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            The necessity of speaking of dancers with exclamation marks.

            Kafka, Diaries  1912

             

            So many versions at any time are all exemplary…

            Douglas Crase, ‘The Lake Effect’

             

            The truth lies not in one of the disputed views but in some third possibility which has not yet been thought of, which we can only discover by rejecting something assumed as obvious by both the disputants.

            F. P. Ramsey, ‘Universals’

             

            Circumlocution is another matter.

            Donald Davie, Purity  of  Diction  in  English  Verse 
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            Preface

         

         If the best thing we do is look after each other, then the worst thing we do is pretend to look after each other when in fact we are doing something else. One of the many disturbing things about psychoanalysis – as a description of who we are, and as a kind of help – is that it shows us why it is often so difficult to tell these things apart. Or rather, it shows us that this distinction, upon which most of our morality depends, is often spurious because we are always likely to be doing both things at once (and several more). Love is not enough, because love is fraught with hatred. It is to what is being taken when we take care of another person that Freud drew our attention.

         At our most rationally optimistic we can acknowledge the starker ambiguities of the simplest exchange, and just think of it as a question of proportion, of getting our (emotional) sums right; of there being more love than hate in the equation, enough good will despite the other kinds of will. But once we stop trying to measure feelings – stop describing our feelings as like things that can be quantified – the new morality of helping people that is ushered in by psychoanalysis seems rather more complicated. If we are, as psychoanalysis proposes, the ambivalent animals, then doing good is a form of doing harm, and vice versa; purity of heart vanishes as an ideal, and niceness begins to look rather more interesting than it seemed. ‘We would not be surprised’, the psychoanalyst Harold Searles writes, 

         
            to find that a surgeon brings forth, in the course of his psychoanalysis, powerful and heretofore deeply repressed wishes physically to dismember other people, so we should be ready to discern the presence, in not a few of us who have chosen the profession of treating psychiatric illness, of similarly powerful, long-repressed desires to dismember the personality structure of other persons.

         

         That we can help each other is self-evident (who else can help us if we can’t?). What psychoanalysis suggests is that the whole notion of helping people is one of our favourite cover-stories for the moral complexity of exchange.

         It is always too easy – as philanthropy has never been able to hide – for us to live as though we know what it is to help another person. And this is partly because it involves knowing – or assuming we know, as we often have to do with children – what is good for them, whether or not it is their chosen good. Psychoanalysis proposes that we are unconscious of the good we seek; and that to simply (and solely) call it good is something of a misnomer. Clearly we can only help people if we have some notion of what is good for them; and so we need ways – of which psychoanalysis is one – of finding out from them just what this might be (and, of course, we need to believe that it is good for us to find out what is good for them; and this belief, one could say, is part of the democratic impulse). This book is about, among various other things, what the phrase ‘the chosen good’ – and, indeed, the idea of knowing what is good for someone – might mean after the inventions of psychoanalysis.

         Calling psychoanalysis a talking cure has obscured the sense in which it is a listening cure (and the senses in which it is not a cure at all). Being listened to can enable one to bear – and even to enjoy – listening to oneself and others; which democracy itself depends upon. Whether or not the whole notion of equality was invented to make it possible for people to listen to each other, or vice versa, listening is privileged in democratic societies. As an education in forms of attention – as, that is to say, essentially a democratic art – psychoanalysis reveals what two people (at least) can feel and think and say in each other’s presence if they don’t have sex with each other. It is an experiment, like democracy, in what people can bear about each other, in what they are equal to. When Nietzsche wrote, in Beyond Good and Evil, ‘“I do not like it.” – Why? – “I am not up to it.” Has anyone ever answered like that?’, he was alluding to this very common sense of somehow not being equal to something; and how our morality (and our other aesthetic judgements) can be a self-cure for precisely this experience. What it might be to look after someone now, and the someone who is oneself, involves imagining – as theories of psychoanalysis and theories of democracy both intimate – what, at any given moment, we (and they) are equal to.

         That people are not identical, but that it is possible for them to be equal in certain ways, is one of our modern political hopes. Despite the vivid inequalities of wealth, prestige, history, talent and beauty there are certain cultural goods that can be shared by everybody. For this to be plausible and not merely inspiring we have to have descriptions of just where, or in what, this elusive equality resides (other, that is, than in our consenting to not give up on the idea of equality). The psychoanalytic opportunity – the nature and arrangement of psychoanalytic treatment – is, I want to suggest in this book, an unusually ideal setting in which to explore these issues.

         One cannot, in all honesty, say, ‘I’ll tell you a great joke’; one can only say, ‘I’ll tell you a joke.’ The decision is always in the one who listens, not in the one who speaks. This is the model. 
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         I

         
            … stability does not depend on the immutability of individual particles but solely on the dynamics of their interaction.

            Evelyn Fox Keller, The Century of the Gene

         

         In 1945, just after the end of the war, Lacan came to London as a French psychiatrist to find out about the effect of the war on British psychiatry. His report on his visit, British Psychiatry and the War,  was published early in 1947. What Lacan is evidently most impressed by is his meeting with Bion and Rickman, and their accounts of their work in small groups with soldiers who, for various reasons, were debilitated and needed some kind of help. There are, as one might expect given the historical moment and the personalities involved, many fascinating things in Lacan’s impressions and celebrations of this early psychoanalytic work with groups that has turned out to be so influential. But there is a thread running through Lacan’s paper, a preoccupation that punctuates whatever else he is saying, that is clearly linked with his first official contribution to the psychoanalytic group on the mirror stage. What Lacan keeps returning to – perhaps unsurprisingly after the devastations of the war against fascism – is the idea, the modern political ideal, of equality. In the mirror-stage paper Lacan shows how we are never equal to our (unified) image of ourselves; that what the child sees in the mirror is, as it were, his complementary rival. If Freud had proposed in his structural theory of the mind that there was not, and could never be, internal equality between his various ‘agencies’, Lacan had added to this unending uncivil war an image of the child diminished, tyrannised and enraged by his wished-for self-representation. Whether or not Freud or Lacan (at this time) thought of themselves as democrats, or believed in equality as one of the rights of man, there is nothing in their psychoanalytic accounts of what people are really like that is conducive to the kind of social hope invested in ideas of equality. Indeed one might think, from a psychoanalytic point of view, that equality – like many of the other so-called rights of man – was ripe for ironisation. Something, perhaps, along the lines of Joan Riviere’s infamous, and possibly apocryphal remark that socialism was the religion of younger siblings.

