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This is a novel, fascinating, and fundamental contribution, since it presents, soundly and realistically, the contemporary practice of psychoanalysis, lucidly including the social dimension in its cultural, historical, political, and ecological aspects that classical theories had actively ignored. It is necessary not only for those who have a psychoanalytical perspective of our modern world, but also for other professionals dealing with mental health.

Carlos D. Nemirovsky, MD, President of the Buenos Aires Psychoanalytic Association. Author of Winnicott and Kohut on Intersubjectivity and Complex Disorders (Routledge, 2020)




This book broadens our analytic insight by avoiding unilateral and uniform thinking and integrating information from several authors, cultures, and sciences, including the English, Latin-American, French, and Portuguese contributions to psychoanalysis and group analysis, as well as sociological, cultural, religious, and political perspectives, and biology and neuroscience. This is a courageous and important contribution to the never-ending search for the truth about the Human Being.

Isaura Manso Neto, MD, President of the Portuguese Society of Group Analysis. Author of The Portuguese School of Group Analysis (Routledge, 2020)




The authors critically review the contributions and limitations of psychoanalysis and link this to the novel view of group analysis, in its British school of S H Foulkes and the Latin-American one of Enrique Pichon-Rivière. Their approach is integrative, and they introduce the term ‘gossamer’, already used in botany for the networks of plants and trees that interconnect, to illuminate how these various centres of theory and practice articulate and fuse, thus paving the way for the development of a new paradigm of the human being. This is a major conceptual achievement that should be seriously considered.

Malcolm Pines, MD, psychoanalyst and group and analyst. Former President of the Group-Analytic Society. Author of Circular Reflections and a forthcoming book of Selected Papers by Routledge.




In this marriage of true minds, Juan Tubert-Oklander and Reyna Hernández-Tubert espouse and embody ‘a new paradigm of the human being’, grounded in holistic thinking and analogical hermeneutics, which transcends dichotomies and shows the perennially oscillating figure and ground relation of individual and collective phenomena. A profound, passionate, erudite, soaring summa analytica.

Peter L. Rudnytsky, PhD, University of Florida and Chicago Psychoanalytic Institute. Author of Formulated Experiences: Hidden Realities and Emergent Meanings from Shakespeare to Fromm (Routledge, 2019).
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Juan Tubert-Oklander and Reyna Hernández-Tubert explore the contributions of group analysis to this new perspective, which suggests a holistic conception of the respective status and nature of what the common-sense view of the world conceives as the individual and the community. Part I presents thoughts on the ‘gelding’ of psychoanalysis, focuses on the limitations of classical psychoanalysis, and elaborates on key topics including epistemology, inclusion and exclusion, culture, and the real. Part II considers the reincorporation of what had formerly been excluded, through the theory and practice of group analysis. Finally, Part III bridges the gap, presenting several approaches to the building of the new paradigm that is so sorely needed.
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Foreword

This collection of essays in psychoanalysis and group analysis is a product of the particularly creative intellectual and professional partnership of Juan Tubert-Oklander and Reyna Hernández-Tubert, from Argentina and Mexico, respectively, but now living and working in Mexico. They have been married for many decades, and have produced several children and grandchildren as well as a body of literature, which has become influential both theoretically and clinically in South America, North America, and in Europe. They have succeeded in introducing to an English-speaking readership the work of psychoanalysts such as Enrique Pichon-Rivière and José Bleger, contributing to the fields of relational psychoanalysis and group analysis, and forging suggestive links and bonds with the work of René Kaës in France, Malcolm Pines in England, and with that of several members of the next generation of group analysts throughout Europe.

I have especially appreciated their willingness to engage with the core intellectual problems of our professions. I have rarely known and worked with colleagues who have so fully understood my own general approach to the study of socially unconscious processes, and my attempts to integrate sociology and psychoanalysis within group analysis. I feel privileged to have had the opportunity to discuss with them their ideas and perspectives. I have been stimulated by their passion for and commitment to our work.

Juan and Reyna have become determined to go ‘beyond’ the paradigms of contemporary psychoanalysis and group analysis, and to transcend our professional and intellectual horizons. However, I wonder if we are ready and able to find new models and frames of reference that will be as fecund as the one that we have established, and that has in so many ways only just begun to bear fruit. It is so difficult to work with and love our imperfect object, especially in the context of its multitude of cultures, languages, lineages, and ethnicities, not to mention its profound complexities. Nonetheless, I am convinced that this book will become a landmark in our attempts to make clinical use of our appreciation of the sociality of human nature and the nature of human sociality in the global human group and in each individual member of it.

I truly believe that the beauty and erudition of these essays will richly compensate us for an inevitable degree of envy of the partnership of the authors of them. This book will be of lasting value to students and colleagues alike. The list of references is in itself especially useful.


Earl Hopper


Series Editor


February 2021





Introduction


Juan Tubert-Oklander and Reyna Hernández-Tubert
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Orthodox psychoanalysis has traditionally had an anti-environmental bias. Psychoanalysis was defined as the study and treatment of the inner unconscious mental processes of the individual and their corresponding ideational contents. Hence, any reference to actual relationships with real human beings or to the social, cultural, historical, political, or ecological context was deemed to be ‘merely external and conscious’, ‘non-analytical’, or even ‘anti-analytical’. And those who dared defy this unwritten injunction were either ignored or sternly criticised, or even expelled from the institutionalised psychoanalytic community.

