over one hundred years many analysts have referred to psychoanalysis as a “science,” though the impressive bulk of analytic ideas, both theoretical and clinical, have emerged from groups of clinicians thinking critically about their experiences with patients over time, talking together, and writing about it. In fact, the question about “science” has proven to be a rather poor way of framing the more pertinent question of rigor. People often use the word “science” when what they really mean to convey is a concern for rigor. So in approaching the question of truth in psychoanalysis, we inevitably will also be asking what constitutes an appropriate kind of rigor in the formulation of psychoanalytic “knowledge,” or how it is that we come to know what we think we know.

For those who regard the term “science” as the necessary title for any form of inquiry that claims to be rigorous, this has led to 1) a broadening of the modern definition of science (a reversion to the age-old notion of science as virtually any discipline or body of knowledge) so that psychoanalysis can fit inside, or 2) a perceived need to narrow the scope of psychoanalysis to fit into an idea of science that depends on systematic testing and empirical measurement, or 3) an effort to combine (into a single entity) epistemological frameworks that are potentially wildly disparate. But there has been an often-overlooked benefit to this vagueness about the nature of the intrinsic tensions in psychoanalytic thought, reflected in the vagueness of the term “psychoanalytic science.” Fuzziness has made the discord tolerable by obscuring it, freeing analytic thinkers to imagine and reimagine the mind in creative (if sometimes misguided) ways while pretending their discipline is like a branch of archeology, medicine, or ethology. For a long while, under cover of this presumption of being “scientific” (whatever this was intended to mean), psychoanalysis was relatively free to be what it was.

Self-misrecognition has its downside, of course, and in recent decades the consequences of epistemological fuzziness have become clearer, prompted in part by cultural and economic demands for scientific accountability. The practical result has been a tilt within psychoanalysis toward research-based reforms and attempts to revise both theory and practice according to more scientific models, as we see in the ascendance of the use of measurable categories (created by one or another line of research) as the vocabulary for how we think and talk.

It is natural to locate a discipline by trying to describe its relation to other disciplines, and disciplines have traditionally been slotted into broad categories intended to help with this—thus we are given “hard sciences,” “human or social sciences,” “arts,” “humanities,” “tradecraft,” etc. Every discipline shares characteristics in common with other disciplines, while at the same time every discipline is unique in the sense that nothing else is quite like it. And psychoanalysis is no different in this respect. However, my view of psychoanalysis as a discipline, and of the nature of psychoanalytic “truth,” resides partly in the assertion that the ways in which psychoanalysis is different make it qualitatively different from most other forms of inquiry and frameworks of understanding, and that this is so for at least three reasons.

First, the epistemological imperatives of any discipline are necessarily governed to some important extent by the nature of the object of study. The question of psychoanalytic “truth” is an epistemological question—that is, a question about what constitutes “knowledge” in psychoanalysis, which includes the question of how we come to “know” things psychoanalytically. This question is especially complicated in psychoanalysis because when the object of study is subjective experience and its apposite meanings, epistemology becomes especially entangled in ontology—that is, “how we know” becomes especially dependent on the nature or the “being” of the thing we are looking at, in this case, human being or human subjectivity.

We should consider as inexorable the subject or target of psychoanalytic interest, which is the internal, unconsciously driven, and complexly organized dynamics of the subjectively lived experience of individuals who at once share certain human features in common while also expressing highly idiosyncratic, often unpredictable individual characteristics.1 In his study of the “private self,” Modell (1993) begins with an insight from William James, writing, “The experience of the self is a fundamental reality which cannot be transposed or reduced into something else that is more ‘objective’” (p. 2). I would further suggest that there is nothing in nature comparable to individual subjective experience, a difference that is not erased by the recognition that other things might be similarly “complex”: nothing else is complex in quite this way.

The second reason is really an elaboration of the first. Psychoanalysis is concerned with meaning—what things are given to mean, what they come to mean, what they are made to mean, all the ways in which meanings conflict, exert influence, and change over time. The notion of psychic determinism, and the need in any psychoanalytic epistemology for what Eagle et al. (2001) call a humble realism, is grounded not just in energy, but more pressingly in meaning. Ideas of psychical energies or forces, like the corporeal substrates with which they are too often confused, might be a necessary but are certainly not a sufficient condition for approaching subjectivity. One manifestation of the tensional conjunction between force and meaning in our subjective experience lies simply in how we are moved by what things mean, and by how meaning is guided and colored by affect and the experiential palimpsest of a thing’s memorial history. Only in an economy of subjectively constituted meanings can reasons become causes, can meaning enter into a foundational dialectic with causation resulting in a psychoanalytic version of psychic determinism. Moreover, of almost peremptory relevance to the nature of psychoanalytic subjectivity as an object of inquiry is the central role of unconscious meaning and meanings derived and elaborated from unconscious associative links, schemas, fantasies, and beliefs.