         And yet in Lacan’s paper – even in its tone of idealistic pessimism generated by the experience of the war – it is as though he cannot give up on something about the notion of equality. Despite Freud’s work on group psychology, despite the daunting, invasive subtleties of forms of identification; despite the fact that, as he puts it, ‘the dark powers of the super-ego make alliances with the most cowardly abandonments of conscience’, he is interested in this paper in what might be called alternatives to leadership. If his early work on the family was about the consequences of the modern destitution of what he called the ‘paternal imago’, it is to redescriptions of the notion of leadership – of what we might call, sociologically, the problem not only of authority but of the fantasy of the authoritative – that he is drawn through his encounter with the British. In Bion’s work, Lacan writes, the analyst, as group leader, ‘will undertake to organise the situation so as to force the group to become aware of the difficulties of its existence as a group, and then render it more and more transparent to itself, to the point where each of its members may be able to judge adequately the progress of the whole’. As Lacan puts it, this is a version, to use his word, of forcing people to become equals. Clearly the aim of arriving at a point ‘where each of its members may be able to judge adequately the progress of the whole’, is to arrive at the point at which the position of leader disappears. It is a description of what one might want to be going on, ideally, in a certain kind of democracy. But of course it has to be noted, firstly, that it requires a group leader to get the members of the group to this point, through his psychoanalytic method. And secondly there is, and will always be, the question of who decides what it is to ‘judge adequately the progress of the group’. Where, one can ask, do the criteria for adequate judgement come from? What has the group consented to when it acknowledges any judgement as adequate, or even unusually valuable? When what Lacan refers to as ‘the crystallisation of an autocritique materialising in the group’ occurs, it is as though the psychoanalytic method of enquiry has given each and all the members of the group a shared, and therefore consented to, genre of useful judgement. They enjoy a new sense of know-how in common. But what is this autocritique like? It could, for example, be like the group having agreed to the rules of a game; but agreeing to the rules of a game doesn’t stop some people being better at it than others. Indeed, one could say it creates the conditions under which people can distinguish themselves. It is only because there are rules that have been consented to, that prestige, that inequalities begin to emerge. To consent to a set of rules is to set up a potential hierarchy. By putting a basic structure of equality in place, by providing a base-line of sameness, differences can come through. The question lurking here – which seems like a question tailor-made for psychoanalysis – is: Why is hierarchy the reflex response to difference? But Lacan intimates here that, at least in his description of the Bion group, the psychoanalytic method can make possible the enjoyment, the productive use of difference. If everyone gets to the point of being able to ‘judge adequately the progress of the group’ they must have some shared sense, however tacit, of what constitutes progress; of what it is better for the group to be doing. And yet, of course, we know that too much consensus, just like too little, is the enemy of democracy.

         It is when Lacan refers in his paper to a comment made by Rickman that he begins to form, if not quite to formulate, his question. Rickman, he says, ‘makes the following remark, which to some will seem striking, that if one can say that the neurotic is ego-centric and loathes any effort of co-operation, it is perhaps because he is rarely placed in an environment where every member would be on the same footing as himself when it comes to relating to one’s counterpart’. One’s immediate response to this striking remark is, where could there be such an environment? Because this, surely, is an environment of absolute equality. And yet to behave as if one is on the same footing with others – or on the same footing with regard to certain conditions – is a virtual definition of equality, if not of democracy. What would it be, for example, what would psychoanalytic treatment, which Lacan preferred to call psychoanalytic experience, be like, if the analyst considered himself to be on the same footing as the so-called patient? It is the need for superiority, the need to be the exception, the need to exempt oneself from something that Rickman is using the word neurotic to describe. As though a neurotic was someone who needed to believe that he had a distinguishing feature, that there was something special about him (and this might lead us to wonder how free we might feel if we were nothing special). Lacan refers later in his paper to what he calls, with a certain necessary archness, the ‘noli me tangere that one finds more than frequently at the root of the medical vocation no less than that in the man of God and the man of Law. Indeed these are the three professions which assure a man that he will find himself in a position in which superiority over his interlocutor is guaranteed in advance.’ Of course Lacan’s omission of the analyst – of psychoanalysis as the fourth profession that is a bit like each of the three he mentions – is essential here. In psychoanalysis there is no touching and it is, as it were, the redemptive wishes that are to be analysed.

