

Roper, B. (2009) ‘Practices, Provenances, Homologies?’, Annual Review of Critical Psychology, 7, pp. 91-100  http://www.discourseunit.com/arcp/7.htm


PRACTICES, PROVENANCES, HOMOLOGIES?
Bill Roper

Practice and Knowledge
If the discontents of Psychology have often been drawn to Psychoanalysis over the last century, and more recently to Critical Psychology; and if those so drawn, remaining discontents, are in turn drawn to Lacan, where in this perilously balanced world does that leave them in the way of knowledges and practices? It is this area of knowledge, theory and practice and their inter-relations that will be the central concern here in looking at the possibilities for critical psychology of taking on an engagement with a notoriously difficult and ground-breaking theorist. The questions of what a Lacanian critical practice of psychology might be, or of whether there are possible practices of psychology that are homologous to Lacanian analysis 

are the points of focus.

Malone and Friedlander (2000) in introducing accounts of aspects of Lacan’s work relevant to psychology indicate how his writings are often misunderstood by psychologists and that numerous of his positions on key issues and approaches to areas are in fact not discrepant from those found in critical psychology, “if critical psychologists, all those invested in social constructionism and feminist psychologies, and clinicians ignore Lacan (for whatever reason), they will miss a singularly valuable resource.” They go on to remind the reader how Lacanian psychoanalysis is vital to the humanities and, “outside disciplines that are frequent sources of inspiration for would-be reformers of psychology” (Malone and Friedlander (2000, p.2). The danger here is more that of the nature of the critical work and critical psychology that Lacan’s theory and practice are going to be appropriated to, rather than the nature of Lacan’s work itself. Arguably Lacan’s work throughout his career was critical, both of psychology and the strand within psychoanalysis known as ego psychology. Alongside this it sought to develop a practice of analysis ethically and ideologically opposed to the therapies of psychology and other traditions of psychoanalysis. However Lacanian work in the humanities is often far from being identifiably critical in its aim. Rather Lacan is used as little more than a set of novel concepts or interpretative tools in a postmodern miscellany used to generate books and papers as further products in the academic knowledge economy. The question therefore is of the relationship of Lacan to a genuinely critical psychology that at some point issues in practices and effects that are in a tangible way transforming.

Teo (1999) addresses the question of methodologies of critical psychology, distinguishing critical theoretical psychology with or without practical emancipatory intention from critical empirical and critical applied psychology, and goes on to contend, “there exists no reasonable argument as to why practice (in its everyday meaning) should determine the activities of critical theoretical psychologists. Indeed, there is a place for theory in and for itself in critical psychology, and ‘interpreting’ a problem in a new way is a justifiable objective of critical theoretical work (especially in the Western world)” (Teo 1999, p.120).  This sidelining of practice is a serious matter, and doubly so in discussing the relation of critical psychology to a practitioner and theorist who supplies a welter of material for novel interpretations - in the sense implied by Teo - to be generated. A Lacanian critical psychology of theoretical interpretation without some link with practices that are related to the principles and logic of analysis, sounds like the scenario that Lacan often inveighed against, especially to academics with regard to his work. This was later to be articulated in Seminar XVII where the distance between the discourse of the university and the discourse of the analyst is clearly laid out (Lacan 2007).

Teo acknowledges this position is counter to Marx’s 11th thesis on Feuerbach (Marx and Engels 1968) that points to changing the world rather than interpreting it. Arguably this is the rub, theoretical work in and for itself is not sufficient for critical psychology and when it appropriates the theory and practice of a consistent opponent of dominant psychologies and their practices, it invites the accusation of a double failure, of both lack of aim and betrayal of the source of the ideas used. Nissen (2000), without reference to Teo, makes Marx’s theses central to his argument for, “‘practice research’ as the action research methodology of the tradition of ‘Critical Psychology’ in Berlin and Copenhagen.” (Nissen 2000, p.145). In taking up Lacan this full engagement of theory with practice and practice with theory is required, to not do so fails both to understand the aim of Lacanian practices and the nature of the radical theory that Lacan continuously struggled to articulate. This latter point is crucial for the discontents of psychology to understand as assimilating Lacan’s epistemology and ontology to ‘interpretive’ critical psychology, whether of a discursive, post-modern or Marxist variety, is to change the coordinates of that work entirely.