Thus, the being (ontology) of psychoanalytic subjectivity shapes certain conditions for psychoanalytic inquiry and for what counts as truth in psychoanalysis (epistemology). Heading this list of conditions is this founding epistemological tenet: What is unconscious can only be “known” or postulated from its derivative manifestations, can only be reported or enacted by an experiencing subject in the context of an analytically framed engagement with another complex, unconsciously organized subjectivity, both of whom rely on affective involvement and imagination in order to reason about and “know” (always contextually and incompletely) their own and one another’s experience. This is a constitutive, defining feature of human mental life as conceived psychoanalytically.

Third, psychoanalysis is defined by the pathways through which we register, process, organize, reflect upon, connect, delink, and reconfigure our subjective experience psychoanalytically. We come to a sense of “knowing” another person by imagining from our own experience a version of their experience. This will be based in part on empathic identification, stimulated by what they provoke in us (whether consciously or unconsciously), and organized by who we already are when we open the waiting-room door. But the intuitionism of empathic identification, if we are going to “know” something in a psychoanalytically useful way, must exist in tension with “knowing” from an existentially incontestable position of separateness. This involves the separateness of an analytic stance that cultivates a standing-apart-from, making possible a sense of nearness-in-distance, and ultimately and in various ways the capacity to experience and tolerate something being at once real and not real—for example, to experience a transference fantasy in such a way that it can be at once felt as real and understood as something that exists in a space apart from the everyday world.2

Psychoanalytic knowledge is only arrived at when experience occurs on multiple registers simultaneously—in terms of affect and “felt” meaning, and at the same time by organizing that experience according to one’s assumptions and conceptual commitments. The type of empirical experience most relevant to psychoanalysis (an empiricism similar to what Morag (2016) calls “liberal naturalism”) is also the foundation of psychoanalytic knowledge, and should not be confused with the quantifying and measuring kind of empiricism associated with systematic research.

Any discussion of psychoanalysis as a “science” should begin with acknowledgment that psychoanalysis is empirical in this experiential way, and that only from this premise can we make use of “objective” or “distanciated” points of reference.3 When reasoned objectivity is viewed as emerging from and always referring back to subjective experience, it makes the experience of “knowing” something psychoanalytically an embedded kind of knowing, contextualized by subjectively situated moments and by an individual subject’s relation to their own memorial history as this appears in their psychic world. And this brings to the process of “knowing something” an intrinsic, relative ambiguity, one that includes tensions between different levels or aspects of our experience of something, as well as tensions between the meanings that inevitably coalesce around that experience. In this way, a reasoned objectivity can also be more easily understood as in partnership with the poetic character of psychoanalysis, where the term “poetic” refers to metaphor (or “metaphorical-ness”) as a property of psychoanalytic understanding—because metaphor in various forms is how human beings best capture and express a meaning or experience whose essence is polyvalent and tensional. Such is our human lot with respect to meaning.4

A skeletal description of a psychoanalytic hermeneutic in the sense I intend might be: A form of critical reason guided by affective and imaginative engagement, one that is dialectical in a way that fits with the processual nature of subjective experience, that is responsive to the inherent tensions and polyvalences which accompany interaction between different levels of psychic organization, and that is attuned to the constitutive tensions which accompany how we formulate meaning within particular contexts or horizons of experience. I would further suggest that an overarching hermeneutic framework offers the important advantage of being able to hold in productive tension the essential elements that make psychoanalytic meaning possible: an “empirical” objectifying distance that anchors perception and understanding in the world, in concert with the ongoing action of imagination and feeling that ties us inextricably to unconscious convictions, schemas, fantasies, and to the bodily organizations of psychic life.5


A clinical snapshot

Let me offer an illustration, intended to help in considering the epistemological complexity of grasping what is meaningful in almost any clinical moment. Ms. A arrives at her morning session and immediately reports her experience driving to my office. She explains that at about the halfway point she felt a sudden rush of panic and became frightened she would have an accident. “I was suffocating,” she says tearfully. “I can’t imagine what it would feel like to drown. I can’t imagine being water-boarded. I think my heart would burst.” Her heart is still racing, she says, her hand pressed to her chest as if holding her heart in place. I can feel anxiety in my own chest, and we are suspended together in an anxious pause.

