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Preface


These notebooks are presented in two volumes, spanning the period from 1974 to 2024. They are preceded by a brief history in order to provide the reader with an account of those teachers and writers who influenced some of the ideas in this text.


Never intended for a reader’s eye, many of the early entries were written in the few minutes between psychoanalytical sessions when thoughts arrived that I felt were worth noting. Most were dated and titled to provide some organization, especially when it became clear that lines of thought were emerging that needed some form of identification.


Through the years, I rarely revisited previous entries. The notebooks functioned less as a repository of ideas which might be reviewed and reconsidered, and more as a medium for thinking—rather like a conversation with an other, ideas displaced by the next thoughts that arrive.


Although the writing mind does leave traces in the sand, if thoughts are left untouched and unreviewed, not exploited for revisionist thinking, they serve a rather unique potential that lives in the act of writing itself. When I look back, I find myself looking into a curious mirror. I see the familiar guise of a writing personality but each revisiting reveals a new movement of thought, one that invites—indeed provokes—contradictions, odd juxtapositions, and neologisms. Ordinary words may take on entirely new meanings without my necessarily knowing what is meant. In such a circumstance, the writer follows the pen, and over time establishes an intriguing intrasubjective relation between consciousness and the unconscious. Our inner phenomenology enacts this relation.


In the notebooks, I refer to many of the writers who have influenced me, and the order in which they appear provides an essential link to the associative logic of the entries. They include works across the literary spectrum, from ancient texts and well known literary milestones to so-called “lesser” writers, and specialists whose works are comparatively unknown.


Were this an academic work, with the aim of commenting on the full spectrum of writers that influenced my work, these allusions would need to be fully referenced. This, however, is not a work of scholarship. When I mention writers or lines from their works they are often cited from memory, and memory is imperfect. These partial references are also part of the history and evolution of my thoughts, and to eliminate a reference because the full details cannot be found would disable that history. The re-collected arrives in the stream of consciousness, sometimes mangled by misremembering, prompted by odd contextualization (what is this idea doing in this context?), and sometimes it is the product of pure invention.


The reader will find some passages in which quotations are correct and fully cited. The intent of such accuracy was usually to copy the passage down exactly, so that in this act of writing I could slow my mind down. This allowed the author’s lines to ramify through the receptive work of unconscious thinking, acting as memory aides for an underlying process of thought. As with recollections of a conversation, any two selves engaged in a free-moving dialogue will have distinctly different narratives of what was said. When neither is held to account by a registrar from consciousness, the two selves find freedom of thought.


In preparing the notebooks for publication, I decided to keep the original text almost entirely as it was, deleting only occasional fragments that were too insubstantial to be of significance. I felt that the addition of comments and footnotes, although potentially clarifying, would remove the reader from the direct experience of the particular idiom of unconscious to conscious thinking.


These private notes were not, for the most part, preambles to published works, and many of the entries could have formed nuclei of essays that never saw the light of day. Writing the notes remained a separate part of my intellectual life, representing moments in time when an idea arrived from the unconscious to acquire further derivatives; allowing consciousness to grapple with an unconsciously driven stream of thought.


So, how might you, the reader, meander through this text?


I am reminded of Ulrich Knoepflmacher, my professor of Joyce studies at UC-Berkeley. He ended his introductory lecture on Ulysses by saying “There is only one way to read this work.” We all leaned forward in eager anticipation. “Get a six pack of beer, begin in the morning, and read through the day and the night. Do not stop and query. No guidebooks! Just keep reading and reading. And then eventually you will get him. He will be your Joyce, not mine, or anyone else’s. But you will never forget this and it will be with you the rest of your life.” His words had a profound impact on me.


So, as you head into these notebooks, be kind to yourself. If you do not understand me, no worries. The chances are that I did not understand my own view at the time. As you will see, I frequently contradict myself; I openly disagree with myself. In the early years, from the 1970s to the mid-1980s, I often tear apart and reassemble concepts. Little about psychoanalytic theory is settled. What is the ego? What is the self? What is character? What is idiom? A proposed solution will often be destroyed in a subsequent entry, and on occasion the early attempts prove more precise than later ones.


The book prints a process not an accomplishment.


It may help the reader’s orientation to read “Character: The Language of Self” published in 1974. Written in 1973 it congregates some of the seminal ideas that continued to sponsor my writing.













Brief history


This brief history is intended to address the important question of influence. All writers are derivative of those who have preceded them and along with the flow of cultural memes there are countless other sources that contribute to one’s thinking.


I shall identify many of those with whom I have studied, both in the academic world and the schools of psychoanalysis, and those who have been my supervisors. However, like most people, I have also learned a great deal in conversation, even from very brief exchanges.


For example, Norman O. Brown came to visit one day and asked to see my waiting room—which I took as a reference to my consulting room. We went to the waiting room and he sat down and…well…waited. I pointed out that the consulting room was just round the corner and he replied that he preferred to sit in the waiting room. He then asked, “What do you think they are waiting for?” That single question has stayed with me for life. It evoked an unthought known axiom, and it was to remain in the matrices of my unconscious.


Indeed, the concept of the unthought known is not original. For centuries we have known that we contain forms of knowledge that we cannot put into conscious thought, much less into speech. It was an ordinary day at the Austen Riggs Center when I sat back in my chair in my office and I asked myself, “What is this book about?” [The Shadow of the Object] immediately, the words “unthought known” popped into my mind.


It was delivered by the Other—my unconscious—but it remained for me to try to figure out what it meant.


What about the term “transformational object”? Certainly we can find its roots in Bion’s notion of “transformation”. Was that its origin? Again, I can recall when the idea arrived and its context. In an intensive Winnicottian analysis, the analysand is carefully steered into regression to dependence, and the experience is profound. The analyst is the figure of the transference, but what struck me as remarkable was the process we term psychoanalysis. When I asked myself what this was, the term “transformational object” came immediately to mind. Some years later, Joe Sandler said he thought it worded the experience of being inside the analytical process.


Many ideas are launched in conversation and in this section I list those who have been for me the most significant figures in the conversational world. Those not included can be found at the end of the history in the Acknowledgements.


I hope that this contextual information may help to orientate the reader. Although the notebooks were begun only in 1974, they reflect my experience in the 1960s, so we begin there.


UC Berkeley: 1960s


How did I come to psychoanalysis and where was I before I started writing these notebooks?


As a student at the University of California I sought psychotherapy to help me with anxieties and symptoms that were bewildering to me. At the same time, Frederic Crews—later famous for his Freud Wars critique of psychoanalysis—invited me to attend his graduate seminar on Psychoanalysis and Literature. Our analytical texts were mainly American classics, including works by Charles Brenner and Jacob Arlow. We also read Faulkner’s The Bear. The Crews seminar became an intellectual template. Our Freud reading stayed very close to the text, going over the same passage again and again, taking in the precise wording, syntax, and flow of ideas. This allowed us to study a product of unconscious thinking in a way that seldom happens in clinical trainings. While clinicians can never share the same patient, those in applied analysis—commenting on poems, plays, novels, historical events etc.—can share the experience directly, in real time. It is a highly effective way to teach psychoanalytical thinking.


In the summer of 1966 together with my close friend, Michel Small (a UC student), who was also interested in psychoanalysis, we vowed to read Otto Fenichel’s formidable text The Psychoanalytic Theory of Neuroses and to discuss our reading for a few hours every week. These conversations allowed two novices to share ignorance and slowly, slowly, begin to wise up.


I studied American colonial history and historiography at Berkeley. Historical time—the sequence of events—is a logic of the real. Study the steps of historical action and you find the material to be highly overdetermined, made up of multiple separate but related strands that share space and time.


My senior thesis was a study of the psychological conflicts manifested by the earliest settlers in Boston. I found Wilhelm Stekel’s works of considerable use in translating their complex repressions into an understanding of the underlying issues they were avoiding.


I moved into psychology and history as I studied slavery and the mind of the plantation slave with Kenneth Stampp, whose book The Peculiar Institution argued that Black people were not cognitively inferior to white people but that their apparent stupidity was in fact an intelligent act of adaptation to their oppressors. They gave the impression of inferiority in order to protect themselves from graver violations against them.


I studied with Alan Dundes, professor of anthropology and expert on Ferenczi and Roheim. His lectures on the cultural unconscious and racism remained ingrained in his students. Using what seemed like simple childish jokes, he showed how these emerged from forced integration, for example the bussing of Black Americans to white schools. The elephant joke, he pointed out, expressed a racist fear that Black folks were going to move into the neighbourhood. (A man puts elephant manure on his lawn. “Why are you doing that?” asks a neighbour. “To keep the elephants away.” “But there are no elephants near here.” “You see—it works!”)


The East Bay Activity Center


From 1967–1969 I was a counsellor at the East Bay Activity Center in Oakland California, where I was thrown into the deep end of intense work with highly disturbed children. Their individual plights and solitary anguish were compelling. Several of the senior staff had studied with Anna Freud in London and brought her perspectives to the work, so we had in the back of our minds the road map we call “psychodevolopment”. This informed our thinking and provided us with reassuring evidence in a world in which things seemed not at all clear. The evidence was those visible psychic steps that we all travel and that distinguish a four-year-old from a six-year-old, and an eleven-year-old from a fifteen-year-old.


This was the era of Margaret Mahler and her important work on autism. Although we found these texts useful, they tended to be experience-distant, so when I happened to see a review in the TLS of Guntrip’s book Schizoid Phenomena, Object Relations and the Self, I ordered it and devoured it, because it showed the reader how to use the theories in clinical practice.


The British were dedicated to being clinically effective. From Guntrip I moved on to read Winnicott, Balint, Klein, and Fairbairn. Klein allowed me to imagine (creatively invent?) the internal worlds of the puzzling children who were such a crucial part of my life.


The Bay Area was awash with the fecund world of Gestalt psychology most commonly associated with Fritz Perls at Essalen. I found some of his ideas compelling, but it was the work of the Palo Alto Group—Gregory Bateson, Donald Jackson, and Jay Haley—that I found most useful in thinking about human interaction. The Pragmatics of Human Communication by Paul Watzlawick, Janet Beavin, and Don Jackson, provided a very different view of what we would term “character”, and over the years I maintained an interest in the gestalts of human action and interaction. I also read Austin on illocutionary acts and Searle on speech acts. (Searle was at Berkeley and played a prominent role in the Free Speech Movement.) To my way of thinking the theory of illocutionary action fitted into the realms being discussed by the Palo Alto group and, looking back, contributed to my interest in character as action.


