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To

those whose bravery has no witness

other than their own heart



Only in the conduct of our action can we find the sense of mastery over the Fates.

—Joseph Conrad, Nostromo
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Preface

It was a clear, crisp spring morning in London as I walked through Grosvenor Square to the US Embassy. Nearly a year before I had made the decision, reluctantly, to revoke my US citizenship. I knew I wasn’t going to return to live in the United States, my country of origin, and my decision was based on practical financial reasons. Although I had had dual citizenship with the UK for many years, I identified myself as American, not British. I had been warned by a friend to expect an interrogation as to my reasons for wanting to revoke my citizenship—along the lines that I was betraying my country. The very fact that there was a hefty exit fee to pay to revoke one’s citizenship suggested that a penalty was due. As I walked up the steps to the Embassy, I nervously rehearsed my reasons, aware of my defensiveness. Inside the Embassy, at the administrative counter, I was asked to swear an oath on the Bible or by my word that no one had forced me to revoke my citizenship. As I gave my oath, to my complete surprise, I burst into tears. The woman looked at me sympathetically and said, “Lots of people find this very distressing.”

This moment vividly brought home to me the deep importance of what the country of my birth and my childhood means to me, and how very painful it was to give up my entitlement to belong. Although I was rationally clear about why I had made this decision, emotionally it made no sense to me. I was grief stricken and angry that the draconian US tax laws for expatriates had led me to this. I also felt I was betraying an intrinsic part of my identity along with the values that I had held so dearly throughout my life. While many of us take our country of origin and what it means to us for granted, my act of effectively disowning my country made me powerfully aware that we all have some kind of national identity, whether we acknowledge it or not, and that this deeply affects not only our personal identity but how we see the rest of the world.

I continued to think about my reaction to this separation that I had instigated, and wondered if it had affected me so profoundly because I had also been estranged, by choice, from most of my immediate family for many years. Was I in tears about the loss of my own family? While this may have colored my reaction, I was aware that my feelings about my country were of a different order. Having come of age in the heady and turbulent time of Vietnam, Haight Ashbury, Nixon’s impeachment, and Martin Luther King’s fight for racial equality, I had absorbed the principles of the American Dream and held these passionately to heart. The liberal ideology of the time and place pervaded my youth and, most importantly, provided a structure for meaning—both for myself as an individual and for myself within a collective. Ironically, it was this democratic ethos that allowed me, in my last year in high school, to espouse the vision of communism, quoting from Mao’s Little Red Book in my school assembly. Little did I realize then the luxury of freedom of thought.

While writing this book, the world has changed, in many ways unrecognizably. Liberal democracy has failed in its promises, and populism has erupted across the world. The prosperity of the nineties has primarily impacted international corporations and the small segment of the very rich who are getting even richer. The rest of us are becoming worried about our futures. As economic inequality begins to bite, “strongman” leaders are more and more appealing. They will make their countries great again! They will keep out immigrants! They will protect us from the rest of the world! There are few political ideals and many falsehoods. The only political subject that indisputably crosses borders is the weather and what we do, or don’t do, about climate change. It feels like a particularly bleak time of “existential anxiety.” It is also a time when we urgently need courage and imagination to shape a future that will enable us to go on living together and to honor what is best about being human.



Introduction

As individuals and as groups we ascribe our identity, often unconsciously, to the patriotic values we grow up with and that guide our behavior. From childhood, no matter what society we come from, we aspire to the ideals of our parents, our teachers, our leaders, and our country—to our culture; we also begin to form some sense of our own inner conscience, what feels “right” to us. This is a complex idea and is not always the same as what is seen to be “right” within our social group—but it plays a vital part in determining our actions and in understanding the compelling power of our political belief systems. Being able to stand up and act on what we believe requires bravery; it gives voice to our patriotic beliefs and it also forms our identity.