         And yet here we have, in a paper that is nothing if not celebratory of what Lacan calls the ‘revolution’ created by psychoanalysis, the juxtaposition of two images, of two insinuating descriptions. We have Rickman’s neurotic, ego-centric and loathing of co-operation, because he is rarely placed or indeed places himself ‘in an environment where every member would be on the same footing as himself when it comes to relating to one’s counter-part’; and we have the doctors, the lawyers and the men of God, ‘professions which assure a man that he will find himself in a position in which superiority over his interlocutor is guaranteed in advance’. The neurotics, like these great and legitimate professionals, need to exclude themselves from something, need to reject something in advance. They must, in one way or another, be untouchable. It is, to exaggerate, as if their lives depended upon their not having equals. It is some notion of equality that they are phobic of. So what could it be about equality – what does equality entail, or involve us in – that could make it so aversive? To be treated by one’s interlocutor as superior or different in advance places one’s interlocutor in a threatening position; as though what could be lost in losing one’s superiority, one’s prestige, however variously defined, is deemed to be catastrophic. The analyst, Lacan will later famously say, is the one who is supposed to know; the person, perhaps, in whom the patient delegates his superiority. And among the targets of Lacan’s later critique of the psychoanalytic establishment will be those psychoanalytic institutions and theorists who put themselves in a position in which their superiority over their interlocutors is guaranteed in advance. In other words, for Lacan psychoanalysis is about the way the individual suffers – and loves to suffer – his terror of equality. Psychoanalysis addresses how an individual excludes himself, exempts himself, distances himself from certain kinds of association. As though the modern, the ‘civilised’ form of what anthropologists called participation mystique is a horror of participation mystique.

         There is something about equality, something about the absence of superiority guaranteed in advance, that psychoanalysis has something to say about. And it is not merely one’s own superiority; it may simply be the need to believe that there are some people – and that we can have some kind of connection with them – whose superiority is guaranteed in advance. It could be a deity or a celebrity, it could be a race or a nation-state; it could even be a psychoanalytic training institute. But without this superiority existing somewhere in a person’s orbit, they – we – are destitute. Clearly, it is not incompatible to be committed to democracy and to dread equality – and so, in the name of democracy, to foster forms of prestige. The forbidden thought may be that there is more pleasure in being less special; that self-importance is the enemy of self-satisfaction.

         There are two questions here: what would equality feel like such that people might organise their lives to avoid it? And does psychoanalysis, as Lacan intimates in this early paper – and the trials and tribulations of his life’s work bear witness to the demanding perplexities of this – have anything akin to a cure for the wish for a superiority guaranteed in advance? Or to put it rather differently, has psychoanalysis got anything to do with democracy?

         II

         
            The fact that the presence of deliberately introduced extraneous stimuli frequently improves performance has been regarded as a curious paradox …

            Harry Scott, quoted in Harry’s Absence by Jonathan Scott

         

         ‘When we envisage democratic politics from … an anti-essentialist perspective,’ Chantal Mouffe writes in The Democratic  Paradox,  ‘we can begin to understand that for democracy to exist, no social agent should be able to claim any mastery of the foundation of society.’ They would be unable to claim it because from this point of view there is no foundation of society available to be mastered. Indeed, one could say that it is the existence of foundations – or rather, the fantasy of their existence – that itself makes mastery possible. No one in a democracy, in Mouffe’s account, has a superiority guaranteed in advance, at least when they are acting democratically. Would it not, after all, be constitutive – would it not be a virtual definition – of Lacan’s notion of the superiority of the medical profession, the judiciary and the church that each of these professions claim some kind of mastery of the foundations of their own society, if not of every society? The kind of equalities implied by democracy – what each person in a democracy relatively freely consents to – has to set new kinds of limits to mastery. Democracy, as Mouffe describes it, involves redescribing the whole notion of leadership, and the value of conflict.

         Defining antagonism as the struggle between enemies, and agonism as the struggle between adversaries, Mouffe proposes what she calls ‘agonistic pluralism’. ‘The aim of democratic politics’, she writes,

         
            is to transform antagonism into agonism … One of the keys to the thesis of agonistic puralism is that, far from jeopardising democracy, agonistic confrontation is in fact its very condition of existence. Modern democracy’s specificity lies in the recognition and legitimation of conflict and the refusal to suppress it by imposing an authoritarian order … a democratic society acknowledges the pluralism of values.

         

         From a psychoanalytic point of view, Mouffe’s version of democratic politics is an interesting provocation. We are more likely, for example, to feel superior to our enemies than to our adversaries. Indeed the whole idea of an enemy makes the idea of superiority possible, if not plausible (it may not be enemies we are in pursuit of, but states of inner superiority). If we use Mouffe’s picture as what used to be called a model of the mind – and what I would prefer to call a conjecture about what people are really like – and if we map her model of democracy back on to what some psychoanalysts call the internal world, we will at first find a great deal of reassurance. Isn’t it, after all, one of the aims of at least some versions of psychoanalysis to transform enemies into adversaries; to free a person to be at odds with himself (and others) rather than in lethal combat. If agonistic confrontation is the very condition of democracy’s existence, can we not say that by the same token, conflict is the individual’s life-support system? And yet, of course, psychoanalytic schools can be defined by the internal and external points of view they are prepared to credit. What, for example, would be an internal pluralism of values? Could the racism of the self find a voice here, and what kind of voice would that be? What is perhaps most interesting in Mouffe’s formulation is the definition of the authoritarian as that which suppresses conflict. As though it is the very existence of conflict itself that certain versions of authority cannot bear. And this might be a clue to what is intolerable ‘about equality. What the person whose superiority is guaranteed in advance cannot bear is the protracted sustaining, indeed existence of conflict. Equality then is the legitimation, if not the celebration, of conflict. Is it then possible, from a psychoanalytic point of view, to think of a person as – or to free a person to be – internally adversarial? That is, more of a democrat through and through? It could legitimately be said that people come for psychoanalysis, people suffer, because they have suppressed a conflict by imposing an authoritarian order. They feel coerced, and they are coercive (the coerciveness is called symptoms by the so-called patient and transference by the so-called analyst). People experience and describe themselves as living under various forms of domination and oppression. The analysis discloses an unconscious authoritarian order called the super-ego. And it is indeed illuminating to think of the super-ego not as the cause of conflict but as the saboteur of conflict.