I found Heinz Werner’s text The Comparative Psychology of Mental Development eye-opening. It conveyed many different lines of thought that were endemic to the depth psychologies, and I think its structuralization of pluralistic thinking was foundational for me. I find, for example, that I am as much at home reading Howard Gardiner’s Frames of Mind as any of the psychoanalytical texts. I also found clinically useful some of the predicates and practices of the Transactional school, notably Eric Berne.


University of Buffalo: literature and psychology




In 1969 I drove east to the University of Buffalo where I was to do a PhD in English literature. There I was enrolled in the “Literature and Psychology” program which was part of the English department. The program included psychologists and psychoanalysts and the monthly meetings of the Group for Applied Psychology involved people from various university departments and from within the community. Warren Bennis, a leading figure in organizational psychology attended, as did Heinz Lichtenstein, the eminent psychoanalyst and student of Martin Heidegger. Guests dropped by all the time and I was fortunate to meet Kenneth Burke whose work on rhetoric as intersubjective action (my interpretation of him) influenced my understanding of character as the idiom of a self’s actions and interactions. Indeed, the issue of how our being enacts axioms from our unconscious is an area studied by many great American psychologists, amongst them Abraham Maslow and the remarkable American ego psychologist George Klein, whose work I read when I was at Austen Riggs in the middle 1980s.


Riggs inherited and treasured the interface between classical psychology and psychoanalysis. The seminar on the ego conducted there by David Rapaport during the 1950s was attended by Roy Shafer, Robert Holt, and others. Ego theory insisted that behaviour be included in the assessment of ego functioning. For me this was an interesting road to travel in searching for a language to identify character moves, motives, disorders, and transformative potentials in a psychoanalysis.


Nelson Rockefeller had called Buffalo the “University of the twenty-first century”. He had put a fortune into gathering a remarkable faculty, and at the time it was the most radical and creative English department in the country. Many poets and writers from the Black Mountain School (which had closed) found their way to Buffalo, including Robert Creeley and Gregory Corso as well as the doyen of that group, Charles Olson. They joined other poets and novelists such as Carl Dennis and John Barth.


But above all it was Robert Hass who would change my way of thinking. Deeply familiar with psychoanalytical thinking, he made implicit use of it. In a seminar on Wordsworth’s Prelude, Hass and others on the faculty taught us in depth how a poem thinks. This was an act of sustained immersion: we suspended consciousness to allow unconscious thinking to receive and communicate the logic of the poetic text.


At a first reading, most great poems elude consciousness. They are unconscious presentations, and they require hearing or reading again and again before our consciousness begins to gather some of that unconscious thinking, and then to consider and organize it. The subtitle of the Prelude is Growth of a Poet’s Mind and I think this work, along with Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams, became the background for my own views of unconscious thinking and free association.


Encountering a complex poem is remarkably similar to listening to a patient’s narrative. The logic of a poem moves at times in cryptic condensations that are similar to free associative speech. The finest teacher of psychoanalytic thinking, in my view, is the astonishing literary critic Helen Vendler. As she critically examines poets and their works we find an evolution of Freudian method that is stunning. Her analysis of syntax opens up a perspective that allows us to see how, and in what ways, character is syntactical.


Buffalo also had a strong contingent of French writers and philosophers such as René Girard, whose lectures on the “enemy twin” were complex musings on the psychic reality of the double: a forerunner of my own thinking on the borderline personality. A variety of psychoanalysts would come for extended visits. In particular, I found Guy Rosolato’s detailed lecture on the movement of the phonemic (words echoing one another) highly illuminating.


Our resident genius was Michel Foucault. His English was not great and as my French was merely touristic, I found his lectures hard to comprehend. But, perhaps because my father was French, somewhere in my unconscious I seemed to understand him.


At Buffalo I studied Lacan’s work with Stuart Schneiderman, who left the university to enter analysis with Lacan. In the late 1970s, after publication of my essays in the Nouvelle Revue de Psychanalyse, Lacan conveyed his appreciation of my work and his wife, Laurence Bataille, who was editor of L’Ornicar, asked me to contribute to the journal. Through readings and conversations I eventually grasped my Lacan, and I used his structural theory (symbolic, imaginary, real) as a psychodynamic reality. I have since then seen the constant interplay of the self within these differing realities and I have often found Lacanian writings inspiring because of the doors they open or the questions they ask or the puzzles they offer.


Meanwhile at Buffalo, while studying for my PhD in literature, with the kind, careful, and thoughtful guidance of Lloyd Clarke MD, head of the psychology section of the Student Health Center, I was trained on the job to do psychotherapy with students and faculty. With the authorization of S. Mouchly Small, psychoanalyst and head of psychiatry at the university medical school, I attended rounds with the psychiatric residents, and we spent time at Buffalo State Mental Hospital interviewing institutionalized male schizophrenics. On ward rounds in the hospital various psychiatrists taught us how to observe a distressed person, what to look for, and how to form a diagnosis.


I was working two days a week at the Student Health Center, and Clarke and I, with the help of Murray Schwartz (English Department), set up a training in psychotherapy for graduate students in the humanities.


The weekly staff meetings were a wonderful soup of views: Rogerian, T-groupers, encounter therapists, Jungians, existential psychoanalysts, systems theoreticians, and ego psychologists. These remarkable meetings, in which the group would concentrate on the task of discussing a new patient, were living proof of the value of differing perspectives. Every approach bore within its predicates crucial assumptions that also operated within psychoanalysis, and I would transfer ideas from these approaches into my psychoanalytical vision.


As with all university departments, Buffalo’s faculty and students shared space but followed diverse schools of thought. The era of Formalism was waning, giving way to Structuralism, Phenomenology, and the abstract-hungry schools of critical theory. What we called “applied psychoanalysis” had a long history. Beginning with Freud’s own analyses of literature, it found its way into anthropology (Lévi-Strauss, Weston La Barre), history (Hofstadter and Schorske), political theory (Sheldon Wolin), philosophy (Marcuse and Norman O. Brown), and even further afield.


The psychoanalytical wing of the English Department had been assembled by Norman Holland, a Shakespeare scholar who undertook non-clinical psychoanalytic training in Boston and went on to write crucial texts applying psychoanalytical concepts to literature. He was joined by Leslie Fiedler (my dissertation director), Robert Rogers, Murray Schwartz, Richard Wilburn, Jim Swann, Mel Faber and others, who formed the most cohesive graduate program in “lit and psych” anywhere.


Not long after I arrived, Buffalo discovered the British School of psychoanalysis and one full semester was devoted to the reading of Marion Milner’s The Hands of the Living God. Murray Schwartz, gifted Shakespeare scholar, would write one of the first Winnicottian essays, “Where Is Literature?”, which has become a classic over the decades.


Smith College and Beth Israel, Boston


In 1972 I left Buffalo to study at Smith College. I had applied to both the British Psychoanalytical Society and the Hampstead Child Analysis training. Anna Freud asked that I gain a “proper” clinical training and license, and she recommended Smith, where I could gain an MSW in one calendar year.


In those days the college was founded on ego psychology and I was fortunate to study with Paul Seton (member of the Western New England Psychoanalytic Society) and Donald Fern, a brilliant young analyst who died prematurely in his forties. The psychiatric social workers on the faculty were outstanding clinical thinkers and their attention to the detail of a session was grounding. My clinical placement was in the Department of Psychiatry of Beth Israel Hospital in Boston which was staffed by psychoanalysts.


1971 saw the publication of Kohut’s Analysis of the Self. All serious clinicians were reading it and many were changed by it in vital ways. A senior Boston analyst said, when discussing a patient who some thought needed analysis, “No! The only people who need analysis are psychiatrists training to be analysts. It is not for the guy on the street.” I was shocked, but at that time his view was not controversial. With Kohut evoking hope in clinicians that they really could help highly disturbed people, ego psychology gave way to new movements in America and a new view of psychoanalysis.


At Beth Israel I was most fortunate to attend Arnold Modell’s seminar on object relations. A kind, shy, and brilliant man, Modell was one of the very few senior American analysts who really grasped the British approach to psychoanalysis. For me, his musings on “the intermediate area of experience” were especially resonant.


I also attended Peter Sifneos’ workshop on focal psychoanalysis. He taught me many things, but top of the list was his insistence that comments to a patient must be lucid, and should connect with what they had just talked about. Although he was not, I think, familiar with the work of Bion, Sifneos was certainly into linking.


Beginning analysis and work in London




In the summer of 1973 I moved to England to begin psychoanalytic training, and in September I began my training analysis. There is nothing like five-times-a-week analysis—it is a remarkable experience—and although this first analysis was brief (about three years), when I resumed with another analyst the process was very similar. Both were members of the Independent Group, and this approach profoundly informed my view of the creativity of psychoanalysis.


Before beginning my formal analytic training, I worked as a psychotherapist at the Personal Consultation Centre (PCC) in Kings Cross, which offered psychotherapy to anyone who came through the door. It was a wonderful introduction to British culture and to those fascinating axioms that generated personality in mid-twentieth-century Britain. It was a good opportunity to study personality, and especially the schizoid phenomena that so fascinated D. W. Winnicott, Michael Balint, and Masud Khan.


The two years spent at the PCC also gave me time to find the English person within me. My father lived his first ten years in Paris, his adolescence in Argentina and Chile, and his early adulthood in the UK (in Surrey) before migrating to the United States in his mid-twenties. When I visited Paris for the first time to stay with relatives, I found aspects of my father and myself in the French idiom of personality. The same would prove true when I visited Argentina, recognising many of my father’s mannerisms in the gregarious full-on lifestyle of these fascinating people.


I was slowly getting to know British psychoanalysis. At the PCC we were supervised by Geoffrey Thompson, a close friend of Samuel Beckett and Wilfred Bion. His supervisory comments were wonderfully elliptical and creative, like a music critic enjoying the mental instrumentations of Homo sapiens. People were an endless and fathomless surprise: “Oh my word, now, what do we make of that, eh?” he would say with great delight.


