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Introduction


This book was completed during the early stages of the Covid-19 pandemic. The pandemic radically altered people’s lives along a number of significant dimensions. Among these, one of the most important was a widespread increase in the anxiety associated with tasks that made up everyday life. Thus, to take one important example, trips to the grocery store that are, by their nature, filled with casual contact with strangers became potentially fatal encounters with people who could transmit a deadly disease. The pursuit of the things we needed to sustain our lives was now a life-threatening activity. When our sustenance depends on strangers, it depends on trust in strangers. The pandemic challenged the links of trust between people and therefore undermined their confidence that they could safely interact with and even depend on one another.


Beyond the matter of becoming infected, the adverse impact of the pandemic on the availability of some of the goods needed for everyday life, due in large part to hoarding prompted by anxiety, undermined the conviction that our well-being is secure when we depend on strangers to provide us with the things we need. Anxiety about the availability of the things we need prompts an urge to hoard, an urge that can be both shared by others and projected onto them. The result is to create the shortages hoarding is meant to protect against and transform strangers into competitors for scarce goods.


This situation puts the “goods” over which we compete with strangers and the danger of infection they pose into a clearer light. Strangers can become the incarnation of loss or absence of care (strangers do not care about us) and the source of a life-destroying infection, both literally and symbolically. The good that is lost is the good (safe) feeling about the self that depends on the availability of emotional nutrients in the form of affirmation of our presence by others. The virus can come to represent the external shape of an internal aggression mounted against the self. The internal aggressor is projected onto those perceived to be our competitors over scarce goods. These goods in the external world also represent those things possession of which makes us a locus of the good self so that our inability to possess them becomes a sign that we have an impaired or bad self, which is a self unable to care for itself and unworthy to receive the care of others.


One way of coping with this situation is what Donald Winnicott refers to as “hiding” the self (1965, p. 46). During the pandemic, hiding the self took the tangible form of retreating into our homes and keeping strangers out. Strangers, then, are used to contain both our own loss of contact with ourselves and our own aggression against the self, which is held responsible for that loss.


The threat posed by others, however reality based it might be, has now formed a connection with an internal threat and, as a consequence, there develops an impulse to substitute the latter for the former in coping with the danger. Once others have come to occupy a place in our inner world, we are no longer indifferent to them; they have come to matter to us. But the movement away from indifference need not be a movement in the direction of a positively invested emotional connection but instead toward hostility born of the danger they are perceived or imagined to pose. To matter to another may mean to be loved by them, but it can also mean to be distrusted, even hated, by them.


In a world where livelihood depends on exchange, we depend on strangers. We depend on strangers because we have a significant degree of separation from the groups on which we depended before they were displaced by systems of private transactions. As a result of this displacement, our sustenance is no longer secured by our group attachment.


In the individual life, this separation from the group is enacted first as a separation from our family of origin. Separation from the family leaves us on our own in a world of people we must depend on without the kind of trust in dependence we had when we were growing up. Put in another language, strangers do not have the obligation of care family members did, so that, to some important extent, we now must find a way to care for ourselves, most notably through entering into the kinds of relations with strangers through which we acquire what we need from them not because they care about us, but because we can make use of each other without caring.


Group dependence also differs from dependence on strangers in that, while the former implies sharing a group identity that is defined externally to the individual, the latter does not. Groups significantly limit the space allowed in our lives for a personal sense of who we are. Put another way, the group is not a space in which a connection to what is uniquely personal about us—the self—can safely be made. Because of this, freedom means a significant degree of separation from the group and therefore a significant measure of dependence on strangers. This dependence extends beyond the market and applies even where dependence is on public institutions. Public institutions are not groups to which we belong; they are not friends or family. The eclipse of the group as the setting for need satisfaction means that where we cannot depend on the market, neither do we have recourse to groups as an alternative. Rather, dependence on strangers becomes the rule.