I might have found myself moving in any number of ways in this moment. In response to my own anxiety I might have started devising ways to help her manage hers—practical ways, pharmacological remedies. The framework for such interventions would be behavioral or biochemical. Or my mind might have gone to external events or elements of her history. I might have connected her current feeling of anxious helplessness with previously reported nightmares of being confined and held down, sometimes with her suspicion that these dreams might be related to early experiences of medical trauma. I might be thinking about the neurocognitive aspects of such traumatic recursion, or about the sequelae of disrupted attachment in infancy. As I’m describing it, I would be defining her subjectivity in this moment in terms of nameable traumas, and then perhaps applying a neurobiological, a neurocognitive, or an attachment model as an organizing framework within which to develop interventions.

But what does it mean that I am working with Ms. A, and understanding her, not in terms of her neurochemistry, or cognitive patterns, or the relative, behaviorally assessed security or insecurity of her early attachment, but rather psychoanalytically? Even if speculation about psychopharmacology or discrete traumas is warranted, in every case where the thought is occurring outside the frame of psychoanalytic reflection I will have effectively stopped listening and functioning in a psychoanalytically receptive way. I would not hear her language about drowning, about passivity, helplessness, hunger for air, torture, perhaps guilt and the need for punishment, and her bursting heart in the same way, and would be less open to letting these thoughts reverberate through me or stir associations. I would probably be less aware of sensations and changes in my own body. My unconscious would still be involved in how I am listening, but I would be less receptive to and less aware of its influence.

The argument is commonly made that we can listen from within multiple frameworks simultaneously, that one does not exclude another. Most prominent in recent analytic discussion has been the example of neuropsychoanalysis, whose hybrid nature is advertised in its very name, and which operates with the assumption that a common epistemological framework (sometimes referred to as dual-aspect monism) can conjoin the discourses of neurobiology and psychoanalysis without epistemological colonization inflicted by one side or the other.6 I would suggest instead that such multiplicity is less an integration and more an alternation of different modes of listening and organizing. Toggling between radically different frameworks underestimates the difficulty of occupying a single position well and immersively, and creates an illusion of integration based on proximity in time and on a shared attention to the same person or problem.

In this instance, that person is Ms. A, and the “problem” is her panic anxiety as she lies uncomfortably on my couch. Doing psychoanalysis, she and I are engaged in a serious kind of game, and the game has certain rules that create the possibility for certain kinds of meaning. When I am listening psychoanalytically, Ms. A is framed by my assumptions about her subjectivity. By way of example, I assume: She is complexly anchored in unconscious beliefs and fantasies; that one important version of her experience would focus on the story of her desire in relation to objects or mental figurations of objects, of desires in conflict with one another and with reality, organized adaptively or not around an array of defenses; that her desire, like all desire, is created out of the experience of absence, and lives in the play of absence, presence, and substitution. More than this, I assume that I know her by way of my particular experience of her. I imagine her based on myself and on how I am affected by her, using the material (the feelings and meanings) that are stirred up between us, and then by our interpretations and understandings of all that. I know her, in other words, by observing, engaging with, and imagining her based on my own version of the idiosyncratic, felt, but also reasoned attention characteristic of analytic listening.

There is a psychoanalytic structure that helps to organize all of this, so that feelings of disorientation or thoughts of pharmacology can be folded into a larger process of psychoanalytic engagement. There is nothing intrinsically un-psychoanalytic about any thought until one stops listening to it psychoanalytically.

After a moment, as her breathing begins to settle, I say to her, rather obviously, “You worry that your heart will burst.” Not because it is the only or the best thing to say, but because it is what occurs to me as right, perhaps because I am moved to create a new (metaphoric) tension where the words can be both literally and figuratively true, a space where meaning becomes possible. But how do we decide what is right, or more right, in any clinical moment? If not quite the way a poet chooses the “right” word, or the way a researcher counts and calculates the median value of an observable behavioral marker—then how?


Further thoughts on epistemology

It is probably safe to say that a lot of psychoanalytic writing, with its penchant for pseudo-scientific jargon and disapproval of primary-process evocativeness, will never be mistaken for poetry. And indeed, as the psychoanalyst Lawrence Friedman (2000) warns, even psychoanalysts who try to strike postmodernist literary poses are probably (at best) foredoomed to the rank of “third-rate poets.” Psychoanalysis is first and foremost a very particular, and in some ways peculiar, clinical discipline. While it is true that psychoanalysis is not poetry, it is in an important sense poetic. That is to say, there is much that comes up in the course of analytic work that has a plurivocal quality—that is allusive, sometimes metaphoric, sometimes narrative but plotted in very particular ways, full of tropes, often repetitive but then surprising, ripe with unexpected deviations of meaning. And it’s not as if one can always or readily sort out the meaning of even a fairly simple dream.

