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Introduction

Charles William Johns

The Neurotic Turn lays claim to a turn not dissimilar from those other turns with which we have become familiar — the linguistic turn and, more recently, the speculative turn. However, in this instance, the neurotic turn may not have come about intentionally, but rather as a symptom that, once repressed through the aegis of clinical psychiatry, the social sciences, materialist philosophy, etc., has come gushing forth, expecting its patients to be answerable to the phenomenon. This book started as some kind of pandemic, receiving an influx of passionate, polemical proposals (over twice the amount compiled here) from “victims” throughout the world (spanning from Iran, Finland, France and America, to England, Egypt and China). It seems that there was no shortage of reasons why neurosis, and intellectuals working on neurosis, proliferated and disseminated itself upon that mutable map we call Western culture.

There comes to my mind three immediate reasons why this would be the case. One is concerning psychology, the other is concerning philosophy, and the last is concerning capitalism (if I may use such a broad term).1

It should come as no surprise, then, that this book has been organised into corresponding sub-headings: Psychology, Philosophy and Capitalism (as well as a highly enjoyable section on Linguistics).

Concerning psychology then, we need only point to the polemics of our very own contributors. Petteri Pietikainen convincingly shows us that the category of neurosis was never discarded because of its apparent obsoleteness (as the DSM confidently expresses) but instead was politically sidelined due to its obscurity; the ever-growing technological era of the twentieth century could not calculate nor locate what appeared as an increasingly “useless” nervous condition. The prevailing widespread manufacturing and use of pharmaceutical drugs did not seem to get rid of the problem, and the growing idealization at the time of man as a healthy, working cog in the capitalist machine seemed to be at odds with not only the ambiguity of neurosis but also its neurotic patients, who showed no signs of gleeful participation with the modes of production and cultural values at the time.

John O’Donoghue gives us another great insight. It is not, like for Pietikainen, that neurosis was deemed too obscure for an overly positivistic society, but that it was too pertinent. O’Donoghue reminds us of those initial constructions of neurosis in Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle. We soon realize that Freud’s theory of “inhibition” and “excitation”, the unique balance between anal retention/defence mechanism/deferral (Death/Thanatos) and the excess of libidinal forces and wish fulfilment (Love/Eros) that makes us particularly human, is thoroughly consistent with both biological, cultural and empirical data and is found everywhere within present society, even consummated into products (the intricate gauging of the limits of alcohol, prostitution, the anal retention of organized work-time and leisure, etc.).

Dany Nobus cites Ivan Pavlov’s contribution to animal psychology, stating that Pavlov not only paved the way for a non-anthropocentric, a-social characterization of neurosis, but also showed that the sources of stress and pain that caused neurosis in animals could also be seen as relatively independent from the socio-cultural milieu that instantiated the definition. What appears interesting, in retrospect, is that the non-organic (some might say semiotic) associations between stimulus and response (the ringing of a bell associated with food for example) found in Pavlov’s dogs, and the “associationism” found in traditional human psychology, are of the same kind.

Our final essay in this section, by Sean McGrath, beautifully foreshadows the following section on philosophy. McGrath speculates what a Schellingian psychotherapy would have looked like if it would have prevailed. The results are fascinatingly contemporary. For McGrath, dissociation is not described as a negative relation between the living subject and archetypal, unconscious or collective experience, nor some traumatic personal instance, but rather the phenomenological — almost surface — differences of consciousness itself.2

Neurosis has had a long, dark history with the discipline of philosophy; it even precedes and spurs on those neurotic dialogues we have come to call philosophy. The neurotic vector within philosophy (and its philosophers) has been repressed and re-named rigour, discipline, duty, etc. It is only relatively recently in the history of philosophy that philosophers have thrown their hands up and given neurosis its due. Psychology was named “queen of the sciences” by Nietzsche and “the path to the fundamental problems”. Nietzsche’s perspectivism is precisely the disclosing of a neuroses of various perspectives, various inclinations, fighting over one another for their rite of place within history (or within the publication circuit). Nietzsche’s desire for “all joys to return eternally”, as well as the eternal return of the world that supplies such joy, can be seen as a naturalization of that repetition compulsion researched in Freud; of the “remembering, repeating and working through” of lived life. Gilles Deleuze (a great admirer of Nietzsche) went so far as to ontologize the processes of repetition (and the difference that ensued) that made up lived experience. In short, neurosis paved the way for thinking conditions of constitution, relative autonomy of thought, and the possibility and prescience of memory, all without recourse to transcendental forms (Plato), transcendental conditions (Kant), and all without tearing ourselves away from experience (contra scientific instrumentalism/scientific realism). Equally, within political philosophy, it too wouldn’t take long for the thinker to equate thought’s auto-production with the processes of repetition found in society and its culture; technology, entertainment (film, the repetition of advertising images, the repetition of trends in fashion, etc.), means of production, etc. My contribution to this book is nothing short of an all-out attempt at describing every process — whether of mind or of putative matter — as neurotic. This is not without an ethical tone, however; we should be wary of those attempts at neurotic capture within our culture (the conformism of humans and their thoughts by humans and their thoughts), we should be wary of our own prejudices, values, and where they originally come from. Deep research into the history of ideas, their associations, and the mechanisms of seduction found in capitalism (but also our language) must ensue.

Graham Freestone’s contribution is refreshingly philosophical. What I mean by that is that it is not unaware of the perennial problems of Western philosophy, and it is not afraid of upholding both the skeptical position in terms of critiquing the apparent legitimacy of a physical reality nor is it afraid to think through the possibility of the unique autonomy of thought (seen in thinkers such as Descartes). Both these positions have become “antiquated” through the advent of phenomenology, materialism and modern science. Freestone discusses the irreducibility of thought to a physical site (a “regional processor”, as he calls it) and asks whether this irreducibility (and the agnostic disjunction that epistemologically ensues) does not uphold the notion that concepts have their own competing autonomous agencies that “plug themselves into” various minds qua social interaction or qua some bizarre paranormal realm. Freestone empathizes with my own philosophical project and admits that this competing agency of concepts may be aptly termed neurosis. He also admits that the tradition of Western philosophy has been neurotic and makes this a positive claim by substantiating “neurotic doubt” (the “either/or” of a philosophical discourse) as an ontological necessity for thought’s expansive range and proliferation.

John Russon’s text is nothing short of a comprehensive account of a neurotic theory of embodiment. We are led effortlessly through the fundamental stages of walking, eating, sleeping, relationships and more, with a convincing commentary on how such activities are stages of attempted integration within our neurotic society (an attempt at self-actualization within the putative determinations of domestic society). Russon’s magnum opus is a beautiful exercise in showing neurosis threefold. Firstly, by showing how the site of the historical/memorial determines lived experience (how the collective unconscious, or the collectively repressed, moulds an oppressive domesticated life). Secondly, how such determinations are neurotic in reflex and behaviour (working through modes of conditioning, behaviour and repetition not dissimilar from Pavlov’s research into dog semantics). Thirdly, by showing how the psychological/ mental category of neurosis is never simply an affair of the solipsistic cogito but rather seeps into and folds back into our very “being-in-the-world”.

Christopher Ketcham concentrates on the work of Emmanuel Levinas and describes his musings on “the Other” as a kind of ethical precursor to neurosis. Levinas’ demand to treat the “infinite Other” with “infinite responsibility” is self-evidently ambiguous and raises the existential question of how such a relation can be achieved (and not without anxiety). Neurosis is now refreshingly poised as the behaviour of this existential relationship to infinity and alterity and how one responds to the responsibilities of this relationship. It is important to note that this position hasn’t been neglected by psychology; the desire of “sameness” to totalize “otherness” seen in the oedipal complex, the compulsion to repeat and hence make “same” the trace of the other in post-traumatic stress disorder, and the articulation of such a relationship described in the “face of the other” not dissimilar from Lacan’s famous mirrorstage theory. The power of Ketcham’s research is that such an ethically fuelled neurotic relationship acts not only as a heuristic method but is also empirically and behaviourally qualified through direct observations of face-to-face interactions.

The third part of this collection concerns neurosis and its relation to capitalism. It is arguably the case that neurosis is found in its most explicit form through those disciplines studying the mechanics of capitalism — media and technology studies. Technology is the main apparatus in which values of capitalism are made manifest. Mediation is the study of how such technology influences our cognition/navigation of the world.

As early as 1903, Georg Simmel expressed concern with the over-determination of “man” qua “socialtechnological mechanism”. Simmel’s account of metropolitan life describes a process whereby man’s “habitual regularity” (that is his natural patterns of repetition) are manipulated and reflected un-naturally by the external stimuli of the metropolitan environment. The implications of this are twofold; firstly, the metropolis has used the very foundational impulse to repeat (found in man), has de-naturalized it, and has now made such repetition into a dissociated excess concurrently forming neurosis. Secondly, not only is the very construction of metropolitan life neurotic, it also causes symptoms of neurosis within the human; all the everyday anxieties Freud has discussed, such as sensitivity to various social circumstances and relations, the various wishfulfillments desired through the construct of celebrities and fame, worries of being late to various leisure — as well as work — activities, let alone the constant access to various visual stimuli that can at any time concoct itself into a Freudian soup of subconscious objects.

A whole legacy of thinkers such as Heidegger, Benjamin, Horkheimer, Adorno, Stiegler and Burgin have all attempted to disclose the inter-subjective dynamics between processes of repetition that “capture” us (as if externally) and processes of repetition that inform us (such as Stiegler’s concept of technics). Katerina Kolozova continues this line of thought in many ways by stressing that the ideological projection of the capitalist subject is always already constructed in a way that bars the encountering of him or herself as carnal, palpable material. This is not dissimilar from the repetitive mass-production of objects that represent commodities as opposed to any defining material basis. The inter-subjective dynamics between the “material” proletariat and the clothing of symbols draped over us (and placed within us) by the ideology of capitalism is one characterized by Kolozova as anorexia nervosa; capitalism’s neurosis with safeguarding us from the sublime, horrific and speculatively liberating encounters with our own “materiality”. We are forced not to eat the full meal of “materiality”, instead being fed smaller and smaller portions or “cuts” of the real until we are neurotically conditioned to flinch at the site of “real food”. It is in this sense that we can never ourselves become what Meillassoux calls “a good meal”, i.e. a target for the radical openness of the “outside”, or in Kolozova’s sense, the radicality of the material. Kolozova also makes the analogy between the neurotic interplay of capital’s delimiting power upon the subject and the ostensibly delimiting neurosis of the enlightenment subject itself.

Patricia Reed continues to liberate neurosis from its traditionally mental, libidinal and a-social genealogy and alternatively inquires into the conditions of a reality which such “neurotic” responses correlate. This inquiry immediately relates neurosis to the organization of “reality” in the collective sphere; politics, technology, economics, etc. The “reality” we encounter through Reed is a highly complex topology of computations existing everywhere within the human habitat. Using Benjamin Bratton’s work on contemporary computation theory, Reed illuminates an awareness of the world we live in (in fact, the world we use) which goes beyond our firstperson experiences. In this context, neurosis in the subject may be an expression of “not wanting to adapt” to such a reality — at odds with our antiquated, naturalistic concepts of human agency and truth. Alternatively, neurosis — as a symptom — may come about through the acknowledgement that our contemporary unconscious and subconscious may be riddled with the “planetary-scaled computation” processes that Bratton and Reed describe.

Mohammad-Ali Rahebi ends our section on capitalism by describing, in Deleuzio-Landian fashion, rates of acceleration and intensification within our current epoch of “cybernetic capitalism”. In predictable accelerationist fashion, Rahebi sees the human subject as a buffering-point within the “smooth” operational space of capitalism, allocating as neurotic exactly this space of stimulation and response. Using a plethora of “posthuman” contemporary philosophy to argue his case for the general flattening of human consciousness and agency into machinic operation, we are simultaneously led into both sublime speculative expanses of cybernetic potential, whilst at the same time realising that perhaps it is our own worry/neurosis — ironically — that may be the last testament to our once self-reflexive, contemplative nature.

Our final section, concerned with linguistics, is opened by Benjamin Noys, who uses the work of Melanie Klein, Jacques Derrida and Deleuze and Guattari to establish a neurosis of writing and the text. Whether it be the libidinal flows and rhythms of text described in Deleuze and Guattari as a truly schizoanalytic practice (stemming from the ontological freedom that a Body Without Organs provides), or the Derridean “trace” of writing appearing as a repressed residue, contradiction or context within the finished text, or the role of writing in the libidinal development of a child (Klein), Noys analyses these positions critically through the notion of their relationship to fantasy. Noys successfully shows us that within these radically different thinkers lies a similar relation; the relationship between the compulsive repetition of words and the fantasy of revival, essence and power.

Patricia Friedrich provides us with a much-needed text, evaluating those figures in mainstream culture that have given us access to the more disciplinarian characteristics of psychological neurosis, while equally showing us their “positive” traits within the domain of creativity and entertainment. The relatability of neurosis to our own cultural disposition is also identified in Friedrich, and the text also discerns that one possibility for the general acceptance of neurosis within popular culture (and not, for example, obsessive-compulsive disorder or amnesia) is that it has a kind of fugitive charm; being thrown out of the psychiatric domain by the power of The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, it was adopted by philosophers, writers, filmmakers and even comedy. The question, for Friedrich, is how the twentieth-century cultural representation of the neurotic is transforming in the twenty-first; from a controlled measuring of the neurotic as friendly Other represented in the last century, to a present culture already embedded with dissociation and narcissism (tweeting, selfies, etc.), i.e. already as neurotic as the neurotic characters they depicted.

Graham Harman’s essay provides a lucid description of the crucial differences between the godfather of psychology, Sigmund Freud, and the godfathers of schizoanalysis, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari. Deleuze and Guattari critique Freud’s psychoanalysis, suggesting that there is an apparent disregard for the bare facts, with frequent recourse to displacement and condensation, which always alludes to some underlying “reductive” libidinal factor. Harman shows us how Deleuze and Guattari’s polemical criticisms of Freud’s psychoanalysis also express deeper philosophical differences between the two; Freud’s allegiance to a form of realism found in “the reality principle” which accounts for a difference between the “wish fulfillments” of the subject and the external world, the unification of the id, ego and superego, as opposed to the pluralization of these features, and Freud’s directed attention towards neurosis over psychosis. Harman then goes on to describe the similarities between Freud’s psychology and his own Object-Oriented philosophy. At first the similarities seem obvious; the shared refusal to accept that conscious perception is identical with unconscious and subconscious mental processes or some diaphanous external “reality”. For Harman, like Freud, the causal relation tout court is never totalizable but always indirect, even in some senses metaphorical. Harman’s essay also shines light on a more “acceptable” Freudian psychoanalysis, whereby the scientific goal is not to provide a complete systematical rationalization of the subject but to take into consideration the very real transformations that Freudian analysis recognizes; the awareness that, within every extraction of information from “reality”, such extraction can never leave its reality (or putative substrate) without being transformed into or implicated within something else (even if this is simply the transformation into a representation or symbol). This is also in-keeping with Harman’s philosophy (Harman’s Occasionalism and Vicarious Causation) and, through an ingenious ironic reversal, perhaps agreeable in Deleuzian philosophy too.

Before you engage in these essays, it is perhaps important to state that The Neurotic Turn is not simply making an analogy; that contemporary life is neurotic (if at times it may suggest this, it will be qualified on some level). This analogy has indirectly been presented before, as we have mentioned, from Georg Simmel through to Herbert Marcuse and Erich Fromm and — soon succeeding — Franco Berardi and Mark Fisher. The contents of this book simultaneously offer something much more specific than such an analogy; it wishes to survey the uprise of neurosis initiated by William Cullen, and later Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, as analogous to the early stages of the Industrial Revolution and the uprise in advanced capitalism and its information technologies, enquiring into their possible logical and historical relation. It also wishes to analyse the “failure” of the use-term “neurosis” (the term being made officially redundant in 1980 by the DSM) as a direct effect of its conflation and rise within non-psychological discourses such as philosophy, sociology, media studies, literature and cultural studies. The Neurotic Turn adopts the curious notion that the diagnostic failure to define neurosis showcases the success of its irreducible, autopoietic and hyperstitional nature. The aforementioned historical relation is not without a sense of tragic irony also; the implementation and gradual integration of utilitarian technology (this includes the entertainment industry) has enhanced our conscious spectrum of sights, sounds and potential narratives to the extent of excess/maladaptation. The very equipment that was meant to make us better and more functional has made us sick and neurotic. In this sense, the over-technologization of mental health simply adds fuel to the fire. The removal of neurosis as a scientific category may well symbolise, like the actions of Dr. Frankenstein, the failure of technology to fully understand the human ills that it has created and marks the event of technologies gradual neglect of them.

Charles William Johns
20/2/17

Notes

1  Before I elaborate, in no way do I think the rise of neurosis is restricted to these three disciplines. In fact, the power of neurosis comes from its irreducibility to any such discipline.

2  This brings to mind the anti-essentialist notion of contamination within the sign (Saussure and Derrida) and hence their classification of reality; the notion that differentiation exists and positively motivates consciousness and its disposition without recourse to meta-physical or meta-psychological categories such as the subconscious.
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“Neurosis can still be your 
comforting friend”: 
Neurosis and Maladjustment in 
Twentieth-Century Medical and 
Intellectual History

Petteri Pietikainen

By the 1970s, neurosis had started to collapse. It had become an overblown, diffuse and psychoanalyticallytinged diagnostic category that was out of time. In 1980, the publication of the third edition of the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-III) signaled the deathblow to neurosis as a general diagnostic category. At the same time, the decades-old distinction between psychoses and neuroses was, by and large, abandoned as a fundamental organizing principle in psychiatry. DSM-III radically deconstructed the concept of neurosis and relegated it to the margins of official psychiatry. This was a huge disappointment to the American psychoanalysts, whose professional expertise as well as livelihood were largely dependent on the diagnostic proliferation of neurosis (Decker 2013: 278).

The main “executioner” of neurosis was identified as Robert L. Spitzer, the principal creator of DSM-III. In letters to editors of various medical and psychiatric journals, the psychoanalytic supporters of neurosis voiced their discontent at the removal of neurosis as a major diagnostic category. In 1982, one supporter expressed his concern as a poem published in a psychiatric journal. Spitzer replied to him in the same poetic style:

In Reply. — Peter, oh Peter, your pain is so real, the word, neurosis, has great appeal. It tells you what the problem is not, neither psychosis nor organic rot. How comforting it is for you to know the cause of all mankind’s woe. If only we could be so sure that untangled conflict led to cure. But other theories now abound, who’s to tell which of them is sound? Bad mothering, of course, sure isn’t good, but consider these paths to ‘patienthood’: Could bad cognitions be the hex, instead of conflicts over sex? A transmitter lacking in your brain may lead to lots of psychic pain. Had your neurosis Bacillus been found, in DSM-III the term would abound. Have cheer, dear Peter, this isn’t the end, neurosis can still be your comforting friend. Use DSM-III for a diagnostic description, and neurosis to help with your prescription. (Spitzer 1982: 623)

Apparently, such a loss of diagnostic status caused anxiety and other neurotic symptoms to some dedicated friends of neurosis.

My essay focuses on the intellectual and sociocultural contexts of neurosis in the decades following World War II. Between 1945 and 1980 neurosis was closely linked with the problem of adaptation and adjustment. A socially disruptive failure in adjustment — maladjustment — was not only a “symptom” that was of special importance to American psychiatry, it also attained a diagnostic status in 1952, when DSM-I was published. In addition to its strong appeal to the behavioural experts, the issue of maladjustment had strong sociological and political overtones. This was because post-war American psychiatry was fundamentally concerned with a mechanism of the individual and collective “fitting in” to the social order and the community. Individuals who suffered from periodic or constant maladjustment were often diagnosed with neurosis, especially if such maladjustment was not linked with criminality or other gross violations of social rules and norms (in which case the preferred diagnosis was psycho-/sociopathy). For mental health professionals, maladjustment was typically seen as the individual’s deviance from the societal norms, or as a failure in socialization, but there were very few “psy experts” who deliberated on the social and political aspects of mental deviance. One of them was Erich Fromm, a German-American psychoanalyst and a critic of managerial capitalism, and another was the British psychoanalyst and radical psychiatrist R.D. Laing. In the second part of my essay, I will discuss the ideas of Fromm and Laing, as well as those of three more sociologically, economically and philosophically oriented critics of society, C. Wright Mills, J.K. Galbraith and Herbert Marcuse. Their perceptions about the condition of (mainly American) society provides a larger socio-cultural framework of the epidemic of post-war neurosis.

Neurosis, Social Engineering and Maladjustment

I understand neurosis as a form of medicalized distress, and as such it was closely associated with the second wave of industrialization between circa 1870 and 1914. The “second industrial revolution” was unleashed with the help of colonial domination of non-European regions, large-scale capitalism and new technology, especially electricity, railways, iron steamboats, steel, petroleum and telecommunications, such as telegraph and telephone. Industrialization is predicated on the principle of economic and cognitive growth, hence the premium put on education and skills in industrial societies. To a large extent, what is loosely called “modernity” can be equated with industrial capitalism, which brought with it population growth, urbanization, universal education, division of labour, the strengthening of the middle class and the emergence of the working class on the political scene.

When neurasthenia ¾ literally, “nervous exhaustion” ¾ became an extremely popular diagnosis during the last two decades of the nineteenth century, the Western world was experiencing the second industrial revolution. In this rapidly changing world, what came to be called the “social question” required scientific, rational solutions. The social question referred to the societal consequences of industrial capitalism, including poverty, urban squalor, poor hygiene, high mortality, physical and mental disabilities, alcoholism, suicide and political radicalism. The authorities’ need to acquire knowledge about the social conditions of people and about the general functioning of the social system paved the way for the society of experts and for the “scientisation of the social” (Etzemüller 2009).

The rise of the social sciences was one consequence of the rise of the social question; another was the medicalization and psychologization of the human condition. In short, the rise of neurasthenia and other neuroses is closely tied to late-nineteenth-century and earlytwentieth-century modernity, in which science provided empirical and statistical information about society and individuals while science-based social planning or social engineering provided societal regulation and stabilization in rapidly changing societies. The way I use the term “social engineering” refers to a set of public policies designed by academically trained experts together with policy makers with the aim of organising and stabilising society, as well as shaping patterns of citizen behaviour. In social engineering, social scientific, psychological and medical knowledge is applied to various social fields, such as education, work, military, health care, social policy, law and penal institutes, religion and urban planning. In late-nineteenth-century Europe, the rationale of social engineering was implemented in the social hygienic ideas and policies revolving around the social question.

In regard to an ideal citizenship in a nation state, social engineering revolved around the key ideas of adaptation and adjustment. In the biological sciences, adaptation, a term derived from Darwin’s theory of natural selection, refers to the process in which the specific phenotype (e.g. size or colour) evolves for a given external environment. By the early twentieth century, the human sciences had borrowed the concept from biology, and it began to denote the human capacity to learn and to rearrange social relations in response to changing circumstances. Adaptation is related to adjustment, which refers to an active effort by policy makers and experts to control and manage the process and direction of social adaptation. In Western Europe and North America after World War I, the concept of adjustment became intrinsic in the idea of rational, apparently apolitical designing of a society in which the disadvantaged groups, including the mentally ill, economically distressed and unskilled workers, would become economically and socially useful citizens, or at least not harmful to society. The normative idea of adjustment implied that citizens should learn to be active and productive in the labour market, which in turn required efficient health care and social policy to minimize economic inefficiency and political tension.

The two most important criteria for successful adaptation were the citizens’ ability and willingness to work and comply with the legally sanctioned rules and norms of society: every individual should become an industrious, morally upright and law-abiding member of society, regardless of his or her political affiliation. In this context, the human sciences represented what the historian Jan Goldstein has called a “machine for the production of selfhood”: accumulating knowledge about human behaviour and social organization could be utilized to steer society and shape citizenship to conform to the seemingly objective demands of the modern industrial world (Goldstein 1994). The key to understanding the scientization of society was inclusive normalization of deviances, rather than exclusive stigmatization or elimination of them. With “normalization” I refer to the public policy of social adjustment in which the parametres of “normality” and “abnormality” were set by statistics (of criminality, mental illness, suicide, etc.) as well as by the shared understanding of the ideal citizenship by the elite groups of society.

The goal of social engineering can be expressed by the shift from adjustment to adaptation, from policies of external control and management to those of selfcontrol and self-management. There were human “costs” or unintended consequences involved in the policies of adjustment and adaptation, including unemployment, alcoholism, mental ill health, criminality, suicide and alcoholism. As a diagnosis and concept, neurosis captured essential aspects of these social costs of social engineering. In the post-war ideology of adjustment, neurosis and psychopathy were seen as the two primary pathologies resulting from “maladjustment”, which in turn was a key term for illustrating the limits of social engineering. Psychopathy typically indicated an asocial or antisocial personality trait, while neurosis was usually considered to be a transitory disorder with symptoms of depression, anxiety and attending “psychosomatic” symptoms such as insomnia, headache, neuralgic pains, tics and cramps (Pietikainen 2007; Pietikainen 2015: 201-07). Both diagnoses were employed to translate socially deviant behaviour and attending subjective distress into psychomedical language.

Neurosis and Adjustment Disorders

The ideas of adaptation and adjustment had entered the American psychological scene via the pioneer psychologist and pragmatic philosopher William James (1842-1910), who had “adopted” the term adaptation from Darwin’s evolutionary theory. Especially with his magnum opus, Principles of Psychology (1890), James influenced the development of what came to be called “functional psychology”. In this characteristically American school of psychology, an emphasis was laid on the mental functions, on what the mind enables individuals to do. And, as the historian Roger Smith has pointed out, this “doing” was behaviour (Smith 2013: 140). Rather than attempting to alter and develop the individual’s mind, the focus of psychology shifted to altering and developing the individual’s behaviour. Thus, behaviourism became the leading research model in American psychology during the first decades of the twentieth century.

In the field of “applied psychology”, including industrial and educational psychology, the ideas of behaviourism and experimental psychology in general were taken into use with the purpose of boosting the professional status of psychologists. One way to do it was to highlight the societal need for a successful adjustment of people to their environment. A well-adjusted society would be one in which “problem groups” such as criminals, juvenile delinquents, addicts, work-shy idlers, dropouts and a motley crew of malingerers could be educated or, in the post-war decades, “rehabilitated” into individuals with decency, self-sufficiency and usefulness. One psychological textbook from 1930 exclaimed enthusiastically that “everybody wants to know how to control other people” (Hildreth 1930: 1). As the numerous personality and IQ tests that began to be administered to people appeared to confirm, individuals differed from each other. Like adaptation, this idea of variation within any population was also borrowed from the Darwinian theory.

The psychology of adjustment was fanning the spirit of conformism. In its preoccupation with the individual’s smooth adaptation to the working life it was contributing to the de-radicalization of workers and the subordination of individual interest to general interest. This “agenda” fit in well with the Taylorist model of scientific management. A man (yes, applied psychologists were mostly concerned with male workers) who works hard and is able to hold a job is healthy and well-adjusted, while the idle and work-shy man, or a man who talks back to his foreman or boss, is potentially disordered or maladjusted, or both. To these psychologists, a better society meant a well-adjusted society in which individual and collective conflicts have largely disappeared (Napoli 1981: 36, 40).

Such an essentially conservative behavioural engineering of society began to characterize American psychiatry as well. The main architect of this psychiatry of adjustment was the Swiss-born Adolf Meyer, one of the founding fathers of American psychiatry (Lamb 2014). Meyer began to see mental disorder not as a disease but as a functional deficit that he interpreted in terms of maladaptation, or maladjustment. A person who suffers from a mental disorder is a social failure, and the main task of physicians is to help patients adjust to their environment. This Meyerian equation of mental health with adjustment fitted in with the desperate attempts of American psychiatrists to find ways to decrease the patient population in overcrowded state hospitals in the 1930s and the 1940s. The Meyerian model conceptualized the psychiatrists’ task in terms of resocialization, and it also gave them a new social role as counsellors of right living.

The Meyerian model of mental illness was codified in the first edition of the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-I) in 1952. The Manual introduced the category of “transient situational personality disorders”, under which there were a number of “adjustment reactions” differentiated on the basis of the human lifecycle stages. Thus, the Manual listed adjustment reaction of infancy, childhood, adolescence and late life. This infatuation with “reactions” suffused DSM-I. Schizophrenia and mood disorders, for example, were labelled as “schizophrenic reactions” and “affective reactions” respectively. Also, neuroses were grouped together under “psychoneurotic reactions”, including for example “anxiety reaction”, “obsessive compulsive reaction” and “depressive reaction”. The diagnostic difference between psychoneurotic reactions and adjustment reactions was small: in the introduction to the psychoneuroses, the Manual states that “longitudinal (lifelong) studies of individuals with such disorders usually present evidence of periodic or constant maladjustment of varying degree from early life”. Adjustment reactions resembled psychoneurotic reactions except for their short duration. While the neuroses could become a chronic affliction, adjustment reactions were “more or less transient in character”, and they appeared to be an “acute symptom response to a situation without apparent underlying personality disturbance” (DSM-I: 31, 40).

Before World War II, American psychiatric nomenclature was largely based on the diagnostic needs of public mental hospitals. Institutionalized patients typically suffered from severe and chronic disorders, such as schizophrenia and various organic psychoses. The “war neuroses” of World War II, as well as the growing influence of psychoanalysis, created a need to develop diagnostic systems that would include minor disturbances, such as transitory stress reactions in the war zone. Simultaneously, a growing number of American psychiatrists were eschewing public mental hospitals and establishing private practices. The “clients” of such an office-based and increasingly psychotherapeutically-oriented psychiatry were in most cases suffering from minor mental afflictions. So the psychiatrists who dealt with the mental problems of the war veterans on the one hand, and with the mostly middle-class individuals seeking help from private practitioners or clinics on the other, needed diagnoses that referred to these milder afflictions. This need boosted the diagnostic popularity of neurosis, whereas the adjustment disorders were reserved for those whose neurotic symptoms were considered to be of short duration and directly related to specific circumstances in life, such as divorce, earthquake, teenage angst or retirement from work.

In the United States of the 1950s and early 1960s, juvenile delinquents were typically described as either psychopaths or neurotics. In the classic film of the era, Rebel Without a Cause (1955), James Dean played an unforgettable role as a “maladjusted” adolescent who gets into trouble with authority figures, including his father. The film was loosely based on the psychiatrist Robert Lindren’s 1944 book of the same name, albeit with a subtitle that was not used in the film: The Hypnoanalysis of a Criminal Psychopath. The value conservatism of post-war America also pervaded popular culture. When white musicians copied rhythm and blues from African-Americans in the mid-1950s and created their own, more palatable version called rock and roll, many white Americans became truly worried, not so much because of the noisy primitive music itself, but because their sons and daughters were attracted to this “musical travesty” and, most alarmingly, to the sexually and culturally reprehensible lifestyle these musicians (Elvis Presley, Gene Vincent, Jerry Lee Lewis, Eddie Cochran, etc.) seemed to promote and celebrate. If All-American boys and girls became subject to bad influences, such as rock and roll, “trashy” literature and cartoons, disrespect towards the authorities and social order would increase, which in turn could awaken dormant psychopathic and neurotic tendencies in the youth. In the early 1960s, a popular Broadway musical, West Side Story, was turned into an even more popular Hollywood film. Telling a story of two rival street gangs in New York, the film provides another exemplary approach to the “problem youth” of the time. In one scene, members of the “white” gang (the Jets) try to explain to a police officer that they are not criminals but “disturbed” persons whose neurosis “oughta be curbed”: “We’re the most disturbed, Like we’re psychologic’ly disturbed”.

The idea that adjustment disorders were a sort of “neurosis lite” was consolidated in DSM-II, published in 1968. There, adjustment reactions were grouped under “transient situational disturbances”. What was striking in DSM-II was that in addition to these “reactions”, there was a new category called “conditions without manifest psychiatric disorder and non-specific conditions”. This category included diagnoses of maladjustment, such as “social maladjustment” and “occupational maladjustment”, as well as the diagnosis of “dyssocial maladjustment”, which was reserved for “individuals who are not classifiable as anti-social personalities, but who are predatory and follow more or less criminal pursuits, such as racketeers, dishonest gamblers, prostitutes, and dope peddlers”. This new category was for “recording the conditions of individuals who are psychiatrically normal but who nevertheless have severe enough problems to warrant examination by a psychiatrist” (DSM-II: 51-52).

What the inclusion of these “adjustment reactions” and varieties of maladjustment in DSM-II revealed was two-fold. First, it showed that the problem of social adjustment had become an essential part of American psychiatry, and that domestic social problems such as raising crime rates, inner-city violence and riots, as well as the “anti-establishment” behaviour of adolescents, students and hippies, aggravated the problem. In this worrisome situation, mental health professionals thought they were duty-bound to pay heed not only to proper mental disturbances — psychoses and neuroses — but also to non-psychiatric conditions that “warrant examination by a psychiatrist”.

Second, this inclusion showed the spillover effect of the neuroses: by the 1960s, there were so many different diagnoses of neurosis around that there was a risk of the whole category becoming so over-inclusive and bloated that it might lose its clinical legitimacy, except perhaps in the neurosis-dependent psychoanalytic community. A convenient solution was to create an altogether different diagnostic category for those forms of subjective distress that were less serious, less incapacitating and especially of lesser duration than the neuroses. Maladjustment could hardly be called a disorder in the sense anxiety neurosis was a disorder, yet it denoted a stress reaction that “might become or precipitate a diagnosable mental disorder” (DSM-II: 51). Twelve years later, in the third edition of DSM (DSM-III, 1980), “maladjustment” was replaced by the terms “problem” and “behavior”; there were for example “adult antisocial behavior”, “academic problem”, “occupational problem” and “parent-child problem” listed under the awkward category of “Codes for Conditions Not Attributable to a Mental Disorder That Are a Focus of Attention or Treatment” (DSM-III: 331-34). Adjustment disorders have had staying power as a diagnostic category: in addition to all subsequent editions of the DSM, they have been included in the World Health Organisation’s International Classification of Diseases since 1965.

There is one fundamental difference between neurosis and adjustment disorder/maladjustment: neurosis was widely used as a diagnosis and heavily discussed as a category of mental disorder, whereas adjustment disorder has been much less used as a diagnosis, and its medical, psychological, socio-cultural or historical discussion has been almost non-existent. Adjustment disorder is not even mentioned in A History of Clinical Psychiatry (1995), a thick edited volume of almost seven-hundred pages that has twenty-six chapters and describes hundreds of diagnoses (Berrios and Porter 1995).

On the Social Context of Neurosis 
and Adjustment Disorder

No doubt there has been a great number of individuals with adjustment problems since the introduction of “transient situational personality disorders” in DSM-I in 1952. In a rapidly changing American society, normalcy or adjustment had several facets. One was the relief policy makers felt when the expected economic decline after World War II had not happened. The second facet was the opening up of suburbia, fuelled by funding the national highway system as a defence effort, and the third was McCarthyism — it became dangerous to stand out. Also, Americans felt somewhat anxious about the Cold War and the possibility of a devastating nuclear war. The United States was becoming an increasingly affluent society during and after the 1940s; there was more demand for office workers as the industrial society was gradually becoming more consumer-centred and managerial; and the normative codes regulating social life became rather conformist and uniform.1

Moreover, mental medicine had expanded from mental hospitals to offices, clinics, prisons, schools and even to the medicine cabinets of average Americans. This professional expansion signified an expansion of the neuroses: mild depression, nervousness, psychosomatic stress symptoms and, most of all, free-floating anxiety appeared to strike Americans on a mass scale (anxiety is free-floating when it cannot be pinned to any specific issue or a source of worry). Psychotherapy was becoming a flourishing trade, but, quite unexpectedly, the nascent psychiatric drug industry also profited from the neurosis epidemic. In 1955, the first “tranquillizer” — meprobamate — was put on the market as Miltown. The target audience of tranquillizers was as wide as possible: anybody with troubled nerves was a potential customer. With the help of marketing campaigns and nationwide media coverage, Miltown was turned into an emotional aspirin that belonged in the medicine cabinet of each and every American. Meprobamate became the best-selling drug ever marketed in the United States. The overall reaction from physicians to antianxiety medication was positive: meprobamate was a relatively safe drug, and there was no doubt that it worked for many people (Shorter 2009: 44-5; Tone 2009: 84-5). In the American society of the 1950s, tranquillizing drugs were commonly perceived as a sign of success in the same way as a house in a fashionable neighbourhood, a credit card, an electric refrigerator, TV-dinners or cosmetics. Furthermore, Miltown was a much easier and quicker way to find relief than the then very fashionable Freudian psychotherapy. Miltown fitted very well with the American go-getter mentality that favoured a quick fix for society’s ills.

Psychiatric historians Sarah Linsley Starks and Joel T. Braslow have examined American clinical psychiatry in the mid-twentieth century, and they have seen a transformation taking place after World War II, when an increasing number of nonpsychotic patients suffering from neuroses and other milder afflictions and personality disorders — including “psychopathic personality”, “inadequate personality” and “sexual psychopathy” — began to be admitted to mental hospitals in the United States. Starks and Braslow argue that this growing number of patients was seeking care for “problems of everyday living”. They even talk about the creation of an entirely new category of institutionalized patients who were unhappy, anxious and depressed without being psychotic (Starks and Braslow 2005: 179). Evidently, those who suffered from neurosis and “neurosis lite” (adjustment disorder) were mostly “normal” people in distress because of leaving home, entering school, changing jobs, having marital discord or divorce, unemployment, retirement or a paralysing sense of meaningless.

When we move to Europe the scene changes, but the constellation is not that different from the United States. In post-war France, for example, one issue that was heavily discussed by the authorities and experts was the problem of inadaptés, which referred to maladapted or maladjusted children and adolescents. Unlike the United States, France was a strongly state-centred nation where tensions between state and society, and between the public authorities and citizens, found outlets in public disputes and debates in which (mainly) leftist intellectuals, state officials, experts and the general public confronted each other. Mistrust towards the government was expressed in the glorification of figures antagonistic to state power. For the critics of the state intervention into people’s lives, the maladapted adolescent was a potential rebel against the inordinate oppressiveness of the state. Another, morally more complex counterfigure was le gangster. The maladjusted adolescent was memorably portrayed by the director François Truffaut in his first film, 400 Blows (Les 400 coups, 1958). His close colleague Jean-Luc Godard’s early films depicted young characters poorly adjusted to the social order (Breathless in 1960, My Life to Live in 1962 and Pierrot le Fou in 1965). Gangsters and the ultimately tragic life of crime in turn were the focus of Jean-Pierre Melville’s films in the 1950s and the 1960s.

As the historian Stefanos Geroulanos has pointed out, the category of inadaptés included both medical conditions (epilepsy, diabetes, asthma, etc.) and behavioural problems such as aggression, ingratitude, disrespect, immature revolt, on the one hand, and excessive docility and isolation on the other. In Geroulanos’ view, in the mid-1950s the problem of inadaptation “became a veritable medicojuridicial obsession” in France (Geroulanos 2016: 82). The authorities and behaviour experts perceived inadaptation as a pathological condition to which it was exceedingly difficult to find governmental remedy. As a disturbance, it was caught in a web of medicine, psychology and morals. Social critics, existential philosophers and new wave (nouvelle vague) auteurs such as Truffaut and Godard questioned the value of normalization, and in so doing they presented psychiatry and psychology as policing practices that levelled individuality and suppressed youthful élan vital. The culmination of this rejection of behavioural policing was the philosopher and historian Michel Foucault’s History of Madness, the celebrated 1961 study on the taming of “unreason”.

What united such diverse countries as France and the United States (and the Nordic countries (Pietikainen 2007)) in the post-war decades was the authorities’ and the behaviour experts’ concern over the prevalence of neurosis and maladjustment. Such an interest in mental and behavioural deviance was predominantly psychomedical, but it was also pedagogic and therapeutic. By the 1960s, there was a strong faith across Western Europe and North America in the rehabilitation of the ill and the deviant, and such faith tallied well with what the legal scholar and sociologist David Garland has termed “penal welfare”. In the post-war decades, there was a strong inclination to define criminal deviance and social maladjustment as medical and psychological problems and to help offenders and misfits to reintegrate into society — to adjust them to the social order (Garland 2001).

So far, I have confined myself to the examination of neurosis, adjustment disorder and maladjustment from the perspective of mental medicine. In the second part of my essay, I will turn to the critics of industrial capitalist society and what they regarded as a conformist or an outright alienating ideology of adjustment.

Critics of Adjustment Ideology I: The Cheerful Robot, the Technostructure and the Pathology of Normalcy

Modern man is alienated from himself, from his fellow men, and from nature. He has been transformed into a commodity […] Modern man is actually close to the picture Huxley describes in his Brave New World: well fed, well clad, satisfied sexually, yet without self, without any except the most superficial contact with his fellow men.

— Fromm, The Art of Loving, 1956

The German-American psychoanalyst and social philosopher Erich Fromm (1900-1980) proclaimed from the mid-1950s onwards that that the life we live, and the society we have, is sick, alienated and inadequate. Fromm was one of the most popular critics of what was seen as adjustment ideology. Like Fromm, some of these critics were themselves “psy-experts”, while others integrated insights from sociological and economic perspectives in their approach to the study of society and the human condition. What united them was the conviction, or at least suspicion, that the increasingly affluent Western world had created an inordinately conformist society in which consumerism, cheap thrills and banal material comforts had replaced civic alertness, critical consciousness and the spirit of cooperation and solidarity. In a managerial and techno-capitalist society of the Cold-War era, the power elites were seen to be allied with the military-industrial complex, and all expressions of civil disobedience and discontent were actively discouraged.

From the point of view of critics such as Fromm, this anti-utopian society produced neuroses, maladjustment and misery, and the remedy it offered to the deviants and misfits was individual therapy, rehabilitation and the (Puritan) ethic of self-control. According to the hegemonic ideology, the social and political organization was not to blame and the causes of misery were not structural but individual: for the educated and medically informed, the culprit was “bad mothering”, “heredity” or “nervous constitution”; for the more openly judgemental advocates of “traditional” values, it was sheer laziness, weak will or a lack of character.

Critics thought otherwise. For them, society, not the misfit or the maladjusted, was the culprit. The maverick sociologist C. Wright Mills analysed the concepts of “adjustment” and “maladjustment” in The Sociological Imagination (1959). There, he introduced the memorable term The Cheerful Robot, by which he referred to a well-adjusted but alienated individual who lives in a profoundly “anti-free” and nondemocratic society. Such a person is ideally adjusted and optimally “socialized”, which means that “he is somewhat extrovert, eagerly ‘participating’ in the routines of his community, helping this community to ‘progress’ at a neatly adjustable rate […] Happily, he conforms to conventional morality and motives; happily, he participates in the gradual progress of respectable institutions” (Mills 1967: 91). Yet, Mills was not content with dissecting the “soul” of the Cheerful Robot; he also described an ideal social scientist as an enlightened inquirer who examines and understands the interplay of personal troubles and problems of social structure. In fact, the political task of the social scientist is “continually to translate personal troubles into public issues, and public issues into the terms of their human meaning for a variety of individuals” (Mills 1967: 187). In short, he pointed to the place where meaningful research should begin: it was the intersection of individual suffering and public policy.

In a more restrained but essentially equally critical tone, the influential Harvard economist John Kenneth Galbraith (1908-2006) analysed the paradoxes of the “affluent society”, as he called the United States in his hugely popular 1958 book. He paid attention to the depraved ideology of modern capitalist society that sees ever-increasing affluence as the highest goal of humanity. Like his sociologist colleague Mills and psychoanalyst-cum-social philosopher Fromm, Galbraith warned of the dire consequences of a societal trend towards placid content:

These are the days when men of all social disciplines and all political faiths seek the comfortable and the accepted; when the man of controversy is looked upon as a disturbing influence; when originality is taken to be a mark of instability; and when, in minor modification of the scriptural parable, the bland lead the bland. (Galbraith 1969: 4-5)

Galbraith saw modern capitalism actively creating needs in citizen-consumers with the intention of increasing demand for industrial products and services. Like the Church first created the sense of sin and guilt in the Christian community before offering salvation as a solution, corporations try to create a public demand for their cars, refrigerators, magazines, insurance schemes and TV-dinners, which can then be satisfied by a proper consumer behaviour that is captured by the motto “buy, spend and waste”.

In The New Industrial State (1967), his follow-up to The Affluent Society, Galbraith analysed the prevailing industrial system and its “technostructure”. His main point was that capitalist corporations are managed very much the same way as states in socialist countries and welfare societies — the key to success is comprehensive planning, not the free operation of the market; and committees, not solitary business heroes, are the means whereby corporations achieve their goals. It is just that, in the industrial system in the West, advertising and salesmanship are vital for planning. In the ideal state of industrial society (nowadays it is called “market society”), the wants of the worker “are kept slightly in excess of his income. Compelling inducements are then provided for him to go into debt. The pressure of the resulting debt adds to his reliability as a worker” (Galbraith 1968: 281). The wants that need to be created cannot be totally contrived. On the contrary, they need to be “deeply organic in the human situation”. It is just that the wants and desires need to be promoted and stimulated actively by advertising in order to ensure that “their satisfaction is not only a source of rich reward to those served but the highest secular function of the society” (Galbraith 1968: 281-82). As someone who served as an economic advisor to US presidents from Roosevelt to Lyndon B. Johnson, Galbraith was in a position to examine and assess systems of power and the managerial-capitalist forms of social engineering at close range. In The New Industrial State, he noted perceptively how “it is possible that people need to believe that they are unmanaged if they are to be managed effectively” (Galbraith 1968: 228).

C. Wright Mills and Galbraith did not discuss neurosis in their publications, but their critical reflections on The Cheerful Robot and technostructure provide an important socio-economic and cultural setting for the more psychologically and philosophically oriented critics such as Erich Fromm and Herbert Marcuse.

In his psychoutopian classic, The Sane Society (1955), Fromm presented an anthropological conception of illness. In this conception, it is not only individuals who can be sick (neurotic, schizoid, or in a “false consciousness”), but the whole society can be pathogenic. Fromm called this collective sickness the “pathology of normalcy” and diagnosed its main symptom as “alienation”. With this thesis, he attacked the then prevailing Meyerian conception of mental health, which saw social adjustment or a patient’s restoration to citizenship as the defining characteristics of mental health. In short, individual psychopathologies reflect the pathogenicity of Western society.

In his book, Fromm focused his critical attention not on “pathological” forms of political machinery (such as McCarthyism) but on other behaviour scientists who in his view propagated a psychology of adjustment. As a lay analyst and a critic of the “medicalization” of mental health, Fromm accused psychiatry and psychology of accepting the prevailing conceptions of normalcy and thus encouraging citizens to become conformists (Mills’ Cheerful Robot). Far from trying to expose and criticize socially patterned defects, behaviour experts were using their skills to manipulate individuals by “helping” them to adjust to the dystopian reality of the Brave New World (Fromm 1955: 168-69). Fromm contended that, when mental health is defined in the humanistic sense, it is characterized not by “adjustment” but by the ability to love and to create and to become “authentic” in one’s relations to oneself and to others. In light of this definition, modern individuals are not so much mentally disordered in the medical sense of the term, as depressed and bored. They have become self-alienated, schizoid robots who will “destroy their world and themselves because they cannot stand any longer the boredom of a meaningless life” (Fromm 1955: 360).

Fromm’s point was that when the social, political and moral order becomes corrupt, not only individuals, but whole societies can fall into a pathological state. If socio-cultural factors play a major role in the aetiology of mental disorders, it means that to restore the mental health of single individuals is not enough; what is needed is to restore the health of the whole of society so that people would feel a natural inclination to live according to their true values and principles — that is, in authenticity. Fromm turns the “conformist” conception of mental health on its head by asserting that it is the society that should be adjusted to the true needs of its citizens and that a so-called “normalcy” is in fact a symptom of social pathology (Fromm 1955: 72, 193). He claimed that people who cannot stand the humdrum boredom of normal life may develop neurotic symptoms in order to make their lives more meaningful. Indeed, a main characteristic of “normalcy” is boredom, which Fromm regarded as “one of the greatest tortures” (Fromm 1963: 181). A “Sane Society”, his utopian alternative to the present society, encourages a “nonutilitarian” or “creative” kind of work by letting people become actively involved in the social structuring of labour.

Since conformity to the social demands can sometimes lead to mental illness, it is necessary to restructure the society so that it no longer produces mental disturbances that go by the name of “normalcy”:

From the standpoint of normative humanism we must arrive at a different concept of mental health; the very person who is considered healthy in the categories of an alienated world, from the humanistic standpoint appears as the sickest one — although not in terms of individual sickness, but of the socially patterned defect. (Fromm 1992: 203)

Fromm interpreted mental disorders as a psychological and existential response to a sick world and equated the “neurotic” person with an “alienated” person. The level of neuroticism in society correlated with the sense of alienation and estrangement from the value system of society and from other human beings.

Critics of Adjustment Ideology II: One-Dimensional Man and the Perils of Perfect Adjustment

Fromm’s rival in the American intellectual marketplace in the 1960s was his one-time friend Herbert Marcuse (1898-1979), a German-American philosopher and a member of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory. Marcuse was influenced by Hegel, Marx and Freud (also by Heidegger in his early years) and, by the end of the 1960s, he was probably the most popular intellectual in the American elite universities. He differed from Fromm in that his writing style was more opaque and abstract, and his mode of thinking dialectical and harder to follow. He became widely known when he published Eros and Civilization, his analysis of the “repressive liberation” of sexuality, in 1955. In this book, Marcuse argued that, just like economic freedom resulted in poverty and exploitation, sexual freedom has resulted in a new kind of conformism in which the liberated sexual energy is channelled to the maintenance of the de-politicized techno-capitalist society. In such a society, striving towards an ever-increasing standard of living “too easily serves to justify the perpetuation of repression” and the “performance principle”. The true liberation of Eros requires a mentality that puts the premium on “the universal gratification of the basic human needs, and the freedom from guilt and fear”. Such a liberation is not reformist or conditional; it is a destructive force, a “total negation of the principle which governs the repressive reality” (Marcuse 1966: 95, 153).

In One-Dimensional Man (1964), Marcuse continued his indictment of Western civilization. Drawing from the ideas of the Frankfurt School, French philosophy and American authors such as C. Wright Mills, he portrays a picture of modern “liberated” individuals who, instead of recognising their true needs, adjust themselves to the demands of a social order that robs them of their authenticity, annihilates individual self-fulfilment and threatens to make liberty “into a powerful instrument of domination” (Marcuse 2002: 9). The Modern Man is One-Dimensional Man, and the modern capitalist society is one-dimensional society, a society without opposition and dissent. Serving the consumerist and collectivist needs of techno-capitalism, modern individuals are well-fed and sexually liberated (“desublimated”), yet alienated and manipulated parts in the gigantic military-industrial complex, in which labour is mechanized, deradicalized and scientifically managed. Integrated into the capitalist system, the great majority of individuals live in false consciousness. The One-Dimensional Man is also the Neurotic Man. In the modern society of industrial efficiency and order, the beatnik, the gangster, the vamp and the neurotic housewife do not represent any alternative way of life; rather, they are “freaks or types of the same life, serving as an affirmation rather than negation of the established order” (Marcuse 2002: 62).

Yet, no system is devoid of internal tensions and conflicts, and Marcuse the Dialectician introduces the idea of resistance, which he calls the Great Refusal of oppression and domination. The Great Refusal is “the protest against that which is” (Marcuse 2002: 66). Indeed, Marcuse’s book was published at the time (1964) when American society was awakening from its post-war period of political and existential slumber. The Civil Rights Movement, opposition to the Vietnam War and the overall radicalization of youth started to eradicate the ideological pillars of corporate capitalism, and the behaviourist-managerial ethos of adjustment was fiercely attacked by the young radicals of the New Left, “a loose configuration of movements that included the anti-war, Black Power, feminist, and gay liberation movements, among others” (Hartman 2015: 10). The way Marcuse presented it, the Great Refusal had the potential to explode the society and its forms of total administration. No wonder Marcuse’s message found a receptive audience in American campuses in the late 1960s, and “Marcuse himself quickly rallied to the student activists’ cause and was exhilarated when the Great Refusal was being acted out on a grand scale” (Kellner 2002: xxxvi).

Meanwhile, radical psychiatrists in England were questioning the biomedical model of mental disorder and using the idea of the anthropological conception of illness in their rather bohemian rhapsodies of authenticity. By far the most popular of these Romantic-critical thinkers was R.D. Laing (1927-89), a Scottish psychiatrist and psychoanalyst who first gained a reputation with his empathetic and tolerant approach to mentally disturbed patients. His avowed enemy was biological psychiatry with its brutal shock methods, mind-clouding pills and uniform white coats (A. Laing 1996: 53). Laing did not like “pill psychiatry”, but LSD was an altogether different kind of chemical compound. He used “acid” recreationally as well as part of his therapy.

Laing’s most controversial idea concerned mental illness as an escape from the “madness of normalcy”. He contended that if individuals cannot stand the pathology of normalcy, grounding on the values of conformism, aggression, competition and greed, they may use schizophrenia as a strategy for coping with unbearable reality. As a consequence, they are declared mentally disordered, while the so-called well-adjusted, normal people go on living their “one-dimensional” lives in a sick society. He saw madness in a double light:

Madness need not be all breakdown. It may also be breakthrough. It is potentially liberation and renewal as well as enslavement and existential death. (Laing 1983: 133)

With his therapy, Laing wanted to test the idea that mental illness was in itself a healing process, in which outsiders should not get involved. In his view, schizophrenics could teach psychiatrists about the inner world more than psychiatrists their patients (Laing 1983: 109). The Laingian mode of thinking about self and society stood in stark contrast to the American psychiatry of adjustment that had given medical, psychological and social legitimation to various tools of re-adjustment, such as shock methods, neuroleptics and lobotomy. With his mindset, Laing represented the radical generation of the 1960s for whom the norms of social adjustment might as well signify adjustment to the authoritarian and violent values of fascism. There was no doubt in Laing’s mind that the Nazi bureaucrat Adolf Eichmann, whose trial in Jerusalem caught the attention of international media in the early 1960s, was well adjusted to the social reality of the Third Reich. To Laing and other radical psychiatrists, including his friend David Cooper, social adaptation to a dysfunctional society may be very dangerous. The perfectly adjusted bomber pilot may be a greater threat to species survival than the hospitalized schizophrenic deluded that the bomb is inside him. Our society may itself have become biologically dysfunctional, and some forms of schizophrenic alienation from the alienation of society may have a sociobiological function that we have not recognized (Laing 1983: 120).

As was typical for psychoanalysts, Laing held the family responsible for alienation and, with a nod to Marcuse, for the creation of one-dimensional man (Laing 1983: 65). Parents teach their children to adopt the values of “normalcy” that may very well be sick and alienating (money, career, reputation, respectability, conformism). Mental disorders are patterns of behaviour or escape mechanisms rather than illnesses in the medical sense of the term.

Laing’s vision of a radical change in psychiatry remained unfulfilled. As his son, Adrian, wrote in his sympathetic biography of his father, in the 1970s Laing’s popularity declined together with his charismatic power:

Ronnie’s ‘stuff’ was brilliant and exciting the first time around; listening to his views more than once made them seem platitudinous, bordering on the self-indulgent. Only the die-hards stuck with Ronnie through the sixties and seventies. (A. Laing 1996: 116)

There was to be no Madness Revolution. Instead, biological, brain-centred psychiatry began to occupy the centre stage in the 1970s and the 1980s. But from the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s “anti-psychiatric” and critical views of psychiatry as an instrument of social control became part of leftist student movements, thereby influencing the attitudes of these future policy makers, academics and public officials. In academic psychiatry, “anti-psychiatry” began to be referred to as a passing phase, a mere ideological fad that revealed the unrealistic naivety of the 1960s counterculture. Still, I believe Laing and the whole “anti-psychiatric” set of ideas and practices has a lasting legacy, which is the human-centred and critical approach to madness and its treatment that is badly needed in today’s drug-centred psychiatry of adjustment. Obviously, “anti-psychiatry” was scientifically inadequate and vague, but in the clinical face-to-face situations it was in principle a valiant attempt to understand what Laing called the “divided self” (Laing 1959). In the management of madness, there is no need for egocentric gurus or prophets, but neither is there much need for mere technicians who know how to measure the biochemical ingredients in the brain but who have no understanding of what it is like to become crazy, and how crazy people can be helped and supported not just by prescribing drugs, but also by social support and by having (sometimes) lengthy discussions with them and their nearest ones.

Conclusion

In 1959, C. Wright Mills advized academics and intellectuals to “deliberately present controversial theories and facts, and actively encourage controversy” (Mills 1967: 191). This is what the critics of adjustment ideology did from the mid-1950s to the late 1960s. In the Western cultural hemisphere, the momentum of this critical turn lasted until the late 1970s and the early 1980s, by which time the neoliberally informed regimes of Thatcher and Reagan changed the political as well as intellectual scene first in the Anglo-American cultural sphere, and then across the Western world. The ideology of social capitalism, commitment to strong welfare state and the “tyranny of the social” were being replaced by the ideology of free-market capitalism, rise of the competition state and the “tyranny of the individual”. In the spirit of the post-war Critical Theory, sociologist Richard Sennett has argued that the contemporary era of “liquid modernity” is not an age of freedom: wealth inequality has increased, unemployment, poverty and redundancy have become an accepted collateral damage of modern capitalism, labour has become temporary and failure individualized. The dependency on and emotional attachments to others are eschewed or pathologized as “addiction” in today’s therapy culture (Furedi 2003: 120-26). The modern threat is the spectre of uselessness, and in the new management culture uselessness is defined in terms of utility, ability and power:

The statement ‘you lack potential’ is much more devastating than ‘you messed up’. It makes a more fundamental claim about who you are. It conveys uselessness in a more profound sense. (Sennett 2006: 123)

Concurrent with this development, social psychiatry declined and the assumed links between social organization and mental ill health were all but severed during the last decades of the century. The diagnostic fall of neurosis occurred in the very same year Reagan was elected and the United States embarked on the road to become a more conservative and unequal society (the trend continued during the Democrat Bill Clinton’s business-friendly policies in the 1990s). In the new millennium, Western societies have entered another age of anxiety, and this time anxiety can be identified as “ontological insecurity”: contemporary consumercitizens do not even expect to have permanent jobs or plan their future for a longer horizon or build their lives on the premise of continuity. Even if not all that was solid has melted into air, there is less stability now than there was half a century ago.

What all this implies for my story of neurosis is, first of all, that diagnoses such as neurosis and adjustment disorder are context-dependent, culturally contagious and interactive entities that cry out for historical analysis. However, the strength of neurosis — and the need for this collection of essays — is that, however context-dependent, a new neuroses always seems to manifest, as if necessary for the journey of the human condition. Second, neurosis was the diagnosis of the industrial age, and experts who explained and treated neuroses were witnessing the downside of modernization. On the one hand, socio-cultural, political and economic developments created affluence and ontological security. On the other hand, they also created maladjustment and distress. Third, after the diagnostic demise of neurosis, the Western world has experienced a structural transformation in which the microchip has replaced melting furnaces, and in which market regulation and the competition state have replaced social planning and social capitalism. This transformation has brought with it the individualization of human problems and new service-oriented demands for individuals: instead of adjusting themselves to the requirements of industrial mass society with its concern with external discipline, prohibition and human management, individuals of the twenty-first century need to be flexible and self-managed team players, and the ideal worker is no longer a salaried employee, but a self-employed entrepreneur. As the psychologist Paul Verhaeghe puts it, “[d]rastic social changes invariably cause a metamorphosis in identity” (Verhaeghe 2014: 104), and such a metamorphosis also impacts on our disorders, and on the names and definitions of disorders. Disease formulations go with circumstances.