This generated much discredit for psychoanalysis in many quarters, such as many branches of philosophy, the social sciences, and the Humanities, in which it was seen as a reactionary practice and ideology that ignored or actively denied the impact of social facts and the most urgent social and political problems, thus upholding the maintenance of the status quo.

This is rather surprising, since psychoanalysis started by exploring the pathogenic effects of distorted interpersonal relationships, particularly with a child’s adult caretakers, and has shown, along its history, a potential for social criticism. Something obviously happened to our discipline that hampered its development in those directions, quite apart from all its great accomplishments in the enquiry of inner life.

This major restriction of the developmental potential of psychoanalysis – which has all too frequently been imposed by political means or personal attacks – may be described as the maiming (or even gelding) of psychoanalysis. In any case, it is a sickness, and as such it requires a cure.

Nonetheless, and in spite of many spontaneous attempts at healing, curing a disease starts by establishing its nature and aetiology. Hence, the first part of the book – called ‘The gelding of psychoanalysis’ – will be devoted to the task of exploring the forms and causes of this bizarre phenomenon.

There are quite a few reasons for this restriction, and they may be described as metaphysical, ontological, epistemological, historical, socio-political, ideological, and emotional.

The metaphysical reason is Freud’s commitment to materialistic metaphysics. This is the assumption that underlies most of the current scientistic conception of the world, as well as its common-sense version, that only matter and energy are ‘real’. Hence, the only possible real basis for mental phenomena is to be found in the human brain or, at least, in the individual organism. So, any interpersonal, group, or social occurrences are mere epiphenomena of neural individual events, mental constructions that cannot be considered ‘real’.

The ontological reason is the very idea of the Cartesian subject that, although it was relativised by the psychoanalytic demonstration that it cannot be limited to consciousness, still underlies Freud’s theoretical thought, which takes as the point of departure of human development an isolated individual that has yet to discover the world.

The epistemological reason is Freud’s deep conviction that Science is the only possible source of reliable knowledge – and by this he meant natural science, which he believed to be the only valid one. Hence, his project was that psychoanalysis should become yet another natural science, as respectable as physics or chemistry, and he envisioned that in the future ‘all our provisional ideas in psychology will presumably someday be based on an organic substructure’ (Freud, 1914c, p. 78). This implied an utter oblivion of the hermeneutic approach of the Humanities, which is indispensable for a full understanding of personal and social processes. This belief is shared by a great part of the psychoanalytic community, particularly in the English-speaking world. Hence, their virulent attacks on those psychoanalysts, like James Home (1966), who dared question the scientific nature and status of psychoanalysis.

The historical, which should perhaps be called ‘psycho-historical’, determinant is the fact that Freud’s original traumatic theory of neurosis – quite inadequately named the ‘seduction theory’, a veritable euphemism for paedophilic sexual abuse! – was interpersonal and environmental, and implied a severe social criticism, but was abruptly abandoned by its author in 1897. There is no real record of his reason for this unexpected turn but, ever since, Freud and his circle first, and the subsequent generations of orthodox psychoanalysts after them, have had a violent rejection of any attempt – such as Ferenczi’s (1933) – to revive the traumatic theory of neuroses, or even to include environmental – interpersonal, social, cultural, political, or ecological – factors in the psychoanalytic understanding and interpretation. The underlying motivations are clearly an expression of the following items in this list.

The socio-political reason relates to the maintenance of social order. Freud’s original traumatic theory of neuroses affirmed that the cause of these disturbances was to be found in the parents’ and other caretaking adults’ abuse of their charges. But, acknowledging that adults abused children opened the door to recognising other abuses of authority against the weak and powerless that are supposed to be cared for, such as teachers on students, doctors on patients, analysts on analysands, and – Heaven forbid! – the authorities on the people. In other words, it implied a stern criticism of social authority. No wonder that the young Freud received the most violent, irrational, and slanderous attacks from his colleagues and decent society when he publicly posed such ideas. But the fact that, thirty-five years after recanting them, Freud and his circle imposed similar attacks on Ferenczi’s effort to salvage and revamp the traumatic theory strongly suggests that the urge to defend and preserve the bases of social authority was the underlying unconscious motivation of their rejection of such theory, as well as of any attempt to include the social and political context in the psychoanalytic enquiry and theory.

The ideological reason is to be found in Freud’s conception of the world and society. As Erich Fromm (1958) stated, Freud was no revolutionary, from the political point of view, but a rebel. This means that he fought against the unfairness of being left out of the positions of power and prestige, which he craved, but did not question the hierarchical structure of society. Indeed, he was rather conservative in this respect. He was quite willing to question the sexual mores of society, but not its power structure. He was part of an uprising middle class, and so were most of the members of the succeeding generations of analysts. On the contrary, most of the analytic thinkers who questioned this principle of authority and included the socio-political dimension – like Wilhelm Reich and Otto Fenichel – had a left-wing ideology.

Finally, the emotional reason corresponds to an aspect of Freud’s biography that is not usually considered. As a youngster, he intended to overcome the social limitations imposed on him by society’s antisemitism, by studying law and following a political career. After he became disillusioned with this project and replaced it by the ambition to become a great scientist, he maintained an antipolitical bias for the rest of his life (Pines, 1989). This undoubtedly affected his interpretation of social conflicts, which he reduced to the intrapsychic dimension of the Oedipal conflict (Schorske, 1974).

These are, as far as we can establish, the many reasons for the systematic exclusion of the socio-political dimension from the orthodox version of the theory and practice of psychoanalysis. Nonetheless, there have been many attempts to redress this unnecessary limitation.

