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I hold in my hand the world.


                  —Emily Stolorow (age six)



















Preface


Over the course of nearly three decades, our intersubjective systems perspective has evolved from early studies of the subjective origins of psychoanalytic theories (Stolorow and Atwood, 1979) into a phenomenological field theory (Atwood and Stolorow, 1984) and perspectivalist (Orange, 1995), contextualist sensibility (Orange, Atwood, and Stolorow, 1997) with rich implications for a broad array of psychoanalytic clinical questions (Stolorow, Brandchaft, and Atwood, 1987) and for a radical rethinking of the basic pillars of psychoanalytic theory (Stolorow and Atwood, 1992). This book penetrates to the philosophical underpinnings of both psychoanalytic theory and practice. Our aim here is twofold: first, to expose and deconstruct the assumptions, largely a legacy of Descartes’s philosophy, that have undergirded traditional and much contemporary psychoanalytic thinking; and second, to lay the foundations for a post-Cartesian psychoanalytic psychology grounded in intersubjective contextualism.


We begin, in Chapter 1, with an exploration of the personal and relational contexts in which Descartes’s philosophy took form, as well as a demonstration of how a focus on affectivity recontextualizes virtually all facets of the Cartesian isolated mind. Chapter 2 shows how the shift from Cartesian to post-Cartesian thinking in psychoanalysis entails a move away from isolated minds and toward experiential worlds as its central theoretical and clinical focus. The three theoretical chapters that follow (Chapters 3-5) illuminate the hidden Cartesian, isolated-mind assumptions that saturate Freudian, Kohutian self-psychological, and contemporary relational theorizing, and they offer a post-Cartesian alternative to the Freudian unconscious rooted in intersubjective systems theory. Chapters 6-8 illustrate the profound clinical implications of adopting a post-Cartesian, contextualist perspective—for the ambience of the psychoanalytic situation and for the understanding and therapeutic approach to states of severe psychological trauma and experiences of personal annihilation.


Chapter 3 was first published in Contemporary Psychoanalysis (2001, vol. 37(1), pp. 43–61). Substantial portions of Chapters 2, 4, 5, 7, and 8 were previously published in Psychoanalytic Psychology (1999, vol. 16, pp. 380–388 and 464–468; 2001, vol. 18, pp. 287–302, 380–387, and 468–484; 2002, vol. 19, pp. 281–306). We are grateful to the editors and publishers of these journals for granting us permission to include this material in our book.
















1
Introduction:
 Contextualizing Descartes 
and the Isolated Mind




I think, therefore I am.


                                         —René Descartes







When [human Being] directs itself towards something and grasps it, it does not somehow first get out of an inner sphere in which it has been proximally encapsulated, but its primary kind of Being is such that it is always “outside” alongside entities which it encounters and which belong to a world already discovered. . . [A] bare subject without a world never “is”. . . .


                                                                                                     —Martin Heidegger





The assumptions of traditional psychoanalysis have been pervaded by the Cartesian doctrine of the isolated mind. This doctrine bifurcates the subjective world of the person into outer and inner regions, reifies and absolutizes the resulting separation between the two, and pictures the mind as an objective entity that takes its place among other objects, a “thinking thing” that has an inside with contents and looks out on an external world from which it is essentially estranged.


Since the publication of the first edition of Faces in a Cloud (Stolorow and Atwood, 1979), our own approach has been a post-Cartesian, phenomenological one, focused on worlds of individual experience. Phenomenology, although owing much to Descartes in its origin, seeks knowledge of experience in its own distinctively subjective terms, avoiding concepts that objectify consciousness by localizing it within a mind, psyche, or psychical apparatus of any kind. Experience or consciousness, from a phenomenological point of view, is immaterial and nonsubstantial, which means it has none of the properties that belong to material things, such as location in space, momentum, causal efficacy, and the like. As our own thinking has gradually evolved from our early proposals for a “psychoanalytic phenomenology” (Stolorow and Atwood, 1979; Atwood and Stolorow, 1984) into a fully intersubjective systems theory (Stolorow and Atwood, 1992; Orange, Atwood, and Stolorow, 1997), we have noted that we are often misunderstood as promoting a radical subjectivism and relativism. This misreading, we believe, arises because of a continuing commitment of so many in our field to the Cartesian doctrine of the isolated mind, a standpoint from which the ideas and clinical descriptions of intersubjectivity theory inevitably appear elusive, like quicksilver, as if one were operating in some imaginary space lacking all definite form and substance. These impressions are not generated by any special subtlety or complexity inhering in the intersubjective approach as such; it is rather that unexamined Cartesian assumptions produce an illusion of solidity and definiteness in psychological thinking, and when those assumptions are suspended, the result can be a subjective effect of confusion, ambiguity, and even anxiety (Bernstein, 1983). Suddenly, the mind and the stable external world pictured as surrounding it lose their status as absolutes, and psychoanalytic observation and theory, now concerned solely with experience and its organization, no longer appear to be anchored in anything solidly real.