Nonetheless, poems can be understood in illuminating and helpful ways, and so can dreams, and so can analytic sessions, and so can analytic patients. But how we reason about any of these things, and whatever objectivity we bring to bear in our study of them, must be rooted in our full experience. And with this there will always be remainders of meaning, an inherent excess. What Paul Ricœur (1973) calls the “ontological density” of subjective experience (p. 75) is compatible with an idea of “irreducibility” in the sense that I intend it. It’s in the very nature of subjective experience, in its experiential density, that there is always more than can be known or articulated. This is also relevant in understanding what I mean by the word “poetic.” As practitioners, psychoanalysts are less like poets and more like trained listeners and readers of the poetic; they do their best to hear what is there, but also what is in between the words in the density of subjective experience, what is suggested but never apparent, the unlanguaged in-between spaces, the poetry of the unconscious or the unconscious of the poetic.

Perhaps “irreducible” is the wrong term, but here is what I am trying to get at. I have a memory from when I am ten sitting alone in my grandmother’s dining room. I say to my analyst, “I am remembering sitting in my grandmother’s dining room. I am around ten. The sun is coming through the curtains. I feel sad, or something, but the sad feels like a color, a really dark red for some reason, the way the sunlight clings to the side of an apple in the bowl on the table, like it’s painted on. I remember thinking that, the words, ‘Like it’s painted on.’ The windows are open and the air around me is heavy and isn’t moving. Then I can hear my relatives talking at the other end of the apartment, someone laughing, and it makes me feel good, relieved.” Let’s assume that in saying this, I have captured one hundredth of what I experienced in having that memory. Let’s further assume that if I keep talking about that memory for the next fifty minutes, I still would capture only a fraction of what I am feeling and thinking internally, in part because my current thoughts are always changing, the memory is blending with others or with new sensations and ideas, and in theory this could go on indefinitely.7 Already my numerations (“one hundredth” and “a fraction of”) have become allusive references to a process that refuses enumeration. I could never catch up because every moment is creating new experience; here numbers become like poetic intimations of something fundamentally unmeasurable. One asks, one hundredth of what, exactly?8

One could further say that by its very nature, its “ontological density,” subjective mental experience constitutes a unique kind of inaccessibility or excess. This has special importance for psychoanalysis, which is especially interested in subjective “inner” experience and the meanings we ascribe to it. Research efforts to measure and quantify aspects of this process and the minds of those involved should consider not just the complexity of the process and its content, but also its ontological density, which suggests mass, a quality of being or of the experience of being that is latent in the word “subjectivity.”

If subjective experience includes an irreducible quality in the sense that I’m intending, surely this has epistemological implications for psychoanalysis. I don’t think psychoanalysis is above scientifically objective inquiry, but I do think it is critical that psychoanalysis claim its right to an equal footing in negotiating that relationship. That is, it should be permitted to engage with other disciplines on its own terms and be guided by its own epistemological commitments, and to do so without apology.

This brings us back, as it must, to the vexed issue of “objectivity.” The importance of objectivity in psychoanalytic thinking has traditionally been due to its role in either validating or verifying what we think we know, in giving us grounds for holding a belief to be “warranted” or justified—that is, to be “true”—or not. In order to sort out why this is a misleading place to start, however, we first have to contend with two quite different versions of objectivity, both actively employed in psychoanalytic theorizing.

The first is the familiar scientific form of objectivity rooted in the rule-governed collection and organization of observational data, and the design of experimental testing of these hypotheses using operationalized and measurable terms and categories. Traditionally this would include the ways in which such physical-science methodology has been adapted and employed to varying degrees within the social and human sciences. The second is more existentially (and epistemologically) fundamental, and is evident for example in Ricœur’s term “distanciation,” or in Merleau-Ponty’s notion of écart or “separation” (see Hass, 2008, p. 211), or in Lear’s (2003) more accessible and clarifying notion of “subjective objectivity.” Here we have a very basic notion of “standing apart from” related to an intrinsic separateness from oneself, or to the basic otherness or separation between subjectivities, or to the positioning of one’s perspective, in a relative or contextually constrained way, outside of or apart from that which one is contemplating or observing. These are fundamental, practical realities that bring us to the relative objectivity advocated by philosophical hermeneutics, not as an epistemological preference, but as an acknowledgment of a basic condition of human being.