One well-known instance of such attempts has been the interpersonal and culturalist approach to psychoanalysis, initiated by Harry Stack Sullivan, Erich Fromm, Frieda Fromm-Reichmann, Karen Horney, and Clara Thompson, and further developed in the William Alanson White Institute. Another one has been the relational trend in psychoanalysis, initiated by Sándor Ferenczi and continued in the work and ideas of the British Independents, Heinz Kohut’ Self Psychology, and the contemporary school of Relational Psychoanalysis. But there has been another, more radical approach to the enquiry and treatment of the social dimension of human existence, one that is not usually considered within the interpersonal and relational traditions, albeit it partially overlaps and is quite compatible with them. This is the tradition of Group Analysis.

Group Analysis is not the same thing as psychoanalytic group psychotherapy. The latter is just the application of unmodified psychoanalytic theories and techniques, derived from the experience of bi-personal psychoanalytic treatments, to the treatment of individual patients in groups. Group analysis, on the other hand, approaches the task of conducting groups, whether therapeutic or non-therapeutic, with an analytic attitude and generates new concepts and techniques, which are specific to the group situation, derived from the group-analytic experience, just as psychoanalysis has done on the basis of the bi-personal psychoanalytic experience. It also includes and uses not only those psychoanalytic concepts that are applicable to the group-analytic situation, but also those of the Social Sciences and the Humanities. Such integrative approach to the study of human affairs provides a new way of conceiving the analytic endeavour initiated by Sigmund Freud. This is presented in Part II of the book, called ‘A fresh look’.

Group analysis started independently, in the late 1930s and early 1940s, in two quite separate places: in Britain, in the work of S. H. Foulkes (1948, 1964a, 1990), and in Argentina, in that of Enrique Pichon-Rivière (1971a, 1971b, 1979; Losso, Setton, & Scharff, 2017; Scharff, 2017; Tubert-Oklander, 2017b; Tubert-Oklander & Hernández de Tubert, 2004). Foulkes coined the name ‘group analysis’, and it has been since identified with the Group-Analytic Society he founded. Pichon-Rivière, on the other hand, called his theory and practice of group conduction ‘operative groups’, but, in spite of some minor differences in their respective conceptions, it can fairly be said that they represent two versions of one and the same endeavour (Tubert-Oklander & Hernández-Tubert, 2014a [Chapter 9]).

The fundamental characteristic of this common conception is the rejection of the individual paradigm, which affirms that only individuals are ‘real’, and of the alleged opposition between ‘individuals’ and ‘groups’. Both Foulkes and Pichon-Rivière assumed that human life is unitary and that ‘individual’, ‘group’, and ‘society’ are mere abstractions, constructed by a tendency of our cognitive processes to extract an aspect of a complex whole, in order to be able to think it through. The result is therefore a figure-ground relation, which can and should be reversed over and over again in order to get a glimpse of the nature of the whole. Such holistic theory and practice are characteristic of the group-analytic approach, which thus opens the way for a full inclusion of relational and social facts in our analyses.

Consequently, psychoanalysis and group-analysis are no longer in opposition to each other, but turn out to be two aspects and perspectives of the wider field of analysis, which was inaugurated by Sigmund Freud. But this point of view requires a major revamping of our theories, in order to bridge the gap between a perspective that starts from the assumption of the isolated individual and another one that affirms the primary and essential relational and social nature of the human being.

Both perspectives have their assets and their liabilities. Individualistic theories, such as Freud’s metapsychology, which take as their starting point the existence of an isolated subject, are very good for studying and accounting for a person’s intimate experiences and inner processes, but are at a loss when trying to explain what happens between people – that is, relationships and interpersonal processes – and the nature and functioning of collective entities, such as groups, institutions, communities, and society-at-large – that is, transpersonal processes – and their impact on individuals. Similarly, those collectivistic theories that affirm the primary and essential relational and social nature of human beings are most proficient at describing and explaining interpersonal and transpersonal processes, but are quite unable to account for the intimate feeling of I-ness and agency that constitutes the individual subject. Obviously, it is not a question of choosing one of these two perspectives, but of transcending their dilemmatic opposition.

What we need is a new paradigm of the human being, a holistic conception of the respective status and nature of what the common-sense view of the world conceives as the individual and the community, and this is what group analysis provides. S. H. Foulkes introduced his concept of the group and social matrix, conceived as


the hypothetical web of communication and relationship in a given group. It is the common shared ground which ultimately determines the meaning and significance of all events and upon which all communications and interpretations, verbal and nonverbal, rest.

(Foulkes, 1964b, p. 292)



The individual personality is embedded in, surrounded, contained, pervaded, and determined by this gossamer network, which is a living and ever-evolving entity, and it is continuous with it, because the individual also has a matricial organisation.

In the same vein, Pichon-Rivière (1979) has coined his concept of vínculo – a Spanish term that has been alternatively translated as ‘link’ or ‘bond’. The bond (link) is a highly complex structure that includes the subject, the object (which is really another subject), their mutual relationship, and the whole group, institutional, historical, cultural, ideological, social, political, physical, and ecological context. It is essentially dynamic and evolutive, displaying a perpetual interchange between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’. There is, therefore, a basic unity between individual, group, their social and political contexts, and the non-human environment.

We are truly in need of a new paradigm of the human being, to replace the dilemmatic opposition of ‘individual’ and ‘collective’ (Tubert-Oklander, 2014), and this is the subject of the various chapters included in Part III, called ‘Bridging the gap’.