In Contexts of Being (Stolorow and Atwood, 1992), we raised this question: Why is it that the doctrine of the isolated mind, so manifestly a hindrance to the development of psychoanalytic understanding, has nevertheless maintained such a tenacious hold on thinkers in our field? We addressed the question by proposing that this doctrine is actually a myth of our culture, an illusory, alienating image of our own existence that serves to shield us from a sense of “the unbearable embeddedness of being” (p. 22), that is, from an excruciating feeling of our own human finiteness, dependency, and mortality. By holding to the notion that each of us is essentially a solitary, self-contained unit, we are specifically protected from an otherwise intolerable feeling of vulnerability to the human surround.


We now return to the life and ideas of René Descartes himself, to try to better grasp his original formulations of this doctrine and the psychological sources of its persistent hold on our field. Reading through Descartes’s classic essays Discourse on Method ([1637] 1989a) and Meditations ([1641] 1989b), one sees a search for a reliable and certain foundation for philosophy and all human knowledge, a truth so incontestably solid that it could provide a starting point for the rebuilding of the sciences on a basis of unassailable validity. Descartes followed a method of systematic doubt, progressively setting aside each of his convictions that could not be established as self-evidently true, until he finally arrived at the one that could be so established: “I think, therefore I am” (cogito ergo sum). Each of us is, according to his argument, assured of the fact of our own existence by virtue of our thinking itself, and this provides the one certain foundation on which everything else we may securely believe must be based. But what exactly is it that Descartes’s systematic doubt has supposedly revealed us to be? He said that each of us is a mind, a thinking thing, a thing that is certain of its own singular existence but of nothing else. As we watch Descartes’s thought experiment, we see with Cartesian clarity how much the standpoint of the observer influences the observations that are made and the conclusions that are reached. An isolated observer turns inward in the search for something secure and certain, and he discovers the existence of his own isolated mind. This doctrine of mind that has so pervasive a presence in psychoanalysis and in our culture generally is Cartesian philosophy transformed by history into common sense.


The Cartesian mind, almost immediately after being “discovered” through the method of systematic doubt, begins to undergo a reification, that is, a conversion into an objective entity that takes its place among other objects. Although Descartes told us that the mind lacks the property of extension in space possessed by material bodies, he nevertheless called it a “thinking thing” and moreover located psychological faculties as existing somehow “inside” it. In addition, as he developed ideas about the relation of mind and body, he pictured the mind as an entity that enters into causal interaction with physical objects. So the mind is a thing, a thing with an inside, and furthermore it enters into causal interaction with other physical entities. How might one psychologically understand the original elaboration of this doctrine that has had such a fateful influence on us all? Why would a man need to find an absolutely reliable and certain foundation for what he believed, something about which he could never be deceived? And why did the solution he discovered take the form of a reified concept of the existence of his own solitary selfhood?


Some scholars have sought answers to such questions through an analysis of the social and historical context of Descartes’s thought (Bernstein, 1983; Toulmin, 1990; Gaukroger, 1995; Slavin, 2002), pointing to extreme instability in the political, intellectual, and religious spheres of life. Surely the Cartesian quest for certainty must be viewed against the backdrop of a European historical situation during the seventeenth century involving challenges to traditional structures of faith, revolutionary understandings of the human place in the cosmos (Copernicus, Galileo), and political crises and decades of warfare threatening the stability of life for everyone. Here, however, we seek the context of the Cartesian quest in Descartes’s individual life and history, for his search must also have had its sources within its originator’s unique personal experiences.


