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INTRODUCTION

RECOVERING THE UNCONSCIOUS

PEDAGOGY’S OTHER SIDE

I don’t often talk with my colleagues in the English Department about teaching. We’ve been trained to identify primarily as scholars, and the institution rewards us most directly for our publications. Though we all spend many hours per week on our courses and our students, and though our teaching is the one thing we all have in common, words about our teaching occur in our talk together almost not at all. Why?

Perhaps pedagogy is the scholar’s unconscious, or, more pointedly, perhaps pedagogy is so suffused with the unconscious that we figure it, in our conversations with each other, as a version of the unconscious: we struggle to repress it, and it spills out anyway, every which way, all the time, as we perform our knowledge and authority for each other but redouble our efforts to distance ourselves from the reality of the classroom. Of course, over the last few decades, those of us with a special interest in pedagogy have produced enough books and articles that our field—composition studies—has gained a degree of legitimacy among the fields housed in English departments, and practices initially advocated by teachers of writing—notions of writing as a process of drafting and revising, and the proper place therein of copyediting, say, or small-group collaboration or technology—have become common in nearly every English professor’s thoughts about student writing. But the vast majority of us direct our greater intellectual energy and sophistication elsewhere.

When I talk with those colleagues who are not on the tenure track and whose sole charge is to teach students to write, I inevitably find myself talking about rhetoric. Specifically, I talk to them about—and this is the official language that I devised for the first-year writing program that I’ve run for a decade—the need to initiate students into academic and public discourse through lessons in research, analysis, and argument; and the need to give students lots of opportunities to practice with various invention strategies, stylistic principles, and delivery technologies, so that they can begin to produce increasingly complex, increasingly coherent texts, for increasingly diverse and distant audiences. But even though I have distinct ideas about what all of this means and how it can fit together, I’m always a little unsatisfied with my formulation, because I don’t think any of us really knows much about how student writers develop during the college years. Most pointedly, what we lack is a language for how college students develop or fail to develop—as writers, and, for that matter, as intellectuals, as citizens, and as selves—and for defining the role that we, as their teachers, can play in that development when we engage the writing that we ask them to do.

I’ve written this book to provide that language. Most broadly, this book offers a new, psychoanalytic approach to the question of how college students can mature as writers. Specifically, it sets forth a model of growth commensurate with the contemporary understanding of the self as contingent on a complex ecology, divided by—and linked to others through—unconscious desire. As such, it upgrades the traditional models that understand the self as a unified, singular entity disconnected from social contexts, as well as more recent models that cast student development as a relatively vague initiation into an academic community.

More specifically, I begin by tracing the precise need for a such new language for talking about development: I sketch, in chapter 1, a widespread crisis of confidence in the undergraduate mission of the university, then, in chapter 2, I delineate the limitations of the language that composition studies has used since the early 1990s to talk about growth, as well as the need, voiced many times by important, contemporary scholars, for a more complex and meaningful vision of the developing subject. The upshot: today, teachers of writing understand, as I’ll show through a brief survey of the major studies since 1990, that development means increasing membership in the academic community, and that this process is so complex and mysterious that we can say nothing more about it. I also note, in chapter 2, the few precedents that the field has given us for engaging psychoanalysis as a source for the conceptual tools that we need in order to discuss growth in more meaningful ways.

To explain the origins of the contemporary paucity of terms for talking about growth—why our current discussion of growth is as limited as it is—chapter 3 traces a history that reaches back into the years when the contemporary field of composition studies was born—the mid-1960s—and to the overwhelming influence of Jean Piaget, and, beyond Piaget, of Henri Bergson. Herein lie the roots of a certain “know-nothingism” that so limits our ability to talk about student development. More specifically, in the Bergson-Piaget tradition that climaxed in the mid-1960s and meant the beginning of the end of writing teachers’ ability to talk about this territory, development is understood as the increasing capacity for abstraction, a process rooted in the physical experience of movement that unfolds naturally if the student has enough empty space into which to grow. In this tradition, the teacher must know, most importantly, how to stay out of the student’s way.

Bergson’s ideas, as I’ll show, are often not far from key concepts in psychoanalysis, but rooted as they are in ideas of movement and perception, even the laws of physics, as distinct from ideas about desire and relationships and the principles of rhetoric, Bergson’s ideas quickly led to the dead end that defines the contemporary understanding of student development; that is, that we can’t say much more than that growth means increasing membership in our community and becoming—whatever this might mean—one of us. Just as chapter 2 closed by noting precedents for the turn to psychoanalysis, so too does chapter 3 trace an alternative to the Bergson-Piaget tradition, one associated with Lev Vygotsky, Carole Gilligan, Mary Field Belenky, and others that has given us a way to think about all that is missing from the dominant tradition: the subject not simply as an isolated, physical actor gradually developing the ever-greater capacity for abstraction if left properly alone, but rather the subject as always intertwined with some other; that is, an intersubjective entity. In this alternative tradition, development is keyed to social contexts, to certain self-other dynamics, different ways people know, think about, and talk to each other. This set of precedents opens the way for a fully psychoanalytic vision of growth, one derived from Lacan’s theory of the four discourses.

Chapter 4 lays the necessary groundwork for such a model (which will be presented in the latter half of the book) by introducing some essential context and key terms. First, it explains why psychoanalysis has meant so little to composition studies, despite the meaningful set of precedents for moving toward this tradition that were noted in chapter 2, and, how, in particular, in the mid-1960s, psychoanalysis became our field’s quintessential path not taken. This problem derives from the general, long-standing rift between psychoanalysis and schooling that dates back to Freud’s first visit in 1909 to the United States. After tracing this history through the first half of the twentieth century by way of explaining why writing teachers have done so little with these possibilities, chapter 4 then delineates how the conflict between psychoanalysis and schooling shaped the particular career of Jacques Lacan, especially in the 1960s, for immediately after the volatility of this period climaxed with the student uprisings of May 1968 in Paris, Lacan unveiled his theory of the four discourses precisely to explain, among other things, the dynamic between the university and psychoanalysis, to justify his particular way of knowing as an alternative to the social mechanisms (the university and, more broadly, the government) that had reached the brink of collapse.