The structure of the book is therefore basically dialectical, following the Hegelian triad of thesis-antithesis-synthesis. Part I – ‘The gelding of psychoanalysis’ – focuses on the limitations of classical psychoanalysis, which led to the exclusion of the interpersonal and socio-political environment. Part II – ‘A fresh look’ – deals with the reincorporation of what had been excluded, through the theory and practice of group analysis. And Part III – ‘Bridging the gap’ – displays several approaches to the building of the new paradigm we so sorely need. This is, of course, a major task that can only be realised by a multi-disciplinary community of thinkers, and not only by analysts, whether psychoanalysts or group analysts. But, in any case, the contribution of our professional perspective and knowledge is bound to be a significant part of this collective effort that is already on its way, from many quarters.

On the other hand, this three-part division is mainly pedagogical and related to the main formal subject of each chapter, but all of them include in their arguments the various elements of this dialectic, which is mirrored in the overall structure of the book.

One final caveat is that, even though each chapter bears the name of its main author, all our writings of the past twenty-seven years have been the result of an ongoing dialogue and shared effort. The formal authorship depended, in each case, on the circumstances of the presentation or publication of each text and on our personal penchant for specific subjects – theoretical and epistemological for Juan, social and political for Reyna, and clinical for both.

The dates included in the chapter titles are not intended as reference calls, but as a contextual information given in order to help the reader, if he or she so wishes, to follow the chronological evolution of our thought.

We trust that this new effort may be of use for our community of colleagues and students, and also, on account of its socio-political theme, that it may be of interest to students of the social sciences and the Humanities, as well as the general public, since it responds to an urgent and pressing need to introduce a new way of thinking about the relation between the person and the community. Our contemporary society, based on the individual paradigm, has fallen prey to a conception of life as a ruthless cannibalistic competition that endangers the very survival of Humankind, and the collectivistic ideologies that emerged during the Twentieth Century came into similar dead ends. Hence, the need for a radical change in our assumptions and habits of thinking and relating, and in this we believe that analysis has much to offer to society.

Mexico City, February 2021.
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The gelding of psychoanalysis






Chapter 1

Freud’s contradictions and the hybrid nature of psychoanalysis (2008–2020)


Juan Tubert-Oklander
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When we began our work together, both of us had been feeling for quite some time that there was a major contradiction between the practice and the theory of psychoanalysis. This contradiction stemmed from an original duality in the thinking and practice of the creator of our discipline, a split that ran deep into his personality, thinking, feeling, values, and actions. It was obvious to us that the practice of analysis – both psychoanalysis and group-analysis – was based on an intimate, intense, and highly personal relation, and that the analytic dialogue was a shared attempt to make sense of the patients’ life experiences and of the shared experiences generated by the analytic encounter. Consequently, it was obvious to us that analysis was an interpretative practice – ‘an art of interpretation which takes on the task of, as it were, extracting the pure metal of the repressed thoughts from the ore of the unintentional ideas’, as Freud (1904a, p. 252) rightly put it – but the theory he developed to account for his therapeutic experiences, observations, and discoveries intended to be strictly causal, in the model of the natural sciences, and we felt that there was no way in which these two aspects of psychoanalysis could ever fit together.

We tackled this problem in many ways over the years, looking for elements for thinking it through in literature, philosophy, linguistics, and semantics, but we still lacked a more precise language in which to formulate our ideas on the matter. Fortunately, in 2005, we met the Mexican philosopher Mauricio Beuchot, who was the author of a novel philosophical proposal of what he called ‘Analogical Hermeneutics’ (Beuchot, 1997). This was the beginning of a long-time dialogue and collaboration among us, which eventually led to Juan and Mauricio co-writing a book in Spanish called Hybrid Science: Psychoanalysis and Analogical Hermeneutics (Tubert-Oklander & Beuchot Puente, 2008).1 The present chapter is a revised and updated version of Chapter II of that book (Tubert-Oklander, 2008a).




Which Freud are we talking about?

In the first chapter of our book together, called ‘The presence of hermeneutics in Freud’s epistemological discourse’, Mauricio Beuchot Puente (2008) expounded, with utmost clarity, his conviction that Freud’s psychoanalytical method was, from the very beginning, both hermeneutical and relational. It was hermeneutical, because his research strategy was based on the interpretation of the hidden meanings that lay beyond the patients’ manifest expressions, and it was relational, because the whole procedure was necessarily based on the emotional and dialogic bond that ensued between therapist and patient.

However, Beuchot does not fail to point out the existence of major contradictions in Freud, who intended that psychoanalysis should abide by the epistemological criteria of Nineteenth Century natural science, just as his creation was setting the bases for the need for a new epistemology, which would emerge during the Twentieth Century and put an end to the Cartesian dissociation between mind, body, and heart, as well as between subject and object (Tubert-Oklander, 2000).

This is indeed a delicate matter. The psychoanalytic movement emerged and evolved as an ideological movement, comparable to a religious or political organisation, rather than a scientific one. Hence, its founder became something of a cult figure, an icon, or even an idol, of psychoanalysis (Tubert-Oklander, 2009–2014), and his Complete Works are frequently read and studied, not as the indispensable historical context for a better understanding of contemporary psychoanalysis or as a fount of possible ideas to be critically analysed, but as the unquestionable source of psychoanalytic truth. Consequently, many original psychoanalytic authors have felt obliged to reinterpret Freud, to make him say what they are actually thinking, rather than acknowledging – both internally and publicly – the divergence, or even incompatibility, of the new ideas they are putting forward with his.2

It is quite obvious that the previous statement, about the contradiction between Freud’s scientific ideals and the very nature of the discipline he created, is bound to generate an intense criticism from two quite different quarters. On the one hand, those who share his particular epistemological stance, which conceives psychoanalysis as a natural science, will affirm, on the basis of a selection of Freudian quotes, that this was the founder’s explicit project, so that any attempt to assert that it has, or should have, a different epistemological status is utterly untenable.