Freedom, then, requires that we have the emotional capacity to engage with and depend on strangers. When strangers provoke anxiety, our ability to depend on them is undermined. Because, in a market-centered economy, self-reliance means managing relations with strangers, by undermining our ability to depend on strangers, stranger anxiety undermines our capacity for self-reliance. Stranger anxiety is an emotional interpretation of others. The foundation for this emotional interpretation is set early in life through internalization of relations with caregivers. The emotional information contained in the internalization guides us in negotiating relationships with those outside the family. More specifically, the stronger the basis for trust established early on, the less anxiety will be built into our interpretation of strangers; and conversely, the weaker the foundation of trust established early in our lives, the more our emotional interpretation of strangers will take the form of anxiety.


Our emotional interpretation of strangers, especially our interpretation of their reliability as sources of sustenance, is bound up with our trust in ourselves. Trust in ourselves refers first to our capacity to enter into a deliberative process likely to produce solutions to problems, including those signaled by anxiety, and second on our ability to act on those solutions. Both moments are important. The second moment—the ability to act on our decisions—depends on the instantiation in the mind of memories and fantasies of experiences in which what we did made a difference, most notably in commanding the attention of others, attention that affirmed our presence and its significance to them. This is vital to living in a world marked by dependence on strangers because it establishes, as a core element of our inner worlds, the conviction and expectation that our need, once clearly expressed, will be responded to in a positive way. Thus, memory, freedom, and the ability to live with strangers are bound together in a single emotional reality.


* * *


If we were to attempt to identify the quality of the contemporary world that poses the greatest emotional challenge to those who must live in it, it might be the necessity just considered of living with and depending on people we do not know and who do not know us. The necessity of living with people we do not know requires that we live a significant part of our lives outside the sphere of family and friends: in “society.” In this book, I explore both the emotional burden we experience living with people we do not know and the unique opportunity doing so affords. While our emotional struggles are not all derived from this necessity, many are, and those that are have special importance when we focus our attention on the interplay between the inner world and the world outside.


In understanding both the opportunity and the emotional burden of living in society, the term freedom is of special importance. Here, I use that term to refer to the opportunity to escape, or negate, predetermination of our lives, by which I have in mind determination of how we live and experience our lives independently of our presence in them. Freedom is absent in our lives when we live exclusively with people who have a claim to prior knowledge of who we are and can impose that knowledge on us. But the matter of freedom does not end in the world of relating to others; it also has its place in the inner world: the world of thoughts and ideas. Knowing and not knowing, being known and not being known, all engage the matter of the free movement of thoughts and ideas as an internal matter.


Free movement of thoughts and ideas is one dimension or moment of freedom, the one we refer to as “inner freedom.” But inner freedom cannot sustain itself on its own. For inner freedom there must also be two other dimensions: freedom to relate, which is also the freedom not to relate, and freedom in relating, which is the possibility of maintaining secure self-boundaries in relating to others. In this book I explore the reality of freedom, which is the integration of its three moments.


The free movement of thoughts and ideas is a vital part of the activity we refer to when we speak of “introspection.” Distrust of introspection is common in the world in which many of us live. Distrust of introspection means distrust of the urge to inhabit a private world, a world kept safe from the unwanted intrusions, or, in Donald Winnicott’s term, “impingements,” of others (Levine, 2017). Distrust of introspection is, then, closely linked to distrust of an inner world that only those we invite are allowed to share with us.


As Heinz Kohut (1982) reminds us, psychoanalysis is a special form or method of introspection. It follows that, where introspection is viewed with distrust and even hostility, psychoanalysis will also be viewed that way as will the psychoanalytic study of society. One way to think about the end or purpose of psychoanalysis is to think about a way of being and living that emerges out of the exercise of the ability to negate or turn away from the external world so that the inner world can be fully experienced and known.


