



[image: image]












GETTING LOST















GETTING LOST


Reflections on Psychopolitical Isolation and Withdrawal


Edited by Matthew H. Bowker and Amy Buzby


[image: image]













First published in 2025 by
Karnac Books Limited
62 Bucknell Road
Bicester
Oxfordshire OX26 2DS


Copyright © 2025 by Matthew H. Bowker and Amy Buzby for the edited collection, and to the individual authors for their contributions.


The rights of the contributors to be identified as the authors of this work have been asserted in accordance with §§ 77 and 78 of the Copyright Design and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data


A C.I.P. for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN: 978-1-80013-312-9 (paperback)
ISBN: 978-1-80013-355-6 (e-book)
ISBN: 978-1-80013-354-9 (PDF)


Typeset by vPrompt eServices Pvt Ltd, India


[image: image]


www.firingthemind.com















Contents









	Cover Page


	Title Page


	Copyright Page


	Contents


	About the editors and contributors


	Introduction


	1. Time may change us: The strange temporalities, novel paradoxes, and democratic imaginaries of a pandemic


	2. Empty defiance: Antisociality and the loss of hope in the Covidian age


	3. From anomia to stasis: Psychic retreat, gangs, and perversion


	4. Anxiety, psychic regression, and the demise of the civic self


	5. The American experience of democracy deserts during the pandemic


	6. Getting lost without a self to lose: Winnicott and psychic absence in the post-Covidian era


	7. Social-theoretical distancing: Liberatory ambitions in Covidian times


	8. Ostracism in the era of Covid-19: Intrapersonal, interpersonal, and intergroup perspectives


	9. Lives in Covid: A relational history of a pandemic


	Index


	Back Cover










About the editors and contributors


Introduction
Matthew H. Bowker and Amy Buzby


1. Time may change us: The strange temporalities, novel paradoxes, and democratic imaginaries of a pandemic
Jill Gentile


2. Empty defiance: Antisociality and the loss of hope in the Covidian age
Amy Buzby


3. From anomia to stasis: Psychic retreat, gangs, and perversion
Matthew H. Bowker


4. Anxiety, psychic regression, and the demise of the civic self
Michael J. Thompson


5. The American experience of democracy deserts during the pandemic
Jack Fong




6. Getting lost without a self to lose: Winnicott and psychic absence in the post-Covidian era
Nathan Gerard


7. Social-theoretical distancing: Liberatory ambitions in Covidian times
Elliott Schwebach


8. Ostracism in the era of Covid-19: Intrapersonal, interpersonal, and intergroup perspectives
Theofilos Gkinopoulos and Evangelia Galanaki


9. Lives in Covid: A relational history of a pandemic
Dan Livney


Index









	i


	ii


	iii


	iv


	v


	vi


	vii


	viii


	ix


	x


	xi


	xii


	xiii


	xiv


	xv


	xvi


	xvii


	xviii


	xix


	xx


	xxi


	xxii


	xxiii


	xxiv


	1


	2


	3


	4


	5


	6


	7


	8


	9


	10


	11


	12


	13


	14


	15


	16


	17


	18


	19


	20


	21


	22


	23


	24


	25


	26


	27


	28


	29


	30


	31


	32


	33


	34


	35


	36


	37


	38


	39


	40


	41


	42


	43


	44


	45


	46


	47


	48


	49


	50


	51


	52


	53


	54


	55


	56


	57


	58


	59


	60


	61


	62


	63


	64


	65


	66


	67


	68


	69


	70


	71


	72


	73


	74


	75


	76


	77


	78


	79


	80


	81


	82


	83


	84


	85


	86


	87


	88


	89


	90


	91


	92


	93


	94


	95


	96


	97


	98


	99


	100


	101


	102


	103


	104


	105


	106


	107


	108


	109


	110


	111


	112


	113


	114


	115


	116


	117


	118


	119


	120


	121


	122


	123


	124


	125


	126


	127


	128


	129


	130


	131


	132


	133


	134


	135


	136


	137


	138


	139


	140


	141


	142


	143


	144


	145


	146


	147


	148


	149


	150


	151


	152


	153


	154


	155


	156


	157


	158


	159


	160


	161


	162


	163


	164


	165


	166


	167


	168


	169


	170


	171


	172


	173


	174


	175


	176


	177


	178


	179


	180


	181


	182


	183


	184


	185


	186


	187


	188


	189


	190


	191


	192


	193


	194


	195


	196


	197


	198


	199


	200


	201


	202


	203


	204


	205


	206


	207


	208


	209


	210


	211


	212


	213


	214


	215


	216


	217


	218


	219


	220


	221


	222


	223


	224


	225


	226












	Cover Page


	Begin Reading


	Copyright Page


	Contents


	Introduction


	Index



















About the editors and contributors


Matthew H. Bowker, Ph.D., is clinical assistant professor in the Social Sciences Interdisciplinary Program at SUNY, University at Buffalo. Educated at Columbia University and the University of Maryland, College Park, he is the author of more than twenty books and several dozen scholarly essays. He coedits Routledge’s book series Psychoanalytic Political Theory and is editor (N. America) for the Journal of Psycho-Social Studies (USA). Bowker’s primary research interests are critical psychopolitical theory, literary criticism, and political philosophy. His latest books are The Angels Won’t Help You (Punctum Books), The Destroyed World and the Guilty Self: A Psychoanalytic Study of Culture and Politics (with D. Levine, Phoenix), and Oblation: Essays, Parables, and Paradoxes (Punctum Books).


Amy Buzby has a Ph.D. in political science from Rutgers University—New Brunswick, and is an associate professor of political science at Arkansas State University. Her publications include Subterranean Politics and Freud’s Legacy and D. W. Winnicott and Political Theory: Recentering the Subject (with Dr. Matthew Bowker). She is currently working on a monograph about D. W. Winnicott and the political implications of his praxis.




