

[image: Cover]




[image: Image]






“A PHILOSOPHICAL MASTERPIECE. DAVID R. LOY IS ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT THINKERS OF TIME.”


— NIKOLAJ ROTNE, cofounder of The Stillness Revolution and coauthor of Everybody Present
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PSYCHOTHERAPY, EXISTENTIALISM, AND BUDDHISM are all concerned with the same fundamental issues of life and death — and death-in-life. David R. Loy’s groundbreaking claim is that the unifying feature connecting these perspectives is a pervasive sense of dissatisfaction — or, in a word, lack. In Lack and Transcendence, he brings all three traditions together in a way that casts new light on each, as he draws from giants of psychotherapy, particularly Freud, Ernest Becker, Rollo May, Irvin Yalom, and Otto Rank; great existentialist thinkers such as Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and Sartre; and the teachings of Buddhism, especially as interpreted by Nagarjuna, Huineng, and Dogen. Written in an accessible style that does not assume prior familiarity with any of its subjects, this book will appeal to readers of all backgrounds, including psychotherapists and psychoanalysts, religious scholars, Continental philosophers, and anyone seeking clarity on the Great Matter itself.


The reader will come away with fresh perspectives on ancient questions and deeper insights into the human predilection to be unhappy — and what the liberating alternative may be.


“Brilliant. Loy plumbs the deepest and widest implications of the Buddha’s ‘no-self’ doctrine as far as, and sometimes farther than, words can convey.”


— PHILIP NOVAK, author of The World’s Wisdom


“A profound book that shows how the root of human suffering is a state of groundlessness that either gives rise to anxiety and despair — or, when fully met, becomes a stepping-stone on the path of spiritual awakening.”


— JOHN WELWOOD, author of Toward a Psychology of Awakening


“A major contribution. With his usual clarity and elegance, David R. Loy covers the social, psychological, technological, economic, and political aspects of his topic. There are few scholars in today’s world capable of this feat.”


— JONATHAN GARB, Gershom Scholem chair in Kabbalah, Hebrew University







To Linda Goodhew
who wants it to have a happy ending
and Brigitte D’Ortschy
who showed us it can




PREFACE TO THE WISDOM EDITION


THIS BOOK ORIGINATED in an unusual way.


In the late 1980s I was living in Japan and focused on my Zen practice at the San’Un Zendo in Kamakura. I was also reading everything I could about death, not only Buddhist and other spiritual texts but as much of the relevant psychological and philosophical literature as I could find. By far the most insightful and provocative books were the last two by the existential psychologist Ernest Becker: The Denial of Death, which received the Pulitzer Prize for nonfiction in 1975; and his unfinished Escape from Freedom.


According to Becker, our inability to accept our inevitable death is also our inability to live fully. Death is so terrifying that we must repress it, yet that doesn’t work very well. As Freud discovered, what has been repressed tends to return to consciousness in distorted form, as a symptom — in this case, as obsessive “immortality projects” in which we try to immortalize ourselves symbolically. Physical death may be unavoidable, but by becoming someone special one can hope to qualify for a special fate. Maybe by writing a great philosophy book, in which case one’s words and name might survive?


But I couldn’t avoid Becker’s main point so easily. It was a painful shock to realize how much my Zen practice was full of “gaining ideas.” Rather than meditating single-mindedly, I was using zazen as a means to reach some other goal — to become deeply enlightened. What could be more special than that? Maybe even to become a great Zen master! Hui-neng, Ma-tsu, Dōgen, Hakuin, and . . . David Loy? Instead of “forgetting myself” in the practice, this attitude reinforced my sense of self. In short, my Zen practice had become another kind of immortality project.


The ground beneath my feet disappeared, yet eventually, as the sadness and disorientation eased, there was the taste of a new kind of freedom. I didn’t need to play that game anymore. Although my often-awkward self-consciousness and feelings of inadequacy didn’t disappear, they didn’t matter so much, because at my core something else had opened up.


It certainly felt like this transformation was influenced by what Becker had written, but the result was not something that Becker had described. And, from a Buddhist perspective, it now seemed to me that Becker’s basic claim was a little off-focus: that our fundamental problem is not death (sometime in the future) but our lack of self-existence right now. I continued my zazen, along with my studies. At that point I had no idea what they might lead to, yet commitment to both was still intense.


A year or so later, I sat down to write a teisho, a Zen talk. A Zen teacher had asked me to write one, but I had no particular topic in mind. I duly wrote down a desultory sentence or two, and then something completely unexpected happened. A fresh thought about what I had been reading arose in my mind — I wrote it down. As soon as I finished recording it, another thought appeared. I wrote that one down. Another thought, and then another. To my surprise, they kept coming, for hours. As quickly as I could write one thought down, the next one appeared. Each arose spontaneously, as if it had a life of its own. There was no mental effort involved, nor was there any particular logical sequence in the way the thoughts appeared. They jumped from one theme to another.


This continued for more than two days (with the usual breaks for eating and sleeping). Near the end of that time, as the thoughts slowed down, I went back over my notes and reread what I’d written down so hastily; that led to more thoughts, which now began to link the previous thoughts together. After another day or so, the detailed structure of a book had emerged — this one.


Of course, that was just an outline. After that the real work began, fleshing out the arguments and tying them together discursively. But I already knew what I wanted to say — or, more precisely, what wanted to be said, because it really felt like this book had a life of its own and that my task was to midwife its birth.


Since then I have published many other books, but this remains my favorite. Its central idea — that the sense of self is normally haunted by a sense of lack, the feeling that “something is wrong with me” — still seems to me quite important, and I continue to explore its implications. It helps us understand why we individually tend to become so obsessed with money, fame, status, and our physical appearance — among other things. It also has collective social implications that have been developed in some of the other books I have written.


Very few changes have been made in the text of this second edition, none of them substantial, mostly stylistic. Occasionally I have added a few words to clarify a point, but that is all. Many of the pronouns are not gender-neutral, but at this point it would be difficult to correct all of them.


I am very grateful to Wisdom Publications for making Lack and Transcendence available in this more affordable and readable edition.
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INTRODUCTION


THIS BOOK GREW OUT OF the cross-fertilization of two basic ideas. One is the Freudian concept of repression, including the return of the repressed in symbolic form as a symptom. The other is the Buddhist doctrine of anātman, “no-self.” If our sense of self as something autonomous and self-grounded is a fiction, if the ego is in fact mentally constructed and socially internalized, then perhaps our primal repression is not sexual wishes (as Freud thought) nor fear of death (as many existential psychologists think) but the quite valid suspicion that “I” am not real. This shift in emphasis from libido-instinct to the way we understand our situation in the world opens up possibilities that classical psychoanalysis did not allow — many of which existentialism and Buddhism have explored, as we shall see.


