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The ego is one of the most well-defined and comprehensible psychoanalytic concepts, due in no small part to the long tradition of the school of ego psychology. Although it was there from the beginning of his work, for a long time Freud was occupied more with defining and qualifying the concept of the instinct than with its counterpoint the ego. It was not until the introduction of narcissism that Freud was forced to re-think his former, more loosely defined concept of the ego. The ego from the late period of Freud’s thinking was the result of an evolution not only in the theory, but also in the subject of its investigation, a fact that does not surprise us, as this is a distinctive trait in the whole of Freud’s theoretical work.

Reading Mikkel Reher-Langberg’s book makes us realise that the concept of the ego, or I as the author has wisely chosen for Freud’s Ich, is far more complicated than previously thought, and that it is a part of Freud’s thinking throughout his work. This does not mean, however, that the I retained an identical function and position. On the contrary, the concept of the I does not follow a linear development in Freud’s thinking, nor does it receive an unambiguous definition.

The point of departure and the aim of the present book are to investigate the concept of the I throughout Freud’s writing. Freud’s thoughts are presented chronologically, focusing on those texts where Freud, for different reasons, seems to be forced to rethink the concept. One of the most interesting and original qualities of this book is that the author remains loyal to a central trait in Freud’s thinking underlying its many contradictory perspectives, namely its characteristic paradoxicality and polyvalence, which Freud does not find it necessary to reconcile or synthesise. Another equally important strength is that although the pivotal concept is that of the I, the book can also be read as an introduction to Freud’s oeuvre in general. Approaching Freud’s work from the angle of the I reveals some quite new and sometimes rather surprising perspectives. This broadens the book’s scope to reveal an eye-opening view of some of Freud’s most important texts.

There is a thread running through all four chapters that says that the I cannot be seen from one perspective only. There are, as the title suggests, more faces of the I. One pair of perspectives singled out by the author is that of the dynamic and diachronic versus the structural and synchronic viewpoint. From the perspective of the I itself, it is defined as an agent of higher psychological functions, while forces or motives seem out of sight. From another perspective, in which the the I is viewed as a libidinal cathected object providing material for intrapsychic structure, the I as phenomenologically accessible appears rather as a “frozen image”.

Starting from where Freud began, the first chapter takes us into Studies on Hysteria and its theoretical counterpart, Project for a Scientific Psychology. The hysterogenic mechanism, Breuer and Freud argued, was caused by a withholding or inhibition of a strongly felt impulse leading to a dissociation of the affect from its corresponding idea, implying an incompatibility in the psyche. The concept of the I was accordingly based on the observation of a conflict giving the impetus for resistance, defence, and repression, thus foreshadowing the idea of the unconscious. As an agent, the I appears as will, which is also often defined as counter-will against threatening impulses. In addition, the I can be characterised as an image or representation that stands in a special relation to a pathogenic core. At first, Freud called this a foreign body or parasite, but later changed to the term infiltrate. This term points towards the later model from The Ego and the Id, where the borders between conscious and unconscious are more blurred than the early model of conflict and repression suggest.

While Studies was based on clinical experiences, Freud was simultaneously engaged in complicated theoretical speculation on how to envisage the psychic apparatus in a scientific, neurological way. The dense and rich Project for a Scientific Psychology discloses a view of the I similar to the one presented in his clinical work. While being the locus of repression, reality-testing, attention, etc., the I can also be seen as a structurally defining entity in the psychic apparatus, bordering between primary and secondary processes.

Co-reading these two major works from the early days of psychoanalysis raises the question of what status should be attributed to Freud’s neuropsychological model. The author wisely prefers to answer the question in a way that escapes the fallacy of both subjectivism and biology, viewing Freud’s text as “a struggle to establish something beyond both” (p. 14). Summing up the readings of the two texts, this “beyond” can be seen as a way of mapping the dynamics of the psychic apparatus, and, in that way, creating a new object for a scientific investigation of neuroses. The internal psychic life is therefore not the nervous system itself, nor can it be reduced to mere psychology, as it operates by laws and forces beyond the conscious subject. It might also be said, and the author does, that the I is both the conscious subject itself and the totality of the psyche. This double illusion, as unfolded by Freud, means that the I creates its own unconscious shadow: “The I, then, is an object thought by itself to be an agent” (p. 17). It may be added that Freud’s Project could be read as a scaffold serving the function of visualising a psychic apparatus, which might explain the psychological phenomena of neuroses. This scaffold collapses, however, with the recognition of its inborn limits.