Jack Fong is a professor of sociology at California State Polytechnic University, Pomona. As a political, urban, and existential sociologist inspired by Friedrich Nietzsche’s philosophy, his research interests center on social systems that experience systemic crises and how such dynamics transform the self and society, sometimes in symbiosis, sometimes in contestation. His forthcoming work as editor and contributor in Reconfiguring Community and Society Around the World During the Pre-Vaccination Phase of the COVID-19 Pandemic (University of Toronto Press) continues on this theme. He is also the author of Employing Nietzsche’s Sociological Imagination: How to Understand Totalitarian Democracy (Lexington Books, 2020), one of the American Library Association’s Choice Outstanding Academic Titles for 2021, The Death Café Movement: Exploring the Horizons of Mortality (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), and Revolution as Development: The Karen Self-Determination Struggle Against Ethnocracy (1949–2004) (BrownWalker Press, 2008).


Evangelia Galanaki is professor of developmental psychology in the Department of Primary Education, School of Education, National and Kapodistrian University of Athens, Greece. She has received training in cognitive behavioral psychotherapy and in psychoanalytic psychotherapy. She is director of the Psychology Laboratory of the Department of Primary Education. Her theoretical and research interests focus on loneliness and solitude in children, adolescents, and emerging adults, on emerging adulthood and transition to adulthood, and on psychoanalytic approaches of development and education. She has authored three books and more than one hundred empirical and theoretical studies in Greek and international journals.


Jill Gentile, Ph.D., is clinical adjunct associate professor at the NYU Postdoctoral Program in Psychotherapy and Psychoanalysis, and an associate editor for Psychoanalytic Dialogues and Studies in Gender and Sexuality. She was awarded the 2017 Gradiva Award for her essay “What is special about speech?” and the 2020 JAPA prize for “Time may change us: The strange temporalities, novel paradoxes, and democratic imaginaries of a pandemic.” She is the author of numerous papers on personal agency, desire, and developmental phenomenology, and of



the book Feminine Law: Freud, Free Speech, and the Voice of Desire, with Michael Macrone (Karnac, 2016), a study of psychoanalysis and democracy through the lenses of freedom of speech and the feminine. Her private practice is in New York City where she sees individuals and couples, and hosts clinical study groups.


Nathan Gerard is associate professor of health care administration at California State University, Long Beach, USA, and research associate at the Center for Psychosocial Studies. Nathan received his Ph.D. from Columbia University in organizational psychology with a focus on the psychoanalytic study of organizations. He is the author of Winnicott and Labor’s Eclipse of Life: Work Is Where We Start From (Routledge, 2024), and various articles at the intersection of psychoanalysis, critical theory, and organization studies.


Theofilos Gkinopoulos is assistant professor of social psychology in the Behavior in Crisis Lab, Institute of Psychology, Jagiellonian University, Poland. He received his Ph.D. in social psychology from the University of Surrey, United Kingdom and has worked as postdoctoral researcher at the University of Greenwich, United Kingdom and the University of Crete, Greece. His theoretical and research interests fall into the area of intraindividual and intergroup aspects of social and political behaviors and the formulation of personal and social identities in contexts of victimhood and uncertainty. He is a member of the editorial boards of the British Journal of Social Psychology, PLoS One, and Frontiers in Psychology: Quantitative Methods and Measurement.


Dan Livney is a psychoanalytic psychotherapist in private practice in the suburbs of Philadelphia. He is an immigrant from several countries prior to settling in the US. Since then he has felt like a perennially new arrival to the strange world of America and its ongoing struggles to provide its populace with the nebulously defined resource called “mental health.” Dan Livney has served on various professional and community boards, including for the Association for Psychoanalysis of Culture and Society, and as president of the Philadelphia Society for Psychoanalytic Psychology. He is on the faculty of the Psychoanalytic Center of Philadelphia. During the Covid lockdown, Dr. Livney was



busy keeping two young children on Zoom, attempting to figure out the novelty of working with his patients over telehealth, and serving as the president of his family’s synagogue.


Elliott Schwebach recently completed a Ph.D. in political science at Johns Hopkins University and a two-year training program with the Washington Baltimore Center for Psychoanalysis. He is a coeditor (along with Sanaullah Khan) of Globalization, Displacement, and Psychiatry: Global Histories of Trauma, recently published with Routledge. When not teaching political science or writing equity audits for Dr. Valaida Wise Consulting, Elliott is likely enjoying the Albuquerque sun and a green chili cheeseburger (or two).


Michael J. Thompson is professor of political theory in the Department of Political Science at William Paterson University. He is also a psychoanalyst at the William Alanson White Institute in New York City. His books include The Politics of Inequality (Columbia University Press, 2007); The Domestication of Critical Theory (Rowman & Littlefield, 2016); The Specter of Babel: A Reconstruction of Political Judgment (SUNY, 2020); Twilight of the Self: The Decline of the Individual in Late Capitalism (Stanford University Press, 2022); and, most recently, Descent of the Dialectic (Routledge, 2025).













Introduction


Matthew H. Bowker and Amy Buzby


We begin this short volume by recognizing that the coronavirus disease, hereafter referred to as “Covid” or “Covid-19,” caused by the virus SARS-CoV-2, created a secondary epidemic of isolation around the world (Holt-Lunstad, 2020). Indeed, over the past two decades, numerous studies have investigated the psychological impact of forced social isolation due to epidemics like Covid, SARS, and MERS.1 This book is focused not on physical distancing and literal isolation but on psychological isolation and withdrawal, a distinction worth elaborating. We draw on, perhaps paradoxically, psychologically robust conceptions of withdrawal and isolation, conceptions that, we believe, make it worth asking to what degree a pandemic such as Covid-19 creates conditions of abandonment of or detachment from psychic and political investment in the self and the shared world. In our view, withdrawal means something more than separation: Withdrawal and isolation work on the self, although they may very well not be conscious; and they involve internal psychic processes, whereas it is possible to be separated from others simply as a matter of fact and from the “outside,” as it were. The question of this volume is to what degree we can understand the links between the Covid-19 crisis and psychopolitical isolation and withdrawal.