In the end, I subscribe to the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre’s notion that we are “dependent rational animals” (MacIntyre 1999). We are also social, political and moral animals. Therefore, we need others, and we need political and social associations that sustain and transmit values and virtues that we identify with and that give interpersonal meaning to our lives. I also believe we need to have at least a moderate faith in progress, no matter how incremental it is and no matter how utopian such “progressivism” may sound. If we believe there is no light at the end of the tunnel, we are more inclined to accept the status quo and become fatalistic or neurotic — or both. In the extreme cases, such “bad faith” might make us frustrated, destructive and self-destructive. Thus the most potent medicine for neurosis, understood as subjective distress, is the principle of hope.
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The Place of Neurosis 
and Its Rise to Absence

John O’Donoghue

The place of neurosis today is unique. It still remains within the discourse of everyday life. Already it is permeated with different meanings to describe how someone is unexplainably nervous or agitated. Perhaps, as a blanket term, “neurosis” still provides a usefulness for some as they attempt to get to grips with their own feelings, doubt and anxiety. What was once upon a time a principle topic of debate in the twentieth century has now been consigned to the history books with such phenomena as hysteria and obsessional neurosis. How did this happen and why?

Following the attempt by the neo-Kraepelinist movement of the 1960s and 1970s to radically change the approach of psychiatry - from a predominantly traditional psychoanalytically informed practice in favour of a behavioural and biologically informed practice - psychiatry was already facing a battle at this time. There were growing numbers of psychiatric patients becoming institutionalized along with unsuccessful treatments, and this led to greater scrutiny of the profession. Psychoanalysis itself was in crisis. There was public criticism following several events which led to the revamp of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders II (or DSMII); the “anti-psychiatry” movement formed in the 1960’s, supported by Thomas Szasz, a psychiatrist who authored The Myth of Mental Illness (1961), and the Gay Liberation movement, which had been campaigning for the removal of “homosexuality” as a diagnosis of mental illness. In 1973, the Stanford psychologist D.L. Rosenhan published an article entitled On Being Sane In Insane Places, providing a study in support of the ideas of Szasz, which the general public also shared in order to promote anti-psychiatric tendencies within the public domain (Hoeschen 2014: 4).

In the change from the DSM-II to the nosography of the post-DSM-II era, neurosis was taken off the standard nomenclature of diseases. This dramatic change in the history of science had made neurosis obsolete and yet the language still remains today. It is almost as if the use of the word encapsulates what the present nomenclature does not. This paper will look at the origin of neurosis as a concept and its place in the world. This will be discussed from the point of view of theorists such as Foucault, Freud, Marc de Kesel and Jacques Lacan.

Madness Contained

The term “neurosis” seems to have originated with the Scottish doctor William Cullen in his 1777 treatise, First Line of the Practice of Physic, the second part of which is titled “Neurosis or Nervous Diseases”, in which he describes neuroses as

preternatural affections of sense and motion which are without pyrexia, as part of the primary disease; and all those which do not depend upon a topical affection of the organs, but upon a more general affection of the nervous system, and of those powers of the system upon which sense and motion more especially depend. (Cullen 1777: 302)

Cullen’s work on neurosis not only deals with mental illnesses, but also with dyspepsia, cardiac palpitations, colic, hypochondria and hysteria. We should note that at this time medical science had been making considerable advancements in establishing itself. Many authors during this time were creating the nosography of nervous diseases. Laplanche and Pontalis point out the direction of this nosographical extension of neurosis in the nineteenth century: “The term covers troubles which would now come under one of the following three headings: neurosis (hysteria for example), psychosomatic conditions (neurasthenia, digestive troubles) and neurological affections (epilepsy, Parkinson’s disease)” (Laplanche and Pontalis 1973: 267). While the reason for this direction is unclear, it seems that at this time, as more unique mental illnesses were being catalogued, it may have resulted in the differentiation into the localization of possible lesions in the human organism.

How should we look at this petit-insanity that is neurosis? Since the time of the great confinement throughout Europe, the insane has played its part in this mass policing of persons on the grounds of health. The spread of Judeo-Christian values had permeated the way in which civilization dealt with its citizens. Shame had become part of this function of confinement. It had become a way in which families could avoid attaching shame to them by having a family member confined to prevent scandal. There were two types of patient: the madman, and the patient with some faculty for rational decision-making. Foucault called these “the unreasoned”. Foucault highlights this point by describing places such as the Narrtürmer in Germany, where the mad were on display for passers-by to see. A zoo-like culture developed in the main European cities, and people would often pay to view madness personified. Madness differed in this way from unreason. While the unreasoned remained hidden within the confinement, madness became a pure spectacle, quite like that depicted in David Lynch’s film The Elephant Man (1980).

Michel Foucault criticises the general view of “the age of reason” which dominates the discourse on what is considered reasonable and what is alienated from reason — namely madness. Madness, something that had been interpreted from the position of “moral reason” in the post-Renaissance era, was believed to be closely related to the role of passion in the individual. The folies were deemed as vices and were thus stigmatized and seen as contrary to reason. In this way passion and madness were linked. It was also the period where the body and soul were both united and demarcated by the passions. Foucault describes it as the “meeting ground”, a “geometrical centre” and a “locus of their communication” (Foucault 1965: 86). In addition, he suggests that passion is “no longer simply one of the causes of madness, rather it forms the basis for its very possibility” (Foucault 1965: 88). What he seems to suggest by this is that passion appears as this remainder which makes it possible for madness to take over.

Foucault notes an important distinction between unreason and madness at the beginning of the nineteenth century: “If, in the case of unreason, the chief intention was to avoid scandal, in the case of madness that attention was to organize it” (Foucault 1965: 70). The unreasonable were starting to be differentiated from those who were mad. The mad were free from moral unreason but appeared as beasts who needed restraint from a violent animalism. Asylums were slowly developing the reputation for caging mad beasts. Their outbursts of rage were perceived to be a social danger. All forms of liberty were inevitably suppressed through this form of discipline. Foucault, based on his investigations, believed that “madness threatens modern man only with that return to the bleak world of beasts and things, to their fettered freedom” (Foucault 1965: 88). He states that

We no longer understand unreason today, except in its epithetic form: the Unreasonable, a sign attached to conduct or speech, and betraying to the layman’s eyes the presence of madness and all its pathological train; for us the unreasonable is only one of madness’s modes of appearance. On the contrary, unreason, for classicism, had a nominal value; it constituted a kind of substantial function. It was in relation to unreason and to it alone that madness could be understood. Unreason was its support; or let us say that unreason defined the locus of madness’s possibility. (Foucault 1965: 83)

This was the place unreason operated from in the classical period, a place in which everything was questioned and nothing was absolute.

Where Did the Neuroses Fit into This?

As characteristic of the eighteenth century, in which physiologists attempted to define in precise form the nervous system by way of functions, their main focus was upon an organ that suffers. Foucault notes the particularity in which an organ suffers: “in a fashion all its own, a general attack (it is the sensibility particular to the organ which assures this nonetheless discontinuous communication), and the idea of a propagation in the organism of a single disorder that can attack it in each of its parts (it is the mobility of the fibre which is responsible for this continuity, despite the diverse forms it assumes in the organs)” (Foucault 1965: 155). Irritability was key in the perpetual harassment of the body. The neuroses had been stuck in the place of unreason. From the seventeenth and throughout the nineteenth century, it could only be observed, conjectured, and resulted in inaccurate explanations of animalism, vapour excretion and organ irritation.

The emergence of what was known as the “nervous diseases” stemmed from the research of melancholia delirium and its relation to mania. The use of the humours was still prevalent at this time, and so the movement of black bile within the organism was attributed to the cause of melancholia. It was described by Hermann Boerhaave as a “long persistent delirium without fever, during which the sufferer is obsessed by only one thought” (quoted in Foucault 1965: 118). Dufour later on characterized it as a “love of solitude” which “makes them more attached to the object of their delirium or to their dominant passion, whatever it may be, while they seem indifferent to anything else” (quoted in Foucault 1965: 118). Dufour and Boerhaave seem to accurately point out some of the parallels between what was considered to be an aspect of madness and what was later described as a neurotic trait by describing it in psychological terms (or of object relations). The seventeenth century still placed the cause of such illnesses on the movement, temperature, moisture and quality of the humours. In turn, psychiatry could provide a causal basis for the pathology of an idea or fear which occupied the mind of a sufferer. It was only by the end of the eighteenth century that melancholia became the classification for “all forms of madness without delirium, but characterized by inertia, by despair, by a sort of dull stupor” (Foucault 1965: 124). What was proving to be difficult for psychiatrists was the exact definition of what was going on in the patient — because they were not suffering from delirium and were considered to be above normal intelligence, melancholia was still considered to be a form of madness due to the moral dilemma of withdrawal from the world around them. The eighteenth century also saw the emergence of nerve metres and tension. Foucault describes the new explanation for melancholia during this time: “the melancholic can no longer enter into a resonance with the external world, because his fibers are relaxed or because they have been immobilized by too great a tension” (Foucault 1965: 126).

Why is this dichotomy of melancholia-mania important? Because of the implications it has for the actual neuroses and psycho-neuroses that Freud goes on later to develop. Already we can begin to see the lead up to what Freud begins to describe in his Project for a Scientific Psychology (1895).

Foucault asks two important questions concerning hypochondria and hysteria: (1) Is it legitimate to treat them as a mental disease? (2) Are we entitled to treat them together? As with melancholia, hysteria was proving to be difficult for psychiatrists to define. The imaginary came into psychiatric discourse in its description of hysteria. Willis even acknowledged the ignorance of the doctor in determining the cause of the illness: “The idea of hysteria is a catchall for the fantasies, not of the person who believes himself ill, but of the ignorant doctor who pretends to know why” (quoted in Foucault 1965: 138). At this stage, the causes were now being localized to the organs of the body. In particular, the intestines, the stomach, the intercostal nerve and the womb. The prevalence of the theory of a nervous condition was growing throughout the eighteenth century and was starting to use terms such as “irritation” and “irritability”. These terms are what we use now to describe the behaviour of a neurotic.

What had caused science to detach itself from the philosophical tradition started to return to philosophical musing as a result of the inexplicable phenomenon that was hysteria. Thomas Syndham notes that hysterical affection is attributed to “some sorrow” and the “incoercible agitation of desires in those who had neither the possibility of satisfying them nor the strength to master them” (quoted in Foucault 1965: 150). Foucault describes hypochondria and hysteria as diseases of the nervous type, which were “idiopathic diseases of the general agency of all the sympathies” (Foucault 1965: 151). The localization of hysteria focused on using the metaphor of a faculty — an agency of some sort to direct the movement from one organ to another within the organism. In addition, it promotes the faculty of feeling and sympathy. This agency of sympathy “permits the organs to communicate with each other and to suffer together, to react to a stimulus, however distant” (Foucault 1965: 152). Hysteria is now going down the same path as passion, in which it becomes similar due to its eluding character. Not only this, but hysteria was now placing the person as perpetrator of its own illness as opposed to victim. The body of the person was now protesting the compromises the person has to make in its engagement in reality by way of attack. This irritation stemmed from the “abuse of things that were not natural, the sedentary life of cities, novel reading, theatre-going, immoderate thirst for knowledge, too fierce a passion for sex, or that other criminal habit, as morally reprehensible as it is criminally harmful” (Foucault 1965: 157). For the pathologists of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, this represented an ethic of desire where the body took revenge for the abuse of non-natural appetites. Again, the language was beginning to change and Foucault sees this. Reason — or more precisely unreason — determined the logic of madness: “What had been [called] blindness would become unconsciousness, what had been error would become fault, and everything in madness that designated the paradoxical manifestation of non-being would become the natural punishment of a moral evil” (Foucault 1965: 158).

This new concept, that the body acts on a moral principle, would become a point of debate for years to come and is still being discussed today. This is the position from which Freud operated when he was only beginning to formulate what was later to be called psychoanalysis. Perhaps the task of trying to define neurosis cannot be possible without it being a psychoanalytic one. One of the descriptions of neurosis is that it is a form of compromise. If we are to understand the workings of a neurosis we must understand that humans must pay a price in order to live harmoniously with one another and avoid chaos. I would argue that as beings-in-language we all must be neurotic (at our most functioning level). Some would argue that in order to be successful, that is, what is culturally seen as successful, one must be a psychotic. One example is Bret Easton Ellis’s novel American Psycho, where everyone seems to answer to no one but themselves and creates a new ideal universe within the confines of the actual universe where no ostensible intolerable frustration exists. Freud’s structural position explains that it does not take much for someone to fall into a psychosis. Again, we find the “possibility” of madness as it once was described. However, neurosis might also be considered the anchoring point which prevents one from floating away into the abyss of psychosis.

Freud and Onwards

Freud’s early writings focus largely on neurosis. Like many other psychiatrists, he set out to discover the basis of the illness. He, also like other German psychiatrists, divided mental illness between neurosis and psychosis. Freud, along with Pierre Janet, believed hysteria and obsessional neurosis to lie outside of the classification of psychosis; folies and delusional states. Freud was to create his own psychoanalytic nosography based on disorders which originate in the mind. His classification divides neurosis into two subclassifications: actual neurosis and psychoneurosis. In Freud’s explanation of hysteria, he implied a connection between the soma and psyche, like many of the predecessors before him.

Following from American neurologist George Beard, Freud describes neurasthenia as a degeneracy of the nervous system. While Beard’s description of this was analogous to an electrical system, Freud’s explanation was purely sexual. His basis for this was due to the neurasthenic nervous system longing for a reduction in tension. He gave the example of excessive masturbation to elaborate his point. Rik Loose gives an interesting comment on Freud’s hypothesis:

because the nervous system must be able to tolerate a certain amount of tension, the neurasthenic becomes vulnerable to illness as he has fallen victim to the habit of trying to completely avoid any amount of accumulated tension. The neurasthenic symptomatology is based on a lack of tension and this lack (or deficiency of something) which cannot be psychically processed becomes toxic. (Loose 2002: 170)

Freud states “the mechanism of anxiety neurosis is to be looked for in a deflection of somatic sexual excitation from the psychical sphere, and in a consequent abnormal employment of that excitation” (Freud 1894: 108). What does this mean? Loose explains this further: “there is an accumulation of endogenous sexual tension (that is, the somatic sexual drive or physical libido); this reaches, but does not go beyond, a certain threshold...so, for various reasons, psychic linkage does not happen and the physical tension becomes a toxic substance (anxiety)” (Loose 2002: 172). Now the language has again changed to elaborate on nervous disorders. While tension remains, it is now partnered with toxicity. A substance that is hazardous. The “reduction in tension” forms the basis for much of psychoanalytic thinking. Its manifestations are varied and can result in numerous nervous conditions. In one of his earliest and most important texts, “Project for a Scientific Psychology”, Freud elaborates this notion on the reduction of tension in the subject though its relationship with reality, something that will be discussed further on in this essay.

Freud’s Structural Position

How is neurosis different from psychosis? In his paper “Neurosis and Psychosis” (1924), Freud’s structuralism comes into play to establish the similarities and differences. He establishes that the most important genetic difference between a neurosis and a psychosis is that “neurosis is the result of a conflict between the ego and its id, whereas psychosis is the analogous outcome of a similar disturbance in the relations between the ego and the external world” (Freud 1924: 149). As Freud explains, the difference is a genetic one which establishes that both neurosis and psychosis is part of the same genus. The ego acts as a sort of mediator between the demands of the id versus demands of the superego (the superego acting as the moral, symbolic and authorative representative of reality). In what he describes as the “anticathexis of resistance”, Freud explains that the resistance employed by the ego on the instinctual demands of the id by way of repression is what creates the neurotic quality.

In his structural model of psychosis, Freud explains that the ego creates a new world in accordance to the id’s wishful impulses, and “that the motive of this dissociation from the external world is some very serious frustration by reality of a wish — a frustration which seems intolerable” (Freud 1924: 150). He also adds to this point of turning away from the world by his description of dreams among the neurotic and psychotic: “The close affinity of this psychosis to normal dreams is unmistakable. A precondition of dreaming, moreover, is a state of sleep, and one of the features of sleep is a complete turning away from the world” (Freud 1924: 151). With this Freud is talking about the genetic link between psychosis and normality by way of the unconscious. Normality too demands a “turning away” from the world. The world represents many things for different people. For some, it can represent the irredeemable frustration of a wish which is located in the external world. How are we to look at these prohibitions that frustrate? On the one hand, it is these prohibitions that create a desire for the wished-for object, whatever that may be. The psychic installation of acknowledgement and acceptance of this prohibition leads to a neurosis. On the other hand, we find a failure on the functioning of the ego because of an overbearing prohibition which can lead to a psychosis. Freud believed that it depended on the frustration of one of those childhood wishes which “are forever undefeated and which are so deeply rooted in our phylogenetically determined organism” (Freud 1924: 151). Is he saying here that there are childhood wishes that are inherent and cannot back down in the face of a frustration and, for the psychosis, recreate a world that is sourced from this rupture from the conflict between prohibition and unstoppable wish?

What does this “compromise” mean in psychoanalysis? Firstly, the onset of a neurosis results from the frustration of a desire. This desire might be at odds with another, which leaves the individual/subject at an impasse. In psychoanalysis, the ego, in its attempt to defend itself, uses repression against the instinctual impulse of the unwanted material. The repressed material re-emerges in a recreated form as a substitutive representation and imposes itself upon the ego. For the neurotic individual this substitutive representation is otherwise known as the symptom — as such an individual might say:

This is the compromise I have made with the world or the law which has frustrated my original desire, and now I have an accord with the world, but it has cost me what Lacan describes as ‘a pound of flesh.’

However, once I have made this compromise, I am now subject to guilt every moment I pull out of “the deal” with the world. Neurosis is the act of putting the question of “Am I making the right decision?” forward when it comes to the subject’s relation with the world.

Freud’s Project

What is this psychic apparatus that leads the subject to a neurosis or psychosis? Based on the logic of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Freud conceives the psychic apparatus as a judgement apparatus in his treatise “A Project for a Scientific Psychology” (1895). Here the subject is working in a similarly logical, syllogistic manner to Aristotle’s belief that moral action is due to a logical process. “The only — but far reaching — difference is that here thought is considered to be an unconscious process, operating in a field of memory traces (and, thus, of representations), and operating according to its own logic” (De Kesel 2009: 75). For Freud, within the psychic apparatus, hallucination plays an important role in the decision-making of the individual. It still operates on a stimulus-response philosophy; however, the hallucination is purely unconscious for the individual. Energy in the form of tension is discharged that moves through certain pathways which he calls “facilitations”. Their aim, an effect — pleasure. This “judgement apparatus”— which Freud hypothesized — operates on an ethical principle for the subject through its relation to its field of representations (which he calls “memory traces”). De Kesel adds, “This is the way the system thinks unconsciously and regulates its relation to reality. If it could in fact live by its pleasure principle alone, it would have no need of any reality for thanks to these [unconscious] representations, it could have an exclusively hallucinated satisfaction” (De Kesel 2009: 75).

Freud extended the view of the stimulus-reaction paradigm that was prevalent in the nineteenth century that Helmholtz and Fechner had made advancements on. It looks at the psychic apparatus as a series of stimulus-response actions (the emphasis being on the influence of reality upon the human organism). In what he describes as “Not des Lebens” or the exigencies of life, Freud describes the role of reality stemming from the pleasure principle of the human organism. As a result, the Darwinian explanation of self-preservation is not the sole cause for humans reacting to reality, but the pleasure it experiences in the act of self-preservation such as feeding, sleeping or the act of sex. According to Marc De Kesel, “reality is that which acts on an organism as a field of stimuli and thereby effects a tension — an ‘energy’ — inside the organism that must be discharged or abreacted as quickly as possible. It causes unpleasure that requires removal, generating pleasure” (De Kesel 2009: 68). The constant need to ward off reality is what constitutes the reality principle. Lacan later points out that the reality principle is a type of collaboration with the subject in the operation of desire:

When Freud speaks of the reality principle, it is in order to reveal to us that from a certain point of view it is always defeated; it only manages to affirm itself as the margin. And this is so by reason of a kind of pressure that one might say, if things didn’t, in fact, go much further, Freud calls not ‘the vital needs’ — as is often said in order to emphasise the secondary process – but ‘die Not des Lebens’ in the German text. An infinitely stronger phrase. Something that wishes. ‘Need’ and not ‘needs’. Pressure, urgency. The state of Not is the state of emergency in life. (Lacan 1999: 46)

Also:

Freud’s extreme step in behind the pleasure principle suggests that, in the final analysis, the reaction principal aim is to allow all the internal energy to flow out entirely and to thus bring the organism back to its in-organic state. Being basically an inertia principle, the pleasure principle ultimately makes the drive to discharge all tension and therefore to become completely cleansed of the outside world (meaning reality). (Lacan 1999: 69)

In this way it could be said that neurosis is a sort of precursor for the drive of all of our musings and worry and doubt. What Lacan identifies in Freud is the beginnings of his formulation on the death drive; not the drive towards one’s own self-annihilation, but the drive to inorganicness. And yet the neurotic is at pains to engage with the world around them. They oscillate between a dissatisfaction of being around others and a dissatisfaction of being alone. This is what essentially characterizes the neurotic. It is not that the neurotic is an indecisive subject, but they are divided by the compromise made with the world to engage and disengage.

The Compromise

So why is neurosis considered to be “an ethical principle”? The judgement it makes is not necessarily good for oneself, rather it ascertains what is good based on the status of reality. Some would call this “context”.

Maybe it is possible to locate guilt based on Freud’s treatise. Perhaps it is part of the broader ethical proposal. What do I mean by this? Neurosis is part of the struggle with the law via its ability to compromise so that the law is not an obscene law. We must remember that neurosis is a choice. It is a decision, albeit an unconscious one, to continue to engage with reality despite succumbing to the original trauma by way of frustration which forces us to make such a choice. I believe there is a hidden begrudgery inherent with anyone who has had to give their “pound of flesh”. Maybe the struggle of the psychiatric community from its inception up to the 1960s and ‘70s acted in such a neurotic way in order to answer a demand. What is this demand for? It is always for something else. This is the way in which a neurosis manages its tension.

Becoming less immune to stimuli is the aim of the organism in order that it may master the tension within. Neurosis on the other hand is the absolute opposite. It almost demands more. Neurosis is the reason for never enough. This is why it is characterized by doubt, inadequacy and inefficiency. While the complaint is about not being good enough, the demand is essentially two-fold: that reality demands too much in the perception of the individual and also that the individual demands more from reality to provide an answer for such lack. Almost like a discourse of absence, if reality were to suddenly reply with better answers than the neurotic, the neurotic would only demand more while at the same time feeling guilty and beating himself up for not doing enough (even if they surpassed their peers at certain competitive tasks; school, work, etc.). Lacan highlights this point succinctly:

What is this paradox? It is that the moral conscience, as he says, shows itself to be more demanding the more refined it becomes, crueller and crueller even as we offend it less and less, more and more fastidious as we force it, by abstaining from acts, to go and seek us out at the most intimate levels of our impulses or desires. In short, the insatiable character of this moral conscience, its paradoxical cruelty, transforms it within the individual into a parasite that is fed by the satisfactions accorded it. (Lacan 1999[1959-60]: 89)

In a way the superego can be as cruel as the id the more the subject obeys the demand of reality. This is the paradox of moral conscience today. I believe neurosis is the attempt to get to grips with reality. A continual conflict of passion (id and superego). A feeling of being not quite right. Fundamentally neurosis is a symptom of ethics. It is the possibility not of passion or delirium, nor of madness and reason, but of the neccesarilly contingent framework of irreducible guilt and innocence. We cannot underestimate the enigmatic but simple statement from Lacan in this respect: “the only thing of which one can be guilty is of having given ground relative to one’s desire” (Lacan 1999[1959-60]: 319).



Works Cited

Amini, Majid. (2009). “Omnipotence and the Vicious Circle Principle”. Forum Philosophicum: International Journal for Philosophy, 14(2), 247-258.

American Psychiatric Association. (1968). Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (Second Edition)— DSM-II, Washington DC: American Psychiatric Association.

Bass, Anthony. (2014). “Three pleas for a measure of uncertainty, reverie, and private contemplation in the chaotic, interactive, nonlinear dynamic field of Interpersonal/Intersubjective relational psychoanalysis”. Psychoanalytic Dialogues, 24(6), 663-675.

Bayer, Ronald, and Spitzer, Robert L. (1985). “Neurosis, Psychodynamics, and DSM-III: A History of the Controversy”. Archives of General Psychiatry, 42(2), 187-196.

Boone, Katherine N. and Richardson, Frank C. (2010). “War Neurosis: A Cultural, Historical and Theoretical Inquiry”. Journal of Theoretical and Philosophical Psychology, 30(2), 109-121.

Boswell, James F., Thompson-Hollands, Johanna, Farchione, Todd J., and Barlow, David H. (2013). “Intolerance of Uncertainty: A Common Factor in the Treatment of Emotional Disorders”. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 69(6), 630-645.

Cullen, Willia. ([1777]1790). First Line of the Practice of Physic. Worchester, Massachusettes: Isaiah Thomas.

De Kesel, Myriam. (2009). Eros & Ethics: Reading Jacques Lacan’s Seminar VII. Trans. JÖttkandt, S. New York: SUNY Press.

Easton Ellis, Bret. (1991). American Psycho. New York: Vintage Books.

Everly, George S. and Mitchell, Jeffrey T. (1995). “Prevention of Work-Related posttraumatic stress: The critical incident stress debriefing process”, in L.R. Murphy, et al. (eds.), pp. 173-183. Washington, DC, US: American Psychological Association.

Foucault, Michel. ([1965]1988). Madness & Civilisation: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason. New York: Vintage.

Freud, Sigmund. ([1895]2001). “Project for a Scientific Psychology”, in Strachey, J. (ed. and trans.) The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud. Vol. I, London, Vintage.

—. ([1930]2001). “Civilisation and its Discontents”, in Strachey, J. (ed. and trans.) The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud. Vol. XXI, London, Vintage.

—. ([1924]2001). “Neurosis and Psychosis”, in Strachey, J. (ed. and trans.) The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud. Vol. XIX, London, Vintage.

Grayson, Jonathan B. (2010). “OCD and Intolerance of Uncertainty: Treatment Issues”. Journal of Cognitive Psychotherapy, 24(1), 3-15.

Hartocollis, Peter. (2002). “‘Actual Neurosis’ and Psychosomatic Medicine: The Vicissitudes of an Enigmatic Concept”. The International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 83(6), 1361-1373.

Hewitt, Saraha N., Egan, Sarah and Rees, Clare. (2009). “Preliminary Investigation of Intolerance of Uncertainty Treatment for Anxiety Disorders”. Clinical Psychologist, 13(2), 52-58 7p.

Holdorff, Bernd. (2011). “The Fight for ‘Traumatic Neurosis’, 1889–1916: Hermann Oppenheim and his Opponents in Berlin”. History of Psychiatry, 22(4), 465-476.

Hoeschen, Lindsay. (2014). “Neo-Kraepelinian Divergences from Kraepelin; What are They and Why They Matter”. University Honors Theses. Paper 104. Portland State University.

King, Kenneth R. (2003). “Review of Omnipotent Fantasies and the Vulnerable Self”. Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association, 51(2), 689-693.

Lacan, Jacques. (1999). The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, 1959-1960, Book VII. (D. Porter, Trans.). London and New York: Routledge.Laplanche, Jean. and Pontalis, Jean-Bertrand. ([1973] 2006). The Language of Psychoanalysis. London: Karnac.

Loose, Rik. (2002). The Subject of Addiction. London: Karnac.

McCabe, O. Lee., Everly Jr., George S., Brown, Lisa M., Wendelboe, Aaron M., Hamid, Nor Hashidah Abd, Tallchief, Vicki L., et al. (2014). “Psychological First Aid: A Consensus-Derived, Empirically Supported, Competency- Based Training Model”. American Journal of Public Health, 104(4), 621-628 8p.

Neve, Michael. (2004). “Neurosis”. Lancet, 363(9415), 1170-1170.

Regel, Stephen. (2007). “Post-Traumatic Support in the Workplace: The Current Status and Practice of Critical Incident Stress Management (CISM) and Psychological Debriefing (PD) within Organizations in the UK”. Occupational Medicine, 57(6), 411-416.

Reiss, D. (1998). “Shell-Shock: A History of the Changing Attitudes to War Neurosis (book)”. Journal of Forensic Psychiatry, 9(1), 213.

Robinson, Robyn. (2008). “Reflections on the Debriefing Debate”. International Journal of Emergency Mental Health, 10(4), 253-259.

Rycroft, Charles. (1985). A Critical Dictionary of Psychoanalysis. London: Penguin Books.

Steiner, John. (2015). “The Use and Abuse of Omnipotence in the Journey of the Hero”. The Psychoanalytic Quarterly, 84(3), 695-717.

Szasz, Thomas. (1961). The Myth of Mental Illness: Foundations of a Theory of Personal Conduct. New York: Harper & Row


Anthroponotic Neurosis: 
Interspecies Conflict in 
Clinical Animal Studies

Dany Nobus

The Official End of Neurosis

When the American psychiatrist Robert L. Spitzer died, on Christmas Day 2015, many obituaries reported that he would be primarily remembered as the architect and engineer of the first clinically reliable diagnostic textbook of mental disorders, and the man who had defined more mental illnesses than any other person in history. During the early 1970s, at a time when Western psychiatry was in crisis owing to the repeatedly demonstrated unreliability of its diagnostic categories (Ash 1949; Beck 1962; Rosenhan 1973), Spitzer became the Chair of the Task Force overseeing the revision of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) (Decker 2013: 96-98), the clinical classification system which had originally been introduced in 1952 by the American Psychiatric Association as a uniform taxonomy of mental illnesses. Determined to redeem psychiatry’s tarnished reputation, he assigned twenty-five sub-committees the task of overhauling the then prevailing nosological categories with a view to producing new, empirically validated descriptions of mental disorders, although it would seem that on quite a few occasions he himself came up with the clinical criteria, and sometimes even improvised new distinctions on the spot, trusting his own insights and expertise when scientific research was either lacking or deemed inadequate (Spiegel 2005: 59-60). When the new DSM finally appeared in 1980, it came in at just under five-hundred pages and listed 265 diagnostic entries, many of which had never been labeled and distinguished before (American Psychiatric Association 1980). Yet in generating and classifying the new, purportedly more reliable categories of mental disorder, and their associated criteria-based checklists of observable symptoms, Spitzer and his colleagues were minded not just to rely on controlled empirical research, but also on the day-to-day experience of working clinicians. As he explained: “The Task Force recognized, correctly I believe, that limiting DSM-III to only those categories that had been fully validated by empirical studies would be at the least a serious obstacle to the widespread use of the manual by mental health professionals” (Spitzer 1991: 294). The manual had to be inclusive rather than exclusive, and supposedly contained, alongside the empirically validated disorders, those clinical conditions whose existence was broadly agreed upon by practicing members of the psychiatric profession (Horwitz 2002: 70-74).

Nonetheless, the Task Force’s aspiration to ensure inclusivity, which was undoubtedly driven by concerns of professional consensus and practical applicability as much as by scientific exigencies, was abandoned in one major case, which almost led to the collapse of the entire project. Indeed, if Spitzer will be remembered for having defined more mental illnesses than anyone else in the history of psychiatry, he will also be remembered for having de-classified one of the oldest, and most commonly employed, diagnostic categories in Western mental health care, namely the disturbance called “neurosis”, which had originally been coined by the Scottish physician William Cullen in 1769, albeit as a generic term for all diseases of the human nervous system without an identifiable physical lesion (Knoff 1970; López Piñero 1983). Purposefully pursuing his vision of re-establishing the scientificity of psychiatry, Spitzer campaigned for the replacement of all diagnostic notions that were allegedly rooted in unproven etiological assumptions, those he considered to be lacking in empirical evidence, and those that were indiscriminate, untestable and vague. Many of these notions had found their way into mainstream clinical nomenclature through the dissemination of the psychoanalytic and psychodynamic paradigms, and had been maintained by virtue of the dominance of the psychoanalytic tradition within American psychiatry. In a system that was intended to be purely descriptive and strictly phenomenological, and as such devoid of all theoretical assumptions and all etiological speculations, there would be no place for clinical criteria and diagnostic categories that relied on specific explanatory hypotheses of mental disorder, firmly embedded as they may have been within day-to-day psychiatric practice. For Spitzer’s Task Force, “neurosis” represented everything a new, scientifically reliable classification of mental disorders would have to forsake: clinical ambiguity, theoretical conjecture, lack of empirical verification. The hugely controversial decision to deprive psychiatrists of one of their most cherished labels was in reality easily justified: “neurosis was an etiological rather than a descriptive concept. It assumed […] an underlying process of intrapsychic conflict resulting in symptom formation that served unconsciously to control anxiety. However, there was no empirical basis for assuming the universal presence of such conflict in those disorders that had traditionally been termed neurotic” (Bayer and Spitzer 1985: 189).

Since most American psychiatrists, including Spitzer himself for that matter, had been trained in the psychoanalytic tradition, many of them regarded the proposed removal of neurosis from their preeminent diagnostic manual as a frontal attack on all psychoanalytically inspired treatment methods and, more insidiously, as an ideological attempt by the anti-psychoanalytic, biologically-oriented factions in the American Psychiatric Association to determine the strategic direction of the discipline, in terms of its clinical practice as well as in terms of its research focus. Critical voices also claimed that Spitzer and his acolytes had been too rash in rendering neurosis synonymous with intrapsychic conflict, and thus with an etiological hypothesis, insofar as the term had been in use for years, and in various parts of the world, in a purely descriptive sense, whereby the emphasis would be on concrete pathognomonic signs and symptoms (Decker 2013: 295). Whilst refusing to renege on their epistemological stance, which they hoped would restore the scientific legitimacy and public credibility of the psychiatric profession, Spitzer’s Task Force argued that the vehement opposition to their project was implicitly inspired by a more pedestrian reason — the formal disappearance of neurosis, whose purportedly enduring symptoms generally require long-term treatment, being tantamount to the withdrawal of third-party funding for costly psychoanalytic interventions. However, because the pro-neurosis lobby within American psychiatry maintained its momentum, because the World Health Organization’s International Classification of Diseases (ICD) still referred to neurosis, and because the lingering controversy put the discipline at risk of more reputational damage, Spitzer eventually agreed on a compromise. The term “Neurotic Disorders” would still be listed, yet not as a major category, and in some cases the “old” diagnostic label would still be mentioned in parentheses as an acceptable alternative to the new, preferred terminology, as in “300.11 Conversion Disorder (or Hysterical neurosis, conversion type)” (American Psychiatric Association 1980: 18, 244). Cognizant of the fact that those practitioners who had not been privy to the acrimonious negotiations preceding the publication of the manual may have been puzzled by the secondary place accorded to one of their most treasured diagnostic categories, Spitzer included a detailed justification in the introduction to the book, in which he stated:

At the present time […] there is no consensus in our field as to how to define ‘neurosis.’ Some clinicians limit the term to its descriptive meaning whereas others also include the concept of a specific etiological process. To avoid ambiguity, the term neurotic disorder should be used only descriptively. […] The term neurotic process [which does not appear anywhere in the DSM-III], on the other hand, should be used when the clinician wishes to indicate the concept of a specific etiological process […] Neurotic disorder, defined descriptively, is roughly equivalent to the psychoanalytic concept of ‘symptom neurosis’ [as opposed to character neurosis]. (Spitzer 1980: 9-10)

The rather convoluted explanation and minimalist concession, here, are no doubt a reflection of the Task Force’s attempts to resolve the prolonged dispute as diplomatically as possible, yet the entire scheme would prove to be a momentous tactical gambit on Spitzer’s part. When a revised edition of the DSM was published in 1987, the occasional references to neurosis in parentheses were retained, yet the very notion of neurotic disorder was deleted (although it was included in a comparative appendix on the ICD), and so were the introductory explanatory paragraphs (American Psychiatric Association 1987).1 To the best of my knowledge, these decisions were implemented without any major protest from the neurosis supporters in the American Psychiatric Association, which may have been due to the gradual ascendancy of biological psychiatry and the concurrent decline of clinical psychoanalysis during the 1980s, but which was no doubt also driven by the extraordinary success of Spitzer’s diagnostic enterprise. When yet another revised edition of the DSM appeared in 1994, for which Spitzer had been enlisted as Special Adviser, there was not a single trace of neurosis and neurotic disorder left, and again there is no evidence that the official end of neurosis was the outcome of a hard-fought battle, or extensive wrangling between competing parties striving for clinical and intellectual hegemony (American Psychiatric Association 1994).

Remarkably, when during the early years of the twenty-first century, a consortium of psychoanalytic associations started work on an alternative diagnostic framework, with a view to reclaiming the phenomenological complexity of mental health problems in their clinical presentation as “naturally occurring patterns” (PDM Task Force 2006: 3), this did not result in a full rehabilitation of neurosis. Psychoanalytically-oriented clinicians scouring the pages of the voluminous Psychodynamic Diagnostic Manual (PDM) will probably be pleased to see the reintroduction of long-familiar notions such as psychic structure, ego functioning and reality testing, yet they will search in vain for their beloved neurosis, despite the fact that the manual recognizes how mental problems had been classified as either neurotic or psychotic since at least the late nineteenth century, and without explicitly rejecting this distinction as clinically otiose. The only point at which the manual refers to neurosis as a diagnostic criterion is in its opening section on personality patterns and disorders, where it appears as the healthiest (least severe and problematic) pole on the spectrum of pathological personality organization, under the name of “neurotic-level personality disorders” (PDM Task Force 2006: 23-24). The compilers of the handbook devote literally three paragraphs to these conditions, in which they restrict mental dysfunction in the neurotic range to “relative rigidity”, and a “maladaptive” or “limited range of defenses and coping mechanisms” (PDM Task Force 2006: 23-24). Unlike the other personality organizations on the continuum, the neurotic-level type is never mentioned again, which suggests that it was either regarded as diagnostically trivial, or too close to mental health to warrant further consideration. Whichever way one looks at it — as a missed opportunity, an unfortunate oversight, or a cowardly concession to the psychiatric establishment — in the only “official” psychodynamic diagnostic system neurosis is but a proto-ontological spectral shadow, more dead than alive, removed from the clinical realities that surround it. If the proposal of Spitzer’s Task Force to delete neurosis as a diagnostic label was once vilified for its being purely driven by an anti-psychoanalytic ideology, then the representatives of the psychoanalytic establishment in charge of the PDM seem to have internalized this hostility in their decision to accord neurosis no more than a marginal place in their own manual. Of course, many clinicians around the world continue to employ the term neurosis as part of their common clinical lexicon, yet it remains fair to say that what once constituted a central axis for the orientation of treatment and research in mental health care has been officially relegated to the archives of oblivion.

Physiologists, Psychoanalysts and Other Animals

One of the main arguments Spitzer adduced in support of the removal of neurosis from his new edition of the DSM was that the category’s reliance on the etiological principle of an “intrapsychic conflict” lacked empirical evidence (Bayer and Spitzer 1985: 189). As I pointed out earlier, quite a few of the new labels in the manual would not have been supported by empirical evidence either, not in the least because Spitzer himself appears to have coined some of them extemporaneously, yet I have always been surprised by how little Spitzer’s psychoanalytic opponents were prepared to make of the prolific contributions to the empirical validation of neurosis by a world-renowned Russian physiologist called Ivan Petrovich Pavlov. Maybe they associated Pavlov exclusively with a famous and historically overvalued experiment in which dogs are being trained to salivate to the sound of a bell; maybe they saw his mechanistic behaviourism and his conditioning techniques as too antagonistic to psychoanalysis; maybe they did not think experiments on dogs, even when they purport to show how neurotic conflict can be empirically demonstrated, could ever have any bearing on our understanding of mental health in humans; maybe they were already convinced that Spitzer’s campaign was motivated by other reasons than a quest for empirical validation. Fact of the matter is that during the 1920s Freud’s concept of neurosis re-emerged in a fortress-like laboratory in Leningrad, under the watchful eye of a dedicated, Nobel-Prizewinning experimentalist.

It is not entirely clear when or even whether Pavlov read Freud, yet he is reported to have greeted psychoanalysis with a good deal of enthusiasm, most notably at the point where he identified a close affinity between the psychoanalytic concept of psychic conflict and his own physiological distinction between nervous excitation and inhibition (Lobner and Levitin 1978; Windholz 1990; Etkind 1997[1993]; Miller 1998: 118; Todes 2014: 498-500).2 Writing in 1959 about the reception of psychoanalysis in Russia and the USSR, the prominent American psychoanalyst Lawrence S. Kubie told the story of how his compatriot Ralph W. Gerard had visited the sprawling Pavlov laboratories in 1935, and had been rather surprised to hear how the great Russian scientist openly admitted to having been crucially indebted to Freud when initiating a new series of groundbreaking studies on “experimental neurosis” (Kubie 1959: 33).3 The account matches a comment on the value of psychoanalysis Pavlov made in 1928 to his American associate Horsley Gantt (Todes 2014: 499), and echoes a passage of his transcribed memoirs, in which he alluded to the case of Anna O. in Breuer and Freud’s Studies on Hysteria (1895) — although with the case description mis-attributed to Freud — as a key source of inspiration for his own trajectory.4 Here is what he said:

In one of his early works Freud described a case of neurosis in a woman who had for many years needed to care for her sick, fatally ill father whom she loved very much, and who had suffered terribly from the expectation of his inevitable death, attempting all the while to appear happy to him, hiding from him the seriousness of his illness. Through psychoanalysis Freud established that this lay at the basis of the neurosis developed later. Viewing this as the difficult confrontation of the processes of inhibition and excitation, Ivan Petrovich immediately proposed using this same difficult confrontation of two opposing processes as the fundamental method for eliciting experimental neuroses in dogs (Pavlov 1949: 112).

Always the empirical scientist, Pavlov and his collaborators set out to check whether neurosis could be induced under strictly controlled laboratory conditions by exposing dogs to increasingly complex discrimination tasks, which would disturb the animals’ physiological balance between excitation and inhibition. It turned out that every dog had its “breaking point”, regardless of its “personality type” and irrespective of its previously demonstrated aptitude at developing certain conditional reflexes, with the caveat that some dogs would become pathologically overexcited, whereas others would display behavioural signs of excessive inhibition. It also turned out that some dogs’ neurosis responded better to treatment — for obvious reasons not the Freudian variety, but the pharmacological type, which involved the administration of potassium bromide — than others’, and that whereas one dog would remain neurotically incapacitated for the rest of his life, another would fully recover from the ordeal (Todes 2014: 502).

It is fair to say that, despite Pavlov’s successes at re-creating neurosis under controlled laboratory conditions, he was less interested in the empirical validation of the clinical psychoanalytic paradigm of intrapsychic conflict than in further substantiating his own heuristic principle of the physiological balance between excitation and inhibition. In showing how every dog could be taken to “breaking point”, he endeavoured to demonstrate how the general theory of conditional reflexes could provide a simple yet solid explanation for the seemingly more complex aetiological mechanisms for the neuroses as described by Freud. In short, Pavlov intended to explain the clinical conditions identified by psychoanalysis as human cases of pathological conditional responses to conflicting stimuli — Freud thus having been always already Pavlovian. Maybe this is the main reason as to why the psychoanalytic establishment did not rekindle Pavlov by way of rebuke to Spitzer’s argument that neurosis could not be empirically validated. Trying to rescue the hackneyed psychoanalytic category of neurosis from the clutches of evidence-based and data-driven psychiatrists by relying on Pavlov may not have been an option, then, on the grounds that it could have reduced the entire framework of psychodynamics to a rather static set of mechanistic behaviourist axioms.

However, whereas Pavlov may very well have been the first to induce neurosis under strict experimental conditions in non-human animals, he was definitely not the only one to have done so. In effect, the most prominent twentieth-century advocate of the technique of experimental neurosis as a robust way to empirically validate psychoanalysis was a Polish- American rather than a Russian, a psychiatrist-cum-psychoanalyst rather than a physiologist, and a most distinguished member of the psychiatric profession, since he served as President of the American Psychiatric Association in 1978-79, notably at a time when Spitzer’s Task Force staged their final attack against the defenders of neurosis. By virtue of his prominent position, he did inevitably play an important part in the acrimonious discussions surrounding the removal of neurosis from the DSM-III, yet to the best of my knowledge no reference was ever made, either by himself or by any of his supporters, to his extensive empirical research on the subject, and when Spitzer eventually came out victorious, his experimental work gradually disappeared in the creases of psychiatric history, and his clinical legacy became overshadowed by various allegations of boundary violation (Noël and Watterson 1992) which, although either dismissed or settled out of court, resulted in damaging professional sanctions (Masserman and McGuire Masserman 1994).

After a brief spell at Johns Hopkins during the early 1930s, where he became acquainted both with Horsley Gantt and with Nick, the longest serving and most extensively studied neurotic dog in the history of canine neurosis (Gantt 1944), a young psychiatrist by the name of Jules H. Masserman moved to Chicago in 1934, where he trained as a psychoanalyst with Franz Alexander, and subsequently taught psychiatry and neurology at Northwestern University Medical School. Determined to enhance the scientific status of psychoanalysis by taking it outside the consultation room and into the laboratory, and inspired by Pavlov’s and Gantt’s research, Masserman started to assemble his own makeshift devices for inducing neurosis in non-human animals, although exchanging the prototypical Pavlovian dog for some two-hundred specimens of the feline type (Masserman 1943; Winter 2016).5 Cutting a long, yet notso-complicated story short, Masserman first trained his cats to press a lever to open a food compartment, in response to a flashing light or the sound of a bell. Once the Pavlovian conditional response had been formed, he then exposed the cats to a sharp blast of air every time they would want to open the compartment’s lid, and/ or administered an electric shock via the iron grid they would need to cross in order to access the compartment (Masserman 1943: 66-7), thus challenging the animals to balance their need for food against a need to avoid discomfort. Much like Pavlov’s dogs, all of Masserman’s cats eventually responded to this conflict by showing behavioural and physiological symptoms of neurosis — from tension, restlessness and aggression to the complete suspension of all eating behaviour, even when directly exposed to food — although (as Pavlov had also observed) some animals would become more inhibited and others more agitated (Masserman 1943: 67-71).

Up to this point, Masserman had not really discovered anything new, apart from the fact that, when it comes to developing experimental neurosis, cats are very much like dogs. Yet he differed radically from the classic behaviourist system in his interpretation of the observed results, and in his identification of the most effective therapy for feline neurosis. On the one hand, Masserman argued that researchers working in the Pavlovian tradition had ignored “the intrinsic factors of motivation and meaning”, both in their general theory of conditional responses, and in their specific understanding of experimental neuroses (Masserman 1944a: 1). Relying on a psychodynamic approach to mental functioning, he posited that the occurrence of a conditional response crucially depends on the subject’s motivational state: “To the dog, then, the signal does not really ‘mean’ food qua food, but represents an experientially appreciated opportunity to satisfy a physiologic [sic] need; when the need is not present, the signals induce little behaviouristic response” (Masserman 1944a: 3). In other words, a specific stimulus will only generate a (conditional) response when it acquires a certain meaning, and this connotation is strictly determined by a motivational factor. The same applies, Masserman contended, to more complex and abstract semiotic elements, such as signs, symbols and words, owing to the well-established process of “stimulus-transfer”, whereby the effect of a simple physical stimulus can be replicated at higher symbolic levels through its successive association with more abstract items, such as concepts and ideas.6 On the other hand, he proposed without irony that neurotic cats could be treated effectively with Freudian tools and techniques, which effectively accords him an honourable place in the history of therapeutic approaches as the one who invented the clinical practice of “feline psychoanalysis” and, by extension, a psychoanalytic treatment model for all non-human neurotic animals. Acknowledging how the clinical efficacy of psychoanalysis is primarily conditioned by the patient’s positive transference as well as by a wideranging, explorative process Freud had designated as working-through (Freud 1958[1914]), Masserman broadened the commonly accepted meaning of the former — as the patient’s emotional tie to the analyst — so that it could encapsulate the cat’s “dependent confidence in the experimenter” (Masserman 1943: 73), whereas he recognized the healing effect of the latter in the beneficial outcome of the experimenter’s gradual confrontation of the cat to its neurotically inhibited, yet newly satisfying responses by means of a careful manipulation of its environment.7 Let us be serious though. Like all his behaviourist predecessors, and like numerous other researchers working with non-human animals in laboratory settings, Masserman was not particularly interested in the behavioural responses and the mental life of cats per se, but only in how these observations could enhance the scientific understanding of motivation, meaning and psychic conflict in humans, whereby he was not prepared to see their value being reduced on the grounds of an insidious anthropomorphism: “All in all, were the shibboleth of ‘anthropomorphism’ to be used in an attempt to cloud the comparative significance of these and other experimental observations, it would obviously reflect more on the philosophic prejudices of the critic than on the heuristic value of the data” (Masserman 1944a: 4).

As I pointed out earlier, for all I have been able to ascertain, during the latter years of the 1970s, when the discussion over the removal of neurosis from the DSM-III reached its apogee, no mention was ever made of Masserman’s empirical research on feline neuroses, nor of any other clinical studies on non-human animals. Both on account of his prominent position in American psychiatry, and as a reflection of his own professional stance, Masserman did not remain silent when it came to opposing Spitzer’s Task Force (Decker 2013: 292-3), yet his numerous observations pertaining to experimental neurosis, which had once been hailed as groundbreakingly brilliant by eminent psychiatrists, respected psychoanalysts and popular science writers alike (Myerson 1944; Eisenbud 1944; Kaempffert 1943), never seem to have entered the debate. I find it hard to believe that by the late 1970s Masserman had already disowned his research, despite the fact that his illustrious career had taken him in slightly different directions (Masserman 1971), and I find it equally unlikely that Masserman and his supporters ignored the empirically established basis for neurosis, because they thought it would have been de facto inadmissible for Spitzer’s Task Force, owing to its reliance on non-human animals. Large swathes of empirical research on human behaviour and mental health within twentieth-century psychology and psychiatry relied on animal studies, partly because it circumvented ethical concerns over certain types of experimentation on human beings, partly because experimental conditions were easier to manipulate and confounding variables easier to control, thus generating more accurate and reliable measurements. Animal studies were, and continue to be, regarded as an important datasource for research psychiatrists, even increasingly so owing to the popularity of “translational medicine”, and especially with reference to the affective disorders (depression and anxiety) (McKinney and Bunney 1969; Belzung and Lemoine 2011). And Spitzer himself was to all intents and purposes proud to be perceived as a “dataoriented person” (dop) (Spiegel 2005).

Perhaps the experimental evidence for neurosis in cats and dogs was not taken into consideration here — neither by the supporters nor by the detractors of the diagnostic label — because each and every one realized at the time that the real issue at stake had indeed little or nothing to do with empirical validation, but rather with the replacement of allegedly aetiological categories (neurosis equals psychic conflict) with purportedly descriptive labels for clinically measurable symptoms. Perhaps the animal models for neurosis were not taken into account, precisely because Masserman had claimed to have treated his neurotic cats with psychoanalysis, as opposed to some psychotropic substance, which would have challenged the powerful alliance between biologal psychiatry and the pharmaceutical industry during the 1970s.8 Perhaps the models were ignored by both sides owing to implicit concerns over the vexed problem of external validity, i.e. the applicability of the observed experimental results (in dogs and cats) to the target population (human beings). However, this would not have stemmed from patent methodological flaws in the original studies, but rather from changing philosophical and scientific conceptions about the human condition during the second half of the twentieth century, to which psychoanalysts were by no means immune.

Although Pavlov, Gantt, Masserman and others mainly endeavoured to demonstrate how psychoanalytic principles could be explained in behaviourist terms, or how central tenets of psychoanalyis could be empirically validated under strictly controlled laboratory conditions, they also located and highlighted the animalistic basis of human behaviour and the human mind. One may even go so far as to say that with the elicitation of canine and feline neuroses the Freudian unconscious itself acquired a new, animalistic, primitive and diabolical meaning. In Leningrad during the 1920s and Chicago during the 1940s the lines of demarcation between human beings and non-human animals became blurred, to the point where any difference between a dog’s neurotic reaction to a complex task of differentiation, or a non-negotiable balance between excitation and inhibition, and a human being’s response to psycho-social conflict would be a matter of quantity rather than quality. As the Columbia psychologist Howard F. Hunt pointed out in an insightful critique of the generalizability of experimental neurosis: “The differences between the animal and human cases here would be conceived as matters of detail, produced by incidental features of species differences in morphology and ethology” (Hunt 1964: 28).

However, during the second half of the twentieth century, with the growing socio-economic emphasis on rational decision-making, autonomous agency and calculated performativity, the old Aristotelian definition of the human being as a ζῶον λόγον ἔχον (a uniquely rational, thinking animal) (Aristotle 1934, 1098a: 5-10), which had been reactivated by Descartes in his Discourse on the Method when he designated nonhuman animals as speechless, irrational machines (Descartes 1985[1637]: 140-1), experienced an insiduous revival, no doubt supported by the so-called “linguistic turn” in philosophy and psychoanalysis, so much so that the gap between human beings and non-human animals became both unbridgeable and irreducible. As Hunt observed in 1964: “The earlier work on experimental neurosis attempted to bridge the species gap by developing animal situations and data broadly, but probably only superficially and physiognomically similar to human psychopathology […] [T]his has not been notably productive of knowledge about the human case” (Hunt 1964: 30). When animal models were employed by psychiatrists during the 1960s and ‘70s, it was primarily for the purpose of testing and validating drugs for the treatment of human disorders. Western conceptions of the human being had changed so dramatically that cross-species generalization from non-human animals to humans became virtually impossible. The more qualitatively different, the more biologically sophisticated, the more psycho-socially exceptional and the more intellectually superior the human being becomes, the more difficult it is for him to learn lessons from non-human animals.

Anthroponotic Neurosis and the Question of Posthumanism

Much as I have always been surprised that experimental neurosis did not enter the debate when Spitzer’s Task Force started arguing that the clinical category of neurosis should be deleted from the DSM-III, I have always been puzzled as to why Pavlov’s and Masserman’s observations were not revisited in the wake of the emergence of critical animal studies, anthrozoology and trans-species psychology during the last decade of the twentieth century. Although the idea of a “shared sentience” between humans and non-human animals may not have entered the scientific mainstream just yet, it is now commonly acknowledged that human exceptionalism — in terms of rationality, selfconsciousness, linguistic capacity and emotiveness — is in need of revision, non-human animals being far less cognitively, affectively and conately inferior than previously assumed. This innovative emancipatory perspective on the relationship between humans and non-human animals has drawn on new philosophical and ethical explorations of what it means to be human if the boundaries between humans and non-human animals are being questioned, which was the key aim of Jacques Derrida’s final presentation at Cerisy (Derrida 2008[2006]) and of his final seminars (Derrida 2009[2008]; 2011[2010]), and it has informed numerous discussions on animal welfare and animal rights, which in themselves go back to the groundbreaking contributions by Peter Singer and Tom Regan from the 1970s and 80s (Singer 1995[1975]; Regan 2004[1983]). In recent years, this new “zoontological” field of research (Wolfe 2003) has also benefited from post-structuralist and feminist critiques of the anthropocentric tradition in Western philosophy, which has in turn resulted in the expansion of the posthumanist outlook on agency, consciousness and knowledge, so that it no longer merely encompasses the free-flowing distribution and continuous exchange of lived experiences between human beings and machines (Haraway 1991[1989]; Hayles 1999), but also between humans and non-human animals, and even between all living species in the grand entangled collectivity of organic “naturecultures” (Haraway 2008; Mortimer- Sandilands and Erickson 2010).

The neglect of experimental neurosis in these works is by no means indicative of a broader lack of concern for the incidence of psychopathology in non-human animals. If anything, the critical deconstruction of the lines of demarcation between species, and the postmodern rethinking of the moral status of non-human animals (Steiner 2005: 223-51), has coincided with a proliferation of empirical research on trans-species mental disorders, and even with the development of a diagnostic and therapeutic approach that might be dubbed “clinical (psycho-) ethology”, multispecies medicine or, more inclusively and adventurously perhaps, “zoobiquity”, which connotes “a species-spanning approach that combines the knowledge and expertise of veterinary and human medicine practice” (Natterson Horowitz and Bowers 2012: back cover). In 2009, the psychologist Gay A. Bradshaw argued that elephants who have been exposed to poaching, civil war or habitat loss are much more likely to become aggressive towards human beings and other non-human animals, including members of their own kind, because they experience Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (Bradshaw 2009). In her bestselling book Animal Madness, Laurel Braitman has detailed countless examples of mental health issues in domesticated and captive animals, from the pet dog whose elevated separation anxiety compelled him to jump through the window of a fourth-floor flat, to the endless reingestion and regurgitation (R and R) of food in zoo gorillas, to compulsive paw-licking and hair-plucking in rodents, to suicidal dolphins and killer elephants (Braitman 2014).9 Whilst recognizing that quite a few disorders in the DSM were actually distinguished on the basis of the psychotropic drugs used to treat them, Braitman deplores the fact that there is no equivalent manual for non-human animals, yet she also demonstrates that this has not stopped vets from administering a wide range of psychopharmacological substances to disordered specimens, from anti-psychotic drugs for chronic R and R in captive sea lions, to anti-depressants for compulsive swimming in a captive polar bear, and tranquillizers for anxiety-related conditions in pet dogs and cats (Braitman 2014: 59, 194-212).

Unsurprisingly, the prime benefactor of this constantly expanding twentieth-century “animal pharm” is the pharmaceutical industry itself. “The U.S. market for pet pharmaceuticals is large and growing”, Braitman reports, “from $6.68 billion in 2011 to a projected $9.25 billion by 2015 […] Yearly sales of Pfizer’s animal pharmaceuticals are worth roughly $3.9 billion, with companion animal meds representing 40 percent of the total” (Braitman 2014: 213). Most crucially, however, Braitman recognizes that in treating non-human animals with psycho-active substances, a strange clinical loop is being closed: “chemical compounds that were created and marketed for human beings, after their clinical effectiveness had been first demonstrated in controlled trials with laboratory animals, are being returned to the animal species, in order to assist them in becoming better at coping with human beings” (Braitman 2014: 195). The poignancy of this last point might suffice in and of itself to warrant a reconsideration of the status of neurosis as it appeared in Pavlov’s and Masserman’s laboratories, for although some of the animals involved may have been more “naturally nervous” than others, it is crystal-clear that their often-debilitating neuroses were the exclusive outcome of their being exposed to conditions orchestrated and sustained by the presence of human beings.