For Goodness Sake: Bravery, Patriotism and Identity examines how the concepts of bravery, patriotism, and identity are intrinsically interlinked through the question, “What does it mean to be true to oneself?” Those who commit acts of bravery attribute their actions not to empathy but to following their conscience or adhering to the moral ideals they hold up as a mirror to themselves. Most of us understand the power and the appeal of a “higher authority” that inspires us to live according to certain principles or values. This is commonly experienced in our religious beliefs, but it is also deeply felt in our political beliefs.

In my previous book, Everyday Evils: A Psychoanalytic View of Evil and Morality, I tried to illustrate how susceptible we are to adapting and conforming to changes in our belief systems, even when they contradict our own sense of what is “right.” Our adaptability to changing social norms is often at the root of what enables large groups to commit atrocities against others. We now see much more clearly, for example, how the societal ideals of Weimar Germany became transformed and perverted to serve the political aims of the Third Reich. Our social norms and beliefs, which we often imagine as set in stone, are in fact fluid and subject to social pressures that we are sometimes only marginally aware of. Hannah Arendt’s description of the “banality of evil” is as relevant today as it was at the time of the Holocaust. The highest ideals within a group can be used as an inspiration to respect our fellow human beings, or they can be perverted to exploit and dehumanize them.

Bravery is of such value to us because it embodies Kant’s imperative that man should not be treated as a means to an end but an end in himself. In this respect, bravery is the opposite of evil, and its greatest opponent. The individuals who dissent and go against the prevailing political forces are often those who stand against perverse ideologies and the atrocities committed in their name. Their acts of brave opposition come from their own personal and political beliefs. Members of the resistance during World War II, rescuers of victims, spies serving their countries—all risked their lives for the beliefs they held and in allegiance to some form of higher authority, whether in the form of patriotic ideals or individual conscience. These instances of bravery make us acutely aware of the moral and political nature of bravery and why it is such an important emblem in our world. Acts of bravery, perhaps more than any other action in our lives, assert what it means to be “true to oneself” and express the ideals we hold for ourselves of the person we want to be and how we want to live.

The question of what it means to be “true to oneself” is also at the core of my professional practice as a psychoanalyst; it is what marks psychoanalysis as a truly revolutionary process. Madness is not being able to be true to oneself or to have a tangible sense of self, that is, feelings and judgments derived from and consonant with our perceptions of reality. The work of analysis is to enable patients to discover that they have a self they can not only trust but be true to. This means being brave enough to acknowledge and separate from dysfunctional relationships and from the mad parts of the mind that rob us of reality. Using examples from my work with patients* of their own acts of bravery, I explore the themes of political identity, the influence of social ideals and ideology, the differences between betrayal and dissent, and our need to belong to and to identify with large, powerful groups that make us feel safe in the world. On a wider social level these themes are illustrated through the lens of current events. Although these events are necessarily dated, they depict the timeless dynamics of bravery in its different manifestations.

The book starts by laying the foundation for understanding some of the psychological processes that create our sense of belonging and enable us to risk our lives for the sake of our beliefs and principles. Our moral sense of what is right and wrong develops within a framework of personal experience and the cultural values we grow up with. Our conscience is guided by what Freud called our “superego,” that part of our psyche that judges and guides our actions within the parameters of what is considered right and wrong. The “superego” also binds us to the norms of the groups we belong to, whether it is our family, our community, or our country. When these norms change, or when they are experienced to be at odds with our own individual beliefs, this creates psychic dissonance, and can lead to dissent or madness or both. Being true to oneself is a fundamental act of self-agency.