Chapter 4 then focuses still more narrowly by defining the terms that are essential to the theory of the four discourses and ends by defining the positions in the diagrams or matrices that Lacan devised as a sort of shorthand for mapping the complex relations within each discourse. With these diagrams thus delineated and contextualized, we can then set about explaining how each of them models a particular form of intersubjectivity, a particular way of configuring a subject’s relation to the unconscious, and, as such, a way of understanding our interactions with our students and mapping a pathway toward better interaction. This will be the task of the second half of the book.

Specifically, chapters 5–8 will derive from Lacan’s theory of the four discourses a way of talking about the development of student writing abilities during the college years, with each of these final four chapters devoted to illustrating one of the four discourses through personal anecdotes, classroom vignettes, literary interpretations, and ideas borrowed from thinkers whose work is related to Lacan’s, and each of them will situate the particular discourse at hand historically as a way of suggesting how it reaches into the contemporary classroom. The cluster of ideas in each of these chapters will serve to open up the potentials of the four discourses as interpretive tools, as lenses through which to fathom what goes on when we teach. Toward this end, these chapters will necessarily range widely through an admittedly idiosyncratic and radically diverse selection of figures and ideas—zombies, narcissism, torture, online term-paper mills, tax accountants, Kafka, some very strange cheerleaders, Naked Lunch, séances, Keith Richards, African-American preachers, to name a few.

The purpose, again, of these interpretations and illustrations of the four discourses is to demonstrate their power to interpret, in turn, the vast complexities of our classroom experience. In short, the four discourses are abstract enough to be adapted to a seemingly infinite variety of actual situations, and complex enough to help interpret these situations in considerable detail. They are an impossibly rich body of ideas; as Paul Verhaeghe puts it, “The theory of the four discourses … is without any doubt the most important part of the Lacanian formalization … the summary, and, as far as I’m concerned, the summit of Lacanian theory” (“From Impossibility,” 94).

Given how much work Lacan’s theory of the four discourses will do over the latter half of this book, this point bears special emphasis: the diagrams that Lacan developed to express the discourses in a sort of shorthand were by no means impromptu jottings that sprang up in the midst of his seminar and only later hypostasized into high-theory dogma. On the contrary, Lacan opened his seventeenth seminar (1969–1970) by writing on the board his diagram for the discourse of mastery, and called it a “fundamental relation,” deriving it directly from the diagram for the structure of discourse as such and, moreover, calling it the necessary base that makes possible the emergence of the human subject (Other Side 13). And, on the second day of the seminar, he began by drawing the diagrams for all four of the discourses on the board and said, as his first pronouncement of the day, “These formula are useful to have as a reference,” and implied that a primary purpose of the academic year would be their elucidation. He insisted that these diagrams are “not some pure accident of imaginary representation” and they “absolutely have not been imposed in any way” (14). He goes on to say—in a remark that might seem outlandish to today’s audience—that what he had drawn on the board had not “been abstracted from any reality. On the contrary, it’s already inscribed in what functions as … reality, the reality of a discourse that is already in the world and that underpins it” (14). He continues, “Not only is it already inscribed in it, but it is one of its arches” (15). In contemporary parlance, we can say that the four diagrams are the “DNA” of public space as human subjects constitute and inhabit and struggle with each other in that space. And, again, each of the chapters in the second half of the book will elucidate, in turn, one of the diagrams.

Specifically, chapter 5 will take up the discourse of mastery, in which the student-writer’s authority is ostensibly so great that he or she presumes to construct the listener as little more than a puppet and thereby to disavow dialogue. Those stuck in the discourse of mastery often have nearly nothing to say and succumb to various forms of writers’ block. Unable to dialogue, specifically, with the unconscious, they become in effect swallowed by the unconscious and, in a sense, are unconscious. This is the lowest level of development, for in it, patterns of narcissism and sadism combine to constitute a perfect ignorance and paralysis.

Chapter 6 sets forth the discourse of the university, in which the conventions of a faceless bureaucracy facilitate the mechanical synthesis and transmission of information; this slavish writing is not the sort of critical or analytic practice David Bartholomae has taught us to call academic discourse, but rather only a vague, anonymous, forgettable stew of double-speak, cliché, and jargon that students call BS. It is only one step above the discourse of mastery, for it replaces sheer ignorance with mere information, and paralysis with the superficial churning of that information, a churning without any purpose or perspective that would make it meaningful outside the bureaucratic machinery.

Chapter 7 takes up the discourse of the hysteric, in which the student carries out a very individualized, border-jumping performance of critique that reverses the lockstep conventionalism of the university to write from a position that is always explicitly imbricated in that which exceeds itself. It is the second-highest level in this four-part model of development, for while supremely unreliable, it requires great courage and strength to sustain, and, as Lacan insists, it can lead to significant discovery, whereas the previous two cannot.

Chapter 8 delineates the highest level of development, the discourse of the analyst, in which the student discovers, explores, and extends possibilities of connection, potentially ad infinitum; a reversal of the discourse of the master, just as hysteria reverses the university, it proceeds, in Shoshana Felman’s phrase, as the adventure of insight. That is, just as the discourse of mastery denies the existence of the other in an apotheosis of the self, and as that of the university does the opposite, and as that of hysteria destructively jumbles self and other together, so the discourse of the analyst is the work of balancing self and other, and, as such, is wholly intertwined with the public work of social justice.

A caveat: Lacan would never have cast these four different discourses into a hierarchy of stages, from worst to best, as I intend to do here, neither did he ever suggest that these four constitute together a developmental scheme. On the other hand, however, I offer, by way of justifying the move I make here, this single-sentence summary of Lacan’s work from no less a figure than Jacques-Alain Miller, the sole editor of Lacan’s multivolume seminar, “Lacan rewrites Freud’s developmental stages as structures” (italics added) (“An Introduction” 20). In other words, the roots of the theory of the four discourses reach back to Freud’s ideas about development, and therefore my attempt to use them to think about how student writers develop during the college years hardly violates their general nature. And because they are discourse-structures, different ways of inhabiting language and positioning the other, I think we can apply them quite productively to the work of teaching college-students to write.