Doing so can be considered an end in itself. But it also opens up the possibility of engaging the world outside on a new and different basis, one in which a particular kind of internal experience shapes doing and relating. Coming to know the inner world is an ongoing process. It is not, then, only knowing the inner world that is the goal but the process of coming to know that world. The end of psychoanalysis can, then, be considered the internalization of a process the ongoing nature of which alters the experience both of self and of others. I take this to be the intent of those psychoanalytic ideas and methods that emphasize object relations and especially the shape of the internal object world. My purpose in this book is to make use of psychoanalytic ideas to further our understanding of the meaning and possibility of freedom, to understand better what freedom is and why it matters.


Consideration of the importance of introspection can also highlight the importance of certain norms of living typical in contemporary society. These are norms of privacy that, on the societal level, protect the integrity of the inner world. Notable among these are the private spaces in which we live: our homes. Private space mirrors or reproduces the privacy of the inner world in the physical reality of the world outside. None of this diminishes the importance of relating to others, but only highlights the importance of assuring that relating expresses, so far as possible, the individual’s “freedom to relate” as Roger Kennedy (1993) so aptly terms it.


So far as the capacity to relate to strangers is poorly developed or impaired to some significant degree, encounters with people not known to us create anxiety and carry the potential for violation of boundaries and therefore also of norms of privacy. In this way, impairment in the capacity to live with strangers undermines respect for the privacy and autonomy of others. In the limit, this can lead to various forms and degrees of violation of rights including assault. Anxiety about living with strangers can drive people away from others. It can sponsor a powerful impulse to insist that strangers are not strangers at all but already well known to us as emanations of our inner worlds (internal object relations). And it can foster attacks on those we experience as strangers aimed at resolving our anxiety by eliminating what we imagine to be its source.








Part I


Freedom and memory






Chapter 1


Freedom


Predetermination


In his book, Forces of Destiny, Christopher Bollas explores the significance of unique presence or personal idiom in the human experience. In his understanding, each of us has “a set of unique person possibilities … subject in its articulation to the nature of lived experience in the actual world” (1989, p. 9). For there to be a personal idiom, the trajectory of life must not be preordained, but must be, at least along some vital dimension, yet to be determined. He uses the term fate to refer to a life the trajectory of which is preordained by forces outside the individual, and the term destiny for a life trajectory that emerges out of the urge “to establish oneself” (p. 33).


Bollas speaks of a “sense of destiny” by which he has in mind “the parts of the self that have not been split off and remain ‘inside’ the subject, giving him a sense of being on the right track” (p. 33). Following one’s destiny refers, then, to shaping a life that in some way belongs to the individual him- or herself. Doing so is the essence of freedom as I will use that term. If freedom is the ability to follow a course of life that is not already determined, it requires that past and future be connected in a way that does not assure that they will be the same. Then, if the past plays a role in shaping the future, it must be in a way that allows, indeed enables, the future to differ from it.


What makes it possible for the future to differ from the past? To answer this question, Bollas refers us to a concept from Donald Winnicott: the “true self.” In a sense, the term “true self” does little more than introduce a term to account for the difference to which I have referred. Observing that people’s lives differ one from another in ways that cannot be fully accounted for on the basis of inherited characteristics or cultural imperative, Winnicott introduces a term to refer to an aspect of that inheritance that has the potential to foster the kind of difference we associate with uniqueness and the degree of separation from the past implied in it. This aspect of our inheritance makes the difference associated with uniqueness a link to the past that also creates the possibility that the future will differ from it.


Neither Winnicott nor Bollas considers the emergence of uniqueness in the individual inevitable (Winnicott, 1965). Rather, it depends on the environment in which the human mind finds itself, specifically whether that environment nurtures expressions of the true self or rejects them. This environment transmits the past in the form of ways of relating that either recognize expressions of the true self, accepting their reality in what will become the external world of the child’s experience, or it refuses to recognize those expressions as a valid part of the child’s experience, one that can play an important role in the emerging trajectory of the child’s life.