When those possibilities are taken seriously, a web of relationships begins to spin among fields of inquiry usually understood to be distinct.


It is a sad comment on our balkanized intellectual world that this book must begin with an apologia for hitching together three supposedly different horses. The defense is straightforward: whatever the differences in their methods and goals, psychotherapy, existentialism, and Buddhism are concerned with many of the same fundamental issues, and therefore we can benefit from comparing what they think they have learned. In addition to a historical affinity between psychoanalysis and existentialism and more recent links between Buddhism and Western psychology (such as transpersonal psychology), there have been many studies of Buddhism and existentialism: Nietzsche and Buddhism, Heidegger and Buddhism, and so on. Then, why not bring all three traditions together, in a study receptive to the insights of each? Important figures in each tradition have arrived at many of the same conclusions about the problems of life and death and life-in-death: for example, that what passes for normalcy today is a low grade of psychopathology, usually unnoticed because so common; that the denial of death poisons life; that the supposedly autonomous ego-self is conditioned in ways it is normally unaware of; and that it is possible to become freer by becoming more aware of our mental processes — a transformation that all three traditions encourage. Noticing these and other similarities made me wonder about the relationships among them. How do such agreements constellate? In spite of the differences one would expect, might an interdisciplinary study nevertheless adumbrate some shared understanding about the human condition — perhaps even some basic reasons for our notorious inability to be happy?


Much has happened to psychoanalysis in a century, and Freud today would have difficulty recognizing many of his progeny. Among those descendants, Jungian analysis and more recently transpersonal psychology have attracted most of the attention of students of religion. This book focuses on existential psychoanalysis, which originated from an early cross-fertilization between Freudianism and phenomenology, especially Heidegger’s Being and Time. The most innovative figure was the Swiss psychiatrist Ludwig Binswanger, who is also distinguished by the fact that he was able to disagree with Freud without that leading to a break between them. For reasons that become apparent in chapter 2, I think this original movement made a mistake in allying itself with the early Heidegger, and what follows is more influenced by the second and third generation of existential psychologists in the United States: among the analysts, Rollo May and Irvin Yalom; of the scholars, Norman O. Brown and most of all Ernest Becker, whose influential books The Denial of Death and Escape from Evil (the second unfinished at his own death) are used in chapter 1 to summarize the existential approach to psychoanalysis.


These figures are more pragmatic than the first generation. For them, the “existential” in existential psychology means not so much existentialism as being rooted in the fundamental issues of life and death, freedom and responsibility, groundlessness and meaninglessness. Despite this — or is it because of this? — their findings display a remarkable agreement with the best of the existentialist tradition. Becker refers often to Pascal and Kierkegaard, and he could have found as much in Nietzsche and Sartre to buttress his conclusions. This confluence is important because it is one of the fertile places where science and philosophy meet today. Psychoanalysis/psychotherapy is many things: a religion (with founder, dogma, and schisms), a philosophy (Freud and many since him couldn’t resist metaphysical extrapolations), but also perhaps the rudimentary, groping beginnings of something that is capable of learning from its mistakes. One important example of such self-correction: in place of the doctrinal disputes that preoccupied early psychoanalysis, contemporary therapists are more aware of the relativity of their theoretical constructs. Yet this is hardly a recent discovery, as we shall see.


The most important existentialist thinkers also stress that philosophizing should lead to a personal transformation in the way we live, an emphasis that makes their philosophies therapeutic as well as conceptual. Nietzsche discovered our ressentiment and how we project a higher “spiritual” world to compensate for our inability to be comfortable in this one. The modern disappearance of that other world has left us nihilistic and with the difficult task of revaluing this world. Heidegger’s Being and Time argues that awareness of death can open up the possibility of authentic life, and emphasizes the intimate connection between such authenticity and the way we experience time. Sartre is more pessimistic: human consciousness is always a lack because our nothingness cannot help craving the supposed self-grounded being of objective things. Kierkegaard’s solution to the anxiety that bedevils our lives is to become thoroughly anxious: to let anxiety dredge up and devour all our “finite ends,” those psychological securities we have hedged around us and then “forgotten” in order to hide in a safe but constricted world.


In this book the aforementioned issues will be contemplated and integrated into a framework that is predominantly Buddhist, because they are sympathetic to what Buddhism says about the relationship between duḥkha (our human dis-ease) and the delusive sense of self. Like Nietzsche, Buddhism denies both God and any “higher world,” for the difference between saṃsāra and nirvāṇa is found in the ways we experience this world. Like Being and Time, Buddhism notices a relationship between authenticity and another way of experiencing time, yet its understanding of that relation implies a critique of the temporality Heidegger recommends. Buddhism agrees with Sartre that our ego-consciousness is a lack, but its deconstruction of the duality between consciousness and object allows for a solution that Sartre does not envision. Like Kierkegaard’s attitude toward anxiety, the Buddhist solution to the problem of duḥkha is not to evade it but to become it and see what that does to us.


Śākyamuni Buddha declared that he taught only the fact of our duḥkha and how to end it. The path that ends duḥkha requires developing our awareness, since, as in psychotherapy, transformation occurs through insight. And the most important insight is realizing how the self does not exist: for Buddhism, the root cause of our suffering is the delusion of self. In response to existential-psychological emphasis on death repression, Buddhism views the problem of life fearing death as merely one version of our more general problem with bipolar thinking. We distinguish one pole (e.g., success) from its opposite (failure) in order to attain the first and reject the other, but that bifurcation does not work because the two terms are interdependent. Since the meaning of each depends on negating the other, we can have both or neither, the two sides of a single coin. So, our hope for success is shadowed by an equal fear of failure, and in the same manner our repression of death represses life. For those who deny death, the interdependence of life and death implies a death-in-life.


That is the issue in the first chapter, “The Nonduality of Life and Death.” Insofar as we repress our fear of death, the repressed returns as our compulsion to secure and if possible immortalize ourselves symbolically. Our yearning for fame is a good example, for “how can he be dead, who lives immortal in the hearts of men?” Unfortunately, no amount of fame can satisfy me if it’s not really fame I want. The Buddhist approach to this issue is presented mainly by explicating what the twelfth-century Japanese Zen master Dōgen wrote about the dualism of life and death. However, from the Buddhist perspective, our primary repression is not death terror but another fear even more fundamental: the suspicion that “I” am not real. Rather than being autonomous in some Cartesian fashion, our sense of self is mentally and socially conditioned, therefore ungrounded and (as the mentally ill remind us) fragile.