         And yet, if we take up Lacan’s evident privileging of psychoanalysis as being somehow part of a project to free the individual – without exaggerating or idealising the kinds of freedom that may be on offer – as having found, through the experience of war, defining opportunities and occasions to think about the direction, the project of psychoanalysis; both what it might have to offer and what it might want to offer; that is, to consider the values it promoted; then we have to think carefully about psychoanalysis in the light of Chantal Mouffe’s sentence. ‘Modern democracy’s specificity lies in the recognition and legitimation of conflict and the refusal to suppress it by imposing an authoritarian order.’ The authoritarian order pre-empts conflict, which is in and of itself a primary value. And to value conflict – to prefer the openness of conflict to the closure of intimidation – necessitates some notion of equality. Conflict that is not between equals ceases to be conflict very quickly. It becomes the simulacrum of conflict called sado-masochism. We may wonder what the preconditions are, both psychicly and politically, for keeping conflict alive and viable. And in wondering that we might wonder both what a democratic psychoanalysis would be like; and what, to put it as modestly as possible, psychoanalysis may have to offer, if anything, to the making of democrats (better and better descriptions of the nature and value of conflict could be one candidate). Whether its practice – its writings, its trainings, the set-up of its clinical work – persuades people to identify with democratic values. It would be good, for example, if as Laplanche says a transference is never resolved, only displaced; that the outcome of a successful analysis would be that a person would be able to bear to listen to what other people have to say. That through the experience of analysis a person might rediscover an appetite for talking and for listening and for disagreement. Which is an appetite for democracy.

         The subject who is supposed to know turns into the person with a passion for listening; for the after-effects of listening. Speaking becomes worth doing because it is conducive of conflict. But conflict is not a version of pastoral. The equality in Mouffe’s version of democracy, such as it is, could never be an equality of wealth, or talent, or beauty. The only equality that exists in it is in each person an equality of rivenness, an equality of unknowingness, the equality born of there being no foundations to master. In a mix of languages we might say that the will is displaced by the idea of the unconscious: and mastery is displaced by temporary forms of consensus. We do not know what we are doing but we have things that we must do. We are, like all creatures, creatures who want; and yet, for some reason we are unable to dispense with the idea of justice (even the immoral seem obliged to give moral justifications for their actions). So what then would a psychoanalysis be like, in practice, that recognised and legitimated conflict, and refused to suppress it by imposing an authoritarian order?

         For most people, of course, this is merely a description of what, as analysts, they are already doing. After all, no one likes to think of themselves as imposing an authoritarian order; and no psychotherapist would want to see themselves as suppressing conflict. And there are also further puzzles in all this. Because the implication – which is so vivid in a political context – is that the more authoritarian the regime, the less conflict is permitted, but the more it is cultivated. The conflict is with the authorities, with the ones who are supposed to know. In other words, would a democratic psychoanalysis end up as, or begin as, a conversation between equals? Because the advantage, the beauty so to speak, of the one who is supposed to know, is that what he knows suppresses conflict. He can tell us the truth about ourselves which will apparently dispel the rival truths. Instead of having to conciliate rival claims on ourselves – by ourselves and others – we can attain a superiority of knowledge.

         From Bion’s small, potentially leaderless groups to Lacan’s professionals whose superiority to their interlocutors is guaranteed in advance to Chantal Mouffe’s democracy that depends on conflict, on agonistic pluralism; in each case something about equality is being contested, something about its provenance and its value. As though a great deal might depend upon finding a good description of it. As though we are not sure whether equality as an ideal is our most pernicious mystification, or one of our best inventions. And perhaps one useful – usefully circumscribed – way of looking at it is through the issue that has haunted and informed the history of psychoanalysis: the equality, or otherwise, of the analyst and the unfortunately named patient. If he is a patient, the analyst is a doctor; if he is a client the analyst could be a solicitor; and if he is a lost soul the analyst is a member of the third of Lacan’s professions based on superiority. So what, in the abstract, could be described as being equal about the analyst and the person with whom he will have what Lacan calls a psychoanalytic experience, a psychoanalytic opportunity? And why, if at all, would it be better to think of them, in any senses, as equals? What are they equal to, and what might they be equal for?

         III

         
            … a common ear for our deep gossip

            Alan Ginsberg, ‘City Midnight Junk Strains’

         

         Psychoanalysis as a treatment and an experience, like democracy as a political process, allows people to speak and to be heard. Indeed it encourages people to give voice to their concerns, to be as difficult as they can be, because it depends upon their so doing. Of course lawyers and priests and doctors also require that people speak of their discontents. But they expect people to speak, or listen to them as though they are speaking with deliberate intent and with a view to decision. After such conversations, ideally something specific will be done. And even if the kind of democratic forums we are familiar with are less overtly specialised – and even if they encourage dissent and debate and competing accounts – they press for some kind of consensus with a view to significant action. A democracy may consist of doctors and lawyers and priests, among others, but each of these individuals may be more or less democratic, more or less free to be democratic, in their practice. Expediency doesn’t allow for endless debate. The idea is not to sit around all day having interesting conversations, and entertaining points of view. It is with a sense of some kind of urgency – with a sense of something being at stake, of something that can’t be set aside or ignored – that people enter the political arenas, and consult their respected professions. Similarly, people don’t seek out psychoanalysis, even if they think they do, or would like to, for a bit of armchair philosophy (indeed, from a psychoanalytic point of view there is no such thing as an armchair philosopher, there is only the negotiation of distances). Presumably all cultures provide settings or forums, places people can go to and people they can go to with their most intense feelings, their most urgent dissatisfactions. Whatever troubles people, and they can’t talk themselves out of, seeks expression.