While I have so far described this process in a language that emphasizes the positive side of the translation of true self into a concrete, particular, life experience, the negative side may, in the end, be more important. What I have in mind by the negative side is that the parent relates to in the child as (potentially) the capacity to negate any way of being already known. When the parent does not already know the child, the child is free not to already know him- or herself. Where this is possible, the parent’s relationship with the child enables the child to mobilize the capacity to negate any prior determination or prior knowledge of who he or she is. Indeed, it requires that the child do so. By accepting the negation of what already exists—the past—the parent makes the emergence of uniqueness and of a different future possible.


It is important that, if the child is to live a unique life in “reality,” as Bollas insists he or she desires to do, living that life cannot conflict with the negation of reality. This is only possible if reality is configured in a special way: as systems of relating that incorporate the idea of the absence of predetermination. The reality that can be destroyed is the reality the economist Josef Schumpeter (1950) refers to as “creative destruction.” The reality of creative destruction places a special burden on the individual who lives in it, and on the child who would develop the capacity to do so. The reality of creative destruction must embody freedom from prior determination as its animating principle. In doing so, it takes something away from the child—security in knowing—so the child can pursue a self-made life.


When we link the experience Winnicott refers to as the “true self” to negating or refusing, we make the essential element in relating the capacity to withdraw from it. This idea of negating the world permeates Winnicott’s thinking on early childhood development (Winnicott, 1958, 1962). The capacity to negate, or “negative capability” to borrow a term from John Keats, may depend on inherited characteristics of the individual, but it is not itself inherited. Rather, it is acquired with the development of a rich and complex inner world of a particular kind. Put another way, it is the capacity of the individual to turn inward or dwell in the mind, and therefore negate the outside world, that makes it possible to discover and invent a life uniquely suited to it. By depriving the child of external determination, the parent makes it possible for the child to develop the needed internal resources; indeed, doing so requires that the child develop the needed resources. In this sense, freedom is a capability gained through a specific developmental process.


Choice


The term freedom refers to the presence in our lives of important situations in which what we do is not predetermined for us. Predetermination can operate at different levels. Typically, predetermination refers to the work of external factors that dictate what we do. But the term can also refer to internal factors. Internally, there are two kinds of factors that can pre-determine our conduct for us. The first arise out of our natural condition, or the biological constitution of the human organism. The second arise from psychological inhibitions on acting that make us feel that what we do is out of our control, that we have no choice but to act and to do so in a particular way.


There are also external factors that restrict our freedom arising out of our existence in a cultural or social context where conduct is dictated by rules and norms, or where what we do is governed by the will of others. This can also be a matter of degree so that freedom exists if there is a significant sphere of living where social rules and the will of others do not fully determine what we do. This sphere is defined most notably by rights. Rights exist to protect the individual from external determination. The more significant and widespread the sphere of rights, the greater our freedom.


Freud focuses attention on freedom as liberation from external constraints in the form of social norms. Indeed, he considers society a necessary, but also emotionally damaging, constraint on freedom, which he speaks about in the language of “liberty,” specifically the liberty to pursue the “program of the pleasure principle” (1930a, p. 23). Speaking this way creates an obvious problem Freud himself notes, which is that freedom may only exist outside of society, but it cannot be “defended” there. This means that freedom has no place to call its own. And, yet, the term remains both a powerful element in psychic life, for example as an aspiration, and a significant influence on social institutions, which are constantly under pressure to extend the sphere of rights and therefore of freedom from external determination. Is this preoccupation with freedom simply an illusion, perhaps a defense against awareness of a damaging truth about our situation of the kind to which Freud attempts to draw our attention?


In psychoanalysis, emphasis on internal impediments to freedom in the form of natural imperatives, or drives, and on the power of unconscious processes tends to counter any movement to incorporate a notion of freedom especially as that involves decision making and choice. The latter require that we move beyond the idea of an organism “driven” to do what it does by following the dictates of a force not only held in common by all members of the species but driving all members to act in the same way under similar circumstances, that is to say without expressing anything of importance that is distinctive to the individual unit’s response.