In many ways the difference between this approach and death repression is slight, and much of Becker’s argument remains valid with some adjustments. The main distinction is that death repression allows us to project our problem into the future, as we dread losing what we think we have now, whereas the repression of our groundlessness is a way to avoid facing what we are (or are not) right now. Freud and many others have noticed the peculiarity of fearing one’s own death: there’s nothing to fear if I will not be here to notice that I’m missing. Epicurus concluded that “the most horrible of ends, death, is nothing to us,” and the early Freud supposed that death fear must disguise other repressions, notably castration. Yet that fear is all too understandable if it is the closest we usually come to glimpsing our own groundlessness. The difference becomes crucial because of the different possibilities they allow.


The Buddhist emphasis on the groundlessness of the ego-self implies that our most troublesome dualism is not life-versus-death but being versus nothingness (or no-thing-ness): the anxious self intuiting and dreading its own lack of being (or thing-ness). As a result, our sense of self is shadowed by a sense of lack that it perpetually yet vainly tries to resolve. The interdependence of bipolar dualisms still holds: to the extent I come to feel autonomous, my consciousness is also infected with a gnawing sense of unreality, usually experienced as the vague feeling that “there is something wrong with me.” Since we do not know how to cope with such an intimate sense of lack, it is repressed, only to return in projected form as the compulsive ways we attempt to make ourselves real in the world — which implies, among other things, a time orientation focused on the future.


In Being and Time, Heidegger claims that consciousness of my finitude cuts through the chance possibilities that normally distract me by making me consider what I really want to do during my short time on this earth. That unifies the scattered “nows” of the inauthentic present into the care-full and thus future-oriented concern of the authentic present. Chapter 2, “The Moving Image of Eternity,” argues that this approach is insightful but upside-down. Being and Time presents essentially the same relations among death, self, guilt, and time as chapter 1 does, yet draws the opposite conclusions because it absolutizes temporality. From a psychotherapeutic standpoint, Heidegger misses the return of the repressed in symbolic form, which makes future-oriented time into a schema for the expiation of guilt, as Norman O. Brown put it. In more Buddhist terms, the sense of time as something objective that we are in derives from our sense of lack and our projects to fill up that lack. Both of Heidegger’s alternatives, inauthentic and authentic, are preoccupied with the future because they are our two main ways of reacting to the inevitable possibility of death. In order to glimpse how time might be experienced without the shadow of death, the last part of chapter 2 offers a Buddhist deconstruction of time.


Chapter 3, “The Pain of Being Human,” evaluates in more detail the claim that a dissatisfaction with life is intrinsic to the ego-self as it usually functions. The first part surveys the psychoanalytic understanding of ontological guilt and basic anxiety, both now recognized as ineliminable even from a “well-adjusted” ego. The two most important Western philosophies of lack are quite pessimistic, and their challenge to wishful thinking is addressed in the second part. Yet Schopenhauer’s monism of unsatisfiable will may be criticized for projecting our sense of lack onto the cosmos, and Sartre’s ontological dualism between the for-itself and the in-itself is also questionable. The last part of this chapter (and the crux of this book) discusses how the Buddhist deconstruction of the ego-self can end its duḥkha. The Mahāyāna critique of self-existence is explained by considering Nāgārjuna’s arguments about interdependence and the Hua-yen analogy of Indra’s Net.


The Buddhist solution to bipolar dualisms usually involves accepting the term that has been denied. If our worst fear is death, the answer is to die now. To study Buddhism is to study yourself, says Dōgen, and to study yourself is to forget yourself. The ego-self’s attempt to make itself real is a self-reflexive effort to grasp itself, an impossibility that leads to self-paralysis; Buddhist meditation, in which I become absorbed into my practice, is thus an exercise in de-reflection. To yield to my groundlessness is to realize that I have always been grounded: not as a sense of self, but insofar as I have never been separate from the world, never been other than the world.


Chapter 4, “The Meaning of It All,” considers what the previous chapters imply about our understanding of morality, the search for truth, and the meaning of our lives. These implications are developed by engaging in a dialogue with Nietzsche, perhaps the first Western thinker to realize that they are not discovered but constructed: internalized games we learn from each other and play with ourselves. Nietzsche sees how moral codes gain their psychological compulsion because they provide a symbolic way for us to gain some grip on our fate. His solution is to reverse priority and replace slave morality with master morality, yet he does not see how much the heroic ego of his Overman is a fantasy project for overcoming our lack. In contrast, Buddhism undercuts the ethical problem by emphasizing an interdependence so great that I am you. Nietzsche sees that our search for truth also tends to be a sublimated attempt to secure ourselves: we want to grasp the symbols that enable us to grasp reality, because they reflect it. Stripped of its will-to-power, Nietzschean perspectivism, which liberates all truths from the supervision of a dominant one, turns out to be similar to Nāgārjuna’s realization that “no truth has been taught by a Buddha to anyone, anywhere.”


Eternal recurrence is Nietzsche’s attempt to resolve nihilism by revaluing this world, yet it is not a good enough myth because it still seeks being: it attempts to make the here-and-now real by making it recur (or by acting as if it recurs) eternally. For Buddhism, however, nihilism is not the meaninglessness of life but our fear of that meaninglessness and the ways we evade it — ways that include myths about eternal recurrence. To accept meaninglessness, as part of the process of yielding to the no-thing-ness we dread, is to realize what might be called meaningfreeness. As a result, life becomes more playful. Yet, the question is not whether we play but how. Do we suffer our various games because they are sublimated life-or-death struggles, or do we dance with the light feet that Nietzsche called the first attribute of divinity? The problem is that anyone who must play — because he or she needs to get something from their play — cannot play.


Chapter 5, “Trying to Become Real,” discusses some of our more compulsive games, four of the most popular ways we symbolically try to fill up our sense of lack: the craving for fame, the love of love, the money complex, and our collective Oedipal project of technological development. Although now so widespread we take them for granted, these pursuits are not “natural” (i.e., not needing to be explained) but historically conditioned. All four began to become important just before or during the Renaissance, when the Western individual sense of self — and therefore its shadow sense of lack as well — became hypertrophied. Each of the four can be viewed as a demonic secular religion: secular because by pursuing it we seek a salvation for the self in this world; religious because in that pursuit a basically spiritual urge for reality manifests in distorted form; and tending to become demonic because the inability to overcome our sense of unreality through these pursuits is usually experienced as “I do not yet have enough. . . .”