The first thing to note, here, is that experimental neurosis was evidently triggered in non-human animals after they had been socially constructed as objects of study by human researchers. As such, it has been said that laboratory animals are generally anonymous, that they are not being granted subjectivity, and that they are only allowed to be acted upon — reduced to the status of living tools for the advancement of scientific knowledge (DeMello 2012: 182).10 Lest the experimental set-up be compromised and the results contiminated, researchers expect their animals to be submissive and to be attuned to the tasks they are presented with. At no given point does anyone ever raise the question as to what the animals themselves could possibly be interested in; they are merely expected to respond to the experiment, and only in the way that interests the researcher (Despret 2016[2012]: 89-96). Projecting herself into the mind of one of Wolfgang Köhler’s apes whose problem-solving abilities are tested by bananas being placed out of reach (Köhler 1925), J.M. Coetzee’s alter ego Elizabeth Costello captures the issue perfectly when she states:

At every turn Sultan [the ape] is driven to think the less interesting thought. From the purity of speculation (Why do men behave like this?) he is relentlessly propelled toward lower, practical, instrumental reason (How does one use this to get that?) and thus toward acceptance of himself as primarily an organism with an appetite that needs to be satisfied. (Coetzee 1999: 29)

Ethical considerations aside, experimental neurosis is thus the product of non-human animals complying with human expectations. Masserman’s cats may not have been granted individuality, let alone the status of companion animals, but they were nonetheless (although involuntarily) implicated in a human environment. And on account of their being domesticated creatures, this would even be the case had they not been subjected to any form of experimentation.

Because experimental neurosis in non-human animals is a condition that cannot be dissociated from the human researchers eliciting it, it mimicks human neurosis not owing to a dubious anthropomorphism but owing to an anthroponotic process — human researchers transferring their own neurotic condition onto non-human animals, clinically as well as conceptually, aetiologically as well as therapeutically.11 However, the source of the cross-species contamination is less the neurosis itself than the underlying causative factor. Neurotic as Pavlov and Masserman may have been, what allowed them to spread the disease was their understanding of and subjection to the mechanism responsible for its emergence. The latter could be either conceptualized in a strictly Pavlovian way as an unresolvable conflict between excitation and inhibition, or interpreted along Masserman’s line of argument as a motivational dilemma with semantic corrollaries, yet I believe it could perhaps be designated more generally as a living creature’s involuntary and ineluctable submission to an artificial, fictional, socio-symbolic system of representations. In other words, what is being transferred from human beings to non-human animals in anthroponotic neurosis is a certain symbolic ordering of things, which is both empowering and restrictive, liberating and inhibiting, emancipating and limiting, and of which the human language system constitutes the paradigmatic, yet prime pathogenic instance.12

Echoing Derrida’s dismissal of the “negative zootheologies” (Derrida 2008[2006]: 6), or what could also be called the “apophatic zoologies” constructed by Aristotle, Descartes, Heidegger, Levinas and countless others, contemporary posthumanist scholars tend to be extremely critical of all conceptions of non-human animals as creatures in defectu, lacking in all those qualities that make a human life exceptional and superior: rationality, speech, morality, the capacity to suffer, etc. It is undoubtedly the case that Pavlov, Masserman and other experimentalists working in the same empirical tradition would not have exposed their dogs and cats to some of the more gruelling tasks had they adopted a less anthropocentric and more animalpositive outlook on the world and all the living organisms within it. Yet their apophatic perspective on non-human animals did not prevent them from translating the results of their experiments onto human beings, thus closing the inter-species gap epistemologically if not ontologically. Nonetheless, they did not seem to realize that the abyss between humans and non-human animals could only be closed by virtue of their prefabricated “humanization” of the captive creatures as submissive participants in an anthropocentric experimental design. Experimental neurosis thus only removes the lines of demarcation between humans and non-humans on account of the latter’s pre-humanization, both in terms of the tasks to which they are subjected, and in terms of the status they are being accorded as laboratory animals. At the same time, however, experimental neurosis in dogs and cats reveals what happens when non-human animals are forced to operate in accordance with human representational systems. Like so many animal species living in captivity, they develop all kinds of behavioural disturbances, which have sometimes been designated generically as “zoochosis” (Travers 1993), yet for which the term “neurosis” is equally adequate, although the pharmaceutical industry would no doubt be delighted to support the creation of a more sophisticated nosological system along the lines of the DSM, if only to increase the sales of tailored psychotropic drugs.

None of this implies, of course, that this human representational system, as it is embedded in what Lacan called “the function and field of speech and language” (Lacan 2006[1953]), is superior to the representational systems employed by non-human animals for communicating information and organising their life-world. Maybe it is time to consider, as part of the philosophical deconstruction of human-animal boundaries and the development of an animal-positive outlook in an entangled “natureculture”, the value of an “apophatic anthropology”, humans being in a state of defectiveness compared to non-human animals, precisely owing to the structural incompleteness and the intrinsic semantic ambiguities of their representational system. For all we know, although we do not know much, and what we know may already be based on anthropomorphisms, free-roaming animals who are not expected to position themselves vis-à-vis their human counterparts or to live within human-made confines do not seem to have any major difficulties adapting themselves to their surroundings. As the famous German biologist Jakob von Uexküll would have put it, there appears to be a biosemiotic yet species-specific convergence, here, between the animals’ internal world (Innenwelt) and their external world (Umwelt), serving the joint purposes of self-preservation, survival and reproduction (von Uexküll 2010[1934]). The human species, by contrast, seems perenially dis-adapted to its external as well as its internal environment, to the point where it could even be perceived as the blind agency of its own destruction, for which the representational system that it has at its disposal should no doubt be held responsible, more than anything else. Stated in Pavlovian terms, the human language is simultaneously excitatory and inhibiting, because it provides access to the world and allows for the creation of sophisticated abstractions whilst at the same time exposing its carrier to a vast range of inconsistencies, ambiguities, antinomies and disparities, both between language and what it attempts to represent, and within the constitutive structures of its operationality.

As far as the vexed issue of neurosis is concerned, its indissociable link with the human representational system, whether activated in non-human animals or in humans themselves, should be enough to justify its removal from nosological classifications such as the DSM, because the link implies that neurosis is synonymous with being human(ized), which may apply to human beings and to non-human animals alike. In this essay, I have not attempted to argue, then, that neurosis should be re-included in future editions of the DSM, or that Spitzer’s Task Force was wrong in campaigning for its removal. If anything, Spitzer was right, yet no doubt for all the wrong reasons. Neurosis does not belong in the DSM because it captures the “normal”, baseline state of human affairs, which implies that it is not a clinical category of psychopathology, but a notion which needs to be reconsidered in its combined ontological and epistemological dimensions, as a specific way of being with knowledge.
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Notes

1 At the end of her magisterial survey of the conceptual, clinical and ideological principles underpinning the construction of the DSM-III, Hannah S. Decker claims that “the parenthetical ‘neurotic’ labels quietly disappeared from the next revision of the manual (DSM-III-R) seven years later” (Decker 2013: 308), yet this is manifestly not the case, as any brief inspection of the book will reveal. In his recent, comprehensive account of changing conceptions of madness, and the historical development of psychiatry, Andrew Scull writes that Spitzer “allowed the insertion of the term ‘neurotic reaction’ in parentheses after certain diagnoses” (Scull 2015: 388), yet this is equally wrong, because there is no mention of “neurotic reaction” in any of the two versions of the DSM for which Spitzer was directly responsible.

2 In September 1923, Pavlov received a letter from none other than Leon Trotsky, in which the People’s Commissar and the country’s most high-profile defender of Freudo-Marxism encouraged his correspondent to regard psychoanalysis as a “special case” of the general theory of conditional reflexes (Trotsky 1927: 260), yet by that time Pavlov seemed to have already embraced the psychoanalytic theory of psychic conflict as a basis for experimentation (Todes 2014: 498).

3 Adding some panache to the anecdote, Kubie also revealed that when Gerard had subsequently informed Freud of Pavlov’s remark, the founder of psychoanalysis had allegedly replied by saying: “It would have helped if Pavlov had stated that publicly a few decades ago” (Kubie 1959: 33; Molnar 1992: 181).

4 Pavlov’s mis-attribution may have been due to the fact that he drew on secondary sources rather than on the original book, which was one of the few major works by Freud that had not been translated into Russian. See Manson (1991).

5 Was Masserman too fond of dogs to opt for their quintessential antagonists instead? Did he think that dogs had already been tried and tested to death, sometimes quite literally, and that his experiments would therefore not add anything new to existing knowledge if they purely relied on “man’s best friend”? Or did he think that human neurosis would find a better source of empirical validation in “broken” representatives of a less diligent, more independent and altogether “wilder” species than the canine one? In 1943, Masserman explained:

it was not alone an interest in the many feline contributions to culture and science that led to the selection of the cat as an animal best suited for our own studies but a number of practical considerations as to the physical characteristics, capacities, temperament, and other qualities that make the cat an experimental subject excellently suited to our purposes. (Masserman 1943: 95)

When his monograph was reprinted in 1964, Masserman added an appendix in which he reconfirmed the original studies, whilst also providing a rationale for his newly coined discipline of “comparative biodynamics”, as well as for the choice of “experimental subject”:

Any animal can, of course, be used for the study of living behavior […] The author and his associates chose cats, dogs and monkeys, because they are relatively easily obtained and kept, yet are instructively comparable to man in the complexity of many of their ‘normal’ behavioral capacities and […] in their reactions to stress and conflict. (Masserman 1964[1943]: 277)

6 Masserman approvingly cited a replication study by Clark University graduate Clarence V. Hudgins (1933), in which “involuntary” pupillary contraction had been induced in a human sample purely in response to the participants’ thinking about the word “contract” after successive stages of stimulus-transfer, starting from a light being flashed into their eyes. “The significance of such experiments for psycho-somatic and linguistic research hardly needs further elaboration”, he concluded (Masserman 1944a: 4). In his opening “scientific presentation” of 8 July 1953 to the recently created Société française de psychanalyse, as well as in his subsequent “Rome discourse”, Lacan cited Masserman’s borrowed example in order to illustrate the power and impact of the symbolic order, yet not without dismissing the behaviourist basis of the underlying mechanism as too simplistic in its assumptions, and simultaneously questioning the presupposed connection between the nature of the conditional “autonomous response” (a pupillary contraction) and the semantic realm of the stimulus word (contract), as if the former could only be triggered through the relevant concept (signified) being associated with the linguistic sound (signifier). See Lacan (2013[1953]: 26-7) and Lacan (2006[1953]: 225-7). In her discussion of Lacan’s commentary on Masserman’s and Hudgins’ work, Kelly Oliver misses the point when she detects an attempt by Lacan, here, to draw a line of demarcation between humans and non-human animals. Lacan’s criticism of Masserman was purely directed at his suggestion that the meaning of symbols remains firmly attached to a certain biological function, in opposition to which he proposed that symbols (signifiers) derive their meaning purely from their association with other signifiers, within a symbolic network. See Oliver (2009: 180-1).

7  This is not the place for me to discuss Masserman’s imaginative, and some would no doubt say fanciful extrapolation of Freud’s concepts. Fact of the matter is that although quite a few people took issue with his critique of Pavlov, few if any commentators at the time, including those of a psychoanalytic ilk, found his feline psychoanalysis dubious or unfounded, maybe because it confirmed the clinical validity of the discipline, or because it opened up an entirely new, and potentially lucrative area of psychoanalytic practice. For critical reflections on Masserman’s therapeutic work, see Winter (2016: 90-1).

8 As it happens, Masserman did not just treat his neurotic cats with psychoanalysis. He also exposed them to cerebral electroshocks, and even investigated the effects of alcohol, which turned out to be quite beneficial, therapeutically as well as prophylactically, although primarily in the more “intelligent” specimens. See Masserman and Jacques (1947); Masserman (1944b); Masserman, Jacques and Nicholson (1945); Masserman and Yum (1946).

9 Braitman does not deny that mental health issues may also occur in free-roaming animals, insofar as she believes that every creature with a mind is at risk of losing it from time to time, nor that domesticated animals may also react badly to natural phenomena such as thunder and lightning, and to environmental catastrophes, including climate change and natural disasters. In this respect, Pavlov had already observed back in 1924 that some of his dogs lost their established conditional responses and showed symptoms of traumatic neurosis following their exposure to the flooding of their cages when the Neva river burst its banks. See Todes (2014: 503-9).

10 Although this definitely applies to most experimental protocols (Masserman’s cats did not have names, but only numbers), it is interesting that Pavlov diverged from this principle by according names to all of his dogs, and by referring to them as workers.

11  Similar anthroponotic processes have been described within the sphere of veterinary medicine, and especially in pets, who seem particularly vulnerable when it comes to catching the psychic disturbances of their humans. See, for example, Dahlke and Baumgartner (2016).

12  The ambiguous freedom characteristic of the human condition is conveyed magnificently by Kafka’s Red Peter, the erstwhile great ape who transformed himself into a human being in order to find a way out of captivity:

all too often men are betrayed by the word freedom. And as freedom is counted among the most sublime feelings, so the corresponding disillusionment can be also sublime. In variety theaters I have often watched, before my turn came on, a couple of acrobats performing on trapezes high in the roof […] ‘And that too is human freedom,’ I thought, ‘self-controlled movement’. (Kafka 2005[1917]: 272-3)


The Psychology of Productive Dissociation, or What Would Schellingian Psychotherapy Look Like?1

Sean McGrath

With academic psychology now firmly yoked to neuroscience and the pharmaceutics industry, it would seem from a scientific perspective that the era of the “talking cure”, the era of psychoanalysis in its broadest sense, is over. Sophisticated neuro-computers like ourselves don’t need to talk about our problems to be well; we need only to fix our wiring to functionally love and work. And yet, our popular culture remains divided on this point. While anyone can easily get a prescription for their neurotic tick, their chronic depression, their personality disorder, or even just their occasional blues, not everyone is finished with talk therapy. Disparagingly referred to as “folk psychology” by the academics, talk therapy continues to flourish on the margins of psychology in a variety of forms: as a quasi-religious practice of individuation, an alternative medicine, a counter-cultural treatment of the personality and politics, or even simply as a service we are willing to pay for from those with experience and credentials: the service of being listened to. The psychoanalysis industry today is a small but vibrant sub-culture that promotes itself in training institutes, para-academic societies and self-help groups the world over.

The movement is much older than Freud. In fact, Freud is a latecomer. Talk therapy began with Anton Mesmer in the late-eighteenth century, with his “discovery” of hypnotism and his decommissioning of the practice of exorcism. Mesmer’s “cure”, expanded into the theory of “animal magnetism” by Armand Puységur, consisted in inducing a trance-state by various means for the sake of awakening latent healing powers in nature or in the personality itself. Animal magnetism became all the rage among the Romantics, who were only too thrilled to hear that they were visiting other dimensions, perhaps even other planets, when suffering hysterical episodes or while sleeping. Once hypnosis was properly elaborated as a scientific technique that had nothing to do with the supernatural by James Braid in 1841, the way was prepared for the medicalization of the talking cure. Psychoanalysis had a brief moment in the scientific limelight as a respectable form of medicine under the leadership of Janet, Freud, the early Jung and the early Lacan. Freud died betrayed by most of his students in 1938, while Jung and Lacan went on to expand talk therapy into directions not anticipated by Freud, and of which he would certainly not have approved: in Jung’s case, religion and mythology as expressions of an abiding stratum of symbols in the collective human psyche, and in Lacan’s case, in the direction of a structuralist analysis of human culture itself as a neurotic response to the absurdity of existence.

In the following essay, I wish to speculate on what concrete contribution Schellingian metaphysics could make to this sub-culture. All of the major psychotherapeutics schools still active today have their own meta-psychologies, more or less coherently developed, with intra-ecclesial factions disputing one or the other point. The relation between these theoretical paradigms and the practice of psychotherapy is not at all clear: does the theory emerge from the practice or does it predetermine the practice? Are the theories inductively derived from the treatment of patients? The founders all insisted that they were, in a somewhat desperate attempt to defend the empirical credentials of psychoanalysis against a skeptical scientific community, whose approval they craved. Or does the well-known fact that Jungians display Jungian symptoms and have Jungian dreams while Freudians have Freudian symptoms and dreams, etc., indicate that the industry itself is an organized form of auto-suggestion? The question might be unanswerable, or it may in fact be that both alternatives are true and that we have to do here with a hermeneutical circle of theory and practice, negative and positive philosophy, as the late Schelling would put it, which is not a vicious circle but an indication of the interpenetration of so-called facts and values.

In the light of the scientific uncertainty surrounding talk therapy, the clinical application of a Schellingian meta-psychology (a theory of the soul which is certainly there in Schelling’s writings) is not as wild as it might appear. And in fact, it has a precedent. Schelling’s interest and contribution to medicine is well known. Two years after he was accused in 1800 of causing the death of fifteen-year-old Auguste Böhmer by quackery (a charge that was likely a defamation propagated by Schelling’s enemies), Schelling was awarded an honorary degree in medicine from the University of Landshut.2 From 1806 to 1808 Schelling co-edited the Journal of Medicine as a Science. In the Preface to the new journal he wrote: “If researchers of nature are all […] priests […] of certain natural forces: then the doctor preserves the holy fires in the centre” (cited in Marquard 2004: 21). Finally, it is easily demonstrated that Schelling’s influence also extended to the bourgeoning field of Romantic psychiatry, with its rapidly proliferating schools of Mesmerists, Magnetists and hypnotherapists. The psychiatrist Justinus Kerner, to take only one example, cites Schelling in his introduction to his widely-read account of a medium, The Seeress of Prevorst (Kerner 1845: 9-10). The influence of Schelling on other Romantic psychiatrists, for example, Gotthilf Heinrich von Schubert, C.G. Carus (one of Jung’s main sources), and Gustav Fechner (whom Freud revered), is not in dispute.3

But still the question remains, what would it look like today, a Schellingian psychotherapy? What would it do differently than other therapies? To be brief, Schellingian therapy would not necessarily pathologize dissociation, the multiplication of the self into discrete centres of thought and agency, but neither would it always and everywhere endorse it, as Deleuze and Guattari seem to do in their playful alternative to psychoanalysis or “schizoanalysis” (Deleuze and Guattari 1983, 1987). A Schellingian therapy would be built upon a metapsychological distinction between positive and negative dissociation. The distinction is implicit but basic to Schelling’s metaphysics and logic and finds its roots in the theosophy of Jakob Böhme. Not all dissociations are pathological repression; to live is to grow, and to grow is to dissociate from the past, but the dissociated past does not disappear; it abides as the ground of the present. Precisely because the self is inherently dissociative it has a capacity for repression: it can dissociate from life itself, that is, it can dissociate from the growth (the positive dissociation) life constantly demands of us. The product of such a negative dissociation is neurosis. A Schellingian psychotherapy would, through talk therapy, dream analysis and possibly hypnosis, expose the unconscious thoughts, feelings and patterns of living of the client. The goal would be, first of all, to help the client thematize the dissociations that make up his or her concrete and unique personality; and secondly, to see what further dissociations are demanded by the present circumstances of life, the avoidance of which is causing psychological suffering.

I. The Psycho-logic of Dissociation

The tendency in psychoanalytical and psychotherapeutical literature is to speak of dissociation in a purely negative sense: to dissociate from x is to render x unconscious and so a threat to the ego. For example, Lacanian psychoanalysis demolishes ego-psychology, but goes to the other extreme, into a merely negative theory of subjectivity as lack, constitutive repression, the self’s necessary and tragic absenting of itself from itself. Dissociation in a Lacanian register, however inevitable, is always negatively construed as reaction to the horror of the pre-symbolic, as defence against psychosis, etc. True, Lacan recognizes the point we are making here: that without dissociation, no consciousness. But for Lacan, who has undisguised gnostic inclinations, consciousness is not an increase in being but a tragic adjustment to an impossible predicament; consciousness is lack, and is constitutively split from the source of its own life, hence necessarily haunted by a repressed surplus, for which it substitutes a fantasy of wholeness that is basically unachievable, a lie.4

In the Schelling school of psychotherapy, which I am brazenly imagining into existence, positive dissociation would be upheld as non-repressive and the very life of the personality. Growth in consciousness is made possible by the contraction of some aspect of the individual’s identity, which henceforth becomes the past, a dissociated other which is never “sublated” by consciousness (cancelled and preserved), but subsists in the self as a grounding potency. Positive dissociation is not only the production of unconsciousness but also and primarily the production of consciousness: to dissociate from x is to render x an object of consciousness or to make x conscious, for when x is attached to the I in such a way that the I has no distance from it, consciousness of x as such is not possible. Consciousness presupposes dissociation from that of which we are conscious. Negative dissociation is the dissociation that does not produce life and consciousness but the opposite, the dissociation from the dissociation growth in consciousness is demanding of us, or willful unconsciousness, the paragon of which is Böhme’s figure of Lucifer. Lucifer refuses to participate in the order of God, refuses to be who God has made him to be, and thus becomes transformed from the highest of the angels to a maniacal tyrant. He is created to freely participate in the harmony of heaven, to dissociate from the dark ground of individuality, which God has granted him so that he might be a being in his own right, and give birth to personality. As a consequence of his negative dissociation he remains shut up in the ground which becomes an inferno of pain and self-lacerating desire (Böhme 1781).5

By placing a high value on consciousness, a Schellingian psychotherapy is in no way subscribing to ego-psychology, for Schelling would not accept Freud’s identification of consciousness with the ego. Schelling would, I think, agree with the early Jung that the ego is a complex, a split-off island of consciousness, but what surrounds it is not simply the unconscious. The sea of psyche in which it floats may be unconscious to the ego but some parts of it are nonetheless possessed of consciousness (Jung 1970). Extra-egoic being is not a mindless libidinal cesspool. On the contrary, outside the ego one finds, for example, the consciousness into which I slip when I dream, or lapse back into a past mode of behaviour. We find as well the consciousness which is the inalienable and irreducible possession of the other, for Schelling’s theory of the unconscious, like virtually every other major nineteenth-century theory of the unconscious (Hegel’s, Schopenhauer’s, Nietzsche’s, von Hartmann’s, Carus’, Fechner’s) is a theory of the collective unconscious. We might even want to re-open the question of the non-egoic consciousness of the non-human other, the animal, the plant or the material universe itself. No such question is ruled out because no decision has been made in favour of the Cartesian subjectivism which is the basic presupposition of Lacan’s thought, if not Freud’s.

The psychology of productive dissociation is a regional application of Schelling’s later metaphysics. At some indeterminable point between 1804 and 1809, Schelling breaks with the assumption, so foundational for all of his early work, that the absolute must exclude all difference. For the sake of the production of selfconsciousness and self-revelation, Schelling argues in his middle period that the divine must divide itself into ground and existence, a dialogical pair, like the Father and the Son of the Holy Trinity, abnegating and also thereby delimiting their respective selves by deferring to the other. A non-dual ground remains at the origin of personality, which is the product of the splitting of the absolute — Schelling speaks of the deep grounding of the triune divinity in “the unground” (as he expresses it in the Freedom essay (Schelling 2006: 68)) or the “godhead” (so expressed in Ages of the World (Schelling 2000: 24)), the inexpressible, absolutely one, and essentially hidden infinity of the divine. But the indifferent absolute now withdraws into inaccessible negativity as the play of potencies takes centre-stage.

Schelling regards the personality as constitutively split, but the split is not necessarily repressive or pathological. Personality is not monolithic but plural, a network of relations among alternative centres of cognition and desire. Successfully negotiating functional relations among these centres is the basis of mental health. Schelling’s identity-philosophy of his early period proves that from a strictly rational a priori perspective the absolute in itself must be undivided (“System of Philosophy in General and of the Philosophy of Nature in Particular”, Schelling 1994). But if the absolute were only one, nothing else could exist — individuality, multiplicity and time itself would be illusory. If multiplicity and relationality are real, if personality exists, the absolute must have divided itself from itself, Schelling concludes in the breakthrough essay that signals the end of his early period and the beginning of the turn to historical realism, Philosophy and Religion (Schelling 2010). In the 1809 Freedom essay Schelling describes this primordial division within the absolute in Böhmian terms: the absolute splits itself into opposite poles of desire for the sake of self-revelation. In The Ages of the World the division is described as the emergence of potencies, each with its distinctive properties and equally legitimate claims to existence. Schelling takes from Böhme the notion of will as “primal being” (Schelling 2006: 21). There is no will without tension, no willing without resistance and counterwill. While the late Schelling abandons the historical immanentism of his middle period — the thesis, so central to the Freedom essay and the Stuttgart Seminars (but beginning to unravel in the Ages drafts), that God begins unconscious and achieves consciousness through dissociation from his eternal being, the creation of the world and the recovery of himself in his other, that is, in human consciousness — the psycho-logic of dissociation remains essential to Schelling’s philosophy of mythology and revelation: now the Trinity is interpreted as constitutively dissociated, and the history of the world becomes an exteriorization of multiple personalities in God for the sake of cultivating personality in the human being.6

Like everything Schelling does, dissociation operates on multiple levels, not only on psychological, metaphysical and theological levels, but also and perhaps most fundamentally on the level of the logical. Schelling’s dissociative logic is grounded in a neo-Fichtean theory of predication, which harks back to his earliest works. If a predicate is to be identified with a subject, it must first be disjoined. The copula not only conjoins, it also disjoins (a point familiar to readers of the late Heidegger): identity is not sameness. “A is B” presupposes its opposite, that “A is not B”. It is only because there are two distinct terms (A and B), only because the subject (A) is not the same as the predicate (B) that predication itself is possible. Applied transcendentally, to the theory of subjectivity, the logic yields the following result: any act of becoming conscious of myself, any act of self-identification (and all self-consciousness is self-identification, for example, “I am a man”, “I am a woman”, “I am young”, “I am old”, etc.) is founded upon a dissociation of myself from that with which I identify. It is only because the I is not the same as “man”, “woman”, “young” or “old” that it can be identified with it. Predication is only possible because a third unnamed term in which the subject and the predicate participate withdraws into the pre-predicative background. A can be identified with B because some unknown X is in one respect A and in another respect B. It follows that in all acts of self-consciousness or selfidentification, some aspect of the self goes unnamed, an anonymous indifferent ground withdraws from the identification and is never denominated by either the subject (the I) or the predicate (whatever the I happens to identify itself with).

Dissociation constitutes the difference between ground and existence, as elaborated in the Freedom essay, the basic duality of drives which founds all other differences, both in the material and immaterial world. The division between the logical subject and its predicates — like the division between the psychological subject and its drives — is an effect of this original splitting of the divine being. The dissociated self is distributed among a plurality of different drives, which is not to say that some unification of this plurality is not possible or even necessary. But the unity of personality will not be a unity imposed at the expense of the distinctions among its constitutive members; it will be rather a federation of freedoms, a spontaneous collaboration of independent wills which find themselves united by being true to what is best in them.

II. Dissociation or Repression?

The Freudian notion of repression is typically read back into Schelling (Hogrebe 1989: 102; Bowie 1993: 96-7; Žižek 1996: 27-32), but, as we have said, dissociation is not necessarily repression. Every repression is a dissociation but not every dissociation is a repression. Freud’s innovation on romantic psychology lies in his non-teleological interpretation of the dynamic relations between the split parts of the psyche: Freudian repression does not require a metaphysics of individuation, an unconscious telos or final cause, to explain the splitting of the psyche: the splitting can be understood as entirely an effect of the past, a reaction, not in essence different from the mechanical effect of one external force upon another (plugging a spring of water with a rock). It is enough to assume that reality is intolerable to the psyche and must be strategically forgotten for the sake of functionality to explain the splitting. The teleological theory of dissociation holds that psyche requires duality in order to become personal: the cosmological duality of ideal and real, the interior duality of consciousness and unconsciousness and the social duality of I and Thou, are ultimately all for the sake of the achievement of personality. One could put the repressionist/dissociationist difference as follows: where for the repressionist, the split does not produce a higher state of consciousness but rather a fractured being constituted by loss and the absence of wholeness, for the dissociationist, the structures that emerge out of the split are, insofar as they remain functional related to each other, always richer than what precedes the division: wholeness is not past, but future, not something lost by the splitting but rather the new state of being that drives the psyche forward and that can only be achieved by dissociation and unification of the semi-autonomous parts.

Primordially God himself divides being, contracts infinity into an ineffable point so that personality, and its most personal act, love, might exist. Böhme’s paradigm of personality comes to its full expression in Schelling: a person is a being that is inherently doubled, one who is authentically related to others only insofar as he or she has achieved a difficult self-relation. Personality can never be made totally transparent and rational; it is a complex self-mediation, “founded […] on the connection between a self-determining being and a basis independent of it” (Schelling 2006: 59), on the one side reaching out to other persons, and on the other, retreating into hidden depths that descend into primordial and unconscious self-assertion.

The dark ground does not need to be repressed. It does not need to be coerced from outside into subordination — in fact to repress it would be to abort freedom itself. Ground has a “dark presentiment”, an intuition that its life is only possible in subordination to another. It is free to resist this presentiment. But if it does not resist, if it allows another to be, it follows its own inner necessity. The difference between Schelling’s ground and Freud’s Id is that the Id possesses no inherent intelligence guiding it to serve the ego and the reality principle. The Id must be restrained by the ego and the super ego if its energy is to be used in the service of civilization (Freud 1949). The Id is tragic and directionless; ground is inwardly directed toward life and love.

The primordial decision at the ground of the Schellingian self is much deeper, older and more elusive than the fleeting feeling of spontaneity disclosed in the experience of Cartesian introspection; it does not coincide with the I that grasps itself in the act of thinking, but rather with the being that always withdraws from view in any self-reflective act and which reflection itself presupposes, the sum unthought in Descartes’ cogito ergo sum. The decision by means of which I choose myself cannot be self-reflexive, for it is my beginning and my beginning is never available to me. I did not experience it consciously, for there was no I to experience it, nor can I revisit it in consciousness. The beginning is the past that was never present. The person can only experience a free decision as something irretrievably past, that is, as necessity. The intelligible deed is a contraction of possibility to a single actuality. Only the being that descends into actuality is conscious, for it alone exists for itself: it alone has a history, a character and a destiny. As Schelling repeats like a mantra throughout the works of his middle period, whoever reserves the right to reverse a decision never decides. To decide is to cut off from an origin, to draw a line between oneself and one’s past; only on the basis of such a decision does one have a past for the first time. But notice that this decision is not repression, it is not the deliberate forgetting of an act or an experience that is unbearable to consciousness, incompatible with an “ego-ideal”, and destined to return as an irremovable obstruction to life; it is the production of the new, not the cancellation and preservation of the old (Erzeugung rather than Aufhebung).7

Schelling has no such concept of repression, nor does he need one: there is nothing intrinsically horrible about life for Schelling. No doubt, Schelling speaks of horror, as for example in the following passage from Clara: “Within nature there was something nameless and frightful; something toward which, with a dreadful desire, she sometimes felt drawn and sometimes repelled” (Schelling 2002: 21). But here again, we must draw a distinction between that which threatens the ego and that which threatens the good as such. The God of the Jews instilled fear in the most devout believer: He was so terrible to look on that no one except Moses could stand in His presence, and Moses could only do so by averting his gaze (Ex 3:1-15). And notice how Schelling’s protagonist Clara is equally attracted and repelled by the nameless horror at the heart of nature. Are we to psychoanalyze this immediately and speak of a death drive? And why not speak of a God drive? What draws Clara to the ego-annihilating abyss at the centre of the world might also be spoken of as an irresistible desire for the good, for infinity, for the absolute itself. The Schellingian self does not dissociate for the sake of coping with a reality too horrible for consciousness; it dissociates for the sake of love. Freud’s Id is held down by the light, Schelling’s dark ground, when it acts in accordance with love, holds itself back; it defers to the light not because its desires are out of proportion to the modicum of pleasure reality can afford, but because only by subordinating itself to consciousness can it participate in love. The dark ground is not to be wrestled into submission by consciousness. Rather, ground and existence collaborate spontaneously. In the healthy individual, ground freely subordinates itself to existence in a spontaneous act that Schelling likens to the unreflective decision whereby a person in danger “knows” just what to do to save his or her own life (Schelling 1997: 175). If it does not subordinate itself but instead revolts and usurps the role of the existent, the dark ground extinguishes personality, and consequently itself, like a virus that destroys itself by destroying its host.

One is perhaps inevitably inclined to draw a comparison between Schelling and Jung on this point. In the regression of libido, even in psychotic breakdowns, productive forces are at work for Jung (Jung 1916). Jung objects to Freud’s assumption that a regression from consciousness to unconsciousness is always symptom and sickness. Drawing on pre-Freudian traditions of the unconscious, Jung makes a case for a healthy narcissism or natural introversion. Without it extroverted libido is doomed. Inevitably the psyche will find itself maladapted to conditions that arise because as a being perpetually underway, never whole, its extroverted attitudes are always to some degree inadequate to the real. In moments of conflict, which appear from outside to be breakdowns, the psyche regulates itself by retreating into its own depths. Introversion is as essential an ingredient of mental health as ego-driven adaptation to reality. Related to this is Jung’s emphasis on the present situation in the life of the neurotic as the source of psychological conflict, in contrast with Freud’s search for a past trauma. The “sick” person is withdrawing into himself not primarily because of an unresolved situation from the past but because he does not have the conscious resources to face the present situation. In an act of self-regulation, the psyche is contracting so as to activate hitherto unconscious powers in the personality.

Similarly, Schelling identifies a productive and positive seed of life, health and goodness in the otherwise destructive inwardizing drive of the dark ground. An unconscious desire is at work in the dark ground, a “silent […] seeking” that “soon pulls you back to yourself” (Schelling 1997: 136-7). The negativity of the dark ground is essential to life. Ground is the fastening, binding force that reigns in the “expansive”, “volatizing”, “spiritualizing” force and prevents it from expanding to infinity (Schelling 1997: 139). If the dark ground has its way, unchecked by existence, the individual loses touch with reality and goes mad. But if existence has its way unchecked by ground, the individual loses touch with his life-giving depths and dies spiritually, becoming imprisoned by a “lifeless understanding”, fixated in an outmoded pattern of adaptation, ossified in extroversion and so unable to meet the new challenges life presents to him.

The dark ground of spirit can hold itself back in Schelling because it is not a blind-force or a mindless appetite — as the unconscious sometimes is in Freud. Ground is pre-personal, but the pre-personal is not nonpersonal. Ground possesses unconscious intelligence and so acts with design but without reflective knowledge of what it is doing, why it is doing it, or where it is going. The self-centredness of ground is not something that ought not to be. Although Schelling locates the possibility of evil in the dark ground, he is careful to distinguish the possibility from the actuality of evil. The dark ground is not in itself evil; on the contrary, it is an essential ingredient of goodness, the gravitational centre of love standing in creative and productive tension with its antithesis, the other-centred and affirmative light principle. One side shuts in while the other opens out, but the opening-out is only possible because it is grounded in the closing-in. The closing-in is an openingout. Ground is not a mindless energy that must be broken, castrated, if it is to serve the good; it is already directed to the good, only without consciousness. It does not need to be redirected, canalized or sublimated; on the contrary, consciousness must learn to trust it.

III. A Schellingian Theory of Neurosis/Psychosis

That said, Schelling is anything but naively optimistic about the human condition, which Jung occasionally is. Personality is fallen; it never achieves in this life the wholeness it longs for and in its endless pursuit of the goal it tends to go wrong in various ways. It can be overwhelmed by the unconscious, losing its hold on consciousness and disintegrating from within. If we wished to map this onto the medico-analytical grid, we could call this Schellingian psychosis. The psychotic, we are told, is one whose personality disorder is so severe as to cause “a loss of contact with reality”. We could avoid the philosophical obscurities implicit in this kind of loose metaphysical talk by speaking of a loss of contact with the other: the psychotic is the Cartesian solipsist — he or she fails to “pair” as Husserl would put it — the psychotic’s lack of a sense for the autonomy, dignity and irreducibility of the subjectivity of the other causes him or her to not only fail to empathize with the sufferings of others, as in the case of the serial killer, but also to fail to emerge from a world of private fantasy, as in the case of the schizophrenic. It is the subjectivity of the other — not physical reality or some other material marker — which delimits my subjectivity as mine and enables me to distinguish an extra-subjective order of being that resists my will. When one recalls that ground for Schelling has the possibility of resisting the altruism of the second potency, existence, which Schelling sometimes refers to enigmatically as “the understanding”, we can see more clearly what is at issue from a psychological perspective. Ground gone mad is ground refusing to be the ground of another, refusing to stand-under existence, in effect refusing to be itself, refusing to be the ground of personality, but arrogating to itself the fullness of being, which, in fact, can never belong to it. Ground giving way to unchecked narcissism becomes psychotic. Without the other, ground has no access to the extra-subjective, no way out of itself, and so becomes imprisoned in the horror of its own unchecked fantasy life.

Another possibility is equally unsustainable: in its bid to defend itself from the other powers operative within it, the I can become rigidly idealized and the understanding, without living contact with the real, ossified. We could call this Schellingian neurosis. Schelling speaks of the stupidity of the Verstandesmensch, the man of mere understanding, that is, the one who has no madness at all within him, and so no capacity for the good. If psychosis is the result of the corruption of first potency, the life-giving dissociation from the infinite becomes a life destroying separation, neurosis is the result of the corruption of second potency, the disavowal of dissociation. Psychosis, ground let loose, is a shadow of first potency, identity annulled by difference, unable to maintain itself in the face of the negative; neurosis, ground repressed (here the Freudian term is not only appropriate but accurate), is a shadow of second potency, difference annulled by identity. In “living understanding”, a positive dissociation of ground and existence occurs: ground grounds, identity subsists in difference, and the chaotic will of the ground is directed, transformed and fulfilled by existence. The point is neither to repress nor to identify with the negative side of personality; a difficult negotiation of these two extremes is called for. The “energy” locked up in ground must be put to the service of the self, for without the conflict between ground and existence, personality is stillborn and there is no life, no movement, and no growth in the self. The coordination or ruling of madness does not cancel it. Even worse than actual madness or the failure of understanding to rule the ground is an understanding in which there is no madness whatsoever, a dead and ineffective imitation of understanding, for the former has the possibility of directing itself otherwise while the latter has no energy available to it to direct (“Stuttgart Seminars”, Schelling 1994: 233).

We are driving the Freedom essay’s far-flung speculations into a praxis — not psychoanalyzing Schelling (Žižek has already done that), but taking Schelling at his word, that is, reading Freedom as a treatise on the structure of the personality, which presumably would provide a basis for the healing of pathologies of the personality. The connection between disease, moral evil and mental illness is crucial in this regard: without denying the distinctions among the three, these forms of pathology share a common structure: all three result from a negative dissociation of the centrum of an organic whole (ground) from its periphery (existence), expressed logically, a negative dissociation of the particular from the universal. The point is not to fuse these two in an Aristotelian-Hegelian doctrine of concrete universality: the dissociation of particular from universal is basic to Schelling’s Platonic approach to philosophy and therefore to Schellingian analysis. Only because particular and universal are two do they function as constitutive dimensions of the whole: without a centrum or a periphery there is no circle. Granted that, two fundamental possibilities for negative dissociation announce themselves: periphery wills itself to be the centrum or denies the being of the same; or centrum wills itself to be the periphery. Both produce an unsustainable situation. The former (periphery without ground) is, morally speaking, arrogance, stupidity and moral rigidity, psychologically speaking, neurosis; the latter (ground without periphery) is, morally speaking, selfishness, indifference to the suffering of the other, and cruelty, psychologically speaking, psychosis. Both the neurotic and the psychotic must carefully arrange life so as to not threaten the constitutive illusion, but the neurotic remains a rule-follower: a moral formalism or legalism holds his socio-pathological tendencies in check. The psychotic, by contrast, cannot function and so ends up imprisoned, institutionalized or dead.

Would Schelling blame the neurotic for his suffering and the schizophrenic for his life-debilitating illness? No, he certainly would not. But he would say that the cure, if there is one, will be a taking responsibility for ground. In the milder case (neurosis) this amounts to taking responsibility for one’s delusions or withdrawing one’s projections, owning them as merely projections. In the more extreme case (psychosis) this amounts to taking over one’s ground as ground, accepting the chaos at the basis of personality, letting it be, which means productively dissociating from it and letting it ground. A Schellingian meta-psychology does not make schizophrenics culpable for their madness, but nonetheless does it hold them culpable for their response to it. Both the cure for schizophrenia and the reform of evil involves Gelassenheit, letting be, letting ground ground.8 A Schellingian psychotherapy would be a method to treat the various consequences of every failure of the self to take responsibility for itself, every failure to own one’s past, to confess one’s system of thought as one’s own and therefore not the system, not the absolute truth.9

IV. Conclusion

We return to our question: What real-world applications does Schellingian meta-psychology have? Could it in fact open up a path to healing the modern psyche or at least a method of diagnosis that avoids the obvious deficiencies of DSM-foregrounded psycho-pharmacology? Why would we deny this? We would only deny the possibility of a Schellingian psychotherapy on the grounds that it is too metaphysical, that its speculative nature means that it has no clinical purchase, unlike presumably existing psychotherapies. But is not the assumption here fatally flawed and easily refuted, namely, the assumption that existing methods of psychotherapy, whether they be modified forms of Freudianism or Jungianism, or the simple pragmaticism of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, have no relation to metaphysics, that they persist in a clinically metaphysical safe zone, where no prior commitments to basic questions concerning human life, its origin and end are at work, in short, that we accept the myth of scientism? The great advantage of a Schellingian psychotherapy would be its refusal of scientism and its courage to take the risk of metaphysics. Metaphysics will be at play in any case, either implicitly or explicitly, and implicit metaphysics is by definition ideological.

So what would it look like, a Schellingian psychotherapy? Neither tragic-pessimistic, as are the Freudian schools, nor naively optimistic, as are Jungian and trans-personal schools. And unlike both, Schellingian psychotherapy would be essentially a moral therapy, not in the sense that it would impose a moral view of human life unto the suffering individual à la Pinel, but rather in a much more hermeneutically nuanced sense: Schellingian psychotherapy would refuse to interpret the suffering of the client in abstraction from his or her moral life. What the late Schelling said of ontology, that all of its basic concepts are also moral concepts (Schelling 2008: 135), would be said also of psychology. To live, to grow and to die, to suffer or to thrive, is always a moral affair in the sense that it is the affair of a person, that is, one who is in principle capable of taking responsibility for themselves. It is not me and my desires that are to rule psyche: the unconscious remains the ground of the personality which the ego did not lay for itself, but which it is nonetheless called to appropriate, to own as its ground. This appropriation is the disempowerment of the ego and the pluralization of the self. To let the self pluralize and to let the plurality within “self”, that would be the task of a Schellingian psychotherapy. Schelling would never advocate trying to control the unconscious: on the contrary, we are called to let chaos be. But this does not generate life-destroying anarchy. To let chaos be is to let it ground which in turn lets the self be. To put it otherwise, let chaos ground, so that order may arise out of it.
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Notes

1  Earlier versions of parts of this paper appeared in Chapters Four and Five of my Dark Ground of Spirit: Schelling and the Unconscious (McGrath 2012).

2  See Ziolkowski 2004: 145; Pinkard 2000: 112; Marquard 2004: 21.

3 Two different studies of this influence and its significance appeared in the same year: McGrath 2012 and Ffytche 2012. Schelling is at the hub of a philosophical tradition of thinking about the self as dissociative, a tradition that spans much of the nineteenth century, from animal magnetism through the now forgotten romantic psychologists Schubert, Carus, Troxler and Fechner, to Freud’s contemporary and ultimately vanquished rival Pierre Janet. Something of the dissociative tradition survives in Freud’s triadic topology (id, ego, superego), and in Jung’s theory of complexes. The standard work in this area is Ellenberger 1970. I have also learned a great deal from Kerslake 2007 and Shamdasani 2003.

4  The best overview of Lacan is Fink 1995.

5  See McGrath 2012: 60-71.

6  See Schelling 1992. For a detailed exposition of the late Schelling, see Tritten 2012.

7  See McGrath 2010.

8  Heidegger is never more Schellingian than when he writes:

Being ground, that is, existing as thrown, Dasein constantly lags behind its possibilities. It is never existent before its ground, but only from it and as it. Thus being ground means never to gain power over one’s ownmost being from the ground up. This not belongs to the existential meaning of thrownness. Being ground, it itself is a nullity of itself […] Not through itself, but released to itself from ground in order to be as this ground. Dasein is not itself ground of its being, because ground first arises from its own project, but as a self, it is the being of its ground. Ground is always ground only for a being whose being has to take over being-the-ground. (Heidegger 1962: paragraph 58)

9 Thanks to G. Anthony Bruno for this insight.
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Neurosis 1

As far as I know — at least in the twenty-first century — it has been in vogue for less academic journals and books to work on re-definitions of hackneyed or redundant terms (such is “neurosis”1). Weighty terms such as “Being”, the “Subject”, “Nature”, have always brought with them the spectre or impetus of a neurosis which aims at broadening, re-instantiating, re-claiming and redefining these terms, and we are well aware of those philosophers that have been part of this process. It is in many ways inevitable but also not without corruption, digression and plain ignorance to the genealogical, etymological and philological continuity of words and their “uses”. In this century, we possibly have a “lighter” and more liberal desire to appropriate words/terms (in praise of words but also in a spirit to traverse them through this exercise; to bring about various actions and to participate more instantaneously with the world).

There is also a peculiarly modern urge to usurp theories in the making and produce them prematurely under some slogan, conference or shared polemic2 (… with the hope that such prematurity may create a monster of intervention, subversion, immanance, “the real”?). The impulse to make-into-product something that might only work on registers outside of labour and production can be seen as both a middle-finger to the fastidiousness of thinking that has its “proper place”, “proper time”, “proper criteria” and “proper audience” but also — and not without concern — hints at some reconciliation or mutation of the practices of theory with the practices of fashion — conflating different temporal criteria where The Production of the New (O’Sullivan and Zepke 2011) and The Shock of the New (Hughes 1991) become the same thing. The Dublin Unit of Speculative Thought (DUST) have characterized and affirmed their work as existing within a polemical space of conflicts, negotiations, inclusion and exclusion, as a place where work MUST be done in order for us to “weoponize” ourselves from the prevailing dogmas, despotic forces and downright facism overwhelming the orthodox academic institution. In this sense, “time and place” are not just the criteria for the coherence of a piece of academic work in relation to its tradition, but also act as the spontaneous and revolutionary conditions for an “event”, disclosing the power of intellectual intervention (as well as showcasing fashion’s effects and humour’s function, i.e. timing).

I for one definitely discern some friction between a Deleuzian affirmation of “styles of thought”, “nomenclatures”, a “pragmatics of language” that aspires to reconcile itself with the speed, immanence and potentiality of existence, and, on the other hand, a desire for “correct” context, “correct” intention and “correct” use of words. Both have different attitudes similar to different personalities (different neuroses).

Written as an apologia or as a tautological statement about neurosis itself, could we not say that all the inclinations that drive the values and presentational methods of knowledge above are driven by neuroses? This is not without a Nietzschean undertone — that there is essentially no true or absolute knowledge but rather the making-true of the neurotic (whether personal or collective). Would a book on neurosis save us from hypocrisy and allow us to reflect upon our own prejudices, not only to reflect but to “speculate” that these neuroses are the cause or operation of human consciousness itself?

Neurosis 2

Regardless of these abstract questions I give you, we do see (or certain people have discerned) neuroses as a category, symptom, characteristic, process and metaphor disclosed in contemporary existence. Firstly, it has to be understood that it is a natural consequence of neurosis itself to hunt out phenomena and return such to “itself”; to take over the subject and work itself into the forefront of the subject’s mind (such can be attested to in the traditional traumatized subject). This power is not merely behavioural or practical (empirical case-studies of neurotics) but also theoretical. Neurosis does not become vanquished once rationalized. Rationalization is openly neurotic and has been hidden under more “acceptable” terminology for centuries; whether in the continual spouting of Socrates, the “meditations” of Descartes, “the last instance” (Laruelle), in the “counting as one” (Badiou 2011), under the “id” (Freud), under the “I that accompanies all experience” (Kant) or the “family resemblance” that links words or concepts (Wittgenstein) and perceptions (empiricism). Irrational, auto-generated repetition, focus, proliferation and distribution of information in the human mind (neurosis) has been co-opted in the above thinkers as a necessary, cognitive and rational process (and this would be fine if they openly accepted such as fundamentally neurotic in character and source!) but alas we are still too moral it seems to accept this fact, and so we continue to repress the intellect’s neurotic capacity (which is an early sign of neurosis/maladjustment itself). The entirety of the phenomenological tradition secretly lays claim to this neurosis; that within the manifestation of any appearance, the desire to appear, or the correlate of human consciousness which desires to turn things into sense, cannot be separated from the appearance itself. This neurosis is called intentionality in phenomenology; the awareness that we are always conscious of something (whether directed mentally towards some thing or other, or, whether seduced by something already outside of us). Perhaps the juncture where psychology meets phenomenology is at this moment of terrifying comprehension where we realize that the neurotic dimension of phenomenological intentionality might not be what we wish to be exposed to — “I never asked to see such and such in this way!” Or perhaps it is as simple as realising that the explicit intentionality involved in sense-making and form-making (knowledge) is not always commensurate with our other neuroses.

Neurosis 3

To describe things in the empirical world (humans, non-humans, objects, processes, etc.) as neurotic, let alone as conditions for experience, apprehension and comprehension itself (see my essays3), is quite a new phenomenon altogether. What was once used to describe or diagnose the identity of certain human states in consciousness is now used to point to things outside of this “disfunctionality” in the human psyche4. The result is — however — not due to some imaginative human analogy or anthropomorphization, but due to the acceptance that the neurosis that humans were experiencing came from a power that preceded human cognition and outstretched it. Even the lightest research into animal psychology suggests both a neurosis preceding human cognition and independent from it5.

In traditional anthropocentric psychology there are “conditions”, “origins” and “affects” to neurosis (the chaos of affairs vital to him/her, the conditions that have acted immediately or gradually on him/her) but that they do not have gravity “outside” of this locus of disturbance should be of great philosophical import/significance (let alone that such neuroses can occur without influence on another person). If the effects (and not simply “cause”) cannot be discerned in the social or natural sciences then what leads us to conclude that such neuroses came from there in the first place? This is not to say that neurosis cannot arise outside of the human mind (quite the contrary) but that — whether in an object, organism or environmental condition — such neuroses cannot be reducible to a sphere of causal events analyzable by the physical sciences or social positivism. The difference that Gilles Deleuze discerns between a process of nature (working on an A–B scale) and a process of production (working on an A–Z) scale (Deleuze and Guattari 2004) is true of neurosis; its spontaneous proliferation of psychic association’s and the “lines of flight”6 that esoteric signification ensues. Equally, that the subjects, objects and dynamics of neurosis are always already “charged” with characteristics (or a mode of being-in-the-world) evades any objective and neutral study of objects; their causes and their effects are always implicated, never neutral (and hence could not be objectively repeated or hypothesized). The effectuation of an entity can appear more powerful than its putative cause (whether by determining transformation in the relation, the change between two states, or in an effect that changes its context/condition) and hence denies the plausibility of an absolute, uniform or mechanistic ground which determines its objects. However, it will be a long time until we may point at waves crashing into one another, climate cycles, diffusions of prophecy, fear and paranoia proliferated by the media, and state that they are operating on a neurotic basis and not merely a traditionally causal or mechanistic basis. Equally it is not just the question of where neurosis emerges in the field of human activity but why? Ivan Petrovitch Pavlov asks — “How and why do there arise changes in the normal processes of the nervous system? Are not these real prerequisites? And where are they all satisfied”? (Pavlov 1941).

Could we make an obscure relation between Kant’s transcendental philosophy and neurosis, explaining that neurosis is a dynamic process that guarantees the bringing-together of experience yet is not ontically found in experience? This characterizes “neurosis” as an active (almost vital) power fundamental to the structure of consciousness and — if we wish to make such a metaphysical leap and equate thinking with being — also the structure of Being. However, characterizations of “neurosis” have also been instantiated on the passive side of cognition as well as the active side. There is a very loose legacy of thinkers that have — for lack of a better word — a more “materialist” view on neurosis which forefronts consciousness as “victim” to the outwardly neurotic affectivity of material life upon the nervous system and the human organism as a whole. Boris Sidis has written many journals on the psychopathology of neurosis, showing that what primarily starts as a science of anatomy and general natural selection7 paves the way for a psychological exercise, showing how “immediate emotional impulse” (Richardson 2003: 123) rules the “principle of serviceable, associated habits in the world”:

The manner in which the secretions of the alimentary canal and of certain glands as the liver, kidneys, or mammae are affected by strong emotions, is an excellent instance of the direct action of the sensorium on these organs […] even the slightest excitement of sensory nerve reacts through the pneumogastric nerve on the heart […] directly acted on by the sensorium. (Darwin 1872)

The constant sensitivity to external stimuli and the attention to the organism’s “psychic” (as opposed to merely “chemical”) assimilation gives us a picture of an organism open like a wound or popped blister to the world, where the human “sensorium” is controlled through various semiotic and semantic synapses, where the repetitions of external stimuli create a reflex more akin to trauma than to adaptation, neutralization, mastering or comprehension of an environment. That these reflexes are “learnt” qua psychic cues shows us how pertinent psychology is to the study of human functioning, perception, “reality”, epistemology and ontology (these psychic cues preceding “folk psychological” evaluations such as the role of language and the ostensible difference between intentional and non-intentional actions).

An intimate relation exists between the functions of the central nervous system on the one hand and the sensory, motor, glandular, and visceral functions on the other. This vital relation, though unobtrusive to the casual observer, stands out clear and distinct in the domain of certain nervous and mental disturbances, such as hysteria, hystereoepilepsy, larval epilepsy, neurastenia, psychasthenia. All such conditions are mental disturbances, conscious or subconscious, and are termed by me psychopathies or recurrent mental states. Recurrence of the symptom complex is pathognomonic of psychopathies, or briefly, neurosis. (Sidis 1914)

The onslaught of external stimuli is given further purchase by Walter Benjamin’s interpretation of “shock” (respectfully influenced by Sigmund Freud) — “for a living organism, protection against stimuli is an almost more important function than the reception of stimuli” (Freud 1922). So far we have used animal psychology to point to the perpetual/neurotic interplay between external environment, physical organs and the various psychic triggers that effect, monitor and orient our everyday lives, but here consciousness becomes the very thing that protects us from — as well as configures — reality, a reality full of external, impersonal “energies”. For Benjamin reading Freud, “the threat of these energies is one of shocks” and “the more readily consciousness registers these shocks, the less likely they are to have a traumatic effect” (Benjamin 1999). What interests me here is that consciousness-as-neurosis now has some putative impetus; consciousness now has to act perpetually (neurotically) in order to buffer/rationalize, neutralize and acclimatize itself to the trauma of the external world. This has obvious connections to traditional psychoanalytic theory whereby “neurosis” acts as a way to repeat traumatic events in order to somehow change the unchangeable event, to reconcile the irreconcilable, or more precisely —

…to repeat the moment of trauma so that one’s psyche can muster the anxiety required to achieve a successful cathexis or binding of the excess of the excitation concomitant with the traumatic breaching of the organism’s psychic defenses. Thus, the compulsion to repeat consists in an attempt on the part of the unconscious to relive the traumatic incident in a condition of anxious anticipation that goes some way to buffering the traumatic shock8.

Philosopher Ray Brassier allows us to make a leap from an immanent neurosis, which acts as a novel theory in physiology, to a transcendental neurosis acting both speculatively and retrospectively; retrospectively as thought’s obsession with its own non-existent (or nonconceptual) origin (or non-origin), and speculatively as thought’s overcoming of its own illusory “horizon” and very “real” gradual extinction. For Ray Brassier the overwhelming fact that our “terrestrial horizon will be wiped away in roughly 4.5 billion years from now” (Lyotard quoted in Brassier 2007: 223), when the sun is fully extinguished, holds traumatic potency in that it does away with any infinite horizon of thought that thinking ostensibly follows (“God”, “Nature”/“Vitalism”). Similar to psychological trauma — how is thought registering the “shock” or impending cancellation of its own thinking? Has this catastrophe already happened — the repetition of this event driving a horizonless thought? Brassier goes on to say that such a catastrophe is “transcendental” because it cannot be registered on the empirical level. In my own illinformed way I interpret this fourfold: as the inability for experience to register this extinction through any vehicle of appearance; that such a catastrophe does away with the possibility of experience and not simply the elimination of various content in experience; that it transcends the correlation of being and thought (which are commonly held as being inextricably intertwined) as the disappearance of thought will never be thought; but also that such a catastrophe inhibits thought with a challenge beyond that of maintaining human life, posed in the question “how could thought advance — through biological or technological innovation — to a point where it can think the death of human life (and other forms of life) without being encumbered by the limitations of that organism? Jean-François Lyotard provocatively states:

With the disappearance of earth, thought will have stopped — leaving that disappearance absolutely unthought of. (Lyotard 1991: 10)

Neurosis 4

Leaving aside other fruitful ideas Brassier’s catastrophe raises (absolute physical extinction as the gradual objectification of thought/the externalization of the internal, and the possibility for thought to characterize itself relatively independent from the horizons that have driven it hitherto) let us hover over this characterization of thought as something that is driven but has already unbound itself from any future horizon, a thought — like Freud’s and later Benjamin’s — that perpetually repeats itself in order to buffer the very real (and metaphysical) trauma of its own vertigo or misplacement between some ambiguous evolutionary impetus and the blind, random vagaries that ensue. It is not only us humans but also every atom, particle, molecule, organism, object, etc. that exists within this framework of extrapolation and misguided inference. If there is no teleology or absolute horizon, then does the world assimilate one anyway through the desire for continuity, uniformity, self-sustainability, the desire for reality itself? Wile E. Coyote walks off the edge of a cliff without noticing. For many moments after, he is still carried by the certainty/ convention/custom of this action. It is only when he looks down to see the air beneath him (it is only when the invisible “equipment” he has hitherto relied on appears now as a problem to be cognitively grasped) that the laws that such comprehension perceives ensues. For entities or processes that cannot reflect on their “being” (that cannot make the switch between “ready-to-hand” and “present-to-hand” existence) we could begin to see a humourous world of “things” trapped inside the “external” uses/determinations of it as X, whether blindly operating (like when an electronically powered walking toy meets an obstacle yet attempts to keep on walking) or like the majority of objects that remain stubbornly inert until triggered/intervened with. Equally, if one allows an effect to sometimes be greater than its cause (thereby giving it some sense of agency), we could also say that it is the objects themselves that maintain a standard (or ecstatic) operation regardless of their position in a network of use, value, signification; the clock remains ticking when we have finished reading its clock face, the basketball remains bouncing when we have tossed it aside in a fit of boredom, even the brain maintains a minimal level of equilibrium and function regardless of any state of diversion, intention and difference that it encounters. In these cases, I am interested by those air-walking moments of Wile E. Coyote, where human activity (and the objects we neurotically allocate) seem to be oriented by nothing but the slipstream of a previous task which is determining them, a pseudo-intrinsic identity, or a custom for custom’s sake. Thanks to Graham Harman, we also have a cogent gateway into what else such objects might be doing other than being caricatures of human intention, and I wonder — if human interaction (theoretical and practical) never completely exhausts an object (humans being objects too) — what procedure allows all available nuances of interaction to be subsumed under one perspective? Could this process aptly be called “neurotic”? Even simply in the generic sense of the neurotic procedure which subsumes all myriad thinking under one master-signifier or traumatic experience, or perhaps in the sense that the content and impact of thoughts for the neurotic are in some ways determined by the attitude of the neurotic himself, his disposition, his own experiences, and in this sense, could an object’s relation to another object be retrieved in the object itself?