Another caveat: I certainly don’t wish to imply that all students start out in the lowest level and work their way to the highest level. Rather, these discourses can help us locate a particular student’s troubles when he or she struggles to write for us; and they can suggest ways we can toggle a key component in the way he or she has configured that struggle, and thereby help the student to advance. More broadly, I offer these four configurations as tools for understanding what’s going on when our classrooms are at their best and when they’re at their worst, as well as to shape our understanding of what might be going on when they are changing. In fact, I’m inclined to suggest that all four of these discourses braid their way through all of us all the time, and that, in identifying them and delineating them in detail, as I will do in the second half of the book, we can grow more adept at navigating among them and spend more of our time in the highest of them.

I first began to engage this question of the development of student writingabilities in an especially pointed way a few years ago, when I was teaching a class that felt quite successful—a service-learning course in which students were required to work together to produce something that would be useful long after the semester had ended and far beyond the immediate group of students enrolled in the class. They had to make a video that we would post on the Internet and that could serve to train other groups around the country who wanted to take on projects in their surrounding communities similar to the one we had, a project of tutoring students in a nearby middle-school whose background differed sharply from that of the students in my class (I’ll say more about this project in the final chapter).

My students were utterly galvanized by the project, awash in desire, staying up all night quite happily to improve on it. They understood their work in terms of a public and were energized by this prospect, exuberant, even beside themselves. The more I thought about what I saw that semester, the more I came to suppose that my students were having a special and, at least in the context of the classroom, a largely unprecedented relation to the unconscious; that is, that in linking their work to a public, they were linking it, in a way, to the unconscious. I therefore set about trying to imagine the different ways that one could configure one’s relation to the unconscious and this led me to Lacan’s four discourses: in mastery, it is disavowed; in the university, it is clumsily heaved into public space; in hysteria, it is performed, like a theatrical role; and in analysis, it is solicited as a partner in dialogue, like a friend. But this is only the beginning.

Most broadly, I’ve come to understand that the unconscious-as-public is pedagogy’s other side, the part we don’t know how to locate and engage. With the diagrams of the four discourses in hand, however, that can change. And thus, again, the purpose of this book.

My title echoes the one Lacan gave to his seminar for the academic year 1969–70, the seventeenth such seminar, the one where he set forth his theory of the four discourses. The title of this seminar is The Other Side of Psychoanalysis. According to Russell Grigg, the seminar’s English translator, the key word of that title—L’envers—means the “flipside” or “underneath” and carries traces of the obscene; thus, I think it connotes as well the “back side” or even the “dark side,” for Lacan is less interested here than he usually is in the always occasional phenomenon of speech but in the large monolithic structures, the discourses, that control speech. Most broadly, he devotes this seminar to exploring, as I noted a moment ago, how psychoanalysis relates to the university, to the government and to the particular force—hysteria—that disrupts these fundamental, ordering institutions. Lacan said “[T]he other side of psychoanalysis is the very thing I am putting forward this year under the title of the master’s discourse” (99); he’ll explain further that the business of the university is to explain the master, just as the hysteric seeks to destabilize the master, and the analyst would dissolve the master. Obviously, there is a great deal more to say about these dynamics; first and most importantly, the way all discourse derives from the master, and the way the master constitutes, in particular, the dark reverse of the analyst, who can never complete the project of dissolving the master, for, as Freud reminds us, psychoanalysis, along with teaching, is one of the “impossible professions.” In short, the master never goes away, despite its troubled, frequently disastrous enterprises—like the ego, and like the poor, it is nearly always with us.

What’s most important for my purposes is the way that, like the other side of psychoanalysis, the other side of pedagogy also shares in mastery—specifically, mastery as marked by a certain futility, the doomed, impossible dream of the pure transmission of authoritative knowledge from teacher to student that would transcend and erase forever the wobbly, volatile space of intersubjective desire that defines the pedagogic enterprise. In short, the other side of pedagogy is, again, the unconscious—what the master can never master, the supreme master—a sort of public thoroughfare wholly charged with intersubjective desire that no one can ever overcome. In fact, to be a human subject is to be a subject of unconscious desire, sub-ject in the literal sense of “thrown under,” exactly as one is the subject of a king. This master—the unconscious—will wear a few different masks; more precisely, it will occupy one of four different positions and thereby distinguish each of the four discourses; and, thus, through the four discourses, we can locate the ever-present, all-powerful force of the unconscious as it determines what goes on when we teach writing.

Paradoxes proliferate: in coming to recognize the pervasive mastery of the unconscious, we can almost presume, in turn, to master it, in the sense that we manage to draw it into dialogue with us. But this means that we must accept—and become fluent in—something like the exact opposite of mastery, which is the discourse of the analyst. As Lacan puts it, “One of the effects [of psychoanalytic training] is that one knows nothing but teaches it beautifully (17), and Shoshana Felman elaborates this point by saying that “Precisely in giving us unprecedented insight into the impossibility of teaching … psychoanalysis opened up unprecedented teaching possibilities” (70).

In order to dramatize this point, Lacan, when teaching his seminar, channeled his legendary charisma into lectures that were deliberately, notoriously difficult to understand. Lacan performed as if he were an embodiment of the unconscious itself: nearly opaque, tirelessly spinning circular chains of associations ad infinitum. And he embraced, many times, the role of the master, so much so that Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen, reflecting the perspective of an entire generation of European intellectuals, wrote a book called, Lacan: The Absolute Master. Similarly, Catherine Clément refers to Lacan throughout her book on him as a “shaman,” and Stuart Schneidermann, writing about the final years of Lacan’s life, called his book The Death of an Intellectual Hero. Lacan, in short, had something of the status of a cult leader, but one whose utterances were so thickly laced with the inscrutable and indeterminable, that he can be understood somewhat comically, a dictator whose directives paradoxically are permanently open for interpretation and debate: the master as the unconscious, the unconscious as the master.