Nobus and Quinn (2005) place Lacan’s answer to the question of the relationship of knowledge to practice at the time of Seminar XVII as being in a region that can best be described as in accord with Marx but going beyond the Theses on Feuerbach:

“Psychoanalysis shares with Marxism the quality of taking modernity seriously, and of insisting on the intimate links between the product and its means of production. However, it also takes modernity’s logic beyond reasonable limits, to the point where something unlooked for is ‘produced’ or developed out of the forms of social production themselves. For Marx, the ‘secret product’ of modernity is surplus value, extracted from the labour of the worker and concealed within class structures and divisions of labour. To Lacan, following Marx’s terminology, the secret product is surplus jouissance, generated as a by-product of the technocratic orders of knowledge by which the subject is determined, and accessible in the analytic setting through a knowledge whose exercise corresponds to its acquisition. The discourse of the analyst, in which knowledge operates in the place of truth, corresponds neither to culture nor to its products and heralds the possibility of revolution and radical change.” (Nobus and Quinn 2005, pp.122-123).

The question here is of the very different knowledges and practices, whose exercise corresponds to this technocratic order of knowledge and surplus jouissance and can lead to personal and political possibilities and effects: these are radically incommensurable with those of psychology and the main strands of critical psychology especially as these tend to relativism or linguistic idealism in orientation. This means that although elements of Lacanian psychoanalytic practice -  free association, or disturbances of time such as interruptions and the variable length session could be brought in to practices of critical psychology - they would be out of joint; a truly homologous practice only becomes possible in practical theoretical enterprises that share the epistemology, divided between knowledge and truth, and the complex ontology, involving negativity and the Real, of Lacan’s psychoanalysis. The questions we therefore have to deal with are: where and in what way Lacan radically departs from the foundations that academic critical psychologists might share in the present day, and what precisely is the logic and implications of Lacanian analysis for a broader set of critical projects.

Lacan’s Seminar VI
In approaching these questions, the nodal point that we will go back to here, where Lacan’s work branches off from anything that could be identified as familiar in psychology or psychoanalysis, is Lacan’s, Book VI : Desire and Its Interpretation (Lacan 1958-1959). In this Seminar, there is the continuation of a narrative that has been essential to Lacan in the previous years of his Seminar. This is the background against which to see the three far-reaching developments that are crucial if we are concerned about theories and practices that have political effects. The background is Lacan’s continuing opposition in theory and practice to psychology and in particular the off-shoot of Freud’s work from his second topology of id, ego and super-ego. This theory and practice was developed by Anna Freud and by psychoanalysts who had adapted Freud’s later topology to North American conditions after World War II in the form of Ego Psychology. The work of Hartmann, Kris and Loewenstein (cf. Fink 2004) had particularly exercised Lacan in the previous years and in the summer prior to Seminar VI Lacan had written The Direction of the Treatment and the Principle of Its Power (Lacan 2006) in which the famous case of the man who after the sessions of analysis “craved fresh brains” is discussed. Lacan in continuing his criticism of ego psychology observes that this “acting out” by the patient after the analytic session suggests “that fresh brains ‘had been sorely lacking’ during the session – that is, the analyst’s interpretations were leading nowhere” (Fink 2006, p.58).

In the context of this opposition to Ego Psychology, Lacan’s work underwent three key turns, the first two theoretical, and the third involving the use of examples from an area of practice outside psychoanalysis. Firstly having professed and built on the opposite view in the previous Seminars, Lacan punctuates this Seminar with the declaration, “There is no Other of the Other”, in effect that there is no metalanguage, and begins to rework, as always, his previous complex theory and practice of psychoanalysis into an even more complex form. Secondly Lacan, in part in response to the first change, begins to rapidly develop a distinctive part of his ontology that is to be of increasing importance in the middle and later periods of his work: the register of the Real. And thirdly he has recourse, for orienting this reworking and for finding a practice of psychoanalysis distinct from Ego Psychology and his earlier formulations, to the theatre. Shakespeare’s Hamlet, provides the focus for seven weeks of this Seminar. This recourse to theatre is repeated in the following two years as the main examples that guide the articulation of analysis under conditions of there being no Other of the Other. These moves of Lacan’s, their inter-relations centring around the concrete instances of the desire of the three tragic heroes in the context of the art form of drama, and their implications for the field have not been sufficiently appreciated, even by those in academia who might affiliate to or use elements of psychoanalysis.