If the concept of lack can illuminate such aspects of Western culture, might it also shed light on other cultures? In place of a more conventional summary, the conclusion speculates about the differences among Indian, Sino-Japanese, and Western cultures and about the possible role of lack in those differences: some key distinguishing features may be understood as different ways of responding to our sense of lack. The distinction between this world and another transcendental dimension is fundamental to India but much less important in China and Japan, which emphasize this phenomenal world. In terms of lack, Indian culture traditionally orients itself to another reality that can fill up the sense of lack we feel here, while China and Japan try to resolve human groundlessness by grounding their members more tightly into a hierarchical social system. In the West, an early transcendental dimension was gradually internalized to become the supposedly autonomous and self-directed individual addressed above.


The argument in this book provides another version of the often-made claim that today, as usual, our deepest problem is a spiritual one. Since that word is not respectable in some circles and too respectable in some others, let me emphasize the special sense of the word as it is employed in the interpretation of Buddhism that follows. Our problem is spiritual insofar as the sense of self’s lack of being compels it to seek being one way or another, consciously or unconsciously. The solution is spiritual insofar as what is necessary is a metanoia, a turning-around or rather a letting go, at our “empty” core. It should not be assumed that this puts us in touch with some other transcendental dimension; according to Mahāyāna Buddhism what it reveals is the actual nature of the world we have understood ourselves to be in yet always felt ourselves to be separate from. That sense of separation from the world is what motivates me to try to secure myself within it, but according to Buddhism the only satisfactory resolution is to realize I am not other than it.


In contrast to the various types of reductionism that have been predominant in the twentieth century — Marxist, Freudian, behaviorist, materialist, etc. — the chapters that follow argue for what might be called a transcendental reduction, or a “transcendentalization.” The reduction goes the other way, up instead of down, by noticing how our ultimate concern, the need to ground the groundless sense of self, cannot be denied. When we attempt to ignore it, by devoting ourselves to secular pursuits, we end up sacralizing them — and therefore demonize them, as chapter 5 argues. According to Nāgārjuna’s famous dictum, the limit (koti) of nirvāṇa is the limit of the everyday world; there is not even the subtlest difference between them (Mūlamadhyamikakārikā XXV.20). Then, the sacred/secular distinction too needs to be conflated, by demonstrating how each term is complicit in the other. Nietzsche attempted such a deconstruction with his critique of all “higher worlds,” only to become impaled on the other horn by celebrating the will-to-power of a heroic ego. His brave new world eliminated the sacred without doing the same to its opposite, which we perceive as the secular. In sum, the concept of repression can help us see ultimate concerns functioning in so-called secular pursuits, although in a distorted, unconscious, and compulsive fashion.


If there is no difference between nirvāṇa and the everyday world, the sacred can be nothing other than the true nature of the secular. To realize this is to experience our phenomenal world as holy: not because it is God’s creation or śūnyatā’s form, not because it recurs again and again, not as symbolic or symptomatic of something else, but as what it is. The question, finally, is not whether the world can be resacralized but whether we will sacralize it fetishistically, because unconsciously, or wholeheartedly, because awake.




PROLOGUE


Why was I born, if it wasn’t forever?


— IONESCO


Every fear is fear of death.


— STEKEL


Is there any meaning in my life that the inevitable death awaiting me does not destroy?


— TOLSTOY


The thought that really crushes us is the thought of the futility of life of which death is the visible manifestation.


— LEOPARDI


The meaning of life is that it stops.


— KAFKA


The nature of finite things is to have the seed of their passing-away as their essential being: the hour of their birth is the hour of their death.


— HEGEL


The major sin is the sin of being born.


— BECKETT


The terrible thing about death is that it transforms life into destiny.


— MALRAUX


Yaksha: What is the greatest wonder in the world?


Yudhishthira: Every day men see others called to their death, yet those who remain live as if they were immortal.


— THE MAHĀBHĀRATA


The king is surrounded by persons whose only thought is to divert the king, and to prevent his thinking of self. For he is unhappy, king though he be, if he thinks of himself.


This is all that men have been able to discover to make themselves happy. And those who philosophize on the matter, and who think men unreasonable for spending a whole day in chasing a hare which they would not have bought, scarce know our nature. The hare in itself would not screen us from the sight of death and calamities; but the chase which turns away our attention from these, does screen us.


— PASCAL


One can no more look steadily at death than at the sun.


— LA ROCHEFOUCAULD


We do not fear death, but the thought of death.


— SENECA


Death is easier to bear without thinking of it, than is the thought of death without peril.


— PASCAL


All our knowledge merely helps us to die a more painful death than the animals who know nothing.


— MAETERLINCK


He who most resembles the dead is the most reluctant to die.


— LA FONTAINE


The irony of man’s condition is that the deepest need is to be free of the anxiety of death and annihilation; but it is life itself which awakens it, and so we must shrink from being fully alive.


— ROY WALDMAN


“I had to die to keep from dying.”


— COMMON SCHIZOPHRENIC REMARK


History is what man does with death.


— HEGEL


The self-assertion of technological objectification is the constant negation of death.


— HEIDEGGER


If what we call the problem of life, the problem of bread, were once solved, the earth would be turned into a hell by the emergence in a more violent form of the struggle for survival.


— UNAMUNO


The struggle for success becomes such a powerful force because it is the equivalent of self-preservation and self-esteem.


— ABRAM KARDINER


Immortality means being loved by many anonymous people.


— FREUD


One must pay dearly for immortality: one has to die several times while still alive.


— NIETZSCHE


The most horrible of all evils, death, is nothing to us, for when we exist, death is not present; but when death is present, then we are not.


— EPICURUS


For life in the present there is no death. Death is not an event in life. It is not a fact in the world. Our life is endless, in just the same way that our field of vision has no boundaries.


— WITTGENSTEIN


By avoiding death, men pursue it.


— DEMOCRITUS


Striving for life, I seek death; seeking death, I find life.


— SHAKESPEARE


Man has forgotten how to die because he does not know how to live.


— ROUSSEAU


How could those who never live at the right time die at the right time?


— NIETZSCHE


While you do not know life, how can you know about death?


— CONFUCIUS


It is true: we love life not because we are used to living but because we are used to loving.