Neurosis 5

Another perhaps more controversial aspect of neurosis is its affinity with “Love”. We might not go as far as Freud and state that the unsuccessful resolution of castration anxiety (boys) and penis envy (girls) leads to a form of neurosis, but there is — especially in Lacan, and his interpretation of Freud’s “rat man” scenario — the unsuccessful resolution of two requirements in life. Firstly, the subject has to claim a place for himself in the sexual realm, accede to what Lacan calls the “virile function”, and mirror this status in the realm of work, his professional life. Secondly, he has to achieve an enjoyment one might characterize as tranquil and univocal of the sexual object, once it is chosen, granted to the subject’s life. However, two problems occur when he attempts this: in relation to the first requirement the obsessional generates a narcissistic relation with a character to whom he basically ceded control of his life, a character to whom “he delegates the responsibility of representing him in the world and of living in himself” (Lacan 1953). In relation to the second aim, achieving this “tranquil and univocal” enjoyment comes at the price of a splitting of the sexual partner. Lacan refers to this splitting as involving an “aura of abrogation” — a kind of cancellation, annulation of the object — which then leads to the appearance of another object.

Love seems to be the most obvious battleground for neurosis. Our need for social interaction, the impact the human face has on registering emotion, all mixed with that great social imaginary backdrop of “Love” depicted through Ancient Greek tragedy to contemporary romantic film (let alone the differing pledges of love that Socrates, Spinoza, Shakespeare, Keats, etc. spoke of). We can speak of it (especially in Shakespeare, I believe) as the varying manifestations of myriad obsessions/ neuroses. In the “intellectual” world “Love” was seen as non-dialectical; Spinoza stated that:

No sorrow can exist with the accompanying idea of God, or, Love to God cannot be turned into hatred. But some may object, that if we understand God to be the cause of all things, we do for that very reason consider Him to be the cause of sorrow. But I reply, that in so far as we understand the causes of sorrow, it ceases to be a passion, that is to say, it ceases to be sorrow; and therefore in so far as we understand God to be the cause of sorrow do we rejoice. (Spinoza 1996)

Equally we have the same inclination in Nietzsche:

Have you ever said Yes to a single joy? O my friends, then you have said Yes too to all woe. All things are entangled, ensnared, enamored; if ever you wanted one thing twice, if ever you said, “You please me, happiness! Abide moment!” then you wanted all back. All anew, all eternally, all entangled, ensnared, enamored--oh then you loved the world. Eternal ones, love it eternally and evermore; and to woe too, you say: go, but return! For all joy wants--eternity. (Nietzsche 1974)

Even in Socrates, “Love” is a road to forms of knowledge and does not impede it: “Eros is a desire whose highest expression is the desire for wisdom” (Belfiore 2012).

However, there is cause to argue for a “Love” that manifests as more aptly a psychological conflict (internal and external), between resolving “ideal” modes of beingin-love, with a “lack” (Lacan), alienation (Hegel/Marx), or problem associating with a fundamentally dissociated world (Jung). The obsession of jealousy, lust, ownership, the appropriation of non-appropriated forms, discloses itself as a master-relation (or convention) in “Love”. However, it is a neurosis not unlike or disassociated from every other neurosis in the world (the need to turn various lights off or check the washing machine, etc.). In fact it would be more apt to say that “Love” is a human master-relation of neurosis.

In the history of nineteenth- and twentieth-century philosophy and literature there are at least two thinkers who represent this “neurosis” and involve it so much in their work that it could almost be seen as a case against the paradigm of “disinterestedness” that became the precursor for any real model of knowledge. Those thinkers — for different reasons — are Franz Kafka and Søren Kierkegaard.

Franz Kafka’s neurosis with Felice Bauer, documented mainly through letters which became posthumously entitled Letters to Felice (1973), shows the extent to which Kafka thought about his “lover”. Between the years 1912-1917 Kafka wrote a minimum of two letters to Felice every day and at times intermittently during the actual creation of such works as The Trial and The Metamorphosis, discussing the progress of these books with her. In Kafka’s work there remains a truth specific to neurosis; there is, simultaneously, an extrapolation of the universality of love “out-there” and in his characters, yet also a complete solipsism of love where every conceptual and physical act leads him back to Felice. At times, he also claims to live vicariously through her; he claims to feel ill when he discovers that she is unwell, he constantly asks her — when she is healthy — whether she is in fact ill, because Kafka (the hypochondriac) is always suggesting himself ill.

In Kafka there is a both a “being-towards-neurosis” (as if there were a Heidegerrean mode of neurotic-being entering the human world, as theorists such as Fromm and Marcuse adhere to qua the epoch of advanced production/capitalism) and also a “neurosis-towardsbeing” (a constant/neurotic sensitivity towards — and amalgamating in — the self).

Søren Kierkegaard’s neurosis with Regine Olsen was of a similar self-tormenting disposition. As Charles Baxter has mentioned:

Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher, fell in love with an attractive girl, Regine Olsen, and then he had concluded that they would be incompatible, that the love was mistaken, that he himself was so complex and she was simple, and he contrived to break the engagement so as to give the appearance that it was the young lady’s fault, not his.

He succeeded in breaking the engagement, in never marrying her. Cowardice was probably involved here. Kierkegaard wished to believe that the fault lay with the nature of love itself, the problem of love, its fate in his life. From the personal he extrapolated to the general. A philosopher’s trick. Regine married another man and moved away from Copenhagen to the West Indies, but Kierkegaard, the knight of faith, carried a burning torch for her, in the form of his philosophy, the rest of his days. This is madness of a complex lifelong variety. He spent his career writing philosophy that would, among other things, justify his actions toward Regine Olsen. He died of a warped spine. (Baxter 2001)

Neurosis 6

From single-celled amoeba’s to multi-cellular organisms, what part of the process of “extending” and “attracting” in relation to one’s environment has essentially changed? We have moved from something which is limited in its action/function (that is deemed a “determinate reflex” — the amoeba) to a level of ostensible sophistication/culture which could still be seen to be built upon this principle of extensions and attractions in relation to something analogous to Freud’s “pleasure principle” (the instinct of both seeking pleasure and avoiding pain in order to satisfy biological and psychological needs). In the twenty-first century these extensions and attractions have proliferated and appropriated every aspect of lived experience; “I am cold, I will put a jumper on”, “I’m walking this way so as to avoid the road”, “I am using a language to communicate/ liberate my thoughts”, “I am walking to the café because I am hungry”, “I scratch my head because I have an itch”, “The jumper I am putting on is from my favourite shop”, “It’s my favourite colour”, etc. We are happy to allocate a principle of determinism to the hard sciences; we enjoy learning about what plants, chemicals, our bodies do, without us telling them to do so, without us constantly monitoring, deciding for, or being conscious of such processes, but in the humanities and softer sciences we are of a completely different opinion. The determination of various thoughts/reflexes and principles of pleasure/ pain in the domain of everyday life (which includes all disciplines — philosophy, politics, ethics, etc.) is, however, of a similar principle of determinism, yet the “ground” which sets the criteria for such determinism (the ostensible “cause”) has a semiotic and semantic nature to it which cannot be completely “naturalized” (at least not with our present definitions of “naturalism”9). Cultural constructions/conventions produce habits of a second and perhaps third nature, whereby the stimulus for such habits (conceptual habits as well as physical) do not pertain in “matter” or in any logical, rational, evolutionary or positivistic manner. To be embarrassed about being by oneself in a café, muttering the latest pop song playing on the radio (but singing quiet enough so no one can hear), reaching for your mobile phone — what fundamental or ontological principle can we equate this to? Because culture changes, can be manipulated, superimposed, and so forth, and because there is not one locus where this change occurs, a purely essentialist, biological (of innate genes, etc.), physical or logical framework cannot be established. Assimilation is what occurs. Although biological/physiological factors of the pleasure principle obviously come into play with how we respond to our environment, “pleasure” and “pain” are never solely found in responses to the physical environment alone. A boy has been invited to his first rock concert, yet a few hours before the concert should start it has been canceled due to health and safety reasons. Do we not find a principle of pleasure and pain here? A form of pleasure and pain constructed culturally, without legitimation by — and recourse to — a biological or philosophically necessary condition one wishes to allocate as defining the human species.

These newer, constructed arenas of pleasure and pain necessarily take the psychic subject as de facto, and forms of capture, acting, roleplaying, determination (i.e assimilation), occur. Yet we still hold a general consensus that the act of thinking comes from within us causa sui and intervenes with “the balance of nature” (theory of homeostasis10); that thinking constitutes “a role of the dice” (Mallarme), “the creation of new concepts” (Deleuze), a commitment to a singularity/“Event” (Badiou). Even us “Nietzscheans” cannot deny that thinking (or the task to think for oneself) constitutes the individual/authentic self.

Not only do we see neurosis as the mechanism which attracts and repels us to both our own and our collective world of pleasure and pain (from the sudden reflex of being burnt to our personal and collective ideological inclinations), it is also of the utmost importance that neurosis itself appears as the only anomaly to the pleasure principle — as Freud realized — posed in the question: why is it that we wish to repeat unpleasurable experiences? Neurosis escapes the dialectic of pleasure/ pain because it is neurosis itself that can designate what is of pleasure/pain, significance/insignificance to its subject. It not only designates but transgresses these poles in the name of neurosis. Examples of this can be found in sado-masochism, obsession, “anoraks”, products of thinking “beyond good and evil” — powers of neurosis that cannot see the vague moral, biological, religious and social limitations and demarcations of pleasure/ pain (its inclusion/exclusion and its judging to be “right” or “wrong”). This relatively autonomous neurotic power is in fact the secret fuel that gives breadth to an epic scale of myriad pleasures and desires — assimilations (in capitalism and outside of it in different civilizations).

Neurosis 7

Technocratic determinism is our closest ally to the theory of neurosis and an enemy to the theory of the subjectification of thought aligned to the human and his/her act of willing. The theory of technocratic determinism — in brief — is the belief that technology acts autonomously from human existence and “progresses” (or changes) in a certain, inevitable way based on earlier technological advances and events. However, as soon as we see technology in a more expansive way (such as the Greek term Techne which involved many forms of crafting/doing), we begin to observe all objects, ideas and environmental conditions as never simply neutral but always already working in some way, always prefigured and always inextricable from the concept we adequately or inadequately assign to it. The objects around us contain the ideas assigned to them as if material signatures of a task, and likewise, if we denied ourselves the possibility to assign ideas into matter and experience (which would itself be impossible) the ideas themselves would disappear, never again to be thought unless resuscitated through material and craft — Techne.

Determination, characterized in the above definition, should not be seen as some teleological determination set by one cause or process that will unwaveringly move in that same direction regardless of posterior or ulterior changes, but rather that concepts, phenomena and entities will determine themselves until something in that relation will become the main determination. This is why we cannot say that the subject causes thoughts because the conditions that motivate a subject — political, financial, social, cultural (and just as importantly the conditions that assimilate a subject’s personality, such as their desire, judgment, methods of valuation, prejudices, experiences, etc.) — all act as determining factors for the character of a thought. This character of thought can never solely come from a “sovereign” subject. Equally, ideas themselves have a long history that embodies, influences and contributes to new thoughts expressed by men (this I get from Hegel).

That ideas are not spontaneous, innate or essentialist, yet assimilate each other as they move along relentlessly, presupposing themselves and commonly subordinating themselves for larger ideas/assimilation, is not as controversial as one may first discern. One of the things that Kant and Hume shared was the insistence that some propositions are “discoverable by the mere operation of thought, without dependence on what is anywhere existent in the universe” (Hume 1993). That thought operates whether we like it or not — regardless of instantiating it as an act of subjectivity (Descartes) or appearing as a “form” emanating from a more perfect realm (Plato) — is a horror disclosed within the advent of philosophy itself. That the operation of thought might perhaps be constructing its own content and not acting as a gateway to apprehend “reality” or “truth” is neurotic. Unfortunately, Husserl’s phenomenological method does not relieve us of this neurosis; at first glance we appear liberated from our solipsistic cogito (the affirmative truth of our existence guaranteed by thought yet skeptical of anything outside this truth), but now we have a thought always already relating and interacting in and to the world; a consciousness directed towards objects, a consciousness always conscious of and not simply selfconscious, a consciousness with intentionality. However, with reluctance to return to our pre-phenomenological methods, we still have to ask with confidence whether we really do think intentionally all the time, and if so, how encumbered, claustrophobic, obnoxious and neurotic such consciousness is! The irony of the development of philosophy is that it attempts to liberate itself from those dichotomies found in figures such as Plato (Reality/Appearance), Descartes (Thinking/ Extended Substance) and Kant (Phenomena/Noumena) which create psychological effects, whilst at the same time accidentally paving the way for a general theory of determinism; whether it be the constant intentionality of the mind on its object, the proliferation of noesis in relation to the nouema, or the cultural relativism that denounces the “absolute” and designates the human condition and its stages of thought as determined by historical, social, technological and political epochs (whether it be the “projects” that define us as human “Dasein” in-the-world, the invisible “equipment” that we are embroiled within when undertaking any nonreflective tasks, or whether it be the “language games” that we “blindly obey” (Wittgenstein 2007: 219)). Like Fichte’s critique of Kant’s Copernican Turn, these forms of constituting and embedding consciousness and its objects within the world also create a form of claustrophobia (this term aptly related to neurosis/ anxiety disorder) where all speculation or fideism seems closed off. In Francis Wolff’s words:

Everything is inside because in order to think anything whatsoever, it is necessary to ‘be able to be conscious of it’, it is necessary to say it, and so we are locked up in language or in consciousness without being able to get out. In this sense, they have no outside. But in another sense, they are entirely turned towards the outside; they are the world’s window: for to be conscious is always to be conscious of something, to speak is necessarily to speak about something. To be conscious of the tree is to be conscious of the tree itself, and not the idea of the tree; to speak about the tree is not just to utter a word but to speak about the thing. Consequently, consciousness and language enclose the world within themselves only insofar as, conversely, they are entirely contained by it. We are in consciousness or language as in a transparent cage. Everything is outside, yet it is impossible to get out. (Wolff 1997)

If I may be so bold, it is only with Hegel that one learns to love this neurosis. Not a neurosis trapped and pressured in the human mind, nor a mind vulnerably open to a reality that thought keeps “intentionally”/ neurotically leaping towards, but rather a neurosis informing our very own awareness of ideas, watching them take shape concretely and never without our involvement (yet sometimes without our “intention”), chasing and self-determining their elaborate and vast constructions that orient human activity. For Hegel, we have a reality mediated by concepts (in the same vein as Kant). Such a reality and its objects are not simply apprehended but are formed through conceptual instances of determination — comprehension. Also, it is not an immutable comprehension of transparent knowing in the mind, nor one determined by some noncognitive “objective” qualities of the object (empiricism), but an instance purportedly finite (the historical and social inter-dependent forms of thought construction) and infinite (the speeds and heights of such conceptual determinations which exceed and assimilate finite spatio-temporal reality). In other words, the instance of comprehension is a movement irreducible to solely the mental concept we give something and/or the way our reality naturally shows itself to us as a product of its own dialectical “development” (or assimilation). It is the mutual implication of the two that gives us a reality in this last consummated instance (and — anyway — we cannot give something a mental concept unless it has been given to us simultaneously). It is the dialectic which connects the shapes of consciousness earlier on in the Phenomenology of Spirit with the configurations of human social life that appear later. It is the relation between the conceptual content of water (that it turns to ice at 0°C and turns to steam at 100°C) and our practical expression of this knowledge. It is the assimilation of further concepts that have informed, appropriated, extricated, oriented (and at times excluded) this conceptual content expressed in human experience. It is not simply that X “is”, but also what the activity expressing the concept X is, and how does this further or disseminate the concept?

Neurosis seems obvious in this regard; the history of concepts that assimilate and proliferate neurotically (sometimes with little coherence), the act of instantiating a knowledge that we are always already within, the less mechanistic and more exotic neuroses of objects, their relations and their interactions, the neurotic whirlpool of a constructed “self” pulling things into perception, situating and defining itself within a domain of pleasure and pain (reaching from physical to philosophical).

So far, we have revealed that the surface phenomena of psychological neurosis can be applied to all areas of being (ontology) which gives it great philosophical importance. Now let us use this ambitious concept of neurosis and see if it can stand up to those abstract philosophical/metaphysical concepts that orient our current trends of philosophical thought. Not only will we find alternatives to such flawed systems of thought (free-will/determinism, teleology/mechanism, internal/ external, subject/object, concept/object and more…), we might find that such systems are equally neurotic, or contain neurosis already within them.
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Notes

1  The term neurosis has been dismissed by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders as a valid term for thirty-five years now.

2  The collation of such varied thinkers as Marx, Lyotard, Deleuze, Land and Brassier under the term “accelerationism” holds true to this desire running through our time. See The Accelerationist Reader, 2014.

3  Johns, Charles, Neurosis and Assimilation, Springer, 2016.

4  In no way does this extension of neurosis have to be seen as conventionally “materialist”. In fact, it has its roots in the most “idealist” of philosophers (Berkeley, Kant, Hegel).

5  See Ivan Petrovitch Pavlov’s lectures concerning human and animal neuroses. Conditioned Reflexes and Psychiatry, Vol 1 and 2.

6  Lines of flight are bolts of pent-up energy that break through the cracks in a system of control and shoot off on the diagonal. By the light of their passage, they reveal the open spaces beyond the limits of what exists. Tim Raynor, Lines of Flight: Deleuze and Nomadic Creativity, 2013.

7  Sidis using Charles Darwin and Claude Bernard in particular.

8  https://thetragiccommunity.wordpress.com/2015/05/27/transcendental-clones-generichumanity-ray-brassier-nina-power-and-returning-tothe-question-of-the-human/

9  For example, Paul Kurtz seems to equate naturalism with a form of materialism. See Paul Kurtz, “Darwin Re-Crucified: Why Are So Many Afraid of Naturalism?” Free Inquiry (Spring 1998).

10  A theory that proposes that ecological systems are usually in stable equilibrium, which is to say that a small change in some particular parameter (the size of a particular population, for example) will be corrected by some “negative feedback” that will bring the parameter back to its original “point of balance” with the rest of the system.


Conceptual Animism as Neurosis

Graham Freestone

Introduction

Charlie Johns has given us a new usage for the concept of neurosis. The OED renders neurosis as, “A relatively mild mental illness that is not caused by organic disease involving symptoms of stress, depression, anxiety, obsessive behaviour but not a radical loss of touch with reality1” and “Excessive and irrational anxiety or obsession…” This simple definition tells us that the neurotic problem is purely in the mind. This is problematic on two immediate fronts: I) we have no agreed ontology of the mind; II) it is highly questionable that you could have a mind that doesn’t have some kind of organic counterpart, or at least physical counterpart (could we have a neurotic machine? Can an algorithm be neurotic?). It then gives a loose bundle of symptoms to watch out for in our determination of our own or others’ neurotic behaviour. Anyone obsessed by anything could be classified as neurotic by this. All driven people could come under this heading. We don’t say that of driven, hard-willed people very often because of the connotation involved (neurotic bad, driven good). It’s not a great definition but that’s because it’s not a great term.

We can see however that it’s getting at something, we kind of know what we mean, self-reflectively aware obsessive thought and behaviour. A repetition, a thought that appears to remanifest though we would not like it to do so. This putatively unwilled remanifestation is at the heart of Johns’ reconception of neurosis (Neurosis). Conceptual reappropriation is of course a perfectly legitimate philosophical device, but what does this reterritorializing move consist of? Briefly put, Johns’ work uncouples “neurosis” from the subject, and then “assimilates” (the other force in his work) the subject as yet another “Neurosis”.

Conceptual animism, like Johns’ Neurosis, is the name for the possibility that agency does not lie in any real subject but rather only in the symbiosis of conceptual entities within a local space. This local space (the human as heuristically separate from the conceptual entities) will be known as the regional processor to indicate this sense of discretion in which the assimilation and interaction of conceptual entities takes place.2 This line of thought is deeply in tune with Johns’ notion of Neurosis, as exemplified here: “In a sense, the characteristic of this philosophy is already in the name (‘Neurosis’), that is, the conventional psycho-analytic term which states that subjects may inhabit thoughts that have not been willed freely by him/herself and that continue to develop regardless of the subjects will or their conceptual/moral framework” (Johns 2016: 54).

To us, this seemingly bizarre notion immediately summons a connection to an area of paranormality (synchronicity, herein known as informational interference). The epistemology of such thinking is directly related to the substantion of the claim of conceptual animism. This essay will attempt to talk about a series of variously interlocking, dovetailing concepts and in doing so show that whilst, admittedly, conceptual animism is unlikely to be readily accepted, we can provide decent reasons for considering it as perfectly rational.

It is structured initially by explaining the hyperstitional notion and its relevance here, before demonstrating two basic ways in which conceptual animism shows itself. Subsequent to this we will put forward the following reasons to facilitate the hyperstitional insertion of conceptual animism: I) Conceptual shot-throughness; II) Autopoiesis (as found in Luhmann’s work); III) The facticity of thought; IV) Thought’s autonomy as dialectical doubt-script; and V) The dimension of religious/occult thought3  characterized by what will be known as informational interference (elsewhere known as omens, synchronicity, signs). Concluding remarks then follow.

Conceptual Animism as Hyperstition

What is this “hyperstition” term then? Nick Land, a key member of the Cybernetic Culture Research Unit (CCRU), where the term was first coined, had this to say on it:

Hyperstition is a positive feedback circuit including culture as a component. It can be defined as the experimental (techno-)science of self-fulfilling prophecies. Superstitions are merely false beliefs, but hyperstitions — by their very existence as ideas — function causally to bring about their own reality. Capitalist economics is extremely sensitive to hyperstition, where confidence acts as an effective tonic, and inversely. The (fictional) idea of Cyberspace contributed to the influx of investment that rapidly converted it into a technosocial reality…

…Hyperstition can thus be understood, on the side of the subject, as a nonlinear complication of epistemology, based upon the sensitivity of the object to its postulation (although this is quite distinct from the subjectivistic or postmodern stance that dissolves the independent reality of the object into cognitive or semiotic structures). “The hyperstitional object is no mere figment of ‘social constuction’, but it is in a very real way ‘conjured’ into being by the approach taken to it.”4 (Land & Roberts 2009)

The original Landian (via CCRU) hyperstitional notion seems to have some ambiguity about it. Sometimes it looks like the concept is local to the particular myth play of the CCRU itself, for example his sense that hyperstitions should in some sense be plugged into the “numogram (the numerological pseudo kabbalistic system worked with theirin)” implies a degree of specificity. Elsewhere though the concept seems more liberated. Certainly, the hyperstitional criteria of “1. Element of effective culture that makes itself real. 2. Fictional quantity functional as a time-traveling device. 3. Coincidence intensifier. 4. Call to the Old Ones” (Land 1998) have been reinterpreted sufficiently, often to facilitate this escape.

That conceptuality is essentially autonomous and uses the heuristic regional processor space as agents for its accretive forms can be a hyperstitional claim. It’s a claim that decentres the “normal” manifestation of autonomous selves and replaces it with just being the site of competing/symbiotic conceptual beings; as such the actual plugging in of this notion would change behaviour at various levels (e.g. individual/political), thus fulfilling 1. Somewhat comedically for those in the know it looks to me like 2 and 3 are mutually entailed. At least as far as conceptual animism goes, this is true. Time travelling and coincidence intensification5 go hand-in-hand really. But in order for this to be the case, coincidence must transform into synchronicity (or informational interference as it is called in here) as technically coincidence binds you to solid space/time ontology, thus depriving you of the occult ontology. 2 and 3 provide epistemologically ineradicable tunnels between temporal zones which in turn serve as evidence for the existence of conceptual animism. Lastly it’s not difficult to see how this notion is compatible with a “call to the old ones”. A putative conceptual space would just be the realm in which such powers lived. The old ones in this sense could be perceived as informational clusters within this realm or the inhabiting concepts that strive for dominance themselves.

Hyperstitions can manifest in any regional processor; however to show themselves with any potency we hold they should be able to at least generate a) what will later be termed agnostic disjunctions (disjunctions that have no manner of being decided) to make themselves more readily processable as real possibilities so they cannot be just dismissed, and b) criteria for the acceptance of the hyperstition (footholds to enable it to take root and proliferate through regional processors).

Two Versions of Conceptual Animism

Conceptual animism is inherently split along the same line that remanifests in the discussion on informational interference. The split manifests as the obvious ambiguity of the theory. Is conceptual autonomy limited to the space of the regional processor or does it exceed it? Version 1 conceptual animism places the conceptual creature’s mode of transmission purely within the regional processor. In this version, the transmission happens only through communication (speech, writing, body signalling, environmental interpretation) between others and through thought, ideas happening/appearing in the locality: concepts reside in the regional processor.

In Version 2 conceptual animism, there is the notion of a conceptual realm, connected to regional processors but also autonomous to it (potentially not spatiotemporally restricted). This results in a kind of parasitic/ symbiotic Platonism. As the conceptual creature plugs itself into a regional processor, the site will assimilate the concept within the other inhabiting concepts. Some dialectical/logical configurations will be hostile, others compatible. There will be a shift of territory.

The essay here leans more towards Version 2, at least as a possibility. Of course, in both cases concepts are coming in through communication (reading/talking) and in both cases there is still a regional processor. It is just that in the second there is the possibility of invisible concept tentacles a-temporally attaching vast swathes of regional processors together. Version 2 is given priority due to the below-discussed informational interference manifestation.

Critieria for Conceptual Animism

Why should we conceive of concepts in this animistic way? Why not stop at simply granting the pre-existence of language/world “contained” with the network of regional processors (ourselves)? Well for one, we don’t really know what we are or what it would mean to know what we are, so we can say a minimal notion that concepts might exist in this way. This admittedly isn’t saying much, though; lots of things might be the case, it doesn’t mean they are. So as a competing theory for defining the being of locality (I’m avoiding subject here) our being basically nothing but a conglomerate of symbiotic (to a greater and lesser extent) conceptual beings of various agendas has to have reasons to be considered. These are outlined in the following sections.

Conceptual Shot-Throughness

Conceptual animism says the regional processor is the (a) site of the conceptual entities. This paranoid spectre can in part be derived from Heideggerian/Wittgensteinian/ Nietzschean thinking. As soon as you make the putative subject shot through with in-the-worldness/genealogy it becomes hard to tell what remains qua subject. That is, any putative subject is inserted into a complex network of history, culture, equipment, affection, corporeality, to name but some of the big ones. Dasein becomes the battleground for a competing set of memetic powers, struggling for dominance of the territory, masquerading themselves as being-owned by a self. “Can whatever it is that’s playing you make it to level 2?” asks Land (1998). But he knows there is no “level 2”. Level 2 is one more phantasy set up by the conceptual beings, like the phantasies of achievement, purpose, the God of teleology etc. Some regional processors become apparently conscious agents for certain ideologies (conservatives, liberals, communists, materialists, idealists) whereas some of us are more passive, neither actively supporting the status quo nor railing against it. These regional processors too are controlled by less radical notions; the God of Baking will attempt to take as great a charge of a regional processor as it can. Its nature entails that it doesn’t seek domination of the sphere of knowledge as a whole (it’s not a philosophical/hegemonic concept). You might want to argue that immersion in practical activity often acts as a conceptual quietener (à la Zen), but any alteration (improvement) to the activity, any reflection on the activity, any anticipation of the activity on the concept are all driven by the conceptual power’s assertion of its own (dialectical) being. I’m not saying single concepts control regional processors, rather they are controlled by a multiplicity of them, though there may be a few particular ones that we identify ourselves (where the self is a further concept) as being active agents of.6

The point being that when you consider these ways of conceiving the systems being bigger than the subject (shot-throughness being a common phrase to describe it) there is a destabilizing effect that occurs for the notion that the subject has sovereignty over its conceptuality. You have already conceded it’s not the locus of conceptuality. The question is begged: “How far can you push this (their) agenda?”

Conceptual Autopoeisis

Luhman’s adoption of Maturana and Varela’s notion of autopoesis is exactly such a push in this direction. Luhmanns’s notion is not so distinguishable from what we want to say here (especially in Version 1 conceptual animism) — indeed this theory conceptually patches up one of the criticisms levelled at him. Maturana and Varela give us the following definition of autopoesis:

An autopoietic machine is a machine organized (defined as a unity) as a network of processes of production (transformation and destruction) of components that produces the components which: (i) through their interactions and transformations continuously regenerate and realize the network of processes (relations) that produced them and (ii) constitute it (the machine) as a concrete unity in the space in which they (the components) exist by specifying the topological domain of its realization as such a network. (Maturana and Varela 1980: 79)

Both Version 1 and 2 of conceptual animism would entirely agree with Maturana and Varela’s (i) and (ii) — however in Version 2, the topological domain is the site of the regional processor and a (potentially a-spatiotemporal) region external to them.

Luhman perceived that this autopoietic description doesn’t pertain to the biological unit (human organism) itself, as it is contingent on its sexual interactions for reproduction (the theory being drawn from single-celled organisms that have “true” autopoeisis). Like in conceptual animism, Luhmann considers the communication unit/network to be the autopoetic part, as he says: “Social systems use communications as their particular mode of autopoietic reproduction. Their elements are communication which are recursively produced and reproduced by a network of communications and which cannot exist outside such a network” (Luhmann 1988: 174).

Two of the standard critiques of Luhman’s theory have been that I) by placing the emphasis on autopoetic systems he removes the power of individual agency and II) he fails to say how communication is produced, i.e.:

There is no significant attempt to show how societal communication […] emerges from the interactions of the human beings who ultimately underpin it. Without human activity there would be no communication […] It is one thing to say analytically that communications generate communications, but operationally they require people to undertake specific actions and make specific choices […] One communication may stimulate another, but surely it does not produce or generate it. (Mingers 1995: 109)

The answer from the perspective of conceptual animism would be that communication was never produced by the regional processor as such, rather it was the interference of conceptuality into whatever it is that manifests as materiality (to us) that guided the development of the various regional processors (animal-human, understood as difference of degree not of kind). It might be the regional processor site that facilitates new conceptual formation, thus there is a feedback between the processor site and conceptual plane. Thus communication underpins the processor, not the other way round; the topological platonic realm is prior to the processor. Secondly the individual agency is also no longer neglected, rather it is subsumed under the conceptual set. That is, the regional processor is also inhabited by the notion of a self. This self is not as an intrinsic property7 of the organism but rather as one more competing conceptual entity,8 potentially contingent in differing cultural/historical settings.9

Phenomenological Facticity of Thought

By the phenomenological facticity of thought, we mean the well-observed (by the Buddhists at least) nature of thought to simply appear without apparent cause. The way that thoughts “arise” invites (but is denied by Buddhism) the causative notion of a self that is thinking them, but of course this self is purely an inference, and unlike an ordinary usage of the term “cause”, e.g. the famous billiard balls,10 no such obvious cause can be perceived. Thus that thoughts manifest autonomously as a thereness we term a facticity. This facticity is phenomenological as it is how the phenomenon appears when observed closely. Any other explanatory model moves out of this sphere.11

In this space, the common inference of the interior self can be equally replaced by the manifestation of the competing conceptual animism entities. The regional processor housing these will be in constant flux. What it perceives are its own desires, being more accurately the proliferative success of a series of conceptual animism entities. If the regional processor were truly its own mind, why would it manifest endless streams of pointless thoughts? So if we’re allowed the manifestation: “I’m” not in control of my own mind (whatever that might mean), then immediately the case for conceptual animism must be allowed to be heard.

If we consider thought as Janus-faced, with one face begging an encompassing self and the other displaying the brutal facticity of thought (Neurosis), we can note that these positions are possibly epistemologically equal, though possibly better weighed in favour of no self (purely because it remains an unknowable inference). The facticity of thought displays either virus-like (Version 1) or psychic tentacles (Version 2) conceptual animism. For it’s not that when thoughts arise we don’t understand them, we just don’t know where they have come from. They might manifest as something cogent to a recent stream of cogntion and hence are readily assimilatable as belonging to a self12 or they might arise as strange and abstract, even disturbing. In both cases the Neurosis description fits, it’s just that in one case there is evidently a difference in how the regional processor is being inhabited by the conceptual animism entity.

Why does one exert a preference for a given concept? Why do I like these concepts such that I try to convey them? The facticity of thought shows itself to deny us any answer to this. So why not posit that it is just the conceptual creature playing with the regional processor as vehicle? Because that’s crazy? It’s not that crazy, indeed conceiving us as conceptually inhabited has good explanatory power in the case of inflexible people of seemingly bizarre beliefs: they are very firmly inhabited by certain conceptual creatures that do not wish to give up their territory and have built their fortress well. When we take it as clear that someone is deluded, we believe (as people in the right) that we need to make people see the delusion, but really we are just agents for a set of opposing ideas who wish to reterritorialize this region.

Dialectical Autonomy of Conceptuality (Skepticism)

That thought emerges factically is one face of conceptual animism, a kind of popping-up-on-the-screen manifestation. Another instance concerns more the inferred actions of the regional processor (background processes). Many actions that regional processors engage in run with seeming control, emphasizing the self script — much of what we do has this appearance. However there are good examples that show nearautonomous conceptual interaction. One such instance is illustrated by the doubt machine. The notion here is the closest to something that reinstantiates a thinker. But it is not intended to drag this notion back into the system other than as the transcendental continuity13 of a regional processor (mentioned above). The doubt machine is a program that runs the script, “for any x, can I be certain of it?”, amidst a sea of symbiotic other concept creatures.

Let’s make a leap and say this epistemological connection to Neurosis is kind of related to knowledge as a result of fear14 — regional processors like (the appearance of) control, they invest an awful lot of time and energy (intellectual and physical) into trying to know things about the environment and are (arguably) quite successful at it. In the instances where what the regional processors don’t know has a bearing upon them, this instantiates interaction with fear (though is not its origin). Resolution is attempted by exploration in order to once again be in the position of knowing what’s going on (control). Of course, sometimes even when something is “known” it can still be fear-inducing, but then at least armed with the knowledge of this danger its avoidance can be avoided.

The will-to-know is the will to safety and the temporary revelation of knowledge removes the anxiety or (hopefully) brings closer the situation where something can be done about it (at least for a while). As this process continues, inevitably new horizons are opened, knowledge is once more required in order to plug the anxiety through the once more unfulfilled willto-know. Hence the will-to-know is Neurotic insofar as it is a desire for anxiety relief that cannot be fulfilled and hence endlessly reaffirms itself as we cannot accept that we cannot know. The will-to-know, like all forms of discourse, can escape its home. It can become seemingly separate from its fear source. A needful fear-driven desire to know can leave this place, and then the will-toknow looks innocent and curious, practical maybe, but even if not experienced directly all forms of knowledge stem from fear.

So we want to say something like this: regional processors (philosophers) think of doubt as method, but here we want to characterize it as more like a Neurosis, an autonomous conceptual formation deeply related to fear. It’s a form of questioning deeply embedded into philosophy (and other disciplines) that happens automatically that drives philosophy’s obsession with argumentation (logic) in an endless attempt to overcome its own doubting engine.15 In philosophy especially, the doubt script runs immediately on any position that is announced. Any putatively apodictic claim is immediately under siege from numerous angles. Some of these angles will look more convincing than others. Some denials will be straight-forward arguments to the proposition itself, others in turn will attack its presuppositions, whereas others will attack the whole cultural/historical milieu that produced the assertion.

The conceptual animism claim is that, in a sense, thanks to its symbiotic anxiety relation the doubt machine demonstrates a conceptual occurrence where it is almost as if we can see this kind of (dialectical) autonomy happening. As stated, there is a sort of reinstantiation of a “thinker”, but of course the thinker is the regional processor running the the doubt script in relation to the seeming predilections therein (other inhabiting concepts). To reiterate: we believe doubt gives a good example of a kind of autonomous thought process that manifests itself irrespective of desire (though the processor’s conclusion might be mitigated by desire).

As an aside, we might note that Hegel believed that dialectics moved through negation — one way of looking at that negation is this Neurotic skeptical action. The regional processor as controlled by the doubt script is unable to let it lie, any conceptual formation must defend itself against the nagging Neurosis of doubt as fuelled either by a fear of non-control or a will to defeat a current concept (as an agent of a rival philosophy). What this means is that skepticism as an epistemological strategy is not the fundamental driver here — the driver is the Neurosis as endless anxiety. This does beg the question as to the status of fear — is it necessary? Fear too though is information (concept in action). It is one more conceptual animism entity in the endless milieu of conceptual beings. It just happens to be one intimately tied to knowledge and doubt and a sequence that runs through the regional processor. There is a further investigation into autonomous fear structures waiting to be had here, that will have to wait for another time.

Informational Interference and Skepticism

Doubt, as well as having a kind of automatic fear- Neurosis relation, has a special relation to occult thought. Substantiating “apparent true belief” as a script is a notoriously difficult business. Skepticism can either be the non-committal to any knowledge proposition or the denial that we can actually know any proposition for certain. That is, one raises the contingent possibility of knowledge and asserts the necessity of our inability to determine it as knowledge, and the other asserts the necessity of its apodictic impossibility, i.e. there may well be plenty of knowledge but we can never be absolutely certain of any of it. Both these positions raise the ire of someone who wants a positive epistemology, and frankly for our purposes here we can treat them similarly as manifestations of the same Neurosis (the doubt script).

The skeptical script has multiple ways of denying the assenting Neurosis. The processor might be: dreaming, hallucinating, mistaken, controlled by an alien god (from the future or otherwise) who seeks to obfuscate the true nature of things from us or deny full access to what being actually is owing to our correlative access, etc.

Descartes represents a high-point in the history of the doubt-Neurosis. He wanted to push the nagging Neurotic doubt as far as it can go, indeed he pushed it so far that “only a god can save him” (Descartes 1997: 100). He allowed wild phantases to manifest in favour of doubt to try to reveal what is actually known with certainty. As we all know, thanks to God, he concludes, the situation is not so epistemologically destitute and we can know things after all. However, few subsequent commentators have been swayed by his arguments. Indeed, Descartes’ reliance on God, especially in the face of subsequent Kantianism, would leave him stranded in endless skeptical, solipsistic lands. If God cannot prop up the truth directly, must we rely, as Kierkegaard thought (a true neurotic), on faith? I’m not here to review the whole gamut of skepticism, we know it didn’t stop with Descartes’ problems; Hume, Berkeley, etc. posed further issues also relevant but for another time.

I think the next really interesting thing regarding these epistemological issues happened with Wittgenstein and Heidegger. Their philosophical panacea for skepticism about ordinary knowledge claims encourages us to not refute the skeptic (which always just allows the doubt- Neurosis to seep into any of the cracks in the axioms) but to look to the embeddedness in the world of the knowing being and the ordinary usage of the word “know”. Every action, every word takes the world and the other into its fold. Doing this tends to show the skeptical enquiry was applied where it was not warranted. They observed that there must too be reasons to raise these skeptical challenges. The analysis then tried to show that there were no practical reasons to be asking these questions, thus largely disarming them.

The Wittgensteinian case against super-skeptical claims is a powerful conceptual accretion that successfully arrested the doubt script.

“Don’t be so stupid, don’t hypostatize ‘know’ you just say ‘know’ in a set of circumstances.”

“Do you know the way?” 
“Yes it’s just down here!”

“How to do you know that’s the right answer?” 
“I checked it on a calculator.”

This lets us know things, it lets us say there is an ordinary kind of “know” that makes perfect sense, as Cavell put it:

What the thesis now means is something like: Our relation to the world as a whole, or to others in general, is not one of knowing, where knowing construes itself as being certain. So it is also true that we do not fail to know such things. (Cavell 1999: 45)

This somehow satisfied the doubt-Neurosis for a while. Indeed, the echoes of this assault on skepticism are still with us. Nowadays we’re not so concerned with “a proof of the external world”, choosing instead to leave the doubt script running within the epistemic sphere only (to doubt the things it makes sense to doubt).

If then we want to ask about what happens in another language game, a metaphysical language game in which checking makes less sense, we must have damn good reason, or the “nonsense police” will be out to stop us. Let us consider a potentially relevant question: “Is being that is perceived any different from being that isn’t perceived?” Well Wittgenstein would say “no”, insofar as the grammar does not give this difference. If we ask “Why not?”, we’ll be told we’re abusing the word (with the exception of a quantum physical discussion). But the regional processor is not sure this is not legitimate — and now look what happened there, “not sure” crept in. The doubt script is running again and there is uncertainty as to whether or not I am abusing the word. The argument about language and the home of words is processed, but the doubt script wants to run.

So now there are two problems, I have a metaphysical question and a doubt about whether or not I can ask it — Neurosis is happening. This still isn’t a problem for Wittgenstein, as in both cases the regional processor is just being beguiled by a seemingly cogent linguistic construction by taking words out of their homes and trying to apply them where they won’t apply. There must — as has been repeatedly stated — be a reason in order to cogently ask a question like that.

We believe the reason can be found by reintroducing occult thought back into the fold. The notion in particular that will be drawn on is what we will be calling informational interference. Informational interference is largely similar to Jung’s notion of synchronicity. We’re talking about instances where there is a disclosure of some kind of information from some horizon that has the manifestation of being outside the order of everyday solidity.16 A phenomenon that has a message for a regional processor (self concept). The form of manifestation is not predetermined by the concept, i.e. it could be in the factical thought (when a name shows itself suddenly in regional processor that then is connected with a physical happening), or it could be from a putatively external source.

Let’s consider an example in light of our question. In a purely seemingly paranormal instance I might observe that the number twenty-three17 in the I Ching is “Po”, which means “breaking apart”, and that this was the date in June of the European Referendum in the UK.

I can, if I am so disposed, interpret the situation that the indexed “breaking apart (breaks it)” was a message as to what would happen on that day. I might take this to be a coincidence, but in order to know it is a coincidence I must know that the materialist is right in the spatiotemporal continuity of things.18 The problem now is that the kind of know that is required here is a kind of apodicticity, as what is at stake is the fundamental solidity of things. I cannot just say “because I know it’s really solid it wasn’t really a message”, because I don’t have that kind of knowledge. Why not? Well precisely because the informational interference event gave me a reason to doubt it. It seemed like a rupture in the regular order (whether or not it really was at all). Furthermore, as I am not familiar with any grammar that substantiates reality warping strangely in front of anyone’s immanent perceptual field and neither have I experienced this myself, I am left with the possibility that somehow outside of perception being is different to its nature within perception. Hence it seems I have criteria to raise this issue after all. This though doesn’t say this is how things are, but it does say in the case of informational interference that we cannot actually tell whether the materialist or informational interference advocate is correct.

This structure we term the agnostic disjunction: an instance in which metaphysical questioning is made relevant but cannot be resolved. I cannot, in ordinary language terms, deny the disputed phenomenon, as the very thing the phenomenon suggested already transcended the ordinary in the world language game. Likewise, I cannot assent to the metaphysical picture as there is an equally persuasive case that the world is solid and the putative informational interference was just a demonstration of something like “the law of large numbers” (Diaconis, et al). There is in this sense an epistemological equivalence between the two. As such, informational interference is another manifestation of conceptual animism (especially Version 2).

Accretions of conceptuality showing messages to regional processors perfectly fits the description of Version 2 conceptual animism (which we wished to advocate). Version 1 conceptual animism is perfectly commensurate with solid world reality, but less potent over all, as informational interference is precisely one of the most powerful demonstrations of the ineradicable appearance of Version 2 of conceptual animism, i.e. it is the direct experience of an informational accretion interacting with a regional processor with no other regional processor, or standard commicative medium (e.g. a book) to convey information. The agnostic disjunction shows that any rejection of informational interference has no firmer epistemological footing than a rejection of a solid world interpretation.

Of course, generally Wittgenstein is right and we don’t raise superskeptical issues because we don’t have any reason to. It would be hard to live your life thinking you might be dreaming (not thinking that reality is a dream, that’s a different argument), it would indeed be worrying to constantly contemplate being multidimensionally controlled by Iok-Sotot and it would be downright confusing to keep wondering if that really was a hoover and might instead be a hatstand. Does 2+3 really equal 5? But these issues aren’t the same as informational interference as without reason to engage in them they would just be empty scripts.

Conclusion

It will be noted and is accepted that unless I intend that the criteria I) Conceptual shot thoroughness of regional processors; II) A similarity to already respected positions like Luhmann’s usage of autopoeisis; III) The facticity of thought; IV) Dialectical autonomy of thought (as skepticism); and V) Informational interference (as generative of agnostic disjunction), are indefensible, they themselves are in need of criteria by which their reasonableness might be assessed. I do not intend such a thing and such is the mire of philosophy.

Sometimes when you take a snapshot of speculative ontology, you can’t deal with everything at once. This paper has done just that, with the intention (hope) of having supplied enough argument that the criteria have at least some ability to stand up and in doing so support the thesis of conceptual animism.

That being said, conceptual animism is perceivable as a hyperstition, a potential apophansis that if seriously (or playfully) engaged with would undoubtably affect how regional processors would perceive themselves and others. As such, its pure truth does not need to be self-standing, it is its fictionally persuasive status that will make it infect reality. In turn, this infection (assimilation) might lead to different actions/behaviours (justifying its hyperstitional status). Furthermore, this hyperstitional nature of the phenomena means it would attract further informational interference, which in turn would reinforce its manifestation as “true”. This informational interference, though, would take as evidential a meta-theory like conceptual animism and not a particular religion/spiritual system (to fall back into one would be just to reassert onto-theological dominance of a master-concept).

These kinds of reasons bring to my mind the kind of notion Johns means by Neurosis, as he writes “Not only does the philosophical appropriation of the term ‘neurosis’ help us in diagnosing the constant obnoxiousness and determinacy of thought within all lived life, it also shows us that it is not of our own subjective-humanist doing that such thinking (and the feeling of/sensitivity to thinking) exists and unfolds” (Johns 2016: 41). Clearly criteria like the “thought facticity” and “dialectical autonomy” have quite a lot in common with this kind of idea. As such, Johns’ Neurosis is a philosophy that remains open to both forms of conceptual animism, though possibly in tone it more resembles Version 1. It’s hard to see, though, how he would deny the manifestation of the agnostic disjunction of informational interference (as a further Neurosis?). This would free Neurosis to allow Version 2 conceptual animism to proliferate.

There are clearly more issues to discuss inchoate in the paper. For example, the putative materiality of the regional processor and why conceptuality needs (desires?) to interact with this space. Maybe there is the manifestation of a phenomenological dualism of pure conceptuality and some kind of transcendental continuity (of which the regional processor and its brute world are formed19) the absolute nature of which is utterly out of our grasp in which the only thing ascertained being that conceptuality is potentially interacting (in a strong sense) with transcendental continuity. This potentiality is of course immediately subject to the agnostic disjunction, with Western culture currently inveighing against the paranormal interpretation. What we’ve tried to show here is that an a-human conceptuality is a cogent notion to engage with. Conceptual animism and Johns’ Neurosis take their place side by side in a widening field of philosophy that (contra OOO) incorporates quite Kantian idealist aspects whilst decentring thought from the phantasy of a subject.
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Notes

1  Who has defined reality here we might wonder? Who else but the agents of the materialist concept creatures.

2  Clearly such a picture would need fleshing out in terms of adequately differentiating potentially transcendental features that could count as conceptual from contingent ones. This, as Charles Johns has pointed out, would be an extension of the Kantian schema for a subject, except the a priori concepts of the mind would be seen as a symbiotic accretion of conceptual beings.

3  I’m lumping these two together where they both posit the possibility of intervention into a putative materiality by means not understandable from within the materiality.

4  Hyperstition has an essentially ontic implication in terms of reality as a theoretical thing, i.e. how it actually works.

5  In fact, the relationship between hyperstitions and IIs is more complicated. If it’s true that hyperstitions entail coincidence intensifiers, yet because of the agnostic disjunction we cannot know them to be spatiotemporal statistical anomalies, then they also entail the disjunctive possibility of strong II. Strong II supplies its own notion of itself in relation to solid world view, it presents a rupture. This rupture can feed back in as hyperstitional concept. The II might be interpreted as a message from a God, the God in turn can feed back in as hyperstition. Further IIs attracted to the hyperstitional God will no doubt occur. Anyone plugged in here will be interpreting the agnostic disjunction on the fluid world/paranormal acceptance side. The point being that there seems to be the possibility of mutual entailment here. II can generate hyperstitional thought, just as hyperstitional thought can generate II. In one sense they represent polar manifestations of conceptual locus. In the hyperstition the locus is the regional processor (it might generate it deliberately), in II the locus is putative informational plane.

6  The question arises naturally as to what determines the pure subject to be attracted/ruled by one concept more than another. In the eventuality of the animistic conceptual being having extra-organistic existence, the events in the organism’s life could be interpreted as the concept’s interference with the being of the organism in an attempt to imprint itself into the regional processor.

7  As mentioned elsewhere, though we say not as an intrinsic property, clearly even in a model like this there’s going to be some further discussion as to the possibility of quasi-transcendental conceptual inhabitants, though of course posthumanistic philosophy could easily undercut many of these possibilities.

8  This theoretical framework could further be postulated as explanatory of various forms of mental illness, in which the self concept is missing and the conceptual entities are much more fragmented in their operating in control of the regional processor.

9  This poses the issue of whether the individualism is inchoate in any conceptual entity or only emerges in maybe a certain conglomerate. The latter seems more likely.

10  People may be inclined here following Meillasoux/ Hume to point out to me that causation is either epistemologically unstable and formed only by association, or ontologically contingent, i.e. things might genuinely behave strangely at any minute, or both. The ontological contingency option of course is related to the occult issues herein. We hope to explore this more fully another time. In the text though, on this occasion we mean a more Wittgensteinian instance, in which we would happily say the cue strike caused the balls to move. The same cannot be said for my thoughts arising.

11  Though we accept it is more complicated than that and one could argue that the manifestation of the self is the transcendental source of the intentional structures (a la Husserl).

12  I think it’s worth returning to something mentioned briefly in the autopoeitic section. What we have to remember is that, in conceptual animism, the self is not a transcendental ego, it’s a contingent concept. Such a script is no doubt related to the naming of the individual and the nature of the regional processor as exactly that — regional. A secondary conceptual accretion like a self is a possibility, it just has no purchase in conceptual animism as a grounding structure, though (as we can see from our own culture) it can easily appear as one.

13  I wrote “transcendental materiality” originally here but I can see this is wrong. Exactly the kind of space I want to leave open denies an absolute materiality. There is a continuity, but this is all we can say, for the continuity clearly is only from the regional processor’s perspective and not the knowable continuity of reality to be behaving in one way or another.

14  So here I’m largely using fear and anxiety interchangeably and forgetting the Heideggerian differentiation. Clearly more could be said on my relation between epistemological in relation to Heideggerian anxiety. Anxiety is a fear of nothingness (in Heideggerese), a fear of the world in which I am a stranger and a fear of death. The first is the most important because it encompasses the other horizons. Essentially, we’re not frightened of a particular thing (in anxiety as he wants to talk about it), we’re fearful of nothing, just a pure unadulterated sense of nameless anxiety. So if we’re pressed what we’re fearful about we can only say through our ashen faces that “we don’t know” what the matter is. This nothingness of the world is deeply related to the kind of nothingness that hovers around events that contradict ordinary reality, i.e. they seem to have come from nowhere. That is, it’s epistemologically entwined with exactly those occult edges which I will endlessly deliberately conflate with the religious.

15  Psychoanalytically we could say that the philosopher doesn’t really want to know at all as this would bring about their own destruction. Simultaneously they proclaim to be relentlessly striving towards exactly that goal.

16  Of course, that’s everyday solidity to you average rational Westerner. Such a perception of reality is historically very reasonable, and is still held by many today (the reason I would lump religion and occult thinking together).

17  Twenty-three is perennially famous as an informational interference pattern; see Robert Anton Wilson’s Cosmic Trigger.

18  In truth, it might be neither and just a comedy nod from the Illuminati as to the rigged nature of the vote.

19  I’m toying with all kinds of dangerous notions of un-interpreted being here which looks strange in such an idealistic setup. The truth is though, this picture is ruled out by conceptual animism, there can exactly be a kind of brutal ineffably strange solidity that exists outside of conceptualities grasp, the regional processors just exist at a crossover point between these realms.


Neurotic Situations1

John Russon

Walking

Through this study we will understand the parameters relevant to making sense of neurotic behaviour. Neurosis will be a way of intersubjective interpretation that is itself a memorial, bodily comportment, primarily realized as a way of having a world of objects — a place, a home. Neurosis is experiencing a determinate world as the lived demand to behave bodily in ways that cripple a personality in its efforts to realize itself as an integral, coherent agency where the determinacy of this world is itself the congealed memory of patterns of intersubjective recognition — specifically, the memory of family life, that is, the memory of those patterns of recognition through which, and as which, we were made familiar with other people.

Because neurotic problems are problems located at the core of our sense of ourselves, it is not surprising that these problems are reflected through the most central structures of our embodiment, such as walking, eating, urinating, sleeping and speaking. Let us consider some of these examples, beginning with walking.

Walking is one of our most basic ways of expressing or enacting our posture as independent agents. We are not born walking, but must learn how to control and coordinate our bodies in separation from, but in co-operation with, the larger environment. This control of the “physical” environment is also very much an issue of interpersonal navigation. Walking gives the child a new degree of participation in the household: there is an equalizing of status between child and others, there is a winning of approval, and the magnified sense of bodily reach is thus equally a magnified interpersonal reach, for the new developments of bodily skill go hand-inhand with new developments in what one is “allowed” to do. By developing the upright posture as a relief from various experienced frustrations, the child “takes a step” beyond her identity as a child, and takes a stand in what is recognized as a higher stage of the human world (and, indeed, note our preference for the metaphor of “height” to portray what is better). We become habituated to this upright posture and independent mobility to such a degree that we accept it as our natural way of being, and, indeed, become agents of the reproduction of this value when we in turn evaluate others by this standard of uprightness.

Since to walk is not just a private affair, but is something demanded of us if we are to participate in developed social life, it is not surprising that there should be large interpersonal stakes involved — large issues of self-esteem. That parents desire so much for their child to “take her first step” attests to the great investment in the value of walking that we continue to have into adulthood; the cultural value placed on walking and uprightness as a mark of humanity — perhaps epitomized in the ideal of the runway model or of the marching soldier — is also evident in the sense we often have that those who slouch are lazy or ignorant, or, more prominently, in the problems of self-esteem that are often felt by those whose legs are disabled, or, indeed, by the lower esteem in which others often hold such people. It is easy to imagine a simple neurotic engagement with walking: as we walk, we may feel publicly on display and, under the presumed eyes of others, we may suddenly find that we cannot walk smoothly. A more serious problem has been noticed by some survivors of concentration camps from the Second World War: as they walk, they find themselves compelled to stop and look behind them. Our walking embodies our lived comportment toward the intersubjective world, and it can easily be as problems of walking that we live a troubled intersubjectivity.

Notice, too, that these two problems of walking that I have identified are both experienced as responses to a world, a response to the demands of the objective form of a place. In walking we propel ourselves forward with and against the ground. It is precisely how we actualize the possibilities for development within the spatial environment. We direct ourselves, (re-)place ourselves, and move ourselves according to the terms that the ground and the atmosphere offer. We experience other locations, “there”, as drawing or repelling us — the grass may seem inviting, a large open space may seem to require a faster pace — and we choose our route according to cues from the ground that suggest “walk here”, “hurry up here”, and so on. When the gaze of others is experienced as a loss of control of our gait, we experience the environment as “hard to walk in”; we experience the atmosphere as having causal effects on our behaviour. Similarly, for the concentration camp survivor, the very nature of the ground is experienced as a place where others can be too, including, especially, of course, oppressive others: the very ground they walk on, the place in which they move, elicits the act of looking over one’s back as a response that answers to the form of the situation. In walking, we enact one of our most basic ways of embodying our recognition of the demands of our places. Our places, similarly, are the most primitive repositories of our memories, our memories themselves being the real ground of our-selves, that from which, on the basis of which, with which, and against which we must step forth into our social relationships, our future, and our self-identity. Walking, then, is one of our most basic comportments as single, en-worlded selves, remembering and interpreting, stepping forward, in place. We can continue this consideration of the memorial, bodily and intersubjective structures of our situatedness in the example of sleeping.

Sleeping

We tend to think of walking as something just automatic and natural; we forget that we had to learn how to walk and that walking involves a very deliberate and active stance on our parts. This presumption of “givenness” is true of our attitude toward sleeping probably to an even greater degree. We think of sleep as something we undergo, not something we do. Obviously, to some extent this is true inasmuch as sleep is the letting go of our immediate agency. But this letting go involves a significant degree of agency and commitment nonetheless. Our different situations involve different relations of activity and passivity, and sleep has its own distinctive version of this.

Like walking, sleeping draws attention to our privacy, the singularized character of our existence. Unlike walking, however, which is an activity of putting our singularity forward into the world, and reshaping our situation according to our singular agency, sleeping is a withdrawal of this singular agency; it is leaving the world to carry on without the deliberate input of ourselves. Since it has this discernable significance, we should see that it is, then, still a response to the world, and it is experienced as such: it is a handing over of the reins, so to speak, to the world, with the expectation that one can pick the reins up again upon reawakening. Sleeping is thus an interpretation, a gesture, and a recognition: to sleep is to recognize the world as a reliable place, to trust it.

A neurotic inability to sleep is therefore a plausible response to a world that is not remembered in the form of “trustworthy”. To be unable to sleep is to be unable to rest, to have a situation in which shutting down is not acceptable, not safe, which suggests that what is missing in the person’s world is a basic context of trust: to sleep would be to let down one’s guard, and guarding is only an issue in a world that has a threatening form. A woman who has been a victim of rape and a victim of incestuous advances by her father finds that she cannot sleep; furthermore, despite a strong desire to confide in others about her difficulty, she finds herself afraid to talk about this, afraid to admit to the problem. Both problems of sleeping and of speaking about it can be seen as memorial practices, as ways of remembering that “they will take advantage of vulnerability”: she lives out the interpretation of the world as one in which one must not show weakness; one must not trust one’s situation. The importance of this trust is further shown by her simultaneous desire to share this experience through talking and, indeed, by the fact that she can sleep in the company of close friends. Indeed, the confiding can be an ambivalent flirtation, a gesture toward a sexual intimacy that is, for the woman, a confused emblem of both trust and betrayal. While such a problem of trust need not be manifested as a problem of sleep, it is understandable why sleep as such or the bed in particular is the site at which this neurotic problem manifests itself (this can be true even if, indeed, the originating traumatic experiences have no connection with specific historical incidents of sleeping).

While sleep requires some attitude of compliance or assent from the sleeper, it is not simply a voluntary activity, but is part of the inherent rhythm of bodily, organic life. Sleeping enacts and expresses the inherent vulnerability of our embodiment, the inherent implication of our bodily lives in the lives — in the power — of others (hence, also, the neurotic fear that one will die in one’s sleep). In sleeping, the body’s openness surfaces, and this organic comportment is the primitive sketch, the primitive figuring, of that openness in which all our intersubjective life is conducted. The bodily vulnerability that is put on display in sleep is an entry into the world of intersubjective trust. Thus, while sleeping has its roots in organic functioning, sleeping becomes a gesture of intersubjective life. This too is why it is intersubjective transformations, rather than organic treatments, that can improve the person’s sleeping problem: while the neurotic problem is situated in an organic process, it is a problem that is relieved by being in the presence of a friend. Here again, too, we see how it is our situation — our place, and the objects that comprise it — that carry the significance to which we respond interpretively through our behaviour.