Even advocates for a subscription of psychoanalytic theory to scientific research often acknowledge that first-order knowledge in psychoanalysis is subjective or experiential; and it is not uncommon for them to describe psychoanalytic objectivity in ways that sound to me like versions of everyday critical thinking or hermeneutics—the application of critical thought within particular contexts of activity and interpretation, one that tacks dialectically between part and whole in a process of refinement and revision. This is the procedural shape of most distanced reflection or reasoned inquiry in psychoanalysis, both in the clinical setting and in the development of theory based on clinical experience.

It is true that the warnings against relativism and arguments in favor of an enumerating “objectivity” in psychoanalysis have a certain cautionary merit. Though at times extreme, the disparaging characterizations of hermeneutics sometimes encountered in the psychoanalytic literature (as mere textualism, as relativist or postmodern, or as having a Romantic or histrionic relation to truth) should give the thoughtful reader pause. Ahumada, 1997, 2001; Hanly, 1992, 1999, 2006, 2014a, 2014b; Hanly and Fitzpatrick Hanly, 2001; and Edelson, 1988, for example, offer well-reasoned philosophical cautions against the relativist dangers of certain aspects of postmodern and hermeneutic approaches to knowledge. Laplanche (1992a) likewise associates hermeneutics with philosophical relativism, and so regards psychoanalysis as an “antihermeneutic discipline.”9 Strenger (2013) is more strident, characterizing hermeneutics as not just anti-scientific and unhinged from reality, but as narcissistically self-indulgent as well. In their different ways they recognize that psychoanalysis is insupportable if given over to a radical kind of relativism, social constructionism, epistemological indeterminacy, or postmodern deconstruction (which includes an emptying out of individual subjectivity).

Most everyone agrees that because the mental is intrinsically subjective, it requires a distanced perspective, a standing-outside-of, in order for relativism or an unfettered subjectivism to be fended off. But from the anti-hermeneutic perspective, hermeneutics, because of its insistence on the contextual nature of knowledge, and in some cases its focus on the protean variability of meaning, is seen as incapable of providing the kind of method-based distancing required by objectivity. And to this extent, I agree: If in fact a psychoanalytic hermeneutics were to entail an unconstrained (postmodern) kind of relativism of the sort nearly everyone is against, a relativism in which “anything goes” and everything is “constructed” or deconstructed and nothing is in any sense discovered, then it would indeed deserve correction. But the hermeneutics that I along with others either espouse or practice (without necessarily naming), and that psychoanalysis needs, is not of this sort.


What kind of discipline, exactly?

Let’s allow that the epistemological question is not about whether psychoanalysis is a science. If boxing is a science, or portraiture, or interpretive studies of medieval history, or politics—if these are sciences, then yes, psychoanalysis can be called a science in this broadest of senses, but then more accurately with the qualification that it is an interpretive human science, much more dissimilar than similar to medicine or biological psychiatry. Hermeneutics suggests that better questions might be: In what sense does psychoanalytic knowledge rely on or use objective or distanced forms of inquiry? And then, what form of “objectivity” is appropriate to the study of human beings in the fullness of their subjectivity? And how should psychoanalysis interface with traditionally scientific disciplines or forms of research in a way that preserves its essential ways of working and understanding?

Two currents have been crisscrossing through psychoanalytic discussion since Freud abandoned his Project for a Scientific Psychology in 1895, but especially in the last forty years. First, an awareness of how fundamentally the process of psychoanalysis is a lived experience that includes, but goes beyond, how one thinks or how an analytic pair arrive at insight. Psychoanalysis now appreciates to an unprecedented extent that how one is thinking at any given time is rooted in how one is experiencing the moment along multiple registers. Moments of “objectivity” are only elements in a larger dialectic, pieces that move the process along while inevitably opening new avenues of experience and new potential meanings. And second, simultaneously, there is this push to reform psychoanalysis in ways intended to permit it to hold discourse with more traditionally scientific disciplines and, in so doing, rescue itself from the junk heap of discarded pseudo-sciences.10 This awkward pairing of subjective experience (including its densities and ambiguities of meaning) with empirical research has left psychoanalytic commentators with the difficult task of reconciling two sides of an inherently gnarly fit.

Arnold Cooper (1993) voices the sponsoring idea for a reformist, research-based objectivity. “Without empirical studies,” he says, “we have no way ever to discard a hypothesis …” (p. 384). Empirical research, he writes, “will be applied to psychoanalytic propositions, and many of our favorite ideas will be shown to be wrong or what amounts to the same thing, not useful” (p. 391).

