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Subject to Change

Polly Young-Eisendrath offers a response that opens new vistas in our understanding of ourselves within the complexity of a postmodern world.

Subject to Change is a collection of essays spanning a twenty-year period of theorizing and practice of a highly regarded senior Jungian analyst. The diverse ideas and perspectives discussed in the essays deal with the big issues surrounding how Jungian analysts and psychoanalysts understand their profession and what it teaches us about our subjective lives. The book is divided into four clear and informative sections:


	Subjectivity and uncertainty.

	Gender and desire.

	Transference and transformation.

	Transcendence and subjectivity.



The classic essays presented in this book will have significant appeal to all those concerned with Jungian analysis, psychotherapy, psychoanalysis, gender development, and the interface between psychotherapy and spirituality.
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Chapter 1 Introduction Changing the subject – the self as a verb
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If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is, infinite.

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (Blake in Kazin, 1946/1968: 258)


Subject to Change, the title I chose for this book, is a play on words that suggests the diverse ideas and perspectives expressed in these essays. They reflect a twenty-year span of my own development as a person, woman, Jungian psychoanalyst, feminist, Buddhist, and developmental psychologist – to name only a few of the categories that are relevant to my own subjective life. As you will see, my ideas have changed in various ways and have come under the influence of different authorities over time. And yet, certain themes have continued to focus my interest over the years: the constraints and forms of human transformation; the dialectic of tensions within and between people; the question of what is universal and what is particular in human life.

My own approach to understanding psychoanalytic work has always been open to not-knowing: it has been “subject to change.” I regard not-knowing as an active stance from which to engage with our moment-to-moment experience. I see it as a commitment to reveal ourselves openly and transparently, without too much rigidity or guardedness, so that life can teach us. We discover ourselves and the world by putting forth our thoughts, feelings and actions with a curiosity about how they are supported or resisted by others and the environment around us. The commitment is not only to be transparent, but to remain interested in the responses we get. Naturally, we do this only imperfectly and inconsistently. Not-knowing is a style, not an art or a science.

All of us, as adults, have beliefs and desires and theories about ourselves and others. Uncertainty about what we know keeps us honest and flexible. We can never possess a complete and precise understanding of subjective experience, neither our own nor another's, precisely because it is the lens through which we examine our subjectivity, as well as the subject matter itself. This circularity doesn't mean that psychoanalysis is doomed to subjectivism. To function as a systematic science of subjective life, psychoanalysis must stand for certain methods that govern our inquiry and allow us to craft an objective stance whereby we can make predictions, test our theories, and review our clinical practices. Objectivity is based on consensual agreements about the boundaries and domain of any science – its hypotheses, and the ways in which they are tested. There is no objective fact to be discovered outside of such an interpersonal context, as philosophers of science have clarified over the past two decades. As psychoanalysts we need to study ourselves, our therapeutic results, and our theories of personality so that we can continuously refine our views in a disciplined manner, consistent with our goals. But this refinement must be accompanied by ongoing debate, a knowledge of the limitations of our field (including the circularity of its subject matter), and a willingness to change as our understanding changes.

On a more personal level, when we (as practitioners or persons) believe that we already know exactly how things are with ourselves and others, we risk being defined by the emotional habits that drive us. If we are forever open to inquiry into what we might not know about ourselves and our lives, then we are more likely to become responsive to the complexity of our being.

Another meaning of the word “subject,” to which the title alludes, is the doer of an action or the receiver of an action. In psychoanalysis, we often refer to the subject as the thinking and acting agent, as distinguished from the object of desire or the passive victim of circumstances. This agent is free to change, to experience something which I call “subjective freedom,” permitting us to know ourselves well enough that our habits of mind don't weigh us down or trip us up in our movements through life. To know ourselves means becoming familiar with our unconscious and preconscious patterns and complexes until we become unashamedly accountable for the diversity of states within us, even for the reactions that seize us unawares.

Under these circumstances, even our impulses cannot make us wholly subject to their emotional power. We become what Jung has called a “psychological individual,” acknowledging the range and difficulty of our own personality, with a self-accepting willingness not to enact every feeling or impulse, but rather to return again and again to interpersonal inquiry about, and open-minded reflection on, ourselves and our motives. This subjective freedom is psychological, but depends on the political and social freedoms that allow for a self-determining life.

Subjective freedom leads to the possibility of spiritual freedom: the opportunity to engage in mature spiritual practices and inquiries. In my view, spirituality involves our attempts to answer the bigger questions about our existence: what's the meaning of life, why are we here, why do we die, how do we know what we know? Self-knowledge, self-acceptance and personal responsibility permit us to take ourselves into evermore expansive spiritual landscapes without fraying the edges of the relational fabric on which we depend. There is no religion or spiritual practice that does not rest on an ethic of personal responsibility in which an individual is accountable for her or his actions and expressions. This accountability, and its development into integrity, is the foundation of all mature spiritual or religious practices. Psychoanalysis encourages us to remain engaged in inquiry about ourselves and our motives in order to sharpen our sense of personal responsibility throughout life. It is not possible to know ourselves once and for all, but it is possible to cultivate an openness to inquiry that connects us again and again to both the particular and the universal meanings of a truly human life.


Change and constraint

The word “change” also has multiple meanings. In psychotherapy and life, change seems to be a fairly predictable process of transformation. Subjective life progresses through paradigms of structuring and restructuring of self/other and self/world. I have been very much influenced by structural developmental psychology that begins with the work of Jean Piaget and continues into a vast array of research and theory that includes important studies of moral and ego development.