While walking and sleeping both seem initially to be phenomena of physiology or organic life, we have seen that they are not phenomena that can be detached from the larger existential and especially intersubjective dimensions of our human life. It is in these bodily practices and as these bodily practices that we interpret, remember, and engage our social world, our human environment. We therefore have been able to understand why the shape of our intersubjective life manifests itself in the forms in which we live out our most primitive bodily practices. These same correlations are visible in neurotic patterns of eating.

Eating

Like sleeping, eating draws attention to the body’s inherent vulnerability, its dependency upon its environment for its continued existence. Eating is a more active practice than sleeping, inasmuch as in eating the successful response to this “weakness” of the body is not realized involuntarily, but requires the agency of foraging, chewing, swallowing and so on: eating does not just “come over us” as does sleep. Eating requires a greater effort, and also a more determinate interaction with the surrounding environment than does sleep. Psychoanalysis has drawn attention to the complicated issues of dependency and trust that are associated with the child’s early experiences of breast-feeding, and we can see how such issues are elaborated in many of the typical patterns of continuing family life.

Meals are often charged sites for specifically familial interactions, whether at the breakfast table or at Thanksgiving dinner. In human cultures generally, and especially in modern Western family life, eating is a heavily organized and ritualized process. Anthropologists, for example, have drawn attention to the ways in which cultures rely upon eating rituals to mark the difference between the human world and the animal world: in eating cooked rather than raw foods, we demonstrate our distinction from animals, and for this reason our sense of self-identity is deeply embedded in the status of our eating practices. As we saw in the case of walking, then, so too do we see the tremendous cultural investment in the values of proper eating practices. Within the traditional, extended family, regular or festive meals can be important occasions for demonstrating loyalty to the family or even for carrying out other complicated rituals of bonding, quarreling, resolving disputes, making business arrangements, and so on. We can see a carrying on of a modified sense of this importance of “breaking bread together” in such contemporary practices as business luncheons and political dinners; indeed, “sharing bread” is the etymological sense behind our words company and companion. Within the modern nuclear family especially, we can see how much can be invested in the habit of collective eating. Teaching children “proper table manners” is deemed an important stage of education for participation in civil society, and parents often have their own pride at stake in developing within their children the patterns of eating behaviour that the children will take with them into other social settings. The family meal is also often the privileged occasion for bringing the family together as a unit, in order to reassert its unity in a social world that requires of the parents and the children that they conduct most of their daily activities in independence of each other at the workplace or in school. Our sense of ourselves as human, our sense of cultural identity, and our sense of familial identity are all typically invested in these primitive bodily practices of ingestion. Thus, as the child grows, she finds her developing eating habits to be privileged points of entry into some of the most charged domains of developed intersubjective life.

The dinner table can thus be a primary site for the production or re-production of family order. As a ritual of family membership, eating dinner becomes the space in which one is defined as doing well or poorly as a family member, and, inasmuch as our familial involvements are our primary initiation into the human, intersubjective sphere, eating can become the privileged space for determining whether one is doing well or poorly as a person. Eating, thus, can take on the meaning of being the, or at least a, primary mode of intersubjective action. Let us consider what eating can mean, that is, how it can be an interpretation, a memorial gesture, and a transformative human action, and how, therefore, it can assume a neurotic shape.

Eating is in part an activity of acceptance, a taking of something into oneself. To participate in eating can be a gesture toward this acceptance: “I can take it”. This could have the sense of embrace (“I welcome it in”); it could have the sense of strength (“I can take it all”); it could have the sense of endurance (“I can get it out of sight”). Correspondingly, one can see how vomiting — another seemingly physiological phenomenon — can be in truth an intersubjective gesture of rejection, of rebellion, of a request for help, of a sense of self-incapacity, of inadequacy, and so on: “I can’t take (it) anymore”. As the site of individualized pleasure, eating can be an activity to which one retreats to become free from stress, or equally an activity in which one feels one’s inability to be in a state of self-control. As activity and accomplishment, eating can be proof of one’s success and efficacy in situations in which one is otherwise powerless. And, of course, once one learns of the causal relation between eating, health and weight, eating can be primarily significant as a way of comporting oneself toward one’s appearance or even existence.

These remarks suggest various ways in which the activity of eating can be a sketch of the dimensions of our more developed intersubjective life. We can see how the typical familial context of eating can engage these self-transcending significances of eating. At the dinner table, what one is taking in need not be simply food: if the rules of family life are being served, participating in eating can be the way one “takes in” these familial structures. One swallows the demands made upon one by one’s father, one chews on a criticism; if one cannot leave the dinner table until one has cleaned one’s plate, then completing the eating is synonymous with freedom from the intersubjective setting. In such a setting it is clear how this activity of eating can be the figure for our developed dealings with family members, with criticism, with propriety, with willpower, and so on. It is in and as these bodily practices and the environments with which they interact that our memories of familial reality are primarily realized. Our family life, which is our entry into the intersubjective, is remembered by us as the breakfast table, the plate of food, the dining area, the feeling of chewing, the upset stomach and the taste of milk. Conflicts within our intersubjective dealings — within our sense of self-identity — can consequently find a welcome site for enactment in the form of neurotic symptoms within these bodily practices, within these ways of being in place, that are the embodiment, the memory and the realization of our intersubjective dealings.

A man, for example, wants to lose weight. Losing weight, he believes, will make him more socially appealling. He finds, however, that, despite great accomplishments in other areas of this life, he cannot control his eating, and cannot stick to his project of dieting. The process of losing weight is long and slow, and requires patience and commitment. While he has tremendous initiative for such a project in general, as for many other important projects in his life, he finds that in the long lonely evening hours that he turns to eating, thereby undermining his endeavor.

In his young family life, he was offered little autonomy, little room to shape his own activities and to discover the pleasure of success through enacting his own initiative. Furthermore, he was constantly portrayed by his parents as failing to meet their expectations. At the dinner table, however, he was able to respond to both of these tensions in his experience. First, he could do well, eating as he was told, always completing the task of eating what was served to him; this sense of success was reinforced by the pleasure of eating, which contrasts with the unpleasant feelings associated with work activities at which his parents deemed him unsuccessful, as well as by the sense that this was something he could do privately, inasmuch as he need only answer to himself to determine what did and did not speak to his own pleasures. In particular, the sense of this private pleasure — being able to “pleasure himself” through eating — is a sense of freedom from the injustice of his parents’ unreasonable demands. In discovering the pleasure of eating, he discovers a realm outside the family — a realm of free pleasure, of a free sense of himself as independently important. In this way, eating becomes an important arena for his experience of himself as an independent agent.

It is through this familial crucible that this man’s sense of what it is to engage in a project was figured. This is true both of his sense (1) of what it is to have a project imposed upon one and to be judged regarding its successful completion, and of his sense (2) of what it is to be free and independent in relation to the unfair demands and unjust judgments of others. It is through eating that the concepts of “project” and “freedom” are distinctively figured for him.

Subsequently, to engage in a project is to remember his family, to remember their challenges to his sense of competence. In the course of pursuing a project, these memories are experienced as a gloomy pessimistic colouring of the world, from which relief can be found in the activity of eating, itself the memory of pleasurable, successful accomplishment. To be subject to the demands of a project brings with it the sense of unfair imposition and unjust judgment, from which relief is felt — propriety and justice is enacted — through rebelling against the imposition and caring for himself through taking free pleasure in eating, even in a context in which the projects are in fact no longer unjust impositions of unfair parents but are his own freely chosen objectives. For this man, relying on the activity of eating is integral to his very sense of what it is to be happy in the context of carrying out a project, and, consequently, the project of changing his eating has a latent contradiction built into it. The natural form of carrying out his project of dieting will exactly compel him to rely upon eating to deal with the mood that the engagement with a project itself induces, that is, to succeed at carrying out the project he needs to engage in the very activity that it is his project to refuse. And, indeed, in facing this frustrating compulsion to eat he experiences himself as incompetent, which itself pushes him only more strongly to turn to eating to address this feeling. This is a typical bind of neurosis: the very attempt to solve the neurotic problem triggers the neurotic behaviour. Here, the eating is called up as a solution to a particular stress, a way to reaffirm his sense of his own competence, yet the activity cannot even perform this, its memorial function, because the terms of the present situation make this act of eating itself a failure of competence: he is propelled further and further into his need to eat, exactly as the activity becomes less and less capable of solving his problem and indeed makes his situation worse. And, of course, inasmuch as he has identified his weight with his social incompetence, the sense of incompetence produced by his failure to control his eating likewise reinforces his sense of himself as a social failure since his weight remains unchanged.

For this man, then, eating has become one of the fundamental memorial practices that comprises his participation in social life, and it is the site for, and the embodiment of, his experiences of tensions and contradictions within his intersubjective life, that is, within his grip on how to integrate his sense of himself with his sense of others. The food, the setting and the activities of the mouth are the memory of his selfidentity. It is in the experience of chewing, in the tasting, that his familiar sense of himself is accomplished, that he feels, in his muscles and in his taste buds, the return of the atmosphere of propriety and justice. And it is as a compulsion to eat that this lived sense of how he is defined in relation to others is enacted. From others he wants pleasure and recognition — he is literally starving for it — but he presumes they will not give it and so he feels compelled to turn away from the behaviour they seek (his moderation in eating and the improvement of his appearance) in order to take what satisfaction he can privately, both desiring and rejecting the companionship of others simultaneously.

We have seen how such seemingly “physical” practices as walking, sleeping and eating are, for us, behaviours that open us onto the human world of interpersonal recognition and esteem. Sleeping engages interpersonal trust and intimacy; walking elevates us to equality of stature with others and lets us participate in the world of work and culture. Eating is typically a route into the rituals of responsibility and the transmission of cultural traditions — manners — and, as with the other actions, personal self-control in the eyes of others. Through our engagements with our familial others we find these practices of walking, sleeping and eating to be invested with the most basic values that structure intersubjective life. These “humble” origins to our humanity are present, too, in another seemingly “natural” practice, namely, the excreting of bodily wastes that is the counterpart of eating.

Excretory Practices

With eating, we found a “natural” practice that is specially charged with the demand that it be a demonstration that we are not natural, but, rather, cultured, mannered. This significance is perhaps even more profoundly present in our engagement with reality through urinating and defecating. Like sleep, these excretory practices are largely “involuntary” in that the bodily necessity for these practices is a compulsion we experience as thrust upon us. Nonetheless, like sleep, we learn as children that we have some capacity to control how we engage in these practices, and “toilet training”, as Freud’s psychoanalysis stresses, is a large and very significant part of childhood education in the formation of our most basic sense of ourselves, especially our most basic sense of such notions as “will” and “propriety”.

Consider what we expect of a group of adults. At a business meeting, in a classroom, or at a theatrical performance, we expect the people present to give no sign of their excretory needs or practices. An intermission will be scheduled, during which most of the participants will line up to wait for the toilets. Some, embarrassed, will have planned poorly, and will have to exit the room before or after the scheduled break in order to urinate or defecate. We expect orderly behaviour from people in which their toilet habits are controlled and run on a clock that follows the schedule of the workday — surely not the situation of the young child. An inability to live by this schedule is experienced as awkward and embarrassing, both by the uncontrolled individual and by that person’s companions.

Our toilet practices themselves (in the United States at least) are concealed. We lock ourselves away in “private” — that is, in exclusive, singular — rooms, where we cannot be seen or heard. We “wash our hands” of the whole affair as quickly as we can and return to a social world having effaced any evidence of this activity. We have terrible fears of these practices and demand heavy sanitation of all public-toilet areas, often demonstrating pathological — neurotic — fears about touching even the carefully scrubbed ceramic or metal fixtures with our fingers (let alone with our genitals or mouths).

“Public” toilets — that is, public “private” areas — are tense locations, for they put this activity that is supposed to be excluded from our life with others into explicit relationship with others. We can be heard, seen and smelled by others in public washrooms. These can be tremendous sites of tension. People who are spoken to by others while in a public toilet may be unable to bring themselves to urinate or defecate, feeling so strongly the incompatibility of these actions and the company of others. People can be excited, too, about using such “taboo” sites as locations for sex, precisely for the sense of transgression and adventure they offer.

In the United States, public toilets have an interesting role to play in the structuring of masculine and feminine gender roles. Whereas women’s washrooms almost without exception offer single, enclosed, private stalls for women to use, men’s washrooms almost invariably have nonsecluded single urinals into which men are expected to urinate in the public company of other men. Thus, from an early age, men are forced to put their “private” things on display, and withstand the gaze of indifferent or critical others on their vulnerable private practices. Men are thus taught early to be “stoic”, and to become indifferent to their bodily vulnerabilities. They must toughen themselves to the gaze of others and not admit their vulnerabilities or desires for privacy or protection of intimacy. Clearly, these themes that are raised by the simple architecture of public toilets are the central themes behind the sexist gender roles so well recognized (and criticized) in our contemporary culture. Indeed, this stoic invulnerability so definitive of masculinity is obviously the heart of the ideal of “normalcy” that we have been criticizing throughout this chapter.

We can easily see, then, how issues of personality can have their roots in our initiation and habituation into excretory practices. The issues raised by these practices — control, vulnerability, privacy and publicity — are the building blocks of our identities, so we can also easily imagine that problems in our identities would show themselves in neurotic excretory compulsions.

Because we stigmatize urinating and defecating as dirty, we can also think of these as actions by which we cleanse ourselves, since through them we get rid of the offending dirt. The desire to purify oneself — admit to a lie or confess to a dishonest act — may show itself in a compulsive urge to urinate, to “get it out”. Or, like eating, the pleasurable feelings associated with defecating — the tension and relief of the passage of the stool, the sense of wonderment at one’s own accomplishment in the product (the stool) — can be the basis for a compulsion to seek out defecation, like masturbation, as a fulfilling activity to be pursued for its own sake in situations of stress.

We can be proud of our excrement. We can be impressed by the strength of our stream of urine and turn to urinating for a sense of self-importance. Simone de Beauvoir, indeed, notes the significant difference in the experience of boys who can stand and “shoot” their urine in a gesture of power and self-control from that of girls who must squat and make themselves vulnerable in order to urinate. And of course, because of the intense investment our society encourages us to put into the size and power of a man’s penis as a mark of sexual and therefore personal worth, it is easy to imagine the overlap of these issues onto the penis in its excretory role. Also, because humans can learn of the causal relation between eating and defecating, the issues attached to eating can be carried into the sphere of defecating. Defecating, like vomiting, can be a gesture of refusal, a show of self-improvement in “controlling one’s weight/appearance”, and so on.

All of these issues, of course, take us back to the scene of early family life, in which we are initiated into these practices and their attendent issues. Once again, it is the way our familiar others lead us into interpersonal life through these primitive bodily practices that shapes for us the way we will live in our interhuman bodies and places, how we will become familiar with these themes through our bodily contacts, our sketches. Urinating and defecating, like walking, sleeping and eating, are among the most important bodily bases for our developed human identities.

As contacts with the intersubjective, these primitive bodily comportments open onto some of the most fundamental powers that we will rely upon throughout our whole history of self-transcending: these are the very “figurings” of “openness” as such. It is the basic ability — and need — to rely securely upon an intersubjective base (like the earth we walk on), and the ability to retain — return to — our selfsame identity through change that is revealed to us through sleep. Our basic capacity to take care of ourselves is revealed in eating. Finding that these compulsions are “underdetermined”, that is, finding that one can have some shaping control of circumstances within the domains of these compulsions (“freedom”) is originally figured in excreting. In walking we enact primitively our ability actively to take on and move forward in projects that lead us outside our present actuality. These are among the powers that make possible our more developed activities of selftranscending personhood, and it is these early childhood experiences that initiate and permanently figure these capacities as we will be able to deploy them in later life.

Sexuality

Our openings onto human significance are bodily, and it is thus as bodies that we initially contact other persons. Sexuality is the sphere in which this particular significance of our own embodiment is revealed to us as such. Sexual experience is the experience of our embodiment as the locus of intersubjective contact and compulsion. In erotic experience, we experience the presence of others in our bodies, that is, we experience the nonisolability of our bodily identity from the significance others place upon it: we experience ourselves as essentially living in the perspectives of other persons.

In later life we find others within our bodies when we lose our voices in front of an audience or when we experience genital changes in the presence of others who excite our interest. As humans we also have a “natural” system specially prepared for this sexual significance, and this is the genital-reproductive system that is engaged in puberty, but all bodily practices can become routes for sexual experience. By the time of puberty, this new sexual sphere has already been substantially prefigured through the bodily appropriation of intersubjectivity enacted by the child. This sexual experience is manifest primarily in the experience of bodily pleasure that the child feels in the promise of the parents’ presence or the pain of longing in the parents’ absence. The desire for the other is not, for the child, initially a “theoretical” stance, but for an immediate bodily sense of pleasure and pain — a mood shaping its entire environment. The distinctively sexual sphere is the sphere in which the child — and later, the adult — engages with these pleasures and pains through (more and more developed) bodily practices. Suckling at the breast is tasty, to be sure, and as such it is a response to the bodily pleasures of taste, but it is equally a way of enacting the pleasure of the company of the mother, and to the extent that that is what is contacted through suckling, the child is being initiated into sexual life.

What are these sexual feelings, these feelings of pleasure and pain that attach to being in the perspective of another — that are, indeed, the bodily experience of another’s perspective? Shame and pride are probably the most familiar feelings of this sort. The glow of pride is the feeling of the other’s approbation coursing through one’s body, just as shame is the feeling of the other’s critique pulsing within one’s flesh. Love, respect, lust and so on are variants within this arena of the bodily appropriation of the other’s assessment of oneself.

***

Distinctively sexual neuroses will attach to the body experienced as thus “for others”. Clearly, the important role of social judgment in all of our former discussions of neurotic situations indicates that in an important sense this sexual dimension is at play in all the neurotic phenomena. Nonetheless, there are compulsions that more obviously target the sexual body as such.

The erotic sphere is, of course, notorious for the place within it of the experience of compulsion. Sexual desire is itself felt as a compulsion — an uncontrollable urge — and within sexual life people characteristically have overpowering specific desires, often of a sort they are reluctant to admit. People feel driven by the urge to be urinated on, to watch their partners masturbate, to dress in clothes that typically attach to the other sex, to be spanked, tied, insulted and so on. Sexuality is also a sphere of great distress, often attached, as are the neuroses in other bodily spheres, to the complex ambiguity of activity and passivity in sexual behaviour. “Premature ejaculation”, “frigidity” and “impotence” are all familiar as forms of distress that address this facet of our sexual lives. They, like sleep, are gestures that function outside the realm of immediate choice, such that we experience these bodily problems as out of our own control, even as they are clearly indications of contingent personal attitudes and not organic conditions. Sex is the arena in which we ourselves — ourselves as bodies — are most subject to judgment and criticism inasmuch as it is as subject to such appraisal that we desire to be, inasmuch as we want sexual existence. In being sexual, we thus opt for a position of being scrutinized and appraised, and it is thus not surprising that the erotic sphere, as the site where vulnerability is the defining theme, is the site of many of the most profound distresses.

Our neurotic comportment toward our sexuality is not found primarily in “odd” or exotic behaviour, however. Our neuroses are primarily manifest in what is usually deemed a “normal” sexual life. To see this, we must consider more fully the distinctive character of the sexual sphere. Let us approach this by first considering some misconstruals of the sexual sphere.

There is a common prejudice — related to the prejudices we considered earlier — that construes sexuality as “bodily” rather than “mental” or “spiritual”, natural rather than cultural, self-centred and desirous rather than other-directed and moral, base rather than proper. We have already seen the untenability of these sorts of dualisms in general, and our discussion of sex as the experience of our embodiment as the site of intersubjective contact shows in particular why these common portrayals of sexuality misrepresent its character in a deep and essential way.

We could recognize that these misportrayals of sexuality are based on a presumption of a mind-body dualism, they are based on a quasi-religious presumption that there exists a “given” moral order independent of the originary realm of human significance, they are based on a failure to acknowledge the self-transcending character of human experience, and they are based on the presumption that the human individual exists in metaphysical isolation from others. But if we turn to a phenomenological consideration of sexual experience itself, we can see more exactly the misrepresentative character of these prejudices about sexuality. Sex is not a juxtaposition of one physical mass with another; it is not a mechanical process for producing orgasm through genital stimulation; it is not a practice for the reproduction of the species. All of these features are indeed at play within the sexual sphere, but they are not definitive of it. Sex is the experience of one’s embodiment as a locus of intersubjectivity, and for this reason issues of pride and shame, of power, of education, of communication, of beauty, of truth and of goodness are as integral to erotic life as are the dynamics of genital experience. (As a counter to these prejudices, Plato’s Symposium remains one of the richest explorations of the complex significance of erotic experience.)

It is our sexual experience that is the original epiphany of the other person, and our sexuality is the arena of person-to-person contact: we, as persons, are in touch with other persons. Our sexual practices are thus gestures: they are expressions of or commentaries on our interpersonal attitude and experience. Sex is the epiphany of the other, and the substance of our sexual life is how we bear witness (or fail to) to this epiphany. The erotic experience of another is the experience of the freedom of mutual creativity, of codefinition. In our sexual encounter, it is “up to us” to shape what will be. Here, with this other person, we are actually enacting our identity, and we need not be constrained by established norms, by others’ familiar perceptions of ourselves, and so on. Sexuality is the sphere in which our initiative, our freedom, is decisive.

As the site where our reality is not ready-made but awaits creation, sexuality can be experienced as deeply liberating, joyful or playful, but equally as intimidating, frightening or destructive. It is here that we encounter the cocreative character that is definitive of our humanity, and our sexual behaviour will be our gesture of affirming or denying this nature.

A woman is aggressively flirtatious, apparently having as a primary goal of her actions to communicate that she is a sexual being. She keeps her body fit and she dresses according to the latest fashions. Alone with her sexual partner, she plays out the role of the desirable woman as this is defined through television, advertising and so on. She moves her body, makes gestures and expressions, and touches her partner as the women in the movies do. She also likes to “playfully” interrupt these practices to heighten the tension of her partner’s expectations before following these actions through to the point that the partners are fully engaged in intercourse, or until her partner has an orgasm, or until there is some other “consummation” of the sexual activity.

A man, this woman’s regular sexual partner, maintains an attitude of cool confidence, both in his socializing and in his private bodily interaction with his partner. He maintains a “trim” body that he is proud to display to his partner. He welcomes his partner’s “erotic” stylings as she plays out the role of “sexy woman”, but he is low-key in his expression of this. When they engage in coitus, he always brings his partner to orgasm before ejaculating himself, a fact of which he is (quietly) proud. Both he and his partner are careful to be tidy about their bodily fluids, and there is always a cloth at the ready to wipe away the semen if the man should ejaculate onto his or her body.

This couple, to all appearances, is close to the paradigm of proper sexuality according to the images that circulate most broadly in contemporary culture. In fact, though, their behaviour evinces a substantial neurotic refusal of sexuality.

In their sexual actions, both members of this couple are guided by the goal of reproducing alien norms and an alien image of sexuality. Far from being the defining centre of creative sexual activity, the experience of the other person has become a means for enacting a project of looking a certain way, a project of displaying oneself as a success in the eyes of implied others. Each partner does not engage with the singularity of the other, but uses the encounter as an opportunity to pretend to be something to a universal audience, to others in general. Whatever mutuality there is in their experience is really to be found in their cooperative support of each other in this outwardly directed project of refusing intimacy in favour of a public image.

For this couple, sex has become a site for posturing, for conforming to the rule of an image: “this is what we’re supposed to do”. Such an attitude is antithetical to the inherent character of sexuality as the arena of cocreation, that is, the arena where we are beyond alien rules. The behaviour of these people is built around control (of image and of orgasm), around adherence to authority (the rule of the image and of public opinion), and around the domination of the other (her “playfully” asserting her power by giving or withdrawing her touch and his always ensuring that he does not “give in” to orgasm before her). In their behaviour, each partner is also tacitly working to reinforce the behaviour of the other. Their behaviour toward sex is a fearful defence against the responsibilities and the freedom of sex, and an attempt to conceal this defensiveness through adopting a pretence of intense sexuality. Each partner tacitly protects the other from being exposed in this pretence, and they jointly establish a virtually closed system for the evasion of sexuality. (Indeed, the closed sphere they produce between themselves mirrors in many ways the logic of family relations and familial narratives of self-interpretation.)

As the sphere of personal cocreation, sexuality is inherently a sphere of communication and mutual self-definition through self-expression. Its very nature is to be oriented around the singularity of the person of each participant (hence the problem of the imposition of an impersonal and generic image), and the exchange of sexuality is thus analogous to the form of venture and responsiveness in a conversation. And, like a conversation, the subtlety and richness of sexual life grows and develops in sophistication through its ongoing enactment. Sexuality is by its nature resistant to “normalization” and rules, because of their static, impersonal and imposed nature, but this does not mean that sex is without norms; its norms, however, are the immanent norms that develop through the contact between the partners, the norms of human contact itself with all that they entail.

Consequently, everything in our human experience circulates through our sexuality. It is primarily as human experience that our manifold contacts are ultimately significant, and so, as the direct engagement with our humanity, our sexuality is our contact with the core of all these other significances. Thus in our sexuality our most definitive and intimate human concerns are at play — our aspirations, our fears, and so on — as well as all that is built into that human experience — our parents, to be sure, but also our eating, our walking, our homes, our possessions. All of these players that populate our world are on the horizon of our sexuality, and our erotic experience can take the route of actually drawing on any of these potential resonances. Perhaps I can only feel sexually comfortable on a mattress that lies directly on the floor, or only when my father is out of town; perhaps I can only have an orgasm if you are partially clothed; certainly we cannot fully separate our sexual feelings for each other from our feelings for our parents and for our former sexual partners. The entirety of our human experience is the material out of which our sexual contact is developed, and our cocreation will always resonate with the ways in which our identities have been formed through these manifold determinacies.

As gestural, our sexual behaviour can be a flight from the cocreation of erotic contact or it can be its embrace. The embrace is an embrace of the other as a selftranscending, intersubjective, erotic body. The embrace of that other will precisely be the engagement with that other as figured, as determinate: sex is with the lived body, not the reflective image of that body, which means that it is the achievement of intimacy through the embrace of the other as a manifold of figured contacts. Thus, it is not accidental that everything in our experience circulates through our sexuality: as the pursuit of intimacy, sexuality is precisely the pursuit of the other as this manifold of contacts.

For this reason, it is clear that there are norms within sexual life, but of necessity they are the norms that only arise immanently from the specific figurings of the partners and they must not be norms imposed upon the situation. There will thus always be problems in principle with laws governing sexual behaviour, because sex by its very nature must reject the rule of alien norms in favour of the immanent imperatives of personal contact.

This notion of immanent norms also explains why the sexual and the genital should not be confused: the genitals are aspects of the figuring of the selftranscending human body, and for that reason their significance is not static and given, but is dynamic, variable, and something that is developed uniquely within the experience of the person. What the meaning of the genitals is for that person cannot be determined outside the immanent norms of the single individual. For all of us, much sex happens apart from the genitals, and it can be the case for some that sexuality excludes genital interaction entirely; on the other side, the life of genital contact can be devoid of sexuality, for example, in a couple who routinely enact established patterns of genital touching within a life of mutual neglect.

The enactment of roles, the imposition of laws, or the fixing of an essence to sex in, for example, procreation or genital pleasure are all forms of flight from sexuality. If one seeks the essence of sexuality, it is perhaps best found in the notion of honesty. Sex is the sphere of self-presentation and of other-reception in its most intimate and singular form. It is fundamentally these notions of self-expression and responsiveness to the other that define this sphere, and these are the basic notions of communication. The sphere of communication — of language — is thus the offspring of our sexuality.

In sex, we connect bodily with others in an arena of judgment and criticism. Fundamentally, our language is a development of this same intersubjective trajectory. In our language we endeavor to make these intersubjective contacts more articulate and to bring their parameters more within our powers, that is, we seek to increase the extent to which we can be active in this environment. Dictionaries and language instruction courses construct an illusion that our language is a neutral instrument to be utilized to accomplish specific tasks, but our living involvement in language makes it clear that this is not so. It is through language that we first become legitimate members of a community, and developing language skills — whether our native language or a second language — is very clearly interwoven with issues of self-esteem and social legitimation (rather like the issues involved in the child’s developing the ability to walk). We can be soothed by another’s words, hurt to our core, erotically stimulated, and so on. These are hardly neutral, instrumental situations of information-transfer! Poetry, and “literature” in general, highlights this fundamental way in which our identities are intimately interwoven with our words. We show this affective side to our language through our development of distinctive modes of speaking and writing (“style”), through crippling neurotic inabilities to speak in public or in crisis situations, through slips of the tongue, and so on.

Such phenomena should not surprise us, for it is in this arena of communication — the arena of sex and language — that we engage with the most personally affecting issue in our human experience, namely, the struggle to negotiate our self-identity in light of the experience of others, and again we should therefore expect that we will see the troubles of family life and so on put on display in our sexual and linguistic behaviour. Now because our reality is largely established through habitual patterns of action in the world and habitual patterns of interaction with others, the identity we typically express is a habitual identity, sufficiently expressed through habitual patterns of language. Language, however, has a character fundamentally different from this habitual use in our more serious and more intimate affairs, and here we cannot hide behind the comfortable veneer afforded us by well-worn clichés, well-worn patterns of expression and articulation. As we have seen, it is in these most intimate relations that we face the greatest demand to be free: to be responsible, autonomous, cocreative and honest. It is in our language that we most directly face this freedom, this demand to assume one’s authority in the realm of the authority of the other. In our language our intersubjective reality is actually created. We are called upon to bring our reality into articulation for another, and through this articulating to engender and form a relationship with that other. In language we face the extreme pressure of honesty; we put our powers — our intelligence, our insight, our poise and our style — on display without any pre-given limits or rules. Language, as the development of our sexuality, is the most profound sphere of self-presentation, of self-expression. It is in our language that we both have the greatest power to shape and realize our intersubjective, free reality, and that we find our reality to be most nakedly on display. Indeed, language is the sphere in which our intersubjective reality of interpersonal recognition is most properly embodied and realized, and thus is the ultimate terrain of our neurotic experience. Thus, in addition to neurotic behaviours that target explicitly the practices of linguistic expression (loss of voice, stammering, etc.), we should, indeed, recognize that all neurotic behaviours are essentially forms of language — the language of anorexia, the language of insomnia — inasmuch as each is a form of expressing our most personal commitments in the sphere of intersubjective recognition. As intersubjective gestures, neurotic behaviours are most fundamentally to be read, to be engaged with as entries in discourse.

Because language is the development of our sexuality — it is the articulation of our being-with others — it too is structured by the overarching theme of whether it enacts a flight from the experience of the other into strategies of domination and denial or an embrace of the vulnerability of mutual creation. To understand the presence of neurosis in language, it is in light of these concerns that we must consider our communicative practices.

Speaking and writing are our taking of our intersubjective reality into ourselves and giving it voice, saying it, and, moreover, saying it to another. In language, we say ourselves to each other, and our speaking, therefore, carries the weight of our own selfimage, our sense of the other and the feeling both that our capacities for bearing this weight are summoned and that their adequacy is under scrutiny. Our words do not sit neutrally in some other place, but are the very making of the distance or the nearness between us. It is precisely through our language that we become close to another or that we erect a barrier between ourselves and that other.

Speaking and writing are the most fully developed aspects of our language, but language itself is the broader phenomenon of our entire gestural bearing toward others. Speaking and writing themselves never occur in isolation, but are always situated in a larger context of gestural interaction, and the relation between our explicit utterances, and the larger gestural background is crucial for understanding the meaning of these articulations. We can understand this if we first notice a typical prejudice about language.

As has just been intimated, it is a typical prejudice to see language as a neutrally descriptive overlaying that is a tool for information-transfer (hence the dualism of “literal” and “metaphoric”). As did the various prejudices we considered earlier, such a prejudice rests on a misinterpretation of the world as static and already given, and wrongly divorces determinacy from its situatedness in the dynamic project of self-transcending human contact. It is our reliance on this false prejudice that keeps us from noticing that language actually does something: it does not just report information about a situation, but actually engenders the figuring of the human situation. Language is not a neutral “descriptive” overlaying of an already established human reality, but is the very performance or creation of that reality.

The meaning of our expressions is found in the interplay of their describing and their performing, between what they explicitly say and what they implicitly do. Our communication, our language, can thus only be understood in terms of a logic of the interplay of figure and background, of explicit and implicit, of saying and doing, and in general it will be the disparity between or the compatibility of these two aspects of our language that will be most crucial for determining the meaning of expressions. Whereas the embrace of cocreation will largely rest in the careful attending to the consonance of these two aspects of expression, flight from cocreation in language will fundamentally be enacted in the space of this disparity between the implicit and the explicit, the doing and the saying.

We can see the way that the implicit side of language is operative in the familiar scenario of the person who says, “I am sorry”, but acts in such a way — through eye movements, facial expressions, tone of voice, and general bodily comportment — as to indicate that this is no genuine apology. Here, what is communicated explicitly through the words and what is communicated implicitly through the bodily gestures are at odds, and the overall communication gives the lie to the explicit utterance.

As in sexuality, so in language the flight from cocreation can be seen in the use of language to effect a pretence. A young woman finds social interactions both desirable and intimidating. Faced with a developing conversation among her companions, she feels a need to be recognized as “part” of the conversation. Her speech — which often entertains her companions, especially those who do not know her well — is filled with “hip” words and currently stylish phrasings. The content of her stories is composed from narrations of various daily affairs described in such a manner as to highlight an unusual aspect, and also to make clear that the narrator is involved in colourful activities, and “in the know” about important matters. In fact, her speech is constant posing, a constant attempt to make herself look “involved” and “in the know” when in fact she both feels and in many respects is an outsider to the arenas her conversations focus on. This woman is not ignorant of the “doing” character of speaking; on the contrary, she is very much using her language in an effort to induce an effect in her listeners. But hers, note, is not the stance of one who is engaged, but rather of one who looks on and manipulates. She is not engaged with her interlocutors, but is rather trying to do something to them. This is a defensive flight from engagement into domination. It is not a surprise to learn that this same woman describes herself as not having sexual feelings and has been pathologically concerned with suppressing her desires to eat, for the sake of establishing a “good” (thin) appearance. She is also painstaking in her choice of clothes and home-furnishings, all chosen to be appropriately current and stylish.

This woman’s actions evince a fundamental ambivalence toward being with others, on the one hand finding others to be desirable prizes whose company is to be sought, and on the other hand finding them threatening forces to be manipulated and defended against. Both sides of this ambivalence contain a problem, for whether conceived as prizes to be won or forces to be controlled her others are not being engaged realistically as persons with whom one shares a reality, but simply as closed, alien things. Her situation with others is fundamentally one of struggling with them as alien forces, a structure rooted in a cold and impersonal family life dominated by an authoritarian father who demanded “proper” form in behaviour and appearance and complemented by a mother whose dominant strategy for interacting with others was to appease those more powerful and to deliver manifest words of praise that were in fact veiled criticisms to those less powerful. Both parents made themselves unapproachable aliens to the child, and equally never approached her for the sake of developing a shared intimacy, but instead made family dealings a matter of competing for praise. It is this familial initiation into the forms of intersubjective life that this woman continues to play out in her linguistic struggles with others.

It is clear, furthermore, that this grappling with others is the significance that dominates this woman’s contact with virtually every aspect of her world: her eating, her furnishings, her clothes, and the things and actions that become materials for stories are all lived through by her as sites (potential or actual) for enacting this struggle. All of her contacts are her intersubjective contacts, offering both the resources for selftranscending cocreation, and the neurotic binds that motivate her perpetually to draw these contacts into the habitual interpretive modes of flight and domination.

On the surface, this woman’s actions are friendly and happy. In fact, however, her actions are an expression of unhappiness, insecurity and fear that has been channeled into an attempt to dominate her companions. This is the sense in which there is an inherent disparity or dishonesty within her language (despite the fact that the words of her stories are all “literally true”); this whole comportment toward language thus enacts a more elaborate version of the same basic structure we witnessed in the insincere expression of apology. We can also see this structure in neurotic compulsions in general.

Fundamentally, our neurotic compulsions are intersubjective gestures — they are ways of communicating — but this is not the form of their explicit self-presentation. Anorexia and bulimia, for example, are typically described as “eating disorders”, and this is true enough, but only provided that eating is itself recognized as a sexual and communicative practice. Discussions of these neurotic conditions are often unsatisfactory precisely because eating is understood in a reductionistic sense, and the sexual or gestural core of the neurotic condition is missed entirely. And indeed it is the very nature of these conditions effectively to insist on this misconstrual: “this is about eating, not about sex” is how the anorexic behaviour presents itself. Again, one finds oneself “hung up” over sleep or walking, and one does not immediately see that this is a veiled way of grappling with one’s parents and with their invasive behaviour. Indeed, to learn that one’s compulsions are interpretable gestures is a major accomplishment and a difficult one (indeed, this is a recognition to which we often have great resistance). This means that the very nature of neurotic compulsions is to enact communicative gestures the significance of which stands at odds with their manifest self-presentation. There is a way, in other words, in which the very logic of neurotic behaviour is a variant of the disparity we initially noticed in the example of the insincere apology. Because our behaviours are ultimately engaged in our project of self-definition through intersubjective confirmation, it is ultimately this logic of expression and the disparity between the implicit performance and the explicit description that we must turn to in order to understand our neurotic situations.

In all of these scenarios, we have been describing human experience in terms of its self-expressive and self-interpretive aspects. This dimension of experience is such a powerful site for neurotic tensions precisely because it is so definitive of our human reality. Indeed, it is precisely the arena wherein we define ourselves. In our expressions, we take over the very dynamism of embodiment itself and give ourselves determinate shape. The sphere of intersubjective life is the sphere of cocreation, which means that its nature and its parameters are not established in independence of the activity of the participants. In this sphere, therefore, our identity is not something given to us but is rather something we must create for ourselves.

In our sexuality and our language we feel the burden of this, our active nature most intensely. These facets of our existence are roughly at the opposite end of the spectrum from sleep, which, as we have seen, is fundamentally the experience of our (trusting) passivity. In our intersubjective contact, on the contrary, we experience our activity; we bear the weight of responsibility for our own existence. We experience these spheres (rightly) as the measure of our true nature, and how we bear up under this measure is precisely what, we might say, is being measured. It is in this arena that we experience the inability of escaping from our responsibility for our own selves, our freedom.

Our language, whether words or background gestures, is where we “own up” to our reality. We put ourselves on display and commit ourselves to a determinate reality: I said exactly these words, which are now a public possession open to scrutiny and judgment. I made exactly this gesture, and can now always be held answerable for having done so. In our expression, we commit ourselves, such that our future will always be answerable to this past. Our language is thus decisive: it is where we enact the decisions regarding who we will be, what self-expressions we will carry forward as the public evidence of who we have shown ourselves to be. In our expressive behaviour we decide how our intersubjective identity will be determinately embodied, and, like all embodiment, it will be the horizons opened up by this self-transcending determinacy that will set the powers and possibilities for this identity. It is in this deciding that we explicitly admit or deny, own up to or disown, our own behavioural selves. Here we will determine which of a number of possible selves we will interpret as our “real” one. Here we will resist or accept the interpretations of ourselves presented by our companions. This contact with the responsibility for ourselves can, of course, be very intimidating. The norm in our dealings with others is to rush to cover over the freedom and creativity — and the responsibility — that opens up in this sphere.

This rushing to be free of the pressure — the vertigo — of cocreation is evident conversationally when a person resorts to clichés: an issue arises calling for engagement and the pressure of the topic is deflected by the hasty halting of the engagement through the insertion of a ready-made response. This familiar practice of day-to-day conversation can be a person’s entire, habitual conversational style, such that conversation as such is constantly deflected. Another person constantly defers the moment of engagement by speaking in sentences that never end, allowing his interlocutor no opportunity to respond to what has been said; this speaker seems to recognize that he is in fact undermining the possibility for real engagement, for he will never make eye contact with the person to whom he is speaking. Another person loses entirely her ability to speak precisely when it is an issue of examining her own earlier speech, precisely when it is made explicit that exactly what she says and has said will be decisive for evaluating her. These are all patterns of language neurosis, all crippling habits of defending oneself from the pressures of intersubjective life, all compulsions called up for the person by the very nature of participation in the communicative sphere.

There is an analogous but more aggressive avoiding of the responsibilities of cocreation in various practices by which persons attempt to hide behind the nonverbal character of their behavioural expressions. It is common for people to communicate much through their behaviour, but then to disown this expression, defending their denial through reliance on the fact that “I never said that”. One can find another’s behaviour threatening, insulting or flirtatious and, indeed, the other’s behaviour can be such an expression, but the other can deny in each case that he or she made such an expression. An anorexic teenager may be seething with anger at her parents, and this may be what her weight loss bespeaks, and yet she can be the very model of friendly politeness in her explicit speech to them. Indeed, the ability to disown the meaning of her behaviour may be essential to her ability to deal with her parents at all, for her familial narratives may have educated her to see her parents as “those who cannot be criticized”. In this case, the concealing of her angry renunciation of them in disownable behaviour may be as much a concealing of this from herself as it is a concealing of this from them, since the familial narrative she lives by would indict her with wrongdoing if she were to have this attitude.

Hiding in disownable gestures can thus be a terrified flight from the responsibility of cocreation, it can be an embrace of manipulative patterns for dominating the other, or it can be a self-defensive strategy for preserving one’s mental health in an oppressive context. In every case, however, it remains true that this behaviour is expressive. How we behave is decisive in our interpersonal cocreation, and so the disowning practiced by these people is ultimately untenable as a self-interpretation. The attitude of disowning rests again on the familiar positivistic prejudices that treat the world as a fully finished realm of discrete, present objects that possess their significance in independence of human sense-making, and that accordingly treats language merely as literal description or metaphoric ornament. On the contrary, all the determinacies of our living reality are sites for interpersonal expression and, just as everything circulates through our sexuality, so do we express ourselves throughout the entirety of our taking up of our world — in our way of living, and not just in our explicit words.

As the example of the anorexic teenager indicates, this expressive character of our behaviour can be concealed from ourselves, just as it is concealed from others. Indeed, we have seen throughout our study that we do not begin from a position of perfect self-knowledge but are, rather, opaque to ourselves. Ascertaining who we are is, in fact, the fundamental struggle we are engaged with in our human sense-making, and this struggle is very much carried out through intersubjective exchanges in which it is precisely the narratives for interpreting the deteminacies of our behaviour that is at issue. For this reason, the expressive sense of our most fundamental behaviour is typically not clearly understood by ourselves.

We have seen that the core of our developed behaviour — our neurotic posture — is to be found in the sedimentation of modes of interpretive contact in habits. This habitual core of our personality is as much habituation to modes of self-interpretation as it is habituation to characteristic construals of others. The result of this is that our neurotic habits, themselves developed in the complex and inherently opaque realm of emergent familial negotiations, bring with them habits of interpretation developed in these same negotiations with familial narratives that gave rise to the habitual practice. To our habitual action thus belong habitual self-interpretations that are, effectively, the clichés by which we have come to conceal these practices as sites for questioning and self-transformation. Thus in our relation to our neurotic practices, we face a range of options analogous to those we saw emerging in interpersonal com-munication in general: the vertigo of cocreation, the diversion of cocreation into clichés, and the authentic bearing witness to our cocreative reality in erotic, originary expression. Let us turn now to this erotic speech in which we resist our habitual clichés of self-interpretation and instead appeal to our expressive performances to facilitate our self-transcendence.

This erotic expression occurs when we feel our engagements with others as a demand for original articulation, which means that we feel the insufficiency of our habitual modes of expression and interpretation. The most familiar phenomena of such expression are in the arts — painting, music, dance and poetry — which are precisely marked by the constancy of the effort to redefine our media of expression and, indeed, to redefine what these media can express. We see such originary expression as well in the efforts at expressing love that are the founding gestures by which a couple creates and shapes itself, “those stumbling words that told you what my heart meant”, as Holt Marvell’s lyrics to the song “These Foolish Things” put it (a song, incidentally, that nicely expresses the way in which our intersubjective life is embodied in the things of our world). In the religious sphere, the transformative power of honest self-expression is similarly what is targeted in the practice of confession in the Catholic Church, and perhaps more broadly in the practice of prayer in general as this is construed in various modern religions. And such erotic expression is especially developed in the projects of therapy, education and philosophy itself.

The project of therapy is precisely the project of engaging the erotic, expressive sphere for the sake of facilitating the self-transcendence of the neurotic determinacies of our habitual situatedness. In therapy, we use expression — we cocreate with the other — to determine what our habitual comportment already expresses, for the sake of transforming this fundamental expression. Therapy seeks empowerment through liberating our expressive capacities, creating a new identity for ourselves beyond the repetition of our clichés of habitual behaviour and self-interpretation.

Therapy, in other words, is the very embrace of the erotic dimension of our life as the recognition of our neurotic posture. Since this project fundamentally involves the development of understanding of the significance of the determinations of our world, it is clearly of a piece with the project of education in general; and, since this therapeutic contact involves taking our identity and the identity of the world as a question through the critical challenge to our habitual prejudices, it is clearly of a piece with the practice of philosophy. We have seen that it is this family of projects that is the natural culmination of the self-transcending character of our characteristic neurotic posture, so we can now conclude our study with an outline of this trio of practices of erotic speech as characteristic elements of human experience.

In sum, then, what we have seen is that our identity (a) is fundamentally developed through the dynamics of intersubjective recognition, primarily as these are initiated in family life, and (b) is fundamentally a bodily identity. We should therefore expect that the core of our identity will be manifest at the core of our embodiment, and this is what we have been considering as we have examined characteristic neurotic tensions as they emerge in relationship to our most basic bodily practices — the practices that figure our living contact with the world. Our identity is bodily and intersubjective, which means that we contact the world neurotically through the self-transcending determinacies of the specific dimensions of our embodiment. Or, said the other way around, our embodiment is the memorializing of familial life through neurotic contacts. This is the essential human condition.

Notes

1 Excerpt from Russon, John. (2003). Human Experience: Philosophy, Neurosis, and the Elements of Everyday Life. New York: SUNY Press.


Neurosis: Asymmetry and Infinity

Christopher Ketcham

Introduction

Emmanuel Levinas proposes that we owe infinite responsibility to an infinitely alterior other. However, the relationship to the other is asymmetrical, meaning that the same (I) owes the infinitely different other infinite responsibility, but reciprocity is the other’s business. Says Levinas, “[I] am responsible for the Other without waiting for reciprocity, were I to die for it” (Levinas and Nemo 1965: 98). This presupposes that we juxtapose one infinite with another infinite and then call the relationship asymmetrical. The paradox of infinity is that it has no limit and infinite set A responsibility and infinite set B alterity, both exist in the same. The infinitely alterior set exists in the other, but responsibility from the other to the same is the business of the other, ranging from infinity to zero. While on its face this paradox seems illogical, we are dealing with human logic. If the same were to demand reciprocity, then the same could withhold giving responsibility to the other until reciprocity is given. Therefore, infinite responsibility is asymmetrical.

Why should the same owe infinite responsibility to the other, any other? All others are equal in that they are infinitely alterior from the same and each other. Because they are infinitely alterior, abstracting from them the idea of race, colour, religion, or even good or bad would destroy equality based upon infinite alterity. Equality comes from infinite otherness. Therefore, one can never abstract the other from the other. Equality is granted to all others because of the sameness of the other as infinitely different; on the other hand, responsibility required depends upon the circumstances of the infinitely alterior other.

Given the fact that all others are equal in this infinity of alteriority, ethics requires the treating of all equally. Treating all the same way means giving infinite responsibility to the infinite other without expecting any reciprocity. Any deviation from treating all equally as has been described threatens ethics. Therefore, according to Levinas, ethics does not begin in the same but in the infinite other.

Hobbes’ state of law versus state of nature has a third component, state of otherwiseness. The state of otherwiseness Levinas calls the otherwise than being. The otherwise than being is not, as Levinas says, being otherwise, because that would still be being (Levinas and Nemo 1985: 100). Otherwise than being foregoes the ego, existing in the state of nature for the awe of the sovereign in the form of the other. This sovereign other is not the governing sovereign that Hobbes envisions but the equal but infinitely alterior other. The ego of the same is subsumed in service to the other. This, Levinas calls radical passivity. The same substitutes oneself for the other in responsible service to the other; hence the same is outside of being in the same and as a result becomes otherwise — otherwise than being.

Saying that the same substitutes the other for the same in service to the other is problematic because it brings the other into the context of the same and by doing so appears to deny the infinite otherness of the other. Levinas clarifies what he means by substitution, “I can substitute myself for everyone, but no one can substitute himself for me” (Levinas and Nemo 1985: 101). I can substitute myself because I am infinitely responsible to the infinite other. However, because I am infinitely responsible to the infinite other and the infinite other does not have to reciprocate, this asymmetry means that the other can never substitute for me and my infinite responsibility. I am both unique and equal to the other in alterity, but my responsibility to the infinite other is uniquely mine.1

Substitution also suggests that the same can understand the infinite needs of the other. Leah Kalmanson and Sarah Mattice point out the difficulty of this argument when they explain:

Indeed, acting in any way at all toward the other seems to be a problem for Levinas, in that no matter what I do, I will likely overstep my bounds, i.e., make assumptions and thematize. Because of the epistemological constraints of the face-to-face relation, alterity per se can never become a principle that guides action. (Kalmanson and Mattice 2015: 238)

The infinite alterity of the other is simply a fact; need is the principle that guides action. However, that action is likely to be imperfect because one can never understand the needs of the infinite other.

Both asymmetry and infinity must be presumed for the logic of Levinas’ ethics of responsibility to hang together. However, the paradox of responsibility is that it produces a neurotic process based upon the need to act without ever really knowing how to act and never being sure that the act is responsible.

Since 1980, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) editors have maintained that there is no consensus on the definition of neurosis. Some consider neurosis to be an etiological process and others give neurosis a descriptive meaning through the use of behaviours. What the titles, beginning with the DSM-III, do is to authorize the use of “neurotic disorder” through the description of its behaviours.2 The paradox of responsibility is not on the surface a description of behaviours, rather it is an etiological paradox for which a cause must be sought. Rather than choose the behavioural route of the DSM to provide answers for the neurotic process of responsibility, we must begin an etiological search for the cause of this neurotic process. In other words, what is the hidden cause of the neurotic process of responsibility?

Search for the Cause of the Neurotic Process

To begin with, in the same vein as Descartes’ skepticism about reality, we must recognize that we will always be unsure of what is being responsible and what is not. Also with Descartes, with his only sure knowledge that he is a thinking thing, one can be held to be infinitely responsible to an other without ever knowing just what that means. The neurotic process of responsibility can be described as uncertainty, because infinity is. This uncertainty is anxiety-producing, as the DSMIII says about neurotic processes in general, “[t]hat is distressing to the individual and is recognized by him or her as unacceptable and alien”. The manifestations of the psychological disorder of the neurotic process of responsibility come from the behaviour of the same to the other. There is no possibility for normalcy in the ethics of responsibility because one’s behaviour towards the other is always already suspect.

Should we derive from infinite responsibility a sense of normalcy which we might call justice? If we do derive justice as a subset of infinite responsibility are we not reducing the other to the same? Reducing the other to (or towards) the same violates the principle of infinite alterity. If normalcy is the derivation of justice from infinite responsibility, then the definition of normal is itself a disorder because it ignores the infinity of otherness.3

A-normality is the mode of existence in Levinas’ responsibility ethic because one cannot ever behave in a way that will be infinitely responsible to the other even if that infinite responsibility is a requirement for being normal, or at least ethical. We are not God, who is both an infinite and perfect being, and also is the only entity that can be both infinitely alterior and provide infinite responsibility without error.

In fact, what this ethics of responsibility says is that while the DSM can classify different behaviours into different classes of otherwise than normal (i.e. a disorder), it cannot at the same time define normal because normal is impossible due to the paradox of responsibility to the other. To make things even more complicated, Levinas contends that the same is responsible for the other’s responsibility (Levinas and Nemo 1985: 99). This, of course, is logical if I am infinitely responsible to the infinite other. However, this extends the idea of responsibility even further into the realm of fuzzy logic. If understanding the other is problematic, then how does one understand what that other is responsible for so as to substitute oneself in the cause of responsibility for the other’s responsibility?4

On the Path Towards the Cause of the Neurotic Process

We can agree that responsibility for the other is a good ethical ideal. That it comes from the mind of a noted and well-respected philosopher we may also agree to. However, for the neurosis of responsibility to be an etiological neurotic process there must be a fundamental psychological mechanism at work in the human. Levinas explains that infinite responsibility for the infinite other is pre-originary, meaning it is before consciousness, ego, even reason. Levinas also says that “The good is before being” (Levinas 1974: 122). Levinas elaborates:

This antecedence of responsibility to freedom would signify the Goodness of the Good: the necessity that the Good choose me first before I can be in a position to choose, that is, welcome its choice. That is my pre-originary susceptiveness. It is a passivity prior to all receptivity, it is transcendent. It is an antecedence prior to all representable antecedence: immemorial. The Good is before being. (Levinas and Nemo 1985: 122)

This pre-originary condition Edith Wyschogrod explains: “In Levinas’s account, the passive, preoriginary self of ipseity is a living system, one for which not love but a preoriginary openness to the other who cannot be conceptualized is the condition of ethics” (Wyschogrod 2006: 188). Once again, Wyschogrod exposes the paradox of responsibility with the idea that the other cannot be fully conceptualized.

Let’s say that we agree that the good is before being. Responsibility before ego sounds like a good beginning to any ethics of the other. However, how does responsibility become pre-originary? Levinas, like Descartes, points back to God. Who else could have given us the idea of the infinite, if not God? Why? Our horizon for the understanding of being is temporality, so says Martin Heidegger. We are finite beings; we cannot ever fully grasp that which is outside of our experience of temporality. Therefore, what meaning can infinity give us other than mystery or paradox?

What if we don’t want to accept the idea that there is a God? The circularity of the argument that is God also represents a paradox as does infinity. There must be something we can agree upon for the location of the neurotic process of responsibility. In other words, rather than remain “generally atheoretical with regard to etiology”, as the DSM does, we will be searching for the etiological origin of the neurotic process of responsibility (DSM-III: 7).

The Face

If the neurotic process of responsibility has so far remained hidden, how do we become aware of this neurotic process? Levinas does not point to consciousness, the ego, or any obvious or commonplace psychological process. Rather, he points to the face of the other. The face is the trigger for responsibility and the resulting neurotic process. Says Levinas, “The face is signification, and signification without context” (Levinas and Nemo 1985: 86). The face reveals, but conceals more than it reveals. He says, “There are these two strange things in the face: its extreme frailty — the fact of being without means and, on the other hand, there is authority. It is as if God spoke through the face” (Bernasconi and Wood 1988: 169). This is the opening to the infinite other as the recognition that there is more to the other than the phenomenon of the face.

Don’t we look at the face to try to understand the other? Is it not the first thing that the child sees? Not its own face but the face of the mother and father. The face forms the locus and the focus of attention in the world where others are more numerous than the same. Attention to the world leads to language, language leads towards responsibility. Says Levinas, “I think that the beginning of language is in the face. In a certain way, in its silence, it calls you. Your reaction to the face is a response. Not just a response, but a responsibility” (Bernasconi and Wood 1988: 169). Your reaction to the face is a query, the question of responsibility for the other, the infinite other. Language, however, is imperfect and in the cause of discovering the needs of the other runs into the infinite otherness that the face exposes in its stark nakedness. While the paradox of responsibility produces a neurotic process, there is also a pathological side where one denies the paradox.

Consider the disorder of the ethnic cleanser or Hitler and his henchmen. Their idea is to stamp out otherness for sameness, by killing others. The futility of this becomes self-evident when one considers the neurotic process of responsibility. The other is always infinite, so killing the other is not killing otherness because even in the other who the ethnic cleanser wants to abstract certain characteristics of otherness, there is still more other in that other and in all others. This ethnic murderer has an obsessive-compulsive disorder that produces a repetition that becomes ever more disabling to the sufferer of that disorder because there simply cannot be any logical conclusion to the process. What cruel dictator has not also gone after his own kind in order to rectify perceived wrongs that convert those who should be the same into others? Like a computer do-loop, the disorder overtakes the mind that is trying to erase the face of the other in order to produce the same face which can never be possible.

When Levinas says that we see the trace of God in the face of the other, we see that infinite otherness in the face of the other that can never be explained by our temporally constricted selves.

If responsibility is the neurotic process and the face is its manifestation or point of recognition, we are still not at the underlying cause of the hidden psychological process. Levinas gives us two additional clues, first is the condition he called the il y a, or the there is, and the second is fecundity.

There Is

While the good comes before being, there is being. Whether this is the being of Parmenides that is and cannot not be, or the Being of Heidegger that is before death, there is always being. Levinas derives the idea of the there is from the darkness:

Things covered by darkness elude our foresight and that it becomes impossible to measure their approach in advance. For the insecurity does not come from the things of the day world which the night conceals; it is due just to the fact that nothing approaches, nothing comes, nothing threatens; this silence, this tranquility, this void of sensations constitutes a mute, absolutely indeterminate menace. The indeterminateness constitutes its acuteness. There is no determined being, anything can count for anything else. In this ambiguity the menace of pure and simple presence, of the there is, takes form. (Levinas 1978: 34)

We are always in existence, the anonymous mode of being. The anxiety that emerges is that of presence and not absence. The darkness is a presence rather than an absence. Noted schizophrenia researcher, Eugene Minkowski, unlike Levinas, felt the darkness. He says that there is positiveness to the pervasive darkness; it contains materiality; it touches me directly; as if a blanket (a kind of intimate umwelt) that isn’t just there but here and throughout me, where “one can almost say that while the ego is permeable by darkness it is not permeable by light. The ego does not affirm itself in relationship to darkness but becomes confused with it, becomes one with it” (Minkowski 1970: 429). Is this not also Levinas’s there is, the pervasiveness of being even when there is no light, a connectedness to being itself as existence in space but also existence in time?

Being is always already there. Levinas calls this existence insomnia, “[a] watching on when there is nothing to watch” (Levinas 1978: 5). He explains, “Wakefulness is anonymous. It is not that there is my vigilance in the night; in insomnia it is the night itself that watches. It watches. In this anonymous nightwatch where I am completely exposed to being all the thoughts which occupy my insomnia are suspended on nothing” (Levinas 1978: 48). Being is ever vigilant because it cannot escape itself. If being is and we cannot escape experiencing being, is this the cause of the neurotic process of responsibility? Not exactly, says Levinas, “Indeterminate Being fills in all the gaps, all the temporal intervals, while consciousness arises from it in an act of self-originating concentration” (Bergo 2015).

We are always already in being and from that being consciousness arises. However, responsibility is pre-originary, before consciousness, and the good is before being. Once again, even the there is of being cannot connect us directly to the neurotic process of responsibility because we must discover that which is before being and consciousness.

Fecundity

We must examine goodness. Levinas says, “Goodness consists in taking up a position in being such that the Other counts more than myself. Goodness thus involves the possibility for the I that is exposed to the alienation of its powers by death to not be for death” (Levinas 1979: 247). Goodness has become a-temporal because the other can survive the same. The fecundity of otherness is always more than the same if responsibility to others is infinite. Levinas explains:

Both my own and non-mine, a possibility of myself but also a possibility of the other, of the Beloved, my future does not enter into the logical essence of the possible. The relation with such a future, irreducible to the power over possibles, we shall call fecundity. (Levinas 1979: 267)

Fecundity not only unsticks one from the same as sameness — repetition — it removes one from the power to realize the possibilities for the other and the child. Yet, the possibilities for the other and child become possible because of fecundity. Responsibility and the birth of the child create the possibility for possibilities; however, the realization thereof is not the province of the same.