And it was through the PCC that I came to know John Bowlby. I remember sitting in his office at the Tavistock, impressed by this most remarkable and sincere scientist who had somehow landed in the fields of psychoanalysis. He provided heroic empathy, reaching across class, ethnicity, and age to actualize a hidden thread running through all of us that is deeply curative.


Politics and psychoanalysis in the community


As part of the Camden Council of Social Service, chaired by Pam Warren, our task at the PCC was not only to provide individual psychotherapy but also to be available for “community work”. This was not new to me, and here I shall digress briefly to mention some political and cultural strands in my intellectual background which are frequently reflected in these notebooks.


From the age of sixteen I had been politically active in Orange County, California, especially in organizing effective opposition to landlords who rented cardboard homes to African American families in a ghetto in downtown Santa Ana. I was encouraged and supported by Arnold Hano—a writer and chair of our local Democratic Party group—who looked forward to my getting a driver’s licence so I could put ideas into local practical action on behalf of our group.




With the help of a local dentist we lobbied the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare and they stepped in to make changes. It was a good experience for an adolescent to see that modest political action could actually achieve things. I was something of a political nerd, spending my allowance on a subscription to publications such as the Congressional Record, The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientist, Foreign Affairs Quarterly, and Soviet Union Illustrated Monthly. I became active in the California Democratic Council and then with Citizens for Kennedy.


As editor of my high school newspaper—advocating civil rights—I was inevitably in the hair trigger of the John Birch Society (very prevalent in Orange County California) and was the recipient of a few “death threats” and blind confrontations at the cinema, in a cafe, anywhere in town. These confrontations continued for a decade and were instructive as I came to know some of the Birchers and understood aspects of their paranoia. It was another form of schooling.


My first serious encounter with psychoanalytic writing came with reading the works of Erich Fromm. May Man Prevail was transformative, and his weaving of Freud and Marx opened up new avenues of thought. My first two years of university were at the University of Virginia which I selected because its Woodrow Wilson School of Foreign Affairs was considered one of the best preparations for foreign service. The study of International Relations (something of an oxymoron) revealed perspectives devoid of any psychological understanding of the complexity involved, or of the challenge of employing psychological understanding in improving such relations.


Like so many of my generation, I joined the Civil Rights movement and took part in marches and demonstrations in the south before moving to UC Berkeley in 1964 to finish my undergraduate education. In 1965–1966 I worked as an intern for the Council for a World Without War chaired by Robert Pinkus.


I was tasked by the leadership of the Free Speech Movement (FSM) at Berkeley with “negotiative skill”. This meant, in the first place, going round to all the “Greek houses”—fraternities and sororities—to seek support. But my skill was evident in the fact that I was one of the few around who had a coat and tie and could “fit in” and the task was a good challenge. I subsequently connected a member of the Board of Regents with Professor Kenneth Stampp because no faculty member at that time could contact a Regent, but of course the obvious solution was to ask a Regent to contact a faculty member. I was given a nickname—“the problem-solver”—which may have identified my interest in the psychology of conflict and how to go about using psychological insight into mitigating conflict.


I knew various members of the Black Panther party and in 1967 I met La Verne Wells, an African American counsellor-intern at The East Bay Activity Center. We became good friends and she introduced me to her brother, Bobby Wells, chair of the Black Students Union at Oakland Arts and Crafts. They welcomed me into the community in the “flat lands” of Oakland and I came to know and to value the grace and tolerance of this community, and I learned many things that I carried with me to Buffalo in 1969.


In the 1968 election I was the “Orange County Representative” for the Peace and Freedom Party. I represented Eldridge Cleaver (whom I had met) and was elected for this post because I was white and could get on the beaches and run faster than anyone else. Those were my qualifications.


In the early 1970s in Buffalo, I worked with Joan Clarke at the Erie County Manpower Development Project, funded by Rockefeller to stimulate changes in impoverished communities in the state. I taught “interviewing techniques” to their Black American students who were learning how to be “block leaders”. I well remember our first meeting. In the lead-up to discussing methods of interviewing, I mentioned in passing Freud’s structural theory. The group jumped on it. “So, what is the id?” It took up our first hour and they ran with it. In our next meeting, we discussed the ego and the superego. The group took over, and they now explored the practical issues of talking to a troubled person on their block, equipped with a theory of psycho-dynamic conflict. This experience in Buffalo taught me vividly how depth psychology can be used in community work.


In the 1990s, Nicky Gavron, Deputy Mayor of London, invited me and two other analysts, Robert Hinshelwood and David Bell, to join a bi-weekly study group to examine why Labour lost the 1994 election. This was a group of remarkable historians and cultural theorists, including Stuart Hall, politicians Tessa Jowell and Tessa Blackstone, and journalist Will Hutton, who in my view provided a model of how psychoanalysis can contribute to social change.


In 2016 I was invited to lead seminars at INSEAD (Singapore) on how psychoanalysis can teach people involved in international relations new means of understanding befuddling differences and forge new relations. INSEAD had for decades had three psychoanalysts on their staff teaching hundreds of students.


My work as a consultant to people in government has been completely confidential and remains so. It has, however, been an important part of the uses of psychoanalysis and its ability to explain conflict and forge solutions remains to be fully tapped. In the meantime, works by Gordon Lawrence (and many others from the Tavistock) remain as substantial learning posts to push our understanding of political conflict into a mature future.


The French connection


At the British Psychoanalytical Society trainees did not begin seminars until at least a year into their training analysis, and in my early years in London I spent more time communing with French analysts than with their British counterparts. In 1974 I met J.-B. Pontalis and he invited me to write for the Nouvelle Revue de Psychanalyse. When I visited him in Paris it was as if I had come home. I met André Green a year later and for years he, J-B, and I would meet at cafes or their homes, where we would dive into intense discussions of theory.


No two people could be more different. J-B was quiet, contemplative, ironic, and a poet. André was a verbal warrior, intense, a dialectician (he needed conflict to think), and rough—like Herman Melville’s hurly burly prose.


How can we discuss conversation as a medium for thinking? What happens to ideas that are broached as each thinker/speaker alters their meaning? More than any other psychoanalytical culture I know, the French think through conversation. Their journal Combat testifies to the art of verbal and intellectual fencing. This idiom is reflected in French prose, which is less formal, structured, and predictable than the English essay. Its impressionistic, almost circular spin of ideation is, as Blanchot puts it, an “Infinite Conversation”. Maybe the French idiom of writing mirrors inner speech.


I wrote three essays for the Nouvelle Revue, written in English and published in French: “Le langage secret de la mère et de l’enfant” (NRP, No. 14, 1976), “L’esprit de l’object et l’épiphanie du sacré” (NRP, No. 18, 1978), and “Comment l’hysterique prend de l’analyste: l’effet de la conversion dans le contre-transfert” (NRP, No. 24, 1981). When Pontalis invited a writer to contribute, he would include a brilliant essay of his own on the same topic. These essays were an inspiration, illustrating what a creative editor can do to challenge psychoanalysts to think outside the box.


In the following years I also got to know Janine Chassaguet-Smirgel. In the mid-1980s I invited her to lecture at the Austen Riggs Center and we remained close until her death in 2006. She was a remarkably brave thinker. Whilst contending with disturbing misogyny in her own analytical culture, she pushed on with radical thinking about anal structures that proved challenging and evocative.


A meeting with Jean Laplanche at a conference in Lisbon launched us into a correspondence. He was always kind and supportive.


I am grateful to Didier Anzieu, Joyce McDougall, Haydee Faimburg, René Major, Michel de M’Uzan, René Roussillon, and René Diatkine, for their support.


The British society and the Tavistock Clinic


I attended seminars at the Institute of Psychoanalysis in London from September 1974 through June of 1977 and qualified in August of 1977. I was taught by Hannah Segal, Betty Joseph, Herbert Rosenfeld, Henry Rey, Donald Meltzer, Irma Pick, Moses Laufer, Anne-Marie Sandler, Harold Stewart, Nina Coltart, Enid Balint, Martin James, and others. Trainees were required to have two analysands for which my supervisors were Paula Heimann and Marion Milner. The transition from Associate Member to Full Member required two further supervisions, and I went to Eric Brenman (Kleinian) and Clifford York (Freudian).


At the same time, I was also training in psychotherapy at the Adult Department of the Tavistock Clinic. Along with long-term open-ended analytic work, we also trained in brief or focal therapy, group psychoanalysis, marital/couples therapy, and organizational consultancy.


My years at the Tavistock years were sculptural. It was like the best graduate school one could ever hope for, and we were comparatively free to study topics of special interest. It was here that I learned Bion, primarily through supervision with Robert Gosling, his analysand and Chair of the Tavistock and I attended Bion’s lectures there and thus gained a sense of this intriguing figure who clearly enjoyed the mischief of being a sage.


I enjoyed discussions of child cases presented by Donald Meltzer and Mattie Harris, which were discussed in Kleinian terms. The key clinical difference, in my view, between Bionian analysts and Kleinians is that Bion said very little whereas Kleinians traditionally talked a lot. However, a new generation of clinicians, including John Steiner, were introducing what would come to be known as the “new Kleinianism”.


I was fortunate to participate in Frances Tustin’s seminar-workshop on autism. I had read her work while I was working at the East Bay Activity Center, but her thinking came alive for me when she discussed children in treatment. At this time I also attended clinical presentations by Anna Freud. It was not until I heard her using the structural theory that I realized quite how beautiful a model of the mind and self it is.


My study of focal psychotherapy with David Malan expanded on the training I had received in Boston with his friend and colleague Peter Sifneos. Focal psychotherapy has much to teach analysts, especially in its expectation that the analyst will provide a clear explanation of the patient’s thought processes and behaviour in the session.


It was also my good fortune to study “core psychoanalytic concepts” in Joseph Sandler’s weekly seminar at the Tavistock. Joe had taken me under his wing and he mentored me in the years to come, linking me up with psychotherapy training programs such as the British Association of Psychotherapists. He was a lucid thinker who believed in growing psychoanalytic theory from the core.


I came to appreciate Jungian analytical perspectives through supervision with Judith Stephens—a Jungian analyst—and Rosemary Gordon, a friend and gifted analytical practitioner.


