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Introduction

The purpose of this book is to demonstrate the clinical value of the theoretical contributions of Charles Brenner. For more than half a century, Brenner worked to make Freud more Freudian by selectively elaborating what is of enduring value in Freud’s writings and by discarding what is misguided in it. Brenner’s edifice is built on an elaboration of Arlow’s (1969) concept “fantasy function” and Freud’s (1894) concept “compromise formation".

For Freud, the concept “compromise formation” usually refers to two psychic elements, a drive and defence, combining to result in a symptom. Brenner elaborated the concept to describe the dynamic organization of complexes of interacting unconscious fantasies each created by the influences of drive derivatives (wishes), affects (anxiety and depressive affect), defences, and the contributions of conscience.

In Structural Hypothesis: An Evolutionary Perspective, I (1983) distinguished between revolutionary and evolutionary perspectives on the development of psychoanalytic theories. I stated,

A revolutionary perspective, such as that proposed by Schafer (1976) or Kohut (1977), views paradigms as relatively static constructs and proposes to divest psychoanalysis of old models and to substitute entirely new theories in their place. An evolutionary perspective strives to accommodate (in the Piagetian sense) the traditional model to novelty and new data. [p. 1]


In 1983, Brenner’s contributions could be understood as evolutionary elaborations of Freud’s structural hypothesis. In 1994, Brenner discarded the structural hypothesis because he found its organizing constructs, id, ego, and superego, imprecise and misleading. Brenner’s 1994 contribution seemed revolutionary, yet he maintained the essential elements of Freud’s model while divesting it of its obfuscating jargon. I experience this elaboration as more than evolutionary and yet not quite revolutionary in the Kuhnian (1962) sense of the term.

Subsequent to 1994, Brenner can be characterized as a “modernist". A modernist, according to the art historian, Varnedoe (1990), is someone who breaks new ground without abandoning tradition. (I am indebted to Dr Claudia Lament for introducing me to Dr Varnedoe’s ideas. I owe my characterization of them to her.) The new is created from the elements of the established paradigm but in a surprising way by re-thinking them and presenting them in a new and more clinically useful way. The contributions of the last fourteen years of Brenner’s life are in the modernist tradition.

Brenner’s (1982, 1994, 1998, 2002) theoretical contributions are presented almost devoid of clinical data. The purpose of this book is to provide data that are intended to demonstrate the clinical value of Brenner’s theoretical proposals.

Chapter One delineates what is of enduring value in Freud’s writings as well as elements of his work that, paradoxically, may be employed in the service of resistance to appreciating the ubiquitous and interminable influence of unconscious conflict on all human thought and activity. In addition, the post Freudian process of divesting Freud of its anti-Freudian aspects is described.

The subsequent chapters discuss specific subjects. These discussions are explicated with detailed analytic data.

In Chapter Two, narcissism is defined as a fantasy of perfection best understood as a compromise formation. In Chapter Three, masochistic fantasies and enactments are explored from the organizing perspective of compromise formation theory. In Chapter Four, shame and guilt are understood as affects with similar fantasies contents, again best understood as compromise formations. The three chapters, as a unit, demonstrate the common interrelationships between narcissism, masochism, and sadism. They demonstrate that masochistic and sadistic phenomena are, in my experience, always welded to narcissistic fantasies. This relationship seems so ubiquitous that, in addition to the term sadomasochism, it is worth considering the terms sado-narcissism and maso-narcissism.

Chapters Five though Seven present analytic data related to specific clinical topics in which the work was conducted from the organizing perspective of compromise formation theory. Chapter Five describes analytic work with a patient who wanted to give the analyst a large sum of money.

Chapter Six explores the clinical advantages of considering patients' reluctances to one or another of the parameters of the analytic situation as motivated by complexes of unconscious fantasies.

Chapter Seven distinguishes psychiatric and psychoanalytic diagnoses. The clinical advantages of conceiving psychoanalytic diagnoses as co-created fantasies are explored.

Chapter Eight delineates the failure of the paradigm for evaluating and selecting subjects, considered analysable, for psychoanalytic therapy. An alternative “trusting” model is described emphasizing analytic attitude and the interminability of the analyst’s subjectivity.