Subjective life is always and everywhere constrained in both its patterns of change and its possibilities for openness. That sounds like the opposite of “uncertainty,” and in a way it is. As embodied human beings, we are all limited in certain aspects of our knowledge, our bodies (structures and functions) and our life span, our language and culture, and our awareness of ourselves. We are all shaped by our long dependency in childhood and its ambivalent emotional influences on our adult identities and relationships. We are all aware of our mortality from a young age and haunted by it throughout our adult years.

These universal constraints can be studied as archetypes, or primary imprints, on the human subject. To study these patterns scientifically we must, of course, include all types and variations of human subjects: people from all walks of life, different societies, different genders and races and ages, and so on. Only by including all can we trace the universal map of the real constraints on our subjectivity. Otherwise, we are dealing with “observer phenomena” the labels and categories that are imposed from the observer's viewpoint and culture, rather than expressed by the subject. To study the change process we must depend on each other, and our theories, in a process of inquiry. This is the essence of our clinical practice and the direction of our scientific development.

Beyond these universal constraints, though, the particularity of the human subject – the uniqueness of an individual person – makes for a kind of randomness in our experience. The human imagination develops in new and unpredictable ways over a lifetime and throughout centuries. In most of our daily life, though, these aspects of particularity are variations within a powerfully constrained world of human being and relating as persons to persons, other beings, and the world.

I regard change in the human subject as a “dialectic of development” in which opposites, tensions, splits and divisions, both within and outside the personality, are potentially available to new syntheses. When change is possible, we discover a third ground or a new perspective that integrates the original two opposites that were in tension. This occurs in all human relationships at all levels of family and society, as well as within individual reflection. But then new tensions and conflicts will always replace old ones, as we move on in our experience over the life span, just as new problems always replace old ones in human societies. Our insights and solutions are always partial and limited, no matter the accuracy of our machines and sciences, because of the limitations of the human subject. Psychoanalysis was designed specifically to study these limitations in a protected interpersonal environment. Discovering a third perspective in a conflict within or between people does not mean occupying an idealized middle ground. It means remaining open to inquiry and new discovery, as the title of the book suggests.


Jung, gender and subjectivity in psychoanalysis

The subtitle, on the other hand, narrows the field of my particular inquiry. It names those topics that have stayed with me over the years of my development as a psychologist and psychoanalyst. First, there is Jung and his psychology as they have developed within my own reflection and practice over the past twenty years. My roots are Jungian: I trained to become a Jungian analyst and began my serious study of psychoanalysis from that perspective. I call the discipline that I practice “psychoanalysis,” not to obscure the influence of Jungian theory and methods, nor to confuse Jung's contributions with Freud's or others, but rather to be accurate about the context of the work I do and think about. “Psychoanalysis” is the term that has survived in the public domain relating specifically to the study of unconscious life, both within the psychotherapeutic enterprise and in human development. Jung called his approach “analytical psychology” at a time when differing biases were seen as a reason to divorce one “school” from another. Now that the whole field of psychoanalysis has been attacked and devalued by various outside economic and cultural forces, it behooves us to function as a cooperative group, and to heal the step-family mentality that has hurt us badly. As psychoanalysts we need each other in many more ways than we need to be each other's enemies. For these reasons and more, I envision Jung's psychology and Jungian analysis to fall within the scope of the larger psychoanalytic circle (which is small enough).

The second topic in the subtitle, gender, has been a central focus of mine in studying and researching developmental psychology and in doing couples psychotherapy and individual therapy and analysis. Primarily, I have approached gender from a constructivist perspective: that gender categories are empty of any specific content, but are assigned based on body type at birth (or even earlier now) in order to move people into certain roles, identities, status, and jobs. Sex, by contrast, is a limit on our body type. Although people now manipulate that limit, they cannot wholly transcend it. Our sex presents us with inevitable constraints on our wishes and desires within a human society. Whereas gender is relatively flexible across contexts, and changes over the life span, sex is more inflexible and constant. The division of the human community into two gender groups, based on body architecture, leads to many tensions, divisions, and splits in the ways that people relate to themselves and each other – in couples, families and groups. This situation has deeply interested me throughout my career.

The final term of the subtitle, subjectivity, could have been exchanged for “personality” or “intersubjectivity,” but these latter two didn't sound as good to my ears, and didn't really cover the range that “subjectivity” does. Suffice it to say that my interests in subjectivity encompass both the ways in which the human personality forms and functions as an apparent unity – what we call “self” – and how this illusion of singularity and unity always rests on, and is rooted in, self-other functioning. What has interested me throughout my years of study and practice in psychology and life is that the self and the other – not the individual mind, brain, or body – are the fundamental subjective unit, both in our earliest becoming (we come into being inside of someone else) and in every moment in which we conceive of a self. The “other” in this case may be a person, another being, or the environment; it is whatever is providing the contrast to “self” in a moment of perception. Along these lines, I want to introduce my own version of the human self as an action that makes us feel and perceive ourselves as individual subjects. If I could change our language, I would cast the self as a verb rather than a noun. I hope that this account of self will set the tone for the remainder of the book.