It is difficult to understand much of the life of someone who was born 400 years ago and who in addition was suspicious of others and extremely secretive about all personal things (Gaukroger, 1995). Descartes was born in 1596, into a family consisting of his father, an official working for the French Parliament, his mother, and two older siblings. Descartes’s mother died when he was thirteen months old, whereupon his father sent him to live with his maternal grandmother, along with his brother and sister. At age ten, he was sent to a Jesuit college, where he boarded for the next seven years. When he was fourteen, his grandmother died as well. The biographer Stephen Gaukroger described Descartes as having had a persistent tendency toward melancholia and paranoia, linking this disposition to the loss of his mother and his home, and to the later separation from and loss of his grandmother. Could these early upheavals in his life have been the source of his lifelong need for something unassailably certain, something that would be absolutely solid and secure? In Descartes’s philosophy, certainty and security are finally found, not in relationships with other human beings but rather in the isolated workings of his own mind, envisioned as a rational, self-contained, self-sufficient entity.


In an importantly revealing letter to Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia, for whom Descartes served as a personal adviser and confessor, at times almost as a psychotherapist, he discussed an illness from which she was suffering—what he called a “slow fever"—that in his view was caused by “sadness.” He recommended a form of mental discipline in which the imagination is directed away from the reasons for distress and toward “consideration of objects which could furnish contentment and joy,” thereby “free[ing] her mind from all sad thoughts” (Cottingham et al., 1991, p. 250). He then went on to say something very interesting about himself:




I take the liberty of adding that I found by experience in my own case that the remedy I have suggested cured an illness almost exactly similar, and perhaps even more dangerous . . . My mother died a few days [! ] after my birth from a disease of the lung caused by distress. From her I inherited a dry cough and a pale colour which stayed with me until I was more than twenty, so that all the doctors who saw me up to that time condemned me to die young. But I have always had an inclination to look at things from the most favourable angle and to make my principal happiness depend upon myself alone, and I think this inclination caused the indisposition, which was almost part of my nature, gradually to disappear. (Cottingham et al., 1991, pp. 250–251, emphasis added)





Reflecting on the content of the letters from which this passage is drawn, one sees that Descartes was writing about physical conditions rooted in sadness as their primary cause, conditions that, as he said, were “almost part of my nature.” He sought to overcome this “indisposition” by making his principal happiness depend upon himself alone. The proneness to depression and sadness resulting from the losses incurred in early life highlight the vulnerability of a man who could not find security and well-being through connections to the human world outside of himself, and who was driven instead to find contentment and peace on the terrain of his own inner soul.


Descartes’s letters bear many further signs of the theme of self-reliance and especially of his belief that one’s sense of well-being in the face of adversity is always to be secured through the use of one’s own rational mind. In a letter to Constantijn Huygens (father of the physicist Christian Huygens), Descartes addressed his friend’s feelings of grief and sorrow about the hopeless situation and impending death of a beloved companion. He told Huygens that he need not continue in a state of suffering because reason can overcome grief, and since Huygens was a man whose “life is governed entirely in accordance with reason,” he should have no difficulty regaining his former peace of mind now that he knew “all hope of remedy has gone ...” (Cottingham et al., 1991, p. 54). In another letter to Princess Elizabeth, Descartes extolled the virtue of becoming detached from the passions (that is, intense affects) and from the pleasures of the body, because they inevitably involve us with the world of transitory things. True happiness, according to his discussion, is to be found not in the “passing joys which depend upon the senses” but rather in an inner consciousness, “a mental satisfaction and contentment” in which one guards against “the false appearances of the goods of this world” by devoting oneself to the more lasting “pleasures ... of the soul” (Cottingham et al., 1991, p. 267). Vulnerability to suffering occasioned by loss is thus overcome through a turning away from attachments to the transitory objects of the external world and toward a contemplative rationality seated in the inner recesses of one’s own mind.