The fecundity of the drive to be responsible to the other comes from the fecundity of the drive to reproduce, but not to reproduce the same, for that is not possible, but the drive to reproduce an other from the same. The inner tension of the Heideggerian being before death is interrupted by the drive towards fecundity and the creation of yet another other.5 Says Critchley, “Fecundity is the production of the child”. Says Levinas, “Fecundity escapes the punctual instant of death” (Levinas 1979: 56).6 Fecundity is the possibility for possibilities that can never be realized by the same. This is why the idea of responsibility and fecundity are linked. Responsibility is fecund because it enables the other to produce more possibilities. Fecundity of the child produces more others for which responsibility can be given — hence the cycle of responsibility can continue. This continuity is essential to the continuity of life itself.

The there is is preceded by the good and the drive towards fecundity and the reproduction of otherness. This is the pre-originary understanding that the same, the there is, cannot succeed itself in the same form. Says Critchley, “In fecundity repetition ceases. I cease to endlessly repeat my stale project.” The same can only succeed itself in otherwiseness or in fecundity, but never to become the same again. Therefore, being for the other is a fundamental condition of life that we cannot choose for or against. This fundamental condition of life, fecundity, is prior to the good, but its necessity for life as continuity requires the good in order to produce the continuity of existence, and of being. The neurotic process of responsibility begins in the primordial need for fecundity in the human species. This is not something that can be eliminated even for persons who cannot have or will not have children. This need for maintaining and continuity of otherness through otherwiseness (e.g. substitution or the child) is a fundamental aspect of existence that cannot be eliminated or repressed. If being is totality, otherness is infinity.

It is when the there is sees the face of the other, that the manifestation of the neurotic process of responsibility begins. The chain of the neurotic process begins in the primordial need to be fecund, to produce or enable otherness. This is before goodness, but generates goodness because it is the engine that produces or enables otherness in the first place. The there is is a continuity of existence that cannot escape itself and as a result cannot escape fecundity. Fecundity enables goodness (for the same: being) which one sees in the face which then is manifested as responsibility to the other through otherwise than being.

The face of the other is not the phenomenological manifestation of this fecund other but represents that which is the mystery of fecundity, otherwiseness of being. The appearance of the face translates into responsibility for the other. Levinas simply explores how the paradox of responsibility comes from the idea of otherness that is infinite in nature. The hidden psychological process, the neurotic process of responsibility, has its origins in fecundity. Fecundity is a primordial process which is rational in the notion of continuity. Given the notion of continuity as something without end, even those who do not believe in God can find answers for the origination of the idea of infinity even if it was not given to us by such an entity. If infinity is always already with us then the paradox of responsibility is only that, a paradox. However, it is a paradox for the living, because the living are not immortal.

The requirements of infinite responsibility fulfill the needs of fecundity towards continuity. Fecundity is not something created by consciousness. It is before consciousness, before being, and before the good, but it is the origin of the neurotic process of responsibility.

We say to ourselves that it is your consciousness that is in charge of us. As we have seen, consciousness is but a link in the chain that begins in the primordial need to be fecund. It is the letting go of consciousness to accept the infinite that is the nature of continuity that will help humanity understand that responsibility to the other is fulfilling a primordial condition and a requirement of life itself.7
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Notes

1  Simon Critchley (2015) explains his concern with the idea of substitution: “My concern is that I’m not sure substitution is a way out of the tragic fatality of being. It seems to me to be a claim of identity, however that’s understood.”

2  Beginning with the DSM-III, the term neurosis was minimized in favour of giving definition to classes of behaviours. It said, “At the present time, however, there is no consensus in our field as to how to define ‘neurosis’”. However a neurotic disorder is acceptable if:

The term neurotic disorder thus refers to a mental disorder in which the predominant disturbance is a symptom or group of symptoms that is distressing to the individual and is recognized by him or her as unacceptable and alien (ego-dystonic); reality testing is grossly intact; behavior does not actively violate gross social norms (although functioning may be markedly impaired); the disturbance is relatively enduring or recurrent without treatment and is not limited to a transitory reaction to stressors; and there is no demonstrable organic etiology or factor. (DSM-III 1980: 9-10)

3  Levinas explains the conundrum of justice:

In Totality and Infinity I used the word ‘justice’ for ethics, for the relationship between two people. I spoke of ‘justice’, although now ‘justice’ is for me something which is a calculation, which is knowledge, and which supposes politics; it is inseparable from the political. It is something which I distinguish from ethics, which is primary. However, in Totality and Infinity, the word ‘ethical’ and the word ‘just’ are the same word, the same question, the same language. When I use the word ‘justice’ there it is not in the technical sense as something opposed to or distinct from the moral. (Bernasconi and Wood 1988: 171)

Justice resides in the political, however, it is no different from its underlying ethic. Responsibility is unlimited even in a situation where justice says otherwise. Responsibility’s paradox makes justice paradoxical because justice cannot be if it abstracts from the infinite nature of responsibility. It becomes political expediency and a collective disorder all its own.

4  Not everyone is enamoured with the extent to which Levinas takes responsibility, when Levinas insists one is responsible for one’s persecutor. Simon Critchley says, “That is my feeling about masochism. We need just enough but not too much. Levinas simply goes too far” (Critchley 2015). Isn’t this the paradox of infinite responsibility for the infinite other? Is the persecutor always a persecutor; will always be a persecutor? By abstracting the other as persecutor, we fail the test of maintaining the condition of infinite alteriority. Can we deny responsibility to someone who is only a part-time persecutor? The paradox of responsibility leaves us in the neurotic condition of not knowing what to do even when for some it may otherwise be clear.

5  Said Levinas:

Heidegger says at the beginning of Being and Time that Dasein is a being who in his being is concerned for this being itself. That’s Darwin’s idea: the living being struggles for life. The aim of being is being itself. However, with the appearance of the human — and this is my entire philosophy — there is something more important than my life, and that is the life of the other. That is unreasonable. Man is an unreasonable animal. (Bernasconi and Wood 1988: 172)

Unreasonable because the neurosis of responsibility requires actions that go beyond being, otherwise than being. Fecundity is a given in the human and other life, but responsibility to the other as infinite is not altogether a reasonable idea for a Being that has a temporal horizon.

6  However, Levinas cautions that biological fecundity is not the only fecundity: “Biological fecundity is but one of the forms of paternity. Paternity, as a primordial effectuation of time, can, among men, be borne by the biological life, but be lived beyond that life” (1979: 56). There is strong objection by many of Levinas’s uses of the terms feminine and paternity, which I will not go into here. However, living beyond life is both the idea of the child and the other who continues existing having had a prior interface with me whether beneficial or not.

7  In “Towards an Ethics of Life” (2016), Ketcham suggested that continuity is fundamental to an ethics of life: “My thesis is as follows. First, that continuity of life is the foundation for an ethics of life. Second, that the fundamental question for an ethics of life is, ‘What is best for life?’”
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Anorexia Nervosa and Capitalism
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The capitalist nation-state is constituted by its citizens. In it, the citizen’s self is constituted as modern, enlightened and, consequently, autonomous and individualistic. The citizen is endowed with the pretension to self-mastery. The capitalist-subject labours under this pretension and he inevitably fails. To aspire to master oneself is to exert control over the actions of what one projects him or herself to be. Thus it is a self-controlling projection, or a project of oneself. That projection does not incorporate the body but rather an imagined relation to it as an exteriority. The exteriority of the physical or the material with respect to thought — the mental activity imagining to be a self-contained entity — is analogous to the materiality of an object and its value as commodity. It is also analogous to the old philosophical dream of the truth/reality dualism, and their unification in a higher level of reality — the “being”, that conglomerate of reality and truth in which the latter subjects and engulfs the former. Tyrannical mastery over the bodily, one’s own and the external, toward the “material”, which is, again, “merely physical” unless transformed into a “value”, defines the philosophical and capitalist subject:

There is a physical relation between physical things. But it is different with commodities. There, the existence of the things qua commodities, and the value relation between the products of labour which stamps them as commodities, have absolutely no connection with their physical properties and with the material relations arising. (Marx 1887)

Both the capitalist and the philosopher are neurotic subjects. The modern, individualistic and philosophically projected self is essentially neurotic insofar as it is marked with the hysterical need to master the physical in an absolute way which produces the repressed and requires its constant return in the form of a symptom (Freud 1933).

That is why in the twenty-first-century capitalism — in which all memory of pre-capitalist selfhood has evaporated — exploitation is no exterior reality. Being “exploited” is not recognized as such: to be a wage worker is “to realize one’s self” through work. Success and career are sublimation of work and transcendence over its physicality. What could be a vague sense of being exploited is immediately transformed into one’s failure to succeed to realize the hidden truth of oneself (the so-called “potential”). Therefore, the exploited is never really exploited and the worker is more than merely a worker — they see themselves as failed potential capitalists.

To be unemployed, underemployed or underpaid is treated by the subject of capitalism as a sign of one’s own failure, a fundamental flaw of the self — debilitation of ontological proportions. To be “unsuccessful” is seen as the definite proof of one’s lack of justification to exist (“unworthy of existence”). The success, on the other hand, is seen as success only, as economic prosperity, and is often yet another proof of “the absurdity of existence” — because “material things do not provide meaning to life”. Either way, “the value of life” fails to be proven. Valorization is transcendental activity, whereas life — that pulsating meaningless matter — always already evades it. Assigning surplus value or simply value to life is a capitalist and essentially philosophical procedure (in a state of metastasis): “meaning” (sign, the transcendental or language) must justify the existence of the “senseless physical”. The grounding philosophical procedure is, therefore, one of moralism. Philosophy is bourgeois. It is disgusted by the body, by food, bodily fluids and excrements as a bourgeois would be. The vulgar peasant and the proletarian thrive in vulgar physicality.

In the last instance, the bourgeois self is constituted as potentially capitalist rather than actually proletarian. That is the subjective view. An attempted objective view offers the opposite perspective: the potential and always already failed capitalist is a member of the proletariat. As a consequence, the wage worker, regardless of whether employed or unemployed, has no outside enemy, seeing himself or herself as the failed capitalist rather than a proletarian. Therefore, there is no class-consciousness among the totality of wage-labourers (which equals the 99% of the “Occupy Wall Street” slogans). It is perhaps because there is no classification, no strata, no proper class — the proletarian and the capitalist are merely curves of the Moebious strip of signification.

Instead of revolt, one reacts to unemployment or underemployment with shame. One does not see wage labour as subjugation and exploitation caused by an instance of the real or of an exterior factor (the exploiting class of the capitalist state), but rather as the result of one’s own “lack of capacity to succeed”, and therefore of one’s lack of worth as a person. Moreover, instead of resistance to the subjugation of wage labour in its last instance, one aspires to it as one’s main means of “valorization” as “member of society”. Signification, i.e. value, subjects and recreates physical reality as “meaningful reality”. The capitalist and philosophical procedures are, therefore, identical.

Capitalism-as-philosophy is nothing other than speculative postulation of reality that surreptitiously replaces the instance of the real and acts in its stead. Instead of recognizing one’s most immediate, physical “interests”, one pursues abstractions of “success” and “a worthy self”. Therefore, one finds herself or himself combating spectres of re-presentation, rather than the material force that subjugates him or her. One is radically detached from one’s immediate, physical and material interests to the extent of discarding their alarms as noise or mere disturbances of “the inferior instincts” that one needs to transcend in order to succeed.

The materialistic stance of the capitalist subject, embodied by both the wage labourer and the capitalist, is marked by an anorexic treatment of the physical. Namely, the “material” is indeed what makes the capitalist subject happy, the accumulation of objects of “use value”, hoarding of property is what we, the capitalist subjects, aspire to. However, immersing into the physical without control, without mastering and procedures of valorization, or, in other words, allowing the experience of physicality to devour the subject through pleasure and pain, renders the material meaningless. It remains “mere matter”, failing to transcend into a “higher form of existence”. The philosophical dream of axiological determination of reality, its gradual progression according to “merit” (value or truth), is ingrained in philosophical materialism too. When philosophically conceived, materialism fails in its fidelity to matter, as Marx has explained in his Theses on Feuerbach (1938). That is why materiality matters for the capitalist subject only when fetishized as money, as a trophy wife, as a sculpted (instead of a “mere biological”) body, as sex that is not organs and fluids but a representation, or as a home that is not simply a home but an element of stylization of life. If the material does not satisfy the fantasized fetishistic expectations, its immediate, unruly, primitive needs are treated as mere defect, and their urgencies are expected to be subjected to self-control.

Capitalist materialism is about an absolute mastery of the mind over the material, and it presupposes the hierarchy between matter and mind according to which the latter is superior to the former. A materialism of this sort is a contradiction in terms. In other words, capitalism is not materialistic, but quite to the contrary: speculation and abstraction rule the physical in an absolute and despotic way. Just as the labourer’s body is a tortured body, so is that of the animal in mass industries, and in nature (if the distinction between industry and nature is still tenable). The cruelty of capitalism consists in its capacity to fully rationalize any suffering of the body and the relentless exploitation of life regardless of whether organic or synthetic. The absolute rule of humanity and its reason is no different than the rule of Hegel’s Spirit, whose aim is not only the absolute subjugation of Nature, but also its destruction in the name of an imagined reign of the “pure reason”.

Speculation and operations of thought or of the transcendental are at the heart of technological progress, contemporary “management” of economy and the “governance” of society.1 Speculation is at the core of the political power of capital and its nation-states. (Let us note that global capital is not only enabled but also maintained by the infrastructure provided by nation-states.) However, in order for these “workings of thought” (speculations) to have an effect on the reality, it is necessary that they are materialized, executed through or upon the physical. In order for them to be realized, in order for them to become real, they have to create a material, physical effect. In order to realize the vision of a world of the absolute rule of technology and of pure rationalism, an intervention into the organic is required with the purpose of erasing, re-inventing and finally substituting the senseless material of nature with one that will be the product of human appropriation and re-production (of both organic and inorganic matter). The eschatology of technology and of the rational mind of the Enlightenment consist in a vision of perfect re-production of nature with the paradoxical goal of arriving at “the absolute of nature” — one that can be executed by the human mind. It is about the old philosophical dream of perfecting the real through elevating it to truth, and of the physical through transforming it into a meaning. It is an old anthropocentric dream. It is the perennial dream of extruding the truth from the reality in order to perfect the latter by way of reconciling the two (truth and reality) in a unity, dialectical or otherwise. Within this eschatological vision, the mind is understood as something not only radically detached from but also opposed and superior to the physical. The technocapitalist progress aims to fulfill the philosophicaltheological dream of creating a reality that is more real than the real itself. It can be done only by emaciating the senseless, the vulgar and the mute physical in order to ascend to a fully “transcendental existence” — a sublime universe of pure automata.
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Neuroses and Complexity, Alien Subjectivity and Interface

Patricia Reed

The individual subject position makes absurd demands on people as Users, as quantified selves, as SysAdmins of their own psyche, and from this, paranoia and narcissism are two symptoms of the same disposition, two functions of the same mask. For one, the mask works to pluralize identity according to the subjective demands of the User position as composite alloy; for another, it defends against those same demands on behalf of the illusory integrity of a self-identity fracturing around its existential core (Bratton 2015: 362).

Reality Maladaption

Although neurosis is understood as an “abnormal” condition, it is what we could call a realist disorder, insofar as it, unlike psychosis, does not suffer from delusions, or hallucinations. Neurosis is not reality distortion, but a so-called “inappropriate” response to reality and an inability to “properly” adapt to one’s environment.1 It follows, then, that one cannot make an adequate account of neurotic responses without also effectively describing the condition of reality to which said “abnormal” responses correlate. Rising political, economic and climactic calamities, coupled with our (so-called) “alienated” dependence on communications technologies have typically been the causal targets in explaining the general increase in neurotic disorders (whether clinical or not, like anxiety and depression). While I do not disagree, these formulations often end in lamentation and fatalism (global civil war or suicide) — and, in offering up few (if any) viable social remedies to this plight, risk ramifying the “alternativeless” quality of our existing political (non-)imaginaries (Berardi 2016). Perhaps what these neurotic symptoms most tellingly reveal is not our inability to adapt to reality, but that neurosis is an expression of the existential and material strain in not wanting to adapt, yet not knowing how to materialize that conceptual refusal into gesture. When we reverse the problem of neurosis, not as that of the maladaption of the individual to reality, but of the maldaption of reality to the individual, we enter the political sphere, since the question becomes one concerning the transformation of given reality itself, which is never individual, but can only ever imply a collective question. Today that means coming to terms with complexity, irreducible as it is to the mechanics of causal immediacy, which poses a pragmatic, logical and ethical impediment to the assertion of a model of subjectivity politically actionable through sheer will, or strictly determined by first-person, phenomenological experience alone. This is not to disavow differential “human” experience, not in the least (our phenomenological interface is part of reality and must be incorporated as such). It is, however, to demand for an integrative subjectivity that can know beyond “sensory” immediacy, leveraging the abstract, non-linear causal dynamics active in shaping the world, a world where we can no longer conflate the flattened perception of a horizon at some vanishing point with its actuality, unlocatable as it is outside of the confines of our sensory apparatus. Until we are able to fashion different models of subjectivity untethered to the constraints of individual particularism, to take-in beyond what appears before us, our collective, futural imaginaries within complex reality (our global field condition of possibility) will remain stifled and atomized.

Generic Situatedness

The transformation of reality isn’t something to be (only) done “out there” as if reality is merely a construction “for us” — it is equally bound to processes of self-transformation (something that also happens to us); manifest as a trialectics between ideality (concepts), materiality (gesture/instantiation) and reality (inscription). Any ambitious claim for an emancipatory politics commensurate with the affordances, risks and potentialities of our given historical situation cannot be conceived without a corresponding concept of what we are and, perhaps more importantly, where we stand as humans within reality (our generic situatedness). The diagram of “The Stack” (plotted by Benjamin Bratton) provides a useful scaffold from which to conceptualize such a representational situatedness — not because it is an exhaustive account of reality, but because of its focus on the consequences of planetary-scaled computation and the oft-diagnosed “culpability” of communications technology as the driver of our neuroses. Broadly speaking, The Stack is a complex, accidental megastructure composed of divergent species of machines (from energy grids to universal addressing systems, to nation-state geopolitical borders), operating through a nexus of hardware and software (Bratton 2015: 355). As a succinct, explanatory model, The Stack consists of six layers: the User, followed by the Interface, Address, City, Cloud and Earth layers in this hierarchical ordering. The user belongs to the category of agent, insofar as it initiates “chains of interaction (columns) up and down its layers, from Interface to Earth and back again” (Bratton 2015: 375), but crucially, this user-subject is not necessarily an individual human — it could be a molecule, a multiplicity of humans constitutive of a group, or the triggering of signals from a light receptor. This flattening of “user-subjects” is, no doubt, why we probably feel more often used by The Stack, than a contributor in its manifold operations. It is because of this, that although we may be collectively training or moulding dynamic systems bit by bit through our interactions, the unleashing of sheer outputs or signals pales in effective/influential comparison to the stakes involved in designing the systems of mediation through which those very signals are parsed, distributed, semantically organized, weighted and represented back to us. (We’ll return to this point shortly.)

Geoeconomic Constraints

Important for the discussion here, is that Bratton’s Stack foreshadows (and welcomes) what he calls a “Copernican trauma” (similar to the inhumanist labour for self-redefinition in the parlance of Reza Negarestani (2014)) wherein the human’s position within the megastructure is no longer the “radiant centre” of activity; and, moreover, where the human can no longer claim a monopoly on the faculty of intelligence (as Artificial General Intelligence stands to diversify what “intelligence” even means and what it can do). This is also a symptom of an even more general trauma mapped out by Hans Blumenberg, wherein any equation of visibility with reality is rendered dubious at best, revealing the gap between our biological perceptual faculties and our access to the scale of the universe — both unfathomably large and infinitesimally small (Veal 2009: 11). Although in such a megasystemic account it appears as if the aptitudes of the human are dramatically diminished or rendered negligible, we need to make a clear assertion: capacities are not reduced because of this decentred, non-radiant conception of the human (in the generic), but that this positional remapping is a powerfully necessary concept in order to reorient our perspectives and therefore our capacities (what we can do) in substantive and artificially egalitarian ways (since nature itself, is, brutally, never egalitarian). The Stack as a self-proclaimed “design brief” (presumably for us humans) echoes to a large degree the kind of self-understanding manifest in the Anthropocene: that we are simultaneously a Promethean animal able to alter geological/geophysical/geotemporal forces, while being utterly vulnerable/impotent in the face of the residual consequences of those very interventions. The Stack is a risky, volatile Pharmakon; it is (and can be) both a cure and malady. The Stack, however, is not magically immune or separated from the ideological nomos of our human biases (even if we are centrally deracinated within its systemic rationality) — quite the contrary. Nomoi are the conventions that precede official jurisprudence, naturalizations of assumptions that subtend the flourishing of common norms, so until we are able to intervene within the conceptual nomos of capitalism (premised on inequality and competition as a compass for orientation), The Stack will remain a tainted orchestration of that stagnating, unjust given.2  The intervening in, and transformation of, this nomos is not only a geoeconomic3 design problem to serve and tend to the needs of the many (both humans and non-humans), but, isomorphically, it is a normative re-conditioning, predicated on our capacity (our not) to refashion ourselves in another image; an image that collapses the individuated figure/ground separations of a neoliberalist subjectivity and can strategize novel activity, rather, through our entanglement.

Bidirectional Concepts

The scalar model of The Stack follows implicit cues from Wilfrid Sellars, who made it his philosophical project to tackle complexity (before it was actually a named science), of how “things in the broadest possible sense of the term hang together in the broadest possible sense of the term”, forming, in the end, a continuous world (Sellars 1991). “Things” here include items as varied as “numbers and duties”, “cabbages and kings”, “possibilities and finger snaps”, providing us, as Ray Brassier (2011) notes, with a vision that ought to “not only encompass but also to explain the intrication of conceptual ideality and physical reality”. While distinctions between things are made, they do not fall into mere dualisms, since it is precisely the labour of philosophy (in Sellars’ account) to integrate, that is, to articulate, the connections or continuums between those distinctions. (Just as in The Stack, where the focus is not just on discrete layers, but also on their interactions and co-relations.) The Stack forces us to confront two important points simultaneously: first, to integrate this Copernican trauma (a question of self-image); and second that we achieve some sort of cognitive traction on its “objecthood” in order to create a mental diagram of planetary computational reality today (real thingliness). It is because of this double demand impelled by The Stack that the distinction proffered by Sellars between the Manifest Image (how we see ourselves as human subjects in the world) and the Scientific Image (how we know ourselves as physical “things” in the world) is instructive. The task, to reiterate this point, lies not in maintaining that polarity, but rather in constructing a perspectival stereoscopy between these two modes — modes, furthermore, that fruitfully contaminate one another in potentially transformative ways (i.e. a mutated self-understanding will open up new territories for collective investigation and instrument-building (with science being a self-updating enterprise in its own right), which feed forward into novel self-understanding, and so on). Such feedback between ideality and reality functions not because “science” stands above in omniscient authority, guiding our naive self-conceptions, pointing us to the light, but because we are creatures who can grasp and be grasped by concepts. That is the constitutive parity between manifest and scientific images, that the functioning of concepts presupposes this bidirectional movement: we can use them, while they can remodel us (Brassier 2011: 7).

Openness and Alien Subjectivity

The remodeling of our self-conception requires a collective subjectivity predicated not on atomized individuality, but on a common conceptual “openness”; for the Manifest image is the product of an aggregated human pursuit, belonging to no one in particular, but to everyone in general (a cousin of sorts of the General Intellect). Rather than thinking this “openness” as a mimicry of the kind of “openness” at work within a subsuming capitalist nomos (where “openness” simply equates with the opportunities associated with infinite economic expansion that is, in fact, strictly in fidelity to a closed logic from within — and thusly, not open at all); the transformative force of self-image remodeling is driven by an openness to a conceptual non-given, an immanent openness activated by the outside (Negarestani 2008: 197). Negarestani names this “radical openness” (a radical laceration or butchery); an openness that cannot be compelled by the triumph of human will, but an openness that can only operate through the seduction of the outside and learning how to become better targets for its force (Negarestani 2008: 199). Essentially what this self-transformation entails is an openness built on our collective ability to become prey to the foreign non-givenness of reality — to contingent xenoconcepts, and our capacity to be conceptually porous to them and grasped by them. Such an image of self-transformation defies the neoliberalist imperatives for individualism (which feeds directly into further economic commands for self-realization in the name of competitive advantage); with radical openness as a collective labour in becoming prey to the foreign, it is what we could call an “Alien Subjectivity”4 — a subjectivity not only responsive to our plastic socially-constructed reality for us, but also to the reality that is utterly indifferent (sometimes invariant) to us. It is important to note that this crucial “indifferent” or “invariant” reality is exactly what the “realism” connoted in conventional descriptions of neurosis leaves out, and is wholly unequipped to address.

Mediating Abduction: The Interface

In the minimum instance, we can say that the engineering of stereoscopy — the bidirectional functioning of concepts — is predicated on our capacity for an Alien Subjectivation, requiring a labour of integrative mediation (learning how to be “lacerated”, without being destroyed by it). How can we become better prey to xenoconcepts, to the non-given — an alienness that often cannot be parsed by unaided perceptual faculties alone, but that requires, nonetheless, think-ability; that demands a degree of cognitive access?

The short answer is the Interface. The Interface is a mediating tool for the seduction of the outside, affording us the capacity for alien subjectivation. In an era where politics, wholly trapped in an anthropocentric chauvinism, is no longer sufficient to the abstract, planetary-scaled demands we face, the Interface (beyond it’s limited signification in the realms of pure visuality, or screen design in software applications) offers a gateway to this complexity that requires a manner of cognitive and activity-based condensation. The power of the Interface is that it can both simplify complexity in a nontrivial way, offering reasoned accessibility to otherwise inaccessible objects and processes, while it simultaneously mediates functions, translations and produces effects through this designed filtration scaffold.5 It is in this expanded, generic description of the Interface where its alignment with perspectivalism comes into sharp congruency, and precisely why the argument for Alien Subjectivation finds pragmatic agency in this labour for mediation — it is what affords the “abduction of ourselves” by the outside, to what is not yet given, and what is epistemically mobile/ hypothetical (Mackay 2013).

Concepts and structures are constituted in the interface between us and the world, on that phenomenal veil over which we draw them in order to organize and make intelligible the world, by Mathematics. They originate on the regularities we ‘see’, as living and historical being, and develop along History, in intersubjectivity and language. The objectivity of Mathematics is in this process. (Longo 2001)

Although much of the discussion has emphasized a non-phenomenologically biased picture of subjectivation commensurate with planetary complexity, what the “Interface” as a form of perspectivalism offers is some contextual nuance to the discussion. With the dominance of the computational driver elucidated in The Stack, we ought not be so abrupt to succumb to the tendencies extrapolated from twentieth-century mathematics; tendencies that transformed computation from a creatively abstract capacity to a paradigmatic epistemic approach upon the natural sciences (where physical phenomena were conceived as wholly codeable in pure information packets (Longo 2011)), in the end constraining epistemic access to living, biophysical reality which is circumstantial and not purely axiomatic (Longo 2014). Much like the “continuum-building” work of Sellars, the reflections of Giuseppe Longo elaborate on the links between the innovative ability in formal mathematics to describe the universe (following a computational logic), and the ways in which our phenomenological relationship to space and time through our human perceptual apparatus conditions that very possibility for mathematical manipulation in the creation of new perspectives. Geometry organizes the relationships to our surroundings (Mackay 2013) (like the enactment of a derivative function in hunting prey in estimating a moving target) and, by extension, our capacity for instrumental activity (physical and cognitive) within space and time. (The mathematician Alexander Grothendieck went even further, having spoken to the “tyranny” of the consequences for the apprehension of space as something merely surrounding us, and its traditional theoretical articulation in Euclidean geometry (Grothendieck 1986).) In this view, the phenomenal-geometry nexus operates as a kind of nomos, an Interface as perspective-construction that shapes our relationship to field conditions where new possibilities for organization and activity can emerge. Since geometry has provided one of the most “stable reconstructions of space” in the human’s never-ending project to give it meaning, to give it access, to ask of its measureability, and to finally inquire as to how we may operate within it (Longo 2001), the creation of Alien Subjectivities is entirely interwoven with the rearticulation of our given geometric nomoi. This reformulation arrives not by demonizing fields of knowledge creation we deem as abstract and disconnected from us (nor by privileging them as authoritative guiding “truth-machines” either), but through the ways these abstractions nourish and are nourished by the instrumental possibilities afforded to us through a perspectival reinscription of the landscapes we co-inhabit.

Post-Westphalian Schemata

If the sheer visibility, audibility and comprehensibility of the “User” (as subject) was the paramount political vehicle across centuries of thought (from Aristotle, to Arendt, to Rancière), today it is arguable that we are witnessing a shift in “layer” dynamics to the second order of “the Interface” as site of and for subjectivation. Complexity demands a subjectivation premised on a collective “becoming alien” through our shared capacities in the fabrication of alter-perspectives in order to “escape” (following Singleton 2013) our given geometries of relational possibility (where possibility is always a mode of constraint in both enabling and disabling senses). On a geopolitical level, our geometric possibilities remain entrenched in what we could call a “Westphalian Interface”, insofar as we have organized the Earth and its peoples into morsels of flattened territories, with each morsel being juridically sovereign (especially its legal exceptions). Bratton’s Stack (quite pointedly) demonstrates the limitation of this interfacial paradigm, citing both its structural inadequacies vis-à-vis planetary, extra-territorial/ multi-species crises, and due to issues of governance that are no longer containable by the nation-state model (i.e. the way Silicon Valley monopolies and their products interfere in previously state-regulated modes of information dissemination, as but one example). The Stack reveals an abutment of conflicting perspectival diagrams, incongruent schemata that cognitively impede the possibilities for a radical reorientation of planetary-scaled organizational and ethical operations. If Westphalian Interfaces have not only forged the definitions of political space, they have also shaped their content as a uniquely human domain of values and possible activity (Bratton 2015: 5), all the while instantiating us/them thresholds in the fabrication of distinct “we”s. The necessity for a post-Westphalian Interface is evidently pressing if we are to steer The Stack towards egalitarian ambitions, ambitions which are not only bound to geolegal re-engineering, but furthermore require buttressing by augmented modes of common identification and the power of abstraction required to forge new schemata of “we-ness”.

Even before the contemporary Stack had come into blooming techno-material existence, the globalizing logic of neoliberalism had already been introducing a conflicting extra-territorial diagram of its own. As we now witness the early stages of the ideological downfall of this logic for infinite market expansion (signaling the denaturalization of capitalist realism — a moment many of us have been clamouring for), rather than mobilizing this historical situation towards post-Westphalian hypotheses, we are seeing the exact opposite. Recent waves of populism are doubling down on this anachronistic Westphalian nomoi and, despite the affordances of a profoundly connected, interdependent and interwoven world, we are seeing its opposite played out through violently bounded isolationisms/essentialisms. With no other alternative Interface in mind to pilot our reality besides the Westphalian one, rather than overcoming the brutal inequalities of the neoliberal order (an only partially global order that took no responsibility in “serving” its global constituents), we are witnessing the emergence of what appears to be a far more ruthless order predicated on familiar localization, most often manifesting in highly finite us/them divisions. Before the possibility exists for an emancipatory “Stack-tocome”, before we can robustly speculate as to how better to instrumentalize our techno-material condition in just directions, the very alienation of existing us/them divisions (which limit perspectivalism and what we can collectively do) is fundamental; and is one instance of how this Copernican trauma can “grasp” us, provided we learn to seduce it accordingly. The permeation of this trauma upon our imaginaries, partly unleashed by the technological innovations of The Stack, crucially drives us towards cognitive and ethical innovations that constitute the latent, primary question of all politics, namely, who (and what) composes the “we”? The “we” is the necessary abstraction at the root of all politics, how we model its contours, how we diagram its site of activity, how we plot co-habitational geometries, these are simultaneously perspectival and political questions that historically persist. Despite the planetary-scale of twenty-first-century reality, these questions persevere, even if the historical condition of their questioning is radically different.

If the design of things, particularly technology, is always a mirroring or extension of our particular predispositions, nomoi and biases, it follows then that the fashioning of emancipatory geopolitical schemata urged on by The Stack can only be conceived in parallel with an inhuman renovation upon our generic self-understanding that justly faces up to these biases. Models generate perspective, giving rise to possibilities for intervening in the world (Morrison and Morgan 1999), which is why a model for actionable subjectivity itself demands a similar renewal. To overcome the neurosis of complexity and not wanting to adapt to given reality, we must learn to be grasped by this Copernican blow, and in turn, learn how to grasp the new perspectives this re-situated landscape opens up; affording new gestures, concepts and sites for a synthetic politics to emerge.
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Notes

1  “Inappropriate” and “abnormal” are written in strong scare quotes since these very designations are determined by the same types of institutions that have once classified homosexuality a mental disorder not that long ago and have received countless legitimate criticisms of perpetuating cultural bias. The American Psychiatric Association (APA) for example, publishes the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, which sets disciplinary standards in the naming and diagnosing of mental disorders, with broad influence in the medical, pharmaceutical and health insurance industries.

2  For an account of The Stack in relation to the potential for an automated commons, see Tiziana Terranova. (2014). “Red Stack Attack! Algorithms, Capital and the Automation of the Common”, in #ACCELERATE: The Accelerationist Reader, eds. Robin Mackay and Armen Avanessian. Falmouth: Urbanomic. 379-397.

3  Donna Haraway has questioned the use of the term “Anthropocene”, suggesting (among others) “Capitalocene” to more accurately address the geological effects of our particular economic paradigm. See: Donna Haraway. (2015). “Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene: Making Kin”. Environmental Humanities, vol. 6, 159-165.

4  There is some sympathetic resonance with the concept of “alien becoming” (or xeno-genesis) outlined by Antonia Majaca and Luciana Parisi (drawing from the work of science-fiction writer Octavia Butler). “An alien beginning of the new subject calls for abduction, and for the generation of new hypotheses of instrumentality, one that acknowledges the history of techne whereby the machine has been able to elaborate strategies of autonomy from and through its own use” (Majaca and Parisi 2016).

5  Alexander Galloway even suggests the Interface is not a thing, but ought to be analyzed in its effective register. See Alexander Galloway. (2013). The Interface Effect. Cambridge: Polity Press.


The Neurotics of Yore: Cyber Schizos vs Germinal Neuroses
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No More Neurotics? Long Live Neuroses!

The catatonic knight, the “passional” knight (Deleuze and Guattari 1987), stands in the field of snow staring at the red blood amidst the white expanse; he has forgotten where he is or who he is or why he came to be there. Only one identity at a time; only an “elastic”, re-adjustable, “adaptive” set of behaviours in each given situation. Perceval is a cybernetic machine: he is taken out of the quest-milieu and into the romance that is a catatonia, waiting for further assignments of action-milieus. He is capable of forgetting, completely, even his own name, and so becomes the most voided subject, container, de-calibrated even of former habits to allow for maximum potentiality of becoming: if you become nothing, you can become everything. This is why it is only Perceval the Schizo, the “idiot” knight of recurring amnesia, that can have a chance at becoming the holy grail of Cybernetic Capitalism.

This desire for immersion and forgetting is, I’d suggest, generated out of the psychopathologies that capitalism induces. By now we are familiar enough with a litany of psychological maladies that have been claimed as the signature disorder of capitalism: psychopathy, narcissistic personality disorder, schizophrenia, depression, hysteria, anxiety, etc. In response to these psychic effects, accelerationism responds by intensification to transcend the limit: schiz to the point of excess, the potency of depression, and the enjoyment of subjection (Noys 2014).

It is this figure of the amnesiac that is emblazoned on the flags of Cyber-Capitalist subsumption. The amnesiac, Deleuze’s schizophrenic, is an avatar of infinite plasticity at the speed of light, it is the flattened, one-dimensional hero whose monomania keeps it from getting lost: it is a motion demon, “smooth” (Lazzarato), frictionless, the ultimate dream of Engineer Grot:

Looking intently at the line of track, he would frequently become thoughtful, contemplative, forgetful of the world, until his stoker had to tug at his arm and give notice that the pressure was too great for the station already close at hand. (Grabinski 2014)

Lines, tracks, nodes and flattened networks. The modules of an infinitely accelerative cyber-capitalism that is dreamt in the circuits, the horde-mind of the current system of existing capital. The only weak link: the human. The human is exactly that which cannot be flattened into a protocol, not in the sheer physical reality of the flesh. There is no absolute potentiality in the flesh and all becomings are limited. There is always some irreducible neurotic beneath all schizophrenics: there are always deep-seated, old habits that die hard, making absolute rebirth impossible.

The possibility of neurosis in its more conventional form is in itself based on a certain threshold of speed, a function of acceleration. It becomes possible only in cases where the speed of change or the rate of change is slow enough to warrant looping and circling back on itself, to take one’s time to come to term with things, etc., and this is why neurosis is essentially a thing of the nineteenth century, stretching into the midtwentieth-century and the post-war era, to the arrival of cybernetics: the second wave of proletarianization. The emaciation of spirit.

Thanatomanic Creativity

As cybernetic machines are taking over more and more of the semi-creative tasks, as the once “mental” tasks requiring human operation become increasingly automated (when the tertiary service sector is itself proletarianized and automated), the value and the meaning of creativity is changed (Stiegler 2015).

Angela McRobbie’s rigorous feminist analysis of the valorization of creativity and the domination of the cultural sphere by now mainstream “hipster” ideology describes the most recent forms in which cybernetic capitalism has changed the cultural scene:

This latter development is marked by de-specialization, by its intersection with internet working, by the utilizing of creative capacities provided by new media, by the rapid growth of multiskilling in the arts field, by the shrunken role of the sector that I would describe as the ‘independents’.

Paralleling the subsumption of the once revolutionary “identity politics” into consumer culture, she points out the seemingly “free” form of the new cultural productions that

[relish] the opportunity to endorse an anti-political correctness ethos, and which entails a disavowal of feminism as old-fashioned, and holds at bay, editorially, any notion of serious ethical or political engagement, in favor of being ahead of trends, being in touch with the kind of attitude that will eventually translate into consumer lifestyles. (McRobbie 2015)

McRobbie’s focus on the cultural landscape, the spontaneity that becomes an obsession in a cyber-capitalism of ever-expanding automation, is ontological in its core. It is Death that is at the centre of this new conception of creativity: Metis or Proteus (discussed also by Malabou) can “create” themselves into almost anything; theirs is a most multitudinous menagerie, but still denumerable and finite. Proteus cannot become a dead body, cannot die and then metamorphose into something else: death is the very end of creativity and plasticity, but in order to truly create, to go beyond the finite bestiary of Proteus, one has to get close to death, as close as humans can get. There is no denying that there is something Greek about the death that is schizophrenic creativity, for it drinks of the sweet waters of Lethe and its true name is oblivion.

This is why Deleuze’s image of full human potentiality, the potential to become anything or anyone, is the “homo tantum” (Deleuze 1997): the dying human being whose supposedly “bare life” so close to death loses all of its specificity and singularity to become so generic as to be able to become anything. Straub-Huilet have realized a dialogue from Pavese where the question is this: Does Lycaon suffer from the metamorphosis he underwent as a punishment from the gods? Can he suffer if he is truly a beast and remembers not who Lycaon was and what he had done? (Pavese 1999) It is perhaps no wonder that Nick Land’s most recent novel dealt with a case of “de-programming” the victims of a cult and the moment the attempts backfire (Land 2014).

What makes a certain remark in one of Turing’s works unique with respect to our own concern is the fact that it sets the criterion on the ability of human minds to change their computation-algorithm in fundamental ways. By engaging in essentially new methods of calculation, human mathematicians are able to compute different portions of the incomputable number δ, while the computer, the a-machine, being unable to change its essential algorithm, will not be able to compute said number. Here too the human aspect is defined as the ability to stop and reflect, to design a new strategy or method newly adapted to the problem at hand, and then embark upon another mechanistically-reproducible path of pure computation. It is this very distinction that is being removed with the emergence of different sorts of adaptive cybernetic devices (including genetic algorithms and neural-networks) designed specifically with the aim of non-stop real-time calculation that has an inner capacity of creativity and change of strategy.

Perhaps the ultimate creative act, the ultimate decision to make at the moment of absolute spontaneity and the full potential of self-determination, is to die. The transformation from the living into the dead is the (only?) perfect creative act in which nothing of the old remains in the new. Perhaps this is the fascination of zombies; they are the post-life organisms that are a completely new being from the person to whom their bodies had once belonged.

Beside death, there is always a limit where humans are concerned. A limitation through their subjectivity and their concept, to use Hegel’s terms:

There is present in each human being, although universally unique, a specific principle that makes him human … if this is true, then there is no saying what such an individual could still be if this foundation were removed from him. (Hegel 2010: 16)

In fact, the wholly generic state, the blank slate from which absolute creation might be attempted, if at all possible, is only possible for the cybernetic organ. That is why from another aspect, Deleuze’s evacuated subjects resemble machines, or as Badiou rightly called them, “automata” (Badiou 2000: 13). Meillassoux’s philosophy of contingency (Meillassoux 2008) is the perfection of the cybernetic notion of apocalyptic creativity and de-singularization. His explicit rejection of the principle of sufficient reason and the unleashing of the full force of Humean radical empiricism (see Rahebi 2015) marks him as one of cybernetic philosophy’s vanguards. Meillassoux is the true philosopher of the apocalypse who finally dares to bring the conclusions of schizophrenic creativity onto the plane of the physical reality, and in the name of a dead world (the world before givenness) erects the universe into a system of absolute virtuality where the next moment is in no way constrained by the memory of the past ones.

Returning to the issue of amnesia and flexibility, we realize how the cyber-capitalist fantasies of maximum efficiency and frictionless circulation link up to the super-plasticity of the Schizo. Basically stated, the machinic standards of capitalism require a smooth network of flattened nodes that can be made to recalibrate and re-adapt instantly and efficiently to any change in the milieu (this is what Deleuze and Guattari call “microperceptions” (Deleuze and Guattari 1983)). In such a frictionless network, there is no room for a reflective consciousness, given how consciousness, per the Bergsonian definition, is duration and hence delay.

The precarious economy, the precarious life at the edge of creative death, has its tangible manifestations in all forms of life, in life itself. McRobbie’s investigation of the schizophrenic times of the creative imperative touches on the issue of motherhood in terms of flexibility:

There is a time-space stretch mechanism in place that in effect disallows consideration of motherhood as anything other than a very future prospect for the reason that mobility is also a defining feature of the career pathway. These young women envisage moving city and country even if the job contract is only for a year or two. This also militates against the idea of having children, since maternity means having a more fixed abode, usually in proximity to extended family for help with childcare… relationships occupy the second place in the agenda of ‘life planning’. Work becomes akin to a romantic relationship. Feminism is relevant insofar as it analyses the gender inequities in the precarious career pathways into which these young women find themselves locked. But the immediate socio-economic environment militates against an ethos of solidarity and collectivity. (McRobbie 2015)

How can there be solidarity or collectivity when even reflective consciousness is abolished, when subjectivity is abolished? The dream circuit of capitalism is a network of habits. Habits are unconscious, processing stimuli and responding without reflection; Malabou: “The obscure intelligence that through habit comes to replace reflection” (Ravaisson 2008). A non-representational intelligence that is exo-somatized as the cybernetic machine, the feedback-driven organ bridging the generic and the hyper-specialized. There is, however, a source of great friction disrupting the realization of the ideal circuitry: Neurosis. As a looping-back process of accretion and scabbing responsible for the production and emergence of a crude subjectivity (“how does the mind become a subject?” (Deleuze 1991)) to which Johns provides a crucial answer: “Neurosis is precisely what guarantees experience” from the constant flow of data. Neurosis is the purest form of habit-formation and habit-conservation — “Neurosis is precisely that which shows itself to us in everyday consciousness; the desperate reflexes and associations we have” (Johns 2016). It is that which allows for a minimum identity and continuation of the subject and it is, by the same token, what severely limits plasticity and adaptivity, barring the realization of true schizophrenia.

The Body Apocalyptic

There is a reason why there are a great deal of similarities between Nick Land and Adam Parfrey. The obsession with the apocalypse, the secular apocalypse where it is not a matter of judgment or really “the end” but some world-changing event, a cataclysm that will alter the game’s rules and the schizophrenic tendency feeds right into with the need to be ready for anything at any time. While the paranoid-schizoid strain might get you a survivalist in the mountains, for the average person (that is to say, the catatonic schizophrenic next door) it manifests as a need for a habitual, affective and rational liquidity that will allow for the instantaneous adaptation to the new world.

The now ubiquitous obsession with the apocalypse and especially its aftermath is symptomatic of the economies of amnesia and the attempts at treating the human as a machine: adaptive and specialized at once, ready to forget all habits. A call for the Overman because it is essentially impossible for the human to forget so radically:

The human is the kind of being who cannot forget the offense, who cannot erase the past and constantly repeats, ruminates, chews over. This incapacity to put an end to the past would be precisely the end of man, its essence. (Bhandar and Goldberg-Hiller 2015)

Aside from Johns, Noys is perhaps among the few to realize that the apocalypse isn’t real, that it is not even about an apocalypse or the end of capitalism. The apocalypse is in fact the ideology and utopian image of capitalism in its ideal forms.

Eyes on our screens, we are swimming in the apocalypse, overwhelmed by an obsessive, relatively durable “trending” of apocalyptic. In all the assorted versions and scenarios and horrors, however, there is one theme that moors this apocalyptic imagination to the present crisis of Cybernetic Capitalism and the acceleration of automation. The most basic premise of all recent apocalyptic visions is this: What if you wake up one day and everything has utterly changed; how do you re-purpose yourself? Can you forget the obsolete past and quickly adapt to the new milieu, or will you be tossed out of the game? Of course, we can see the familiar patterns of the cybernetic obsession with re-calibration and instant erasure and contraction of habits. If there is such a thing as a collective sub-conscious or if there is a link between the material conditions of existence (infrastructure) with the cultural content produced (superstructure), then we can confidently state that the average person in developed regions has a very “molecular” imagination, is completely rhizomatic and in short has internalized all that Deleuze and his followers teach as the product of desire-revolutions and emancipatory struggles on the molecular level.

The most proper expression for the mode in which capitalist forgetting operates is plastic destructivity, a term coined by Catherine Malabou. Accelerationism holds that capitalism is still not as destructively accelerating as it should be. Perhaps this is even true, for we have not yet entered upon the complete Humean universe of constant contingency, the one also discussed by Meillassoux where the fact that things haven’t changed much doesn’t mean they won’t: apocalyptic philosophy for apocalyptic times? Hollywood, and by extension the unconscious mind of so many people, is completely fixated on the idea. As I have said elsewhere, the fact that Meillassoux talks about this form of contingency and vindicates Hume in some manner is at least partly because the socio-economic infrastructure has come to a level where the contingency of all things is seeping through all ideational efforts. The same holds true for DeLanda’s description of individuals-as-species, turning humans into pools of genetic algorithms run on slow flesh-machines.

The monomaniac preoccupation with the apocalypse in the entertainment sector is the most recent manifestation of the majority view of a machinic humanity. The message in all those high-budget, Ultra-HD massacre films is clear enough: if everything changes in an instant, will you adapt (be cybernetic, schizophrenic) or will you perish in your old ways: “The conscious and sensitive organism is submitted to competitive pressure, to an acceleration of stimuli, to constant attentive stress” (Franco 2007).

No, the idea of conscious robots rebelling against humans is as wrong as it is romantically naïve. There is no need for a conscious robot! Consciousness is delay and we are witness to a bid to “overcome” it, as Nietzsche would have said. There is also no need for an invasion, for acts of expropriation: we love to delegate our tasks, our chores, our tiresome, time-consuming habits (sensorimotor capacity + non-representational intelligence). Who wouldn’t like the lights in their garden to change their lighting according to the hour of the day or the need of the plants or whatever other factor, instead of acquiring expert knowledge and devoting a lot of time modifying them? Who would want to spend years studying medicine and practicing surgery if one day your Google Glass can guide you through any surgical operation (given there are no robotics available yet)? You don’t know why this works, just that it does.

We are not discussing a futuristic scenario that might or might not come true: there is little speculation here. The great surge of Evidence Based Medicine (EBM) (or Practice) is already here, at the frontline of the domination and replacement of the scientific method by the Cybernetic Organon, the cybernetic schema of intelligibility that cares only about behavioural patterns, ignoring the substance or object itself. In the case of EBM, we have statistical data that shows a significant relation between the consumption of A to the alleviation of condition X; we have no idea of why this is the case or what the efficient cause may be, but we will do it because it simply works. This is typical of all databased sciences: this is the essence of the data paradigm and what has rendered Baconian science obsolete.

Whatever remains of the human that feels the anxiety of competition towards absolute plasticity will be gradually made obsolete, cut out of the circuit of what matters. The consciousness, the reflective awareness that was so trampled and vilified under the auspices of “postmodernism”, used to be the greatest problem in marketing as it presented a complicated, calcified set of behavioural tendencies that would have to be manipulated through strategies obtained through different sciences and other expert knowledge: the case of Freud’s nephew, the creator of “public relations”, is a case in point — “The subsumption of the mind under the process of capitalist valorization leads to a genuine mutation” (Franco 2007).

The increasing subsumption of the social under cybernetic capitalism has brought us to a point where the real-time data technics on the one hand and the radical desublimation of drives on the other have “solved” the problem of marketing by effectively bypassing the troublesome meddling of subjectivity. I have already mentioned that Stiegler’s analysis of cybernetic technics cannot be considered as exteriorizations of memory, but rather of habit, being essentially nonrepresentational, real-time and, more importantly, below consciousness. This misconception on Stiegler’s part leads to another mistake in his analysis of user profiling and internet marketing:

devices that can observe the behavior of the programmed consumers within the wide variety of informational internet content that then, on the basis of those observations, can create models for the hypersegmentation of the target audiences of advertising, while still giving them the impression that the system is responding to them personally; this is obviously pure illusion, since this system is always one of industrializing what had never been industrializable — individual behaviors — thereby reinforcing them until the consumer, being locked in, can no longer escape; she can be perfectly anticipated and controlled, no longer an individuated and individuating ‘person’ but in a real sense Nobody [personne; outis], a perspectiveless cyclops. (Stiegler 2011)

Even though he is very much aware of the “proletarization of consciousness”, Stiegler cannot conceptualize the Singular nature of cybernetic control. The “personal” approach is not an illusion but the stark truth and the exact mechanism of dis-individuation (as I have explained elsewhere). The fact is that there are no “segments” anymore, and in the extremely singular system of control and consumption, referring to “hypersegmentation” is not going to cut it. In fact, the very process of dis-individuation or Singularization depends on the obsolescence of segments and types: a singular human being is no longer identified and dealt with as an individual of a segment (racial, sexual, etc.) but as a singular entity that generates its own behaviour-pattern.

Shoggoth

Vaporize or die! This is the cry of capitalism today and it can be heard everywhere, in everything. Join the horde of zombies and cyborgs: desubjectify! Lose your Head! Stop thinking in terms of the year, of months; think in instants, think precariously: “live in the now”. Die in the Now, and be reborn as the pure vapor of Capital, as Shoggoth, a “utility mist” proving yourself better and more creative than the machines that are coming to take your job, take your habits, take your world. Noys:

The Shoggoth, which appears in Lovecraft’s novella of Antarctic horror “At the Mountains of Madness” (1931), is an apt symbol for accelerationism. It is a creature that was genetically engineered as a ‘beast of burden’ to do the work for the Old Ones – ancient alien beings who inhabited the earth before humanity, and which were masters of occult knowledge. The Shoggoths developed a rudimentary intelligence and eventually rebelled, but were defeated by the Old Ones. A few remain and it is one of these creatures that is encountered at the climax of Lovecraft’s narrative by his unlucky human explorers. This is how it appears to Lovecraft’s unfortunate heroes:

the nightmare, plastic column of fetid black iridescence oozed tightly onward through its fifteen-foot sinus, gathering unholy speed and driving before it a spiral, rethickening cloud of the pallid abyss vapor. It was a terrible, indescribable thing vaster than any subway train – a shapeless congeries of protoplasmic bubbles, faintly self-luminous, and with myriads of temporary eyes forming and un-forming as pustules of greenish light all over the tunnel-filling front that bore down upon us (Lovecraft 2009).

To be called to merge with the capitalist Shoggoth is hardly useful… Instead, and what is much more difficult, is what we do with this basis of affects, experiences, and moods. (Noys 2014)

Of course, I believe that the Shoggoth is not most properly seen as the image of capitalism itself but as the image of the protocol that defines the cybernetic network of frictionless circulation. As such, the call of Cybernetics is a call for the human to become Shoggoth, a nothing that can become anything, an amorphous blob that will produce any organ as the need arises, a Burroughs-Body. The liquidity of capitalism would have humans become what Charles Stross very aptly calls “utility mist” (Stross 2009). The scientific pursuit of producing, through nanotechnology, homonymous “utility mist” in the laboratory only crystalizes the relation to cyber-capital (Hall 1993, 2005).

Noys is correct in his endorsement of “a restoration of the sense of friction that interrupts and disrupts the fundamental accelerationist fantasy of smooth integration”. I believe that if we can achieve a sense of the friction of the real, we need to think in terms of a vertical or deep materialism, as opposed to flat networks, “flat ontologies”, surface-effects, Alice- Mirrors. It is the reality of the material body, the flesh and its limited potentialities that cannot in truth be flattened to a smooth surface. It is in the works of Noys and the conceptualizations of Johns that we find the elements of a vertical, deep materialism. Neurosis qua Habit-contraction and preservation on a basic level is the form this verticality or depth takes. The loops and layerings of itself on itself, the weaving and tissuing over of a relay node into a crude identity, the closed output channels and recursive forms, which are necessary for the constitution of the human individual (for even though we are very close to complete non-individuation, we are not yet there, and habit is precisely one of the last lines of defence), scabbing over the nodes, accumulating, cancer-like, forming a callousness unique to the habitual that stands above or below the flat network of frictionless ontology. There is of course always the danger of calcification, of actual neurosis, of becoming neurotic when dealing with the scabbing ontogenesis, but that is not our concern here as it has been discussed enough.

This verticality, depth, of these looping and scabbed-over ontogeneses is precisely what Deleuze denounced as a “danger” to surface existence. The horrors of the flesh and depth, and beyond that the horrors of hysteria and recursive thoughts of finitude: neurosis proper, or psychoneurosis, perfectly exemplified in the post-structural linguistic turn (we could, of course, go much further back with a much wider net but let us not give in to that temptation just yet):

to extract from our actions and passions that surface refulgence, to counter-effectuate the event, to accompany that effect without body, that part which goes beyond the accomplishment, the immaculate part. A love of life which can say yes to death. This is the genuinely Stoic transition. Or Lewis Carroll’s transition: he is fascinated by the little girl whose body is worked on by so many things in the depths, but over whom skim so many events without substance. We live between two dangers: the eternal groaning of our body, which is always running up against a sharply pointed body which lacerates it, an oversized body which penetrates and stifles it, an indigestible body which poisons it, a piece of furniture which bumps against it, a germ which gives it a pimple: but also the histrionics of those who mimic a pure event and transform it into a phantasm, who proclaim anxiety, finitude and castration. (Deleuze and Parnet 2007)

With the proletarianization of the spirit through the cybernetic revolution, capital’s subsumption of the social goes into overdrive: “The subsumption of the mind under the process of capitalist valorization leads to a genuine mutation. The conscious and sensitive organism is submitted to competitive pressure, to an acceleration of stimuli, to constant attentive stress” (Franco 2007).

Pasolini’s Schizos

The manifestations of adaptation anxiety, the fear of a neurosis that will prevent you from “becoming the best of you”, is not limited to the recent apocalypse mania. In fact, just as Deleuze and Guattari’s genius enabled them to formulate the essence of the cybernetic and its logical extension into new forms, so does Pier Paolo Pasolini depict the coming of the amnesiac in his works. Of course, in both cases, the Schizo is the ultimate emancipatory figure and the goal of revolutionary activities, and that is an attitude that we have to consider as a historic necessity.

Pasolini’s Arabian Nights: characters so flat and contingent as to be completely unbelievable. They are purely affective feedback mechanisms. Lovelorn and lost, the boy cries through the alleys for his lover when two women cease him and decide to have some amorous relations; he is now happy, abruptly so, with no memory of what had happened. Burning with the desire (nay, the appetite) to be finally united with the beloved, they suddenly fall asleep at a moment’s notice; even the viewer herself is thrown from one story into another without any delay. No subject, no continuity, no neurosis.

Many of the characters inhabiting the films of Pier Paolo Pasolini have a distinguishing feature that is hard to miss: they are extremely “affective” to the point of amnesia. Any incident, any external stimulus, will set them off on a different path in which they will forget about the past and their previous emotions or affective content.

But we would do well to remember these are fictitious characters with fantastic abilities not nearly approachable by a human being who, even when suffering from amnesia, retains most muscular habits as well as certain linguistic ones. No matter how much Deleuze and Guattari, after Descartes, might wish, “the only state of mind on which to set out is the current one” (Peirce 1974). Any “becoming” must be a limited becoming, a plastic metamorphosis, limited by the necessities of flesh. But as an axiomatic statement of complex systems points out: “Ontogenesis recapitulates phylogenesis”. In the Cybernetic Organon, in the cybernetic schema of intelligibility and the ideologies of immanence, the reverse is presented to be the case: if anything, any phylogenesis must be a (statistical) recapitulation of all ontogeneses. Just as cybernetic intelligence (e.g. machine learning) processes data into clusters and sets of relations, so too instead of the groups or species as sources of identification and individuation, there is only multitudes of singularities which might have certain patterns in common if processed statistically. Zombie Nation? See below.

Back to cinema. Hollywood has been relentless in its depictions of amnesia and schizophrenic singularity. We have become obsessed with both amnesia and the apocalypse. With narratives involving an amnesiac deciding to lead a good life only to remember a ruthless past “self” but in the end “deciding” to not let his past actions determine his current identity, they choose to remain the good guy. The increasing frequency of such themes along with the debt crisis and the notion of neverending indebtedness can give us a rather clear idea of what revisions the notion of selfhood and subjectivity is undergoing. As I have said before, we are witness to a strange reversal of a famous line by Nietzsche, for if indeed the pre-history of man had been but a mnemotechnics, a way to build the human who can remember her debts, then obviously the recent decades have been the activation of what perhaps resembles a schizophrenic’s influencing machine: a mnemotechnics aimed at creating humans who constantly forget and machines that always remember. History, remembered, is a history of indebtedness, A History of Violence that only catches up when the body refuses to let go, to forget the old habits; the hero’s neurosis powers his reflexes back into familiar shapes that were not supposed to be there: this is what will unleash the debt collectors, for in the times of amnesia, the body and its neuroses might be the only measure of truth and identity.