Italy and Sweden


In 1978 I began my tenure as Visiting Professor of Psychoanalysis at the University of Rome, and for the next twenty years I would visit the University Neuropsychiatric Hospital for Children (known as “Via Sabelli”) three or four times a year, for a week at a time. I also visited Aquila, Naples, Venice, Turin, and Milan, but Rome became my analytical home, a refuge from the warring psychoanalytical factions in London. The meetings there were non-partisan, searching, and jovial. Most of the essays in my early books were presented first in Via Sabelli.


In 1983, Ulla Bejerholm, a visionary Swedish psychoanalyst who lived in Malmö, invited me to attend and conduct her annual conference in Arild, in the south of Sweden. She, too, had worked at Beth Israel in Boston and had been part of Sifneos’ workshop, so although we had not met before, we shared a common background. For the next thirty years the Arild group invited me to lead seminars and workshops for three days at a time. The group had about twenty-five members; most people attended over decades and we grew older and wiser together.


During this same era, I was invited by Arne Jemstedt to conduct seminars in Stockholm. Reared as they were in an interesting mix of existential psychoanalysis, ego psychology, and object relations theory integrated with their own mentality, one found in the Swedes a remarkably distinct perspective that cast new light on my own work. They are responsible for the best contemporary cultural journal that is psychoanalytically based, Divan, that has published some of my essays and placed them in interesting contexts.


Bion and Winnicott




In the early 1980s Parthenope Bion asked me to edit a volume on her father and I travelled to Turin to meet with her and discuss his work. She and Francesca Bion were sorting through his papers and were in the early stages of setting up the first Bion conference in Milan. Parthenope’s knowledge, grasp, and deep understanding of her father’s way of thinking and practising changed my understanding of his work. Our discussions of “O” and the mother helped me to embody Bion’s categories and to see how his visions could be brought into the consulting room.


In the early 1980s Clare Winnicott asked me to be one of the literary editors of the Winnicott Trust. Invited into the 1952 Club—a group formed by senior Independent analysts—I was able to present developing ideas and to have invaluable guidance from its members, notably from Margaret Little, who had been an analysand of Winnicott and was a leading figure in Independent Group thinking. Clare Winnicott also invited me to join the “Hood Study Group” convened by James and Catriona Hood, two analysts from Scotland who had worked closely with Winnicott. We were joined by Margret Tonnesmann whose grasp of Winnicott and clinical acumen were appreciated by all of us. Our group would pick a theme, for example “use of the object”, and spend several hours spinning it round through our minds. It was a most intellectually enlightening group experience.


Austen Riggs and the University of Massachusetts 1985–1987


In 1985 I took up posts as Director of Education at the Austen Riggs Center in Stockbridge, Massachusetts, and as Professor of English at the University of Massachusetts. One of my responsibilities was to invite speakers for the monthly Friday Night Lecture, attended by members of the Riggs community and local townsfolk, including a fair number of psychoanalysts from Boston and New York. The visiting speakers would spend the week at Riggs, with a few days at the University of Massachusetts where they would give a seminar led by Murray Schwartz, who was a dean at the university.


The staff at Riggs were the most inspiring group of people with whom I have worked and it is impossible to trace their influences on my thinking. I owe a great deal to Daniel Schwartz, Jim Sacksteder, Gerard Fromm, and Betty Homich for supporting my work. To Erik Erikson, Otto Will Jr., Martin Cooperman, and others, I am grateful to have learned from people whose use of ego psychology, object relations, and the unique American “school” of psychoanalysis (the “aw shucks, what do I know?” trope exemplified in Mark Twain) created a fascinating intellectual grasp of the stunning clinical challenges of working with psychotic patients.


Workshops on unconscious thinking 1988–1998


During this period I offered seminar-workshops in New York and several other American cities. Most of these were on “unconscious communication”. We met in small groups of eight or nine people to listen to a case. This was presented without describing the gender, age, or circumstances of the patient, and with no additional comments from the clinician. The words of the session were the one shared, objective reality. No questions were allowed, and no theoretical formulations. Every few minutes I would intervene to ask the group for their free associations. Gradually a tree of associations would grow, and after seventy-five minutes the presenter would take fifteen minutes to track these, informing us of striking connections. Only then would we hear the age, gender, and other details of the patient. This form of study, based on the unfolding chain of associations, illuminated what Freud meant by “propinquity in time”.


For sixteen years I met three times a year in Chicago with four study groups of nine colleagues each. I am grateful to the gifted analysts and psychotherapists who took part and represented that “can-do” mentality of the American grain: licensing degrees of individual clinical inventiveness that was often very creative. On each visit I dined with my dear friend Ernest Wolf and his wife Ina, and as the years passed I found Ernie’s accounts of why he chose to follow the works of Heinz Kohut compelling and moving. His theory of clinical empathy chimed with some of my own ideas about the “celebration” of the analysand.


Supervision and clinical discussion


Psychoanalysis as a practice is usually discussed by analysts through the individual case presentation. In London in the 1980s, I enjoyed collegial clinical discussions with my cohort within the Independent group, and I found the exchange of views with Michael Parsons, Jonathan Sklar, and Roger Kennedy especially important. For some years we met monthly as “The Spanish Club”.


In the 1990s a group of European analysts came together and met in Stockholm, Zürich, Tübingen, and London, to constitute a study group that aimed to examine unconscious thinking and communication in analytical sessions. Many clinicians were to be involved over time, including Arne Jemstedt, Eva Schmidt, Sarah Nettleton, and Peter Wegner.


The influence of conversations with colleagues was formative, including a few dear friends whose influence on my thinking and practice is too deep and ramifying to identify. Nina Coltart and I became life-long friends and on vacations, over dinners and innumerable teas (really an excuse for meeting up), there were hardly any nooks and crannies of psychoanalysis we did not discuss. Nina’s understanding of the role of silence and the positives of present absence—how it elicits very early ego memories—influenced my way of thinking and practising.


Marion Milner was a close friend for life and we visited one another regularly. Joyful and naturally playful, Marion opened the door to endless conversations about the aesthetics of pleasure, the joy of being in analysis, and she was another important influence on my concept of the “celebration of the analysand”.


Enid Balint, who had accepted me for training (and insisted early on that one day I would write) was inspiring. In time we became very close friends and we travelled together in the States in the 1980s. When I returned to live in London, we met up for enjoyable discussions of ideas, especially her disagreements with my thinking that were based in particular on her view that there was no such thing as the self!


My own reading of Freud was somewhat offbeat at the time, and I was also developing a clinical theory that was rather different from that of the mainstream of colleagues in Great Britain. Many people found this hard to grasp, so I was surprised and grateful when, in the late 1990s, Sarah Nettleton came for supervision and immediately understood the gist of what she would later term my metapsychology. She had previously been a pianist and I was to find in subsequent years that musicians tend to understand sequential thinking, and easily grasp what Freud means by the logic of free association.


Writing


My job at Riggs allowed me time to write and it was there that I put together the collection of essays that became The Shadow of the Object: Psychoanalysis of the Unthought Known (1987). It was after the publication of this first book that I began to enjoy writing. Between 1989 and 1999 I published four books of essays: Forces of Destiny: Psychoanalysis and Human Idiom (1989), Being a Character (1993), Cracking Up: The Work of Unconscious Experience (1995), and The Mystery of Things (1999).


While I was at Berkeley I had written some plays (to the amusement of my friends), but these were lost in a fire. At that time I could not bring myself to continue, but in 2004 I decided to return to fiction, with the first of three linked novellas: Dark at the End of the Tunnel, I Have Heard the Mermaids Singing, and Mayhem. I also produced a volume of plays, entitled Theraplay (2006). I found that writing fiction allowed me “to stage” psychoanalysis, enabling me to explore complex psychic issues in a new way.


When I resumed “proper” analytic writing, my main aim was to illustrate and explore how we can listen to free associations. I rethought Freud’s theories—he had many on free association—and elected his concept of the immediate chain of ideas: that one finds this form of thought in the leaps from one topic to the next. What seems insensible—in this leap—reveals a remarkable “chain of ideas” if patiently noted over time.


The Freudian Moment (2007) confronted extremes in practice that threaten the intellectual freedom released by Freud’s discoveries. The Infinite Question (2009) used close study of clinical material to show the complexity and logic of the free associative narrative. China on the Mind (2013) was prepared for a Korean analytical association that disinvited me when it was clear I was going to refer to ancient Chinese texts. I pushed on and turned the lectures into a small book that reflected the struggle of this Western person to comprehend the Chinese mind which, paradoxically, seemed curiously familiar.


Meaning and Melancholia (2018) took many years to write and is something of an end-piece, although events since its publication naturally invite us to continue to think, speak, and write in protest about the pathology of our times. By the time these notebooks morphed into a book-in-waiting, sometime in 2022, I was no longer using them as a form for writing-thinking, but rather as a means of addressing the catastrophes of our era. What will become of human thinking? Is Homo sapiens approaching its end?


Who knows?


But in the meantime, these notebooks are some of my traces in the sand.


I preface the Notebooks with an essay published in 1974 but written in 1973 before my emigration to the UK. It organizes and indicates many of the interests that will occupy me for the next fifty years and is a good point of embarkation.
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Note to the reader


Most quotations from Freud’s texts refer to the Standard Edition, for example, SE10, 21 (The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud. London: Hogarth 1957, Volume 10, p. 21).


Every effort has been made to track down references I make to the works of other authors. However, after several house moves many of the books to which I refer have vanished. Where it has not been possible to locate quotations I reword them, so the author’s ideas are acknowledged even if the specific source is not given.


The only changes made to the original text are details of punctuation and the occasional omission of a fragment that was unclear or insignificant. All references to analysands are, of course, fully anonymized, and they are few and far between as these were never intended to be clinical notebooks.


The index does not include all authors. So many are referred to in the text that I felt this would be overwhelming. It is intended instead to help the reader track particular areas of thought, such as “the structure of evil”, or issues of analytical interest such as “hysteria” or “perversion”.


To recap the history (see above)—in short—from 1973 through 1975, I was working at the Personal Consultation Centre in London. I began my psychoanalytic training at the Institute of Psychoanalysis and was in five times a week training analysis. In September 1975 I joined the Adult Department of the Tavistock Clinic where I undertook a training in adult psychotherapy meant to prepare the students for duty in the NHS as consultants, a promise that was abandoned by the government.