         One way of talking about this is in terms of what people recognise as a solution. And to talk about solutions – and whether solution is the word at all – is to talk about forms of satisfaction. Democratic process, for example, may not be simply the best way of making decisions, or of conciliating rival claims; but the being in a democratic forum – hearing all those voices, in oneself and others, being drawn out by contact with all those speaking bodies – may itself be a kind of happiness. Or not, as the case may be. If, as Stuart Hampshire says in Justice  in  Conflict,  ‘The value of a democratic constitution lies in the defence of minorities, not of majorities’, and that ‘Even the fanatic who is sure that he knows best in discriminating justice from injustice also knows that he must prepare himself with arguments to meet disagreement’, then disagreement is taken for granted. Or, to put it differently, disagreement – with oneself and others – never comes to an end; but an end, more or less provisionally, can be put to it. What is difficult about some versions of psychoanalysis and some versions of democracy is that they value disagreement as much as, if not more than, the solutions it occasions. Indeed, from a psychoanalytic point of view, disagreement is itself a solution. Violence can be the attempt to make disagreement disappear. And it is, of course, the violence people do to themselves and others that the psychoanalyst hears so much about. Psychoanalysis investigates what people can say without the relief of violence.

         There is on the one hand the need to make decisions, to have a capacity for choice; and on the other hand there is the willingness to sustain disagreement. And choice, of course, without conflict, without competing alternatives, is nugatory. There is only choice when there are things to choose from. And this, again, I think, is where equality comes in. If choice and conflict are inextricable, the conflict only exists as such because the conflict is in some sense between equals. And equality here doesn’t mean sameness; it means differently appealing but equally compelling good things. Desiring ones mother and desiring ones father; wanting to be independent but needing to be attached; wanting to be excited and wanting to be kind; both have much to be said for them. They can either be usefully sustained as conflicts, or the conflict can be suppressed by authoritative imposition. I can become unassailably either heterosexual or homosexual; I can be invulnerably arrogant or abjectly needy; I can become more or less sado-masochistic; I can become altruistically ascetic or brutally promiscuous. I am not suggesting, of course, that these are ever, or ever could be merely (voluntaristic), conscious decisions; but they are, in overly schematic form, the conscious and unconscious self-fashionings that we come across in this culture, in ourselves and others. The aim of psychoanalysis, one could say, might be the precondition for democracy; that a person be able to more than bear conflict, and be able to see and enjoy the value of differing voices and alternative positions. That a person might want to confer some version of equal status on the conflictual voices that compose and discompose him. We could then say, for example, that most people are homosexual and/or heterosexual until or unless they meet someone who makes them feel otherwise; that our bisexuality is waiting to happen, so the most interesting thing about one’s so-called sexual identity would be the surprises it springs rather than the programmes it entails.

         And from this point of view aggression would not be seen simply, or merely, or solely, as some kind of innate, quasi-biological essence. It would be seen as, or also seen as, the voice called up in the self to put a stop to conflict. Aggression would be seen to be creating a certain kind of conflict as a way of suppressing vital conflict. The analyst, like the democrat, would be attentive to – would be vigilant about – attempts to suppress both the possibility and the sustaining of conflict within the individual and the culture. The analyst would position herself as a democrat, wherever the so-called patient placed her through the transference. So in my version of analytic neutrality, neutrality would never be the right word; because to think of oneself as neutral in a democracy doesn’t make sense. It would only make sense that the analyst would be finding ways of sustaining the conflict that is a form of collaboration, that democracy speaks up for. The analyst, or the whole analytic setting, would be like a rendezvous for the conflicts entailed by the refusal, the suppression, of conflict.

         The analyst would be wanting to be, in other words, the opposite of Winnicott’s definition of a dictator in his Some Thoughts on the Meaning of the Word Democracy.  ‘One of the roots of the need to be a dictator’, he writes, ‘can be a compulsion to deal with this fear of woman by encompassing her and acting for her. The dictator’s curious habit of demanding not only absolute obedience and absolute dependence but also “love” can be derived from this source.’ The dictator is, as it were, the ultimate version of the figure Lacan refers to, whose superiority to his interlocutors is guaranteed in advance; and in this sense democracy is the heir of the Oedipus complex because the couple are exchanged for, are replaced by, the group; fascism is the triumph of the couple, of the dictator and his people.

         Psychoanalysis has always been involved, one way or another, in the war against dictatorship; in the difficulty, if not the impossibility, of equality between people (and within people). If for Winnicott the meaning of the word democracy takes him straight back to the meaning of the word ‘motherinfant’, it should also take us back to the meaning of the word psychoanalysis. After all, from a psychoanalytic point of view it would not be surprising to find – whether or not individual psychoanalysts think of themselves as democrats – that the battle between dictators and equals has always been fought out in every area of psychoanalysis; from the teaching of it to the practice of it. And it has, perhaps, been exemplary as a profession in the way that it has kept the whole question of superiority – of the nature of prestige and dictatorship – on the agenda. Issues to do with equality are never far away when psychoanalysis is discussed, celebrated or disparaged.

         IV

         
            Efficient practice precedes the theory of it.

            Gilbert Ryle, The  Concept  of  Mind

         

         If one wanted to reflect on psychoanalysis and democracy – on psychoanalysis and the meaning of equality – it might seem sensible at first to give some definition of democracy, but the difficulties of doing this are instructive in themselves. And it is worth remembering that democracy, like psychoanalysis, is a quite recent phenomena. ‘Until half a century ago’, the political theorist Larry Seidentop writes in Democracy  in  Europe,

         
            democracy was a word unknown to most of the non-Western world. Even in the West, until two centuries ago, the word carried decidedly unfavourable connotations. Until then the role of the idea of democracy was not unlike the role of the id in Freud’s theory of the psyche – both suggested a dark, inscrutable and fathomless threat from below. The upper classes of European society and the established churches looked upon democracy as something almost demonic.