Just as we saw in the apocalyptic imagination of an anxiety-riddled populace, cybernetic capitalism insists on the maximization of potentialities and, simultaneously, the achievement of absolute, destructive plasticity. At the heart of the attempt to turn the human into an efficient node in the flattened network of capital lies the project of forgetting, destabilization — the idea of maximum becoming through minimum determination, i.e. complete deterritorialization yielding the broadest range of the virtual, “cutting history in half” to build without compromise.

In this economy of amnesia, there is only room for schizophrenics. That is why when the human body exhibits a neurotic core, a deep-seated neurosis at the centre of its workings, it is treated as an incapacity, a lack of potentiality. Deleuze and Guattari admit to the presence of a non-reducible, habit-based form of neurosis, which they see in terms of a narcissistic ego, looping back on itself, “the reflux of the libido into the ego” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987). This habit-contraction that creates the very beginning of (“larval”) subjectivity on a bodily level is the insistence of space in the face of the distance-voiding acceleration of a cyber-capitalism intent on eliminating all delay in its circuitry: “it is this phenomenon of space which is presented in a different manner in neurotic castration and psychotic fragmentation” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987).

Digression: The Cybernetic Organon and the Obsolescence of Knowledge

The cyber organs resemble reflexes and habits. They give rise to both an ideology and an economic reality. The human is conceived of and defined in terms of the cyber intelligence, and thus its delays and neuroses cannot be tolerated. There is also the unspeakable, horrific reality: either be as flexible, smooth and efficient as the machine, or be replaced by one (labour-wise).

If machinery is conceived transcendently as instrumental technology it is essentially determined in opposition to social relations, but if it is integrated immanently as cybernetic technics it redesigns all oppositionality as nonlinear flow. There is no dialectic between social and technical relations, but only a machinism that dissolves society into the machines whilst deterritorializing the machines across the ruins of society, whose “general theory […] is a generalized theory of flux”, which is to say: cybernetics.

As I have mentioned elsewhere, cybernetics does not aim at recreating consciousness (Jean-Pierre Dupuy puts this succinctly by saying: “Cybernetics was not […] concerned with making the machine human — it was concerned with mechanizing the human” (Dupuy 2000)); in fact, it is the consciousness-neurosis that forms an inefficient, delaying barrier in the way of immanent processing and frictionless circuitry. The intelligence being developed in cybernetics and the field of Artificial Intelligence, especially in black-box methods such as neural networks or the analysis of big data, is simply inhuman in that it is non-representational and of an order of time not available to the human existence as such (nano-seconds, pico-seconds). We might look at the 2010 Wall Street flash crash as a reminder of the truly qualitative difference of time and processing power between intelligent, non-representational machines and the human consciousness. The AIs operating in the stock market, in the so-called “High Frequency Trading” or HFT, can make tens of thousands of micro-transactions (buying or selling stocks) and gain a lot of micro-profits in a fraction of a second; the most streamlined way for the human being to buy or sell stocks involves buying or selling them online, but it takes the human trader at least five seconds to drag the mouse cursor to the appropriate hyperlink and click, making a transaction.

Bill Gates was wrong. His vision of a new economy, of Business @ the Speed of Thought (Gates 1999) is shortsighted, slower and more inefficient than the true goal of cybernetic capitalism: business @ the speed of life!
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Neuroses and Habits

… an individual is a loop of a limit cycle

— Robert Melamede, “Dissipative 
Structures and the Origins of Life”

Neurosis is transcendence as repetition, layering, looping. It scabs over, implements accretions that give depth to the node that was supposed to be another part of a flat ontology (here perhaps we can glimpse the opportunity for a theorization of non-human or non-living forms of neurosis, object-neurosis). This is the most important function of neurosis in times of accelerated schizophrenia: to accrete and accumulate habits and reflexes and tendencies into a bottle.

In order to produce equilibrium, a system must be “protected” from the fluxes that compose nature. It must be “canned”, so to speak, or put in a bottle, like the homunculus in Goethe’s Faust, who addresses to the alchemist who created him: “Come, press me tenderly to your breast, but not too hard, for fear the glass might break” (Prigogine and Stengers 1984).

As Johns has demonstrated, neurosis in its most basic and somatic aspect is habit-contraction that keeps the organism safe from the constant flow of the outside energies and stimuli: “consciousness-as-neurosis becomes the very thing that protects us from reality […] [it] acts perpetually (neurotically) in order to buffer/ rationalize, neutralize and acclimatize itself to the trauma of the external world” (Johns 2016).

As we have mentioned, the organism needs to be as much isolated as it is open, and as Johns has shown, complete openness (“the lacerating nature of openness” (Negarestani 2003)) means death for any organ, where the organ becomes as an open wound. If the scabbing of habits and Ur-neuroses is not set into action, life cannot be sustained at any cost. But we have to be very careful in extending this life-and-death scenario to the forms of capitalist existence that we have been so far investigating under the heading of capitalist schizophrenia: for it is not to the forces of an outside and death that the latter seeks to open the human organ, but only to the flows and circuits of valorization and information-reproduction; in fact it is not an openness at all, more a flattening, a cutting down to the size of protocols, a becoming black box of humans that would provide the most efficient, streamlined I/O list available.

Johns approaches the issue of neurosis and schizo affects by introducing the concept of “assimilation” that, paired with his own definition of neurosis, is able to account for the flattening of the human into the cybernetic network of capitalism. Here he gives us a basic definition of both concepts:

What assimilates is the seduction of the symbols themselves, but what organizes these symbols (spatially and meaningfully) is neurosis. In other words — there is the arrangement of objects that the mind apprehends, but really the power is in the physical, a-subjective, social assimilations that these objects provide (and indeed which further assimilate us humans) and then there is the way the mind arranges such objects, which I term neurosis. (Johns 2016)

He treats assimilation as a non-conscious, objective hijacking of the conscious subject (through affects, through contagions, and “infectious symbols”). You are assimilated into a protocol of a (flat) network when you are overcome by a song, assimilated into the song and so into the whole network that produces the song; you are assimilated by something that seduces you, an outside that will turn you inside out, a call to schizophrenic becoming, to obsession, monomania:

So, the woman is singing a pop song. The words infect her; they flow through her. Whether there was a cause or not is not important at the moment, what is important is that the melody is assimilated through her — the melody is literally and physically ‘catchy’ (it has caught her). (Johns 2016)

It is this affective form of hijacking or assimilation that takes consciousness out of play, attempting to remove another layer, to achieve more openness. This obsession with immanence, the redemption of all things affective, is the hallmark of a humanity competing against machinic intelligence. The ultimate forms of becoming necessitate complete amnesia, fully flexible working-memory, feats humanly, bodily, impossible.

Plasticity-Stability

In animal studies, neural activity related to sensory stimuli can be recorded in many brain regions before habituation. After habituation sets in (a time when humans report that stimuli tend to fade from consciousness), the same stimuli evoke neural activity exclusively along their specific sensory pathways. These observations suggest that when tasks are automatic and require little or no conscious control, the spread of signals that influence the performance of a task involves a more restricted and dedicated set of circuits that become “‘functionally insulated’. This produces a gain in speed and precision, but a loss in context-sensitivity, accessibility, and flexibility” (Laureys and Tononi, 2009):

Unlike memory representations, habit memory representations are relatively inflexible, and are acquired gradually over many trials through feedback. (Gazzaniga 2014)

There is a deep affinity between the dead and the machinic when it comes to creativity, the creation of novelty; an affinity that is not reducible to their shared character of non-life. If creativity is the creation of an alterity, an act of spontaneity and a whim through which an other “without genealogy” (Malabou 2012: 3) comes to be, and if an organ(ism) creates itself into something new through an instant of self-determination, then by necessity that acts as a near-death experience; there is something of death in every spontaneous (self)creation. Spinoza mentions the zombie-poet Góngora, in his illustration of a death that is not actually dying but the emergence of new structures, new “ratios of motion and rest” (Spinoza 2000) between the parts, of novelty in a body that can no longer be the same. The amnesiac is a popular and necessary figure in this Thanatology of creativity, yet one that pales against the competition the cybernetic machine.

Malabou is precise in her qualification of “plasticity” by the term “destructive” (Malabou 2012), for in that long tradition that conceives of novelty and creativity as a second birth (by non-pre-determined acts), the less background and “genealogy” there is, the less limited the scope of creativity and the potentiality of the emerging novelty: in order to become a new human being, one usually needs to become an amnesiac. It is only through “destructiveness” that plasticity becomes possible; it is only in the second birth, birth of “spirit from spirit”, that the agent, the organism, gets to become wind: “The wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going” (John 3:8).

While Proteus operates in a loop, always circling back to its initial form after N transformations (Malabou 2012), the radical forgetting in an ideal Carnot Engine of somatic memory, absolutely irreversible, final. The resulting sequence is the birth of a machinic tabula rasa, a BwO: absolutely Amnesiac.

By speaking of cybernetics, by no means am I limiting myself to the short-lived, disappointing little discipline that Wiener and the Macey group invented; what first manifests itself in cybernetics is the very logic underlying Big-Data Ideology today. The essence of Cybernetics lies in the discovery of machines that (based on feedback mechanisms) are able to change their behaviour by sensing their environment and the effects of the actions upon it. The cybernetic machine moves from an “untrained” generic state, where everything is potentiality, into a fully singular, fully adapted state where its behaviour is completely “fitted” to the milieu (the AI gamer of DeepMind would be a good example of a recent model). Only, in case of the cybernetic device, in contrast to the Leibnizian machine, “overspecialization” does not “lead to death” since it does not result from pre-meditated design and is also fully reversible, instantaneously. In principle the cybernetic organ can kick its old “habits” with the most fluid ease. It is this fluidity that has been assumed or attempted in case of the human being in certain philosophies (like Deleuze and Guattari’s) and brutally demanded in the precarious economy of creativity, which will of course lead into all sorts of machinic mysticisms. The Cartesian radical doubt (and the attempted erasure of all prior education-qua-habit-formation) as well as the more fashionable Deleuzian deterritorialization and Becoming (and BwO) are just ways of willing the same “destructive plasticity” in human beings.

This singularized plasticity afforded by the Cybernetic Organon changes the essence of creativity. The never-functioning procedures of individuation through education (adaptation) and un-individuation (universalization) meant to ensure maximum efficiency for each individual throughout time is made simply unnecessary by the Cybernetic Organon’s shortcircuiting of individuation and the direct, instantaneous bridge it makes between the absolutely singular and the wholly generic. With cybernetic organs, creativity is not even in need of a milieu to which to adapt. Indeed Wolfram’s experiments on “simple programs” (Wolfram 2002) in the contours of his “new kind of science” have shown that the capability of the isolated cybernetic organ for the creation of randomness (read: novelty) is in fact greater than systems in touch with an outside “nature” that is random of its own (or, as can always be argued, assumed random due to gaps of knowledge).

This resetting of the “dividual” made in the image of the Cybernetic organ, of the silicon “memory”, is done both in favour of the saturated market (running out of consumers) and as a control measure: fostering instant adaptivity; one who cannot remember cannot think (“reflect”).

Unless great, unethical progress is made in biotechnology and mnemotechnics in a literal, visceral sense, such a resetting simply cannot be accomplished. The recalibration of deep-seated habits is so timeconsuming and complicated that it must not be thought of in terms of the phenotype, but subsets of the genotype: nations, races, tribes. This is already in progress and (in) famously designated as cultural globalization.

It sometimes happens that a man undergoes such changes that I would not be prepared to say that he is the same person. I have heard tell of a certain Spanish poet who was seized with sickness, and although he recovered, he remained so unconscious of his past life that he did not believe that the stories and tragedies he had written were his own. Indeed, he might have been taken for a child in adult form if he had also forgotten his native tongue. (Spinoza 2000)

This strange little piece from the Scholium to Proposition 39 of Part IV of Ethics clearly reverberates with what Nietzsche says of becoming himself through illness. Catherine Malabou also starts with illness, by amnesia, from the change of subjectivities:

These [damaged] children become insensible, withdrawn from the world. These phenomena of coldness and indifference are characteristics of destructive plasticity, of this power of change without redemption, without teleology, without any meaning other than strangeness. The new identities of neurological patients have one point in common: suffering to various degrees from attacks to the inductive sites of emotion, they all show this often unfathomable absence. All traumatic injuries, of whatever type, provoke this behaviour of one sort or another. The question is therefore how to think the void of subjectivity, the distancing of the individual who becomes an ontological refugee, intransitive (he or she is not the other of someone), without any correlation, genitive or origin. A new person, whose novelty is not, however, inscribed in any temporality. (Malabou 2012)

From now on, the human is addressed as the pointer to her own habits, for above such bodily, non-conscious or deep-seated, extro-amnesiac habits as left- or righthandedness, muscular memory (riding a bike, using a gun), there is no more fixed handle on each Singular. Above these, the so-called subjectivity of each human has become a most fleeting thing, a pointer with an expiration date. This is why from now on, it is the habits that are spoken to, it is the unconscious body that is addressed in all seriousness, and it is they who must bear the cost and consequences of the actions of the Protean subject-mass of the Singular.

The cultural obsession with the amnesiac, depicted in countless movies, novels, comic books, etc. is a symptom of the pressure to be creative, to be reflexive enough to deal with our precarious lives. But also tests, thought experiments to find out what is left after the erasure of personality, what constitutes the core stability of a human being if the subjective existence can be wiped. The answer, we know, is the bodily, the non-representational habits as an Ur-Neurosis. The question seems sinister because it is capital’s question: What is the core that is not flexible, that cannot be easily assimilated and re-assimilated, specialized and de-specialized as the need arises? (Is there a germ of this idea in the spousal demand to “leave your work outside the door” an act of becoming-generic, of forgetting the “working day” and all its slow, effective manipulations?)

A History of Violence (Cronenberg 2006) is a habituation of violence, an ineradicable set of reflexes at the lowest level of intelligence, burned into the biological existence of the organism. That which lies beneath consciousness (“the unconscious is the body” (Serres 2011)) cannot be overcome by change of identity, the latter having become removable, interchangeable, a commodity available at your neighbourhood outlet.

Hardcore Henry (Naishuller 2015) is driven by love. The strange first-person film is an experiment in the power of affects in control and motivation of action (even or especially) in absence of memory as the eponymous hero wakes up an amnesiac, apparently tended to by his wife. It is a desire for his “wife”, it is his love for her, that controls and drives him, “assimilates” him (Johns 2016), his affects being handles for his manipulation, handles for accessing the potentialities of the weaponized body. More than a tale of brainwashing, it is a story about short-circuiting consciousness through affect, aiming at absolute predictability and control. The affectively controlled, manipulated body can be weaponized much better than the conscious subject who always has some background, some essential habits and neuroses, tendencies and traits that even years of military training will not erase or overwrite. The residual neuroses can become an element of potential catastrophe in the field of battle where the body is weaponized and placed under command, performing without hesitation, without reflection. Hence the extensive feelings of guilt and astonishment over atrocities committed (Protevi 2013).

The schizo is always “in it” or is encouraged to be. Immersion, virtual submersion. As the distinctions between labour and leisure become increasingly meaningless, the ideal form of “prosumption” must become “effortless” while being simultaneously creative and “out there”. If Ravaisson was correct to state that it is effort that builds the individuation spectrum through habit, then we have to consider the implications of an effortless existence where creative processes become habits and habits become exo-somatized, delegated to machines that cut off the human from the world in order to ensure “frictionless” circulation of flows:

The subject experiencing pure passion is completely within himself, and by this very fact cannot yet distinguish and know himself. In pure action, he is completely outside of himself, and no longer knows himself. Personality perishes to the same degree in extreme subjectivity and in extreme objectivity, by passion in the one case and by action in the other. It is in the intermediate region of touch, within this mysterious middle ground of effort, that there is to be found, with reflection, the clearest and most assured consciousness of personality. (Ravaisson 2008)

Actually, it is this very interim defined by the effort of individuation that is short-circuited by cybernetics on the road to completely “frictionless” capitalism.

[image: images]

Ebrahim Zargari-Marandi (2016), “Officer Ex Nihilo with Sunday Custom”, New Monstrosities Project

Of Monsters and Multitudes

Neurosis, a neurosis stripped down to the bare, is the essence of habit-contraction and habit-conservation: learning and reinforcement. It is what keeps time from becoming finally completely discrete, change from becoming constant. Neurosis in its most bodily form, habit in its most automatic, these are the last lines of defence before a schizophrenic breakout, a periodic amnesia, and the transformation of the human to a genetic algorithm of itself, optimizing, each a multitude.

Lovecraft applies the term “Outsider” to this thing or entity, the Thing, which arrives and passes at the edge, which is linear yet multiple, “teeming, seething, swelling, foaming, spreading like an infectious disease, this nameless horror”.

Deleuze is struggling to formulate the boundaries of a “pack”, a collective that is not a species. Were he more contemporary, he could have used the clustering function of unsupervised machine learning as the proper form of generic gathering of singulars. Perhaps now that we do know the technical realities behind these fantasies, we should speak of clusters instead of packs or multiplicities. A cluster of consumers, infected with a sense of fashion, with one meme or other.

There is a demand for an acceleration of evolution, a demand for the acceleration of the human spirit, the streamlining of human flesh. Evolution is no longer posed in terms of species but in terms of the phylum, in terms of each singular entity. DeLanda is absolutely right to say that at any level there are species and multitudes in each individual, but not because that is a universal truth of the human existence but because it is the mode of existence demanded and produced by the acceleration of cybernetic capitalism (DeLanda 1997). It takes its cue, its topology, from the computational models of development and optimization. Each human individual must become a multitude of competing versions of itself, vying for higher fitness scores. To be all and yet one. The singular as well as the generic.

The multitude is a strange correlative to schizophrenia and to cybernetic ideology (and hence to the work of Deleuze and Guattari). Is the multitude, the horde, only a side-effect of cybernetic schizophrenia? Is the importance of the number of wolves something essential to the nature of neurotic vs. schizophrenic creativity or is it simply a phenomenological derivative of the cybernetic experience of living in the precarious, the times of reluctant multi-tasking and multipersonalities? We are in the time of the multiple, the time of data as the non-representational, nonhierarchical flood that uproots all as it washes over the planet. The schizophrenic deterritorialization of the body is the central fetish of the cybernetic dream, the streamlining of the unconscious and “the unconscious is simply the body” (Serres 2011):

The world enslaved. Flesh networks spanning the globe. The blood of humanity moving through veins thousands of miles long, cavernous curving tubes as big as super highways. Biological superstructures. Bones the size of the Golden Gate Bridge. Living engineering. Hearts as big as mountains, pumping with tectonic force, chained in relays, moving blood across continents. Exotic neurochemical pestilence flowing from monstrous glandular ridges. Flesh encased nightmares. Farms of non-human tongues babbling blasphemous gibberish. A vast sea bed dotted with lonely eyes. (Excerpt from: _9MOTHER9HORSE9EYES9. The Interface Series)

Multiplicity and becoming-horde are the modes of life of cybernetic singularization/non-individuation: in the era of cybernetic short-circuiting of the universal-species-individual spectrum, the only form of common existence is the horde: the zombie is at once a unique zombie and yet part of any horde of zombies that happen to be around, sharing the same de-sublimated drives. Neurosis is shut in on itself; the monsters it produces are individuals; Frankenstein’s monster wanted to be an individual, part of a species, with a lineage: give me a family, give me a name. The zombie asks for nothing because the zombie is the full de-sublimation of human existence, the end-product. It is the ultimate, most efficient form of human existence where the barriers of consciousness and reflection have been finally torn down to initiate a direct link between the milieu and the human-organ. The Neurotics of the Yore gave us King Kong: one giant ape, reproductively confused (just like Frankenstein, it sought the wrong ways towards speciation, or maybe was wrong to even seek speciation and individuation), climbing a giant tower: people screaming. Now we get Dawn of the Planet of the Apes: thousands of small (normal) apes, neurologically confused, climbing thousands of small (normal) buildings: people scream. A change in horror is the surest sign of a change in the popular psyche. The fact that the edge, the avant-garde of fiction and horror, have moved to a weird place, to “abstract horror” is precisely because schizophrenic modes of being have been internalized, marketed, exploited, used and popularized as far as they go: The Walking Dead is the most mainstream thing there is on the entertainment marker. Everybody loves a good zombie.

Latour has recently written a tract on the necessity of love towards our monstrous technics (Latour 2011). Loving monsters is the way of bourgeois daddycools and to love the monster of Frankenstein means accepting and indulging its infantile, oedipal attempts at establishing itself in the world, to become “natural”, to become an individual and a species where there can be none. There is nothing strange about machines and created things becoming natural, a unified, self-unifying object, an organism with a proper name, beyond a bundle of connections. The important point is how this is to be achieved; objects, to use Harman’s term, are more than a series of actions and interactions, and the creation of a new object necessarily needs to follow its own logic.

The uncut umbilical cord to the creator, to Victor Latour, to Bruno Frankenstein, will not save the monster from its monstrosity. Having a name (and more importantly a patronymic) or using daddy’s method of self-reproduction/speciation (“You must create a female for me!” (Shelley 1882)) will not make the monster a part of nature, a collaborator, a “good” thing. It won’t even be a thing, but will remain at the flat level of the flat network ontology of cybernetic philosophy as a mere node, a point of crisscrossing relations. If we take Harman’s word, it won’t even become an object, just a composite, a patchwork that cannot but mis-fit: to be catastrophic as it will be torn in different directions, unraveling at the edges, coming out of shape, losing any imposed symmetry or continuous care, leading to entropy and then to “accidents”, environmental catastrophes, famous slip-ups.

To become a population of one: this is the ultimate goal of these forgetful times. You don’t have time for evolution! Your mega-singular individualism cannot think on the scale of populations as trial runs, so what to do but turn yourself into many. Be a new you! Everyday, be someone new! The ideologies of capitalism are not somewhere mysterious, requiring discovery, translation, archeology; the people to whom this ideology is addressed are not so smart as an average. The best place to get a reading on the logic of cybernetic capitalism is in these kitschy ads and self-help books. You can be whatever you want to be! Yes, even nonhuman, see under Becoming-Animal. Each iteration of you is created, consumes, produces value and is forgotten. Initialize. Each of us is just an attempt at a genetic algorithm, run on a slow machine that doesn’t really initialize well. Each just the sad, hollow catatonic we were the day before, but hey, who knows what techs the future might bring? Meanwhile, what matters is that you consume your share of the market as if you were a new you.

Massumi attempts to temper the radical version of Deleuze’s becoming by accounting for the conditioned by the body and its memory (habits) and yet in the same breath he cuts up the body-memories, the habit-circuits, into a multitude of discrete, modular components that can be selectively activated, chosen for the transformation. In an attempt to render more realistic and practical the Deleuzian notions of becoming, the virtual and the body without organs, Massumi still falls into the trap of cybernetic ideology by conceiving of the human and the flesh in terms of the machinic and the artificial, non-representational intelligence of cyber-organs.

In order to account for the endurance and impact of individual habits acquired in a lifetime, Massumi (mirroring DeLanda) attributes to these different algorithms a weighted matrix, reflecting the bodies’ singular limitations and “capacities”. He has managed to whisk away the embarrassing Deleuzian ex nihilo creation with a composite-modular account that supposedly takes account of embodiment and memory (different modules are repeated (activated) in each recreation which of course becomes every instant):

The patterns of movement through these affective transitions are weighted for a particular body or particular situations, as more or less accessible, more or less ready to go. There’s an activation not only of the body, but of the body’s tendencies, as they move into and through situations You are left with a matrix of variation that forces you to rethink the terms involved each time. You have to regenerate them to use them… (Massumi 2015)

The flesh is not a set of potentialities or capacities recalled and remixed and selectively activated at every “event” by the power of an affect that somehow gets to maximize potentiality by optimizing the components chosen. The flesh, the body, the reflex, the neurological reality of the brain, are not assets or components of genetic algorithms running a maximization problem. They are organic and slow and scabbed-over and thick and deep with chemical secretions and porous bones beneath and beyond the surface.

In terms of the self as a constant re-production, re-optimization of all its potentialities, in terms of the virtual self, as it were, politics is reduced to a tweaking of the selection fitness function and nothing more:

Politics, approached affectively, is an art of emitting the interruptive signs, triggering the cues, that attune bodies while activating their ‘capacities’ differentially. Affective politics is inductive. Bodies can be inducted into, or attuned to, certain regions of tendency, futurity and potential, they can be induced into inhabiting the same affective environment… (Massumi 2015)
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LINGUISTICS

CULTURAL NEUROSES
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“Neurotic I Am”

Benjamin Noys

This is the very definition of neurosis: defense mechanisms have finely tuned a system which is itself the illness.

— Sartre, The Family Idiot

I am anxious about this. This is not so much an argument as a series of quotes. I have not written this. This is my worry. This is my neurosis. Even my title is a quotation, from Roland Barthes’s The Pleasure of the Text. While that book is well-known for its schematic opposition of plaisir (pleasure), “the text that contents, fills, grants euphoria”, and the text of jouissance, “the text that imposes a state of loss, the text that discomforts” (Barthes 1975: 14), Barthes also has an aside on the necessity of neurosis. Questioning the tone of heroism he finds in the antineurotic writers like Bataille and Artaud, Barthes suggests that to write requires a necessary admixture of neurosis. The writer declares “neurotic I am” (Barthes 1975: 6). So, neurosis appears as a necessary means to write, even or especially to write the anti-neurotic text. It appears that a certain measure of neurosis is the inescapable condition of writing, while at the same time, as I will explore, it is also a threat to writing.

I am happy to declare I am neurotic, although I am not so sure I am a “writer”. In fact, that is one of the problems or reflections I want to engage with. I write. I write a lot. Too much. I don’t like what I write. Other people don’t like what I write. Some people hate what I write. I sometimes hate what I write. I write a lot. I keep writing. I write to be praised. I write for approval. I keep writing. As Žižek points out, while Stephen King’s work, especially The Shining, often appears to be a horror about writer’s block, it is, in fact, a horror about King’s own compulsive writing (Žižek 2008: cvi-cvii) (a theory that Žižek extends to himself (Žižek and Daly 2004)).

If this is neurotic over-production, the usual threat to writing identified with neurosis is of prevarication and of failing to write. This prevarication is given one of its most bitterly sardonic and ironic portraits in Thomas Bernhard’s novel Concrete — a novel about the incapacity to write, written in Bernhard’s usual style of digressive, repetitive and very long sentences. The novel begins with its narrator preparing to write his essay on Mendelssohn Bartholdy, which is planned to be “a major work of impeccable scholarship” (Bernhard 1989: 1). To this end the narrator has read all the relevant books and articles before sitting down to begin writing at 4am in the morning on the 27 January. He has waited for his sister to leave, because he believes she is a fatal presence to any intellectual work. He has carefully arranged all his books, articles, papers and notes in accordance to his required rules, a task taking five hours. He cannot, however, sleep, so worried is he about the possibility his sister will return. He also spends two hours thinking about the first sentence of his study of Mendelssohn Bartholdy. The narrator eventually falls asleep, only to wake at 5am, one hour after this scheduled start time. Sitting at his desk in a state of agitation, telling himself repeatedly to calm down, he concludes the morning light is now wrong and his sister remains a presence in his mind which prevents him writing his work.

Here I want to probe the psychic conditions for this destructive scene (in fiction), which is also, of course, secretly productive (in reality). To do so I will turn to the psychoanalytic thinker Melanie Klein, who has done most to explore the world of destructive fantasies. Her work allows us to unlock the unconscious neurotic threat to writing and the destructive trace of delay and devaluation (my writing is shit!), which marks the experience of writing and the trace.

Why is this important? My concern is with fantasy as a mode of mediation, to think the relation to writing, to reality, to fiction. Behind this concern is the feeling that such mediations are being collapsed in various ways. In the turn to the inhuman or nonhuman mediation is precisely what must be voided. Down with correlationism!1 In various forms of periodization and Marxist analysis another collapsing occurs, in the reading of subjectivity as homologous to the forms of capitalist society — what Gilles Dauvé sarcastically called “proletarian structuralism” (Dauvé 2008: 93). My detour, neurotic or not, through fantasy and neurosis, is precisely to think this mediation of fiction and reality. At the same time the path through Klein, which I will continue shortly, is a path through violence and destruction. Mediation is not, simply, a happy process, a delay that leaves things as they are, a fear to touch on anything. Mediation as the escape from violence forms the fantasy of Latourian analysis and the various postcritical arguments for replacing critique with care. Shot by both sides. Mediation abolished or exacerbated leaves mediation untouched.

Graphology of Destruction

Beginning with Klein, no with Derrida, in fact, then Klein; so, beginning with Derrida, to finally begin, a quote from Writing and Difference, from the essay on Freud, the essay called “Freud and the Scene of Writing”, originally published in 1966 in Tel Quel. By the way, before that, I should say I suspect Derrida to be the most neurotic philosopher ever. The one who delays, who prevaricates, who hedges around, answers all objections. Perhaps that should be Derrida is the philosopher most likely to make you neurotic, or perhaps you have to be neurotic to read Derrida.

At the conclusion to the essay, Derrida proposes several future lines of research implied by this contact between his thought and psychoanalysis. One, the last, is what Derrida calls a “psychoanalytic graphology”. He turns to the work of Melanie Klein as one of the crucial paths of this future work:

Melanie Klein’s entire thematic, her analysis of the constitution of good and bad objects, her genealogy of morals could doubtless begin to illuminate, if followed prudently, the entire problem of the architrace, not in its essence (it does not have one), but in terms of valuation and devaluation. Writing as sweet nourishment or as excrement, the trace as seed or mortal germ, wealth or weapon, detritus and/or penis, etc. (Derrida 1978: 231)

Before I go on, I should say Marguerite Derrida, Derrida’s wife, translated Melanie Klein into French to finance her own training analysis (Peeters 2013: 163).

For Derrida, Klein’s analysis of good and bad objects, of which more in a moment, is a scene of writing, a scene that can illuminate the logic of valuation and devaluation at work in and on writing. Derrida, rather typically, did not pursue this project of “psychoanalytical graphology”. It was another of his throwaway lines, unfortunately. Aaron Schuster, author of a recent book in part about the importance of neurosis (Schuster 2016), made a useful point to me when I had put up this Derrida quote on Facebook, that neurotic medium of anti-writing.2 Schuster wrote on Facebook that it was Deleuze, in his Logic of Sense, who did write what Derrida didn’t: a “genealogy of morals” through Klein’s part-objects. I’ll return to Deleuze later.

Derrida references a paper by Klein, “The Role of the School in the Libidinal Development of the Child” (1923). This is presumably one of the papers translated by Marguerite. Klein argues that the school is a libidinal space in which the child has to confront the libidinal consequences of their activity, focusing on writing and reading. Derrida suggests this as the beginning of an analysis of the various libidinal investments taken in writing. Klein takes a number of her child patients, notably Fritz, who express a series of fantasies about writing. Fritz, when he is writing, believes the lines are roads and the letters ride on motorcycles, on the pen, on these lines. The “i” and “e” ride together, the “i” driving, and they love each other “with a tenderness quite unknown in the real world” (Klein 1988: 64). It is striking how many of Klein’s boys are little accelerationists, or what William Gibson called “very technical boys”.

For Fritz, the “i”s “are skilful, distinguished and clever, have many pointed weapons, and live in caves” (Klein 1988: 64). The “i” is an important letter for many of the children. Ernst finds it a difficult word, and tells Klein that the big I is the big popochen, or penis. Lisa also doesn’t like the “i”, she says it is a “silly jumping boy who always laughed” (Klein 1988: 66), but while the letter “a” was serious and dignified she did feel it should have some of the carefree attitude of the skipping “i”. Fritz also suggests the point of the “i” is the thrusting penis, while Klein suggests that up-anddown movement needed to write “i” is the foundation of all writing. Of course, we also have the “i” as “I”, as the sign of the self, as the symbol of phallic being. To write “i” is to step into the oedipal, to step into oneself in the letter of anonymity as well, as who says or writes “I” is left open by writing.3 The very fullness of the self is left a mere stroke, an up-and-down movement, a fundamental gesture but only a gesture in the traces that compose language.

It is easy enough to dismiss Klein’s style of interpretation, which has been done by both Lacan and Deleuze and Guattari. First, Lacan:

She slams the symbolism on him with complete brutality, does Melanie Klein, on little Dick! Straight away she starts off hitting him large-scale interpretations. She hits him a brutal verbalisation of the Oedipal myth, almost as revolting for us as for any reader — You are the little train, you want to fuck your mother.

Quite clearly this way of doing things leads to theoretical discussions which cannot be dissociated from a case-diagnostic. But it is clear that as a result of this interpretation something happens. Everything is there. (Lacan in Mignon 1995: 76)

Then, Deleuze and Guattari:

Say that it’s Oedipus, or you’ll get a slap in the face. The psychoanalyst no longer says to the patient: ‘Tell me a little bit about your desiring-machines, won’t you?’ Instead he screams: ‘Answer daddy-andmommy when I speak to you!’ Even Melanie Klein. (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 45)

But, as Lacan concedes, something happens, and as Deleuze and Guattari note, this is productive. The violence of Melanie Klein’s own oedipal interpretations indicate something of the fantasmatic violence at work in writing, something happens, something strange.

Theatre of Orality

Deleuze provides a suitably dramatic precis of Klein’s views:

Now, the history of depths begins with what is most terrifying: it begins with the theater of terror whose unforgettable picture Melanie Klein painted. In it, the nursing infant is, beginning with his or her first year, stage, actor, and drama at once. Orality, mouth, and breast are initially bottomless depths. Not only are the breast and the entire body of the whole mother split apart into a good and a bad object, but they are aggressively emptied, slashed to pieces, broken into crumbs and alimentary morsels. (Deleuze 1990: 187)

Deleuze draws on Klein’s analysis of the early life of the infant as one of splitting and projection, structured by the relation to the good breast which nourishes and the bad breast which withholds or poisons. Deleuze gives the sense of these depths in which “introject morsels are like poisonous, persecuting, explosive, and toxic substances threatening the child’s body from within and being endlessly reconstituted inside the mother’s body” (Deleuze 1990: 187). This is what Melanie Klein calls the “paranoid-schizoid” position, paranoid due to the fact that infant sadism leads to paranoia about returning violence, and schizoid due to the splitting and fragmentation of objects. It is succeeded in Klein by the depressive position, in which the child tries to reconstitute and repair the good object, in the act of what Klein calls reparation. This involves the realization that the breast is one object, the mother, and a corresponding sense of guilt and depression at the violence done to this object.

What Deleuze argues is that what we can find in Klein is a model of the psyche as one of orientations and dimensions, “an entire geography and geometry of living dimensions” (Deleuze 1990: 188). Deleuze, however, disputes the teleology and dominance of the good object in this process. The good object, as he points out, can always “conceal a bad piece” (Deleuze 1990: 188) and, in principle, every piece, by being a piece and not a whole, is bad. Instead, Deleuze re-reads Klein to argue that we do not have an opposition of “good” and “bad”, instead Klein’s genealogy of morals is one between bad partial objects and the body without organs. There are two opposed depths: “a hollow depth, wherein bits whirl about and explode, and full depth” (Deleuze 1990: 188-9). This is also a contrast between a world of hard and solid fragments, an anal world and a urethral world of liquids, a binding world of the body without organs. In terms of language this plays itself out in the language of schizophrenics, which, according to Deleuze, is composed of “the duality and complementarity of words-passions, splintered excremental bits, and of word-actions, blocks fused together by a principle of water or fire” (Deleuze 1990: 189).

Aaron Schuster points out that this contrast between partial objects and body without organs is also an alliance against the concept of the organism as stable unity (Schuster 2016: 76). It is the body without organs that provides this initial “unity”, but only as a nothing, it is Deleuze’s uncanny mirror to Lacan’s mirror stage, as Schuster suggests (Schuster 2016: 78). This does not mean the good object does not exist, but it belongs to another dimension, to the heights. It is also the domain of the superego, which manifests as a cruelty as well as love and protection. From the partial objects it extracts force, and from the body without organs form (Deleuze 1990: 190). So, we do not have a simple opposition, but rather the good object “forms itself in the current of this position [the schizoid], with borrowings, blockages, and pressures which attest to the constant communication between the two” (Deleuze 1990: 190). This is a theatre of terror and of orality, perhaps to pair with and contest Derrida’s graphology:

The depth is clamorous: clappings, crackings, gnashings, cracklings, explosions, the shattered sounds of internal objects, and also the inarticulate howlsbreaths of the body without organs which respond to them. (Deleuze 1990: 193)

It is obviously, for Deleuze, a continuation of Artaud’s theatre of cruelty. We can even suspect another surreptitious debate between Deleuze and Derrida’s essays on Artaud. Deleuze valorizes Artaud’s “schiz” theatre of cruelty, while Derrida remarks on Artaud’s unstable position at the edge of the “closure of representation”.

Voiding Fantasy, or the Fantasy of Voiding

This tension between Deleuze and Derrida can be used to frame a debate about the necessity of fantasy. The turn against fantasy occurs in Anti-Oedipus, where Deleuze and Guattari write:

Melanie Klein was responsible for the marvellous discovery of partial objects, that world of explosions, rotations, vibrations. But how can we explain the fact that she has nonetheless failed to grasp the logic of these objects? It is doubtless because, first of all, she conceives of them as fantasies and judges them from the point of view of consumption, rather than regarding them as genuine production. (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 44)

This first criticism of Klein collapses the complex topology Deleuze outlined in Logic of Sense concerning the simulacral world of partial objects into an ontology of production and immediacy. This criticism is paired with another:

But it is not in this respect that the partial objects are elements of the unconscious, and we cannot even go along with the image of the partial objects that their inventor, Melanie Klein, proposes. This is because, whether organs or fragments of organs, the partial objects do not refer in the least to an organism that would function phantasmatically as a lost unity or a totality to come. Their dispersion has nothing to do with a lack, and constitutes their mode of presence in the multiplicity they form without unification or totalization. (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 324)

For Deleuze and Guattari, Klein is also wrong due to her stress on totality and totalization, as “in Melanie Klein, the schizoid partial object is related to a whole that prepares for the advent of the complete object in the depressive phase” (Deleuze and Guattari 1983: 72). In contrast, Deleuze and Guattari proposed that subjectivity is dispersed into molecularity.

These two criticisms generate the shift: from fantasy to production, from totality to multiplicity, from neurosis to psychosis. In contrast to his earlier work, Deleuze now voids the category of fantasy, to be replaced by the libidinal as productive flux and flow. As Jacques Donzelot (1972) said, approvingly, Anti-Oedipus produces a discourse “without complexes”, without neuroses. Žižek acerbically notes, “the fluidity of his [Deleuze’s] texts co-written with Guattari, the sense that now, finally, things run smoothly, is effectively a fake relief” (Žižek 2004: 83). Rather than the succession from neurosis to psychosis, positively valorized as the exit from Oedipus, we have a theoretical regression. The irony is that a book of ruptures, collapses and interruptions should, in fact, be so smooth. The loss of fantasy slackens the tension and possibilities of the work, translates psychic drama into a flat surface, and loses the complex topology Deleuze had sketched. This is the voiding of fantasy.

In terms of Klein’s work, we can note in reply that Klein’s concepts of fantasy and integration are profoundly ambivalent, hence the stress that Deleuze and Guattari can put on them. Fantasy is not simply distancing for Klein, a film or screen between our psychic world and the “real world”, but the very condition of our relation to the world. Fantasy, as Deleuze had recognized, plays a transcendental function, of the condition of access, of the frame of the world, not the mere population of the world with “extra” stuff or objects. Second, totality and integration in Klein are profoundly ambivalent. Considering Klein’s work on writing, Peter Lock notes:

The reparative acts of symbolization are generated not only by fear of absence and lack but also by terror of persecution and annihilation. Writing will attempt, again and again, to restore what has been destroyed, to revise object-relations and to re-form fragmented images; in doing so, it ineluctably revives lost objects which can never be wholly regained and whose trace may represent, in however obscure a form, primal phantasies of mutilation and murder. (Lock 1979: 26)

Restoration restores the violence, restores the “primal phantasies of mutilation and murder”, which are borne in every trace. As Nietzsche’s genealogy of morals revealed how much blood and horror lies at the origin of all good things, revealed all the violence needed to create a creature with memory and conscience, so Klein’s reversible sense of good and bad objects reveals a psyche indelibly marked by violence.

We could add that Klein’s work on projection and splitting can allow us to grasp the voiding of fantasy as a fantasy, precisely an anal fantasy of voiding the bad object. Fantasy is to be voided as the bad object, blocking us from immersion in the flows, and so fantasy itself is split off and rejected. The costs of this rejection, I am suggesting, are the loss of interpretative force. Ironically, the voiding of fantasy, as an act of violence, leaves violence ungrasped, leaves us with something less than the supposed gain of desiring production. It is only through the mediation of violence that we can “gain” our understanding, our ability to engage with the force of fantasy.

A Discourse with Complexes: The Poetics of the Hex

I now want to frame this question in a different way, through the practice of the hex or curse in contemporary poetic practice. The hex is a performative piece of language that is supposed to have an effect in the real world: affecting in a malignant way the object of the hex. As such, it is an act of fantasy, the fantasy of a word or words, of a poetic word or words, which would overcome the ineffectuality of writing, especially poetic writing (the minor practice), and make something happen. The hex can be seen as the claim on power, on magical power, on the power of words by the powerless, even in the recognition of that powerlessness. It is, to borrow the title of a UK academic article and a long-lost current of theory, the attempt at a particular and peculiar “textual practice”. Therefore, the hex oscillates in this boundary between fantasy and production, between fantasy and its abolition, between fiction and reality.

The poets I want to examine are all British and working in the experimental tradition commonly referred to as neo-modernism. They are Sean Bonney, Keston Sutherland and Verity Spott. Two, Bonney and Spott, make explicit reference to and use of the hex. Bonney’s Letters Against the Firmament includes a letter that is a “hex” against Iain Duncan-Smith (Bonney 2015: 111-12). Duncan-Smith is a British Tory politician who, in his work as Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, was responsible for an assault on the benefits received by the disabled and unemployed. A politician who instituted policies that led to suicide and social suffering on a mass scale is “attacked” for his spreading of “imperious darkness”. The description of his nature is a way “to recite and describe, occupy his constellations” (Bonney 2015: 111), of a politician who is the very greyest of grey eminences. The hex is to introject Smith, to keep him in our mouths “to recite the filth of our lives” (Bonney 2015: 112).

Keston Sutherland’s work does not make such explicit use of the hex, but his Odes to TLP61P does include a litany of different forms of misgiving and horror at a range of professions associated with financial services and activities over three pages in one sentence (Sutherland 2013: 38-40). To quote only the beginning:

Giddy detestation of senior liquidity managers, strong aversion to strategy consultants, deep disgust at lead auditors, growing impatience with industry relations directors, spasmodic shrinking from financial modellers, rational fear of property loss adjustors, slight suspicion of corporate accountants, psychedelic distrust of branch compliance officers… (Sutherland 2013: 38-9)

Here we have the repetition and modulation of dislike, the stretching of the resources of language in an act, or series of acts, “aiming” at these proliferating embodied forms of financial management.4

This is only one element of the Odes, which also consider a whole range of childhood sexual experiences (amongst other things).5 Matthew Abbott insightfully notes how this use of childhood sexuality is not only a reflection on the compulsion to confess, but also is an idyllic site:

It ambiguously posits a tenderness always already traversed by power and pornography, the cheap thrill of having got there first giving a grim picture of male sexuality even as the subsequent profession of love comes across as largely genuine and moving. (Abbot 2013)

For Abbott, the poems do not concede to sexuality as purely a site of violence. In this they resist Klein’s argument for a fundamental violence in all sexuality. This is also an argument rejected by Leo Bersani, who argues: “Sexuality is consecrated as violence by virtue of the very definition of culture as an unceasing effort to make life whole, to repair a world attacked by desire”. In this case, Klein’s reparative model, Bersani prefers “redemptive”, licences a reading of sexuality as pure violence.

Perhaps we can suggest that Klein’s reading is not, quite as reductive as this. It does, however, refuse the idyllic moment of nonneurotic or nonviolent sexuality, undermining Sutherland’s idyllic or utopian moments. That could result in a chastened conservatism, a psychoanalytic Hobbesianism, but I want to suggest that the neurotic engagement is not simply compliant. Sutherland’s work, as Abbott suggests, is engaged in a complex projective and introjective conflict with the libidinal economy of capital and its effects on the libidinal economy of the subject. If Bonney reacts to the violence of politicians and the state in his hexes, Sutherland’s focus is on these proliferating professions dealing in the abstractions of value, which of course have real and violent effects. State and capital, we might say.

Verity Spott’s collection Gideon is itself a hex — Gideon is the name for a hex, for “hate’s screed” (2014: 8). Gideon hexes a range of figures, from politicians to celebrities to aristocrats, real and imaginary (if that distinction makes any sense really). Here what is hexed is not so much the state/capital, but our very existence as abstract character-masks of capital, a position into which we are all placed. This is what Spott’s poem calls the “livid null” (Spott 2014: 3), the expressive nullity of the subject. The hex then is the attempt to give form and definition to “a conceptual / enemy body deranged” (Spott 2014: 5). These enemies will be “purged” in the actions of a truly imaginary party, in another litany, another listing, which enumerates these subjectivities, renders them equivalent, and voids them (Spott 2014: 14-16).

While I am not claiming insight into authorial intentions or to exhaust the claims of these works, poetically or otherwise, I see the hex as a practice of poetic language that at once names, curses and tries to produce the object of the curse. In the face of the forces and forms of abstract power, all too brutally realized at particular points, the practice of the hex stages a scene in which abstract power is made to appear by the powerless, through the identification of poetry with the powerless, all the better to curse it.

In response to the mobility of capitalist abstraction and the faceless appearance of state power, the hex is this performance to create a reality out of these forms of fictional capital and state fiction. These works lie on the edge of fantasy and its voiding, at once sustaining fantasy as the mode to hex, to recognize a weakness, while suggesting the voiding of fantasy into bringing the abstract into substance in a Schmittian act of identifying and producing the enemy. In these texts bodies are pitched against bodies: bodies of poetic work, the body of the poet against the body of capital, the body of the state, the embodied enemy. What interests me, amongst other things, is the retention of fiction in this activity, an awareness of the fictive status of “reality” as well. In this way fantasy is not simply an interruption to activity, a superfluous mode to be abolished to achieve a “real effect”, but the condition of activity, a necessary mode to produce the hex. In Kleinian terms, these are not simply acts of projection, splitting off the bad object and throwing it out, but complex acts in which these internalized bad objects are negotiated with as conditions of splitting and projection. In contradiction to Donzelot on Deleuze and Guattari, I suggest these are discourses with complexes, multiple fractures, multiple forms of suffering (all, in different ways, are concerned with illness and suffering), multiple neuroses.

Conclusion: Staying Neurotic

This has been a long, winding and neurotic path, dipping into psychosis, which may have achieved little, the neurotic’s anxiety, again. Why bother? What different does this make? What do we do? These are questions posed pretty much all the time to academic work, particularly in the humanities. Sometimes the tempting answer is to bother precisely because we have no effect, make no difference and do nothing. Maybe the neurotic response is to simply insist on the neurotic. To insist we don’t know, to delay, to prevaricate about claims to “smooth” transitions or translations into practice. After all, the neurotic is the one who insists on fantasy because, as Schuster notes, they gain their enjoyment from fantasy. Instead of voiding the fantasy, in fantasmatic claims to immediate access to the Real, I am suggesting, neurotically, we stay with the fantasy. This is not simply to stay with fantasy as the means of delay, but rather as the site to think out forms of delay, interruption and the lack of transition to practice. Neurosis, I am suggesting, offers a key to deadlocks as it is the site of deadlocks, the practice of deadlocks.

This, as I suggested at the start, is a typically neurotic reaction to all the promises of immediacy and dissolution that seem to structure various currents of contemporary theory, from new materialism to accelerationism to communization. It is not that nothing can be learned from them, but rather one thing that they seem to struggle to learn themselves is the place of fantasy and the complexity of the psyche as a site of experience. The voiding of fantasy is the theoretical gesture of our moment par excellence. Of course, in all the usual and new imperatives of urgency, to which neurosis seems definitively opposed, this desire is not surprising. My aim in staying neurotic is not to stay detached from these demands, but rather to experience them in their difficulty, in their engagement with our fantasies of activity and passivity. Here is where I stop.6
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Notes

1 Jane Bennett declares:

To attempt, as I do, to present human and nonhuman actants on a less vertical plane than is common is to bracket the question of the human and to elide the rich and diverse literature on subjectivity and its genesis, its condition of possibility, and its boundaries. (2010: ix)

2 Which is basically what Deleuze does in Logic of Sense (with different resources and aims, but still... if anyone fulfilled the project Derrida describes here, it’s Deleuze).

3 In the words of Veronica Forrest-Thomson: “But like all true artificers ‘I’ remains enigmatical, presenting only the words on the page”.

4 “Before it is a theoretical treatise, Sutherland argues, Das Kapital is a work of satire, a work meant to do harm to someone in particular: it is designed to disgust the reader, and specifically to provoke a kind of self-disgust in the bourgeois reader” (Abbott 2013).

5 “Long, relatively simple descriptive sections repeatedly give way to bursts of nearly meaningless (I want to say signal-less, as though this language approaches noise), often rhythmically taut lines and prose sections, as the text articulates (and/or fails to articulate) political polemics, the outcomes of economic crisis, gnomic utterances and aphorisms, sexual fantasies and memories, grabs of news and other debased discourses, lyrical meditations on love, etc.” (Abbott 2013).

6 I’d like to thank Daniel Katz, Harrison Fluss, Jacob Bard-Rosenberg and Aaron Schuster for various suggestions I have misused here.


Neurosis, Obsession and Dis-Identification Relief

Patricia Friedrich

I have always enjoyed movies and books portraying neurotic characters. They tend to have an alluring charm, and their suffering can be looked upon with a certain kind of compassion given a long line of critical thought on the meaning of neurosis and its origins in the pressures of society itself. Neurotics ponder the big existential questions in life, and, unable to answer them beyond a shadow of doubt, engage in interminable loops of wondering. They suffer because they care and think too much, and through the characters that represent neuroticism, we get to experience what it is like to try and make sense of a world that oftentimes our rationalism cannot fully comprehend. Georges Bataille has famously written that, “Neurosis makes us heroes and saints when not making us invalids” (Bataille 1994: 123). Those afflicted with neuroses cannot help but read meaning into everything, and this overwhelming flood of information and ideas can be paralyzing.

Fictional neurotics walk urban environments noticing emptiness, disconnect, unfairness and danger. They borrow their friends’ ears to test theories about the meaning of life, the nature of the universe, or the futility of their own efforts. They worry about their health, war and uncertainty. They represent a facet of every human being — but greatly magnified. And so when neurotic characters are created, they offer writers, movie directors and actors an opportunity to explore a variety of themes and subject areas, and they give audiences a chance to reevaluate their own belief systems from the comfort of a vicarious exploration.

Neurotic characters in movies are the ones that parade New York galleries interpreting art as if it were a Rorschach blob test. They walk parks oblivious to their natural beauty because their eyes are looking inward. They sit at cafés, visit apartments full of books and records, eat fancy dinners and drink good wine, all the while also pondering their internal turmoil. They work jobs that require their developed intellects and erudite knowledge and/or they are conflicted given the ethical challenges faced by such occupations as advertiser, professor, filmmaker or writer. They have endearing mannerisms; they halt sentences only half-way spoken, looking for a way to explain the unexplainable; and they encapsulate the fears, anxieties and even the hopes that many people only realize they have when confronted with such types. They are a romantic ideal, a construction of a time when artist, intellectual, thinker and worrier were fused together, and when those were things one aspired to. Roland Barthes has claimed that “every writer’s motto reads: mad I cannot be, sane I deign not be, neurotic I am” (Barthes 1975: 6), in a sense making the neurotic into a productive in-between. In this universe, if you are worried and conflicted, you are doing the right thing; you are reflective and ahead of the curve. Such is the world of the film and literary neurotic — a character made interesting by his or her wit, struggle and, despite everything, relentless hope.

Consider most Woody Allen characters in the 1970s and 1980s. His neurotic in Hannah and Her Sisters seems to go around looking for reasons to worry, trying to match a feeling that something isn’t right to some feature in external reality that can justify it. In Manhattan, Mary (Diane Keaton) is described as an intellectual, a neurotic and a feminist, and each is so intrinsically part of the other that separating the parts might make the whole disappear. Notice that in this case neuroticism is assigned to her by others, and they refer to it as a quality that makes her more charming.

The very essence of neuroticism comes from awareness and intellect, and experts, now able to see inside the brain, consider anxiety fuelling neuroticism to be to be due to an overactive frontal lobe and the trickeries of the “interpreter” in the left side of the brain (Niebauer: 2014) even though such features are rarely discussed overtly vis-à-vis neuroticism. They are reserved for the more “clinical” manifestations such as anxiety disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, social anxiety and panic disorder. Yet, one might wonder, how much is neuroticism different from clinical anxiety or its other particular spectrum manifestations? What separates them other than a shifting construction given social trends and interpretations?

I am writing as if neurotic characters had gone away, and neuroticism with them. They haven’t. They are Thomas Payne in Happyish or almost every character written and/or played by Julie Delpy (e.g. in the Before Sunrise trilogy or Two Days in New York). What has happened, though, is that the neurotic character became divorced from the less-desirable idea of the obsessive-compulsive or the clinically anxious. The neurotic is seen as the product of a society that curbs down intellectualism and self-actualization while the pathologically obsessed and the diagnosably anxious are considered products of chemical imbalances. Although the present-day literary neurotic relies on anxiolytics and antidepressants to try and up his or her level of happiness and satisfaction, he or she is not trying to fix what has become largely understood as a neurological phenomenon — a glitch of the brain or an evolutionary mechanism of survival gone awry. Instead, he or she is simply trying to tip the scale and somewhat revert the process of self-depreciation and self-doubting largely attributed to being misunderstood by a broken society. Neurotic characters are so immersed in a social order that their struggles reflect the struggles of a particular point in time. Society is ill, and that is the source of their maladjustment. Clinically anxious and/ or obsessive characters, on the other hand, have become separated from their social order; they are represented as if they had lost something that the average person mastered without much effort, and that is the source of their suffering and maladaptation. Neurotic characters are relatable, whereas the ones framed to have clinical conditions are often cast aside as some version of “the other” by general audiences.

This parting of sorts is not a random occurrence. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM henceforth) stopped using the term neurosis in its third edition, in 1980. It is said that psychiatrists were not amused; many patients fell under the description of neurosis (Spiegel 2012). Not being in the manual means the term had its currency compromized, given that the DSM informs medical practice, insurance claims, legal status and cultural understanding. In time, the term neurosis became more philosophical than psychological/psychiatric, more literary than technical, and in the latter literature, the technical one, it was replaced by seemingly more modern, scientific-sounding expressions such as obsessive-compulsive disorder and generalized anxiety disorder, though the veracity of this claim (that they sound more scientific) can only be established as a matter of perception.

With the change, representation took a turn too, with references to it becoming progressively rarer in pop culture. If the neurotic was Woody Allen in Annie Hall, the obsessive is Jack Nicholson’s Melvin in As Good as It Gets or Tony Shalhoub’s Adrian in Monk. If the neurotic is quirkily endearing, the obsessive is aggravating. Melvin, for example, periodically utters unfair and misogynistic comments; he is harsh and critical of those around him, and his personality traits are presented communally with his obsessive-compulsive traits. Adrian Monk is kinder but requires that those around him be enablers so that he can do his detective work.

In the process of merging less-than-desirable features with obsessiveness, something was irrevocably lost: the desire for identification. No one wants to identify with a character whose personality is called into question. And something was irrevocably added: the clown-like depiction of the obsessive-compulsive (OC) or the extremely anxious. For sure, the neurotic was witty and no stranger to self-mockery. But the OC in more recent representations is the humourous character with whom the viewers/readers do not care to identify, in part because the disorder is often times represented as part and parcel of an undesirable personality, and not as the result of a society which is chaotic and contradictory. When readers/viewers are able to keep the character at arm’s length, to see them as “the other”, identification does not have to occur, and that causes a certain respite — something I have been calling dis-identification relief. Instead of the cathartic release of identification, the public is more likely to get the easy laughs of feeling he/she is nothing like the character. Besides Melvin in As Good as It Gets and Adrian in Monk, consider Bob in What About Bob? and Roy in Matchstick Men. While Adrian is arguable the most sympathetically written of these characters (albeit easy to laugh at), in each case, clinical diagnosis is blended in with personality traits, leading to a caricature. Melvin is an insufferable writer, Bob is a patient who follows his therapist to the latter’s vacation retreat and Roy is a conman. Unlike the neurotic characters who precede them, there is in these more recent cases less commiseration and reflection on the social forces contributing to their plights. It is their maladaptation that is on display, and there’s even a veiled suggestion that these characters brought their situation onto themselves. For example, Matchstick Men seems to pose the question of whether Roy would suffer from OCD if he didn’t feel guilty for being a conman.

In a way, the construction of neurosis was more politically engaging and engaged than that of OCD or generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), even if the construction of any disease entity has a level of politics attached to it. I say this because a reflection on neurosis required considerations of how the environment creates tensions for the individual, and the interest of Barthes, Adorno, Marcuse and Freud in the subject establishes that much. Their engagement necessitates the thought of society as a catalyst for an individual’s neurotic turn. As Noys puts it while invoking Adorno, neurosis can be seen as “a sign of ‘healthy’ maladaptation” (Noys 2017: 22). In face of a society whose political landscape is fraught with inconsistencies, neurosis is a predictable response to conflict. Those dynamics and reversals are often of interest to thinkers who can use the psychological construct (of neurosis as conflict) as a springboard to discussions about the self, the other and their relation to the environment. However, look for philosophical analyses of obsessive-compulsive disorder, for example, and you will have a much harder time finding metaphysical considerations of its meaning. Modern theories of OCD, GAD and social anxiety (SA) necessitate the assumption that brain pathways and chemicals, independent from social forces, have somehow gone awry and are thus causing the symptoms associated with these conditions. The fact that I am writing the words “disorder” and “symptoms” to describe these latter manifestations, rather than words like “anguish”, “conflict” and “unease”, should be enough to indicate how the landscape has changed.

Noys (2017: 22) suggests a return to neurosis, but with awareness of its nature. Such return should position maladaptation (a term he uses and which I am using here to encompass this former concept as well as the modern constructions of OCD, GAD, panic disorder and other anxiety spectrum manifestations) within the social order (or disorder) in which it occurs. I believe this is a necessary reflection and arrangement. The alternative, that is, to put the modern neurotic (by another name) solely in the clinical realm without the philosophical considerations of the past, seems to disenfranchise him/her further. Because the power of representation is so immense, it might be required that literary and filmic representations evolve too, or even that they spearhead the re-fusing of the older concept of neuroticism and those of the anxiety spectrum as currently defined. Perhaps one of the greatest difficulties lies in finding an adequate common ground between the modern ways of seeing the world, which made neurosis a productive term in the twentieth century, and the current, more fragmented take on reality, not only made possible by postmodernism itself but further encouraged by its many expressions. From the tweet to the selfie, technology has further instilled in people the notion of immediacy and of small disjointed windows of access to experience and reality, and reintroducing the neurotic to this discussion demands a collage of these many windows into a reassembled whole.