— NIETZSCHE


Whoever rightly understands and celebrates death, at the same time magnifies life.


— RILKE


The artist carries death in him like a good priest his breviary.


— BÖLL


Art has two constants, two unending concerns: it always meditates on death and thus always creates life.


— PASTERNAK


Only the man who no longer fears death has ceased to be a slave.


— MONTAIGNE


A free man thinks of nothing less than of death, and his wisdom is a meditation not on death but on life.


— SPINOZA


To live in the face of death is to die unto death.


— KIERKEGAARD


The Kingdom of God is for none but the thoroughly dead.


— ECKHART


Since anxiety is the ego’s incapacity to accept death, the sexual organizations were perhaps constructed by the ego in its flight from death, and could be abolished by an ego strong enough to die.


— NORMAN O. BROWN


As long as you do not know how to die and come to life again, you are but a poor guest on this dark earth.


— GOETHE


Who knows if what we call death is life, and what we call life is death?


— EURIPIDES


We live in a world of generation and death, and this world we must cast off.


— BLAKE


Q: Do not one’s actions affect the person in after-births?


A: Are you born now? Why do you think of other births? The fact is that there is neither birth nor death. Let him who is born think of death and palliatives therefor.


— RAMANA MAHARSHI


Just understand that birth-and-death is itself nirvana. There is nothing such as birth and death to be avoided; there is nothing such as nirvana to be sought. Only when you realize this are you free from birth and death.


— DŌGEN




1

THE NONDUALITY OF LIFE AND DEATH
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All of life is but keeping away the thoughts of death.


— SAMUEL JOHNSON


THE CONCERN of this chapter is not death but death-in-life: how and why we make the easiest thing of all into the most difficult, and the effects of that denial upon our lives. Today any serious discussion of this issue must take account of psychoanalysis, and that means beginning with Freud. Freud’s life and work demonstrate how inevitably the two dimensions of this issue are linked. We seek to understand, as clearly and objectively as possible, the psychological impact of human mortality on human vitality, yet this concern is inescapably colored by the need that each of us has to come to terms with our own personal fate. A psychotherapeutic understanding can help us cope with our own mortality, but Freud’s life demonstrates the reverse as well: that the problem of accepting one’s own death cannot help affecting one’s scientific inquiries in this direction. Along with his contributions to our understanding of the mind, Freud’s difficulties in this regard reverberate through the subsequent history of psychoanalysis. We set the stage by recounting Freud’s own struggles with our heaviest demon.


Freud. Freud’s writings still have the power to shock, and none more than his theoretical discussions of death, which employ some of his hastier generalizations and more dubious arguments. Freud was rightly suspicious of his attraction to philosophy, yet no attempt to explain the structure of the mind can avoid the ultimate questions, which is why the most important problems raised by psychology inevitably become philosophical and religious as well. A science of the mind that attempts to avoid these issues will have them sneaking in the back door, by remaining oblivious to its own metaphysical presuppositions. Freud was not afraid to explore the philosophical implications of his discoveries, but in doing so he was not able to escape his own time. Even the most revolutionary thinkers cannot stand on their own shoulders:


The attempt to understand Freud’s theoretical system, or that of any creative systematic thinker, cannot be successful unless we recognize that, and why, every system as it is developed and presented by its author is necessarily erroneous. . . . [T]he creative thinker must think in the terms of the logic, the thought patterns, the expressible concepts of his culture. That means he has not yet the proper words to express the creative, the new, the liberating idea. He is forced to solve an insoluble problem: to express the new thought in concepts and words that do not yet exist in his language. . . . The consequence is that the new thought as he formulated it is a blend of what is truly new and the conventional thought which it transcends. The thinker, however, is not conscious of this contradiction.1


Otto Rank, originally a member of Freud’s inner circle, came to a similar conclusion. “Freud, without knowing it, interpreted the analytic situation in terms of his world-view and did not, as he thought, analyze the individual’s unconscious objectively.”2 A century later we have more perspective on that worldview molded in nineteenth-century Vienna, with its bourgeois character structure of self-discipline and sexual inhibition, in which scientific positivism contended with a pessimistic Schopenhauerian voluntarism. Both are found in the two aspects of Freud’s character. On the one side there is the mechanistic, deterministic Neo-Kantianism of Helmholtz (“one of my idols”), encountered mainly through his stern psychology professor, Brucke (“the greatest authority who affected me more than any other in my whole life”), and evident in Freud’s never-abandoned hope to ground his theories in physiology. On the other side are the tragic conclusions about human nature that his instinct theories finally brought him to, for Freud’s concept of libido bears more than a passing resemblance to Schopenhauer’s will which can resolve its predicament only by negating itself.


Freud’s life and character have been scrutinized as carefully as anyone’s. One feature that stands out is that he admitted to being haunted by death anxiety, to the point of thinking about death every day.


As far back as we know anything of his life he seems to have been prepossessed by thoughts about death, more so than any other man I can think of except perhaps Sir Thomas Browne and Montaigne. Even in the early years of our acquaintance he had the disconcerting habit of parting with the words, “Goodbye; you may never see me again.” There were the repeated attacks of what he called Todesangst (dread of death). He hated growing old, even as early as his forties, and as he did so the thoughts of death became increasingly clamorous. (Ernest Jones)3


This characteristic has been analyzed by Ernest Becker and Irvin Yalom, among many others.4 Yalom points to Freud’s compensatory need to be famous, and Becker shows how the psychoanalytic movement became Freud’s own “immortality project,” his unconscious way of surmounting death symbolically. The problem with such immortality projects (a phrase coined by Otto Rank) is the problem with unconscious motivation generally: when our conscious concerns only re-present what really drives us, they become symptoms and we become compulsive. This supports Fromm’s conclusion that Freud’s self-analysis was in important respects a failure — something that has serious ramifications for psychoanalysis, especially for those analysts who trace their lineage and credentials back to those analyzed by him. But once fear of death has been uncovered, what can be done with it except sublimate it in some way, as Freud did?