What may we learn about the I by reading Freud’s masterpiece The Interpretation of Dreams? Not a great deal it seems, as the work is, primarily, an investigation of the unconscious mechanisms of the dream-process. The I is still there, however, this time taking up a different position, which was hinted at in the Project, by establishing itself at the border between the latent and manifest levels of the dream. Thus, the I may be seen as an effect of the structuring processes of the unconscious and not simply as an opposing force to the unconscious.

The chapters on Freud’s Interpretations of Dreams, Narcissism, and the Ego and the Id are the most complex and constitute the author’s most important contribution to a re-investigation of the Freudian I. It is not possible for me to render the full complexity of ideas arising from these last chapters of the book. I must limit myself to highlighting what seem to be the most important ideas. One main question arising from investigating Freud’s theory of the dream is whether the focus should be on the link between certain sets of inputs and the manifest result of the dream, or rather to focus on the dreamwork itself as “having a voice of its own beyond the representations it manipulates?” (p. 23). Favouring the latter, the next question concerns the relationship between unconscious processes and the I. It turns out that Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams discloses quite a new perspective on the relationship between the unconscious and the I, raising the question of where we should place the I in the process of dreaming. The concept of the wish turns out to hold the key. The wish has a central role, as we know, and not only as a motivating force compared to repressed memories from Studies. The wish of the dream reveals, in fact, another idea of the unconscious as something inaccessible to consciousness, as in it is not capable of becoming conscious. The wish turns out to be more complex than the term suggests; it implies both a dynamic and a structural perspective. The wish, as is plain from Freud’s term Wunschregung, is simultaneously an impulse and the realisation of its satisfaction.

In 1925, Freud found it necessary to add a footnote to his Interpretations of Dreams in order to make it clear that his focus had been on the dreamwork and not on the latent material calling for an interpretation. In short, the wish is embedded in the very process of making it manifest. Considering the role of the I and following Freud’s assertion that wishes that are fulfilled in the dream “are invariably the ego’s wishes”, Reher-Langberg concludes that this must imply a continuity between the I and the unconscious. In other words, what we call repressed impulses arise “in an earlier state of the I” and “wishes of the I are implicitly directed ‘around’ those of the unconscious as ‘structure’” (p. 34). Reher-Langberg raises an interesting subject, which may be formulated as a question: Could it be so that the continuity between the I and the unconscious implies that the I during the dream is situated as an invisible figure, partaking nonetheless in the primary processes of the dream? I read the following argumentation as affirming this.

Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams has revealed a double perspective concerning the I. On the one hand, a dynamic perspective, defining the I in its function as censor struggling with the repressed, implying a reified, structurally primary I. On the other hand, the I of the dream-book is also deeply embedded in the transforming process of the wish. The I does not so much have a wish, but “is embodying a wish of another level of organisation” (p. 43).

On Narcissism: An Introduction is in many ways a remarkable and important turning point in the development of Freud’s thinking, even though he subsequently left it in parentheses. Whereas earlier, the I was closely related to the conscious system, another face of the I is now revealed. Narcissism implies that the I no longer takes a contrasting position to the drive, but is itself an object of libidinal cathexis, thus signalling the collapse of the previous contrast between the two terms of ego and libido. Freud took the consequence and turned the dualism of sexuality and ego-instincts into that of Eros and the death-drive. As Laplanche (2002/2003) has expressed it, turning sexuality into Eros is not only a change of term, but also a transformation in the reality of a human being; a transformation from nature to culture, so to speak.