When we feel isolated or withdraw, something tends to arise in our place: be it a defense system, a constellation of symptoms, or the deeply repressed psychic material giving rise to either or both. Thus, it was not coincidental that, as millions died from Covid, and as millions more experienced severely “broken sociality” (Holdren, 2023) in the Covidian world of risk, quarantine, and/or lockdown, we also found ourselves witnessing explosions of extremism in popular discourse (Yousef, 2022), in large-scale border closures (Connor, 2020), in encroachments on women’s and reproductive rights (Bergsten & Lee, 2023), in physical attacks on the Capitol Building in Washington, DC. (Duignan, 2023), in domestic and spousal violence (Mineo, 2022) and youth suicide (Nationwide Children’s, 2023), in a war of aggression waged by Russia on Ukraine (Press ISW, 2023), and much more that has continued into our post-Covidian world.


We advance the term psychopolitical isolation and withdrawal in order to capture not only temporary periods of isolation but also detachments from reality and perverse attachments to unreality, visible on small and large scales. This partial or perverse facing of our self-experience and shared experience means that the Covidian era has altered our relationships to both the private and the public home, and with them, the meanings of citizenship, sociality, publicity, thinking, and being. Our hypothesis, to put it most plainly, is that Covid-19 damaged our relationship to reality, or at least tempts many of us to damage our own.


On this note, Jill Gentile (this volume) calls the disruptions surrounding Covid-19 “a series of weird, if not quite strange, contradictions” composing an eerie unreality that is only “getting weirder, less coherent, more disturbing” by the hour. Nate Holdren (2023), in an apt description of present-day anomia—the loss of shared reality and shared meaning—finds that our so-called “return to normal” has been one of extreme “political loneliness,” derived from:


the sense of a gulf in values or in understanding of some very important aspects of the world. Knowing that the return to normal means even more dying and life-altering suffering is terrible. Knowing that many people seem not to realize this, that people in officially respected positions seem to find this acceptable, that fellow travelers on the left don’t treat this as a priority, that all feels isolating to a degree



I find hard to overstate. What’s happening, I think, is that there’s no consensus on the reality we’re living in: ideologically, the pandemic continues for some of us and is over for others, while, of course, it hasn’t “actually” ended; it feels like living in a different world from other people, but still interacting.


If the end of the pandemic is more “ideological” than real, if it hasn’t “actually” ended but its ending has been constructed for some, by some, a result of what Artie Vierkant and Beatrice Adler-Bolton (2022) refer to as “the sociological construction of the end of the pandemic as a crisis,” then “the supposed ‘return to normal,’” writes Holdren (2023), would seem to be “creating a lot more suffering, inequality, disablement, and death, which would not have happened but for the pseudo-return.”


Put another way, an isolating yet destructive orientation to reality seems to be the only orientation possible, as the “ideology” of the new normal takes hold with seemingly inevitable necessity. On this front:


The Biden administration has recently doubled down on its brutal, inhumane approach to the pandemic. Its main goal in doing so seems to be to continue to normalize processes of social murder. I think it’s possible that the sense of isolation right now is serving as an ideology, in the sense that it’s acting as a shaping force that helps further tilt the playing field politically to the advantage of the powers that be. This is not only, or even primarily, a matter of explicitly held beliefs, but rather is, to an important degree, how life in the pandemic is experienced for a lot of people—something that is, in effect, exuded spontaneously from pandemic life as organized by the prevailing institutions. (Holdren, 2023)


One way to think about this ideology of isolation and the withdrawal that issues from it is to refer to depoliticization: removing “political” factors such as power and capital from the way choices are construed and constructed. Indeed, one may say that any ideology involves us in the process of making it seem as if there were no choices at all, as if the route taken were the only one available, as if all that were real were inevitably so.


Depoliticization is an attempt by government “to place at one remove the politically contested character of governing,” in the words of the political scientist Peter Burnham. This might



be called rule in denial: making decisions without seeming to make decisions, treating consequences as inevitable, and trying to displace authority elsewhere so as to avoid accountability for what occurs. (Holdren, 2022)


Because the complexity of modern governance “requires extensive technical expertise to inform policy and guide the administrative state,” contemporary nation states may appear to be run apolitically, leaving citizens either to withdraw or to become “cynical.” In the face of Covid,


heavy and increasing reliance on experts…further estranges average citizens from the process of governance and thins out the normative steering of civil society. Officials, fixating on performance, generally misunderstand the problem and try to assert ever more technocratic control…This process cycles, inducing lurches toward two possible reactions among citizens: quiescent withdrawal into private life—despair that cedes the field to technocrats, leaving the public sphere depleted, or corrosive cynicism, leading to support for populists who deny the need for expertise entirely. (Neblo & Wallace, 2021, pp. 1524–1525)


Not surprisingly, the field in which our experts must be expert is the field of “crisis” or “crisis management.” Crises can hardly be regarded as philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s “states of exception” (2005)—we also take issue with Agamben’s conspiracy-theory-laden response to the pandemic—for they are now more commonly found to be enduring existential conditions, for example, “the crisis of post-modernity,” “the crisis of late capitalism,” even the present “polycrisis” (Abdelrahman, 2022, p. 1152).


Crisis has become part of an ever-expanding lexical chain that weaves concepts such as disaster, emergency, risk, vulnerability and resilience which, in turn, interact to create an analytical lens through which we are expected to understand the world…By the end of the 20th century, crisis discourse had given rise to a global industry of crisis management complete with research centres, training courses, global reports, academic publications and a class of crisis management experts, all tasked with helping policy makers fix a world constantly “on the brink.” (ibid., p. 1152)




Perhaps this reification of crisis is one reason individual citizens and citizen-groups have largely withdrawn from the task of defining the current reality. That is, it has been left to powerful elites to determine Covid’s starting- and ending-points, its scope, demands, conditions, viable responses, and reasonable solutions.