In Chapter Two we see how being true to oneself is at the core of bravery and is the common factor in each act of bravery. Within any atrocity or life-threatening situation, there is the silent presence of the brave individuals who act and stand apart from the crowd, who risk their own lives by rescuing others and, in other ways, by voicing their dissent. The actions of these exceptional individuals raise questions as to why they were able to do what they did and why other people don’t. But if we look closer at the histories of these individuals, what we discover is that they may not be as exceptional as we think. Acts of bravery also take different forms in different contexts and often remain unrecognized and private. Clinical material of a young male patient, a war hero struggling to separate from his refugee parents, illustrates the role of the ego ideal, insofar as it is consonant with innate morality, as the primary factor motivating acts of bravery. The compulsion to act bravely is primarily attributed to conscious, in other words, being at one with oneself. Those who act bravely do not feel they have a choice because not to act is experienced as a betrayal of self. As such, bravery is a fundamental assertion not only of the self but also of a moral order necessary to sustain the self.

Acts of bravery are commonly recognized within group behavior and especially within the context of war or civic duty. The brave soldier is the archetypal example of the individual who risks his life for his country and protects the values of the group. Most societies have long traditions of heroic individuals who come to represent the “ideal citizen” for their group. What is striking is that this “ideal” rarely differs in its basic composition, regardless of the political and social structures within which it applies. Chapter Three points out that the concept of the “ideal citizen” who places the values and survival of the group above personal interests is, for example, as relevant in modern-day North Korea as it is in the USA. What is perhaps more revealing is to look at how bravery has also come to be associated with self-agency and dissent. Plato’s writings about the life of Socrates highlight the juxtaposition between acts of civic and personal bravery. Socrates was renowned for his martial bravery in rescuing Alcibiades in the battle of Potidaea in 432 bc and for his civic courage in refusing the demand of the tyrannical junta in 404 bc to arrest an innocent man. At the end of his life, scapegoated for the coup of 411 bc and found guilty of opposing the democratic constitution of Athens, Socrates decided to accept the death sentence rather than challenge the laws of his city. However, he notably argued in his defense that rather than being punished, the state should reward him as being “a gadfly stinging the conscience of the city” (D’Angour, 2019, p. 135). This story exemplifies the complexity of what the image of the “ideal citizen” means within different contexts and what happens when personal values oppose political ones.

The question of identity and belonging arises when there is a break or dislocation in one’s life. At these moments, we are faced with choices—not only between past and present, between membership in one group or another, between geographically staying and leaving—but a more fundamental choice that concerns our identity; who we see ourselves as being, what it is we believe in, and how we are perceived by others. The implicit defining relation between place, belief system, and identity is suddenly laid bare. This caesura creates a mental space within which we become acutely aware of how much our identity is linked to a complex network of loyalties, beliefs, and communities, and the traumatic impact of losing these ties, leaving us in a state of diaspora while opening up the possibility of re-defining our identity. This liminal state and its effect on identity are explored in Chapter Four.

The experience of being uprooted from one’s country is illustrated by a patient who struggled to bridge his past with his present and to make sense of the rupture in his own identity and his family’s history. This rupture is particularly difficult when there have been dramatic political and social changes within one’s country of origin. Our primary attachment to our country has profound implications on how we understand our identity, especially in the context of globalization and the erosion of national borders. With the traditional structures that form identity under threat, making people feel insecure about who they are in the world, it is not surprising that there is a rise in nationalism and a wish to return to the past.

The concept of heroism is universally linked with the act of sacrificing one’s life for one’s country or the survival of one’s group. In warfare, physical courage is praised and held up as both a manly and a patriotic virtue. The idea of dying for a cause, whether it is in the service of one’s nation, one’s religious beliefs, or ideological tenets, is seen as the acme of bravery—a hero’s death. And yet we assign very different values to the soldier who dies while trying to save others, whether it is in Vietnam or Afghanistan, in the name of democracy and the terrorist suicide bomber who dies trying to save the souls of others in the name of Allah. In each case, the hero achieves immortality through his death. The causes may not in fact be so different in their visions of a righteous and moral society and the bravery that is required to realize these ideals. Similarly, our human need to find meaning in our lives, expressed in terms of trying to aspire to the ideals we have of ourselves derived from our social norms, may be just as consonant with fighting for democracy as it is with fighting for Allah.