The Effect of “There is no Other of the Other”
Prior to Seminar VI Lacan had developed a theory and practice of psychoanalysis that was based on an epistemology and ontology different from other forms of psychoanalysis and psychology. With regard to knowledge Lacan had from the early 1950’s contended that the type of knowledge that was at stake in psychoanalysis was symbolic knowledge, savoir in French, and not imaginary knowledge, connaissance, that was a form of “misunderstanding and misrecognition (méconnaissance) that the subject comes to the imaginary knowledge…(me-connaissance) which is constitutive of the ego” (Evans 1995, p.94). Referring back, this is also why interpretation in and for itself is such a danger from a Lacanian point of view: having the idea that ‘so and so’ is the meaning, that is it ‘feels right or sufficient’ is imaginary knowledge and méconnaissance. Because “meaning is Imaginary” (Lacan 1993:63), such meaning in itself is inadequate, only through different practices of speech and action can interpretation proceed based on the analyst’s particular embodied savoir.

The symbolic register and in particular the Other goes beyond this imaginary knowledge to the source of speech and the unconscious; “the Other must first of all be considered a locus, the locus in which speech is constituted” (Lacan, 1995, p.274). Lacan’s questioning for many years is about the nature of the guarantee that the Other gives to this speech composed as it is of a chain of signifiers. If the Other is just the treasury of signifiers is there any ground for supposing there is consistency of signification? Without such a guarantee the practice of analysis, which until this time is a practice of speech, that looks for changes in the analysand’s speech as the end of analysis, will fall flat: “the advent of a true speech” (Lacan 2006, p.249) is an insufficient marker of the end of analysis if speech has no guarantor. The Other of the Other is therefore necessary to found this practice of speech, a metalanguage is needed to give the analyst a privileged vantage point on the material of the analytic session, and Lacan until Seminar V upholds it’s existence: “analytic experience shows us the indispensability of the background provided by the Other with respect to the Other, without which the universe of language could not articulate itself” (Lacan, Seminar V as cited in, and translated by, Chiesa 2007, p.107). However Seminar VI is regularly punctuated by such declarations as, “when I tell you there is no Other of the other (sic), what does that mean if it is not precisely that no signifier exists which might guarantee the concrete consequence of any manifestation of the signifier” (Lacan 1958-1959, 13.5.59, p.15). The whole basis in epistemology of the analyst’s intervention and interpretation has now changed and with it the practice of analysis.
The Effect of the Development of the Real
The question of the effect of ‘There is no Other of the Other’ on the practice of analysis is a complex one, but broadly one approach is that the symbolic order (or perhaps the analyst’s take on it), in itself, now provides a much weaker set of co-ordinates for the neurotic’s analysis, as the place of each sign in the lexicon is not underwritten by any authority. Chiesa importantly points to the further fact that now, “the symbolic Other is in contact with the radical otherness of the Real.” In fact there is now, “…a necessary relationship between the Other of the signifiers and the Real of the object a” (Chiesa 2007, p.122). The Real as the register that was originally eliminated by the signifier is now found as a little piece of Real alongside the Other of the signifiers. The dialectic of the Symbolic with the Real has changed. This radically changes Lacan’s ontology to something without precedent in psychology or psychoanalysis that goes way beyond the possibility of the analysand’s solving her problem in terms of the analyst’s interpretation grounded in a metalanguage. The Other is now not just part of the symbolic, but as failing to contain the missing signifier that would guarantee the others, it is also linked to the Real. 

Previously Lacan’s ontology was problematic enough: the Imaginary, Symbolic and Real were vital and they could enter into complex dialectical relationships particularly, in practice, in the case of the psychotic where there is a foreclosure of the symbolic and the ‘Name of the Father’ is not included or integrated in it. The Real is therefore potentially unpacified by the symbolic in the psychotic’s psyche. The neurotic and so-called ‘normal people’ are however relatively amenable to a simpler intervention and interpretation. Here the key operation at work is repression and this occurs within the symbolic register and so the talking cure can provide an adequate intervention. However with the non-existence of the Other of the Other this is complexified, the possible dialectical relationships between the three registers are, very importantly not just based in the realm of presence but also in the realm of absence or lack. Thus we have the introduction of the lack in the Other, the missing signifier that is to be a main point of orientation in Lacan’s work in the coming years.
So there are negative dialectical relationships as well as positive, the lack in one register entering into relationship with the other registers. Principally in this and the following two seminars the area where Lacan develops his theory and practice is in the implications of the Real vis a vis the Symbolic and vice versa. In Seminar VI this is articulated in terms of the object qua object of desire, ‘o’ in Gallagher’s translation  of the Seminar: “it is here in so far as he himself finds himself marked by this failure, by this non-guarantee, at the level of the truth of the other that he will have to establish this something which we already tried to approach above in the form of its genesis, this something which is o…which is the remainder, which is the residue, that which is in the margin of all these demands” (Lacan 1958-1959, 13.5.59, p.15). Through the rapid development of the register of the Real over the next few years this theoretical trajectory is to lead to the objet petit a.