One can reveal the role that death anxiety and death denial play in life. The problem with Freud, finally, is that he did not discover that, in his theory or in his life. Death always occupied an awkward place in the development of his ideas, contorted one way and then another, in an attempt to fit it in which never quite worked and never could work as long as there was something Freud did not want to see. In Studies in Hysteria, his first book, “death so pervades the clinical histories of these patients that only by a supreme effort of inattention could Freud have omitted it from his discussion of precipitating traumas.”5 But the fear of death as an explanatory factor was hardly new — it can be traced all the way back to the epic of Gilgamesh — whereas the theory of sexual libido repression might be a pathway to fame. So Freud had both personal and theoretical reasons for denying death in his early works, and there it languishes without an independent representation in the mind. “The unconscious seems to contain nothing that could give any content to our concept of the annihilation of life.” Instead, he inclined to view the fear of death “as analogous to the fear of castration and that the situation to which the ego is reacting is one of being abandoned by the protecting super-ego.”6 These supposedly deeper fears are rooted in the conflicts of Oedipal and pre-Oedipal stages of development, according to the hydraulics of id, ego, and superego that direct the cathexis of libido. Not for the last time, “postulated strivings must take theoretical precedence over observed phenomena.”7 Having severed any direct connection between anxiety and death, Freud never rejoined them. Although he soon reversed himself and concluded that repression does not produce anxiety but vice versa, even his later death drive had no theoretical connection with anxiety; the farthest he went was to state, vaguely, that what the ego fears in anxiety “is in the nature of an overthrow or an extinction.”8


Most of Freud’s followers followed him on this. Otto Fenichel, summarizing the conclusions of psychoanalytic literature before World War I, echoed Freud in doubting whether there is such a thing as a normal fear of death: the idea of one’s own death is subjectively inconceivable, and therefore it must cover other unconscious ideas. The outbreak of hostilities turned Freud’s mind more to the problem of human destructiveness. He could see motivations beyond those accounted for in his earlier theories — “I can no longer understand how we could have overlooked the universality of non-erotic aggression and destruction” — and he concluded that “the tendency to aggression is an innate, independent, instinctual disposition in man,” one which he was later to describe as “the derivative and main representative of the death-instinct.”9


In “Timely Thoughts on War and Death” (1915), Freud noticed that at bottom “nobody believes in his own death. Or, and this is the same: in his unconscious, every one of us is convinced of his immortality.” On this matter, at least, Jung agreed:


On the whole, I was astonished to see how little ado the unconscious psyche makes of death. It would seem as though death were something relatively unimportant, or perhaps our psyche does not bother about what happens to the individual. But it does seem that the unconscious is all the more interested in how one does it; that is, whether the attitude of consciousness is adjusted to dying or not.10


From this lack of concern, however, one can draw opposite conclusions, by regarding it either as a revelation about the immortality of the collective unconscious or as a costly delusion. In another short essay at the end of the war, Freud recommended more consciousness of death. “Would it not be better to give death the place in actuality and in our thoughts which is its due, and to yield a little more prominence to that unconscious attitude towards death which we have hitherto so carefully suppressed? . . . Si vis vitam, para mortem. If you would endure life, be prepared for death.”11


Soon after this, however, Freud found another role for death in attempting to patch up his instinct theory. Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) contrasts the pleasure principle, which naturally seeks repetition, with the more perplexing repetition compulsion found in fixations on traumatic experiences, which bring repeated suffering upon oneself. Freud put this fixation in the same category as a homeostatic tendency (“the Nirvana-principle”) to recede to an earlier state of things, and concluded that life necessarily seeks death. “If we are to take it as a truth that knows no exception that everything dies for internal reasons — becomes inorganic once again — then we shall be compelled to say that ‘the aim of all life is death.’”12 In accordance with a dualistic predisposition, perhaps inherited from Brucke (who reduced all forces to attraction and repulsion), Freud postulated two antagonistic instincts: the anabolic, which contributes to growth and development, and the catabolic, which expends energy. The Ego and the Id (1923) adds aggression, which may be projected outward (sadism) or harnessed by the superego and turned inward (masochism) in order to pacify one’s own guilt. Putting these three phenomena together in his last major work, An Outline of Psychoanalysis (1938), Freud ended up with a basic and admittedly speculative dichotomy between two cosmic tendencies, the life drive that tends toward greater unities and the death drive that tends to undo these unities and destroy. Eros and Thanatos are doomed to perpetual conflict or, at best, uneasy and temporary compromise.


One need not be a philosopher to marvel at the breathtaking leap from these three psychological patterns to such a metaphysical conclusion. The logic is hard to follow, unless one is already committed to an instinctual libido theory that must be patched up if it is one’s claim to immortality. The rest of us may harbor doubts, as did many of Freud’s own followers.


Jung, no longer one of them, criticized this cosmological duality, which he believed to reflect the attitude of the conscious mind more than the dynamics of the unconscious. For Jung, the logical opposite of love/eros is hate, but the psychological opposite of love is a will-to-power, for when one predominates the other will be lacking. From his understanding of the collective unconscious (a monism that Freud’s dualism was a self-conscious attempt to avoid), Jung viewed Freud’s theory as a psychological prejudice: Eros is not the same as life, but someone who thinks so will naturally oppose Eros to death, confronting the highest principle of good with the evil of destruction.


From that perspective, Freud’s final, Manichaean dualism amounts to another version of our oldest psychological tendency, here extrapolated into humankind’s most basic psychic forces. If aggression in particular is grounded in a biological drive, the result can only be his tragic attitude toward the human condition: a pessimistic view of therapeutic possibilities leading to grim conclusions about the future of humanity. Is this an objective view of our situation, or a projection of Freud’s own death fears? Freud jumped from one extreme to the other. First death was not an important element in mental functioning, then it became one of our two primordial instincts. Despite Freud’s awareness of his own death anxiety, neither approach allows an independent role for death fear. Making death a drive reduces death anxiety almost to an epiphenomenon, an effect rather than a significant determinant of human behavior. As Robert Jay Lifton concluded about Freud’s libido theory, this “de-deathifies death.” So Freud courageously endured his own death anxiety without analyzing its effects on his life and his work. His blindness here is too remarkable to be anything other than a willful inattention, a not wanting to see, which is of course the definition of repression.


Life and death do require each other insofar as awareness of one implies awareness of the other. We can fear death (which is not the same as resisting dying) only if we know — or believe — ourselves to be alive. There cannot be life without death, whether they are antagonistic instincts or, more humbly, a dualistic way of thinking. This raises another therapeutic possibility. Rather than antagonistic forces that batter the ego, might Eros and Thanatos be the two tendencies of the ego itself, which is mentally constituted only to find itself in the tragic situation of contemplating its inevitable demise? For Freud, the death-instinct never reveals itself directly but insinuates itself inside the manifestations of Eros. Then perhaps the death-instinct is really the equal-but-opposite force of Eros: tails to its head, but one coin, not two. That would mean, on one side, the life fear that existentialists and psychoanalysts have described so well, and, on the other side, a death wish which intuits the meaninglessness of the whole struggle and wearies of it. If, however, this situation is not a war of instincts but a way of thinking — a life-versus-death game that one unwittingly plays with oneself — there may be an alternative. If the ego is constituted by that game, what happens if that game ends?