Chapter Five focuses on the psychological roots of why we need to find meaning in our lives and the importance our belief systems have in relation to defining our identity. Our need for meaning is intrinsic to being human, but the way in which this is actualized may either be toward respect and recognition of the individual or it may negate the value of the individual in obeisance to a higher power. Kant’s moral imperative to “treat others how you wish to be treated” is applied to bravery as a means of differentiating between the ersatz, or perverse, and the authentic act.

Bravery is often traumatic and can become addictive as a way of managing the trauma. This is the dark side of bravery, fueled by the guilt of rescuing some while others have perished. Chapter Six highlights the seductive aspect of heroism that can tip the rescuer into taking extreme risk to the point of recklessness and death. Although acts of bravery are normally described as “selfless,” the glory of bravery can enhance the rescuer’s narcissism. When this happens, the rescuer’s judgment is likely to be impaired and this is a crucial step toward dangerous miscalculations. Then the act of bravery becomes more of a gambler’s game producing its own adrenaline in a dance with death. This omnipotent state of mind is an emotional defense that is common with soldiers and journalists who have served on the front lines of war; it both heightens immediate sensate experience and it enables the actor to transcend a sense of self. But there is a high price to pay, as these scars remain painful for life. The chapter concludes with the reminder to heed our fear as it is what enables us to survive and ultimately to help others survive.

Being true to oneself is not only expressed through physical acts of bravery, it is also expressed in voicing one’s beliefs, challenging what one feels is wrong, exposing corruption, and opposing destructive group behavior. Chapter Seven examines these vocal forms of dissent, the whistleblowers who risk their lives or their well-being to uphold their principles, the journalists who speak out against injustice, protestors challenging political decisions, and interest groups, such as the “Me Too” campaign, that fight discrimination and racism. Perhaps the most hidden and sometimes most powerful act of dissent takes place in the privacy of psychoanalysis. Within this personal sphere, patients need great courage to face their most profound fears, their shame and guilt, and their love and hate. For many patients this may mean changing their lives radically, eschewing old belief systems, embarking on relationships that are new and unfamiliar, and severing ties with dysfunctional relationships. Enabling patients to be “true to themselves” is at the heart of psychoanalysis; this is what creates true change.

The final chapter picks up on the theme of change and the loss that accompanies every change. Using the example of Odysseus’ struggle to resist the nostalgic lure of the Sirens’ song while sailing home from Troy, we see what a powerful force drives us to the illusory safety of the past as a way of not having to face loss and an uncharted future. The political wave of populism that is spreading across the world exemplifies this psychological regression in which the charismatic all-protective dictator is chosen in the wish for security and certainty. Recreating an imaginary, idealized past is preferable to the liberal democracies that are perceived to have failed with the rise of global economic inequality and new corporate nations. We are at a turning point in history and to weather the journey forward, like Odysseus, we need to be able to resist our fantasies of the past, to acknowledge what has been irretrievably lost, and to be able to discriminate between what is true and what is false and what we can control and what is beyond our control. Each wave as it approaches, whether it is globalization, totalitarianism, or climate emergency, will present a different complex of problems and challenges. How we broach these challenges will inevitably affect our belief systems and our political identity.

These chapters present different facets of bravery and I hope, cumulatively, they demonstrate that every brave act is not simply an assertion of individual self-agency but also a political act. Bravery expresses the values that are most important to us as humans in relation to each other. We cannot act in good conscience without acting on behalf of others. Although many acts of bravery may occur in private and are never witnessed, they do not occur in isolation; bravery by its very nature affirms our respect of the other and their significance to us. At this point in our history, when political power is so much in flux and global problems such as climate change are threatening our everyday lives and our expectations of the future, it is crucial to be brave for ourselves, for others, and for goodness’ sake. This book is in homage to those who have been brave enough to risk their well-being and their lives in order to protect the future. We can only hope to follow their example.
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Chapter One

Identity and what it means to be true to oneself

Indeed, it is not one of our actions which, by creating the man we want to be, does not at the same time, create an image of the man as we think he ought to be.