Finally, the conclusion emphasizes that the ideas of the “fantasy function” of the mind and of the ubiquity of unconscious conflict requires that all psychoanalytic theories be understood to conceive of all perceptions as subjective and of all relationships as intersubjective.



Part I
Theoretical Considerations






CHAPTER ONE

Making Freud more Freudian: a reading

The premise of this chapter is that there has existed an implicit purpose in an aspect of post-Freudian psychoanalytic psychology: that of making Freud more Freudian. I will make that trend explicit, first by outlining essential tenets of Freud’s seminal contributions. Then I describe aspects of Freud’s writings that may be confusing, may obfuscate, and/or may be employed in the service of defending against assimilating essential Freudian constructs. Finally, I delineate aspects of the contributions of Jacob Arlow, Charles Brenner, and others who have contributed to the process of making Freud more Freudian. These contributors selectively elaborated what is of enduring value in Freud’s writings and discarding what is misguided in it.


Fundamental Freudian premises

Freud’s (1900a) most important postulate was his description of unconscious motivation. He (1900a, 1905a, 1923) delineated the nature of motivation as sexual and outlined its development beginning in the earliest days of life. Emphasizing the oedipal phase as a particularly important organizer of children’s conflicted infantile sexual wishes (1923), he (1901) stressed that conflicted infantile sexual wishes may influence seemingly unrelated everyday adult functioning.

Freud’s earliest model was based on an insight that stressed the pursuit of forbidden sexual pleasure. However, clinical experience impressed him with the complexity of manifest motivation. He (1916) described “exceptions” (p. 311) who felt entitled to pursue vengeance, as well as people who were “criminals from a sense of guilt” (p. 332) or were “wrecked by success” (p. 316). These clinical experiences led him to write theoretical papers in an attempt to explain narcissism (1914a) and masochism (1916), and to broaden his concept of defence (1915a).

1920 was a watershed year for Freud. He revised his instinct theory, placing aggressive wishes on a par with sexual wishes. Relatedly (1900a, 1920), he revised his dream theory, distinguishing an unconscious wish for punishment from an unconscious wish for sexual pleasure, and placing the former on an equal level with infantile sexual wishes. In elaborating these complexities, Freud was, in part, making his model more psychological, and, therefore, more Freudian.

In 1923 and 1926, Freud proposed his final revised model of the mind. In his first model, only infantile sexual wishes are unconscious. In his final model, the concept of unconscious is redefined and broadened. Aggressive, as well as sexual, wishes are unconscious and conceived of as the “id". Defences are an unconscious function of the ego, and guilt—understood as the unconscious wish (fear) for (of) punishment—is attributed to the superego. As part of this major revision, Freud (1926) discarded his first biologically- conceived affect theory and replaced it with a psychological signal theory of anxiety. Finally, Freud proposed a theory of technique that provides analysts with a method for being with, listening to, and understanding another person.

This brief summary emphasizes that Freud’s contributions remain the foundation of a contemporary psychoanalytic psychology. However, paradoxically, there are three areas of his theoretical writings that are anti-Freudian, that is, they may be employed to deny the ubiquity and centrality of conflict and, relatedly, the organizing centrality of the pleasure principle in mental life. These three areas are Freud’s: (1) biological theories of motivation; (2) distinctions between the pleasure principle and the reality principle (1911); (3) the concept of motivation that is “beyond the pleasure principle” (1920).



Anti-Freudian hypotheses

Freud’s emphasis on the biological basis of motivation is evident from his earliest (1895a) to his final (1937) statements. He (1937) stated, “for the psychical field, the biological field does in fact play the part of the underlying bedrock” (p. 252). This emphasis influenced his psychological conceptions.

In the Project for a Scientific Psychology, Freud’s biological orientation is explicit. He (1895a) stated that the aim of this project “is to represent psychical processes as quantitatively determined data of specifiable material particles” (p. 355). He continued, “it is to be assumed that the material particles in question are the neurons . . . [the] process of discharge [of quantity] is the primary function of neuronic systems” (pp. 355-357).