Power during a crisis, exercised by the state or capital, does not manifest itself only in the capacity to respond to and manage its effects, but in the ability to identify what constitutes a crisis in the first place and indeed when a crisis needs to be declared as such. (ibid., p. 1155)


As Doris Lessing reminds us, social power in a time of crisis is eminently visible when dissenting attitudes are met with “immediate ostracism” (1987, p. 17). Those of us who study groups are well aware that “we can stand in a room full of dear friends, knowing that nine-tenths of them, if the pack demands it, will become our enemies…This is an absolutely automatic process; nearly everyone in such situations behaves automatically” (ibid., p. 18).


The automaticity of this exercise of power in the Covidian era, then, is demobilizing and deactivating in several senses. First, Covid’s presence was enough to engender widespread feelings of powerlessness and helplessness (Biddlestone et al., 2020). When one adds to this the threat of social ostracism, a Tocquevillian picture of psychic denigration in “democratic” societies emerges (see Bowker, 2014). “The public,” writes de Tocqueville, “has a singular power…the very idea of which aristocratic nations could not conceive. It does not persuade of its beliefs, it imposes them and makes them penetrate souls by a sort of immense pressure of the minds of all on the intellect of each” (2000, p. 409). The power of the majority, having condemned most democratic citizens to unwitting conformism, has held sway over Covidian outlooks and responses as well, including society’s capacity to facilitate both being and being alone in the midst of the current “crisis” (see Gerard, this volume). Instead, Gerard argues that we have increasingly reverted to the kinds of activities that express not being a self, what D. W. Winnicott calls “the doing that arises out of [not] being…a whole life…built on the pattern of reacting to stimuli” (1986, p. 39).


The isolation- and withdrawal-inducing potential of Covidian politics is highlighted by Gkinopoulos and Galanaki in their study



(this volume) of Covidian ostracism, which examines (a) individual- and personality-based risk factors, (b) deprivation of social touch, disruption of empathy, and social stigmatization in interpersonal relations, and (c) disruption of social identity, social stigmatization, and the rise in prejudiced, discriminatory, and xenophobic tendencies within groups. These authors propose an interplay among intrapersonal, interpersonal, and intergroup dimensions of identity, that is, a multilevel conceptualization of ostracism(s) during the Covidian era. They contend that personal identity-commitment and identification with social groups have similar roots, based on the individual’s need to formulate meaningful connections to the world and, thus, to cope with as well as to prevent ostracism, which is experienced, in longue durée, as “a form of social death.”


Considered another way, Covidian experience implicates, even defines, the other. A Lacanian might say that Covidian experience invites us to use others to fill in the hole or gap in the big Other, which represents all we don’t know about the pandemic and how it will affect us. In this volume, non-Lacanian clinical psychologist Dan Livney examines, among other things, questions concerning our relationships with others under Covidian regulation: links between fantasies about the vaccination needle and “the way we each get under one another’s skins, living as we do in overlapping social groupings.” In locked-down households, where prevailing forces previously allowed for critical spaces between household members, now twisted views of the other lessen or foreclose on such possibilities. Livney equates Covid to


a global Rorschach test, an invisible virus and a panoply of associations related to it. Some respond to quarantine with a kind of retreat into a space of withdrawal and fear of the other, as though the other is an embodiment of the virus to be loathed; or perhaps the savior figure who won’t save.


In broad terms, Livney finds that our unconscious minds process the reality of an intangible virus by calling up relational images and fantasies. That is: images and scenarios about the relationship between ourselves and real or fantasied others. “If we are bound to respond with fear,” he notes,


we may withdraw. If with guilt, we may ruminate, or draw closer to those we have previously avoided. And if we respond to fear with denial



and anger, then we go on the offensive—but not against the virus, but against those who become representatives of our oppression.


What he observes is that while some of his patients have found in Covid an opportunity to draw closer in an effort to find what safety and warmth there can be in a separated time, others have reacted with an aggression that is “essentially misplaced” because “rather than fighting the real threat, which is the virus, we make use of the relational mind to find threats in the personhood of other people.”


In his chapter, “From anomia to stasis,” Matthew H. Bowker writes of the complex relationship between civil strife and public health crises, concluding that both involve what John Steiner (1993, p. 101) famously called “psychic retreats,” unfortunate psychopolitical stances into which we are drawn because we face “the awful dilemma” of living out a “reality which appears to be unbearable and is yet necessary for survival.”


The retreat…serves as an area of the mind where reality does not have to be faced, where phantasy and omnipotence can exist unchecked and where anything is permitted. This feature is often what makes the retreat so attractive to the patient and commonly involves the use of perverse or psychotic mechanisms.


Bowker’s chapter explores the link between retreats and what are known as “psychic gangs,” which helps us better understand the relationship between the denial of reality in one sphere of life, public health, and the creation and empowerment of extreme, perverse, and gang-like (psychic and political) organizations in other spheres of life, such as national and international politics.


As mentioned above, Nathan Gerard uses the example of D. W. Winnicott to discuss the problem of psychic absence in the Covidian era. For Winnicott, when the early home environment was “good-enough,” one faced the apparent paradox that later delinquency expressed a hope and a wish to return to the providing and safeguarding home that preceded it. This hope was linked to the possibility (offered by a benign and reliable environment) of finding one’s true self; a self strong enough to face “getting lost” by itself or in itself. The argument of Gerard’s chapter is that the social environment preceding and informing the pandemic had deteriorated to such an extent that this healthy dynamic of hide-and-seek became increasingly difficult if not impossible. Gerard here alludes



to solitude as a psychopolitical resource: that there is health involved in the possibility of getting lost, separated without deprivation, insulation, or psychopolitical withdrawal. Already degraded by decades of neoliberal philosophy and practice, the survival of that robust self was threatened again by the Covid pandemic.