Some personal background

I need first to begin with my own background. I started my training to be a Jungian analyst in 1979. Eight (or so) years before that, I had become a student of Zen Buddhism. In my twenties, as I was at that time, I blithely assumed that everything that interested me should fit nicely into a seamless fabric of meaning. Over the years, I have been forced to sew many seams into that fabric. Indeed, my fabric of meaning is a veritable patchwork quilt of highly contrasting pieces combined into a pattern that emphasizes and blends differences. Back in 1979, my seamless fabric was rudely ripped apart when many of my analytic colleagues, especially my Jungian colleagues, were suspicious of Zen as an alien philosophy that produced a disengaged stance. My Zen colleagues were also suspicious of psychotherapists who were “restoring the ego to equilibrium” – as they were described – rather than making it more transparent and fluid. This was before Buddhism became a popular middle-class American religion and the Dalai Lama was a worldwide celebrity. In the 1980s, I stayed in the closet as a Buddhist, as many other psychoanalysts did, as became clear in the late 1990s when the closet doors opened.

In the 1980s and early 1990s, I found that Western postmodern philosophy helped to close the gap in my conceptual understanding between psychology and meditation. I became the Jungian poster child for “constructivism” and “phenomenological hermeneutics” in relation to such concepts as self, instinct, archetype, complex, and therapeutic action. I read and studied contemporary philosophical arguments and engaged in many debates about what might be useful, valid, and reasonable to say about the self, clinically and developmentally. I want to summarize now what I have gleaned in fitting together a couple of pieces in my quilt that connect my experiences in psychoanalysis, psychology, psychotherapy, meditation, and philosophy.


Self and no-self as verbs

I regard the human self as an “action” or a “function” of a “person.” The self does not “do” any actions or think any thoughts; it is the person who does these things. In the 1980s I began to hold a strong distinction between self and person, having read what was then called “philosophy of the person,” especially the contributions of Rom Harrè (1984: 76) who wrote: “I propose … a distinction between the individuality of a human being as it is publicly identified and collectively defined and the individuality of the unitary subject of experience.”

“Persons,” claimed Harrè, “are identified by public criteria” that emphasize the “intentionality of their actions and speeches” and are interpreted “within a social framework of interpersonal commitments rather than as the outward expression of some inner state.” Selves, on the other hand, are “psychological individuals, manifested in the unified organization of perceptions, feelings and beliefs of each human being … organized in that fashion.” He added that there may also be human beings who are “organized in some non-unitary way” (pp. 76–77). Although this early distinction now seems awkward and more than a little abstract, it initiated a process of clarification in my own thinking that has been refined through my meditative and clinical practices in the last two decades, as well as the theories connected to each.

In formal discussions of psychoanalysis, I frequently find that the distinction between self and person is unfortunately erased, leading to unnecessary confusions and awkward descriptions. This is true even though Roy Schafer (1978: 86, for instance) offered many cogent critiques of our self-language more than twenty years ago. For example, he wrote: “The self is … something one learns to conceptualize in one's capacity as agent; it is not a door of actions. In this light, we can see that Heinz Kohut [1971] and other analytic theoreticians of the self have been wrong in speaking of the experiential self as playing its own regulatory role in human action.”

When we make the mistake of saying that the “self,” rather than the person, is intending, feeling or doing, we lose our ability to be precise and convincing in our descriptions of how we work with subjective life. Instead of regarding the self as an action of a person, the self is then named as the actor, opening the door to all sorts of confusions in our conversations with one another.

These problems are nowhere thornier or more troublesome than in our attempts to develop a dialogue between practitioners of psychoanalysis and practitioners of Buddhism, an important conversation of the twenty-first century between two different (and sometimes similar) systematic approaches to subjectivity. We find ourselves at a special loss to describe the actions of a person who has reached states of non-separateness or “no-self.” If we speak of the self as actor, then who is the actor when there is no self? The relational psychoanalyst Stephen Mitchell (2003: 96), for example, in a written dialogue with a psychologist who is also a Buddhist teacher, comments on the “centeredness” of such no-self states by asking “Who then is the one who is centered? Is this not a version of the self?” Another example of this confusion is in an essay by Zen teacher and psychoanalyst Barry Magid, who wants to describe what is constant and familiar in his own Zen teacher, although she exemplifies the unfixed no-self in her actions and expressions. Reaching for a way to characterize this seeming paradox of her being, Magid (2003: 295) quotes another Zen teacher, Robert Aitken Roshi, who describes the liberated person in the following way: “The self is still present – but it is not self-preoccupied. It washes the dishes and puts them away.”

If we preserved a clear distinction between self and person, we might say, “this person acts in a non-self-preoccupied way. She just washes the dishes and puts them away.” On the surface this may seem trivial, but preserving this distinction clears up a lot of unnecessary troubles in conversations about self and no-self in both psychoanalysis and Buddhism.

A major barrier in translating the language of Buddhism into Western meanings surrounds the discussion of self. Let me use just one more short passage from Buddhist scholar Robert Thurman (1994: 32–33) to further develop my point:

All the world is in some sense created by the mind, from the infinitely positive to the infinitely negative. If you step out in front of a freight train, its painful crushing of you is all in the mind as well. A liberated person, viscerally aware of the precise sense of “just being in the mind,” would have no problem standing in front of such a train if there were any benefit for beings from doing so.


Such a “liberated person” would be one who has mastered the fluid movements back and forth between the actions of self and the actions of no-self, but this person would still objectively experience the pain and death of the physical body. And yet, the perceived experience of being crushed by a freight train would be vastly different for such a person than for the rest of us. The liberated person would feel pain, but not suffering – physical sensation, but not misery and anguish. The rest of us would be just crushed in every awful imaginable way.