In sum, without a grasp of the epistemological and ontological basis and developments in Lacan’s work at this time, any consideration of Lacan’s practice of analysis that assimilates it to assumed equivalent reference points in known psychologies is going to be a highly confusing miscalculation.

Shakespeare’s Hamlet
Seminar VI: Desire and Its Interpretation, sets out to develop Lacan’s Freudian wager on the existence of the unconscious against the “ego psychology troika’s” (Fink 2006) adoption of a totalising understanding of the ego. The concept of desire corresponding to the wunsch, or unconscious wish, that Freud found to be the core of the dream (Freud 2006) is the orienting concept that Lacan wants to mark out topologically and articulate in this seminar. In the early versions of The Graph of Desire, that were eventually to appear in print in The Subversion of the Subject and the Dialectic of Desire in the Freudian Unconscious (Lacan 2006), Lacan works from this concept of desire to the placing and formalisation of the concepts of the practice of analysis. The place of desire in these graphs is as the continuation of the vector from the bottom that crosses the lower line at the Other and proceeds to the top line of the graph, ‘need’ having undergone the intervention and subtraction of the demand of the Other to produce desire in Lacan’s formula (ibid, p.689). This placing of desire in the graph is in relation to two onward lines, one goes across the graph and concerns fantasy, the other continues up and concerns the drives. Both of these lines then have immediate connections to the signifier of the lack in the Other, which is the formalisation of “there is no Other of the Other”, that is crucial to this logic. 

In March 1959 Lacan announces that in following Freud’s analyses of Oedipus and Hamlet in Interpreting Dreams he intends to return to Hamlet, to find out, “if there was (in Hamlet) in the last resort a sort of rectification of desire which made the act possible, how was it accomplished?” (Lacan 1958-1959, 4.3.59, p.13). This play concerns Hamlet’s vacillation in the face of the murder of his father: he cannot kill Claudius just as he cannot love Ophelia. It is also the occasion for Lacan to consider both the general relationship of tragedy to analysis and the more concrete relationship of the audience’s experience to the events on stage. In all, Lacan spends seven weeks on Hamlet in which we encounter an engagement with the play on several levels: as text, as events, characters and actions, as object of scholarship and as involving the unconscious of the actor and the audience.

Lacan reminds those who might be unsure why Hamlet is being studied, “we are right in the middle of it (clinical practice) because since what is in question is how to situate the meaning of desire” (Lacan 1958-1959, 18.3.59, p.1). This enactment of a story that has the dimensions and tensions of analysis provides an instance of homology that Lacan is adamant is not a reduction. Though the focus on Hamlet’s desire seems to situate us in a project that is a work of individualisation and psychologisation in the Foucauldian sense (Foucault 2006), the revenge of the murder of the king is also a drama full of political and collective resonances. Lacan’s reading does not follow the political dimensions of Hamlet that would have struck the early 17th century audience, or equally, given the production, could involve a contemporary audience: the presence of war and recent defeat, the rise of colonial expansion and rivalry, the ever present fear of attack and invasion and the threat from secret plots, the growth of the wealth and power of the bourgeoisie and the decline of the old order and their manners, and of political inertia and corruption at the heart of power (Shapiro 2005). But it also does not exclude them, and the potential political effects of a story about the passage to the act of murder of the king, are considerable; in Hamlet’s own words it may show “the very age and body of the time his form and pressure.” (Shakespeare 1994, Hamlet III.2. 23-24).  

In this respect Lacan follows one of his early inspirations, a pioneer of critical psychology, Georges Politzer and his Critique of the Foundations of Psychology (Politzer,1928/1994) in regarding drama as concrete human psychology (see Roper, 2009) which critiques the endemic reification and reductionism of psychology. This provides the basis with regard to previous psychoanalytic accounts of Hamlet “to go further than that to which I believe what has been formulated analytically has been reduced. And I believe to do it we only have to really follow the text of the play” (Lacan, 1958-1959, 18.3.59, p.11). Lacan’s account here is non-reductive, synthesising the subjective and the objective and all the time returns to the whole within which each aspect needs to be considered: “It is quite obviously the totality…its organisation, through the fact that it establishes superimposed planes within which the proper dimensions of human subjectivity can find its place” (Lacan, 1958-1959, 18.3.59, p.5).