In “Social-theoretical distancing: Liberatory ambitions in Covidian times,” Elliott Schwebach asks what losses, or potential losses, befall sociopolitical theorizing as a result of Covid-19 and the popular discourse that surrounds it. Specifically, his chapter interrogates the statist/anti-statist binarism that has come to characterize debates about the relationship between pandemic response and freedom, suggesting that this hardline and reductionist binarism may too easily foreclose theoretical aspirations for liberation from state oppression and control. In response, Schwebach offers a contextualized approach that situates both stateless futures and contemporary measures for preventing catastrophic levels of infection and mortality within a historicized psychopolitical liberation framework. Toward this end, he looks to models provided by Herbert Marcuse and Frantz Fanon and evaluates which may serve as a better guide for the upkeep of liberatory ambitions in Covidian times, ultimately arguing that liberatory futures would be more dependably conceived under a Fanonian framework, which envisions a non-teleological and anti-deterministic fostering of international democratic consciousness, through which colonial injustices can be rectified and inegalitarian modes of organization and behavior transformed, and by which we imagine not an eradication of trauma or pain but the creation of a world in which care and healing for natural causes of suffering (those beyond human control) are universally possible.


Jack Fong draws our attention to Covid’s breaching of the “zeitgeist of what we have mystified about democracy and freedoms.” In its place, a colonized world of “democracy deserts” has revealed itself, where right-wing populists’ recent successes are at least partly attributable to elites’ “loss of control of the institutions that have traditionally saved people from their most undemocratic impulses. When people are left to make political decisions on their own they drift toward the simple solutions…a deadly mix of xenophobia, racism and authoritarianism” (Shenkman, 2019). The romance surrounding American democracy and freedom, finds Fong, has been detrimental to our understanding of conditions on the ground, especially during periods of social crisis



where repressive, anti-democratic forces appear between and beyond major election cycles. That is, misinformation, extremism, and moral supremacism have sprung up in America’s democracy deserts.


Fong then pursues a complex line of argument rooted in the psychic requirements for effective and mature participation in civil life: separation and relation. Both are needed: the capacity for solitude (without which life would mean infinite exploitation by others) and the capacity to relate to the other as a separate subject, without which anger, fear, and violence against the other are unbounded. American conservatives of the anti-lockdown, anti-vaccination, anti-mask variety, Fong argues,


have failed to nurture their solitude, experiencing instead what Bowker termed “pseudo-solitude,” a form of aloneness that fails to develop an overcoming self, and…a form of aloneness where deformed political misinformation overwhelms the self to the extent that “an error” surfaces in “imagining the ethical relationship between the individual subject and the group”.


Fong argues that pseudo-solitude results in a misguided imagination of freedom, such that upon entering the public sphere, American conservatives “begin their fanatical proselytization of a deformed freedom that is fascistic and totalitarian, processes that establish socially limiting conditions for the collective.”


Amy Buzby sketches a nascent system of political thought she argues is inherent in both the written works and the therapeutic praxis of D. W. Winnicott. Buzby connects Winnicott’s central conceptions of holding, maturational progress toward constructive autonomy (which can also be called the true/false self paradigm), play, and the muddle in individual development and family dynamics to broader, but equally needful, patterns in associational life. Buzby asserts that societies begin to fail in psychosocial and political terms if the group holding environment, capacity to tolerate individual autonomy, ability to engage in shared forms of play in the public sphere, and maintenance of reality testing (especially in troubled times) is compromised. Buzby contends that Covid-19 is a particularly telling and severe shock to associational life, and thus buckled our shared capacity to maintain these Winnicottian markers of healthy group life. Covid-19, in other



words, caused a group regression and the need for something to fill the gap left when shared holding networks fail. Conspiracy theory and rising authoritarianism problematically fill this void. Using Covid-19 as her central case study, Buzby thereby highlights the existential threat that the failure of the pre-political, Winnicottian threads in our shared life poses.


In “Anxiety, psychic regression, and the demise of the civic self,” Michael Thompson argues that modern anxieties pervade our associational life as a “fundamental dynamic eroding democratic consciousness, culture, and institutions.” These anxieties thus lead to both the degradation of democratic norms and the vitiation of the “civic self” that must undergird the autonomous, constructive citizen’s relationship to the state, their fellow citizens, and the broader democratic culture of the public sphere. Thompson notes that the shared experience of living under advanced industrial capital stresses the ego strength of the subject as a baseline, and engenders a baseline of tension and uncertainty that produce tremendous anxiety in the average subject. The Covidian age, however, has pushed us far beyond this already problematic position, and “we have come to an inflection point where the cumulative effects of commodification, technicization, instrumentality, and its effects of alienation and reification on modern consciousness have undermined a culture capable of articulating civic selves.” Restoring and vivifying civic life, Thompson urges, is thus an urgent necessity for contemporary sociopolitical life, and fuller attention to contemporary psychosocial pathologies and mechanisms for managing the anxieties overwhelmingly inherent in contemporary life are indispensable for any defense of democratic norms and values.


Finally, Jill Gentile’s polemical chapter articulates the call, addressed particularly to psychoanalysts, to forge a new democratic reality in the face of the “weird” and the “strange,” precarity and tumult. If widespread calls for anticapitalist, anti-racist collective renewal have issued from an encounter with previously repressed, even “unthinkable,” ancestral racialized legacies, her essay challenges psychoanalysis to reckon with its validity as a so-called emancipatory, healing praxis and to inscribe in its theory a new “position,” a radical democratic imaginary constituted by the action of revolt, the disruption of “the plague of the incestuous familiar,” a democratizing,



deconstructive praxis, and the vitalizing, unruly motions of desire and its erotic aims.


Collectively, these chapters work to exposit both the depth of the psychosocial peril faced by contemporary societies and the increasingly atomized individuals who comprise them, and how the collective experience of Covid-19 not only further strained extant psychodynamic fault-lines at work in modernity, but created new and deeply troubling issues that problematize the maintenance of citizenship, democracy, and the constructive potential of associational life. We hope that these chapters will not only inspire further thinking and work on these vital topics, but also serve as a klaxon signaling an immediate, existential threat to psychosocial and political life.