         

         It is, of course, interesting that he should have recourse here to Freud’s id by way of analogy and comparison. The threat posed by democracy was to assert that certain kinds of liberty, and certain kinds of satisfaction, were not reserved for the privileged. It is curious, if we read the analogy both ways, to think of the ego and the super-ego being somehow akin to the aristocracy and the church. And yet when Freud showed us how what he called the ego was no longer master in its own house, or that the ego drove the horse in the direction the horse wanted to go in, he was intimating something similar. As though the id was the new, alternative, previously repressed voices which either are sexual and aggressive, or are described as sexual and aggressive to represent their primary quality, which is to be disruptive of the previously established order. Something else was demanding its right to be represented and heard. And put like this, the psychoanalyst is both herald and sponsor of the new democratic world.

         It is very clear and entirely appropriate that the nature of democracy has been greatly contested. In Seidentop’s view, democracy evolved from Christianity with

         
            the assumption that we have access to the nature of things as individuals. That assumption is, in turn, the final justification for a democratic society, for a society organised to respect the equal underlying moral status of all its members, by guaranteeing each ‘equal liberty’. That assumption reveals how the notion of ‘Christian liberty’ came to underpin a radically new ‘democratic’ model of human association. 

         

         It is the valuing of the individual despite his social status, and not because of it, that both Christianity and democracy promote. It is as though people are deemed to be something – to have something inside them – that is of equal value; and of a value greater than any worldly assessment can encompass. It is paradoxical that what exempts people is the ground for their inclusion. And it is, inevitably, the forms of equal liberty and the nature of this supposed ‘underlying moral status’ that have been, and are, ultimately contentious. What, I think, is less debatable is that there has been ‘a radically new democratic model of human association’. More people associate with, have access to more kinds of people from different classes and countries and histories now; and they associate with these previously isolated others from a quite different position. Some of them, for example, may assume that despite their manifest differences from these other people they have some other things – perhaps more important or ‘deeper’ things – in common. And the keyword, as it is for psychoanalysis, is association, as the way into something new. Indeed the only time the word ‘free’ ever gets used with any kind of regularity in psychoanalysis is with reference to free-association, in which words are encouraged to consort with each other to unpredictable effect. Psychoanalysis, like democracy, works through the encouragement and validation of new forms of association and the conflicts they inevitably reveal. To have an appetite for association – of a political or psychic kind – is to have an appetite for, if not to actually seek out, fresh forms of conflict; and to see conflict as the way we renew and revise our pleasures. Democracy, one could say, extends the repertoire of possible conflict. It fosters an unpredictability of feeling and desire. It makes people say, or people find themselves saying, all sorts of things to each other.

         When Chantal Mouffe says that ‘for democracy to exist, no social agent should be able to claim any mastery of the foundation of society,’ I take her to mean that there can be no superordinate expert, nobody tuned in to the real or true nature of things (as a dictator would claim to be), because there is deemed to be no real, or true, or absolute foundation of society. Indeed it would be a monarch, or a dictator, or an aristocracy, or a church who would represent themselves as essentially the representatives and the masters of the foundations of a society. And the notion of a social agent mastering the foundations of society is not worlds apart from Lacan’s account of those whose superiority to their interlocutors is guaranteed in advance. Because democracy, in Mouffe’s version, doesn’t provide foundations in that sense – ones that can be mastered – it is again similar to psychoanalysis; whose paradoxical foundation is the unconscious, which by definition is not subject to mastery, even if what it is subject to is always in question. The new, both similar and different, kinds of association promoted by psychoanalysis and democracy are not, though – or not only – ends in themselves. What, after all, is all this new association in the service of? Is it merely a way of enlarging the market? How does it bring us the lives we want, and what is it about these particular lives that we do seem to prefer? We may not want to be so overtly dominated by absolutist tyranny, or corporate enterprise, but what do we want these new kinds of conflicts to do for us?

         If it is perhaps more obvious what these forms of free association are freedom from, it is less clear what they are freedom for. Free association, in a psychoanalytic context, is designed to reveal the strange orderings of unconscious desire. ‘When conscious, purposive ideas are abandoned,’ Freud writes, ‘concealed purposive ideas assume control of the current of ideas.’ Freedom from censorship is freedom for the disclosure of unconscious desire. And desire, one could say, is always desire for exchange. Or, if one wanted to put it a little more circumspectly, one could say desire is always a person’s question about exchange. Freud’s ‘conscious purposive ideas’ could be translated as the accepted entitlements of those with status, and ‘concealed purposive ideas’ could be read as the voices of the subordinated. Freedom from acknowledged forms of regulation is freedom for economic and erotic exchange. What proliferates is proliferation itself. The reaches of appetite can be explored. And in providing a setting for such freedom – and in defining a space as being for this and nothing else – what is so quickly revealed are the obstacles to free-association, the difficulties, the hesitations, the pauses, the knots and shames and ruses that occur, and occur to someone when they are encouraged to speak.

         When Ferenczi said the patient is not cured by free-association, he is cured when he can free-associate, he was acknowledging the very real difficulty everyone finds in sustaining and making known an internal democracy. People literally shut themselves up in their speaking out; speech is riddled with no-go areas; internal and external exchange, as fantasy and as practicality, is fraught with resistance. Psychoanalysis reveals just how ambivalent we are, to put it mildly, about freer forms of association (from a psychoanalytic point of view there is no such thing as a free enterprise). And this must surely be where the analyst comes in. If the so-called patient is deemed to be suffering from one form or another of association-anxiety, presumably the analyst has something up his sleeve, so to speak, for precisely this predicament.