The concrete dimension of Hamlet’s vacillating desire that Lacan introduces here, shown in the altercation where Hamlet adjures his mother in her bedchamber (Act 3, Scene 4) is that Hamlet’s desire is not so much the desire for the mother, but the (same) desire as the mother: “Namely that we see here the oscillation between this which, at the moment of the collapse of Hamlet’s discourse is something which is in the words themselves, namely the disappearance, the dying away of his appeal into something which is a consenting to the desire of the mother…namely that the mother’s desire here takes on for him the value of something which in no case, and by no method can be raised up” (ibid, p.13). Lacan paraphrases the words in which there is the dying away of Hamlet’s accusation of his mother and his acquiescence to her desire: “And then after all, now that I have said all that to you, do whatever you want, and go and tell all of this to Uncle Claudius. Namely you are going to let him give you a little kiss on the cheek, tickle your neck a little, scratch your tummy a little, and the pair of you are going to end up in bed as usual. This is exactly what is said by Hamlet” (ibid, p.13).

It is only later (Act 5, Scene 1) in the encounter with Laertes in the grave dug for the body of Ophelia that Hamlet can declare “I loved Ophelia”, and the ratcheting of the logic, questioning desire and the unconscious and the re-orientating of the drives in mourning the loss of the object, can begin the course towards Hamlet’s passage to the act and the play’s tragic denouement. These paths concerning desire’s relation to fantasy and the drives are fundamental to the logic of analysis that Lacan develops from Seminar VI and, we could greatly simplify these as being paths of revolving around points of questioning and sublimation. 

Burgoyne (2001) finds Freud’s early interest in Socratic dialectical critique, that Freud took from George Grote and John Stuart Mill in the 1880’s, as a source for the psychoanalytic questioning of the unconscious fantasy that underlay pain and suffering. In Lacan’s classic formulations of the unconscious and the split subject as primarily symbolic formations this questioning is given a much clearer edge: desire and the unconscious secretes away the discourse and the desire of the Other. The other side, sublimation, is developed by Lacan in considering tragedy, catharsis and Sophocles’ Antigone in the following year’s Seminar, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis (Lacan 1992) and involves a change in the aim of the drives, a raising of “the object to the dignity of the Thing” (ibid, p.112) that seems to acknowledge the culturally constituted nature of the object whilst not reducing sublimation to being just the effect of signifiers. 

This top region of the Graph of Desire, where the logic of analysis was formalised seems to have this dialectic of two distinct moments. It is in this region that we could begin to place the arts and theatre as possible homologous practices to analysis in the way that they can mobilise these two moments and intervene in the audience through, in Lacan’s words, “the development that it offers to the place to be taken up by us in what  properly speaking the problematic of our own relationship with our desire conceals in us.” And this requires that the work concerned “realises to the maximum these necessities of dimension, this order and this superimposition of planes which gives its place to what should here, in us, begin to reverberate” (Lacan Seminar VI, 1958-1959, 18.3.59, p.6). This reverberation can be the advent of the work of the audience, that albeit, is prey to a different set of contingencies to the work of the analyst and the analysand.

In conclusion, critical psychology needs to be wary of any posture of claiming to appropriate a Lacanian practice: the subject, ethics, epistemology and ontology of Lacanian analysis are alien to most critical psychology and even more so to the university. However the epistemology and ontology developed by Lacan rectifies many of the deficiencies of critical psychologies whilst not sacrificing, but in fact enhancing, critical leverage.  For those concerned with practice and political effects, Lacanian analysis can historically be seen as one of, and thereby claim alliance to, a family of practices alongside several of the arts which can be considered to be practices of the Real. 

That said, one of the interesting features of the Annual Review of Critical Psychology is that it has nearly always had recourse to the arts (poetry, music, cartoons, visual arts etc.) to find ways to give critical psychology more of an edge. These insertions have often illustrated and energised, or intrigued, amused, provoked or otherwise been put to work. And perhaps it is here, in the interstices between critical psychology articles, that practices homologous to Lacanian analysis might be found?
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