In fact, at the end of the seminar in which he introduced the four discourses, a student accused him, essentially, of shunning meaning. Lacan agreed, implying, hilariously, that the student thus understood him perfectly: “My displacement [with respect to meaning] never ceases, that’s what analytic discourse does” (147). And near the beginning of this seminar, he said,

If I had to interpret what I said at Sainte-Anne Hospital between 1953 and 1963 [the location of his seminar in that period] … I would say that what was the loudest chord, the chord that really resonated was having fun. The most exemplary character in this audience … was the person who punctuated my discourse with a sort of continuous stream of jokes. (17)

He adds soon thereafter, concluding his sketch of an important concept, “I beg you to bite your tongue a bit over all this nonsense” (19). He emphasizes that knowledge can never form a closed a whole (30), that “the only way in which to evoke the truth is by indicating that it is only accessible through a half-saying, that it cannot be said completely” (51). He warned, “Surely the difficulty endemic to translating me into academic language will blight anyone who, for whatever reason, tries their hand at it” (41). In his teaching, in short, Lacan sought to instantiate the other side of pedagogy, the unconscious, and this concept of play, of having fun, will figure prominently in the highest level of my developmental model, the discourse of the analyst.

Thus, one final caveat: anyone who picks up this book in the hope of finding a developmental model that is rooted in a vast pile of data—a lengthy questionnaire completed by thousands of undergraduates, or even just transcriptions of a few hundred hours of interviews with a couple of case studies—will be disappointed. My method is not that of social science. Rather, my method is psychoanalytic: the self (me) who would presume to study other selves (students) accepts that it is imbricated with its object of study at every turn, and therefore it is—I am—interested only in interpreting, and more broadly, in looking at my classroom through the lens of Lacan’s four discourses, in order to weave a fabric of insights and ideas that others can use, in turn, to view the group of students whom they’ve been charged to teach.

Despite the caveats delineated above, Lacan gave us, in his theory of the four discourses, a particularly clear summation of his thinking, for each of the four discourses, again, constitutes a particular way of configuring a relation to the unconscious, and as such is a powerful map for finding our way as university teachers. My goal then is a sort of theory-building—or, more precisely, a theory-borrowing—to answer a fairly urgent need. The theory I’m borrowing—that of the four discourses—was originally developed in response to a moment of considerable instability in universities in France, a moment defined, in fact, by actual rioting. This moment is not entirely unlike our own in the United States, for the popular imagination today seems to have grave doubts about undergraduate classrooms. Thus, the time would seem particularly ripe for a fresh articulation of the four discourses in the particular context of the university classroom, especially in terms of that nearly universal rite of passage, the freshman writing class.


CHAPTER ONE

THE CRISIS

FORFEITING OUR MOST VALUABLE ASSET

Surely everyone who teaches in a university noticed, during a span of months in 2011, the wave of bad press. “Why is the overall quality of undergraduate learning so poor?” asked Robert Arum and Josipa Roksa, in an editorial in The New York Times that summarized a study that Arum and Roksa had recently published under the antagonistic title, Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses. Their newspaper article appeared on May 14—timed to coincide, no doubt, with commencement ceremonies, and to sour them. “Your So-Called Education,” the headline read, and, in the paragraphs that followed, Arum and Roksa explained that they had tracked several thousand students over four years at more than two-dozen diverse institutions and measured their learning. The study claims that nearly half the students showed no improvement on their test scores during the first two years of college, and more than one-third showed no improvement over the entire four years. “We found that large numbers of students,” add Arum and Roksa, “are making their way through college with minimal exposure to rigorous coursework [and] only a modest investment of effort.” They continue, “The average student spent only 12 to 13 hours per week studying—about half the time a full-time college student in 1960 spent studying.”

The root of the trouble, argue Arum and Roksa, is the culture of consumerism. “The authority of educators has diminished, and students are increasingly thought of, by themselves and their colleges, as ‘clients’ …” The results should surprise no one: students “look for ways to attain an educational credential effortlessly and comfortably. And they are catered to accordingly. The customer is always right.” Many schools invest in “deluxe dormitory rooms, elaborate student centers, and expensive gyms,” and make sure that students are “looked after by a greatly expanded number of counselors who serve an array of social and personal needs.” To compete nationally in this consumerist model of campus life, universities must divert funds from the educational mission and send it instead toward these amenities. Thus, students are taught by fewer and fewer full-time faculty. Still worse, universities measure the performance of these part-time workers primarily through student course-evaluations, which incentivize these teachers to “demand little and give out good grades.”

This latter issue—the ease of getting good grades—also drew attention in the national press that same summer. Two months after the editorial by Arum and Roksa, The New York Times reported on a study by Stuart Rojstaczer and Christopher Healy that collected data on grades at more than two hundred four-year colleges and universities. They report that, today, about 43% of all letter grades given are A’s, a 28% jump from 1960 and a 12% jump from 1988. While the number of B’s doesn’t seem to have changed much, the upward spike in A’s comes at the expense of the dwindling number of C’s, D’s, and F’s. Rojstaczer and Healy suggest that this trend began in the 1960s and 1970s, because faculty worried that D’s and F’s on a report card could send a young man to Vietnam, and that the trend accelerated in more recent decades for the reasons noted above: the student has become a customer, customer satisfaction is a top priority, and therefore even the most lackluster students can expect grades that will make them fairly happy. The upshot: as an editorial in The New York Times of December 10, 2012 put it, “The lack of meaningful academic standards in higher education drags down the entire system” (Carey A27).

Despite the apparent ease of getting good grades and the university’s budgetary allowances for keeping students happy, students are generally miserable. Unprecedented numbers of students, according to the Wall Street Journal, are self-medicating to a degree that leads them to seek help in recovering from substance abuse, and a growing number of campuses have created what are called “recovery communities,” a support system explicitly designed to help addicts stay sober during their college years through special clubhouses, recreational opportunities, scholarships, meetings, and courses (Helliker). About twenty colleges this summer formed the Association for Recovery in Higher Education, the article continues, and the recovery communities on these campuses are growing—at Kennesaw State University outside Atlanta, for example, there were only three members in 2008, and by the summer of 2011, there were fifty. If there is no such recovery community on your campus, there might be soon: Texas Tech was recently awarded a $700,000 grant to tell other universities about its program and how to replicate it. Why? Because, among Americans seeking treatment for substance abuse, no demographic is growing faster than students between the ages of eighteen and twenty-four. The number in this age group more than doubled in the first decade of this century.