On the other, those who conceive psychoanalysis as something totally different from and incompatible with positivistic science will show us, from a different but similarly sized selection of quotes, a hermeneutic Freud, who practiced what Wilhelm Dilthey (1883) called a Geistewissenschaft, a Human Science or Science of the Spirit that has an access to knowledge that differs from that of the Naturwissenschaften, the Natural Sciences. Of course, Freud would not have accepted such proposition, but they conceive this humanistic or romantic side of his work and thought as the ‘true Freud’, who has been distorted by his orthodox following. In this ‘either-or’ situation, nobody seems to like a position like mine, which tries to acknowledge the existence of such a deep contradiction and find a way to transcend it.

The basic flaw in such arguments is that they both insist on taking an author’s thought as if it were, or had to be, unitary and consistent. Freud, just as all of us, had all sorts of unacknowledged inconsistencies and conflicts. In particular, there is an essential incompatibility between the characteristics of the novel field of enquiry he had opened and the new discipline he was creating, on the one hand, and the scientific ideal to which he wished to abide, on the other.

The problem is that epistemology always comes one or several steps behind science. True scientists are daring enquirers who pose all sorts of questions and problems, moved by deep worries, derived from living experience, that unsettle their spirit. These they strive to answer, using the means at their disposal, and, when these fail, they manage to devise new ways of tackling them. The epistemologist beholds, astonished, these accomplishments and tries to account for them, by inventing theoretical models that might shed light on what the scientist has actually done. If one of these models turns out to be particularly convincing, he might be tempted to formulate it normatively, as ‘that what scientists are supposed to do’. And such formulations may become the Law for a certain community of researchers.

Most scientists try to abide by the more prestigious epistemological models in their community at the time, and they do get results that way, but always within the limits of the existing paradigm.3 At least, until the inconsistencies and proliferation of unexplained findings in their shared work bring about a crisis in their discipline and force some of them to devise new ways to deal with it. Those few thinkers who then dare to formulate some radically new questions, thus creating a new paradigm, are obliged to go beyond the limits of what is already known and develop a novel approach that they themselves do not fully understand. This unleashes a deep crisis, in themselves and in their community, which is what Thomas S. Kuhn (1962) calls a ‘scientific revolution’. The new and the old paradigm coexist for some time, thus generating much strife and bitterness among colleagues, which in the end subsides with the death of those who had been reared in the old set of assumptions.

That is the moment when these original thinkers feel lonely and lost in a darkness they only manage to illuminate partially, by means of the light they themselves generate, when they may turn, hopefully, to the models received from their teachers, without being fully aware that their own work is demolishing them into obsolescence. Such was the case of Freud.

If we accept this conception of the function of epistemology as an enquiry into the methods, findings, and theories developed by actual scientists, instead of seeing it as a normative discipline, it is obvious that Freud could not fully understand the revolutionary consequences of his discovery – the unconscious – and his creation – psychoanalysis – for overcoming the model of thought in which he had been reared and to which he aspired as an ideal. As I once wrote (Tubert-Oklander, 2000), Freud was a psychoanalyst of the Twentieth Century, who operated with Nineteenth Century epistemology; it is our turn to do Twenty-first Century psychoanalysis, leaning on the Twentieth Century epistemology.



Epistemology-in-use and affirmed epistemology

The epistemologist Abraham Kaplan (1964) distinguishes between what he calls ‘logic-in-use’ and ‘reconstructed logic’, and this he explains in the following terms:


[S]cientists and philosophers use a logic – they have a cognitive style which is more or less logical – and some of them also formulate it explicitly. I call the former the logic-in-use, and the latter the reconstructed logic. We can no more take them to be identical or even assume an exact correspondence between them, than we can in the case of the decline of Rome and Gibbon’s account of it, a patient’s fever and his physician’s explanation of it.

(p. 8)



This is the fundamental principle: the map is not the territory, as Alfred Korzybski (1941) said in his famous aphorism. The symbol is not the thing symbolised, the portrait is not the person depicted, the representation is not the thing represented, and Freud’s logical reconstruction of his practice differs significantly from what he actually did. Moreover, I think it fails to do justice to the utter revolutionary character of his creation.

But, just as we can distinguish between the way in which a person actually thinks and the way in which he believes he thinks, we can also do it between the epistemology that underlies how a scientist actually works and how he theorises about his results, and the ideal epistemological model he aspires to attain, either on account of its prestige within his community or the subjective value it has for him. It is also quite frequent, for a researcher who is not quite sure about what he is doing – as a result of its novelty or because it conflicts with what he has learnt in his training – to strive to affirm that his work is strictly based on the generally accepted principles, in an attempt to feel legitimised, in the eyes of both his colleagues and his own. I shall therefore call the unstated principles that underlie his revolutionary work his epistemology-in-use and that other pre-existent model he feels should rule his enquiry his affirmed epistemology.

Freud’s epistemology-in-use is, precisely, the one described by Beuchot. It is unquestionable that, in his clinical practice, he strictly adheres to the principle of looking for hidden meanings, rather than causes. Consequently, his approach to phenomena such as dreams, parapraxes, or neurotic symptoms is clearly interpretative, not explicative.