The many dilemmas contained in On Narcissism: An Introduction, such as primary narcissism and the corollary question of how the ego is developed alongside narcissism, have been answered differently by Freud’s successors. One trend has been to dissolve the dilemmas by introducing the concept of the self as a cornerstone of narcissism, while others, on the contrary, have read Freud’s introduction on narcissism in the perspective of his late drive dualism. Thus understood, primary narcissism illustrates how the ego takes part in structuring the satisfaction of the drive, either by keeping tension constant or by reducing it to zero. Opposing Freud’s idea of the death drive, Green (2001) has pointed to the double face of narcissism containing both a negative or death narcissism striving towards zero or inertia, to use a term from the Project, and a positive narcissism striving towards unity and pleasure, while Laplanche (1999a) has chosen to speak of sexual life drive and sexual death drive.

Reher-Langberg’s exposé of Freud’s On Narcissism: An Introduction and its predecessors follows the tradition of the just-mentioned analysts. However, he approaches the drive from the point of view of the I, asking what lessons we may learn about the I as mediator of the drive. Once more we are presented with two different, albeit interwoven, stories of the I. The author has chosen Laplanche’s differentiation between a metonymical and a metaphoric derivation of the I as guidelines for these two stories, which are unfolded inside the general frame of I in its relation to the drive.

The metonymic conception implies an I as a substantially displaced representative of what may be called the subject of the organism functioning as representative of the external world and defined through its ego-instincts. This is the I of adaptation and control, struggling to secure its own autonomy. With On Narcissism: An Introduction, another I is presented, which is adapted more to the desire of the other and represented in the psychic apparatus as object for itself. This is the metaphoric depiction of the I. Rather than being opposed to the drive, it is now depicted as partaking in the formally conceived aim of the drive. How shall we understand this? According to the author, it means that the I from the perspective of narcissism is an I of desire, marked in its centre by the imprint of the other and structured around the gaze of its internalised ideal.

Arguing against a reading of Freud’s controversial concept of primal narcissism as a primal stage, Reher-Langberg dissolves the dilemma implied by the Freudian concept, arguing that primal narcissism is rather “a fundamentally lost perfection, functionally a myth of a ‘precritical’ oneness with the caregiver driving the circular movement through the ideal” (p. 63). We must accept that the paradoxical character of “a narcissistic object is necessary, since the I must logically find objects to imitate in order to attain the ideal” (ibid.).

Concerning the question of how the ego is developed out of the state of narcissism, Freud is not very precise when talking about a “new psychic action”. Understanding the I as a metaphoric derivation from the subject, this new action may, however, be seen as a mirror-effect introducing a gap or difference, allowing the I to reflect upon itself as object. “As such, one is able to make sense of the paradoxical circularity of the subject coming into existence by falling in love with its own body, thus constituting the subject as its own object by becoming its own other” (p. 60).

1920 meant a radical turning point in Freud’s theory, not only of the drive but also of the psychical apparatus, as well implying a revision of the ego’s formal and dynamical aspects. The consequence of recognising unconscious processes within the ego has led many analysts to favour the idea taken from neuroscience of implicit memory at the cost of repression. This has had grave consequences not only for the idea of repression, but also for Freud’s theory of the subject defined radically as de-centred. The author of this book proposes another reading of Freud’s late model, focusing on the structural and dynamic relationship between the I on the one hand and the id and superego on the other.

In the last chapter of the book, Reher-Langberg continues using the metonymic and metaphorical images of the I, arguing that now this doubling is found in the same place. The I is both a projection or displacement of a surface onto the body and the mirroring effect of the identification with the other. Furthermore, the I has lost some of its solidity while the boundaries between conscious and unconscious are blurred, as we see in the field of fantasy-formation, which to a large extent is unconscious. Concerning the internal relation between id, ego, and superego, it is argued that we have here a synchronic structure visualised in the unconscious fantasy, defined as a driving script, and a diachronic aspect, illustrative of the relationship between the I and the superego. The superego “now diachronically acts as a structure defining an intrapsychic libidinal circuit upholding a definition of the I within the bounds of the parental (paternal) ideal” (p. 79).