The diminished sense of well-being is not restricted to those inclined to substance abuse. Again, from The New York Times, this time from January 27, 2011: “The emotional health of college freshman … has declined to its lowest level since an annual survey of incoming students started collecting data 25 years ago.” The article, under the headline, “Record Levels of Stress Found in College Freshman,” reports on a study of more than 200,000 incoming, full-time students at four-year colleges, and it notes that the number of students who claim “above average mental health” has dropped by more than 10% since the mid-1980s (Lewin A1). The study, corroborated by anecdotes from overwhelmed college-counselors, suggests that the global economic downturn of 2008 accounts for rising levels of depression and anxiety among today’s entering frosh.

Very little that students encounter in their classrooms mitigates this misery. When students are taught by adjunct faculty, as more and more are—people with impossibly low salaries, zero job security, and little chance of improving their situation—their negative attitude is likely corroborated by the teachers. But even if they are taught by tenured faculty, those who would seem to be in precisely the opposite circumstances, they are learning from people who, according to a recent article in the Chronicle of Higher Education (June 3, 2012) seem to be “some of the unhappiest people in academe,” beleaguered by “exhaustion, doubt, and even depression,” their reserves of energy and idealism mostly wiped out by the job search, then the long, bedeviling grind toward tenure or gobbled up by the mundane administrative burdens that, as humanities departments in particular are downsized, must be carried by fewer and fewer people.

Regardless of the disposition of the person teaching the class, the sheer cost of a university education might undermine students’ faith in the value of our courses. Consider yet one more nasty article about universities from the New York Times in—once again—the summer of 2011. In the “Room for Debate” feature of August 23, nine different leaders in discussions of higher education addressed the worth of what we offer: “Americans are spending more and more on education,” the feature began, “but the resulting credentials … seem to be losing value in the labor market.” The lead-off respondent, PayPal cofounder Peter Thiel, said the same thing, only more viciously: “For some people in some careers, some colleges may be worth the price they charge.” However, “[M]illions of other people are paying more than quadruple what their parents paid 25 years ago (plus inflation) for a vague credential, not much knowledge or skills, and a crippling amount of debt.” He then draws a withering comparison: “Five years ago, the establishment was saying, ‘Everyone should buy a house. Don’t worry about the price. You’ll earn it all back later. What could go wrong?’ We know how that ended.” For Thiel, the upshot: “spending four years in a lecture hall with a hangover” is an “antiquated debt-fueled luxury good” that Americans must learn to live without.

Our courses are worth nothing—or, given the debt students incur to take them, they actually have a negative value.

These dissatisfactions are hardly new. Well over a decade has passed since Mark Edmundson published his widely discussed polemic, “On the Uses of a Liberal Education: As Lite Entertainment for Bored College Students,” in which he identified what then seemed a new kind of weather gathering in the culture of universities. Edmundson suggests that, shortly after World War II, with the help of the GI Bill, college enrollments grew a great deal, universities expanded accordingly, and soon thereafter they expanded yet more to accommodate the baby boomers; but because schools expand much more easily than they contract (faculty get tenured, can’t be let go; and administrators aren’t eager to cut their own positions), universities, after the last of the baby boomers graduated, had little choice but to market themselves aggressively to fill their classrooms. This, says Edmundson, “meant creating more comfortable, less challenging environments, places where almost no one ever failed, [and] everything was enjoyable …” He quotes an administrator who, in only mild hyperbole, said that admissions offices now more closely resemble marketing firms, and he notes that, “as soon as someone enters his junior year of high school, and especially if he’s living in a prosperous zip code, the informational material—the advertising—comes flooding in.” And he adds that, because these advertisements constitute most students’ first encounter with the university, many of them inevitably continue to define their experience of the place essentially the way a shopper would, that is, as a consumer. Thus, they show little enthusiasm or passion for what they encounter in their courses, no matter how hard we try to unveil for them the profundities in this or that benchmark of civilization, no matter how vexing the revelations we try to design for them. Rather, they evince, “on good days, a light, appealing glow; on bad days, shuffling disgruntlement,” much as though they were running an errand at the mall.

Edmundson, writing about his students in 1997, foregrounded the role of the economy in this comedy: “They’re aware of the fact that a drop that looks more and more like the Grand Canyon separates the top economic tenth from the rest of the population.” And so, inevitably, they are quite cautious, tolerating a relatively boring, risk-averse relation to the content of their courses—dispassionate, nonserious, low-stakes—because the business of getting an educational credential itself couldn’t have much higher stakes. “We may be on a conveyor belt,” they suppose, in Edmundson’s view, “but its [sic]worse down there on the filth-strewn floor. So don’t sound off, don’t blow your chance.” Ultimately, Edmundson concludes that his students lack any fire for their courses, any real desire to grow, because, most pointedly, they “lack the confidence to acknowledge what would be their most precious asset for learning: their ignorance.” In short, Edmundson’s students, in the mid-1990s, didn’t feel safe and secure enough to engage directly with what they didn’t know.

Edmundson calls what they don’t know their ignorance, but in what follows, I’ll call it the unconscious—that knowledge that, as Elizabeth Ellsworth says, we passionately disavow or ignore, and that, again, when we have the courage to engage it, is our most precious asset for learning (62). It is that part of the individual that exceeds the individual, the discourse of the other, Lacan will call it, the realm of desire as that which is always borrowed from—and directed—elsewhere, and thus is always at odds with the ego’s fantasy of autonomy. Unconscious desire is what divides us from ourselves and links us to each other. In this sense, the unconscious functions much like a public. It is what—in the context of overwhelming financial anxiety—we don’t have the confidence to engage, that most valuable resource that we forfeit.

Another assumption: if Edmundson’s students in the mid- to late 1990s didn’t have the confidence in themselves or in their world to dialogue with what they didn’t or couldn’t know, consider how much more acute must this phenomenon be in the wake of the last decade: the failed presidential election of 2000, the terrorist attacks of the following year, the eight-year war in Iraq that turned out to have been triggered by bogus intelligence, the much longer and even less conclusive quagmire in Afghanistan, the botched response to the failures of the federal levees after Hurricane Katrina, and, of course, the financial downturn of 2008, which has struck at the very heart of the consumer culture that owns so many students. What Edmundson casts, in the mid- to late 1990s, as boredom and superficiality among undergraduates has surely morphed by now into a bitter anxiety about the social structures they are inheriting and the job market they face after graduation and, most pointedly, the costs they will incur in the meantime.