As Charles Rycroft (1966) pointed out,


In some aspects of his work Freud saw this himself clearly. His most famous work he entitled The Interpretation of Dreams [1900a] not The Cause of Dreams and his chapter on symptoms in his Introductory Lectures [1916–1917] is called The Sense of Symptoms.

(p. 13)



There, Freud says,


Thus neurotic symptoms have a sense, like parapraxes and dreams, and, like them, have a connection with the life of those who produce them [pp. 257–258][… And then he adds] I have shown you, then, on the basis of two chosen examples, that neurotic symptoms have a sense, like parapraxes and dreams, and that they have an intimate connection with the patient’s experiences.

(p. 269)



However, since his field of enquiry includes not only neurotic symptoms, parapraxes, and dreams, but also all other behaviour, purposive or spontaneous, and the subject’s relations with others, including the analyst, we may well affirm that for Freud, every human expression is always meaningful. Besides, his discovery of the unconscious dimension of human existence leads him to formulate the hypothesis that, although all expression or behaviour may or may not have a conscious meaning for its agent, it never fails to have a meaning (or set of meanings) that is unknown to him and can only be accessed by means of inferences – that is, an interpretative work. In other words, all human manifestations are subject to interpretation since they express meanings that are not immediately accessible.

This hermeneutic perspective is particularly clear in Freud’s (1904a) third-person presentation of his method in ‘Freud’s psycho-analytic procedure’, in which he writes,


Freud has developed on this basis an art of interpretation which takes on the task of, as it were, extracting the pure metal of the repressed thoughts from the ore of the unintentional ideas …. The details of this technique of interpretation or translation have not yet been published by Freud. According to indications he has given, they comprise a number of rules, reached empirically, of how the unconscious material may be reconstructed from the associations, directions on how to know what it means when the patient’s ideas cease to flow, and experiences of the most important typical resistances that arise in the course of such treatments.

(p. 252, my italics)



This quotation shows that not only he is aware that he is doing a hermeneutic job, but also what kind of theory of interpretation he holds. The assumption that interpretation consists in ‘extracting the pure metal of the repressed thoughts from the ore of the unintentional ideas’ implies that the hidden meaning that is to be unveiled is pre-existent to the interpretative act and that all that is needed is to extract it from its deceptive manifest appearance, by means of an adequate technique. In such a positivistic univocal theory, interpretation should be strictly objective, by excluding or minimising the participation of the interpreter’s subjectivity.4

Nonetheless, what we know of Freud’s concrete practice, through both his numerous clinical examples and the testimony of his former patients, suggests a quite different way of working. It is clear that, although he never mentions Dilthey in his writings and he surely would not have shared his conception of the Sciences of the Spirit, Freud systematically used that operation called Verstehen (Dilthey, 1883), that is, empathic comprehension through identification, ‘putting oneself in the other person’s shoes’, at least as a source of a possible understanding, if not of validation. He even went as far as using his own fantasies, remembrances, or associations as sources for interpretation5 – a most unusual position for a staunch believer in objectivity!

This is in sharp contrast with Freud’s affirmed epistemology, which was the positivistic conception of the natural sciences. Humanistic-minded psychoanalysts, particularly those identified with French psychoanalysis, will most probably take exception at this statement about his conception, which would not be objectionable to most English-speaking psychoanalysts, reared in the empiricist tradition. But let us see some textual quotations in which Freud clearly expresses his scientific creed.


Psycho-Analysis an Empirical Science. – Psycho-analysis is not, like philosophies, a system starting out from a few sharply defined basic concepts, seeking to grasp the whole universe with the help of these and, once it is completed, having no room for fresh discoveries or better understanding.6 On the contrary, it keeps close to the facts in its field of study, seeks to solve the immediate problems of observation, gropes its way forward by the help of experience, is always incomplete and always ready to correct or modify its theories. There is no incongruity (any more than in the case of physics or chemistry) if its most general concepts lack clarity and if its postulates are provisional; it leaves their more precise definition to the results of future work.

(Freud, 1923a, pp. 253–254)



Up to this point, Freud seems to be only saying that psychoanalysis is not a general philosophical system – a Weltanschauung or Conception of the World, such as that of Hegel – but an empirical science, inasmuch it is based on experience.7 Even his comparison with physics or chemistry does not go beyond affirming that all these disciplines are not based on the unquestioned application of their general principles or axioms, but on checking their provisional hypotheses against experience. This would seem to be unobjectionable but let us see another quotation: ‘Psycho-analysis is a part of the mental science of psychology. It is also described as ‘depth psychology’… Psychology, too, is a natural science. What else can it be?’ (Freud, 1940a, p. 282).

Here the author goes beyond his previous statements, since he affirms that psychology – and, consequently, psychoanalysis, which is nothing but ‘depth psychology’ – is not only an empirical science, but also a natural science, and that it could not be anything else. And this is not, as some would claim, an early position that was later superseded by his discoveries, but the expression of Freud’s lifelong conviction that natural science is the only path to knowledge, as shown in this last quotation, which was written in 1938, one year before his death.

This implies a wholesale rejection of Dilthey’s distinction between the Natural Sciences and the Sciences of the Spirit, which Freud must have known, although he never mentions it.8 Consequently, for him there is only one kind of science, which is empirical, rational, and natural.