Note


1. Kato et al., (2020, p. 506) have turned to a recently popularized construct, hikikomori, to further understand this phenomenon. They argue, for example, that not only medical/epidemiological contingencies but “traumatic events, such as economic, social, or political crisis, can cause even previously healthy people to avoid social contact and enter a hikikomori state with psychiatric conditions.” Hikikomori derives from the Japanese words hiku, or pulling in, and komoru, or retiring. It means, literally, “pulling away and being confined” (Hairston, 2010, p. 311; Lee, 2009, p. 128). The construct, which describes a period of social isolation lasting from several months to several years, has gained widespread notoriety in Japan and worldwide since the year 2000 (see also Bowker, 2022).
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CHAPTER 1


Time may change us: The strange temporalities, novel paradoxes, and democratic imaginaries of a pandemic


Jill Gentile


Preface


I wrote this chapter as an essay in the earlier days of the pandemic, stimulated by the onslaught of novel signage, and captured by the imaginative appeal of genuinely new social and political possibilities. Also by the temptations to retreat from these grand hopes, to the status quo, a repetition with a difference, perhaps, but not adequately different to the demands of the time. David Bowie’s (1971) song “Changes,” to which this essay title gestures, was never far from my mind.


Though the pandemic’s urgency has now abated, its impacts continue to ripple. Since the summer of 2020, when this essay was written, humanity has generated fresh, intriguing signage: the Hubble telescope’s photographing of a black hole, the James Webb telescope’s images into deep time, a primordial, elusive time, one which strains any human conceptual capacity, even as it inspires enigma, mystery, imagination. Who were we before Earth and humanity were born? What was already scripted? And what remains forever emergent, neither random, nor predetermined? Why has NASA chosen to rename UFOs, “upgrading” their status to UAP (unidentified aerial phenomena)? Have we ever known ourselves? Encountered genuine otherness? The otherness without and within?




Meanwhile, earthbound signage reflected a disordered temporality, the insistence of an unpast past (Scarfone, 2016) into present-time. A revival of Cold War embers via proxy states; a new spate of mass shootings in the US, first, of Black people (Buffalo), then, of children (Uvalde); a fixation on the whims and narcissism of white men (Elon Musk, Boris Johnson, Johnny Depp), alongside the upending of women’s long-term constitutional right to abortion and bodily autonomy; Florida’s equally regressive “Don’t Say Gay” bill—all coextensive with a tightening of the law around the ever-elusive, if at last (felony) convicted, Donald Trump.


If this emergent signage anticipates a story, it is one riven with dynamic tension, a tension that emerges in the gaps and the enigmas, simultaneously disorienting us and guiding us, both overdetermined and indeterminate.


Signs of “weirdness” before Covid


The core function of psychoanalysis is to confront the rips, gaps, and aporias in our experiences and discourses. We aim to turn confusion into a space for discovery, to reckon with genuine alterity, to question the known knowns. It is a process defined by its dismantling of received knowledge and customary experience, by its disruption of normalized circuits of expectancies and repetitions’ compulsions, by its aims to reveal unpalatable, certainly conflicted, truths and desires. As soon as we incline to arrest change by imposing certainty—to turn back time, to indulge in nostalgia and familiarity, to live in a bygone world—we are shirking our duty to face the strange.


From this vantage point, one might say that in recent years previously “unthinkable” political realities have functioned as an initiation for ordinary citizens and public thinkers alike into a certain kind of psychoanalytic process. Looking back to times well before the novel coronavirus emerged, the sweep of events had already unmoored us, blown us off familiar courses, revealing disavowed truths and devastating realities, cordoned off from what a more privileged public cared to get its mind around. What had once been unfathomable pierced our bubbles, implicating “us” as well as “them.” School shootings did not just happen “there” (i.e., in Black and brown communities) but in seemingly secure



white suburban havens. Nor were they performed by “them” (invariably, it seemed the perpetrators were white, “Christian,” and to some degree fancied themselves as ethno-nationalists).


Climate catastrophes, once scattered in space and time, became more frequent and momentous, affecting communities of color the most but not sparing privileged playgrounds. Cellphone videos and body cameras dispelled our blissful ignorance of racialized police brutality. It became harder for those of us raised in relative comfort to ignore the increasingly well-documented hate crimes directed at racial, sexual, and religious minorities. Occupy Wall Street, Black Lives Matter, the Sanders Campaign: these and other episodes chipped away at our denial of inconvenient truths. Democracy wasn’t working as we’d fantasized; the planet’s health was in need of urgent care, and both might be fatally doomed. What we previously imagined as firm ground became quicksand.


Meanwhile, the #MeToo movement furthered this social-psychoanalytic intervention by exposing what most women already knew, and what women of color have never been free to doubt: that sexual assault and violation are commonplace, and that our power structures continue to aid and abet the perpetrators. Prominent problematic men came tumbling down like a house of cards, yet others (e.g., Brett Kavanaugh) were still hoisted up by the same established privilege that had supported those now in disgrace. Nonetheless, cheeky signs of vulvas and the sobering litanies of formerly untold secrets held by untold scores of women—celebrity women, marginalized women, women of color—left irretrievable traces on the public consciousness.


In short, for many of us, reliable psychic defenses against knowing too much, or too well, had grown increasingly feeble. Life was getting weirder, less coherent, more disturbing. The familiar, if stale and dull veneers on how we see and inhabit the world, had been eroding (if not corroding) for a while. As events—and tweets—kept pointing toward the weird, our usual psychic stasis fluctuated. Those among us who shield ourselves in the cloak of white privilege, or for that matter white psychoanalysis, were ripe for time on the couch.


Yet, even in the shambles of our political, racial, sexual, and environmental upheavals, we began accommodating the unsettling weird, retreating gradually and subtly to the familiar, to sameness, to the spell



of unbrokenness. Before the arrival of Covid-19, many psychoanalysts and citizens alike had become well-versed in the constant revelations of unwanted realities: the polarizations in society, the rhetoric of us-versus-them, whiteness and everyone else, the heteronormative and the genderqueer, the 1% and the masses. Some, despite their privilege, admitted to exhaustion and exasperation owing to the double binds that left them feeling that no matter where they stood on whichever continuum, they were endlessly “othering” others while failing to recognize their otherness.