Whatever is draining university classrooms of the high regard they may once have enjoyed, surely no one would dispute that campuses could do a great deal more to enable positive forms of human connection. In Terry Eagleton’s words, we need to invent new forms of belonging (21). Or to put it in ways that may seem awfully old-fashioned, even crusty, to today’s readers, we need a new set of standards, a fresh articulation of our values, a way of organizing our reflections on how we interact with students, a scheme for guiding these interactions, and improving them. Some might hear what I’m saying as a plea to get tougher when we grade, but that’s far too simple. We should not simply give more C’s on student work, but rather judge their work—and ourselves—more carefully, more rigorously. We need a new way of talking about how we talk with students.

We need, most specifically, the conceptual tools of psychoanalysis in order to speak to, with, and about what we can’t know, to re-access our most valuable asset for learning—the unconscious. In fact, if the classroom itself can be thought of as a miniature emblem of public space, of intersubjective desire, of the unconscious, then perhaps that’s why it has become in recent years an object of such vitriol. Precisely because we live in such a rattled era that no one has the confidence, much less the courage, to engage its potentials, it has become a target for aggressive critique sponsored by empirical studies that naively hope to measure gains in knowledge. In the most extreme eruptions, it becomes a hunting ground for crazed gunmen bent on mass slaughter.

THE ROOTS OF OUR CRISIS

My project partially echoes Thomas Rickert’s Acts of Enjoyment: Rhetoric, Žižek, and the Return of the Subject, when he asks why our pedagogy so often seems relatively ineffectual: we train students to be attentive critics of culture and ideology, yet this training all too rarely induces real transformation in their lives (3). Rickert suggests that perhaps we need to understand that “the performative and symbolic aspects of pedagogy are as important, if not more so, than the specific content” (207). In other words, how we teach might shape students more directly than what we teach. What, then, are the key points to bear in mind as we devise our relationships with our students? Most of us embraced, quite some time ago, the Freirean, decentered classroom, so why then aren’t more of our students becoming the awakened, engaged activists that, presumably, they should become? What are we, in our conversations with them, not doing?

What if our students’ uncanny ability to decipher the sorts of people we are and their deep-seated impulse to mimic us explain their reluctance to discover, in themselves, a meaningful sense of agency and desire with respect to their course materials and wider culture? Are they simply following our lead, as our own doubts about agency spread to them? I think my hunch would be confirmed by John Schilb, who, as editor of College English, spoke, at the MLA in December 2009, about this pervasive preoccupation with the issue of agency that he sees in manuscripts submitted to the journal: “Many of us are earnestly, even frenziedly trying to develop a theory of it, in the belief that otherwise we’ll lose it.” And he continues, “Our nervous harping on agency is driven by a dubious assumption: namely that in order to intervene in the world, we must have a full-blown theory of how our behavior can matter.” Until we have such a theory, such a justification in hand, we suppose that can’t do anything else—that is, that we’re stuck, and our Prufrockian hand-wringing over how to proceed only drives our students ever deeper into slackerdom.

This problem began, argues Terry Eagleton, early in the twentieth century, when, in the aftermath of the First World War, artists were working through the impossibility of restoring what they saw as the comforts of the old, relatively well-ordered universe of the nineteenth century; by roughly 1960, however, these artists had become familiar, even domesticated, and the challenging, heroic-dissident strain in their pessimistic vision migrated to the realm we’ve come to call theory. The phase from roughly 1965 to 1980, says Eagleton, saw the extraordinary, now famous projects of theory-building, and given the mandate to pessimistic dissent inherited from the artists of the 1920s and ’30s, these theories focused on what lay just beyond theory’s reach, the stuff that no one can ever fully articulate: difference, the unconscious, the body, desire. This movement eventually exhausted itself, Eagleton claims, and by 1980, had largely collapsed. In its wake, intellectuals became preoccupied with the local: “micropolitics,” Eagleton quips, “broke out on a global scale.” And the new object of study—“culture”—took shape through the widespread assumption that theory was sheer futility. By 1989, the two greatest proponents of what Eagleton casts as the new “anti-theory,” Richard Rorty and Stanley Fish, had decided that theory was merely an attempt to justify one’s way of life. That is, it seeks to give you reasons for living the way you do, an explanation; but, for Rorty and Fish, this is ultimately neither possible nor necessary. As Eagleton paraphrases them, “You cannot justify your way of life by theory because theory is part of your way of life, not something set apart from it.” And what counts as a “legitimate reason or valid idea will be determined by your way of life itself. So cultures have no foundation in reason. They just do what they do” (54). In short, for the antitheorists, cultures cannot be theorized or evaluated, because you are always either judging from within some culture, your remarks redundant and complicit, or you’re outside it and thus ultimately uninformed.

This obituary on high theory—in fact, on all thinking—would be corroborated by Edmundson, who contends that, in the classroom, we’ve seen the flowering of cultural studies as, at worst, a vapid substitute for thinking: the students-as-customers “[get] what they most want—easy pleasure, more TV”; that is, increasingly light and directionless chatter about what students like and don’t like about, say, the latest Madonna album. In short, in the absence of any critical framework or distance, any theory, the classroom becomes a place where students merely “groove to the product.”

To resurrect theory—that is, the sense that one can and must interpret, analyze, reflect on and converse with what one does not already “understand,” to construct thereby tentative meanings, possible ideas, to experiment with them and the new purposes, desires, and conversations they engender—this, says Eagleton, is the project at hand. Rather than simply substitute “culture” as the new foundational term, where God or Nature or Reason once stood, a bottom line or endgame for all of our work; rather than suppose that we are such pure products of our time and place that we cannot step outside of that context to theorize it or criticize it or even engage in genuine dialogue with it; rather than accept our paralysis and pass it along to our students as the essential lesson they learn from us; rather than despair over our inability to rise to some impossible, transcendent spot from which to mount critique, we should instead embrace the fact that part of our culture is an array of habits and modes for critical dialogue and interpretation, a vast array of strategies for haggling over value and meaning. This, Eagleton would argue, is what we should pass along to our students.