The structuring function of the superego is described as being “within a drive circuit with the I, so the id must be understood in a similar circuit with the I, this time defined by the concept of the death drive” (p. 79). This last circuit is illustrated clinically by negative narcissistic phenomena and by the tendency of the id to discharge independently of and incompatibly with the narcissistic structure, e.g., the repetition compulsion. In the two circuits described, the I is the defining centrepiece, mediating also the influence of libidinal energy on the organic sphere, whether in the form of law-abiding stability or symptomatic disruption.

Reading Reher-Langberg’s tour de force through Freud’s writing and re-writing of the I leaves an impression of the amazing complexity of the subject and Freud’s continuous re-examination of it, as his ideas developed. Above all, however, this book tells the story of a core concept in psychoanalysis, recognising its characteristic ambiguity.



Judy Gammelgaard
 Professor emerita, psychoanalyst, and member of the International Psychoanalytical Association





INTRODUCTION


 

 

 

 


The aim of this book is to undertake a study of the notion of the I such as it evolves throughout the writings of Sigmund Freud. In publishing it, I have three hopes.

First, that shedding light on the psychic nature of man in Freud’s thought, such as it will be argued to be encapsulated, even crystallised, in his notion of the I, is inherently relevant to the orientation of psychoanalytic thought and practice. A case will be made for this shortly.

Second, to my knowledge surprisingly few authors, with the notable exceptions of Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen and Jean Laplanche to whom I am greatly indebted, have undertaken the task of studying the evolution of the Freudian I in both breadth and depth. It is therefore my hope that presenting a chronologically broad yet philosophically precise survey of the I in Freud’s work will contribute to filling out a lack in the literature, and that a presentation of this kind will be of interest also to those outside the clinical field.

Third, that the book will contribute to the dialogue between “psychodynamically” oriented and “post-structuralist” approaches to psychoanalytic thought within and without the clinic, which regrettably seem to have been severed in the wake of Lacan’s critiques of especially American psychoanalytic traditions. Whereas the former are accused of reifying the I as an adaptive extension of the subject, ignoring the phantasmic basis of its being, the latter are accused of reducing the I to an imaginary epiphenomenon, neglecting its structuring function in intrapsychic dynamics and extrapsychic adaptation. As will be seen throughout the readings ahead, however, a central trait in Freud’s thinking appears to be polyvalence, a paradoxical coexistence of apparently incompatible perspectives, without any sense of a necessary movement towards their synthesis or a prioritisation of either. Dynamic depictions of a reified, defensively active ego thrive unhindered among passages undermining both the substance and agency of such an ego, and this tendency is so consistent as to appear to be a central trait of Freud’s theory as a whole. Rather than side with any of these schemes, then, it is my hope that a depiction of their equally constant presences will in itself act as a reason for ascribing their very coexistence an importance in an understanding of the truly Freudian vision of psychoanalysis.

Returning to this book’s first aspiration, in order to grasp why the Freudian notion of the I could still be of importance to the orientation of psychoanalytic thought and practice today, a detour back in time might be helpful.

During the 1950s, French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan emphatically argued how the adaptation of Sigmund Freud’s originary psychoanalytic vision of man to different cultures and their norms had over time led to divergent readings of the Freudian oeuvre. This had in turn resulted in a global psychoanalytic movement held together by a heritage of words, shaping an illusion of unity among their users, while in actual practice confounded by divergent ideologies (Lacan, 1991, p. 11). Still today similar concerns are voiced about how “[P]sychoanalysis is a language rich in vocabulary but poor in grammar” (Fayek, 2013, p. 6).

Lacan, as many would come to do after him, therefore called for a “return to Freud” (1957) so as not to lose sight of the Freudian core of psychoanalysis, and in order to bring the practice of psychoanalysis back in accordance with its ethics. This return amounts to more than nostalgia or a need for dogma. Rather, it is a return to Freud’s conception of man, orienting how such a man may and should be affected so as to facilitate change in his being. Reshaping psychoanalysis in accordance with the vision that spawned its vocabulary thus also reaches to the very core of psychoanalytic practice.

For Lacan and others following him, the term “subject” is often used to denominate the particular aspect of man with which Freud’s revolution was concerned, and to which I shall attempt, vis-á-vis Lacan, to return in the following readings.
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