All discussions of self in psychoanalysis and Buddhism are vastly improved by retaining the distinction between a person, as an embodied agent who exists in a public context, and a self that is the action of a person and lacks such embodied public existence. This is not just a trick of language. We changed a great deal in our thinking about gender when we disciplined ourselves to use the pronouns “she or he” to refer to “a person.” Similarly, I believe that we can open whole new horizons of meaning if we discipline ourselves to speak of self as an action of a person, rather than the actor.

It seems to me that the Buddhist language of no-self has emphasized the importance of being precise about the self. Experiences of no-self problematize the experience of self. Along these lines, I also believe that it might be useful to distinguish no-self states, as those states when the separateness of individual being is entirely absent, from non-self states when a sense of being a separate individual is still present, but not as the focus of our actions, sensations, thoughts or feelings. Both no-self and non-self states can be pathological, healthy or liberating. In other words, the term “no-self” should not be reserved only for liberated states because no-self states can be used by people to serve pathological aims, as Brian Victoria's (1997) book Zen at War clearly illustrated.

And so, I regard the self as the action of a person who is perceiving oneself as being and behaving as a separate individual subject. The self is an action of a person, rather than the sum total of a person or a deep internal state of a person. It is possible for a person to be functionally centered in her or his awareness without a self – as, for example, in certain advanced meditative states or other no-self experiences such as childbirth. It is also possible for a person to be dysfunctional or non-functional in either a no-self or a non-self state – for example, in certain momentary states that are delusional or drug-induced, or in profoundly pathological psychotic or depersonalized states. Questions about “who” is acting in such circumstances are answered by the category “person” – the public criteria of a mind-and-body being who is intending and acting in these ways. In the future, when we understand the actions that we call “self” more clearly, as we are bound to do between the discoveries of neuroscience and the discoveries of psychoanalysis and Buddhism, we may find a verb for this kind of self-ing. In the meantime, I am forced to use the noun to refer to the action.

Thanks to my current meditation teacher Shinzen Young, and his Zen teacher Sasaki Roshi (of Mt. Baldy Zen Center in California), I would describe the action of the self as micro-movements of change in our perceptions that escape our attention most of the time. These are similar to the micro movements of the human eye that permit us to have a clear image of “some thing” existing “outside” ourselves. A recent article about the scientific study of these micro-movements of the eye by Haseltine (2003: 88) in Discover Magazine says that direct experiential evidence is “hard to come by because the sensors that must detect such movements – your eyes – are the same sensors that are constantly being repositioned by the micro-movements. It's like trying to catch your eyes moving in the mirror. Under very special circumstances, however, micro-movements can be coaxed out into the open”. This description is a perfect analog of the difficulty of directly detecting the micro-movements of self. And yet, the self micro-movements can also be coaxed out into the open in the special conditions of certain forms of meditation that have been designed and refined for just this purpose. When this happens, we can perceive ourselves creating self states, and we can also see how to act and perceive without creating this separateness. No-self states are ways of behaving and perceiving in which there is non-interference from a boundaried separate subject – or self – with our perceptions of seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching, sensing, feeling (emotion), and thinking. As the opening quote from William Blake states, we experience our perceptions as infinite when the self does not interfere. In fact, it is possible for people to be consciously aware of their embodied thoughts and feelings while being in a state of no-self. Under these conditions a person functions as a person in all respects by public criteria, while functioning without the interference of the sense of being separate.

In another essay on the dialogue between Buddhism and psychoanalysis, psychologist and Buddhist teacher Jack Engler (2003) describes the action of self:

the division of experience into “inside” and “outside,” “self” and “object,” “self” and “other,” “self and body” arises within the perceptual process itself, from the patterning of the first input to the final stage in which we become conscious of our perceptions and weave them into a framework of meaning.


He goes on to describe how people perceive no-self, first through meditation training, and eventually in walking-around experience:

we can observe the moment-to-moment way in which we bring these [self] elements of our ordinary experiences into being … It's possible to directly see the constructed, momentary, and interdependent nature of self and ‘reality’ by actually experiencing the steps of their construction (p. 92).


Only within the province of the sciences of subjectivity, such as Buddhism and psychoanalysis, can we investigate, describe, clarify and theorize how people create and sustain selves and no-selves. Over the past twenty-five years, I have been pursuing an investigation of these issues in my own meditation training, my studies in psychology and psychoanalysis and philosophy, and my clinical practice of psychotherapy and analysis. Neuro-science and biology address these matters from the observer standpoint, not from subjective involvement. Natural science findings cannot directly influence our subjective lives nor include accounts of human desires, beliefs, intentions and actions in the subject matter of their investigations. The unique circumstances of the subjective sciences allow for the possibility of systematic observations of self, non-self and no-self in the actions of persons, while we learn through experience to change our minds in the process.

In Western societies, we have tended to perceive the self as a thing, like a body. For Westerners especially, I like to compare the micro-movements of self to the micro-movements of the bodily organ that we call “the pancreas.” The pancreas changes all of its cells almost every twenty-four hours, but it appears to us as a thing. Upon close examination, we discover that its apparent thing-ness is a transformative action that we can observe through special instruments designed for magnification. Of course, Western physics has provided evidence that all “things” are actual energy forms or actions. But these statements from physics, no matter how convincing and appealing they are, seem to remain outside of the web of the beliefs and desires that influence our subjective being. Having direct experience of the pancreas-like nature of the self, on the other hand, strongly affects the way we see and feel ourselves as persons.