In fact, as Eagleton says, this is a key way that humans differ from other animals; it’s not simply that we interpret things whereas they do not (all sensory faculties in all animals are mechanisms that enable creatures to interpret their surroundings). Rather, humans differ because they can interpret their interpretations, and this doubling or reflexivity is what makes us human. We can think about our own thoughts, contemplate their limits, delineate, in turn, our ignorance, the places where what we know sheers off into that which is distinctly other and not known. In other words, culture, says Eagleton, is not a prison house, neither is language; rather, within them are sets of tools for interpreting our interpretations of the external, material, and social world, for engaging and interacting with that world with increasing complexity, subtlety, and power. More to the point: cultures are always porous, they open onto the other, and even as they strive to locate and script a role for this other, this otherness constitutes more than enough free space from which or with which to mount dialogue, the sort of critical interpretation, reflection, and analysis that are the definitive, even signature activities of the human. After all, no matter how much we pretend to the contrary, this other, from which or through which or by which we are spurred to interpret, is always with us—our primary asset, as noted earlier, for learning.

It’s the unconscious, what I’m calling pedagogy’s other side. As Eagleton puts it, “Human bodies are not self-sufficient. [Rather] there is a gaping hole in their make-up known as desire, which makes them eccentric to themselves” (129)—that is, always attuned to the other, as that which they cannot fully know but rather can only interpret and must interpret, continuously, as an essential activity of desire. Indeed, all the processes of the human subject, its development, its knowledge, its enjoyment, its efforts to communicate, all these are necessarily transpersonal or intersubjective phenomena, all suffused with desire, a force that, again, divides us from ourselves and links us to each other, and, as such, is mostly repressed, rendered unconscious by the ego’s fantasy of autonomy.

As I’ll show, an especially useful tool for the ongoing work of interpreting desire—for most fully inheriting our humanity—is a particular rhetoric called psychoanalysis. To say it another way, as Elizabeth Ellsworth does, to be human is to have an unconscious, and I maintain that the most powerful rhetoric we have for advancing our humanity, for advancing our conversation with the unconscious—for advancing, in William Covino’s wonderful phrase, the art of wondering as a prerequisite for learning—is the discourse I place at the top of my developmental scheme, the discourse of analysis.

This is what I felt I saw in that service-learning course that provided the initial spark to this book, the course in which my students (all of them white) tutored seventh-graders (all of them black) at a nearby junior-high school here in New Orleans. My students in that course reached further and further into dialogue with worlds that differed sharply from their own, became deeply energized by the experience, and produced work that they felt to be the most valuable schoolwork they had ever done. They were growing and changing before my eyes, becoming the sorts of artists/activists that heretofore they had only revered from afar, in so far as they had ever been able to imagine such a type. They were, while doing the work of that course, engaging what it means, in Eagleton’s terms, to be human—the humanities—as fully as possible. It was serious fun.

But this does not mean that they had written their way into some sort of triumphant and absolute connection to each other, to me, to the seventh graders they tutored, or, for that matter to anyone else. The class project was not in any obvious, straightforward sense a “success.” However, our various disconnections did not fuel a crisis of confidence in our work, did not share in the broader despair that purportedly colors campus life in our time. On the contrary, it spurred them to keep playing, to feel that their revolution, as they came to call it, had only begun.

Unfortunately, this disconnection, in our time, is interpreted only as failure, and hence the rash of nasty “studies” reported in the New York Times in recent years. But, as my students would insist, there is a very different way to understand this disconnection: it can spur the desire to try harder, to dig deeper, to explore and experiment with yet more imagination and ambition.

FORMS OF DISCONNECTION: THE FOUR DISCOURSES AS MODES OF ADDRESS

Traditionally, the topic of modes of address, as Elizabeth Ellsworth explains, is used to question how the dynamics of social positioning get played out in the viewing of a film: viewers implicitly ask themselves, “who does this film think I am, and am I willing to be that person? Will I enjoy and benefit from that identification—or recoil from it—and to what degree?” She adds that the viewer is never simply, singularly who a particular film thinks the viewer is. And good filmmakers understand this, so they create multiple “entry points” or places where the viewer might choose to identify. Moreover, viewers are capable of temporarily adopting identifications that would seem to violate what they consciously espouse as their values. Owing to all this complexity, flexibility, and movement, many have come to think of a film’s mode of address as not a static, stable structure, whereby the film tries to “fit” a viewer; instead, the mode(s) of address, in addition to being always plural, become fluid “events” of more or less fleeting, overlapping intervals with ultimately indeterminate boundaries (26).

As with films, so with college courses: when you teach, argues Ellsworth, you take up certain positions within structures and relations of power, knowledge, and desire, and you invite students to take up corresponding positions—or, rather, you insist. And students basically follow along. As Mike Rose noted in Lives on the Boundary, “Students will float to the mark you set” (26) and take on—sometimes with a vengeance—the identities you assign them. How you address students thus has a lot to do with who students come to think themselves to be. Teachers, in short, play an important role in shaping their students’ relationships to power, in shaping how they configure the dynamics of knowledge, ignorance, unconscious desire, otherness, and in turn, their prospects for developing the ability to interpret their thoughts and experiences (6).

Yet despite the utter centrality of the concept of modes of address to any understanding of processes of teaching and learning, these modes can be nearly impossible to discern and engage effectively. Ellsworth continues, “The workings of power and social positioning in the pedagogic relationship—especially a pedagogical relation with all good intentions—can be delicate and seemingly intangible.” Unlike “nearly straight, highly visible … high-tension wires” these pathways of fleeting, partial identification are like “thin stringy traces. … like the twisty and entwined chocolate bands running through a marbleized cake.” She adds, “Try to follow one of those bands. Better yet, try to extract one for a good look” (6).

The difficulty of consciously engaging this issue of modes of address in our teaching is only a prelude to a much greater challenge: the paradox by which modes of address, despite their overwhelming power to dictate who teachers and students together become, also always fail. That is, Ellsworth argues, pedagogies always address students in ways that are clumsy, hamfisted, and way off the mark; and they do so not simply because, say, they would seem to hold out the invitation to something exciting, but then deliver something that intermittently veers in student experience toward the deadly boring. Rather, inherent in the very concept of modes of address is this incontrovertible reality of failed connection, because even when one addresses one’s self, this gesture is always shot through with fantasy, desire, and aspiration, marred by inadequacy and incompletion and the equally biased voices and bent perspectives of others, so much so that one can never quite know for sure where one stands or who one is on one’s own terms, much less in the eyes of some other, still much less who and where those others might be. Lacan himself, in an especially provocative iteration of this idea that perfect connection between people is impossible, said, in Seminar XX of 1972–73, that “There is no such thing as a sexual relationship” (Le Séminaire 17).