This chapter will explore that possibility, which is suggested by Buddhism. It is not a perspective that Freud would have been sympathetic to. Rather than seeing through the dualism, he exhorts us to fight on the side of life. In spite of his reference to a Nirvana principle, Freud’s few references to Buddhism are hostile and uncomprehending. His last works repeat his contemptuous rejection of the consolations of religion. We should fight the good fight as long as we can. There is no place in Freud’s thought for coming to terms with the death principle by finding a meaning for death.


Repression. However unsatisfactory Freud’s final understanding of death may finally be, that does not reduce the importance of what he discovered, and that is first and foremost repression, which for him is the foundation-stone of psychoanalysis. “The essence of repression lies simply in the function of rejecting and keeping something out of consciousness.” Something (a mental wish, according to Freud) makes me uncomfortable, and since I do not want to cope with it consciously I ignore or “forget” it. This clears the way for me to concentrate on something else more agreeable, but at a price: what has been repressed retains “a strong upward-striving force, an impulsion to get through to consciousness.” Therefore the process of repression demands a continuous expenditure of effort. Freud compared the repressed mental wish to a guest who is not allowed into the drawing room. An ever-present guardian censor is necessary to guard the door, for the impetuous guest might otherwise force his way in.13 We experience the effect of this as a persistent psychic tension.


Yet a repressed phenomenon tends to make it back into the drawing room of consciousness anyway, by adopting a disguise that allows it to pass the censor. For a neurotic, this disguise is the symptom. What is not admitted into awareness irrupts in obsessive ways that affect consciousness with precisely those qualities it strives to exclude. Since the symptom re-presents the repressed phenomenon in distorted form, symptoms are symbolic. Freud described this tendency to symptom-formation as the return of the repressed. The phrase suggests that this process is not just negative. The tendency to return to consciousness is also a blind impulse to resolve the problem, to heal the psychic wound caused by this alienation between consciousness and some of its contents. “The dialectic of neurosis contains its own ‘attempts at explanation and cure,’ energized by the ceaseless upward pressure of the repressed unconscious and producing the return of the repressed to consciousness, although in an increasingly distorted form, as long as the basic repression (denial) is maintained and the neurosis endures” (Brown).14 The therapeutic process can assist this natural impulse toward a resolution by helping to translate the symbolized symptom (which has become fixated) back into its original form. This book may be viewed as an attempt to understand more of the implications of this process: implications which extend beyond what Freud envisioned and which may also go beyond what contemporary psychotherapists theorize.


Freud traced the hysterias and phobias of his middle-class Viennese patients back to repressed sexual wishes, to conclude that sexual repression is the primal human repression — although, as occurs with many of us, his attention gradually shifted from sex to death as he aged. Today psychoanalytic attention has joined him there, although having taken a different route which concludes that consciousness of death is our main repression.15


In focusing on the psychological effects of death denial, Ernest Becker’s last two books, The Denial of Death and Escape from Evil, synthesize the work of many predecessors, especially Otto Rank and Norman O. Brown. Becker builds on an insight of William James: “Mankind’s common instinct for reality . . . has always held the world to be essentially a theater for heroism.” Why do we want to be heroes? Our natural narcissism and need for self-esteem mean that each of us yearns to feel of special value, first in the universe. Heroism (in the broad sense: e.g., Freud as an intellectual hero) is how we justify that need to count more than anyone or anything else. Human society can be understood as a codified hero system, a symbolic-action structure whose roles and rules function as a vehicle for heroism. For Becker, this is the common denominator behind the cultural relativity that anthropology discovers, which is nothing other than the relativity of hero-systems.16 Primitive peoples often believed that their rituals were responsible for keeping the universe going, and much of the problem with contemporary society is that technological man, increasingly reduced to a consumer, has difficulty attributing any such a role to himself.


But, to carry the analysis a step further, why do we need to be special? This reaches one of the wellsprings of human motivation: that desire is first of all and most of all a reflex of the terror of death. We need to be heroes because heroism is what can qualify us for a special destiny. And we need that special destiny because the alternative is literally too much to contemplate. The irony of our unique ability to symbolize — language — is that it serves to reveal our fate more clearly. Man is the animal that knows it will die. This fear of death is useful in keeping our organism armed toward self-preservation, but it must also be repressed for us to function with any modicum of psychological comfort. The result is us: hyperanxious animals who even invent reasons for anxiety when there are none. This is also the conclusion of Otto Rank, Melanie Klein, Norman O. Brown, and more recently Irvin Yalom, who argues that a considerable part of our life energy is consumed in the denial of death.17 Most animals have fears programmed into them as instincts, but we humans fashion our fears out of the ways we perceive the world — which unlocks a door that Becker himself does not open, since it suggests that if we can come to experience the world differently we might fashion our fears differently too. Or is it the other way around: do our fears cause us to perceive the world in the way we do, and might someone come to experience the world differently who was brave enough to confront the thing we most avoid?


[image: Image]


The reason man’s essence was never found, says Becker, “was that there was no essence, that the essence of man is really his paradoxical nature, the fact that he is half animal and half symbolic.”18 But this moves too easily from an existentialist view that man has no essence to the familiar claim that our essence is dualistic: in Becker’s terms, a god with an anus and all the other accoutrements of mortality. Does such a modernized mind-body dualism grasp our immutable human condition, or is it another historically determined understanding, one of many possible? The question is important because this duality lies at the heart of Becker’s argument. The mind looks down at the body, realizes what flesh implies, and panics. As a consequence, “everything that man does in his symbolic world is an attempt to deny and overcome his grotesque fate. He literally drives himself into a blind obliviousness with social games, psychological tricks, personal preoccupations so far removed from the reality of his situation that they are forms of madness.” Even our character traits are examples of this. Ferenczi called them secret psychoses, not much different from a repetition compulsion, because they mechanize a particular way of reacting. These sedimented habits are a necessary protection, for without them we become overtly psychotic. To see the world as it really is is not only terrifying but devastating, because “it makes routine, automatic, secure, self-confident activity impossible . . . . It places a trembling animal at the mercy of the entire cosmos and the problem of the meaning of it.” Thus the bite in Pascal’s aphorism: “Men are so necessarily mad that not to be mad would amount to another form of madness.” For Becker, this is literally true: normality is our collective, protective madness, in which we repress the truth of the human condition, and those who have difficulty playing this game are the ones we call mentally ill. Rank describes neurosis as nothing but the individual coming to feel the metaphysical problem of human existence. If schizophrenics are suffering from the whole truth, because they feel that metaphysical problem more deeply, then William Burroughs is right: a paranoid is someone who knows a little of what’s going on. Psychoanalysis reveals the high price of denying this truth about man’s condition, what might be called “the costs of pretending not to be mad.”19