He further develops this idea in Lecture XXXV of his New Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis (Freud, 1933a), called ‘The question of a Weltanschauung’. There he reaffirms that psychoanalysis ‘[being] a specialist science, a branch of psychology – a depth-psychology or psychology of the unconscious – … is quite unfit to construct a Weltanschauung of its own: it must accept the scientific one’ (p. 158). Then he offers a very precise definition of what he considers this scientific conception of the world to be:


But the Weltanschauung of science already departs noticeably from our definition [of a Weltanschauung as ‘an intellectual construction which solves all the problems of our existence uniformly on the basis of one overriding hypothesis, which, accordingly, leaves no question unanswered and in which everything that interests us finds its fixed place’]. It is true that it too assumes the uniformity of the explanation of the universe; but it does so only as a programme, the fulfilment of which is relegated to the future. Apart from this it is marked by negative characteristics, by its limitation to what is at the moment knowable and by its sharp rejection of certain elements that are alien to it. It asserts that there are no sources of knowledge of the universe other than the intellectual working-over of carefully scrutinized observations – in other words, what we call research – and alongside of it no knowledge derived from revelation, intuition or divination.

(pp. 158–159, my italics)



Here he passes from his previous epistemological assertions about the scientific method, to a wider gnoseological stance about the very possibility of knowledge: science (and this means for him only natural science) is the only source of reliable knowledge, so that neither religion, nor art or philosophy may be considered as such. So, he is upholding the positivist conception of knowledge, and based on the ontological principle of materialistic metaphysics, as can be readily seen in the following quotation: ‘we must recollect that all our provisional ideas in psychology will presumably some day be based on an organic substructure’ (Freud, 1914c, p. 78).

This is a clear manifestation of Freud’s conviction: only the material is real, so that any scientific statement should eventually be referred to its physical foundation, which represents the deepest level of reality. This is nothing but an affirmation of materialistic metaphysics and of the belief that all sciences will in the end be reduced to physics, this being the reductionism he had learned from his teachers in his medical studies.

One may well think that such categorical assertions have nothing to do with the Freudian discovery, and it is effectively so: they actually reflect the unexamined, unquestioned, and never abandoned beliefs of a ‘pre-Freudian Freud’. This is said by Abraham Kaplan (1964), in a humorous vein,


There are behavioural scientists whose claim that ‘ultimately’ what they are asserting is derivable from the laws of physics or biology is rather like the profligate’s assurance that eventually he will come into a large inheritance; but the creditors are scarcely to be blamed for insisting on ‘a little something on account’. Freud was convinced that his findings would sooner or later be formulable on a strictly biological basis; it was not, however, his materialistic metaphysics that gave his work importance, but the significance of his findings in their own terms. It may well be that the psychologist can derive the whole of his discipline from neurology, biochemistry, and the rest; it is not destructive scepticism but productive pragmatism to say, ‘I’d like to see him do it!’

(p. 125)



In sum, I believe I have shown the presence in Freud of two radically different and contradictory ways of thinking. A large part of his work may be seen as an attempt to avoid becoming conscious of this contradiction, thus allowing these two views to coexist without entering into a conflict. This is the mental mechanism (which I would rather call a ‘defensive strategy’) he named ‘splitting’ (Spaltung), when describing its function in the mental functioning of perversions (Freud, 1940b).

There have also been some attempts to integrate these two apparently incompatible positions, by means of an analogical reading of Freudian metapsychology, as we will discuss in the next section.



Having it both ways

From the beginning of his enquiry of the human mind, Freud felt the need to develop a new scientific theory of mind, which would differ significantly from the one held by psychology at the time, since it would be centred on the description and explanation of what goes on beyond consciousness. That is why he invented the term ‘metapsychology’, meaning a theory of what is beyond the psychology of consciousness. This idea is even previous to his The Interpretation of Dreams (1900a), as can be seen in the following fragment of a letter to his friend Wilhelm Fliess, of March 10, 1898,


It seems to me that the theory of wish fulfilment [as the cause of dreams] has brought only the psychological solution and not the biological – or, rather, metapsychical – one. (I am going to ask you seriously, by the way, whether I may use the name metapsychology for my psychology that leads behind consciousness.) Biologically, dream life seems to me to derive entirely from the residues of the prehistoric period of life (between the ages of one and three) – the same period which is the source of the unconscious and alone contains the aetiology of all the psychoneuroses, the period normally characterized by an amnesia analogous to hysterical amnesia.

(Freud, 1898, my italics)



Two things are clear in this quotation: that metapsychology is a psychology that goes beyond consciousness and that it is a biological psychology, or even something indistinguishable from biology. What does this mean? That for the author these have a different epistemological status. Psychology (of consciousness) is based on intentions, understood as the mental representation of a final goal that is to be reached – hence, a teleological explanation, which is not considered to be scientific. Metapsychology, on the other hand, on account of its biological character – that is, scientific – studies the material causes of psychological phenomena and provides causal explanations. On the psychological level of analysis, one may well resort, like Dilthey, to an empathic understanding of intentions, but on the metapsychological level – which would be the only truly scientific one – strict causal explanations are required.9

As Freud intended that the discipline he created should develop as a science – and hence, a natural science, which is the only science he recognised – it was only logical for him to conceive its deepest and basic theoretical level as a biological science. This was the basis of his stubborn insistence in the fundamental importance of instinctual drives, in general, and sexuality, in particular, to fully account for human mental life. Without this firm anchoring on biology, he feared that psychoanalysis might lose its footing and abandon the field of science, falling into mysticism – what he called ‘occultism’. A most interesting illustration of this attitude can be found in Carl Gustav Jung’s (1961) report of a conversation he had with Freud in Vienna, in 1910,