In 1977 I opened my private practice in North London. I qualified as a psychoanalyst in 1977 and left the Tavistock in 1978.




From the late 1970s I was teaching literature—at Richmond College in London and psychodynamic theory at the North East London Polytechnic. From the late 1970s through the late 1990s, I taught regularly at the University of Rome and in Stockholm and Arild in Sweden. In 1985, I took up a post at the Austen Riggs Center (as Director of Education) and at the University of Massachusetts (as Professor of English). In 1987, I returned to England and resumed analytical practice.


A short history on the period 1990 to 2024 can be found in the preface of volume two.













Character: the language of self*



Contemporary psychoanalytic theories of externalization when linked to Freud’s formulation of the repetition compulsion suggest that the recurrent patterns of a person’s behavior are, in fact, reproductions. Freud regarded reproduction as a special form of memory and his idea that repeated patterns are embedded in a subject’s character suggests that character is the embodiment of memories that will be repeated, rather than reflectively recalled. Character, however, is not simply a form of memory, but reflects the subject’s unconscious interpretation of himself which he represents to the world through his behavior. Character is viewed as a special form of speech which is an invaluable resource in psychotherapy if the clinician develops a notational vocabulary to decipher the semantics of character. Current developments in communication theory, particularly in semiology, provide a conceptual vocabulary for the clinician’s discovery of the hidden language of character.


For some time now psychoanalytic theoreticians have relied on a few discrete though often interrelated ideas to describe the externalization of internal psychic contents and structures into patterned forms of behavior. Some of the classical concepts are transference, acting out, projection, the repetition compulsion, and, in some cases, sublimation and substitution. More recently, Bychowski’s (1967) “release of internal introjects.” Lichtenstein’s (1961) “identity theme,” Giovacchini’s (1967) “externalization,” and Khan’s (1966) “happening” explore an old idea of new terms: man’s external behavior expresses his internal world in some form.


These modes of externalization are, I think, self-explications, a communicative resource—the person’s way of telling us about himself. Freud’s (1914, 1920) exploration of the idea of the repetition compulsion has laid the foundation for broadening that compulsion, it seems to me, to include all patterned forms of repetition specific to each individual. That is, man projects, transfers, acts out, displaces, or sublimates in recurrent styles that are specific to him, as the atmosphere of a novel is specific to its author. Freud (1914) laid further significant groundwork when he linked the repetition compulsion (with his notation that repeating is a form of recollecting) to character. He provided, thereby, a frame which I shall use for my argument that “character” is not simply a form of recollection, a telling by showing (mimesis), but is a personal hermeneutic—an interpretation of the self’s history. The original definition of “character” is sign, or mark, and, I think, the etymological meaning of the term is significant. For character as a sign, or more accurately, a system of signs, is a form of meta-language. To understand a person’s character, which I regard as a mimetic evocation of the repressed, we must comprehend the signifying feature of a person’s character: his system of signs. Thus, I hope to link the study of character to the field of semiology, and to indicate what I think is the contribution of semiology to psychoanalysis. I make this connection because semiology, as the study of signs, bears within its linguistic model a new conceptual language that can add to our understanding of character. It is my intent, further, to suggest that a generic idea of externalization (as I call it “the inside out”) resides within the idea of character, if we appreciate that an adult person’s character is an interpretive mimetic evocation of his past and if we appreciate how, it signifies this mimesis.


Why do I make this inquiry and develop what to some may appear to be a peculiar if somewhat scholastic emendation of—or shall I say rumination—on the theory of character? Psychoanalytic ego psychology, with its focus on defense, adaptation, and synthesis, and with its concern with the stages of development and the person’s growth through these stages, has tended, it seems to me, to focus too much on the psychological function and dysfunction of man. There is not, for example, within ego psychology, at the present time, a theory of communication specific to the individual. Man, and his center—the ego—we know does not simply defend against impulses, adapt to realities, synthesize conflicts, and interact with others. Above all, man communicates. He speaks. He acts. And his speech and acts are always involved in some form of communicative process. It is my view that within the psychoanalytic theory of character lies the seed for a theory of personal communication: the subject’s interpretation of himself. For, as I will argue, the subject’s interpretation of himself is his character, and his character bears the several themes or meta-themes of the interpretation. It will be my task in the following pages to illustrate how I think the idea of character, once linked to the theory of the repetition compulsion, becomes a foundation for future exploration of the subject’s interpretation of himself.


Several concepts—character, repetition, remembering, interpretation, and communication—will need to be worked into one another in order to appreciate this paper’s central idea, itself a collation of parts, that (1) a person’s character is a subjective interpretation of the self, (2) a character’s style, the specificity of a person’s “ambience”, is a potential language, (3) the potential language of style can be realized by the psychoanalyst if he regards a subject’s character as a mimetic evocation of the repressed, and finally (4) the psychoanalyst needs to develop a lingual appreciation of the mimesis by valuing some of the concepts developed in this paper.




First, I will present a brief history of the psychoanalytic contribution to the inside-out (as it applies to my idea of the mimetic evocation of the repressed) in order to link psychoanalytic theory with what I believe falls within the penumbra of hermeneutical phenomenology: semiology, communication theory, interaction theory. Such a history is intended not only to nudge psychoanalysts into recognizing the clinical usefulness of semiology and communication theory but to appreciate the potential contribution psychoanalysis can make to the languages of man, a contribution that I think is necessary to enrich the somewhat rigid and superficial qualities too often found in the literature on communication. For, as always, where the behavioral scientist develops categorical indexes for the observed (as langue: cf. Poole, 1972), the psychoanalyst can move one step further toward the interpretation of the found, adding to the phenomenology of the data his invaluable hermeneutical skills.


Freud: reproduction, recollection, and character


Everything in psychoanalysis begins with Freud. In 1912 he nearly provided a generic theory of translation when he linked the repetition compulsion to character.


It must be understood that each individual, through the combined operation of his innate disposition and the influences brought to bear on him during his early years, has acquired a specific method of his own in his conduct of his erotic life—that is, in the preconditions to falling in love which he lays down, in the instincts he satisfies and the aims he sets himself in the course of it. This produces what might be described as a stereotype plate (or several such), which is constantly repeated—constantly reprinted afresh—in the course of the person’s life, so far as external circumstances and the nature of the love-obiects accessible to him permit, and which is certainly not entirely insusceptible to change in the face of recent experiences. It follows from our earlier hypothesis that these cathexes will have recourse to prototypes. will attach itself to one of the stereotype plates which are present in the subject: or, to put the position in another way. the cathexis will introduce the doctor into one of the psychical “series” which the patient has already formed.


Freud argues that a person’s “specific method”, created by “innate disposition” and external influences, forms a “stereotype” in him which he perpetually repeats and reproduces. This “stereotype” is an internal pattern that sponsors recurrent behavior. In the transference, he argues, libido will “attach itself to one of the stereotype plates which are present in the subject” and in turn the patient will introduce the doctor to one of the psychical series which the patient has already formed. When the patient weaves the figure of the physician into one of internal series, he attempts to synthesize in a dialectical interplay the outside (figure of physician) with the inside (the series or cliché). We know this to be transference, and, to some degree, transference occurs in all interpersonal transaction.


Though for the most part Freud defined the compulsion to repeat in terms of the person’s negotiation of a traumatic experience, here he locates the compulsion to repeat in terms of the duplication in behavior of internal psychic structures (i.e., “stereotype”). In the paper “Further Recommendations in the Technique of Psychoanalysis, Recollection, Repetition, and Working Through” (1914), Freud says of this “compulsion to repeat” that “in the end we understand that this is [the person’s] way of remembering.” Repetitive recollecting is a behavioral reenactment that replaces reflective recollecting (memory) but that, nonetheless, is a special form—albeit unconscious and unknown—of memory. When memories become dissociated from the subject through characterological absorption he will repeat them without knowing his repetitions to be a recollection. As Freud (1914) says:


We have learnt that the patient repeats instead of remembering and repeats under the conditions of resistance. We may now ask what it is that he in fact repeats or acts out. The answer is that he repeats everything that has already made its way from the sources of the repressed into his manifest personality—his inhibitions and attitudes and his pathological character traits.


Freud follows up this initial connection of serial reproduction to character in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920).


The “perpetual recurrence of the same thing” causes us no astonishment when it relates to active behavior on the part of the person concerned and when we can discern in him an essential character trait which always remains the same and which is compelled to find expression in a repetition of the same experiences.


So, while the subject transforms memory into act and thereby loses consciousness of the ontology of his actions, the therapist, according to Freud (1914), must translate the characterological behavior (lingual sign) back into memory and consciousness:


This state of illness is brought, piece by piece, within the field and range of operation of the treatment, and while the patient experiences it as something real and contemporary, we have to do our therapeutic work on it, which consists in a large measure in tracing it back to the past.


In order to “trace” the reproduced character trait “back” to memory the analyst needs to appreciate the message encoded in the act, indeed, must comprehend in the first place, as Freud argues, that as reproduction is a special form of recollection one of the tasks of analysis is to understand and translate the unconscious language from the self into the conscious memories of the self.


Fortunately, many of Freud’s colleagues agreed that the repetition compulsion could serve as a comprehensive (generic) idea to explain patterned repetition of behavior, a move toward linking repetition to character. Abraham (1911) confirmed through his clinical and cultural studies that various psychic states in the mature person are patterned on the form and the content of early experiences”, and that “man is compelled to repeat his early experiences.” Ferenczi (1915) noted that “behind this pleasure in repetition there is also a peculiar pleasure in rediscovery.”