         Encourage the patient to free-associate, Freud says; call this the ‘fundamental-rule’ of analysis and what will come to light, in detail, are the patient’s misgivings about doing this. Let someone talk and they will start showing you that they can’t; and how they can’t. They are always, in Chantal Mouffe’s words, from a quite different context, ‘suppressing [conflict] by imposing an authoritarian order’. And, in all probability, delegating to the analyst this thankless task of ordering them about. In this sense psychoanalysis reveals – whether or not the analysand recognises himself as a democrat, as someone who professes democratic rights and obligations – the anti-democratic voices and urgings, and their complex history. And as anyone knows who has had a psychoanalytic experience there is often a great and shocking immediacy to these unconscious authoritarian impositions of order. One can’t help wondering just what conflict is experienced as such that it calls up such violent hatred. The protest against, the hatred for – not to mention the desire and longing for – the figure whose superiority to his interlocutors is guaranteed in advance must be as nothing to the agonies and terrors of conflict. As though the alternative to there being a subject supposed to know, rather than a subject who can only live his dividedness by not trying to abolish it, is felt to be catastrophic. So what can the analyst do, where can she put herself, so to speak, to make conflict – and the pleasure conflict involves – the desirable and desired state of being? How does one acquire a taste for democracy, a desire for democratic values?

         John Dunn begins the Preface to his book of essays, Democracy, The Unfinished Journey: 508 BC to AD 1993, with the words:

         
            This is a book about the history and significance of an old but vigorous idea; that in human political communities it ought to be ordinary people (the adult citizens) and not extra-ordinary people who rule. This is not a very plausible description of how things are in the world in which we live. But it has become the reigning conception today across that world of how they ought to be. The idea itself is devastatingly obvious, but also tantalisingly strange and implausible.

         

         The idea of something at once devastatingly obvious and also tantalisingly strange and implausible is as good a definition as any of what used to be called making the unconscious conscious. That which has been rendered unconscious tends to have an elusive strangeness, even uncanniness about it; and is both hard to believe and hard not to. And yet here, of course, John Dunn is talking about an idea of political community and organisation called democracy, which Dunn’s faintly amusing subtitle points to as having been something of a long-term struggle; that is to say, as something with potent adversaries and enemies.

         The whole notion of extending effective political power to more and more people; the idea of people having a right to choose their own government and, in some sense, rule themselves by themselves – by their own consent – without the need for people (or deities) of extraordinary and superior status; this, as an ideal and a political struggle, turns the world upside down. And it does this in part by making new kinds of association between people both possible and necessary. The whole idea of an extraordinary or superior person, or group of people, has to be re-described. The old tautologies – the King is superior because he is the King – no longer hold. Hierarchy becomes a matter of consensus rather than divine or any other kind of right. Agreement and disagreement have a whole new status; they become the new effective currency of political life (democrats are not magicians). And psychoanalysis, of course, has something to say, or something to add, about the causes and reasons of agreement and disagreement; about the function of the agreeable and the disagreeable in people’s lives.

         From a psychoanalytic point of view this has to do with the inequalities – for want of a better word – that human development involves and entails. The gist of this might perhaps be captured in the absurd question: what would it be for a child to be the equal of its parents? What might there be in this obvious but also tantalisingly strange and implausible question that might be cause for resistance? To identify with democratic values and institutions requires, among many other things, that children no longer need, for their psychic survival, to think of their parents (and so of anyone else, including, particularly, themselves) as extraordinary or superior creatures. In psychoanalytic language, the enemy of democracy is not so much admiration as idealisation. And this means, in Chantal Mouffe’s terms, that it is essential to the viability of democratic values that they are not themselves idealised. Stories about equality, stories about self-government, stories about consent are there to be continuously reconsidered, not fixed (or reified) by idealising them (the whole notion of mastery being both the cause and the consequence of idealisation). If we speak in the psychoanalytic way of mothers and fathers and children, the democratic idea and ideal of people’s right to choose and participate in their own government comes out as, however consciously or unconsciously conceived, people’s right to choose their own parents and siblings. I cannot choose my parents – my family and its histories – but I may be able to choose the form of government I live by. It is obvious why for some people – and perhaps for most people some of the time – democracy can seem unnatural and transgressive. We don’t speak enough, in other words, of democracy as a forbidden pleasure. And if we were to do this, we would get a clearer sense of the profound ambivalence in psychoanalysis about democratic values; an ambivalence reflective of, or simply of a piece with, this same ambivalence in the wider culture, of which psychoanalysis is always a part.

         When I was training to be a child psychotherapist about twenty years ago we were asked by the committee running our course for suggestions about what we would like to be taught. When some of these suggestions were turned down, and some of us got rather cross, we were told by a member of the training committee that ‘children can’t bring themselves up’. As it happens I was a child then, but some of my contemporaries were in their thirties and forties, and had children themselves. So unsurprisingly, perhaps, they were rather affronted and bemused by this. It is integral to the point I want to make that, in retrospect, I think of this as an emblematic story about ambivalence, in both parties, about democracy; about the anxieties of equality. To be told either rather abstractly or rather dogmatically that sanity depends upon acknowledging and respecting the difference between the sexes and the difference between the generations doesn’t always clarify this issue. Because the issue is: what kind of equality is viable in the light of difference?