What are the actions of self, no-self and non-self?

What is the action we call self? It is the micro-movements in our perceptions that separate us from the environment and convince us that we are a continuous unified individual subject, a “something in here” with a “something else out there,” as we have seen. When we act, think, and feel ourselves as continuous, embodied, separate subjects (without specific consciousness of doing so), we are using the self automatically and unselfconsciously. We regularly use the self non-defensively in such a manner. This is analogous to driving your car without thinking specifically about driving or focusing your eyes through micro-movements without knowing you are doing it.

Sometimes we unintentionally or accidentally lose this sense of self, even our identification with a particular (“my”) body. We may lose our sense of time, our sense of being contained in our bodies, our ability to use our own agency or initiative to direct ourselves, and/or our feelings of being separate from other people. A loss of self-as-separate-being is a normal occurrence when we are asleep; in our dreams, we may change bodies, find our bodies disappearing or move out of our bodies. We may also have a sense of being someone else in a dream – a person of the opposite sex or an animal, for example. In waking life, when we are in shock, in intense physical pain, in states of merger or ecstasy, and in various states of psychic distress, we may find that we pop into no-self states in which we no longer embody the being of a separate individual subject.

The intentional cultivation of no-self states in some forms of Buddhist meditation practices is designed to help us witness exactly how we create a separate self, how this creation is related to our suffering, and how it can be made more transparent on a walking-around basis so that we don't have to habitually do it. People can be aware, alert, responsible and attuned without creating a separate self if they have carefully cultivated the kind of awareness that is necessary, as I have said.

Outside of such practices and careful development, our experiences of no-self states may seem frightening and may even engender psychopathology. Some people learn to escape their ordinary subjective being and their accountability for themselves by diving into no-self states, such as psychotic fantasies, hallucinations, and de-personalizations or de-realizations (when people get out of their bodies or become identified with other bodies as in reliving trauma and other kinds of dissociation).

Non-self states – when we act without the ordinary sense of a self being unitary or focused – may be felt as being “beside ourselves” or “not myself today.” Chronic symptomatically rigid forms of reactivity in personality disorders, neuroses, and psychoses, as well as benign or troubling identifications, are often experienced as non-self states. Without any particular insight, people often remark “I was beside myself when I did that.” In psychoanalysis, we refer to non-self states by names such as symptoms, primary process, prototaxic, parataxic, unconscious complexes, repetition compulsions, paranoid-schizoid, autistic-contiguous, compromise formations, resistances, and defenses. With these kinds of names, we are pointing to states of being in which the ordinary micro-movements of creating a unitary or separate subject have broken down. Painful and chronic breakdowns of self typically bring people into psychotherapy, although ordinary disruptions are a part of everyday life.

In all people, everywhere, the action of self is expected to produce a fairly reliable experience of feeling and being an individual subject. In all cultures and societies, adults are expected to be accountable for their actions and bodies over time. As a Jungian, I would call the self an archetype or universal imprint: a predisposition in the human personality to act and feel as an individual subject and then to develop that experience over a lifetime.


Reading this book

What you have just read is my most up-to-date formal account of self and no-self psychology that integrates my thinking about psychoanalysis and Buddhism as practices of subjective science. I have offered this account here because I believe that it will give you an umbrella of understanding for encountering the chapters throughout this book. I have struggled hard to find definitions and descriptions that I hope are useful for treating and developing our subjectivity and intersubjectivity, self and no-self, in clinical and meditational practices. I believe that we should always question and refine our language of subjective life because our linguistic categories teach us if we use them in a disciplined and open-minded manner.

In the following, I make some suggestions for reading this book in order to meet my ideas in an optimal way. My overarching invitation to you is that you form a relationship with me: argue with me, mark down your thoughts (even in the margins), agree or disagree with me, but find yourself here while questioning my ideas. I hope that you also find that your ideas and feelings are subject to change.

The rest of the book is divided into four parts. These organize the chapters according to certain topics that are relevant to the abiding interests that I mentioned at the beginning: the constraints and forms of transformation, the dialectic of tensions within and between people, and the question of what is universal and what is particular in human life.

Part 1 entitled “Subjectivity and uncertainty,” continues to develop some of the material that I have introduced in this chapter. Chapter 2 sets the stage for the way I understand the larger field of psychoanalysis, and how I believe the field should develop if it is to survive. The chapter title, “The science of intentions and the intentions of science,” argues that psychoanalysis is a special kind of science that needs to discover systematic and scientific foundations on the grounds of its own being: the study of subjective life. I describe psychoanalysis as a “science of intentions” and show how it can help us to clarify the “intentions of science” as we face a massive contemporary illusion: that we should investigate our subjective distress through biological determinism. As I mentioned in this Introduction, our goals and methods in psychoanalysis, as a systematic study of subjective life, explicitly contrast with the assumptions and forms of investigation in biology and neuroscience. We cannot ground psychoanalysis (or Buddhism, for that matter) in studies of organic processes because our questions cannot be answered by such studies.