Seeking solace and comfort in the privacy of his own thinking, Descartes tried to distract himself from the “exquisite vulnerability accompanying an unalienated awareness of the continual embeddedness of human experience in constitutive intersubjective [that is, relational] context” (Stolorow and Atwood, 1992, p. 22). Thus, in the personal context of Descartes’s life, at the very point of origin of the doctrine of the isolated mind, there appear vivid signs of the disavowal of one’s dependence on and emotional vulnerability to others that this doctrine so pervasively and relentlessly expresses.


We would contrast the solitary reflection that led to Descartes’s philosophical ideas with the dialogue out of which our intersubjective approach was born. The process by which intersubjectivity theory has developed since the 1970s necessarily mirrors and expresses the central concept around which this point of view has come into being. The idea of the intersubjective field, understood as a system of interacting, differently organized subjective worlds, emerged from the intersection of the various personal and intellectual perspectives each of the participants brought to the ongoing collaboration. Far from being the brainchild of any single individual, our viewpoint crystallized out of a shared enterprise of rethinking foundational concepts in psychoanalysis in the light of a thoroughgoing, self-reflexive contextualism.


Within philosophy, perhaps the most important challenge to the Cartesian isolated mind and subject-object split was mounted by Heidegger ([1927] 1962). In striking contrast to Descartes’s detached, worldless subject, for Heidegger the Being of human life was primordially embedded and engaged “in-the-world.” In Heidegger’s vision, human Being is saturated with the world in which it dwells, just as the inhabited world is drenched in human meanings and purposes. In view of this fundamental contextualization, Heidegger’s consideration of affect is especially noteworthy.


Heidegger’s word for affectivity (feelings and moods) is Befindlichkeit, a characteristically cumbersome noun he invented to capture a basic dimension of human existence. Literally, the word might be translated as “how-one-finds-oneself-ness.” As Eugene Gendlin (1988) has pointed out, Heidegger’s word for affectivity denotes both how one feels and the situation within which one is feeling, a felt sense of oneself in a situation, prior to a Cartesian split between inside and outside. For Heidegger, Befindlichkeit—affectivity—is a mode of living, of being-in-the-world, profoundly embedded in constitutive context. Heidegger’s concept underscores the exquisite context-dependence and context-sensitivity of human emotional life.


Descartes’s philosophy not only segregated inner from outer and subject from object; it also severed mind from body and cognition (reason) from affect. As seen in the biographical vignettes cited earlier, Descartes assigned to reason the task of overcoming and subjugating painful affect (like sadness), which he viewed as a source of physical illness. Correspondingly, the elevation of reason and the denigration of affective life are inherent features of his doctrine of the isolated mind. In contrast, affect—that is, subjective emotional experience—has become a centerpiece of our psychoanalytic framework.


It is our contention that a shift in psychoanalytic thinking from the primacy of drive to the primacy of affectivity moves psychoanalysis toward a phenomenological contextualism (Orange, Atwood, and Stolorow, 1997) and a central focus on dynamic intersubjective systems (Stolorow, 1997). Unlike drives, which originate deep within the interior of a Cartesian isolated mind, affect is something that from birth onward is regulated, or mis-regulated, within ongoing relational systems. Therefore, locating affect at its center automatically entails a radical contextualization of virtually all aspects of human psychological life.


Our systematic focus on affectivity began with an early article written with Daphne Socarides Stolorow (Socarides and Stolorow, 1984–1985), attempting to integrate our evolving intersubjective perspective with the framework of Kohutian self psychology. In a proposed expansion and refinement of Heinz Kohut’s (1971) selfobject concept, the authors suggested that “selfobject functions pertain fundamentally to the integration of affect” into the organization of self-experience and that the need for selfobject ties “pertains most centrally to the need for [attuned] responsiveness to affect states in all stages of the life cycle” (p. 105). Kohut’s discussions of the longing for mirroring, for example, were seen as pointing to the role of appreciative attunement in the integration of expansive affect states, whereas his descriptions of the idealizing yearning were seen as indicating the importance of attuned emotional holding and containment in the integration of painful reactive affect states. In this early article, emotional experience was grasped as being inseparable from the intersubjective contexts of attunement and malattunement in which it was felt.