Arguing for the middle ground is always a challenging thing to do. To try and encompass a theory of neurosis that considers it both a product of society and of internal workings means to potentially go against both currents of thought. But either alternative (biology alone or social milieu alone) that disconnects the individual from the collective they belong to seems too frail for us not to (at least) try.
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Freud’s Wolf-Man in an Object-Oriented Light

Graham Harman

Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari are often very hard on Sigmund Freud, who would rank as one of the greatest prose writers of the twentieth century even if every scrap of his psychoanalysis turned out to be false. An exemplary case is the second chapter of A Thousand Plateaus, a dozen or so pages of writing entitled “One or Several Wolves?” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987). As their title suggests, the famously irreverent duo of French philosophers is concerned primarily with Freud’s case study of the “Wolf-Man”, later revealed to be a wealthy aristocrat named Sergei Konstantinovitch Pankejeff. This young Russian underwent psychoanalysis with Freud and then his followers for many years, though the chief period of analysis covered in Freud’s case study runs from 1910-1914. Deleuze and Guattari are certainly not alone in criticizing Freud’s interpretation of the case; his critics include other psychoanalysts as well as Pankejeff himself. In what follows I am concerned only with Deleuze and Guattari’s critique of Freud’s study, rather than with the broader accusations that Freud misdiagnosed his patient or abused his power with psychological bullying. Yet we will have to include something that Deleuze and Guattari strangely leave unmentioned: the fact that Pankajeff came to Freud because he was suffering from debilitating psychological problems.

Such is Freud’s continuing status in our culture, despite widespread dismissals of his work as unscientific, anti-woman and anti-gay, that his conclusions regarding Pankejeff are known even by many who have not actually read the study in question. As a young child Pankejeff once dreamed of “six or seven” white wolves sitting in a tree staring at him. Terrified by the dream, he woke up screaming. So vivid was the dream imagery that he refused at first to believe it was not reality, and it took his nurse a long time to calm him down so that he could fall asleep again. This experience gave rise to a lifelong neurosis on Pankejeff’s part. Freud interprets the dream in accordance with his usual methods, and concludes — via numerous steps — that it reflects Pankejeff’s horror at accidentally seeing his parents copulate in rear-entry fashion. Later, Freud also considers the possibility that Pankejeff may have seen a case of animal copulation instead. In any event, the supposed copulation scene is merely the centrepiece of a longer interpretation by Freud that involves several other important factors: the prematurely naughty activities of Pankejeff’s sister (who would later commit suicide), a folk tale told by his grandfather, and Pankejeff’s relations with a number of household servants. This interpretation has been mocked by a number of authors, and was rejected as false by Pankejeff himself. It does not follow that we need to participate in such mockery and rejection. Rather than reconstruct the whole of Freud’s interpretation of the case, I will proceed as follows. First, I will summarize the chief objections to Freud’s interpretation made by Deleuze and Guattari. Second, I will cover an important essay by Freud that explains the groundwork for distinguishing between the unconscious and conscious mind and in the process gives a clear theory of repression, neurosis and psychosis. Third and finally, I will reflect briefly on the connections between Freudian psychoanalysis and object-oriented ontology (OOO), a position I have done a great deal to develop in the past two decades. One section is devoted to each topic.

Deleuze and Guattari contra Freud

Deleuze and Guattari consistently take Freud’s “Oedipus” theory of neurosis to be a strategic enemy, given their professed admiration of schizophrenia and their radical ontology of multiplicities, becoming, assemblages, and lines of flight, which they regard as vividly embodied in schizophrenic experience. This ontology has enjoyed especially widespread influence since the mid-1990s, by which time Deleuze (d. 1995) and Guattari (d. 1992) were both freshly deceased. Though “One or Several Wolves?” contains a number of positive philosophical claims, these take the form of a chapter-length polemic against Freud. From this unforgiving critique I have chosen a number of passages of unusual interest, and have been able with only slight arbitrariness to group them into four basic classes:

1.   Freud is too quick to pass beyond the immediacy of any phenomenon and turn it into something else. Here Deleuze and Guattari join in the frequent “common sense” astonishment at Freud’s interpretations often found among those not directly familiar with his work. How can a dream of wolves in a tree mean that the Wolf-Man was traumatized by seeing his parents having sex? It sounds so implausible.

2.   Freud always turns multiplicities into unities. This is connected with a more explicitly philosophical point, which is Deleuze and Guattari’s suspicion of the philosophical tradition for its tendency to reduce the many to the one, even as they claim to be beyond any such classical opposition between the one and the many.

3.   Freud makes an incorrect distinction between neurosis and psychosis, thereby belittling psychotics and failing to recognize that what he treats as psychosis is actually a more primary mode of experience, even among those who would be described as “normal,” “neurotic,” or “hysterical” rather than psychotic.

4.   Freud completely misses a number of important ideas developed in the work of Deleuze and Guattari themselves: becoming, intensity, multiplicity, deterritorialization, social machines, and the body without organs. Let’s look at some of the relevant passages under each of these headings.

The basic principle of psychoanalysis is that wishes are often censored or repressed as incompatible with respectable civilized life. This leads accordingly to such phenomena as dreams, parapraxes (such as slips of the tongue or losing various objects), neurosis, hysteria, and the sublimation found in such cultural phenomena as religion and myth. The goal of the analyst is to uncover the deeper meaning hidden behind the surface or latent content of the individual and collective psyches, which is why psychoanalysis was referred to by Jung’s mentor Bleuler as “depth-psychology”. As a rule, Deleuze and Guattari object to the speed with which Freud replaces surface-meanings with hidden ones. For instance: “That day, the Wolf-Man rose from the couch particularly tired […] He knew that Freud knew nothing about wolves, or anuses for that matter. The only thing Freud understood was what a dog is, and a dog’s tail” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 26). The reference here is to Freud’s claim that castration anxiety played a key role in the Wolf-Man’s mental illness, with the tails of the wolves in the dream serving as phallic symbols, as barricades against castration. Another example: “in the Wolf-Man’s case the story about wolves is followed by one about wasps and butterflies, we go from wolves to wasps” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 31). Here Deleuze and Guattari are incredulous that Freud would lump together such different entities as wolves, wasps, and butterflies as symptoms of the same underlying problem. Freud links the Wolf-Man’s terror at the dream of the wolves and the later flapping of a butterfly with his mention during analysis of an Espe, an incorrect version of the German Wespe (wasp). There is also the noteworthy fact that Espe sounds very similar to the German pronunciation of S.P., the initials of his real name: Sergei Pankajeff. Another example: “Freud sees [everything] only as Oedipal substitutes, regressions, and derivatives. Freud sees nothing and understands nothing. He has no idea what a libidinal assemblage is, with all the machineries it brings into play, all the multiple loves” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 37). Here again, Deleuze and Guattari object to the fact that Freud transforms all the various interests of the Wolf-Man into a fairly repetitive expression of a complex family romance: Pankejeff’s unconscious erotic interest at various times in his mother, father, sister, and beloved nurse. Let’s give a final example:

Talk as he might about wolves, howl as he might like a wolf, Freud does not even listen; he glances at his dog and answers, ‘It’s Daddy’ […] The Wolf-Man keeps howling: Six wolves! Seven wolves! Freud says, How’s that? Goats, you say? How interesting. Take away the goats and all you have left is a wolf, so it’s your father… (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 38)

Deleuze and Guattari reject the manner in which Freud weaves a fairy tale about goats into his interpretation of the dream, while ignoring the Wolf-Man’s own literal words about wolves.

Second, we have Deleuze and Guattari’s related concern about how Freud unjustifiably turns the many into one as he pleases. Here is one example:

No sooner does Freud discover the greatest art of the unconscious, [the] art of molecular multiplicities, than we find him tirelessly at work bringing back molar unities, reverting to his familiar themes of the father, the penis, the vagina, Castration with a Capital C […] (On the verge of discovering a rhizome, Freud always returns to mere roots.) (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 27)

The art of molecular multiplicities refers to the capacity of psychotics for the multiplication of symbols beyond anything known to the neurotic, who can easily take a sock as a substitute for a vagina, but unlike the psychotic cannot treat the many pores in the skin as a field of many vaginas. Deleuze and Guattari also speak in this connection of the surrealist painter and sometimes Freud-admirer Salvador Dali, who

may go on at length about THE rhinoceros horn; he has not for all of that left neurosis behind. But when he starts comparing goosebumps to a field of rhinoceros horns, we get the feeling that the atmosphere has changed and we are now in the presence of madness […] the little bumps ‘become’ horns, and the horns, little penises. (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 27)

As for the rhizome, this is Deleuze and Guattari’s way of referring to horizontal connections between multiple things in the manner of mushrooms rather than the root/trunk structure of trees, the favoured metaphor of all the various theories of foundation and origin that they despise. They also reject Freud’s treatment of language:

names are taken in their extensive usage [by Freud], in other words, function as common nouns ensuring the unification of an aggregate they subsume. The proper name can be nothing more than an extreme case of the common noun, containing its already domesticated multiplicity within itself… (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 27)

Against such “domestication”, Deleuze and Guattari insist that the proper name is an intensity added to whatever multiplicity it covers, rather than a unifying term that embraces them. There are other cases where they think Freud is too quick to unify things: “During the first episode [of the Wolf-Man], which Freud declares neurotic, he recounted a dream he had about six or seven wolves in a tree, and drew five. Who is ignorant of the fact that wolves travel in packs? Only Freud. Every child knows it” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 28). Here Deleuze and Guattari seem to take the position that multiplicity is simply multiplicity, with the exact number of wolves being of no importance, whereas Freud insists that every detail in a dream must be accounted for, especially when some of these details contain contradictions. And finally:

The wolves will have to be purged of their multiplicity. This operation is accomplished by associating the dream with the tale, ‘The Wolf and the Seven Kid- Goats’ (only six of which get eaten). We witness Freud’s reductive glee; we literally see multiplicity leave the wolves to take the shape of goats that have absolutely nothing to do with the [Wolf-Man’s dream] story […] Who is Freud trying to fool? (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 28)

This passage is especially striking for its lack of fairness. The fair-minded reader will find no “glee” in Freud’s account of this point, which is recounted in all possible sobriety and slowness; this word is simply a typical polemical device of imputing disreputable emotions to one’s opponent. As for the story of the goats, it is by no means true that it has “nothing to do” with the Wolf- Man, since he is familiar with this story and mentions it at a key point in his analysis.

We have now covered the first two classes of critiques of Freud in “One or Several Wolves?”, which share the common point that Deleuze and Guattari object to Freud failing to take images at their face value, subjecting them to analysis in terms of displacement and condensation: the bread and butter of psychoanalytic interpretation. Despite this, the authors also claim to avoid any traditional opposition between the one and the many:

There is no question […] of establishing a dualist opposition between the two types of multiplicities, molecular machines and molar machines, that would be no better than the dualism between the One and the multiple. There are only multiplicities of multiplicities forming a single assemblage, operating in the same assemblage: packs in masses and masses in packs. (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 34)

And what is the positive difference between a pack and a mass? “The leader of the pack or the band plays move by move, must wager everything every hand, whereas the group or mass leader consolidates or capitalizes on past gains” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 33).

The third category of complaints is related to Deleuze and Guattari’s objection to Freud’s account of the difference between neurosis and psychosis. Much of this comes from Guattari’s career-long work with psychotics, who he appreciates on their own terms and does not wish to see personally or intellectually deprecated:

Freud says that hysterics or obsessives are people capable of making a global comparison between a sock and a vagina, a scar and a castration, etc. […] Yet it would never occur to a neurotic to grasp the skin as a multiplicity of pores, little spots, little scars or black holes, or to grasp the sock erotically as a multiplicity of stitches. The psychotic can […] Comparing a sock to a vagina is OK, it’s done all the time, but you’d have to be insane to compare a pure aggregate of stitches to a field of vaginas: that’s what Freud says. (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 19)

The implication seems to be that there is a superior imagination, liberation, and even ontological correctness in seeing the world in a manner that Freud regards as psychotic. A further tribute to schizophrenia soon appears:

Freud tried to approach crowd phenomena from the point of view of the unconscious, but he did not see clearly, he did not see that the unconscious itself was fundamentally a crowd. He was myopic and hard of hearing; he mistook crowds for a single person. Schizos, on the other hand, have sharp eyes and ears. They don’t mistake the buzz and shove of the crowd for daddy’s voice. (Deleue and Guattari 1987: 29-30)

Though it is not strictly true that Freud is unaware of multiple currents at work in the unconscious, Deleuze and Guattari’s real claim is that Freud subjects this unconscious to a small number of oedipalizing forces, thereby domesticating their pure multiplicity. Their contempt for such procedures is clear: “People say, After all, schizophrenics have a mother and a father, don’t they? Sorry, no, none as such. They only have a desert with tribes inhabiting it, a full body clinging with multiplicities” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 30).

The fourth category of criticisms of Freud contains those which serve as launching pads into Deleuze and Guattari’s own philosophy, about which I will have less to say in this essay. But it is worth including a sample of them for the light they shed on why the two French thinkers react so badly to the supposed deficiencies of Freud. One reason that Deleuze and Guattari want to preserve the immediacy of the wolves against Freud’s symbolic transformations is their interest in becoming: “Freud obviously knows nothing about the fascination exerted by wolves and the meaning of their silent call, the call to become-wolf” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 28). It is obviously a different becoming if we feel called to become wasp or to become butterfly, and hence it is easy to see why Deleuze and Guattari want to preserve the specificity of each of these creatures against Freud’s attempt to put them all under the same yoke. They continue on a related theme:

This brings us to [another] factor, the nature of these multiplicities and their elements. RHIZOME. One of the essential characteristsics of the dream of multiplicity is that each element ceaselessly varies and alters its distance in relation to the others. On the Wolf-Man’s nose, the elements, determined as pores of little skin, little scars in the pores, little ruts in the scar tissue, ceaselessly dance, grow, and diminish. These variable distances are not extensive qualities divisible by each other; rather, each is indivisible or “relatively indivisible,” in other words, they are not divisible below or above a certain threshold, they cannot increase or decrease without their elements changing in nature. A swarm of bees: here they come as a rumble of soccer players in striped jerseys, or a band of Tuareg. (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 30-31)

Presumably the Wolf-Man’s gray zone of indifference between five and seven wolves is taken by Deleuze and Guattari to have the same intensity at all points, with the wolves not changing in nature, and this is why the exact number is said not to matter as much as Freud thinks. A multiplicity is a multiplicity. Along with the networking rhizome, we have that other classic Deleuzo-Guattarian concept, the body without organs:

something plays the role of the full body — the body without organs […] In the Wolf-Man’s dream it is the denuded tree upon which the wolves are perched […] A body without organs is not an empty body stripped of organs, but a body upon which that which serves as organs (wolves, wolf eyes, wolf jaws?) is distributed according to crowd phenomena, in Brownian motion, in the form of molecular multiplicities. (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 30)

The body without organs is a term for the resistance of multiplicities to being over-organized, “all the more alive and teeming once it has blown apart the organism and its organization” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 30). What arises amidst such a body without falling back into it can be called its intensity, for “the Wolf is the pack […] the multiplicity instantaneously apprehended as such insofar as it approaches or moves away from zero, each distance being nondecomposable. Zero is the body without organs of the Wolf-Man” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 31). This brings us to yet another classic term of these two authors, deterritorialization. In their own words:

Lines of flight or of deterritorialization, becoming-wolf, becoming-inhuman, deterritorialized intensities: that is what multiplicity is. To become wolf or to become hole is to deterritorialize oneself following distinct but entangled lines. A hole is more negative than a wolf. Castration, lack, substitution: a tale told by an overconscious idiot who has no understanding of multiplicities as formations of the unconscious. (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 32)

The critique of the “idiot” Freud becomes more concrete when Deleuze and Guattari criticize his inability to handle the social aspects of the Wolf-Man’s dreams, as in his

second dream during his so-called psychotic episode […] Even [the psychoanalyst] Brunswick can’t go wrong […] this time the wolves are Bolsheviks, the revolutionary mass that had emptied the dresser and confiscated the Wolf-Man’s fortune. The wolves, in a metastable state, have gone over to a large-scale social machine. (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 35)

Yet psychoanalysis supposedly misses all of this, since for Freud “it all leads back to daddy” though the Wolf- Man’s father was “one of the leaders of the liberal party in Russia”, entangling the supposedly oedipal father in a wider net of social machinery. Exasperated, Deleuze and Guattari conclude sarcastically that after reading Freud, “you’d think that the investments and counterinvestments of the libido had nothing to do with mass disturbances, pack movements, collective signs, and particles of desire” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 35). Having been steeped in so many accusations against Freud, we might forget how powerful an experience it is to read him. In the next section I will make a defence of Freud’s procedures, and in the last and final section will ask how OOO might relate to Freud’s claims.

The Freudian Side of the Story

My first direct encounter with Freud’s writings came in an undergraduate seminar on The Interpretation of Dreams (2015), which must have taken place during my senior year in 1989-90. A few days after I had done the assigned reading, an intelligent classmate named Jason happened to enter my place of part-time employment, and asked what I had thought of it. When I responded positively, he reacted with assertive dismay: “What?! I thought you were a Heideggerian! What does it mean to say that a dream is a wish-fulfillment?” In those days, I was not much of a talker or arguer, and was unsure what to say in response. This scene has occasionally returned to my mind over the ensuing quarter-century, and I am still not entirely sure what Jason meant by his critique. But his reference to Heidegger shows that his criticism of Freud would not have been that of Deleuze and Guattari, who were to some extent fringe figures in the America of 1990, and who Jason had surely not yet read even if he had heard of them. The French authors are bothered primarily by Freud’s appeal to a depth behind any surface-appearance, or beyond “immanence” as Deleuze and Guattari would say. While the man-on-the-street’s vulgar critique says that “Freud reduces everything to sex”, Deleuze and Guattari clearly have no problem with sex per se, as witnessed by their celebrations of desire and their frequently brazen discussions of genitalia. Instead, they are bothered by Freud’s appeal to the Oedipus Complex as the concealed hidden meaning behind everything that should be treated as immanent: “Oedipus, nothing but Oedipus, because it hears nothing and listens to nobody. It flattens everything, masses and packs, molecular and molar machines” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 34).

If Heidegger were to criticize Freud, it certainly would not have anything to do with the depth part of depth-psychology. Heidegger is one of the most prominent philosophers of concealment in the history of the West, and while doubts have often been sown about whether Heideggerian concealment has anything to do with the psychoanalytic sort, we will see that Freud makes an explicit comparison between his own concept of the unconscious and Kant’s notion of the unattainable thing-in-itself. Heidegger’s objection to Freud would lie along a different path. Heidegger is concerned primarily with one relation, and only one: the relation between the always concealed Being and the multitude of visible beings that we encounter either as present-at-hand in consciousness or in the readiness-to-hand of reliable equipment taken for granted until it fails. Any discussion of the transformations between one individual being and another could not be of much interest to Heidegger, who would dismiss such considerations as “ontic” (pertaining to accessible individual beings) rather than “ontological” (pertaining to Being itself). But although Freud will compare the unconscious to the Kantian in-itself, much of his work consists in discovering the displacements and condensations at work in dreams as in everyday life. You may harbour a strong desire for your best friend’s wife Jennifer, but to admit this to oneself, even to dream about it at night, would be unacceptable to the inner censor who helps by transforming it into some other image. Perhaps you dream of sex with another woman named Jennifer for whom you feel no desire at all. Maybe you dream instead of being given flowers by Queen Guinevere from Arthurian legend, whose name is quite close to Jennifer’s. Maybe Jennifer attacks you with a sword in your dream, giving you a good alibi against guilt. Perhaps the dream is of seeing a woman’s wedding ring on a table in your friend’s house, as you place a rigid finger through the centre of it as your friend assures you that it’s a good fit, thereby assuaging your repressed torment. (Though this one might be interpreted, instead, as the homosexual wish to marry one’s friend and enjoy Jennifer’s own passive pleasures.) Or maybe your wish is so forbidden, so laden with regret, that your dream consists of watching through a window as some unknown aggressive man with a sword attacks Jennifer’s sister or friend. This is displacement. Condensation occurs when many things become one. Perhaps you fear your upcoming doctoral defence, and in your dream the thesis committee members take the form of a single incoherently speaking worm crushed beneath your foot. Perhaps you even scream after killing it, as an alibi for your guilt at slaying three professors for your own convenience.

None of this would happen in your dreams if not for the conflict between our often licentious or murderous unconscious impulses and our ego’s conscious need to see ourselves as reliable social beings who would never betray friends or colleagues in such a manner. In The Psychopathology of Everyday Life (1990a), Freud explains how similar things can happen with slips of the tongue, and in Totem and Taboo (1990b) he traces religious ceremonies such as the Eucharist, and myths such as the triumph of Zeus in Greek mythology, to a shared primeval guilt among brothers for slaying the father and eating his body. Most important of all is the myth of Oedipus, the centre of Freud’s work, in which Oedipus kills his father on the road and then marries his mother, without knowing they were his father or mother. Rather than seeing this as just another horrible event on a par with those found in any other tragedy, Freud makes a claim that establishes him as one of the great anti-formalist literary critics. Namely, he insists that the special power of Sophocles’ play Oedipus Rex is rooted in a shared incestuous desire confronted by children, who all wish to kill the parent of the same sex and thus have the opposite-sex parent for themselves. Civilization requires, of course, that we swiftly overcome such wishes. And though nearly all humans manage to avoid this childish amalgam of parricide and incest, the cost of forbidding ourselves such instinctual pleasures requires some combination of sublimating our desires and forming neurotic or hysterical symptoms. It is these symptoms that psychoanalysis aims to identify and, God willing, treat. Whether or not Freud succeeds in his various diagnoses and treatments has always been a controversial topic, but this does not require that we dismiss the erotic displacements of civilization and neurosis as inherently far-fetched.

As already mentioned, the most striking omission from Deleuze and Guattari’s account is their failure to mention the Wolf-Man’s obvious psychological problems. For example, he is unable to defecate for long periods of time, and can do so at last only by means of an enema. We learn that his love life is characterized by sudden but short-lasting obsessions, usually with servant girls. Deleuze and Guattari try to portray Freud as a bourgeois snob by referring in scare quotes to “people of inferior station” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 19), missing the obvious fact that for a Russian aristocrat of the pre-WWI era, any romance with a servant girl would surely be a social deadend. Perhaps even worse is this bit from the French authors:

A dentist told the Wolf-Man that he ‘would soon lose all his teeth because of the violence of his bite’ — and that his gums were pocked with pustules and little holes. Jaw as high intensity, teeth as low intensity, and pustular gums as approach to zero. (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 31-32)

However original or inspiring it may be to view one’s jaws, teeth, and gums in terms of “intensities”, this sounds like a bona fide dental emergency, and Deleuze and Guattari are not up to the task of even recognizing it, let alone helping with it. It is one thing to draw philosophical conclusions from a study of schizophrenics, but quite another to argue for turning Western medicine into a celebration-without-cure of rhizomes, lines of flight, and the body without organs. Nowhere in their objections to Freud do Deleuze and Guattari acknowledge that little Sergei woke up screaming in terror from his dream of the wolves, that he changed afterward from a docile boy into a furious troublemaker, that his sister was later able to horrify him at will with an illustration of a wolf standing erect, that he chased a large butterfly but screamed in terror after seeing it land and flap its wings, that he began to soil his bedding regularly, or even that he voluntarily sought out Freud’s treatment. Only with this complete bracketing of the medical aspect of Pankajeff’s case does it become plausible to view the wolves, wasps, and butterflies simply as poetic calls to become-wolf, become-wasp, become-butterfly.

The dream of the wolves causes obvious problems for young Sergei, and on this basis it seems fair to investigate its meaning. Even if the appearance of wolves rather than foxes or tigers came from some special and innocent passion of Sergei for wolves instead of other animals, Freud would be justified in asking Sergei why it was wolves and attempting, through free-association, to learn what topics in his unconscious are the mental neighbours to these wolves. And Freud would be even more justified in wondering why the wolves in this particular dream inspired such significant terror, more or less ruining Pankajeff’s childhood. Nor does it seem right to object to Freud’s wondering about the vagueness of “six or seven” wolves, coupled with the fact that Pankajeff’s drawing of the dream only shows five of them. Finally, on what basis can we condemn Freud for investigating other appearances of wolves in his childhood, especially in the printed stories and oral folk tales that were available to the child? Psychoanalysis holds that there are no irrelevant details in memories or dreams, and while this is as open to question as any other hypothesis, it does not seem ridiculous a priori. There is also the force of Freud’s own intellect, so immediately evident to anyone who gives him an unprejudiced reading. The writings of this “idiot” who “understands nothing” carry sincerity and conviction in a way not always true of Deleuze and Guattari’s otherwise amusing strings of jokes and swear words.

The two French authors seem especially miffed (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 27) by Freud’s essay “The Unconscious” (1957), where the report of the pores on the Wolf-Man’s nose appears. Here Freud gives an ambitious account of the relation between the unconscious, the preconscious and the conscious mind. It should be noted that the unconscious is a psychological concept rather than a philosophical one. Much of the evidence for it comes from clinical experience, and is thus beyond the realm of strictly philosophical critique. No philosopher could or would have deduced the existence of the unconscious in its Freudian form, any more than they could or would have deduced the finite speed of light or the gravitational curvature of space-time theorized by Einstein. Nonetheless, Freud makes an important philosophical link for us at the end of the first section of his essay:

Just as Kant warned us not to overlook the fact that our perceptions are subjectively conditioned and must not be regarded as identical with what is perceived though unknowable, so psycho-analysis warns us not to equate perceptions by means of consciousness with the unconscious mental processes which are their object. Like the physical, the psychical is not necessarily in reality what it appears to us to be. We shall be glad to learn, however, that the correction of internal perception will turn out not to offer such great difficulties as the correction of external perception — that internal objects are less unknowable than the external world. (Freud 1957: 171)

Like Freud, object-oriented ontology (OOO) basically accepts Kant’s notion of a thing-in-itself. The point is controversial, since German Idealism emerged from Kant largely by reinterpreting the thing outside thought as something immanent to the movement of thought itself, and for this reason many critics of OOO (and of Freud) try to paint this as a form of “naïve realism”. In similar manner, the emergence of Jacques Lacan from Freud owes much to his reinterpretation of the unconscious as something as an immanent gap at the centre of consciousness itself. This striking similarity has enabled Slavoj Žižek to produce his unique synthesis of German Idealism and Lacan. The price Žižek pays for this synthesis is a vociferous anti-realism, neatly concealed behind the alibi of a “materialism” that has nothing of the material at all. This also allows him to draw on the critical resources of traditional Enlightenment-Left materialism despite offering up as exaggerated a theory of the worldless subject as anyone since Berkeley, while also encouraging him to dismiss the present-day realists of OOO as naïve pre-Hegelian dupes (Žižek 2016).

But perhaps it is important to recall briefly where OOO agrees and disagrees with Kant, since it is often falsely presented as a purely anti-Kantian movement. Like Kant (and Freud), OOO agrees with the notion that perceptions must not be regarded as identical with what is real and unknowable. Our main difference from Kant is found in the OOO principle that this lag between the perceived and the real is not some special property of human beings, but arises from the difference between reality and relation, as found in animals, plants and even inanimate matter. This is not (or not yet) an argument in favour of panpsychism, but merely the observation that even in the causal relation between fire and cotton, the fire and cotton make contact with only a limited array of one another’s features. It is simply not the case that physical contact is total, as if only mental contact with reality were limited. While this is the core argument of OOO, it is of no relevance to psychoanalysis, which deals specifically with the psyche rather than reality as a whole. At most, psychoanalysis could debate how the unconscious might function in animals; extending its sphere of inquiry to plants and stones lies far beyond the realm of present-day clinical plausibility, though I have entertained the possibility in print (Harman 2002: 208).

One further remark is needed. In the passage just cited, Freud assures us that “internal objects are less unknowable than the external world”. Now, almost every philosopher short of Berkeley is willing to admit that things and our presentations of things are not identical. When I stare at the flames in a furnace, the flames themselves are dangerously hot, though the flames I see are mere images and do not harm my skin in the least. The question is how to account for this difference. Partisans of absolute knowledge in recent philosophy (ranging from Husserl to Meillassoux) hold that there is no thing-in-itself, since with a bit of effort we can actually come to know the essential or primary qualities of things. What this amounts to is the claim that we can extract those qualities of the thing and bring them into the mind without alteration, while simply leaving their substrate outside the mind. Form is extracted from “dead matter”, as Meillassoux (2012) puts it. But in this way, the completely empty notion of “matter” serves as a mere crutch to prop up the evident difference between fire and the perception of a fire. And more than this, it is assumed that a form can move from one place to another while remaining the same form, so that there is only a material but no formal difference between the two kinds of fire. I have criticized this idea elsewhere. For the moment, it can simply be said that this violates Bruno Latour’s useful principle that “there is no transport without transformation” (Latour 2005: 130), which entails that there must also be a formal difference between the two kinds of fire (Harman 2013a). This might seem to place OOO in disagreement with Freud’s notion that the unconscious is “more knowable” than Kantian things-in-themselves, since knowledge as the direct extraction of forms out of matter is thereby rendered impossible. But Freud is well aware that the unconscious is not directly convertible into knowledge any more than the fish-in-themselves or stars-in-themselves that Kant places forever beyond our reach.

Freud justifies the distinction between conscious and unconscious largely through the observation that “the data of consciousness have a very large number of gaps in them; both in healthy and in sick people psychical acts often occur which can be explained only by presupposing other acts, of which, nevertheless, consciousness affords no evidence” (Freud 1957: 166). Even if we were to reject the whole of his The Interpretation of Dreams, there is strong prima facie evidence for unconscious thoughts in the case of parapraxes such as calling someone by the wrong name or declaring a meeting closed when one was supposed to declare it in session. At any rate, there is nothing in Deleuze and Guattari that would cause us to question this. But Freud immediately faces the ambiguity that not everything that is unconscious is unconscious in the same way. Some thoughts are not currently conscious but are capable of becoming so, while others cannot be made conscious in quite the same way. That is to say, some are “merely latent, temporarily unconscious” while others “such as repressed ones […] if they were to become conscious would be bound to stand out in the crudest contrast to the rest of the conscious processes” (Freud 1957: 172). In order to emphasize that only the latter kind are unconscious in the full-blown psychoanalytic sense, Freud introduces the terminology of “Ucs.” and “Cs.” when speaking of the “systematic” difference between these two realms. This is opposed to the “descriptive” difference that merely announces whether or not something merely happens to be in our mind at the present moment. What is the border control that prevents the Ucs. from bleeding into the Cs.? We have already mentioned it: “a psychical act goes through two phases as regards its state, between which is interposed a kind of testing (censorship)” (Freud 1957: 173). But that which passes the test of the censor might still become latent or pre-conscious (“Pcs.”) rather than conscious. For this reason, there is not yet any topographical difference between Pcs. and Cs., both of which remain united for now in their joint opposition to the Ucs. Whereas the first two have cleared censorship, the last has not. Freud hints coyly that if there turns out to be an additional stage of censorship between Pcs. and Cs., only then can we distinguish between these two topographically as well. I say “coyly” because Freud will in fact discover this additional censor less than twenty pages later.

An additional question now arises, which Freud admits “may appear abstruse” but is nonetheless crucial: What is the relation between the unconscious and conscious forms of one and the same idea? Is it the same content but with two different roles depending on whether it is conscious or not: i.e. a functional separation between the two? Or is the content recorded twice, in two different locations: i.e. a topographical separation between them? Freud inclines initially toward the second view. This is due to his frequent clinical experience that if he suggests an idea to one of his patients that seems to be hidden in his unconscious, “our telling him makes at first no change in his mental condition […] [A]ll that we shall achieve at first will be a fresh rejection of the repressed idea” (Freud 1957: 175). Freud’s allegiance to the so-called “talking cure” does not mean that he thinks that making an idea conscious is enough to dispel its harmful unconscious effects. For “there is no lifting of the repression until the conscious idea, after the resistances have been overcome, has entered into connection with the unconscious memory-trace” (Freud 1957: 175-6). This strongly suggests that it is not just a question of the “same” content in two different places: “To have heard something and to have experienced something are in their psychological nature two quite different things, even though the content of both is the same…” (Freud 1957: 176). Freud hints that he will perhaps find a new, alternative approach, as indeed he does later in the same essay.

A new question now arises. If ideas can exist either in the Ucs. or the Cs., is the same true of instincts and emotions/affects? It is clear to Freud that instincts must always remain in the Ucs., and can pass into Cs. only in the form of ideas. But he holds that the opposite is true of emotions and affects, which are always discharges rather than cathexes (investments of libidinal energy in some object). Since it is of the nature of a discharge to unleash itself in the world rather than to hide in withdrawn concealment, emotions and affects must always belong to the sphere of Pcs./Cs., never to the Ucs. Nevertheless, the suppression of emotion is obviously the immediate aim of repression, and it is hard to see how this can happen if the Ucs. is the sole locus of the repressed. Freud’s solution to this problem is to say that repression occurs at the point where the unconscious idea meets its conscious counterpart. In cases of normal psychological life, the instincts enter unproblematically into conscious emotion. But at least two different kinds of things can go wrong. The former occurs when “the development of affect […] proceed[s] directly from the system Ucs.; in that case the affect always has the character of anxiety, for which all ‘repressed’ affects are exchanged” (Freud 1957: 179). The latter comes about when “the instinctual impulse has to wait until it has found a substitutive idea in the system Cs. The development of affect can then proceed from this conscious substitute, and the nature of that substitute determines the qualitative character of the affect” (Freud 1957: 179). A good example of this is found in the animal phobias of children, quite often directed at animals never or rarely encountered in everyday life. Here it could be that the fear of the father is transformed into a hysterical fear of wolves or butterflies, among other things. Both of these cases can be called “anxiety hysteria”, as opposed to the “conversion hysteria” in which repression is found not in a substitute object, but in some mysterious bodily symptom.

Repression occurs at the point of censorship, which withdraws cathexis from the censored idea. Freud now asks in which system this occurs. Since the repressed idea by definition still exists in the Ucs., the withdrawal of cathexis must occur somewhere else. The libido may withdraw from a cathexis that is actually already conscious, but this occurs most often in the preconscious sphere. But given that the cathexis remains at work in the Ucs., why does it not repeatedly try to rise back into the Pcs./Cs., yielding a permanent state of anxiety? Freud declares here that he has no choice but to introduce the notion of an anticathexis, “by means of which the system Pcs. protects itself from the pressure upon it of the unconscious idea” (Freud 1957: 181). In cases of primal repression (Urverdrängung) this has always already happened and the ideas never reach the Pcs. at all, so that no “withdrawal” is necessary. But in cases of “repression proper” (Nachverdrängung), such as the repression of unwelcome ideas, there must also be a withdrawal of the cathexis that did reach the Pcs. Freud briefly summarizes how this works in the various cases of anxiety, phobias, conversion hysteria and obsessional neurosis, noting that conversion hysteria with its bodily symptoms is the most “successful” form of repression, given its relative absence of anti-cathexis in comparison with the others. This fits nicely with Freud’s observation elsewhere that whereas (conversion) hysterics entirely repress all knowledge of the cause of their symptoms, obsessive neurotics are often quite aware of this cause and simply repress their emotional reaction to it.

Freud now highlights the censorship role of the Pcs. Taken in itself, the Ucs. “consists [solely] of wishful impulses”, “of instinctual representatives which seek to discharge their cathexis” (Freud 1957: 186). If some of these impulses are contradictory, they merely seek a compromise. They are capable of displacement or condensation, as we see in dreams and neuroses, in which the “processes of the higher, Pcs., system are set back to an earlier stage by being lowered (by regression)” (Freud 1957: 187). They are not affected at all by time. Perhaps most importantly, they contain no reality principle at all, which is entirely the work of the Pcs. The Ucs. contains even the most absurd impulses, absolutely forbidden by or impracticable in normal social existence. Censorship and reality testing are entirely foreign to the Ucs., and are carried out only by the Pcs., as are all muscular motions other than sheer reflexes. Yet we should not imagine that the Ucs. is simply a primitive vestige, “with the Pcs. casting everything that seems disturbing to it into the abyss of the Ucs” (Freud 1957: 190). For in fact the Ucs. “is accessible to the impressions of life […] constantly influences the Pcs., and is even, for its part, subjected to influences from the Pcs” (Freud 1957: 190). Among other things, if the Ucs. were completely cut off from conscious life then psychoanalytic treatment would be impossible, and Freud’s own experience shows that “though a laborious task, [it] is not impossible” (Freud 1957: 194). Freud also notes that a good part of the Pcs. consists of unconscious “derivatives” that are fully present in the Pcs. but not in the Cs. Thus, “now it becomes probable that there is [an additional] censorship between the Pcs. and the Cs” (Freud 1957: 191). Thus, every transition from a lower state to a higher one involves a fresh censorship, though not in reverse: the Pcs. and Ucs. can directly absorb what Cs. learns through perception. One piece of evidence is that many ego-impulses “remain alien to consciousness” but still belong to the Pcs. rather than to the Ucs. Freud summarizes his three-tiered structure wonderfully:

The Ucs. is turned back on the frontier of the Pcs., by the censorship, but derivatives of the Ucs. can circumvent this censorship, achieve a high degree of organization and reach a certain intensity of cathexis in the Pcs. When, however, this intensity is exceeded and they try to force themselves into consciousness, they are recognized as derivatives of the Ucs. and are repressed afresh at the new frontier of censorship, between the Pcs. and the Cs. Thus the first of these censorships is exercised against the Ucs. itself, and the second against its Pcs. derivatives. (Freud 1957: 193)

This already becomes clear through the psychoanalyst’s ability to have the patient free-associate without any repression, simply saying whatever comes into his or her mind, however vile or irrelevant it may seem. In this way, the patient overcomes the second censorship between Pcs. and Cs., so that “by overthrowing this censorship, we open up the way to abrogating the repression accomplished by the earlier one” (Freud 1957: 193-4). Freud speculates further that consciousness of an idea requires not just a cathexis and certainly not an anti-cathexis, but a hypercathexis. In any case, we see now that the Pcs. plays a crucial mediator’s role between the Ucs. and the Cs., with the Ucs. unable to pass directly into Cs., though perhaps the reverse does happen directly. When too strong a separation occurs between them, when their indirect communication is dammed up or cut off, we have an unfortunate situation: “A complete divergence of their trends, a total severance of the two systems, is what above all characterizes a condition of illness” (Freud 1957: 194).

We now come to the final section of Freud’s essay, the most objectionable part for Deleuze and Guattari, since it is here that Freud offers his own purportedly inadequate theory of schizophrenia. Freud refers to the psychoses as “narcissistic psychoneuroses”, given his view that whereas the neuroses continue to cathect their objects in the Ucs. as well as substitute objects in the Pcs./Cs., in psychosis the object-relation seems to disappear. In schizophrenia (or “dementia praecox”, in Bleuler’s terminology), “the object-cathexes are given up and a primitive objectless condition of narcissism is re-established” (Freud 1957: 196-7). Freud sees this clinically in the inability of the schizophrenic to engage in transference of libido onto the analyst, without which psychoanalytic cure is impossible; he also cites the schizophrenic’s repudiation of the outside world, the hints of a hypercathexis of his or her own ego, leading to an ultimate state of complete apathy. He also notes that “all observers have been struck by the fact that in schizophrenia a great deal is expressed as being conscious which in the transference neuroses can only be shown to be present in the Ucs. by psychoanalysis” (Freud 1957: 198; emph. added). Freud seeks the key to interpretation in the strange speech pattern exhibited by schizophrenics, “which become ‘stilted’ and ‘precious.’ The construction of [the schizophrenic’s] sentences undergoes a peculiar disorganization, making them so incomprehensible to us that his remarks seem nonsensical” (Freud 1957: 198). He summarizes an interesting case from his trusted Viennese colleague Victor Tausk. A girl is brought in after quarreling with her lover. She complains that “her eyes were not right, they were twisted”, which she blames on her boyfriend, though there is obviously nothing wrong with her eyes. While standing in church one day “she felt a jerk; she had to change her position, as though somebody was putting her into a position, as though she was being put in a certain position”. The obvious difference for Freud between schizophrenics and hysterics is that in the latter case there are actual bodily symptoms rather than just words about them:

[A] hysterical woman would, in the first example, have in fact convulsively twisted her eyes, and, in the second, have given actual jerks, instead of having the impulse to do or the sensation of doing so: and in neither example would she have any accompanying conscious thoughts, nor would she have been able to express any such thoughts afterwards. (Freud 1957: 198-9)

These two factors lead Freud to conclude that schizophrenics have the same relation to words that the rest of us have to objects. The work of condensation and displacement that occurs in the dreams of neurotics — and everyone else for that matter, given that dreams themselves have the structure of neurotic symptoms — takes place in psychotics with words, sometimes to the point that “a single word […] takes over the representation of a whole train of thought” (Freud 1957: 199).

This brings Freud to the unpleasant case of the Wolf-Man’s face, on which he had squeezed out many blackheads. Under analysis Freud determines that this squeezing is a substitute for masturbation, and that the castration anxiety often associated with penisrelated activity in boys (a maid had once threatened to cut it off after he urinated on the floor in her presence) is ratified by the remaining holes in his face after the blackheads have been squeezed. Whereas a hysteric is able to treat almost any hollow object as a vaginal substitute in his or her symptoms, no hysteric (Freud claims) would treat such a multiplicity of tiny holes as a field of vaginas: the vagina of fantasy life is normally just one, and we would also expect that hollow objects would need to reach a feasible minimum size before the relation with a vagina would be suggested. We recall Deleuze and Guattari’s sarcastic words about this passage of Freud: “Comparing a sock to a vagina is OK, it’s done all the time, but you’d have to be insane to compare a pure aggregate of stitches to a field of vaginas: that’s what Freud says” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 19). Freud’s case might seem to come down to a question of greater and lesser resemblance, though he actually reaches a somewhat different conclusion:

As far as the thing goes, there is only a very slight similarity between squeezing out a blackhead and an emission from the penis, and still less similarity between the innumerable shallow pores of the skin and the vagina; but in the former case there is, in both instances, a ‘spurting out,’ while in the latter the cynical saying ‘a hole is a hole’ is true verbally. What has dictated the substitution [in the latter case?] is not the resemblance between the things denoted but the sameness of the word used to express them. Where the two — word and thing — do not coincide, the formation of substitutes in schizophrenia deviates from that in the transference neuroses. (Freud: 200-1)

The bracketed phrase above that I inserted in the form of a question points to a grammatical ambiguity in this passage, in which the final two sentences do not flow naturally from what precedes them. We understand Freud’s view that whereas the neurotic deals with objects, the psychotic deals with words. But whereas the earlier part of the passage suggests only a difference of degree between “squeezing a blackhead = ejaculation” and “pores in the face = field of vaginas”, since the first is called “a very slight similarity” and the second “still less similarity”, the conclusion of the passage makes it sound as if there is a crucial difference in kind between the two cases.

Here it is necessary to bring up a crucial point in the theory of metaphor, which I have dealt with extensively elsewhere (Harman 2016: 101-4). It is obvious that metaphors cannot work unless they avoid the extremes of comparing objects that have nothing in common and those that have too much in common. “Memphis is like the Pacific Ocean” has no immediate metaphorical effect at all, though perhaps some great poet could provide the context for this to take place. “Memphis is like Louisville” fails for the opposite reason, since the similarity is too literal, or at least is claimed as such by the speaker. Though a skeptic might quickly point to the vast cultural differences between the two cities, the comparison does have some things going for it: both are mid-South river cities with roughly 600,000 inhabitants. For a metaphor to work, it needs to hit a vague bullseye somewhere between these two extremes. Luckily, my graduate school roommate Paul Schafer is a Memphis native, and once shared a good metaphorical description of his home city: “Nashville is the capital of Tennessee, but Memphis is the capital of Mississippi”. In order to understand this, one only needs to know a bit of American geography and a bit about the varying flavour of the two cities. Both are located literally in the state of Tennessee, and Nashville is the actual state capital. Hence the first part of the sentence “Nashville is the capital of Tennessee” expresses a literal truth containing no metaphorical effect whatsoever, unless retroactively after the second part is heard. The real metaphorical work occurs in the second part of the sentence, “Memphis is the capital of Mississippi”. This statement is an obvious falsehood, as is known even to ten-year-olds in America, and the impossibility of accepting it at face value forces the mind along a different path: Memphis is the most relevant urban centre for at least the northern half of Mississippi, and Memphis also has more of a Mississippian Deep South atmosphere than does relatively clean-cut Nashville. Though Jacques Derrida makes a concerted effort to downplay the literal/metaphorical distinction (Derrida 1982), the OOO theory of metaphor (Harman 2005: 101-24) sees the basis for an absolute distinction between them, even if two people may disagree about which is which in particular cases. Whereas a literal statement compares two things (correctly or incorrectly) in terms of their purportedly similar properties, and a fanciful statement — Memphis/Pacific Ocean — does this in immediately unconvincing fashion, a metaphorical statement works by transferring the characteristics of one object to another. In this case, Memphis acquires Mississippi traits through the metaphor. This leads to a further observation on Freud’s distinction between neurosis and psychosis. The “very slight similarity” between squeezing a blackhead and masturbating to the point of ejaculation seems no more “slight” than that which occurs in any metaphor. It is true that the first case of slight similarity has a repulsive ugliness that will — one hopes — bar it forever from the realm of aesthetics (“Squeezing a blackhead is like…”). Beyond this, however, the main difference between symptom and metaphor is as follows. In the blackhead/penis case one object is unconsciously substituted for another, so that the blackhead is conscious and the role of the penis is repressed. In metaphor, by contrast, Memphis is not repressed: it is foregrounded as a vague object orbited by the properties of Mississippi and of a capital city, though in reality neither of these is accurate. But we might imagine a reversal of the two cases, in which a disgusting poem calling the penis “that blackhead of the loins” or the blackhead “that penis of the cheeks” is conjoined with the Nashville-abhorring delusion that Memphis is the real capital of Tennessee, with the existence of Nashville thereby repressed — at least temporarily — into the unconscious. Note that however wild this delusion sounds, it would still be a neurosis rather than a psychosis in Freudian terms, since we would still be dealing with objects rather than words. On that note, we move directly to the final pages of his essay.

The strangeness of schizophrenia, Freud concludes, comes from “the predominance of what has to to do with words over what has to do with things”. Though the observation remains in force that the schizophrenic abandons cathexes of the object, the cathexes of words are retained all the more. This has direct implications for two issues already raised earlier. The first has to do with the exact nature of the relation between the Ucs. and the Pcs./Cs.:

We now seem to know all at once what the difference is between a conscious and an unconscious presentation. The two are not, as we supposed, different registrations of the same content in different psychical localities, nor yet different functional states of cathexis in the same locality; but the conscious presentation comprises the presentation of the thing plus the presentation of the word belonging to it, while the unconscious presentation is the presentation of the thing alone. (Freud 1957: 201)

Two pages later Freud clarifies that the association of thing and word actually belongs to the pre-conscious rather than the conscious realm, since “being linked with word-presentations is not yet the same thing as becoming conscious, but only makes it possible to become so”. The second issue clarified by Freud’s distinction between object and word is the nature of neurotic repression. For as he puts it: “Now, too, we are in a position to state precisely that what repression denies to the rejected presentation is translation into words, or a psychical act which is not hypercathected, but remains thereafeter in the Ucs. in a state of repression” (Freud 1957: 202). We must remember, however, that Freud told us earlier that putting something into explict words does not free it from repression, since to state something explicitly is not yet to make a connection between the conscious and unconscious realms. But this raises the question of what repression is in the case of psychosis rather than neurosis. We saw that for the neurotic, repression happens at the gateway between Ucs. and Pcs. For the psychotic, no such thing can happen, assuming Freud is right that psychosis is the negation of both unconscious and conscious object-cathexes in favour of a narcissistic withdrawal into the mind. This withdrawal is actually more than a simple flight away from the world, since it simultaneously takes the form of a hypercathexis of words. Freud concludes the essay with a fascinating question and an equally fascinating result. Given the detachment between objects and words in schizophrenia, it seems strange that the words should be the element that is retained, given that we usually see the reverse: for it is usually Pcs. material that is repressed, even as everything still remains at play in the Ucs. Freud’s imaginative solution to this puzzle is as follows: “It turns out that the cathexis of the word-presentation is not part of the act of repression, but represents the first of the attempts at recovery or cure which so conspicuously dominate the clinical picture of schizophrenia” (Freud 1957: 202-3). In an attempt to regain the lost object, the schizophrenic “may well […] set off on a path that leads to the object via the verbal part of it”. This leads him to remark that “when we think in abstractions… the expression and content of our philosophizing then begins to acquire an unwelcome resemblance to the mode of operation of schizophrenics” (Freud 1957: 204).

As a philosopher, I am of course in no position to mediate a clinical debate between Freud and Guattari as to what schizophrenia really is. But in both cases certain philosophical notions are brought into play, and here the philosopher is fully justified in offering affirmations and objections. Moreover, we have now seen Freud’s careful attempt to describe the interrelation of the Ucs., Pcs., and Cs. and how this interrelation generates various illnesses. For this reason we are inoculated against any of the more frivolous objections to Freud into which Deleuze and Guattari too often lapse. “It’s all Daddy!” is a fun comic parody of Freud, but it must be wondered how many of Deleuze and Guattari’s fans take it merely as a parody. There is nothing counterintuitive about Freud’s procedure here, even if he is as vulnerable to being proven wrong as anyone else. The father and mother are awesomely powerful, perhaps godlike figures in the eyes of the infant. Sexuality can be confusing enough for adults, and all the more so for small children making their first researches in this area. Many boys can probably still remember their first discovery that their sister or girl cousin or mother did not have penis, or can remember their archaic theories that babies are born from the mother’s bottom. Thus castration anxiety is at least a plausible hypothesis, as is the notion of the bottom serving as the locus of gifts in the form of feces, babies and (following conversion) money. The Oedipus hypothesis also has some innate plausibility, given the quite believable theory that the infant desires the death of the same-sex parent and marriage with the one of the opposite sex. Yes, Freud can be made to look ridiculous if we portray him as jumping directly from wolves in a tree to parents having sex. But any multi-step process can be made to look equally ridiculous if we cut out the middle terms. To borrow an example from Bruno Latour, what if we poured Saudi crude oil directly into the gas tank of a vehicle, without the middle stages of refinement? (See Latour’s wonderful “industrial” model of truth: Latour 1999: 137.) Or what if we removed the power cord between the lamp and the wall socket? In that case, we would be just as clown-like as those who choose to mock Freud by jumping instantly from the staring wolves to the copulating parents. What must be judged is simply the quality of translations between each step, and here Freud can fail like anyone else, without his psychoanalysis becoming a mere laughing-stock.

Some Thoughts on OOO and Psychonalysis

I have mentioned that Freud’s work is psychology, not ontology. He only tries to clarify the workings of the human mind, barely speaking even about animals, and with little to teach us about the structure of inanimate objects. Nonetheless, there are obvious points of contact with OOO. Perhaps the most obvious is found in Freud’s analogy between his own procedure and that of Kant when introducing the thing-in-itself. With OOO, as with Freud, the better part of reality lies beneath the accessible surface, as everyone knows in the proverbial case of the iceberg. However, this happens for completely different reasons in the two cases. For OOO, the withdrawal of objects occurs due to the inherent difference between reality and relation. A tree is not identical with its effects, since the tree can have different effects at different times, and even if it could have all of its possible effects simultaneously, this grand total of effects would still not be a tree. For Freud, however, the concealment of the unconscious happens for a specific reason that may well be limited to human beings alone: the existence of two layers of censors. Though the fire does not make contact with all aspects of the cotton, but only with those on which the fire is capable of acting, this is not because the fire has some inner censor that represses aspects of the cotton that are too terrifying for it to admit. The uniqueness of human beings has often been linked to our possession of language, a claim that seems less plausible with every new study of animal communication. A more plausible claim about what makes humans special comes from F.W.J. Schelling, who thinks it is history, of which there are few if any traces in the animal kingdom. But Freud’s theory suggests that repression, which he calls the very cornerstone of psychoanalysis, may be what makes us unique. Without censorship, no humanity. If this is the case, then it challenges the notion of Deleuze and Guattari that psychosis is a more fundamental layer of experience than neurosis and hysteria. Psychosis would instead be lost in an anti-unconscious incapable of grasping the metaphorical beneath the literal.

We turn now to a different point. The followers of Deleuze and Guattari might claim (though I have never heard them do so) that they are better potential allies for OOO than is Freud. Though they would willingly concede that Freud provides tools for discussing concealment that cuts against the grain of Deleuzo-Guattarian “immanence”, Freud is nonetheless too reductive to be a reliable ally for OOO. After all, OOO insists on the irreducible character of objects, which cannot be explained away by reducing objects to their sources or parts (undermining), their effects (overmining), or both procedures simultaneously (duomining) (Harman 2013b). But this would not be quite to the point. OOO’s claim is only that a horse is more than horse parts and less than horse-actions, horse-effects, or horse-events. By no means do we claim that the translation between these realms is impossible; indeed, such translation is the very heart of the matter. Objects are not just isolated from their possible upward and downward reductions, but are in fact entangled in such reductions. But we need to keep in mind that each translation is by the same token a distortion or caricature. Thus there is no problem in thinking that a sock might be the translation of a vagina or the Christian Eucharist the translation of primeval cannibal guilt. We simply cannot assume that such translations exhaust the meaning of any of these symbols. But on this point, paradoxically, we come into partial agreement with Deleuze and Guattari, who are also right that a wolf, a wasp and a butterfly are not the same, and that these differing entities might well receive different libidinal energies rather than all being mere recursions to a traumatic primal scene of infancy.

Finally, there is some convergence on the question of metaphor. Earlier I doubted that repression can have a truly metaphorical character, since for OOO the metaphor requires the vague presence of the object that disappears (e.g. Memphis) even as it is forced to bear properties normally foreign to it (e.g. capital-qualities, Mississippi-qualities), whereas the hysteric — at least — completely represses the vagina when he or she develops a phobia of socks. Yet we must admit that there is a metaphorical flavour to Freud’s “dream-work”, which we all know is sometimes capable of something like high art. After all, if the dream did not hint vaguely at that which is repressed behind its manifest content, no connection between the Pcs. and Ucs. would be possible. Not only would psychoanalysis become impossible with such a total cutting-off of the Ucs., but the dream could never work as a wish-fulfillment as Freud requires. The image of wolves in a dream would be nothing but a wish to become-wolf, and would thus never give rise to anxiety in the very moment of fulfilling the wish of the Ucs. Elsewhere I have suggested that this indirect access to the repressed lies at the root even of the mere causal relations between objects such as cotton and fire. But this would take us beyond Freud, who confines himself to the underworld that is ruled by a censor.



Works Cited

Deleuze, Gilles and Guattari, Félix. (1987). A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. B. Massumi. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Derrida, Jacques. (1982). “White Mythology”, in Margins of Philosophy, trans. A. Bass. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Freud, Sigmund. (1955). “From the History of an Infantile Neurosis”, in The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. XVII (1917-19): An Infantile Neurosis and Other Works, trans. under the General Editorship of J. Strachey. London: The Hogarth Press.

—. (1957). “The Unconscious”, in The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. XIV (1914-16): An Infantile Neurosis and Other Works, trans. under the General Editorship of J. Strachey. London: The Hogarth Press.

—. (1990a). The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, trans. J. Strachey. New York: Norton.

—. (1990b). Totem and Taboo, trans. J. Strachey. New York: Norton.

—. (2015). The Interpretation of Dreams, trans. A.A. Brill. Mineola, NY: Dover.

Harman, Graham. (2002). Tool-Being: Heidegger and the Metaphysics of Objects. Chicago: Open Court.

—. (2005). Guerrilla Metaphysics: Phenomenology and the Carpentry of Things. Chicago: Open Court.

—. (2013a). “Object-Oriented Philosophy vs. Radical Empiricism”, in Bells and Whistles: More Speculative Realism. Winchester, UK: Zero Books. pp. 40-59.

—. (2013b). “Undermining, Overmining, and Duomining: A Critique,” in ADD Metaphysics, ed. Jenna Sutela. Aalto, Finland: Aalto University Design Research Laboratory. pp. 40-51.

—. (2016). Immaterialism: Objects and Social Theory. Cambridge, UK: Polity.

Latour, Bruno. (1999). Pandora’s Hope: Essays in the Reality of Science Studies. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

—. (2005). Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor- Network-Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Meillassoux, Quentin. (2012). “Iteration, Reiteration, Repetition: A Speculative Analysis of the Meaningless Sign”, (a.k.a. “The Berlin Lecture”), trans. R. Mackay, unpublished manuscript. Available at: https://cdn.shopify.com/s/files/1/0069/6232/files/Meillassoux_Workshop_Berlin.pdf

Žižek, Slavoj. (2016). “Afterword: Objects, Objects Everywhere”, in Slavoj Žižek and Dialectical Materialism, ed. Agon Hamza & Frank Ruda. New York: Palgrave MacMillan.


Acknowledgements

Many thanks to all the contributors, who have been extremely passionate and hardworking from the very beginning. Also many thanks to Steven Shaviro, Martyn Thayne, Dave Boothroyd, Nick Land, Roderick Orner, Frans Lohman, Gerard De Zeeuw, Geoff Matthews, Alex Nevill, Joshua Hall, Marina Christodoulou, Bernardo Kastrup, Charlie Blake and Michael Ardoline. I must thank Belinda Barlow and Francesca Johns for keeping me sane-ish during this project and feeding me up! I am also very thankful for my phone conversations with Rob Johns and Rob Telezynski. A big thank you to Assistant Editor Conrad Hamilton, who helped bring in some of the contributors for this project and has written an alternative foreword which can be found here — http://www.theneuroticturn.com/foreword/4593731616. Conrad will also be using this book as a core text this semester at Paris 8 University. Developing work on themes of neurosis, assimilation and agency by Charles Johns, Ali Rahebi, Graham Freestone and others can be found here: https://centreforexperimentalontology.wordpress.com/.

Finally, many thanks go to the Repeater Books team, especially Tariq, Josh, Emma and Tamar. Any inquiries about the content of the book, or for any research proposals concerned with this area of thought, please email cjohns@lincoln.ac.uk.


Repeater Books

is dedicated to the creation of a new reality. The landscape of twenty-first-century arts and letters is faded and inert, riven by fashionable cynicism, egotistical self-reference and a nostalgia for the recent past. Repeater intends to add its voice to those movements that wish to enter history and assert control over its currents, gathering together scattered and isolated voices with those who have already called for an escape from Capitalist Realism. Our desire is to publish in every sphere and genre, combining vigorous dissent and a pragmatic willingness to succeed where messianic abstraction and quiescent co-option have stalled: abstention is not an option: we are alive and we don’t agree.

[image: images]


Published by Repeater Books

An imprint of Watkins Media Ltd

19-21 Cecil Court

London

WC2N 4EZ

UK

www.repeaterbooks.com

A Repeater Books paperback original 2017

1

Copyright © Repeater Books 2017

Cover design: Johnny Bull

Typography and typesetting: JCS Publishing Service Ltd

Typefaces: Chaparral Pro and Corbel

ISBN: 978-1-910924-65-5

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-910924-66-2

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

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

OEBPS/images/9781910924662_img03.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781910924662_img04.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781910924662_img01.jpg
Repeale4





OEBPS/images/9781910924662_img02.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781910924662_cover.jpg
. THE NEUROTIC TURN
eitedty CHARLES JOHNS