—Sartre, Existentialism is a Humanism

Introduction

In Sophocles’ play Philoctetes, the wily Odysseus and his crew arrive on the deserted island of Lemnos where Philoctetes, the master archer, has been stranded with his magical bow by none other than Odysseus on a previous trip. The Trojan war is taking place and can only be won by returning the bow to Heracles’ funeral pyre. Philoctetes continues to suffer badly from a snake bite on his foot incurred during the war. It was the stench from his injured foot and his unbearable pain that caused Odysseus to abandon Philoctetes on Lemnos in the first place. Understandably, Philoctetes hates Odysseus. On his return, Odysseus is careful to remain hidden, and persuades the young and honorable Neoptolemus, a member of his crew, that he must trick Philoctetes into giving up his bow so that it can be returned to Troy. Odysseus argues this will fulfill the prophecy of the seer Helenus and allow the Greeks to win the war. Odysseus emphasizes that this deceit will save many lives and win glory for the Greeks—the end will justify the means. Neoptolemus takes some persuasion, but eventually agrees, and wins Philoctetes’ trust by telling him a story that Odysseus is also his enemy as he stole his father’s (Achilles’) armor that rightfully belongs to him. Neoptolemus is embraced as Philoctetes’ ally and, in a sudden seizure of pain, Philoctetes hands Neoptolemus his bow. Odysseus then appears and the game seems to be up until Neoptolemus, who has been equivocating about returning the bow to Philoctetes, decides to be honorable and does so. Dismayed by Neoptolemus’ change of heart, Odysseus persuades Neoptolemus to strike up a deal with Philoctetes. Instead of taking the bow—and Philoctetes—by force and deceit, Neoptolemus agrees to take Philoctetes back to Greece on the condition that he accompany Odysseus and his crew to Troy, bow in hand. The conflict of trust is resolved at the end of the play when Heracles (as a god) appears and reassures Philoctetes that not only will Greece win the war if he goes to Troy, but his wounds will be cured.

The central conflict in the play is between individual conscience and what is “right,” or of greatest benefit to the group, especially when being “true to oneself” might jeopardize the survival of the group. Heracles’ appearance at the end, as a kind of deus ex machina, resolves the conflict by rewarding Philoctetes for putting aside his own personal grievances for a higher cause. This ending does not resolve the fact that Neoptolemus, despite recanting, has acted against himself in bad faith and, as he says in anguish, “I shall be seen to be a traitor; that is what has long been paining me” (Sophocles, 1994, p. 345). Ashamed of his betrayal, Neoptolemus states, “Everything is distasteful, when a man has abandoned his own nature and is doing what is unlike him!” (ibid.).

The idea of man’s “own nature” and “doing what is unlike him” is strikingly modern—and suggests that it was understood in much the same way as we think of being true to oneself today. It is an idea that is not only understood but its meaning is relatively unquestioned. But what does it mean?

Being true to oneself

Like Neoptolemus, most of us at different times in our lives are confronted with a situation that requires us to make a choice between being true to ourselves, or not. Being true to ourselves, or not, is ultimately realized through our actions, but we also reveal or betray ourselves with our thoughts which, when they are expressed openly, have an impact on others and on the way we frame reality. Our decisions or actions may be life-changing, such as rescuing a drowning man, or they may be relatively minor, for example, sticking to one’s principles when they are not shared by others. As sentient beings, we are aware that it is our actions that determine not only the shape of our lives but also how we see ourselves and how we perceive ourselves in relation to others. In other words, we cannot understand this question without first having some common understanding of what we mean by “self,” “identity,” “truth,” and “reality.”