         It is peculiarly difficult to produce descriptions in psychoanalytic language – from a psychoanalytic point of view – of equality. Or rather of what kinds of equality might be emotionally viable for people rather than just more spurious ideals, or too-wishful propaganda. All versions of psychoanalysis are informed by the relative helplessness and dependence of the human infant, the centrality of the Oedipus Complex, and the excessive power and logic of unconscious thought and desire. All this provides at best a sense, to use Dunn’s phrase, of an unfinished journey in psychoanalytic theory and practice towards any feasible ideas of equality, or indeed of freedom.

         It would be extravagant to say that psychoanalysis is essentially a story about why equality is impossible for human beings. But in the most cursory reading of Freud, Klein or Lacan, equality, in any form, doesn’t spring to mind as a keyword. If psychoanalysts are mindful of the ways in which people are not equal to being themselves, not equal to the task of living; are unable, or unwilling, or overly enthusiastic about treating others as equals; if psychoanalysts tend to produce accounts of what people are really like that stress desire, dependence, greed, rivalry and abjection, the question of equality, in one way or another, has arisen around issues of treatment and training. All analysts agree, though they have different ways of saying this, that people are split subjects; but people are not assumed to be, as it were, equally split. All analysts agree that everyone has or is an unconscious; though people are not assumed to be, as it were, equally unconscious. But when it comes to training and treatment these issues become particularly pertinent.

         Though training and treatment, as in all professions, are inextricable, I want to concentrate by way of conclusion on the question of the connection, if any, between equality and psychoanalytic treatment – a connection that would have to be privileged if there could ever be a democratic psychoanalysis. Or rather a psychoanalysis that declared itself as democratic in intent. And by that I mean a treatment that saw itself as being about, whatever else it was about, the difficulties every person has in identifying with democratic values. Psychoanalysis of course was not conceived as, is not supposed to be, a political training camp; but that it has pretended not to be one, that it has at its worst created the illusion that it is possible to exempt oneself from group life, from politics, has, I think, been more damaging and misleading than need be. All social practices transmit preferred values. So just to localise the larger question, I want to ask in what sense it may be useful or true, or useful and true, that there is any equality between analyst and patient. And I don’t mean by this that some kind of equality is the aim or the consequence of a good psychoanalytic experience; I mean, what kind of equality could be considered as a precondition for a democratic psychoanalysis? What would it mean – both for psychoanalysis and for the so-called treatment – for the analyst to assume, at the outset, any kind of equality between herself and the patient? Treating someone as an equal, as psychoanalysis shows so well, is not as simple or easy or uncostly as it might seem. But then, not treating people as equals is also its own kind of prophecy, its own kind of project.

         There have, of course, throughout the history of psychoanalysis been various statements by psychoanalysts – Ferenczi, Winnicott and Laing among others – to the effect that the analyst and the patient are above all two human beings. Though sometimes saying this doesn’t quite say enough; or rather it begs the question that needs to stop begging and being begged. ‘A sign of health in the mind’, Winnicott writes in a paper called ‘Cure’,

         
            is the ability of one individual to enter imaginatively and accurately into the thoughts and feelings and hopes and fears of another person; also to allow the other person to do the same to us … When we are face to face with a man, woman or child in our speciality, we are reduced to two human beings of equal status.

         

         The idea that when we are face to face we are two human beings of equal status leaves open the question of when we are not face to face, when one person is on the couch, facing away. The phrase ‘two human beings of equal status’ requires us to describe what this equality could consist of, just where it might be located. It is interesting that Winnicott’s sense of equal status overrides here the differences between the generations and the sexes: ‘When we are face to face with a man, woman or child … we are reduced to two human beings of equal status.’ But why is ‘reduced’ the word here? Because it is akin to one of Freud’s antithetical words meaning at once diminished and restored? Winnicott implies that the equality resides in each person’s ability – though freedom would be a better word – to ‘enter imaginatively and accurately into the thoughts and feelings and hopes and fears’ of another person; and, as integral to this, to have the freedom to ‘allow’ the other person to do this to oneself. This reciprocal entering into, this mutual intercourse between people that he sponsors here is, at least in a psychoanalytic context, a radical new form of association. It implies that the analyst allows himself to be, for want of a better word, known by the so-called patient. It would be the mark of Lacan’s professional whose superiority to his interlocutors is guaranteed in advance, that he would have to set certain kinds of limits to intimacy. Like Rickman’s definition of the neurotic who is ego-centric and loathes collaboration, this person has always decided beforehand, however unconsciously, on the nature of the exchange that will take place. The entering into of each other will be severely regulated. What Winnicott doesn’t tell us – and it seems rather important in the context, though also perhaps forbidden to broach – is how this mutual imaginative intercourse is compatible with psychoanalytic practice, with the gathering of the transference.

         In the more democratic forms of analysis it would be assumed that the analyst and the analysand need to find ways of knowing each other – or experiencing each other – such that the idea of the superiority of either of them disappears. It ceases to be relevant to the matters at hand. Because superiority – as Lacan’s respectable professional and Rickman’s neurotic make clear – is a function of distance. In a more democratic psychoanalysis the aim is to transform superiority into useful, or bearable, or even pleasurable difference. But perhaps this need not be merely the aim of psychoanalysis, so much as the precondition of its possibility. The analyst, that is to say, starts from a position – a listening position – in which there is no such thing as superiority because there is nothing to be superior about. And that, of course, is as much to do with his manner – who he happens to be and happens to want to be – as to do with his so-called technique. Indeed the whole notion of technique, at its most extreme, is complicit with fantasies of superiority.

         If we think of psychoanalysis as a listening cure, as an agreement that two people will bear together the consequences of their listening (to themselves and each other), we could then start wondering about something I want to call free listening, in counterpoint to the notion of free speech. We could think of psychoanalysis as an enquiry into the equality of listening; into the senses in which we can be equal to what we hear. And into what we might do when we are not.
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