The shadow of the “Project” can be seen in derivative metaphors in later theoretical works. I conjecture that one of its functions was to provide Freud with convenient biological explanations for his failures. It helped him avoid considering the possibility that his pessimism was a response to the limits of his psychological understanding. In “Analysis terminable and interminable", Freud (1937) explained his failures as the result, in part, of “a constitutional strength of instinct [which made them] . . . recalcitrant to taming by the ego” (p. 220). Freud proposed that certain people suffer from “adhesiveness of the libido [and added that] . . . we can discover no special reason for this cathectic loyalty" (ibid., p. 249).

In the same paper, his discussion of negative therapeutic reaction demonstrated the simultaneous existence of his psychological and quasi-biological theories of motivation. Freud (1937) proposed that negative therapeutic reaction is due to “the sense of guilt and the need for punishment” (p. 242). He proceeded to qualify his clinical explanation by adding,

But this is only one portion of it which is, as it were, psychically bound by the superego and thus becomes recognizable; other quotas of the same force ... may be at work in other, unspecified places . . . these phenomena are unmistakable indicators of the presence of ... the death instinct. [p. 242-245]


Maintaining a purely psychological perspective with patients in such negative states of mind requires that analysts tolerate the unpleasure evoked in them over many years, while simultaneously assimilating the inevitable limits of their understanding.

The terms “libido” and “destrudo” were Freud’s metaphors for the material particles he fantasized to exist in neurons. Freud was intellectually aware of the speculative nature of his instinct theory. In The Ego and the Id (1923), he stated, “the distinction between two classes of instincts does not seem sufficiently assured, and it is possible that the facts of clinical analysis may be found which will do away with its pretension” (p. 42). Nevertheless, Freud (ibid.) repetitively relied on the idea of “instinctual defusion” of the life (eros) and death (thanatos) instincts to explain the limits of the therapeutic efficacy of his psychoanalytic technique. Freud (ibid.) stated, “instinctual defusion and the marked emergence of the death instinct call for particular consideration among the effects of some severe neuroses—for instance, the obsessional neuroses". Finally, one of Freud’s elaborations of his instinct theory may be employed to contribute to the illusion that there exists an area of mental functioning beyond conflict. In The Ego and the Id, Freud (1923) suggested that sublimation “implied an abandonment of sexual aims, a desexualization” (p. 30). Hartmann’s (1939) elaboration of the idea of “autonomous” mental functioning can be understood as an extension of this resistant conceptualization.

In formulating “two principles of mental functioning", Freud (1911, p. 218) distinguished neurotic thinking from normal thinking. Freud (ibid.) experienced “the neurotic turning away from reality because they find it unbearable". He conceived of neurotics' thinking as similar to that of very young children. He characterized this thinking as “primary process” (ibid., p. 219) thinking, governed by the “pleasure principle [whose] processes strive towards gaining pleasure” (ibid.). By contrast, the “reality principle” (ibid.) characterizes mature adult thinking, including “attention . . . notation . . . [and] memory" functions of the mind which allowed for “an impartial passing of judgement, which had to decide whether the given idea is true or false” (ibid., p. 221).

Freud’s belief in the capacity of the human mind to make impartial judgements and to distinguish between what is true and what is false facilitates the illusion of a capacity for objectivity. Belief in the analyst’s capacity for objectivity has been attractive to many colleagues. It resonates with the illusionary ideas that conflicts can be worked through and resolved, and that there is an area of mental functioning that is beyond conflict. Hartmann (1939) elaborated this ideal conception of “a conflict free” (p. 3) sphere of mental functioning. These illusions are in marked contrast to what I suggest is a more contemporary Freudian conception of the ubiquity of subjectivity and the interminable nature of conflict. Conflicts are worked on interminably, and are never fully or completely resolved.

In 1920, Freud distinguished pathology that derived from trauma from pathology that is derived from neurotic conflict. He conceived of a traumatized person as someone who experiences a "passive situation” (1920, p. 16). The subject is then compelled to repeat that situation to gain the illusion of “active” (ibid.) control of it. Freud (1920) proposed that “the compulsion to repeat overrides the pleasure principle” (p. 22). Finally, Freud understood the compulsion to repeat to derive from very early attempts to master anxiety. He described his eighteen-month-old nephew’s attempts to master separation as an example of such an attempt at mastery (ibid., pp. 14-15).