Chapter 2 introduces the framework that I flesh out in the other chapters of Part 1. As a Jungian psychoanalyst who has collided with aspects of Jung's life and theories, and a constructivist theorist who values uncertainty and dialogue, I am constantly examining the nature of my assumptions, and the methods and context of my clinical and theoretical inquiries. Chapters 3 and 4 concern my autobiographical experience as a Jungian psychoanalyst; I give a complete account of my struggles to be fully who I am – a Jungian, Buddhist, feminist psychoanalyst, who is also a developmental psychologist. These various identifications have constantly clashed with one another over the years and have often left me feeling marginalized in my various arenas of discourse and engagement. I talk about how and why this is so and then go on to show the reader the fruits of my struggles in Chapters 5–7 that exemplify my particular approach to psychoanalytic work: “Subject to change: feminism, psychoanalysis and subjectivity,” “The self in analysis: a postmodern account” and “Jungian constructivism and the value of uncertainty.” I believe that Part 1 reveals quite clearly my own theoretical and clinical journey with its patchwork quilt of influences.

Part 2 entitled “Gender and desire” reviews my work in analyzing gender and gendered relationships from a Jungian, developmental, feminist, constructivist perspective. This section evolves from the problem of “Woman as the object of desire” to a comprehensive treatment of the Jungian psychology of gender, revising the concept of “contrasexual complex” in terms that are non-essentialist and developmental. In Chapter 8 called “Myth and body: Pandora's legacy in a postmodern world,” I talk especially about the unique struggles and images involved with the female body in how it is experienced and seen. Then in Chapter 9, “Feminism and narrating female persons,” I investigate the philosophy of the female person from the perspective of feminist and psychoanalytic theories. This discussion moves into more philosophical terrain in Chapter 10, “The female person and how we talk about her”, where I question our categories of meaning and suggest new ones. Finally, in Chapter 11, “Revisiting identity” – a paper that was written originally to commemorate the psychology of Erik Erikson – and in Chapter 12, “Gender and contrasexuality: Jung's contribution and beyond,” I show how we can work within various aspects of developmental and psychoanalytic theory to liberate our concepts into new ways of understanding the whole field of gender, especially from an intersubjective perspective on projection and projective identification.

Parts 1 and 2 prepare the reader, through a complete introduction to my own orientations and ideas, to encounter the more contemporary final two Parts 3 and 4: “Transference and transformation” and “Transcendence and subjectivity.” These last two parts contain only my more recent works that deal with the cutting edge of my own thinking about the therapeutic action of psychoanalysis in the transformation of human suffering, and the ways in which love and compassion participate in this transformation.

Chapter 13, “What's love got to do with it? Transference and transformation in psychoanalysis and psychotherapy” and Chapter 14, “The transformation of human suffering: a perspective from psychotherapy and Buddhism”, look at the complexity of the therapeutic relationship, its frame and transferences – from a perspective that is informed by my many years of practicing Zen and Vipassana alongside psychoanalysis. These chapters continue to develop, in more practical and clinical ways, some of the themes I have introduced in this introductory chapter while they also add a critically minded account of how I regard relationship, transference and love as catalysts of therapeutic transformation and life span development. Then in Chapter 15, “When the fruit ripens: alleviating suffering and increasing compassion as goals of clinical psychoanalysis,” I turn my attention exclusively to understanding the goals and process of transformation in psychoanalysis, from a postmodern, intersubjective, Young-Eisendrath point of view.

In Part 4, almost every chapter involves an account of “transcendence” by which I mean, as I make clear in Chapter 16, “Psychotherapy as ordinary transcendence,” not the traditional religious sense of moving beyond or outside of our quotidian realities, but rather embracing the apparent limitations of ordinary experiences as the means of transcending ourselves – our suffering, our identities, our addictions. I have come to a conclusion that it's best to stick with the ordinary in our quest to discover the extraordinary. How to do this authentically and personally is a work-in-progress for all of us, but I do my best to say what I have discovered. Taking my cues from Jung's theory of the “transcendent function,” which is roughly equivalent to Odgen's theory of “dialogical space” and Winnicott's account of “potential space,” I develop a way of looking at our search for mental “space” within ourselves and our relationships, including psychotherapy. What do we mean by “reflective space” or “spacious mind”? How do we find such spaces in ourselves and with others? Each of the final five chapters in this part addresses in its own way, often including some myths and stories, the problem of finding the divine in the ordinary and being ever surprised by what life teaches us. Is it possible to be no longer distressed or offended by our encounters with misery, ignorance and limitation in ourselves and others because everything teaches us? This is a question I raise in one way and then another in these final five chapters, concluding with a plea for us, as a society, to transcend the biological realism of our contemporary thinking about being human – a theme that intertwines with Chapter 2 in Part 1.

Seven of the chapters in this book have not been previously published and the other twelve, while they have been published elsewhere, have been edited and changed to fit the needs of this particular work. All the same, in a volume of essays that have been written over time for different occasions and publications, some repetition of themes and ideas is to be expected. I have worked hard to revise these chapters so that the book can be read as a single work. I have tried to eliminate the worst repetitions while repeating themes and ideas that I felt needed to be restated in a new context. I have also allowed a certain amount of overlap because I assume that readers may want to dip into this collection and read according to interest, and thus may need basic references in a particular chapter.

Along these lines, reading the first chapter in each section is a good introduction to the main concerns of the section. Then a reader may skip around by individual interest. If you want to know my perspective in depth, you should feel comfortable reading the book from start to finish, even though there are some repetitions and overlaps. Such a reading will surely reveal how I have changed my mind over time and subject matter.