Viewed in this way, psychoanalytic experience, and the ideas grounded there, are just a mess of untested data awaiting the shaping hand of systematic research. In time, Cooper tells us, many or even most psychoanalytic constructs will be replaced by empirically measurable categories. Such a shift will be based on the assumption that what resists measurement is either less real or less useful or both (see Clarke, 2017).

How should we understand these two powerful and seemingly contradictory currents in contemporary psychoanalysis—for the subjective, sometimes “poetic,” and intrinsically dialectical character of the process, on the one hand, and demands for testability and quantification, on the other?

André Green (2001) addresses the challenge of a research-based epistemology by cautioning that we mustn’t “give way to the temptation—under the pretext of being scientific—of forgetting the singular exigencies of the psychoanalytic method.” There is a need, he writes, “for an investigation into research; that is to say, for reflection on the conditions of the application of research itself, which does not lose sight of the specificity and originality of psychoanalytic thought and the need to find ways of preserving and safeguarding them” (p. 70). Green understands the risk of a kind of scientism hidden in the push for research, at least to the extent that such reform intends a research-based epistemology that disregards “the singular exigencies” of psychoanalytic understanding.

After all, as disciplines go, psychoanalysis is no house sparrow, but a much stranger bird. Ricœur’s (1970) description of Freudian psychoanalysis as combining dialectically a language of force and energy (causation, explanation) with a language of meaning (motive, reasons, understanding), outlines a dichotomy often cast in terms of psyche and soma, with psychoanalysis as the discipline operating in the interstitial space they share. From its beginnings there has been an intrinsic, tensive in-between-ness about psychoanalysis, and if you want to work and think psychoanalytically you have to be willing to navigate in that space.

The hybrid nature of Freudian psychoanalysis lies in an inherent but necessary tension between biology (or its mental derivative, drive) and meaning. Biology does not traffic in meanings, and it seems important that the hybrid nature Ricœur is proposing not be misunderstood as requiring or allowing for a hybrid epistemology. What this means in a practical sense is that research findings should always be subjected to critical scrutiny, should be “investigated” or interpreted as to their value or relevance, as Green suggests.

Another way of saying this would be that an uncareful interface between psychoanalysis and scientific research will tend inherently to minimize the philosophical implications of the centrality of subjective experience (e.g., of embodiment, of lived time, of continually shifting perceptions, of variable horizons and contexts of meaning). With its special interest in subjective experience, psychoanalysis ought to require that any objective mode of attention to the mental abide by an obligation to the fundamental difference between observing a behavior and experiencing oneself behaving (see Hass, 2008, p. 111).

I experience my perceptions and thoughts as my own. I experience them, however one wants to characterize how I know them. But by experiencing them, I inevitably know them uniquely. Others can know about them in various partial, mediated ways (which still allows that others can know me differently, and sometimes better than I know myself), but this is all secondary to my possessing my experiences as my own.

The “irreducible” character of subjective experience follows first from the fact that each subjectivity possesses its experience in a way that is (to some extent) singular and private. Additionally, it is in the density of lived experience that meaning coalesces around unconscious beliefs and fantasies. Psychoanalysis’s special interest in what things mean, both privately and between people, is part of why the subjective character of the mental is philosophically fundamental to psychoanalytic thought. Any critique of the scientization of psychoanalysis, if it is to be optimally coherent and effective, must anchor itself firmly in the epistemological implications of the ontological density of subjective experience, where meaning and desire intersect.

Ricœur (Changeux & Ricœur 2003) comments on the semantic dualism between the mental and the neurobiological, and in so doing articulates a danger that resides especially, but not only, in neuropsychoanalytic efforts at reform: “These discourses represent heterogeneous perspectives,” he writes, “which is to say that they cannot be reduced to each other or derived from each other … I shall therefore combat the sort of semantic amalgamation that one finds summarized in the oxymoronic formula, ‘The brain thinks’” (p. 14). Tensions can exist within a circumscribed discourse, but altogether different discourses, whose founding assumptions are “heterogeneous,” cannot be held in tension with one another in the same way. Tensions can exist within psychoanalysis precisely because the terms of the tension are consistent with psychoanalysis’s founding assumptions.