Given its intense emotional reality and the important place it occupies in human aspirations, it would be difficult, however, to reduce freedom to nothing more than illusion as Freud’s method sometimes tends to do. Thus, even in psychoanalysis, freedom is not necessarily excluded. In this connection, consider the following from Heinz Kohut concerning his struggle with the problem of choice in relation to psychoanalysis. He notes first that, when he began, he was “fully committed to the traditional acceptance of the fact that the domain where the authority of absolute determinism holds sway was unlimited” so that he “could find no place for the psychological activities that go by the name of choice, decision, and free will” (1977, p. 244). Yet, he was already aware that the latter phenomena were “observable through introspection and empathy,” and were therefore “legitimate inhabitants of the psychological aspects of reality and the domain of the depth psychologist” (p. 244).


Kohut goes on to identify the domain of psychological phenomena for which the strict determinism associated with the “laws of classical physics” do not apply. He does so by observing that what is required “for their explanation” is the “positing of a psychic configuration—the self—that, whatever the history of its formation, has become a center of initiative: a unit that tries to follow its own course” (pp. 244–245). For our purposes, the significance of Kohut’s formulation is that it identifies choice with a psychological configuration: the self. We know that choices are made because there is an active choosing agent present and because a decision has been made that takes us outside the confines of a predetermined program. We cannot know what the decision will be ahead of time or the path chosen by the agent who makes it.


The reality of freedom and choice to which Kohut draws our attention is an emotional reality. This is the starting point for any consideration of internal or inner freedom: taking the emotional reality of choice seriously. That emotional reality may be one of struggle and anxiety, of the experience of choice as a burden. Or, it may be the emotional reality of hope and opportunity. In either case, it is no less real and important than the reality of choice in the external world. Indeed, it is the emotional resonance of freedom that sustains and fuels the struggle for freedom and choice in the world outside.


Kohut’s comments are based on his observation that the people he works with find themselves in situations where what they do is not programmed for them, in other words where they must choose. Indeed, we might even say that they are beset by choices and the emotionally demanding work of deciding what to do because what they do is not already known to them and there is no authority to which they can appeal capable of relieving them of the burden or opportunity of choosing. This experience is real enough emotionally however, in the end, we judge the internal factors that ultimately determine choice.


To be sure, the internal situation only arises in the absence of external determination of conduct. That is, it only arises where a reasonably robust sphere of individual rights is protected for the individual. But, part of the reason such a sphere exists is the internally originating aspiration to be an agent who makes choices that matter, however emotionally difficult that may be. The starting point, then, is the presence of a powerful aspiration to find ourselves in situations where we must decide what we will do. In response to this aspiration, we place pressure on social institutions to arrange themselves in ways that define a sphere of freedom that did not exist in the state of nature to which Freud alludes when he speaks of the liberty to pursue the program of the pleasure principle. The peculiar liberty of the state of nature is the liberty to live where there is no sphere of self-determination because all that we do is dictated by instinct or drive.


In democratic societies, the pressure placed on social institutions to evolve in ways that enhance freedom expresses the presence in citizens of the conviction that their circumstances can be changed in response to will, in this case the will of the majority. This conviction transfers the inner experience of choice into the external world of groups, social movements, and institutions. The idea that the individual can make choices is also the idea that the individual can make changes in his or her circumstances so far as choice is understood in a particular way. Thus, freedom and willful change come to represent two aspects of one reality. Whether the idea of willful change is an accurate translation of freedom and choice into the external world depends on how we understand choice, decision making, and freedom especially as internal realities.


For Kohut, the emotional reality of freedom and choice is the reality of the self, and of conduct determined by the self, or self-determined. But all that speaking of the self appears to do is give a name to the internal experience of freedom. It would seem to follow from Kohut’s brief comments that we know that an agent is present because choices are made, but it is also the case that we know that choices are made because they originate internally as the expression of the presence of the self. But how do we know that choices are made except that we have posited that there is an agent present who is not programmed to act in the way it acts?