Reich: the forming of character


Certainly, one of the first significant explorations of character after Freud appeared in 1933 with the publication of Wilhelm Reich’s book Character Analysis. Reich found Freud’s tendency to explain character traits from an instinctual bias too narrow and argued that character is “an integral formation both generally and in terms of typological transmutations.” Character, according to Reich (1933) develops as a “chronic change of the ego which one might describe as a hardening” (p. 155). He argued that the instinctual conflict did not determine a character trait but that the way the parents handled a child’s instinctual conflict determined the trait (p. 159), thus removing the trait and the repetition compulsion from the social vacuum of discrete libidinal conflict stages. In doing this he placed the repetition compulsion in a relational context—a context not inconsistent with some of Freud’s writings. Reich’s summary of his connection of character to parent–child relations is worth quoting in full:


If we once again briefly review the basic character structures sketched above, we see that they all have one thing in common: they are all stimulated by the conflict arising from the child-parent relationship. They are an attempt to resolve this conflict in a special way and to perpetuate this resolution. At one time, Freud stated that the Oedipus complex is submerged…but it resurfaces in a different form. The Oedipus complex is transformed into character reactions which, on the other hand,…constitute reaction formations against its basic elements:…The basic infantile conflict continues to exist, transformed into attitudes which emerge in a definite form, as automatic modes of reaction which have become chronic and from which, later, they have to be distilled through analysis. (p. 167)


Though Reich’s work is regarded as a classic in the psychoanalytic canon, it has spawned few disciples in the Western world. Studies of character, neglected in Europe and America, have appeared primarily in Arab and Japanese psychoanalytic circles, where the idea of character may be of interest for cultural reasons. Fourteen years after Reich’s work on character was published in Germany, however, Erich Fromm extended Reich’s findings in his work Man for Himself (1947). Like Reich, Fromm criticized Freud’s focus on libidinal styles (p. 65) and suggested a new metaphor (a mimetic one) to describe the expression of a subject’s character.


Closely related to Freud’s concept of unconscious motivation is his theory of the conative nature of character traits. He recognized something that the great novelists and dramatists had always known: that, as Balzac put it, the study of character deals with “the focus by which man is motivated”: that the way a person acts, feels, and thinks is to a large extent determined by the specificity of his character and is not merely the result of rational responses to realistic situations; that “man’s fate is his character”. (p. 64, italics mine)


But when Freud linked the idea of repetition to character, he did more than simply argue that the repetition compulsion expresses character traits. He argued that repetition is a form of recollection, so that if we are to make sense of a person’s character traits (henceforth to be called his personal style), we must see the “style” as itself a form of recollection.




Loewald: repeating as remembering


Hans Loewald (1971) is one of the few contemporary analysts who has made use of Freud’s idea that the repetition compulsion is a form of recollection. He writes:


Repetition in the form of action or behavior and affect is a kind of remembering, albeit unconscious, and remembering as a conscious mental act is a kind of repetition. If one adheres, as psychoanalysis does, to the concept of unconscious memory, repetition and recollection can be understood in terms of each other, depending on whether we focus on the present act, in which case we speak of repeating, or on the past prototype in which case we see recollection. Indeed, it can be claimed that to understand repetitions (“reproduction as an action”-Freud) as a form of remembering, and to understand remembering as an act of repeating, as a “reproduction in the psychical field” (Freud), is one of the cornerstones of psychoanalytic psychology. (p. 59, italics mine)


Loewald sees two forms of reproduction: passive reproduction and active re-creation. “Everything depends,” according to Loewald, “on how these early experiences of childhood are repeated in the course of life”, to what extent they are repeated passively suffered again if “actively” rearranged—and to what extent they can be taken over in the ego’s organizing activity and made over into something new—a recreation of something old as against a duplication of it” (p. 60). Where Freud regards the repetition compulsion as in the service of instinctual experiences, Loewald follows Bibring’s (1943) focus on the ego’s function as the synthesizer of reproduction.


One of the functions of analysis, according to Loewald, is to transform passive reproduction into active re-creation: to help the patient recognize he is personally involved in these patterns, “that the unconscious he becomes aware of is his unconscious, or that he dreamed the dream he had” (p. 62). Loewald stresses that psychoanalytic theory must note that it is not simply the privilege of a neurosis to repeat its past but of the “normal” human life to find itself a “sequence of repetitions of some crucial prototypical events” (p. 64).


Loewald, to my mind, helps the patient to see that his behavior is speech and that he is the actor-speaker. The repetition compulsion in Loewald’s hands takes its rightful place as a symbolic form: a mimetic re-collection of early subjective experience. Unexpressed in conscious memory, the past is continually presented to the world in the form of the subject’s character: in stasis it is emblematic like a rebus; in action it takes the form of a mimesis.


Inside-out: theories of recreation


The idea of a mimetic structure in aspects of external behavior derives from Freud’s concept of the repetition compulsion, the replication in action of an internal psychic phenomenon. Thus far we have seen how the repetition compulsion is embedded in character (Freud, 1914; Reich, 1933) and how character traits—a mimetic language of the self—reproduce memories unknown to the subject (Freud, 1914; Loewald, 1971). A review of psychoanalytic literature, I feel, will illustrate how many analysts take this connection of the repetition compulsion to seriated enactment (the mimetic evocation) for granted without acknowledging the theoretical implications of their assumption. I will review an important sample of such writing to indicate how a tacit recognition of a mimetic evocation of the repressed has emerged in the writings of psychoanalysts, a recognition that I will try to make explicit.


In a series of articles Gustav Bychowski (1956, 1959, 1967) has argued that in psychotic states the ego releases its introjects and the subject finds himself in an external object world of his own making. Though Bychowski’s concern is to explore the extreme manifestations of such an event in terms of psychosis he does provide a generic frame. He believes (1959) his studies demonstrate:


The extent to which relations, existing between the child and his parents, find their first replica in reactions prevailing in the psychic structures; subsequently, these reactions become imbedded in the ego and are projected onto external persons, representing, in the last analysis, substitutes of the parental introjects, that is, the original parents themselves. (p. 248)


In his paper “The Archaic Object and Alienation” (1967) he argues that archaic objects (an archaic image of the self, and/or original love-hate object) “exert a powerful impact on the behavior and on the entire existential style of the individual” (p. 385, italics mine). Bychowski (1956) describes a patient, A. who externalizes his introjects.


Now in the course of his analysis A repeats the process of externalization in everyday life and in transference. On a dance floor, in a classroom, or in a restaurant he is constantly harassed and at the same time attracted by characters consisting of real individuals fused with internal images. Their position reflects deep ambivalence which he had experienced in his relationship with his parents, his older sister, and the playmates of his childhood: they are coveted, painfully longed for, and seemingly unattainable friends, as well as hated persecutors…We see that real individuals serve as points of materialization of internal images, including the image of the self. Yet, in periods of intense analytic working through of early object relations, when A is alone in his room, the internal images, set free, come to haunt him as in his childhood. (p. 331)


Where Bychowski focuses on psychotic externalization, Eric Berne (1961) creates the framework of a larger theory which describes a process similar to Bychowski’s but which makes itself available to all forms of human transaction. Berne’s structure is the somewhat inflexible idea of “scripts”, where he argues (1961) that the script,


is an attempt to repeat in derivative form a whole transference drama, often split up into acts, exactly like the theatrical scripts which are intuitive artistic derivatives of these primal dramas of childhood. Originally a script is a complex set of transactions, by nature recurrent, but not necessarily recurring, since a complete performance may require a whole lifetime. (p. 116)




William Murphy (1965) amplifies Bernes’ mimetic metaphor:


The vicissitudes of the present call forth various roles on the part of the patient. These are roles that have been played repetitively and, although they may appear to vary considerably, they tend to show definite structural patterns based upon past experiences. Another and more complex way of stating this is that a persons patterns of relationship with objects, persons, himself and his body image tend to be similar and to be repeated many times over the years with only minor variations. In this respect a patient is the author, audience and director of the play. While he is versatile enough to take any of the main roles convincingly, he needs other persons to complete the cast. (p. 13)


Following in Bernes footsteps, Laing (1969) extends the dramatic metaphor but rids it of Berne’s often simplistic and stereotyped formulations. A person is not simply handed a script which he then dutifully performs for the remainder of his life: he internalizes, according to Laing, a “family” (the family created by the subject) which undergoes modulations and other transformations in the process of internalization” (p. 17). At all times Laing sees the “family” however as the primary internal structure that generates the individual’s style. In this way, he differs significantly from those like Heinz Lichtenstein (1961), who sees the repetition of external pattens as formed in the earliest stages of mother–child relation.


In his illuminating paper “Identity and Sexuality (1961) Lichtenstein argues that each person has an identity theme that is based not on identifications but on the mother’s unconscious imprinting onto her child. The mother, argues Lichtenstein:


does not convey a sense of identity to the infant but an identity: the child is the organ, the instrument for the fulfilment of the mother’s conscious needs…The mother imprints upon the infant not an identity, but an “identity theme.” This theme is irreversible, but is capable of variations, variations that spell the difference between human creativity and “a destiny neurosis”. (p. 208)


Lichtenstein’s subject manifests in his personal style an identity theme formed in the earliest months of his life, the subject’s mimesis will therefore constitute we may say a telling of the earliest relations in his life. It is this identity theme that Lichtenstein sees as the substance of the repetition compulsion, for it constitutes a sameness within change, a core-self which will find or achieve many variations but remain irreversible in its theme.


In the 1960s a new series of papers written by Masud Khan (1966, 1969) focused on the peculiar way several different kinds of patients expressed internal structures through a manipulation of the outside world. Khan’s intent is to try to discover the semantics of such manipulation, to discover in these patients the meaning implicit in their arrangement of themselves-to-the-world and the-world-to-themselves. Writes Khan (1966) of a schizoid patient:


By making the object special, they become special themselves…. This projective re-living of the self through making others sponsor one is typical of the schizoid character. (p. 308)




One gets the vivid impression that all these happenings were a way of “remembering” and actualizing experiences that these patients had lived through at crucial stages of their lives vis à vis significant objects…(p. 309)


Khan’s patient creates a climate which allows him to relive part of himself, such that the reliving is a way of remembering (Khan’s focus here and his other works is on pathological style as re-collection; my attempt is to make this connection—style to reminiscence—generic to all people). In another paper (1969), Khan found that the peculiar perversions of one of his patients allowed her to activate and mimetically represent a latent and unknowable part of herself—not as he argues, an alter self, but a “collated internal object” which consisted of “aspects of her father, aspects of her mother, and essentially the mother’s dissociated unconscious and an amalgam of self-experience from very early childhood, as well as what her mother phantasied her to be” (p. 562). It is important to Khan’s craftsmanship as a therapist to permit the patient to act out (a classic mimetic metaphor) on occasion within the therapeutic setting. Here, it seems to me, Khan finds the way a person sets up the “props” of the session to be a clinically useful means of informing the patient as well as the therapist. For in attending to the way a patient locates himself within the therapeutic space and in permitting subtle or even gross manipulations of the therapist, the clinician can witness the patient’s mimetic evocation of the earliest object relations: the self, prior to verbal expression.