Numerous studies in developmental psychology and even neurobiology have affirmed the central motivational importance of affective experience as it is constituted relationally within child-caregiver systems (see Sander, 1985; Stern, 1985; Demos and Kaplan, 1986; Lichtenberg, 1989; Beebe and Lachmann, 1994; Jones, 1995; Brothers, 1997; Siegel, 1999). Grasping the motivational primacy of affectivity—Befindlichkeit-enables us to contextualize a wide range of psychological phenomena that have traditionally been the focus of psychoanalytic inquiry, including psychic conflict, trauma, transference and resistance, unconsciousness, and the therapeutic action of psychoanalytic interpretation.


The early article on affects and selfobject functions (Socarides and Stolorow, 1984–1985) alluded to the nature of the intersubjective contexts in which psychological conflict takes form: “An absence of steady, attuned responsiveness to the child’s affect states leads to ... significant derailments of optimal affect integration and to a propensity to dissociate or disavow affective reactions” (p. 106). Psychological conflict develops when central affect states of the child cannot be integrated because they evoke massive or consistent malattunement from caregivers (Stolorow, Brandchaft, and Atwood, 1987, chap. 6). Such unintegrated affect states become the source of lifelong emotional conflict and vulnerability to traumatic states because they are experienced as threats both to the person’s established psychological organization and to the maintenance of vitally needed ties. Defenses against affect thus become necessary.


From this perspective, developmental trauma is viewed not as an instinctual flooding of an ill-equipped Cartesian container but as an experience of unbearable affect. Furthermore, the intolerability of an affect state cannot be explained solely, or even primarily, on the basis of the quantity or intensity of the painful feelings evoked by an injurious event. Traumatic affect states can be grasped only in terms of the relational systems in which they are felt (Stolorow and Atwood, 1992, chap. 4). Developmental trauma originates within a formative intersubjective context whose central feature is malattunement to painful affect—a breakdown of the child-caregiver system of mutual regulation—leading to the child’s loss of affect-integrating capacity and thereby to an unbearable, overwhelmed, disorganized state. Painful or frightening affect becomes traumatic when the attunement that the child needs to assist in its tolerance, containment, and modulation is profoundly absent.


One consequence of developmental trauma, relationally conceived, is that affect states take on enduring, crushing meanings. From recurring experiences of malattunement, the child acquires the unconscious conviction that unmet developmental yearnings and reactive painful feeling states are manifestations of a loathsome defect or of an inherent inner badness. A defensive self-ideal is often established, representing a self-image purified of the offending affect states that were perceived to be unwelcome or damaging to caregivers. Living up to this affectively purified ideal becomes a central requirement for maintaining harmonious ties to others and for upholding self-esteem. Thereafter, the emergence of prohibited affect is experienced as a failure to embody the required ideal, an exposure of the underlying essential defectiveness or badness, and is accompanied by feelings of isolation, shame, and self-loathing. In the psychoanalytic situation, qualities or activities of the analyst that lend themselves to being interpreted according to such unconscious meanings of affect confirm the patient’s expectations in the transference that emerging feeling states will be met with disgust, disdain, disinterest, alarm, hostility, withdrawal, exploitation, and the like or will damage the analyst and destroy the therapeutic bond. Such transference expectations, unwittingly confirmed by the analyst, are a powerful source of resistance to the experience and articulation of affect. Intractable repetitive transferences and resistances can be grasped, from this perspective, as rigidly stable “attractor states” (Thelen and Smith, 1994) of the patient-analyst system, in which the meanings of the analyst’s style have become tightly coordinated with the patient’s grim expectations and fears, thereby exposing the patient repeatedly to threats of retraumatization. The focus on affect and its meanings contextualizes both transference and resistance.


A second consequence of developmental trauma is a severe constriction and narrowing of the horizons of emotional experiencing, so as to exclude whatever feels unacceptable, intolerable, or too dangerous in particular intersubjective fields. Chapter 3 details how the focus on affect contextualizes the so-called repression barrier—the very boundary between conscious and unconscious. Befindlichkeit includes both feeling and the contexts in which it is or is not permitted to come into being.


Like constricted and narrowed horizons of emotional experiencing, expanding horizons too can only be grasped in terms of the intersubjective contexts within which they take form. We conclude this introduction with some remarks about the therapeutic action of psychoanalytic interpretation.