This gives a more existential slant to such key Freudian concepts as guilt and the Oedipal complex. In spite of all that Freud discovered about childhood development, his libido-instinct theory kept him from grasping the main point. According to Becker, the early experience of children is their attempt to deny the anxiety of their emergence, their fear of losing support and having to stand alone, helpless within an awesome world. This leads to what he calls the great scientific simplification of psychoanalysis:


This despair he avoids by building defenses; and these defenses allow him to feel a basic sense of self-worth, of meaningfulness, of power. They allow him to feel that he controls his life and his death, that he really does live and act as a willful and free individual, that he has a unique and self-fashioned identity, that he is somebody. . . .20


Freud traced guilt back to early ambivalent feelings of the child, particularly hate and death wishes toward parents alternating with fears of losing them. But there is a simpler explanation. “Guilt, as the existentialists put it, is the guilt of being itself. It reflects the self-conscious animal’s bafflement at having emerged from nature, at sticking out too much without knowing what for, at not being able to securely place himself in an eternal meaning system.”21 Such “pure” guilt has nothing to do with infringements or punishment for secret wishes; the major sin is the sin of being born, as Beckett put it. For existential psychologists, it is the worm in the heart of the human condition, apparently an inescapable consequence of self-consciousness itself. Schizophrenics sometimes say they feel guilty just for existing. Perhaps here too they suffer from the truth, whereas the rules of our collective, protective madness require us to find a more specific fault to feel guilty about.


Becker sees the origin of this guilt in the child’s reaction to bodily processes and their urges. “Guilt as inhibition, as determinism, as smallness and boundedness” is implied by the constraints that our basic animal condition imposes upon us symbol-using gods. But this may beg the question, Is such mind-body dualism the cause of our anxiety or its effect? Do we panic because we discover ourselves to be consciousnesses with bodies, or is our panic what motivates us to dualize ego-consciousness from body?


The most detailed historical study of death in Western culture is Philippe Aries’s The Hour of Our Death, a monumental — indeed, interminable — survey of the last millennium. Although Aries’s approach is not psychoanalytic, his conclusions are all the more relevant, since his evidence comes from a different perspective. At the moment the most interesting for us are the first two stages of death awareness he distinguishes. In striking contrast to what came later, death in the Middle Ages was “tame.” While recognized as “evil,” it was nonetheless accepted because inseparable from life. Contrary to the universalist implications of Becker’s thesis about death repression, there do not seem to have been the extremes of terror and denial that we now associate with death; it was a repose, a peaceful sleep from which one might or might not reawaken with the eventual resurrection of the body.


But this changed. “The strong individual of the later Middle Ages could not be satisfied with the peaceful but passive conception of requies. . . . He split into two parts: a body that experienced pleasure or pain and an immortal soul that was released by death.”22 Evidently it was this dualism that later attained philosophical reification in the Meditations of Descartes, whose legacy we still struggle with.


Aries’s argument supplements what Johan Huizinga wrote in The Waning of the Middle Ages, chapter 2 of which begins: “At the close of the Middle Ages, a sombre melancholy weighs on people’s souls. Whether we read a chronicle, a poem, a sermon, a legal document even, the same impression of immense sadness is produced by them all.” Huizinga does not seek the cause of this melancholy, but chapter 11 begins: “No other epoch has laid so much stress as the expiring Middle Ages on the thought of death. An everlasting call of memento mori resounds through life.”23 Is it a coincidence that this new awareness of death spread just before the acceleration of Western civilization that began with the Renaissance? If history is what man does with death, as Hegel put it, then a more death-conscious society will create more history.


The Renaissance humanists themselves evidently needed a fantasy of misery and catastrophe in order to contain the renascent energy they were riding. Ficino never ceased complaining of pain and melancholy, yet this “bitter desperation” was the source of his psychological philosophy. Petrarch kept before his mind the “great overarching reality of man’s life: his death.” Yet the more occupied with death, the more these humanists thought, built, wrote, painted, and sang.24


Burckhardt pointed out that although the Renaissance brought an increased feeling of strength and freedom, this was accompanied by “an increased isolation, doubt, skepticism and — resulting from all these — anxiety.”25 He also noticed the most outstanding symptom, now so common we take it for granted and scarcely notice it: a morbid craving for fame. The desire to be famous (which will be discussed in chapter 5) is a good example of how something repressed (such as death terror) reappears in consciousness in distorted form (the passion for symbolic immortality), which is therefore a symptom of our problem (if what I really want is personal immortality, no fame will ever be enough — but that is usually experienced as “I am not yet famous enough”). This craving and the other traits that Burckhardt mentions are associated with greater self-consciousness. Increased consciousness is increased awareness of the end, and therefore increased need to resolve the anxiety such awareness brings with it, whether by becoming an immaterial soul or by attaining some symbolic immortality through one’s reputation.


All this suggests that the Platonic, Cartesian, and now common-sense mind-body dualism that Becker too presupposes might not be the unvarying essence of our human nature but another example of nurture being taken for nature: a historically determined conception now so deeply ingrained that its metaphysical origin has been forgotten. And if this dualistic conception is a result of our death anxiety, it falls under the definition of repression, something that can afflict whole civilizations as well as individuals.
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This can be made clearer by relating it to the existential-psychological perspective on the Oedipal complex. Contemporary psychoanalytic theory understands the Oedipal complex as a shorthand term for the early conditioning of the child. An existentialist perspective understands this early conditioning as what Norman O. Brown has renamed the Oedipal project. Here too a Freudian interpretation approaches yet does not quite grasp the main point: the Oedipal desire is not to reunite with one’s mother by becoming the father, but to resolve that separation from mother by becoming one’s own father. Why? To become one’s own father would be to become the creator and sustainer of one’s own life, so “the essence of the Oedipal project is the project of becoming God — in Spinoza’s formula, causa sui, self-caused; in Sartre’s être-en-soi-pour-soi.”26
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