Freud’s distinction between a traumatized mind and a conflicted mind has been employed by relational schools to emphasize the organizing impact of preoedipal rather than oedipal development. Such theorists highlight the quality of the nurturing parent rather than conflicted infantile sexual development in the genesis of human suffering. Freud’s distinction between the compulsion to repeat and the pleasure principle facilitates this either/or kind of thinking.



Making Freud more Freudian

The main tactic that certain post Freudian American analysts employed in making Freud more Freudian has been to debiologize Freudian theory. They have done so by differentiating Freud’s biologically-based instinct theory from his more clinically-based theory. The latter emphasizes clinical data related to what Arlow (1969) termed the “fantasy function” of the mind.

Analytic failures are often characterized by their recalcitrant masochistic features. To explain his failures, Freud frequently resorted to experience-distant biological conceptions. Prior to 1920, masochism was conceived as secondary phenomena to sadism. In 1920, Freud tentatively suggested that “there might be such a thing as primary masochism” (1920, p. 55). By 1924, Freud was more definitive in his conception of a primary masochism derived from the death instinct. He stated, “Erotogenic masochism accompanies the libido through all its developmental phases and derives from them its changing psychical coatings” (1924, pp. 164-165).

In 1955, in a panel on masochism, Arlow provided a framework for debiologizing Freud. He asserted: “such biological speculations are undesirable in the context of clinical discussions, since they involve extrapolations which are incapable of confirmation or contradiction in [the analytic] setting” (Stein, 1956, p. 526).

Four years later, Brenner considered the masochistic character from the clinical perspective that Arlow had emphasized. Brenner conceived of masochism as within the pleasure principle and as a legacy of the Oedipal phase of development. In reviewing the literature on masochism, Brenner presaged his later emphasis on the construct compromise formation. Although all contributions to the subject stressed the over-determination of masochism, most presented unifactorial emphases. Many contributors emphasized the importance of the traumatic nature of pre-Oedipal object relations and of an ego functioning “beyond the pleasure principle".

In their 1964 book, Arlow and Brenner continued their effort to make Freud more Freudian by helping analysts mourn their investments in his topographic theory and mine the advantages of the structural theory. They emphasized the importance of Freud’s concept “compromise formation". They stated,

Within the framework of the topographic theory this idea occupies an important position, but a somewhat limited one ... within the framework of the structural theory, however, the ideas of a multiplicity of causal [psychological] factors play a much larger role . . . every thought, every mental act is the result of a compromise or interaction among the various functions of the mind, i.e., among id, superego, and ego. [pp. 47-48]


Arlow’s purpose in his classic 1969 paper was to place the concept of unconscious fantasy squarely within the organizing framework of the structural hypothesis. Arlow stated that the “unconscious fantasy function” (p. 158) and the “fantasy activity [it generates] is a constant feature of mental life” (p. 159). Arlow added:

unconscious fantasy activity provides the mental set in which sensory stimuli are perceived and integrated [and] ... It is this activity that supplies the mental set in which the data of perception are organized, judged and interpreted. [pp. 161, 173]


Arlow’s 1969 paper has revolutionary implications for the development of Freudian theory. If all perception is constantly influenced by the unconscious fantasy function of the mind, then Freud’s conception of the reality principle and the associated concept of objectivity are obviated. All perceptions are inevitably subjective. Subjectivity and, relatedly, intersubjectivity are ubiquitous characteristics of mental life.

In 1982, Brenner published The Mind in Conflict. This work built upon half a dozen papers he had written in the previous dozen years (1968, 1974, 1975, 1979a, 1979b, 1980). The book represents Brenner’s final attempt to work within the organizing framework of the structural hypothesis. The Mind in Conflict makes Freud more Freudian by clarifying and elaborating his fundamental organizing concepts: drive, affect, defence, conflict, compromise, and the organizing importance of the Oedipal phase of development.

Brenner distinguished libidinal and aggressive drives as generalizations from the concept drive derivative. He stated: “A drive derivative is a wish for gratification . . . [it] is unique, individual and specific” (1982, p. 26). Brenner stressed that “Drive derivatives are substantially influenced by experience, especially with respect to aims and object” (p. 39).