Though she has significant doubts about the usefulness of permitting acting out in analysis, Anna Freud (1968) admits that such experiences reveal very early object relations not available to a subject’s memory. She writes:


The “forgotten past,” especially so far as it refers to the pre-verbal period, has never entered the ego organization in the strict sense of the term, i.e is under primary not secondary repression and, therefore, is not recoverable in memory, only apt to be relived (repeated, acted out, in behavior). (p. 167)


The point I wish to make here is that acting out, which I regard as a species of a person’s style, is somewhat like a dumb show: a drama without words. Much of what we regard as a person’s style is nonverbal made up of an endless series of patterned and therefore typical modes of behaving—a kind of mimetic pageant. Bychowski’s release of introjects, Berne’s scripts, Laing’s scenarios, Lichtenstein’s identity theme, and Khan’s happening are all different forms and even styles of the subject’s presentation of his past in everyday life. They are modes of re-presentation: Berne’s of family memories, Lichtenstein’s of dyadic “memories,” Khan’s collated internal object a mosaic interpretive recollection with unconscious subjective meaning. More than likely an individual expresses himself in several of these modes, representing dyadic and triadic issues alongside one another, collated to use Khan’s example, in an interpretive mosaic. It is crucial to our future work as clinicians, I think, to be tuned to this appreciation of style and to develop a vocabulary of the verbal, paraverbal, and nonverbal cue system to help us organize what we see.


Toward a semiology of self




Arguing that “psychoanalysis has yet to concern itself with a ‘psychology of style’ ” (p. 449), Victor Rosen, in his article, “The Relevance of ‘Style’ to Certain Aspects of Defense and the Synthetic Function of the Ego” (1961), feels that “ ‘style’ is best defined as a progressing synthesis of form and content in an individually typical manner” (p. 447). In a statement close to Lichtenstein’s idea of the identity theme as sameness within change, Rosen claims that style is “invariant” and the “hallmark” (p. 449) of a person’s individuality. He then turns to the complicated task of deciphering the discourse of personal style.


The development of a manageable notational system is one of the problems that confronts a study of individual variance in style. Until such a system is available within the framework of psychological discourse it will be difficult to know whether this feature can be described in terms of the vernacular of current characterology or whether style in expressive activity reveals fundamental aspects of human personality in the manner postulated for example by the students of graphology. (pp. 449–450)


Rosen does feel that stylistic phenomena occur in the clinical hour “in the individual variations of speech, mimetic expression, manners, dress” (p. 450), but he notes that analysts focus on other material and are without a system of notation with which to make sense of the mimetic cues sent their way.


In another paper (1969), Rosen turns to the study of semiology to find such a system of notations—a vocabulary able to describe personal style. In doing this, he borrows from the terms set by Ferdinand de Saussure in his Course on General Linguistics (1916) and locates himself within the field of semiology. At the core of semiology is the distinction between the signified and the signifier. According to Roland Barthes (1964), a modern student of Saussure, the components of a sign are the signifier and the signified (p. 35). “The plane of the signifiers,” argues Barthes, “constitutes the plane of expression and that of the signifieds the plane of content” (p. 39). To a semiologist every function of man is pervaded with meaning such that his use of objects, for example, is a semantics: “as soon as there is a society, every usage is converted into a sign of itself” (p. 41). Thus, man may wear a raincoat to protect him from rain, but such an act does not foreclose the fact that the raincoat is a sign of rain—that the coat is a signifier and the rain the signified. Semiologists point to the existence of a human “notational field” (p. 35) and argue, correctly I think, that such a field is composed of a variety of typical signs: verbal, iconic, graphic, gestural, and vestimentary—to name only a few.


A problem I find with current studies in semiology is the tendency to categorize signs according to social rather than intrapsychic codes. Some of the social semiologists have created a notational system, however, which could be used by clinicians in the study of personal style as mimetic evocation of the repressed. One of the most useful systems, it seems to me, is Goffman’s (1971) “tie-signs.” Goffman believes that an individual externalizes his meaning through “intention display” (p. 11), a series of rituals which have “a dialogistic character” (p. 63). Tie-signs are signs which express the subject’s experience of another person in a relation. They are part of his “ritual idiom”—not a language but an idiom (p. 225), not a series of messages but a source of evidence (p. 195). Tie-signs. however, are a form of personal semiology. Writes Goffman:


Through quite minor acts of deference and demeanor, through little behavioral warning lights, the individual exudes assumptions about himself. These provide others with a running portent, a stream of expression which tells them what place he expects to have in the undertakings that follow, even though now little place may be at stake. In fact, all behavior of the individual, insofar as it is perceived by others, has an indicative function, made up of tacit promises and threats, confirming or disconfirming that he knows and keeps his place. (p. 344)


Where Goffman focuses on the personal idiomatic expression of tie-signs, Ray Birdwhistell (1956) develops a system of kines. “A kine is the smallest perceptible unit of body expressivity. A kinemorph is a series of kines strung together in significant recurring sets” (Poole, p. 61). Birdwhistell seeks a language of specific body cues. “All kinesthetic research rests,” he writes, “upon the assumption that, without the participants being necessarily aware of it, human beings are constantly engaged in adjustments to the presence and activities of other human beings” (p. 61).


Birdwhistell. however, tends to collapse the idiomatic use of kines into language categories and the individual’s style becomes lost in his modern equivalent of the nineteenth-century dream book where symbol A, like kine A, equals meaning B. In a brilliant new work, the English philosopher Roger Poole (1972) has taken Birdwhistell to task. Using Saussure’s distinction between langue (languages) and parole (speech), where language is the cultural grammar of which the subject is a participant, and parole is his individual speech, Poole argues that Birdwhistell’s “reduction of the particular gesture to the general rule of grammar” has “squashed back” the parole into the langue. Poole finds that for Birdwhistell the “objective, given observable gesture, the signal, the facial expression, is taken as being sufficient for purposes of analysis” but, Poole argues, “the gesture itself, the signal itself is not sufficient for the purposes of analysis. One has to get behind the gesture to the originating subjectivity for whom that gesture has a meaning, a specific meaning. The meaning transcends the sign in which it is enclosed” (p. 65). Poole insists on our using kinesthics not simply to form a larger language (a langue) but to discover the meaning within the subject’s idiomatic (stylistic) use of the gestural language. We discover the subject’s pattern, his stylistic use of the kine (or his use of tie-signs) and interpret what we find to inform us of his meaning.


Semiology and communication theory, tempered and enriched by the wisdom of Poole, provides the clinician with an educated eye for the patient’s multilingual means of informing him about the “originating subjectivity” behind the gestural code. We can now state the following:




	Communication theory can help the psychoanalyst decode a person’s gestural ambience toward a clinical meaning if the psychoanalyst appreciates that such signs are not simply indicators of ego function—and thereby placed in a nosological index—but such signs are highly specific clues to the intrapsychic life of the person. A person’s character has, as I have argued, semantic as well as functional implications.


	Given the phenomenology of a subject’s character, the psychoanalyst can enrich his clinical understanding of the person if he understands that a person’s character is the unconscious interpretation of the self and can be valued when brought to consciousness as the essence of this person’s statement from himself to others.


	Such interpretation of the self is not only an intrapsychic event but is to be understood as an unconscious communication to the other, often a telling by showing (mimetic evocation of the repressed) of something not known to or understood by the subject. Though the signifier may be witnessed (as symptom or mimesis) the signified is the unknown, the unconscious “originating subjectivity” behind the signifier.


	The patterns of the self are repeated and constitute what we have called a person’s character, but psychoanalysts have failed to acknowledge the depths and complexities of a subject’s character.


	A person’s character is not merely the random collation of its parts (i.e., of dyadic or triadic object sets, wishes, introjects, cognitive structures, learned patterns, etc.) but, as a whole, a totality, it has meaning. Character, then, is the dialectical synthesis of unconscious interpretations of self and significant others, fashioned in critical developmental stages according to structural (ego, id, superego) interplay, within the frame of an interpersonal process that allows the subject to internalize and identify with external objects. To see a person’s character as an interpretive recollection of his past is to recognize it as a positive hermeneutic—to appreciate it as a source or resource of the self as creative-reflective voice. To regard character, then, as in the past, according to libidinal stages (i.e., oral, anal, phallic) or nosological type (hysterical, obsessional) is crudely to overlook the individual parole and to crush it back into a collective langue. Character is not an end product in stasis: it is a communicative resource of the self and, as Freud argues, its “traits” are compelled to find expression in the here and now.





Clinical hermeneutics


Let me simply suggest as a preliminary formulation three clinical means of developing a hermeneutics for the therapist. Ultimately, such a notational vocabulary must wait for refinements already in the process of development and, as Rosen argues, we have much to learn from the literary critic in the art of interpreting discourse: the finding, the discovery of the story contained within the subject’s character. Here then are a few organized working notes for the clinician: a set of tools for hermeneutical discovery of the person’s subjective interpretation of himself, known popularly as his character, and presented to us as a mimetic evocation of his repressed unconscious—a modern psychopathology of everyday life. As clinicians, then, we observe and note the following:




	Created arrangement of self: the atmosphere of “self.” We ask: how does he appear in terms of the in-self? We look, thus, at how he wears his clothes (vestimentary signs), and locates himself in and uses space (spatial signs). We regard his recurrent body movements, typical body positions (i.e., gait, posture), and body signs (kinetic signs). We note if any self-sign signals specific affects and if they recur (i.e., a body gesture followed by a sigh, or a frown, or a “sag” effect.) Finally, as in all cases, we look for the convergence of these variables and ask: how are they collated into a mimesis—what is the person’s interpretation of the in-self?


	Created arrangement of self and other: the atmosphere of the dyad. We ask: how does he appear in terms of the from-self? We look and ask: (a) How is he relating to the other and what is he telling to or asking of the other (i.e., tie-signs)? (b) How does he involve the other (induction signs) and what are the assumptions of the subject about the other’s position in his world (script signs)? (c) What feelings does he evoke in the other? Here the affective shifts in the other are sources of evidence (from reactive to countertransference signals).