I can still recall vividly how Freud said to me, ‘My dear Jung, promise me never to abandon the sexual theory. That is the most essential thing of all. You see, we must make a dogma of it, an unshakable bulwark’. He said that to me with great emotion, the tone of a father saying, ‘And promise me this one thing, my dear son: that you will go to church every Sunday’. In some astonishment I asked him, ‘A bulwark – against what?’ which he replied, ‘Against the black tide of mud’ – and here hesitated for a moment, then added – ‘Of occultism’. First of all, it was the words ‘bulwark’ and ‘dogma’ that alarmed me; for a dogma, that is to say, an undisputable confession of faith is set up only when the aim is to suppress doubts once and for all. But that no longer has anything to do with scientific judgment; only with a personal power drive.

(p. 150)



Apart from Jung’s interpretation of what he deemed to be an extraordinary emotional investment that Freud laid on his sexual theory, there is no doubt that the latter considered it to be the foundation of his theoretical understanding of the human being. And, although there must have been unconscious motivations for this – as there are for any human act – there also was, as I have already argued, an epistemological need, derived from his model of science and the theory of knowledge he worked with.

Freud wrote his first metapsychological text in 1895, but he only sent it to Fliess, and he showed no interest in publishing it. He even destroyed his manuscript, and we only know it from a copy kept by his friend, which was recovered by Marie Bonaparte and finally published in 1950. It is known under the name of ‘A project for a scientific psychology’ (Freud, 1950a). Here, the author strives to develop a theoretical model of the mind as an apparatus composed of parts, which includes a structural element – which he calls ‘neurons’ – and a dynamic one – which he calls ‘quantity’ or ‘Q η’. Starting from these assumptions, he describes the organisation and the relations between the structures he postulates and the displacements of quantity – that is, energy – that activate them.

In this theoretical work, Freud is extremely precise in his definitions, as can be seen in his brief ‘Introduction’ to this text,


The intention is to furnish a psychology that shall be a natural science: that is, to represent psychical processes as quantitatively determinate states of specifiable material particles, thus making those processes perspicuous and free from contradiction. Two principal ideas are involved: (1) What distinguishes activity from rest is to be regarded as Q, subject to the general laws of motion. (2) The neurones are to be taken as the material particles.

(p. 295, my italics)



It is quite obvious in this quotation that Freud clearly upholds the positivistic conception of science, conceived as the only science, and the materialistic metaphysics as its base. There appears to be no place, for him, for Dilthey’s Sciences of Spirit. Mauricio Beuchot (1985) specifies this in his meticulous study of the Project:


In terms of this frame, Freud strives to structure psychology as a natural science. This would allow mental processes to cease having the abstract and equivocal character they received in the Geisteswissenschaften [Sciences of the Spirit], in the ‘humanistic’ line of thought, and finally acquire a concrete and unequivocal character, as things are treated in the Naturwissenschaften [Sciences of Nature], in the ‘scientistic’ or ‘positivistic’ perspective. It may even be said that, even if this distinction already existed in Freud’s time, he does not assign it any importance, it does not appear in his writings, he has no need for it, since for him natural science is the whole of science and, if psychology is to have scientific status, it must be structured as a natural science.

(p. 13, my translation, my italics)



But beyond this epistemological problem lurks a metaphysical substratum. The two concepts introduced at the very beginning of the Project – ‘neurons’ and ‘quantity’ – correspond exactly to the Newtonian conception of the Universe, as a gigantic space populated by pieces of inert matter, called objects, which are set in motion, stopped if they are moving, accelerated, deformed, or destroyed by forces that act on them, and whose collection is referred to by the mass noun energy. In the Newtonian scheme, matter has both structure and mass, but is inert, while energy lacks both, but is dynamic in itself.

It is quite obvious, when reading the Project, that its author was attempting to apply to the field of mental phenomena the general laws of physics established by Newton. Consequently, the dynamic principle of his theory – the equivalent of Newton’s ‘energy’ – was defined as ‘a quantity subject to the general laws of motion’, while the structural element – called ‘neurons’ – should necessarily be inert, unless a force acted on them. This theory-building strategy leaned both on his ontological conviction – materialistic metaphysics, which holds that only matter and energy are ‘real’ – and on his epistemological position – physicalist positivism, which claims that all other sciences will eventually be reduced to the solid language of physics, taken as the paradigm of all science.

Nonetheless, things are not so simple. Beuchot has shown that the Project can be read in two different but complementary ways. On a first level, it is a quasi-neurophysiological theory of mind, the kind of psychology that can be conceived by a neurologist, albeit a neurologist of genius. But there is also a second, deeper level, which hints at a hermeneutical and profoundly humanistic theory of mind, which announces the incipient psychoanalyst.

In the first level, Freud places himself, consciously and purposively, within the field of the positivistic science of his time. Nonetheless, his theory-building strategy already implies going beyond it. From such science, he retains its ‘epistemological direction [through] the use of two main lines: the concordance or adaptation of thoughts to facts and the concordance or adaptation of thoughts to thoughts – hypothetical induction and theoretical construction’ (Beuchot, 1985, p. 29, my translation).

In hermeneutical terms, the method that Freud received from his teachers consisted in respecting both the sense – the logical concordance between the various thoughts or hypotheses – and the reference – checking the hypotheses against the observable reality.10

But, in the actual task of theory building, Freud gives more importance to the former than to the latter.
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