Choosing and thinking


There are choices to be made when individuals can act in different ways and what they do is neither already determined nor externally imposed. This does not mean there are no forces operating on the individual that will affect his or her decision. Choice need not be “free” if by that we mean wholly indeterminate. Choice does mean, however, that the forces operating on the individual are not irresistible. They can be resisted when the individual has the capacity either to act contrary to them or not to act. Choice does not exist where there is one overwhelming impulse, whether that originates internally or externally; nor does it exist when the individual does not have the option of not acting. When we experience ourselves as making a choice, we experience the presence of a margin of indeterminacy with respect to acting. This margin may be no more than a period during which action is suspended. During this period, the action is yet to be determined. That the action is yet to be determined does not mean that no reasons guiding action will emerge during the period of indeterminacy. Where choices are being made, reasons can still play a role. Indeed, it is only where choices can be made that reason has a role to play.


In the absence of a margin of indeterminacy, we may have available a set of options among which we can choose and yet feel we have no choice. In that case, we are not “free to choose,” even though it might appear that we are. The feeling that we did not choose even when the outcome was not imposed by external factors is important for understanding why the opportunity and ability to choose matter to the individual. It has often been argued, especially by economists, that the opportunity to choose is essential to assure well-being, in other words that we are significantly better off when choices are available to us. But the issue is considerably more complex than economists tend to assume that it is. While economists emphasize individual preferences and the possibility of acquiring goods that better fit the individual’s preferences if he or she is free to choose, what is really central to the matter of choice is what I refer to above as the margin of indeterminacy. To focus our thinking, consider the following example.


Samuel was a mid-career psychotherapist working with children. He was successful in his profession and felt that it suited him well. Nonetheless, during dinner with college friends, Samuel commented that he felt uncertain about his career because of the way he ended up in it. After college, Samuel did not know what to do next. He did not find himself pointed toward any particular career so, to support himself, he took a job in a day-care center. Presumably, there was something about the work that drew him to it, but he did not at the time consider it a first step toward a career. After working in the day-care center for a year or two, Samuel’s supervisor and coworkers encouraged him to pursue a career working with children. They told him that they thought he would be good at the job and that it seemed to suit him. So, Samuel went back to school, got a degree in psychology, and began what became his career.


To all appearances, the outcome was a good one for him. Yet, he felt that, in some sense, he did not really own it because he had never really considered any options. He never really decided on it, but followed a series of steps that, more or less inevitably, led him to it. It seemed from his description that he never really thought much about it. Rather, he followed the advice of his coworkers and, to a significant degree, allowed them to direct him into what became his career. As a result, he felt that he had missed out on something important in his life, which left him feeling dissatisfied.


In response to Samuel’s account of his experience, one of his dinner partners quickly disputed his uncertain feelings about his career by reminding him that he was good at what he was doing, that he enjoyed it, and that he was successful. Samuel made it clear in his response that his friend’s comment missed the point.


A possible interpretation of Samuel’s experience as he reported it would center on the difficult stage of life at which he found himself when he had entered the path to his career (see Erikson, 1959, Chapter 3). At that pivotal moment, he did not know what to do. It would not be unreasonable to wonder if this might also mean that he was unsure about himself, uncertain that there was any career for which he was well-suited, worried about where he might end up if there was no career that fit him well. There is, after all, no reason to be confident of success being an adult in an adult world when you have yet to prove to yourself and others that you possess the necessary capabilities. Samuel’s coworkers solved this problem for him by telling him he would be good at this kind of work and encouraging him into it. In so doing, they helped him overcome any self-doubt he might have had. To the extent that his “chosen” career was, in this respect, a solution to the problem of self-doubt, it is not surprising that he felt that there was something faulty in his path to his present situation.
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