In referring to these key concepts of “self,” “identity,” “truth,” and “reality,” I am aware that there are a number of pitfalls and objections to using these terms as if they are actual, consistent, identifiable, and consensually accepted ideas. It is also the case that if we pick each concept apart and examine it within different contexts, each begins to lose its meaning and becomes essentially unusable. These are fundamentally philosophical ideas that help us to describe our experience of ourselves, of others, and of our reality. We recognize that the idea of “truth” changes according to our knowledge of the world, after all, we no longer believe the world is flat or that the sun revolves around the earth. We also acknowledge that the ideas of “self” and “identity” are complex and may mean different things to different people and across different cultures. Even the concept of “I” is contingent on how it is perceived culturally. The concept of “reality” also becomes questionable at a certain level; we can agree when we see an object, such as a tree, in front of us, or when we see a man die, but what this means to us may not be shared or interpreted in the same way by everyone. These are all fluid concepts that may take on different meanings within different contexts and change over time. Nevertheless, in trying to understand our experience on an emotional and psychological level, we need to deploy a language that reflects our cultural perspective.

I will venture some broad definitions as a guide to how I am trying to understand what it means to be true to oneself. Starting with the concept of the “self,” I refer to its colloquial meaning as “a person’s essential being that distinguishes them from others, especially considered as the object of introspection or reflexive action” (OED). Strawson elaborates that the experience of self—of an entity or mental presence that can be imagined or thought about—is “fundamentally grounded, in all ordinary human beings, in the experience of embodiment” (Strawson, 2009, p. 8). The experience of embodiment is necessary to have a sense of existing over time, of having a past, present, and future that one has experienced and has an impact on. There is an essential timeline, based on our need to create narrative meaning in our lives, that enables a sense of self to exist and to develop and that gives us what Winnicott refers to as an experience of “going on being” (Winnicott, 1960). An aspect of one’s sense of self is one’s “identity,” a concept that is less to do with one’s existential being and rooted more in one’s function and place in the world. “Identity” is socially determined and confers not only certain characteristics with which we can describe ourselves but establishes our relationship with others and with the communities we belong to. Because our identity is determined by our social relationships, it is necessarily fluid insofar as we need to be able to adapt to changes in our social relations in order to survive. The sense of self, on the other hand, may evolve and deepen over one’s lifetime, but I will argue that its essence does not change, that it is embedded in our awareness that we as individuals are separate and distinct from others, no matter what value we place on “I.”1

The primary element of a sense of self is our capacity to self-reflect and to employ judgment and not simply to react instinctively. In his review of Christine M. Korsgaard’s book, Fellow Creatures: Our Obligations to the Other Animals, the philosopher Thomas Nagel writes:

Humans, with their capacity for language, historical record-keeping, long-term memory, and planning for the future, have a strong consciousness of their lives, not just successions of momentary experiences; what happens to an animal at one time changes its point of view at later times, so that it acquires “an ongoing character that makes it a more unified self over time.” It is a matter of degree, but the lives of most mammals and birds, at least, have this kind of unity, so we can think of them as having good or bad lives, not just good and bad experiences.

The big difference between us and the other animals is that we are self-conscious in a way they are not. Korsgaard marks this as the distinction between instinctive and rational lives. Unlike the other animals, we act not just on the basis of our present perceptions, desires and inclinations. We can step back from the immediate appearances and withhold endorsement from them as grounds for belief or action if we judge that they do not provide adequate justifying reasons—as when we discount a visual impression as an optical illusion or a negative evaluation as the product of jealousy. This type of rational self-assessment has given rise to both science and morality. Animals, by contrast, as far as we know, do not evaluate their own beliefs and motives before acting on them.