If one engages in an interchange between discourses with conflicting fundamental assumptions, which one can certainly do, it is best to acknowledge the preeminence of an overarching structure of inquiry, a position from which differences can be interpreted in a dynamic, evolving, context-sensitive way, and ultimately judged for their relevance, thus setting reasoned arbitration of “empirical” experience above mere quantitative verification. This is the proper role of hermeneutics in psychoanalysis at the level of discourse. I am arguing that if the preeminence of a reasonable hermeneutics in the formulation of what constitutes psychoanalytic knowledge is abridged or appropriated by an alternative framework founded on different epistemological assumptions—if, as Ricœur (1970) warns, psychoanalysis “bends” to the axioms of empiricism or behaviorism—it condemns itself to either being written off as non-scientific, or to “begging for a partial rehabilitation through what Skinner calls ‘the simple expedient of an operational definition of terms’” (pp. 365–366).


Thoughts on embodiment

Freud described the instincts as the primary propulsive forces driving the development of desire in relation to its objects. The drives were the psychical forces at the interface between mind and body, the expression of our embodied natures. But the psychoanalytic body, properly understood, is not a collection of physical organs; it is the body as subjectively experienced, what Loewald (1971) calls “the body in the context of human life,” a body which “is not primarily the organism with its organs and physiological functions, anatomical structures, nerve pathways, and chemical processes” (p. 125). It is the body-as-experienced that is the foundation of mental and relational life as conceived psychoanalytically (Clarke, 2018, pp. 435–436), and that ultimately functions not as an objectively observable thing, but as the idiom for psychic organization, and the ground against which meaning and its figurations become visible.

One could say, along with the neuropsychoanalyst Mark Solms, that psychoanalysis and neuroscience are looking at the same thing differently.11 But any notion of subjectivity natural to a neuronal model bears no relation to a psychoanalytically conceived living, breathing person. So, are we really looking at the same thing? Alternate perspectives change how we look, but also change the character of the thing we are looking at, even if we call it by the same name. From this perspective, we are not two blind men investigating the same event, or elephant, from different ends, one at the tail, one at the trunk. Experientially and epistemologically, these are different elephants, constructed (borrowing a phrase from Loewald according to markedly “different modes of experiencing and ordering reality” (1971, p. 134)).12

Thus, there is a difference between being “embodied” and being “corporeal.” Moreover, knowing oneself and the world by way of one’s embodied nature is not secondary to the findings of kinesiology and neuroscience. Embodiment constitutes a foundational, first-order dimension of human knowledge, and gives the sciences of the body a context within which to be even remotely understandable.13

In early development we experience the mind in the idiom of the body, and this register of experience is never surmounted. Schafer (1973) writes that, as subjectively experienced,


“feelings are substances, often fecal substances which, accordingly, may be withheld or expelled and gotten rid of or destroyed; or they may fill one up and either explode or leak (or spill) out. Or perhaps they are oral substances (milk, poison, vomitus) or other psychosexual things (urine, semen, babies). Feelings for other persons are like ties that may be cut (like umbilical cords or like the sadist’s chains), or the feelings for others and of others may be engulfing, suffocating, poisonous, and soul-murdering.” (p. 46)


Remember Ms. A, who felt she was drowning and like her heart would burst, a terrifying anxiety whose very existence, not to mention the eventual realization of its possible meaning, was contingent on its being first experienced as alive in her organs and muscles.

Biology as “lived biology” (Changeux & Ricœur 2003, p. 74) is about the embeddedness of the mind in the corporeal as a principle, as a substrate. The emphasis here is on drive as a mental event grounded in biology. The neurobiological details can provide guardrails for a larger process of psychoanalytic exploration. In most instances, what matters are simply the various ways in which we experience ourselves as embodied desiring subjects, not the neurobiology that underlies desire or our anxiety about feeling desire (Clarke, 2018).14

Despite his own neuroscientific aspirations, Freud required psychoanalysis to struggle toward some solution to the paradoxical partnership housed in the phrase “lived biology,” where biology and meaning come together. I want to emphasize that better solutions uphold in some way the tension of Freud’s vision of a hybrid discourse. Lesser solutions ablate the paradox and retreat to reductions or evasions 1) in which the realm of meaning is reduced to or defined by biological forces, or at the other extreme 2) where “drive” as a mental representative of biology is dismissed as a mere relational construction or a functionless term stripped of its primal connection to embodied experience, or 3) where the tension is ignored by talking about biology and meaning together as if their epistemological incongruence were unimportant.

Of course all experience is grounded in and dependent on biochemistry and the action of proteins, on gene expression, on the physics governing the movement of bodies in space—yet each of these disciplines adequately explains only a narrow range of phenomena, and none describes the textures, rhythms, and meanings of our subjective experience of the world.