There has been a long-standing debate in psychoanalysis over the role of cognitive insight versus affective attachment in the process of therapeutic change. The terms of this debate are directly descended from Descartes’s philosophical dualism, which sectioned human experience into cognitive and affective domains. Such artificial fracturing of human subjectivity is no longer tenable in a post-Cartesian philosophical world. Cognition and affect, thinking and feeling, interpreting and relating—these are separable only in pathology, as we have seen in the case of Descartes himself, the profoundly isolated man who created a doctrine of the isolated mind, of disembodied, unembedded, decontextualized cogito.


The dichotomy between insight through interpretation and affective bonding with the analyst is revealed to be a false one, once we recognize that the therapeutic impact of analytic interpretations lies not only in the insights they convey but also in the extent to which they demonstrate the analyst’s attunement to the patient’s affective life. We have long contended that a good (that is, a mutative) interpretation is a relational process, a central constituent of which is the patient’s experience of having his or her feelings understood (Stolorow, Atwood, and Ross, 1978). Furthermore, it is the specific transference meaning of the experience of being understood that supplies its mutative power (Stolorow, [1993] 1994), as the patient weaves that experience into the tapestry of developmental longings mobilized by the analytic engagement. Interpretation does not stand apart from the emotional relationship between patient and analyst; it is an inseparable, crucial dimension 0/that relationship. In the language of intersubjective systems theory, interpretive expansion of the patient’s capacity for reflective awareness of old, repetitive organizing principles or emotional convictions occurs concomitantly with the affective impact and meanings of ongoing relational experiences with the analyst, and both are indissoluble components of a unitary therapeutic process that establishes the possibility of alternative principles for organizing experience, whereby the patient’s emotional horizons can become widened, enriched, more flexible, and more complex. For this developmental process to be sustained, the analytic bond must be able to withstand the painful and frightening affect states that can accompany cycles of destabilization and reorganization (Stolorow, 1997). Clearly, a clinical focus on affective experience within the intersubjective field of an analysis contextualizes the process of therapeutic change in multiple ways. We turn now to a central theoretical idea with profoundly contextualizing implications—the concept of an experiential world.
















Part One


 Theoretical Studies
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From Cartesian Minds to Experiential Worlds




Mind is social and society is mental.

                                                —Ian Suttie




O world! world! world! thus is the poor agent despised.




                                                      —William Shakespeare




Being-in-the-world, as concern, is fascinated by the world with which it is concerned.... [Understanding of [one’s] existence as such is always an understanding of the world.


                                                            —Martin Heidegger





One of us recently overheard a colleague making a categorical statement to the effect that philosophy is useless, an occupation for dilettantes. “Now, psychoanalytic therapy,” he continued, “there’s something practical. Sometimes people really do need that.” We could hope that despite Freud’s well-known aversion to philosophy, most psychoanalysts today would not respond in this way, understanding that the inquiries and disputes of philosophers have something very important to do with their work. A sign that such understanding is indeed becoming more prevalent is the critical discussion of “Cartesianism” that has been occurring for the past decade in our field. In this chapter, offered as a further contribution to this discussion, we provide a list of the essential Cartesian ideas that have found their way into the theory and practice of psychoanalysis. We are indebted to the writings of philosopher Charles Taylor (1989) for this highly schematized account. (Consulting Taylor’s richly nuanced work in the history of ideas will make it clear that he is not responsible for our simplifications. Even less is he responsible for what some readers may experience as a caricature of traditional psychoanalytic work. Clearly, the best analysts have always worked relationally, beyond the Cartesian framework, no matter what their official theoretical commitments.)


The Cartesian mind, in its origins familiar to many of us from early readings of Descartes’s ([1641] 1989b) Meditations, developed over the modern era into the mental mechanism we know in the work of Freud. Although Freud’s systematic study of unconscious processes undermined an important component of the Cartesian mind, namely, its devotion to “clear and distinct ideas,” the psychoanalytic mind, as Marcia Cavell (1991, 1993) has masterfully shown, has been and continues to be the Cartesian mind. For most of us, the entire complex of presuppositions that we are calling the Cartesian mind is largely unconscious, embedded in the underlying grammar of our Western languages, and continues to characterize our psychoanalytic thinking and work. We think, therefore, that this form of psychoanalytic and philosophical unconsciousness deserves our continuing attention.
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