(Nagel, p. 42)

Nagel makes the important point that rational self-assessment, what we might call the capacity for self-reflection, is what enables us to evaluate the world we live in and our actions in the world, that is, science and morality. It is our capacity for self-reflection that I will refer to subsequently as the observing ego, meaning that part of our psyche or consciousness that observes our feelings, thoughts, and actions and, in doing so, acknowledges our internal, psychic reality. While the observing ego can be overridden by impulse (the id) or by conforming to social pressures (the superego), it is the ultimate litmus test of what being oneself means to us.

Lastly, there is the question of what we mean by being “true” to ourselves; what does “truth” mean in this context? The concept of “truth” as applied to our experience of external phenomena generally entails the acceptance of certain basic laws that govern our biological existence along with shared perceptions of events that take place in time and space. This definition derives from the Greek concept of Aletheia, elaborated by Heidegger in his idea that truth must correspond to the external conditions of reality to be validated. While the emphasis in the concept of Aletheia is on disclosure or bringing to light what has been hidden, Heidegger focuses on the ontological meaning of our perceptions—how we make sense of the world that is revealed to us.

In thinking about “being true to oneself,” the locus of what is “true” shifts to the intra-psychic experience of the self. Here our capacity to self-reflect (i.e. the observing ego) has the job of determining whether our thoughts or actions are congruent with our feelings. This is what constitutes being able to say, “I am being true to myself,” or not. We can see this in Neoptolemus’ conflict with Odysseus’ desire for him to take Philoctetes’ bow from him. Neoptolemus is aware from the start that Odysseus is asking him to do something immoral in deceiving Philoctetes to hand over his bow. Yet Neoptolemus wants to please his commander, Odysseus, he wants to assist his countrymen in winning the war against Troy, and he has been taught to obey his superiors, especially in warfare. Neoptolemus is persuaded—at least temporarily—that the ends justify the means, and that his “duty” to his country and his fellow warriors is more important than his own individual sense of what is right and wrong. However, when Philoctetes demonstrates his trust and asks Neoptolemus to guard his sword while he is having a painful fit, Neoptolemus is faced with the harm he is inflicting by his deceit and, with reflection, he has a change of heart. What is striking about Neoptolemus’ change is that it does not seem to be motivated by guilt, although he is aware of the hurt he causes, so much as acting in bad faith against his sense of himself and the kind of person he sees himself as being. It is his self-harm, his betrayal of himself, that affects Neoptolemus most deeply. The self that Neoptolemus knows he is going against consists of a synthesis of his own moral values and how he sees himself as an actor in the world. Together these form an image for Neoptolemus of his ideal self (i.e. his ego ideal). This is an image we have within us from our early development that represents how we want to act in the world and how we want to be seen—it configures our best characteristics, those we admire in others and in ourselves. For Neoptolemus, what was fundamental to his sense of self and his self-esteem was being attuned to his feelings and acting in accordance with them, even if it meant defying authority and collective mores.

Within psychoanalysis, the question of what it means to be “true to oneself” is at the core of our professional practice and it should be at the core of our theoretical thinking; it is what marks psychoanalysis as a truly revolutionary process. Madness is not being able to be true to oneself or to have a tangible sense of self, in other words, feelings and judgments derived from and consonant with our perceptions of reality. The work of analysis is to enable patients to discover that, first of all, they have feelings that are valid, that don’t just come out of nowhere but are a reaction to things that have happened to them or ways in which they have been treated in both the past and the present. Once patients can begin to acknowledge their feelings, rather than having to disavow or deny them, they become aware that they have certain choices about the ways in which they want to be treated as well as how they relate to others. Most importantly, being able to trust one’s feelings enables us to reflect on and assess our reality; we have a “self” that we can relate to and that allows us to be responsible for our choices and for what happens to us. In the case of most patients, this means being brave enough to acknowledge and separate from dysfunctional relationships and from the mad parts of the mind that rob us of reality. Being able to recognize and exercise one’s internal judgment makes us into moral and political beings, responsible to ourselves and to others for our actions. It confers self-agency.

