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FUNDAMENTALS OF PSYCHOANALYTIC TECHNIQUE, BRUCE FINK (NORTON, 2007)
Derek Hook

Given its preoccupation with the analysis of textual and symbolic forms as opposed to more overtly psychological types of analysis, and in light of its longstanding (if at times ambivalent) ties to psychoanalysis, one of the puzzles of contemporary critical psychology is why is not more recourse made to Lacanian theory. The scrutiny of power, like the study of subjectivity, and an awareness of the pitfalls inherent in insufficiently critical clinical practice – each of which represents an area of central importance to critical psychology – have much to benefit from a Lacanian register of critique. Three recent texts by well-established scholars in the field have vividly brought this register to life, demonstrating the importance of Lacanian theory to the domains of political theory, the philosophy of subjectivity, and (as one should expect) the area of psychoanalytic technique and practice.

The publication in 1999 of Yannis Stavrakakis’s Lacan and the Political was something of an event for readers familiar with the style of Lacanian political critique associated with the names of Ernesto Laclau, Slavoj Žižek and, to a lesser extent, Judith Butler. The Lacanian Left is characterized by the same strengths as this earlier text: fluency with the Lacanian vernacular; a flair for exemplification; and an admirable accessibility of style. Although Stavrakakis clearly draws inspiration from this older generation of scholars – separate chapters in The Lacanian Left are devoted to critical engagements with Laclau, Žižek and Castoriadis – his use of Lacan yields a more immediate frame of cultural analysis, certainly so for newcomers to the field. 

The second half of the book, an analysis of the ‘dialectics of enjoyment’, does a wonderful job of illuminating the topic of jouissance, illustrating its use as instrument of political critique in reference to a series of ongoing bugbears of the Left: nationalism, consumerism, and the apparent impossibility of constituting new subjective passions of critique. The criticism of Laclau’s attempted ‘automatic retroactive ascription’ of the notion into his earlier, more obviously discourse-centred work, is well made. Leaving aside for the time being the intricacies of the discourse-jouissance relation – itself well addressed by Stavrakakis - enjoyment should not be viewed as existing simply within the purview of the discursive. There is equal force to Stavrakakis’s insistence that “the administration of enjoyment and the structuration of desire are always implicated in the institution of the social bond” (p. 248). As such, without an adequate analytics of jouissance, critiques of consumerist culture will inevitably reduce issues of desire and enjoyment to a ‘false consciousness’ paradigm, to the scrutiny of distorted forms of knowledge and rationality. Here, writ-large, is perhaps the most obvious contribution The Lacanian Left makes to critical psychology: it provides a model of how one might go about conducting analyses of power that are alive to the effects of the real, to those passionate investments and intensities of identification that go beyond the horizons of pleasure and symbolic mediation alike.

Stylistically, Chiesa’s meticulous philosophical elaboration of Lacan’s myriad formulations on psychical subjectivity is worlds apart from the readability of Stavrakakis. Subjectivity and Otherness, like The Lacanian Left, is a gem, but at times one has the feeling – perhaps not inappropriately, considering the direction of Lacan’s last work – that one is poring over a maths textbook. Chiesa’s anticipation of the dissatisfaction of those Lacanians who would prefer Lacan’s oeuvre to remain recalcitrant to systematization is justified: his project in this book most certainly is an exegetical ironing out of inconsistencies, the drawing of a ‘paradoxically systematic’ outline of Lacan. Nonetheless, even at the risk of the imaginary vices of cohesion, closure and obsessional ordering, what Chiesa has achieved is impressive. He retrieves a series of earlier Lacanian conceptualizations often neglected by the secondary literature (notably, in the book’s first half, the notions of imago and complexes, the detailed attention paid to Lacan’s various re-thinkings of the Oedipus complex), and uses them to lend further nuance and complexity to Lacan’s various schemes of subjectivity. 
Particularly crucial, from the standpoint of critical psychology, is Chiesa’s exposition of the notion of a trans-individual unconscious which can be collapsed neither into intra-subjectivity (the unconscious as “the Other within me”) nor into inter-subjectivity (the unconscious as the Other subject): 
[W]e should emphasize . . . [the] unconscious as the universal, nonindividuated Other of language (which…relies on the linguistic notion of the signifier and the structural laws that govern it)… [W]hat appears…to be the “individual” unconscious of one given subject cannot be dissociated from language as such. It is in this sense that the unconscious is at times said to lie “outside” the subject . . . Lacan’s transindividual unconscious . . . [thus] corresponds to a symbolic signifying structure (Chiesa, 2007, pp 43-44). 
Neither the private possession of the singular subject nor merely the imprint of prevailing discursive formations, the unconscious here exists ‘indivisibly between’ these realms. At the risk of understatement one might note that this Lacanian notion of the unconscious, the unconscious as ‘discourse of the Other’, has yet to be adequately explored, or, indeed, analytically applied within critical psychology.

Subjectivity and Otherness sets a new benchmark of conceptual rigour within the realm of introductory texts on Lacanian thought. The only complaint I have of the text is that it lacks an index. This is a particularly unfortunate omission given the book’s obvious usefulness as a reference text that excels at expositing and qualifying key Lacanian concepts as they develop across his thought. 


Nothing is more anathema to the Lacanian clinic than the goal of normalization, whether brought about via the aim of the subject’s adjustment to the ideals of a socio-political milieu, or by means of a tacit modelling of their ego on the example of the analyst. Fink, importantly, devotes a chapter of Fundamentals of Psychoanalytic Technique precisely to the procedures and objectives of non-normalizing analysis; then again his entire text can be seen as an elaboration of the praxis of such an approach, as an articulation of a Freudian ethics of treatment which maintains above all a fidelity to the revelation of desire. 
What Fink has aimed to produce is a manual of clinical methodology, a book that renders Lacan’s gnomic pronouncements into accessible and practicable guidelines for directing a treatment. The usefulness of the text exceeds these aims. In outlining the pitfalls of ego-centred understanding – drawing attention thus to the narcissistic deadlock of engaging others only on the basis of one’s own ego – Fink’s directives resonate with recent political arguments put forward by Alain Badiou and Slavoj Žižek. I have in mind here their shared critique of the neo-liberal multiculturalist attempt to ‘see the other as myself’ (to “feel their pain”), a gesture which amounts to little more than understanding by way of imaginary likeness. What results is an assimilation of otherness into the same which intensifies rather than reduces cultural chauvinism. As unlikely a contribution to critical psychology as it may at first appear, the direction to heed the absolute difference of the other is perhaps Fink’s most urgent contribution to this style of analysis. This imperative, particularly taken alongside the injunctions to jettison narrative cohesion and to forego the attempt to understand, result in an ego-disruptive and, indeed, anti-hegemonic style of thought conducive to ideology critique.


Each of the above texts makes a considerable contribution not only to the quality of the secondary literature on Lacanian theory available in English, but also to the utility of this theory, its practical usefulness which, one can only hope, will be put to the work of the unmaking of orthodoxies.
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