I am, of course, deeply and forever grateful to all of my teachers, including those teachers in my high school years who recognized me as having something unique or significant to add to the world. Among my college teachers three stand out in my memory: Leslie Rollins, John Chandler and Harrison Butterworth. They all encouraged me with the grace, charm and wit of their own being to become fully myself. In graduate school, Jane Loevinger and Richard deCharms were intellectual giants, in my view, and transformed my thinking and skills as a writer, scientist, and clinician. In my postgraduate years, the writers and teachers to whom I am most grateful are June Singer, Charles Taylor, Arnold Modell, Roy Schafer, Philip Kapleau and Shinzen Young.

Having acknowledged these major influences on my development, I hasten to add that my own clients and patients in psychotherapy and psychoanalysis have always been the true grit of my formation and development as a psychotherapist and psychologist, often as a human being. It is hard to find adjectives that are adequate to express my admiration and love for the people who have sought help from me. Those who have stayed for the full course of their treatment have allowed me into an adventure of inquiry and change that would be unimaginable in any other life setting. I am forever grateful to all of them. I hope that these essays do justice to the worlds they have opened in our shared transformative space.


Part 1 Subjectivity and uncertainty



Chapter 2 The science of intentions and the intentions of science
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One of my most passionate wishes for the twenty-first century is for the further development of a human science of subjectivity, rooted in the ideas and practices of psychoanalysis and analytic therapies, that can stand toe to toe with biological explanations of human behaviors. The abandonment of such a science of subjectivity by many departments of psychiatry in the past decade or more is due more to political and economic conditions than to scientific or clinical findings. I am deeply concerned about the loss in our ability to study and hypothesize issues of human desire, intention, will, action and freedom in a scientific way. We need a systematic study of human subjective responses in order for psychology to enter into dialogue with biology, biochemistry and neuroscience in attempting to understand consciousness and unconsciousness in human actions.

In the absence of such a dialogue at the beginning of the twenty-first century, both popular and academic media have lapsed into an ideology of scientific materialism – a knee-jerk biological determinism – that does not serve us well in our attempts to ameliorate human suffering. This ideology endorses a false assumption that many human characteristics are fixed at birth, and it portends an era of detailed information about group and individual “genetic predispositions” for many human traits from the undesirable to the sublime. This kind of thinking endows the “master molecule” of the gene with almost autonomous power that replaces human intentions and desires. Everything from happiness to criminality, from aesthetics to addictions, from romance to religiosity has been dubbed “genetic” in such accounts. To understand ourselves as organisms propagating our genes eliminates the complexity of our own motives and dulls our ability to encounter people as moral agents.

Before I go into more detail about some clinical and scientific problems that stem from this kind of thinking, I'd like to define a few terms. By the term “intention” I mean purpose, desire, or aim: what one consciously or unconsciously wants or wants to do. By the word “suffering” I mean specifically the anguish and discontent that are directly related to our emotional habits, impulses and unrealistic ideals. Here I distinguish suffering as a subjective state, different from objective pain and necessary adversity. Suffering, as I use it, is the unnecessary difficulty that we add to our experiences through evaluating, fantasizing, aggrandizing and diminishing both objective and subjective events.

In this chapter, I will speak about “psychoanalysis” as a science of subjectivity and intention, by which I mean a study of subjective states that depends on the practice of psychodynamic psychotherapies, and on related scientific studies of personality, therapeutic change, and development. I consider the general field of psychoanalysis and analytical therapies to be composed of the following: a means to ameliorate human suffering through therapeutic treatment, a way of thinking about subjective life, and a set of testable hypotheses (contrary to Grunbaum, 1984) about such phenomena as defense mechanisms, attachment behaviors, motivations, core conflicts, therapeutic change, personality development, emotional memory, and more. And finally, when I speak of “science” I mean systematized knowledge – the product of agreed-upon objective methods of investigation – that becomes the basis for truth claims in whatever field of study.

Through our clinical work and scientific studies in the psychoanalytic therapies, we discover the complex, conflicted and often unknown intentions that are at the very core of human suffering. I agree with psychoanalyst and theoretician Carlo Strenger (1991: 62–63) when he says the following about psychoanalysis:

The assumption is that every aspect of human behavior is intelligible; i.e. behavior is seen as intentional action all the way down. Furthermore, it is assumed that by correctly understanding the meaning of actions, we help the patient to take full responsibility for who he is, and give him the freedom to change if he truly wants to.


This responsibility is now considered almost a luxury for the wealthy few, rather than a necessity for helping people who are suffering in all kinds of life circumstances. In order to fully develop and make use of this science of subjectivity, we need to expand and articulate further our models of the human psyche through study and research that does not import wholecloth the epistemological categories of the natural sciences. The sciences of numbers, objects, and processes – mathematics, physics, biochemistry, biology, genetics – necessarily distort our understanding of human desire, choice, agency and responsibility because the natural sciences are grounded in assumptions that mostly eliminate all categories of subjectivity.