The superego and the ego ideal: a clinical example

I am assuming that being true to oneself is a good thing because it affirms or establishes consonance between internal and external reality. This is how we know what we feel and, accordingly, how we perceive reality. With this information, we are then equipped to make a judgment and a choice about our actions. If we don’t know how we feel or if we suppress what we feel because we think it is wrong, then we have no real information with which to base our judgment, and we simply follow the orders of our superego in terms of some prescribed formula of what we ought to think and do. A clinical example of this emerges in the middle of a session of a middle-aged mother who is worried about her delinquent son.

Sarah complains she has had a relapse of her migraines.




	Sarah:

	
	
	I don’t know what to do about them [her migraines]. I’ve been fine for the last five months, maybe more—since I went to the migraine clinic I think. I’m sticking to my diet and there’s no reason why they should come back—but they have, and with a vengeance! … Andrew [her sixteen-year-old son] has been so helpful recently. He’s helped around the house, with the dishes, he’s even cleaned his room, and just the other night he went to the pub with his father and this really is a first! They’re like buddies now … Last night he did come home very late—early this morning it was—after his curfew. I can’t go to sleep until he’s come in. He did make a lot of noise … he crashed into the sideboard in the kitchen on his way upstairs and I’m pretty sure he was drunk, even though he assured me he had stopped. I need to keep my head and not panic about this, not get all worked up. I know that doesn’t help him or me.




	CC:

	
	
	Perhaps your migraines are a silent protest about not getting all worked up about this?




	Sarah:

	
	
	You know how Ted [her husband] accuses me of being angry all the time, of making mountains out of molehills. He isn’t worried about Andrew’s drinking—and, of course, Andrew denies he is. Ted says it is just normal teenage behavior and that I interfere too much. Ted is always so level-headed about everything—and he never raises his voice. He’s a lot like my mother was—calm, unflappable, and always so reasonable, and kind. I felt like a mess of emotions around her, like a messy child who was always getting something wrong or being too demanding or too angry. I’ve tried so hard to be reasonable.




	CC:

	
	
	And remembering how you felt with your mother—and how you feel with Ted—is making you angry now.




	Sarah:

	
	
	Yes, it makes me want to do something drastic.




	CC:

	
	
	Mm?




	Sarah:

	
	
	Like get drunk, lose it, and overturn the kitchen table—make a big mess. Instead, what do I do but act like a self-righteous cop and lay into my neighbor who puts litter from her doorway into the street. At the same time I feel so sorry for Andrew—maybe because I’m identifying with him. I can see he’s also trying to be calm and reasonable and I think his drinking is his way of blowing off steam.




	CC:

	
	
	Hard to know how to be with him when you’re trying to be the perfect parent and yet it feels like going against the grain.




	Sarah:

	
	
	Too nice, it’s all just so nice. We’re all so polite and reasonable. But it’s not what I feel inside and most of the time I’m saying to myself I shouldn’t have these feelings, there’s something wrong with me, I’m a bad person.




	CC:

	
	
	Enough to give anyone a migraine!




	Sarah:

	
	
	Maybe so … You know it makes me remember something over the weekend. My daughter deliberately tipped some paint over the doormat. She knew I was watching her and she knew she was being naughty. Everything was crystal clear. I had no compunction about getting angry with her. I told her [to] stop it immediately and said I wasn’t going to take her out for an ice cream later on. Then I told her to go to her room for the next half hour. The problem I have with Andrew is that I know he is still drinking but if I confront him about it and show how angry I feel, his father makes me feel I’m not loving enough with him and that’s why he’s drinking. If I don’t confront Andrew I feel I’m letting him—and myself—down, but if I do confront him I feel I’m the one who is creating problems. With Jenny, I knew I was right to be angry and it wasn’t a problem. With Andrew, I get completely lost and muddled and don’t know what I’m feeling and then I have no idea what to do. I become paralyzed.
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