Brenner reminded us that “ideas and sensations together constitute an affect as a psychological phenomena [and stressed that] whatever the affect . .. the ideas, [the sensations], or both may be wholly or partially unconscious or otherwise warded off" (ibid., p. 41). Brenner then differentiated between anxiety and depressive affect based on a temporal distinction. “Anxiety is [the sensation of] unpleasure plus a particular set of ideas [that] something unpleasurable is going to happen" (ibid., p. 43). Depressive affect is the sensation of unpleasure “associated with ideas of a calamity that has already happened” (ibid., p. 47).

Brenner stressed the triggering relationship between affects and conflict. Conflict occurs whenever a drive derivative and/or superego demand and/or prohibition arouses anxiety or depressive affect.

The concept of depressive affect is, perhaps, Brenner’s most original contribution. In elaborating Freud’s (1926) signal anxiety theory, Brenner provided a dynamic context for clinical phenomena referred to as disorders of self-esteem and counters the tendency to treat depressive phenomena as diagnosable diseases.

Brenner revised the concept of defence by broadening it and defining it “only in terms of its consequence: the reduction of anxiety and/or depressive affect associated with drive derivative or with superego functioning” (1982, p. 73) [and] “whatever ... results in a diminution of anxiety or depressive affect belongs under the heading of defense” (ibid., p. 72). Brenner’s broadening of the concept of defence emphasized that no defence is limited to a particular type of conflict or patient. His revision rendered the more limited concept of defence mechanism obsolete. In describing the concept depressive affect (1975, 1979a) Brenner elaborated Freud’s danger situations to be subsequently understood as “the calamities of childhood” (1982, p. 83). In discussing the calamities Brenner emphasized “that the three calamities . . . are always intimately . . . interwoven" (ibid., p. 94). He stressed that

Rivalrous incestuous and parenticidal drive derivative have, as part of their content, thoughts of object loss ("Death wishes") and loss of love ("fantasies of punishment and retribution") as well as thoughts of castration . . . in every individual all three calamities participate in the anxiety and depressive affect that initiate conflict in the oedipal period. [ibid., p. 107]


In discussing the concept compromise formation, Brenner, once again, broadened Freud’s conception. Brenner emphasized that Freud conceived of drive derivatives reaching consciousness as the result of failure of repression. Brenner defined “compromise formations [as] a general tendency of the mind, not an exceptional one” (1982, p. 113). Brenner proposed that “the entire range of psychic phenomena” (ibid., p. 109) is understood to derive from psychic conflict the components of which are “drive derivatives, anxiety and/or depressive affect and defense” (ibid.).

In discussing the superego, Brenner proposed that “the superego is both a consequence of psychic conflict and a component of it” (ibid., p. 120). At this point in the development of his thinking, Brenner needed to conceive of the superego as “both” in order to maintain his fealty to Freud’s structural hypothesis. However, his italicized definition of the superego heralds his future discarding of the term. Brenner stated “the superego is a compromise formation, to be more precise, a group of compromise formations originating largely in the oedipal phase” (ibid.). For Brenner, the superego is a dynamic complex of fantasies, not a structure. Defining the superego as a complex of compromise formations allowed Brenner to explain its functioning as “defense at one time, the equivalent of a drive derivative arousing unpleasure at another time, and a calamitous unpleasure to be [defended against] at still another" (ibid., p. 121).

The concept compromise formation allowed Brenner to define pathology and distinguish it from normality in a clearly psychoanalytic manner. His diagnostic schema diminishes the tendency to conflate psychoanalytic and psychiatric perspectives. Brenner stated,

a compromise formation is pathological when it is characterized by any combination of the following features: too much restriction of gratification of drive derivatives, too much inhibition of functional capacity, too much unpleasure ... too great a tendency to injure or destroy oneself, or too great conflict with one’s environment. [ibid., p. 150]


Brenner’s 1982 book, The Mind In Conflict, heralded his 1994 paper in which he suggested maintaining the core clinical elements of conflict, drive, unpleasure, and defence, while relinquishing the terms id, ego, and superego. Brenner’s clinical experience convinced him that there is no

structure or agency of the mind, the id, that consists of drive derivatives; [no] separate .
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