	Created arrangement of discourse of self to others. We ask what his recurrent speech forms are (i.e., cliches, phrases), such as, “You know” (perhaps indicating symbiotic omnipotence), “I guess” (passivity). We note superego signs: i.e., “should,” “must.” Or id signs: “want,” “need.” We look for forms of speech accompanied by iconic signs (i.e., “I never should have” accompanied by a matronly frown) which may, if repeated and recurrent, indicate primitive identifications. Such forms of speech are a meta-language—a second tongue which speaks out from regular discourse because it recurs in a pattern of its own. Again, we ask as we stand outside of our data: what is recurrent? What is being re-collected? What about this person’s characterological speech is a mimetic reminiscence?





Certainly, this is too schematic and, as such, a distortion of the therapeutic finding of a patient’s character as it is revealed to us in psychotherapy. So, I will illustrate a fraction of what I mean by providing two very brief clinical vignettes that focus solely on one aspect of the patient’s ambience: his mimetic evocation of the repressed.


Case I


Mr. N., a thirty-two-year-old medical student, was referred to me after three months in a hospital for what was described as acute paranoia. When he entered my room for the first time I saw a good-looking, fashionably dressed youth, who moved toward his chair with a gait of expectant familiarity. He reached for the ashtray, lit up, slouched into comfort, spread his legs apart, rocked his feet on the heels of his cowboy boots and surveyed the space. His assumption felt to me as if I were the stranger here, and that he was perfectly at home, as if he had captured the clinical space rather than entered it. Yet he was remarkably friendly, trying to find us together on familiar terms. “What was my first name, call him G., did I know H., the fellow who referred him?” Then a few warnings: “be real not cold like the ‘shrink’ whom he saw. In hospital, did I always say little, how long would I be here?” And so on. To log all of his gestural cues would prove too exhaustive for this paper, but at this first interview I noted an emergent trend: apparent familiar gestures emptied out into space in spite of the object world, marked by warm and genuine smiles, and expectant glances, a curious dysynchrony of obliviousness and reaching toward. I felt divided. On the one hand I found him charming and intriguing—he looked like Bob Dylan—and quite intelligent, yet I felt he was embodying the unexpected. So, I wasn’t very comfortable with him and felt he was throwing himself out to me without our being together. I discovered that with others the mimesis was clearer: he had a tendency to disarm people by a charming familiarity, was a great flirt with women, and more than an occasional nuisance to the authorities. After therapy began, a clear mimetic pattern emerged; he would involve himself with a woman and act out against a male authority, to the point where he was in considerable danger of being expelled from school for being a “bad character.” After the third month of treatment, he said he felt he was “wrestling inside with a demon” and as he said this he mimed ever so slightly a wrestling gesture. He had used the word wrestle recurrently and feeling that the word was a sign and that the mimesis signified something important I pointed out that it looked as if he were wrestling at that moment. He laughed but looked anxiously and expectantly at me as if I had discovered something forbidden. I mentioned that he seemed troubled by my remark, again he laughed, but said that “funnily enough” he used to wrestle a lot and, looking away from me, mumbled something about he and his mother wrestling. In the course of the next few sessions an oedipal drama (with complicated homosexual and paranoid trends) emerged where he used to wrestle with his mother on the floor in full view of the father, this lasting on and off from age six to fourteen. The wrestling “match” itself was a mime that juxtaposed sexual desire for an inviting other with defiant fear of a disapproving and potentially retaliative other. As we explored his recollections of this drama the props fell into place with his character traits. In the presence of a male he had to almost sprawl and expose his sexuality, and try to exact from the male-other a tacit approval that this behavior was acceptable. Even so, his apparent emptying out of his desire left him expecting disaster. In his work life his most precarious moments were those when a teacher disapproved of his treatment of a female patient, prompting the youth to challenge the knowledge and authority of his mentor. In the therapy, by interpreting at the oedipal level we were able to translate his character traits back into memory so that as he became aware of his authorship of this mimetic script, he in due course understood the drama he re-created and experienced a great relief when he stopped forcing “this scene” as he called it, upon himself and others. It is my feeling that the success of the bringing into awareness his authorship of his character and what he was telling us depended on my appreciating his characterological cues. Where his traits of exhibited desire, flamboyant and defiant seduction, expectancy and provocation were the signifiers, the signified was the repressed oedipal struggle. To most people his behavior was simply “out of place” or incomprehensible, but I took his gestural language seriously, to signify a memory through mimetic reproduction, and I waited with him to provide the translation. To my mind, most clinicians do what I did, but they have not appreciated, it seems to me, the rich theoretical backgrounds—provided now in semiology and communication theory—to their actual clinical experiences. While metapsychology will by its very nature continue to extrapolate from clinical experience toward abstraction, an appreciation for the language of the self—a micro psychology—will move always with the material of the sessions toward a meaning with the patient.




Case 2


Mr. Y., a twenty-four-year-old student, entered my office for the first interview bearing the vestimentary signs of the hip life: long hair, leather jacket covering a turtleneck sweater, wide-belt corduroy slacks, sandals. Yet he seemed burdened by something, as if the rather stooped body gait, slow motion hand and head movements, holding in of the air he breathed, belied his gay vestments. Was I seeing a “dude” depressed or a depressive trying to become a “dude,” I asked myself? In the first interview I noticed a slight but present string of gestural structures which I thought might be a mimesis. He would clasp his hands together on his lap, take in air and hold it before letting it out slowly, part then unpart his hair, and reach into his pocket to produce a handkerchief which he would use to blow a nose which often—as I would see later—had precious little to contribute to the ritual. This mimesis collated several normally unrelated events: clasped hands, holding of breath, parting/unparting of hair, blowing of nose. The young man informed me that he was here because of impotence; he “couldn’t get it up” as he said, and in the course of telling me his history he noted the lifelong debility and mental illness of his mother who died fifteen months before, roughly the same time Mr. Y. no longer found he could “get it up.” During the subsequent months of therapy, the mimetic gestures continued, often in tandem with his recurrent cliché, “I can’t get it up”, and the dichotomy between his hip vestimentary cue system and his stooped and lifeless body expression. Then he appeared with a dream. In the dream he was kneeling beside his mother who was lying in bed (in fact, she was often in bed and it was his lot to provide for her) and he was unsure whether she was breathing. This changed to a feeling that she was, then to a wish that she was dead, that she should not get up, followed by a rush of guilt and remorse, a futile attempt to pray. Then as he blew his nose and cried to indicate the finality of his mother’s death and his grieving response, he stated that he felt slightly phony, as though he didn’t know whether to play the part of the bereaved son or to feel greatly relieved. In this dream and in the subsequent associations and recollections we were able to see how his character and specifically his mimetic evocation of the repressed as a lingual representation of his characteristics told us prior to the dream of his confused wishes and fears. Indeed, the mimesis seemed an uncanny replication or oracle of the dream to come: the clasping of the hands a gesture of failed prayer, the holding of breath, a reversal of mother’s giving up the breath, the parting/unparting of hair a sign of his not knowing whether to play or not to play the part of the grieving son, the blowing into the hanky a sign of grief, even if that isn’t what he felt. His symptom—impotence—seemed to be the missing presence in the mimesis, represented by the cliché, “I can’t get it up.” As he transformed the mimesis into memory, he was able to recall that immediately after his mother died he was terribly afraid that she would come back from the dead, and this fear left him feeling that he would never be himself again (i.e., never potent). Soon he reported a troubling fantasy that his erect penis reminded him of his dead mother and prompted him to state spontaneously: “You know I never could help my mother when she was alive, she just lay in bed all the time, and I think it’s better that she is dead, better for her and all of us.” He felt relief as he repeated several times, “I couldn’t get her up, I couldn’t help her to want to live, could I? I tried, for a long time I tried, but she just wouldn’t get up.” As he exclaimed how relieved he felt, his face registered the passing of a great burden in his life, he concluded: “But now I don’t have to be weighed down anymore.” He felt that he had failed to help his mother and his subsequent relief with her death had intruded itself into his psychic space as a motivated neglect of her that sponsored her death. Not being able to “get it up” represented a lingual displacement of the helplessness over getting mother up that had manifested itself in his heterosexual life, where to try to get it up really signified the enormity of his struggle to make mother’s life worth living. He began to “fail” his girlfriend as he had “failed” mother and his impotence signified, in part, his previous struggle to give life to mother. In time, we discovered some of the pathogenic fusions of grief, guilt, dread, and potency, into his characterological position (condensed and represented in the mimetic evocation of the repressed) and we worked toward a liberation of his affect into language. He regained his potency, was able to be with his girlfriend without experiencing intolerable anxiety, and continued with his studies.


By attending to his mimesis as an important signification of his character—what his lingual pointing toward an unconscious signified—we were able to appreciate how his self-state (the ambience of his being) reflected a complicated interpretation of himself vis à vis mother. I don’t wish to overstate the bearing of this recognition on the therapy, for truly such epiphanies in therapy can develop only after the necessarily lengthy time it takes for the therapist to value his interpretation of the patient’s language of the self, and not only are many interpretations (given or not given) discarded but once the essence of the patient’s characterological statement is revealed the period of working through is only just begun. Practically speaking, I think the advantage of regarding the material produced by the patient as self-reflexive statement is that it facilitates the entry of a person’s whole being into the therapy, where the “material” is the patient and not a comfortable dissociated matrix of the stuff of the unconscious. The patient’s “material” is not an intrapsychic “happening,” a pure culture of wish met by defense but is this person’s interpretation of himself which he has translated into the very essence of his being.


Summary


In summary, the repetition compulsion constitutes a re-collection through reproduction. The self recalls the subjective “past” unconsciously by re-presenting it. Such reproductions are structurally patterned and recurrent: they are typical of and specific to the subject who has lived the “past” that he reproduces. This “past” is embodied (given body) in his character, and the character trait—an enacted idiomatic expression of the self—is the subject’s interpretive reading of this past. The person’s traits constitute part of his personality: the synthesis by the ego of the past in terms of the present—emblematic in stasis, kinetic in operation. A person’s character is not, then, simply the sum of its parts or the product of negotiated survival of libidinal stages. It is the subject’s interpretation of his past—a re-collection of experiences (extra- and intra-psychic) and relations as transformed by the subject, bearing the characterological signature of his experiential hermeneutic.
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