In order to investigate human subjectivity in any comprehensive or adequate way, it must be understood on its own terms, accounting for meaning and purpose, and distinguished from biological processes and fixed characteristics. Using the methods of the human sciences, I believe that we can develop a systematic understanding of subjective states that could eventually clarify the nature of human suffering and address its complexities in terms of relationships and society. Under these circumstances, a dialogue with biology, biochemistry and neuroscience could then become extremely fertile, especially in regard to such important topics as the nature of human consciousness and emotion. Without an adequate account of human subjectivity, on the other hand, we are likely to evolve more and more reductive scientific ideologies that interfere with our abilities to remain open-minded in scientific and clinical practices. I hope that my comments here will increase our interest in the future of such dialogue by recognizing the importance of the human sciences such as psychology, linguistics, economics, anthropology, sociology, history, and psychoanalysis as complementary to the natural sciences of life processes. Before I talk about the human sciences, a few personal remarks.


Professional and personal contexts

Many patients now seeking analysis and psychotherapy with me come with vague theories of genetic or biological determinism, such as “I am depressed because I inherited depression from my mother's family” or “I have an addiction because my genetic history is loaded for substance dependency” or “I have attention deficit disorder because of my genetic background” and so on. These people feel hopeless because after they have taken the appropriate medications, and comforted themselves with the company of their ancestors, they are still stuck with their suffering. This certainly can be helped by effective psychotherapy, but for those who never consider psychotherapy – and of course, most people don't – these vaguely organic explanations only block any desire to understand the personal motives and meanings that shape much of their suffering.

In another professional context, I encounter even greater trouble engendered by our zeitgeist of biological determinism. Over the past twelve years I have held clinical appointments in departments of psychiatry and have witnessed the “eradication” of dynamic psychiatry. In this brief period of time, most psychiatric residents in the USA have lost their connection to any psychological understanding of human suffering. The majority of psychiatric residents I now encounter, in lectures and workshops all over the country, know how to provide only the shortest term care, mostly through medication and some short-term therapies. They often lack even basic counseling skills, have no knowledge of personality dynamics, and have the most minimal understanding of human development, without even mentioning the unconscious dynamics of psychopathology and any methods of intensive psychotherapy. These residents want to help their patients. As human beings themselves, they often feel that something very fundamental is being overlooked.

As we have all been encouraged to explain more and more of our personal difficulties in terms of organic and biological processes, and less and less in terms of our own desires and actions, we providers of mental health services now risk obscuring the complexity of subjective life. If we respond to our patients' and our own questions about why we suffer, without any insight into human motivations, conflicts, and desires, we may short-circuit the formation of certain questions of meaning and purpose. And if we explain human moods, emotional difficulties, and other shortcomings mostly, or most adequately, in terms of biochemical or other organic processes, we betray the thimbleful of social awareness of the role of unconscious human intentions that has only recently become a part of Western culture.

When I was in graduate school in developmental psychology in the late 1970s, just at the time that I began my training to be a psychoanalyst, I studied the complexity of human desires in a seminar on motivation. In this and other seminars, I learned that human agency and language demand a non-reductive method of study. At that time, we believed that the freedom to think abstractly – even to theorize about one's thoughts and moods – sets humans sufficiently apart from other organisms and animals to create a “psychology of the person” which is rooted in intention, rather than reactivity or organic process. I was taught that it is dangerous to believe that humans are biologically or psychologically determined animals because an adequate theory of human action must account for intentions that go beyond determining forces. For example, when humans are condemned to horrific torture, some will continue to find a meaningful way to engage with their lives, as is illustrated in Viktor Frankl's (1984) Man's Search for Meaning. Even when diagnosed with a terminal illness, we are still free to see it as a personal adventure as writer Anatole Broyard (1992) shows us in Intoxicated by My Illness. These freedoms are not the product of organic processes or biochemical reactions, but they are critically important in living a fulfilling life.

In the late 1970s, psychodynamic types thought that cognitive-behaviorism was the reductionism to oppose. We did not see what was coming around the biochemical corner. A mere twenty years later, most American journalists would concur with English journalist Brian Appleyard (1998: 15) who, in a study of the ethical issues inherent in applying genetic methods to humans, states as a fact that “Almost every aspect of human life has a large and frequently decisive genetic component”. Even though he is a critic, he like most other popularizers of science is a true believer in genetic ideology. Organic explanations of human life have very quickly come to overshadow the nascent understanding of ourselves as complex intentional actors, the sort who can both create theories of DNA and debate their validity.

Twenty years ago, in graduate school, I learned that there is no way to explain human experience without including the ideas of agency, action and intentionality. Even the human infant depends on intentional action rather than an adaptation to an environment. The infant cannot, of course, think for itself and yet it cannot live without thinking; so someone else must think for it. The infant cannot foresee its own needs and provide for them; so someone else must use foresight. Human beings develop inherently personal relationships that include intention, meaning, and reflection from the very beginning. Although our temperament and biology may affect how sensitive we are to certain interactions with others, our relationships and their meanings also affect how relevant these biological factors may be.

There is a hidden distortion in applying organic theories to explain human actions in any kind of comprehensive way. Philosopher John MacMurray ([1961] 1979: 46) says it like this: “To affirm the organic conception of the personal field is implicitly to deny the possibility of action … If organic theory overlooks human freedom, organic practice must suppress it.” As we shall see, biological determinism makes human behavior unintelligible as intentional action, and transforms the goal of psychodynamic therapies – greater subjective freedom through increased awareness – into gibberish.

From my many years practicing dynamic therapies, I am certain that much of human suffering comes from grandiose and unrealistic expectations and ideals, blind repetitions of past emotional patterns, impulses based on unconscious conflicts, and obsessions with conscious and unconscious desires and fears.
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