Perhaps the weird had encroached gradually enough that at least some were developing the resilience to face what was real, alarming, destabilizing, and also novel without becoming dysregulated. But for many, the growing weirdness in our everyday life already exceeded our limits. There’d been too much to document and too little capacity to absorb. Exhaustion took its toll. Despite (or because of) the immersion course in the uncanny call of the novel, the temptations of political withdrawal had their own insidious, sensation-dulling, alluring, effects.


And so, fatigued by the excess, when the novel coronavirus entered the scene, we were already acutely susceptible to world-weariness, to the perils of political apathy, to a collective sense of defeat and futility. What once was stupefying, and then astonishing, before becoming frankly weird, now barely warranted mention in the news or in our social media feeds, seeming only to be more of the same. The erratic behavior of our leaders seemed no longer truly strange, but sadly predictable. Of course, life for the most vulnerable has always been a constant crisis. Now the rest of us were becoming inured to living at orange alert, which we know deep inside should be red.


It was hard not to bear a guilty conscience, as if somewhere deep within us, we admitted to ourselves that our efforts to save ourselves—say, by seeking social withdrawal or psychic stasis, in times of peril—may be precisely, possibly counterintuitively, what ensures our demise.


It seems, in hindsight, we were using the too-visible to mask the invisible. One excess tamed another. But when we, as psychoanalysts, collude in this taming, we evade a basic ethical obligation: to turn and face the strange(r) and its, but also his/her/their, uncanny call. Hadn’t the weird been training us for a deeper (and properly psychoanalytic) dive: a break in the conventional ordering of knowledge, conditioning us to bear and



possibly even acquire a taste for the uncertainty, precarity, and tumult of being alive? Such psychic conditioning had opened us to brush closely with a stark experience that pervades the lives of many marginalized subjects, just as it nudged us to the threshold of elemental, under-narrativized archaic pasts and elemental futures.


The arrival of Covid


In this context, the intervention of the Covid-19 catastrophe could not have been more timely. When early reports first escaped from China, few of us paid much attention, but then they alarmingly (and closer to home for many of us) began to be heard from Italy. We learned of the deaths, of online mourning rituals, of hospitals and healthcare workers in crisis, of singing from balconies, of metaphorical dolphins in Venice. It grew harder by the day to get our minds around what was happening and to stave off what had not long ago been consigned to the order of nameless dread, unthinkable anxiety. Our Covid vocabulary grew as we discoursed about viruses, N95 and homemade masks, ventilators, global supply chains, and various forms of testing. But the most repeated words, conversations I had during those first weeks, in news analyses, and psychoanalytic sessions I was conducting, were old and utterly familiar: “weird” and “strange.”1 Such words applied to the virus first, but then to the disruptive effects on lifestyles, on fantasies and facts of Western privilege. Self-isolation and massive shutdowns fundamentally altered societies used to unguarded contact. Vibrant streets turned into eerie, abandoned corridors.


The daily march of headlines underscored that even hyper-privileged Americans could not remain strangers to the strange. Negative oil prices; the cancellation of sporting and theatrical seasons; Trump’s musings (retconned as “sarcastic”) on the benefits of ingesting or injecting bleach; it went on and on, relentlessly. In this context, the novel virus became a signifier gone viral, with major psychical and global effects.


We might say that the coronavirus functioned, on a remarkable scale, in achieving psychoanalytic aims: breaking apart ideological enclosures and curbing our inclination toward self-same repetition.2 Our startle response, it seemed, was alive and well. What is “other and otherwise” to consciousness (Barratt, 2019, p. 56) had (re)awakened us beyond the



political weirdness to which we’d already been accommodated. Who among us, who had the privilege for any modicum of self-reflection, had not begun taking inventory of their lives—asking what needs to be shed, and what might be possible to change? Or at very least discovering that some things—freshly experienced as unacceptable—absolutely cannot remain the same? It would seem that, despite its ensuing physical effects, limitations, and most obviously and ominously, death-dealing directions, the coronavirus was serving emancipatory, and thus psychoanalytic ends, by prompting novel paradoxical tensions and daring fresh imaginaries.


Amid all of this upending of the familiar, a further insistence of the real became entwined with the virus’ path, another new, but not entirely novel, actor/plot-twist—invader—that jolted us awake to a prior disowned known and its torrent of affective charges. Just as we were finding some new balance between the weird/strange and our retreat to sameness from the toll of its excesses, we were triggered by Derek Chauvin’s nonchalant murder of George Floyd, which followed closely upon the killings of Breonna Taylor and Ahmaud Arbery, which had barely registered in the prevailing (white) public consciousness. Nonetheless, they catapulted an après coup encounter with ancestral racialized legacies, including hegemonic white privilege and gross structural inequities. Psychoanalysis had not been exempt: its complicity called into question its validity as an emancipatory, healing praxis.


Nonetheless, the false coherences that so many of us had relied on for comfort, identity, and privilege were fast unraveling, and could no longer so easily be pasted over. Let’s consider what emerged in their wake: the novel paradoxes, strange temporalities, and bold democratic imaginaries that marked this new animate dis/order.


Novel paradoxes


The strange new virus and its flurry of signifiers initially narrowed most people’s attention to self-interest, for example, panic buying and self-purifying. But its effects, both as an instance of the real and as a metaphor, soon compelled us to refocus outward. And what we found there was a series of weird, if not quite strange, contradictions, irreducible to a prior facile splitting and polarization.




Recall, for example, how our preoccupation with our own respiratory health broadened into an unprecedented, if mostly unintended, mobilization toward climate action. Regardless of motive, our refraining from polluting behaviors, however briefly, resulted in the bluest skies we had seen in years, if not our lifetimes. And yet we enjoyed the fresh, resurrecting air mainly through the pores of isolating masks. We gazed at new and more brilliant stars across a wider galaxy, but primarily from our confinement in the most familiar of settings. Service industry jobs we used to consider pedestrian, if not insignificant, were revealed as “essential”: the ordinary had been elevated to the extraordinary, if also implicitly “sacrificial.”3 Meanwhile, we psychoanalysts had to reestimate the value of our own now “inessential” profession.