Dialectics, not circularity

There are facts, of course, some of which are simply available features of an accepted reality, often organized around the foundational assumptions of a given discourse or perspective, and some of which are available for empirical measurement. There also can be more or less reasoned calculation based on uncontradicted facts in moments of clinical decision-making. But in general, the determination of what is important about any given fact, or what an accepted fact ought to mean in relation to this or that context, intention, or provisional narrative, is a judgment based on how one listens, imagines, and reasons over time. Psychoanalytic understanding is not an event, a single point in time. It has a circular but not a solipsistic character, which is to say it is dialectical and progressive, neither narrowly reductive nor radically relativist. As Ricœur (1971) the hermeneuticist says, “The construal or recognition of the parts presupposes a certain kind of whole; and reciprocally, it is in construing the details that we construe the whole. There is no necessity concerning what is important and what is unimportant, what is essential and what is unessential …. The judgment of importance,” he says, “is a guess” (p. 158).

I think this is right: the judgment of importance in psychoanalytic work is often an educated guess, a creative projection of our sense of things, of a provisional whole. Reasoned guessing grounded in affective engagement is intrinsic to our experience of understanding something. Regarding the ongoing process of reconsideration of our guesses and provisional conclusions, Ricœur writes, “Validation is a logic of uncertainty and of qualitative probability, more like juridical argumentation, the joining of a conflict of interpretations, than like a direct arbitration by empirical facts” (p. 159). It should also be kept in mind that knowledge derived from empirical measurement must itself be interpreted in order to mean anything, both in the construction of its particular terms and system of observation, and in assessing its meaning in relation to the “whole” of what we are trying to understand. This is in the nature of things and not to be remedied.

This description of hermeneutic circularity as dialectical captures the essence of psychoanalytic clinical experience with respect to knowledge—the movement between specific part (the dream fragment remembered on this day following this event or affective moment) and the always-present, ever imagined whole (of the patient’s world, the analytic relationship, etc.). This is the very material, the fabric, of analytic experience (Clarke, 2017, pp. 587–588). What does this dream about the silhouette of a man behind a window, and the feeling of confused excitement that accompanies it, mean with respect to the moment of hesitation the day before as the patient struggled with expressing a frustrated wish about the analyst, experienced now in the context of the patient’s history of felt rejection? She tells me, “The man is dangerous. He wants to look in and see me undressing, like a stalker.” And then she says, “In the waiting room yesterday you didn’t look at me the way you usually do. I didn’t realize until now, but I felt it for just a second yesterday, this … stabbing feeling of shame, that you weren’t paying attention, maybe. It was weird.” There is a pause, and then she says, “I sometimes got so angry at my father I would put cat poop in his jacket pockets, and then wait for him to find it.” I say, “How did you feel, waiting for him to find it?” And she says, “Terrified. And excited. I expected him to beat the shit out of me. I waited for days. He never said a thing.” I wait, and then say, “I’m thinking perhaps you felt ashamed. There was fear and excitement and it wasn’t seen, like it didn’t matter,” and she responds, “It felt to me like you were thinking about something else, like I wasn’t there. Maybe I wanted you to see something … or maybe I didn’t …” And I’m left wondering what she might mean, imagining that in this moment she is unsure herself. What choice do we have but to wait and see? What is emerging illuminates or casts its shadow over what came before, even as it leans into its relation to what comes next.

I don’t regard this as endlessly indeterminate in a recursive, postmodernist way. Things, stories, meanings coalesce. In order for psychoanalytic work to continue to make sense, a “humble” sort of philosophical realism is indeed required.15 I am interested in what is real for Ms. A. I am imagining that she really is worrying that her heart would burst, and that there are reasons for and purpose to this feeling. The hybridity of psychoanalysis points to the poetic, to the realities that elude measurement, but without settling for a purely poetic solution. It requires tension, uncertainty, in the generation of the partial resolutions that constitute much of what we call the relative certainties of psychoanalytic meaning, but always in relation to a reasoned, subjectively objective view of psychic reality and to the world of our situated experience.


The problem of the private self

The philosopher Marcia Cavell (1993), not hermeneutic by orientation, takes issue with the idea of what she calls “an ineffable private quality” to subjective experience, of the mental having an “ontologically subjective” character. I agree that we can know about other people in various ways; we can map our own experiences onto theirs; we can imagine and to some extent feel a version of what they are feeling; we can understand their logic, their purpose, their wishes; we can study aspects of their functioning and come to more objective understandings of how they are in the world. But we mustn’t, Cavell warns, give subjective experience a unique private quality; we mustn’t make it a special “internalist” category and take it outside the purview of how we come to know other things that are outside of ourselves.
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