Conventional identities had, however transiently, been upended by a novel entity. Meanwhile, the virus had made us walking dangers to one another. To engage socially was to be at once vulnerable and threatening; it would be some time before we dared to meet unmasked.4 Our physical distance was at once our greatest ally in mutual survival and an impediment to those who feel ethically compelled, for the sake of mutual survival, to protest en masse. If “social distancing” (a psychoanalytically loathsome term5) was our main defense against the virus’ sheer borderless virality, intersectional bodies on the ground would also prove key in the collective fight against virulent racism and its structural inequities.


The coronavirus insisted upon a further paradox, one seemingly anathema to psychoanalysis. We needed to embrace what Freud recognized as a congenital fault: the herd mentality. If we consciously, by choice cultivated it (i.e., by donning masks and social distancing), we could both slow transmission rates and ever so gradually cultivate herd immunity. And, compounding the paradoxes, our cultivation of psychological antibodies, more than biological antibodies (the durability of which had been questioned by emergent studies6), possibly mattered most. As we begin to fear others’ presence less, we might trust that we can survive each other (and vice versa). Might such antibodies empower collective political resistance?


To put the question differently, might the demands posed by the virus condition our collective spirit, fueling its outward expression, say in the unprecedented global protests against racism and anti-blackness? Might that collective conditioning, in turn, immunize us against the



forces of white ethno-nationalism, from their lies, callousness, impunities, arrogance, and cowardice? And if our shared antibodies can help us maintain such strength, might we reclaim what psychoanalysis espouses: truth, accountability, courage, love, and difference? If so, when we rejoin one another, it will be both a novel encounter and one paradoxically grounded in a repressed past. To meet that challenge, we’ll need our collective immunity to be stronger than our herd mentality. Only then might we contend with the disjointed, with the gaps, with what exceeds sameness, with what—and who—remains radically, and systemically, excluded.


This is a tall order, whose fulfillment recent experience has given us some reason to doubt. But we must reckon with our dependence on each other—our commonality—if we are to reckon with that which transcends, destabilizes, and also grounds us: the animate real.


Strange temporalities


The insistence of the animate real, beyond opening us to novel paradoxes complexifies temporality, opening us to its strangeness. Bowie’s (1971) lyrics capture the forward momentum disrupted by a backlash, a temporally disordering tug: “The pace I’m goin’ through; Ch-ch-ch-changes.”


Psychoanalyst Philippe Gendrault (who posted an exquisitely thoughtful response to a question from several colleagues about what psychoanalysis might be in the time of plague7), observes that “We are living, both analysts and analysands in this historical Real time, and therefore traumatic. Accordingly, It disrupts the usual order of things” (2020). By dint of entering real time, we analysts “are no longer those special individuals who have access to a certain knowledge with its own Weltanschauung. The virus has reduced us to the mere status of citizens, like all the other people facing this pandemic.”


Gendrault, not despite but because of this verdict, argues furthermore that


the limitation to interpretation placed upon the psychoanalytic act by the social also…opens up the analyst as citizen’s political voice, a voice no longer constrained by his or her psychoanalytic weltanschauung…. This crisis has forced us elsewhere, namely, in the Real time of collective history…. With this crisis, as is the case



with climate change, addressing the emergence of the Real, when it happens, will no longer suffice. From now on, we will have to deal with the emergency of the Real [italics added].


I agree with Gendrault that we had entered real time (so to speak), but I disagree with his take on the stakes for psychoanalysis. Where Gendrault locates the end of psychoanalysis is to my mind where it “truly” begins. Recall Winnicott’s startling, paradoxical insight that our fear of breakdown is a projection into the future of primitive agonies that occurred in the past, but which have yet to be experienced because the infant was not yet a subject capable of experiencing them.


If that is true, it leads to a different interpretation which fuels a different fantasy, an/other hypothesis. Precisely because the analyst and analysand are joined, per Gendrault (2020), “in Real time, in an emergency of the Real” (inspiring “the analyst’s function beyond the consulting room as political activist/citizen”), the analytic pair may now, at long last, encounter each other in a previously eluded, perpetually postponed, eruptive (dis)order of time. And if that is true, the coronavirus affords us an opportunity to experience a long-deferred breakdown that returns shared humanity to a prior not-yet-experienced one. Noëlle McAfee (2019), employing Winnicott’s insights for their relevance to political breakdown, calls attention to the here-and-now revitalizing possibilities that result from reactivating “an unlived memory of an archaic past and its cataclysmic end” (p. 231).


The novel virus interpellated us beyond the merely weird, into a descent marked with signage of the weird and strange. We plunged into the novel dis/order of time in which psychoanalysis’ most transformative action takes place. Here we find the possibility of a prior impossibility: a novel encounter between unconscious phantasy and an historical, if dissociated (because traumatic), reality which takes on a more real, but also more present cast.8 In hindsight, it seems that recent murders of Black people by white men are enactments in which, as Frank Wilderson (2017) argues, “blackness is inextricably tied to ‘slaveness’” (ross, 2020), and in turn links to an originary, if disavowed, genocide (of the Native) and loss of indigeneity. Blackness—or per Wilderson “anti-blackness”—marks a further structural reality, pointing to what remains unassimilable, unthought, incoherent, abject.




By the summer of 2022, it seemed that we had collectively hit the pause button. Many further crises and agonies from Uvalde and Buffalo to Ukraine, from January 6 and its aftermath to the upheaval of Roe v. Wade and women’s reproductive rights, have both awakened our outrage, but also fueled our retreat. It would seem that, no matter the fury, our fear and our sense of futility take the upper hand. Hopefully, this return of repetition to the order of the same is but a temporary and hollow reprieve, though it may fuel a necessary conviction and compel the work that lies ahead. We remain restless and awake at night despite ourselves, unable to preserve the life raft of omnipotence beyond a temporary, illusory, stay. Too much has already changed.
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