Ellsworth would likely argue that students neither learn exactly what we teach nor precisely when we teach “it,” nor do any two students learn quite the same “it.” As she points out, “Pedagogy, when it ‘works,’ is unrepeatable and cannot be copied, sold, or exchanged—it’s ‘worthless’ to the economy of educational accountability” (16–17). Ellsworth continues, “the discontinuities that inevitably foil communicative dialogue invite us to think of pedagogy not as representational practice but as performative act,” as in Thomas Rickert’s point noted earlier. It is not about “explaining” or “representing” something that is elsewhere but is rather better understood in terms of creating an event in the here and now, a dynamic performance suspended between self and other, between prevailing categories and systems of thought, between what precedes and what follows the eureka moment of intellectual growth.

To be a great teacher, in this light, is not to achieve somehow perfect communication with your students, in which they take full possession of exactly the same contents you command. This fantasy, so central to the discourse of mastery, so disturbing from an ideological standpoint, will always, thank God, fail. In contrast, to be a great teacher is to assume the “failure” (the ignorance, the unconscious) noted above and transform it into a spur for ongoing, creative reflection, critical dialogue and inquiry, a springboard for the adventure of insight, a constantly renewed opportunity for more thinking, more talking, more writing, more learning, and more growth.

Unfortunately, as Ellsworth notes, the teacher’s job is too often “framed as one of neutralizing, eliminating, or distracting students from the differences between what a curriculum ‘says’ and what a student gets …” Nonetheless, she continues, “As long as classroom relations are shaped by broader social, racial, gender and economic antagonisms [as they always will be], educators cannot foreclose the space of difference between address and response” (41), and cannot close down “the fear, fantasy, desire, pleasure, and horror that bubble up in the social and historical space between [people]” (41). Drawing on James Donald, Ellsworth suggests that we most often deal with this volatile, differentiating space between the curriculum and what student’s “get” or “take away,” between, for that matter, any addressor and addressee, through popular cultural forms. For example, horror films, or any other spectacle of the monstrous, the grotesque, the uncanny, from Beowulf to whatever opens at the multiplex this Friday, all of these forms, suggests Ellsworth via Donald, are ways we figure and thereby strive to deal with, perhaps even vanquish, what doesn’t fit into the fantasy of perfect and complete transaction between communicators.

In genuine growth, however, we don’t vanquish these monsters, but rather flag them as positive. Indeed, if there were such a thing as salvation, they would be markers on that pathway; not demons we should flee, but the stars that help us navigate. This open-ended embrace of the monstrous is its own reward, of course, the only salvation.

More specifically, when we intuitively assume that there must be more to us than purely and simply what the institution of school thinks we are, when we resist in countless ways the banalities of absolute normalization, when we capitalize on the “noise” that disrupts the ideal of perfect communication and insist instead on a certain excess, we arrive at what psychoanalysis calls the unconscious, and the unconscious is what prevents the dreary totalitarian dream of total control and points the way instead to experiences of desire, a sense of agency, in the public sphere. If there were a perfect fit between what school says we are and what we really are, then that would be the end of all dialogue, all struggle, all negotiation, all movement, all the oscillating vicissitudes of consensus, dissensus, and desire, ultimately all humanity—the triumph of the totalitarian machine (50). And again desire generally aims in the opposite direction; desire, at last, is this insurgency, this insistence on differentiation, on excess, even an excess with (dis)respect to what we can consciously know; that is, it is largely unconscious. And it is a monster that must be vanquished only if seen from within a bureaucratic, totalitarian fantasy of absolute control and perfect communication. Otherwise, again, it guides the path forward. This is the project of psychoanalysis.

TOWARD A PSYCHOANALYTIC KNOWLEDGE—A SCIENCE OF THE PARTICULAR, A RHETORIC OF THE UNCONSCIOUS—FOR THE UNIVERSITY CLASSROOM

The project of psychoanalysis is beautifully illustrated by Paul Verhaeghe in On Being Normal through the contrast of two scenarios. When a child exhibits certain symptoms such a rash and fever, the parents will take the child to a doctor who will look at the child and link the symptoms together and, in turn, to a generalized syndrome on an objective continuum of health and illness, then set forth a treatment that will return the child to a prior optimal state. However, in contrast, suppose a teenage boy has developed the habit of stealing cars and joyriding down the highway in them: his parents insist that he speak to a different kind of doctor, one who will listen to him and develop an interpretation of the roots of the behavior that extend well beyond the boy himself; the doctor will explore how the teenager has unwittingly inherited certain conflicts from his parents and their relationship, and how he is perhaps unconsciously striving to reconcile these conflicts, to regain something that these conflicts, he feels, are costing him, by producing the symptom that is the problematic behavior. The more the doctor listens to the boy, the less he will link the symptoms to a generalized syndrome, and the more he will connect them to increasingly particularized roots that are not simply unique to the boy but extend into the particulars of the intersubjective web in which the boy is, as humans always are, unconsciously imbricated. In Verhaeghe’s example of the teenaged car thief, it turns out that the boy only steals Mercedes, that his mother comes from a well-to-do family in a nearby town named Mercedes, that the boy always ditches the cars there after an evening of joyriding, that the father is a working-class striver who has prospered and whose wife (the boy’s mother) is betraying with a secret lover. What exactly does all of this mean? Whatever it means, it means only in this case, making it very different from the fever and rash that, in the other case, the other doctor called chicken pox and cured with a standard prescription. It differs too in the way it is transmitted: chicken pox moves from one person to another via germs that are always the same; the other boy’s problem, however, arises from within the spaces between people via symbols that are always unique. Thus, as Verhaeghe puts it, psychoanalysis is a science of the particular, and, as such, its understandings are always limited, tentative, provisional—that is, they are interpretations, efforts to think about and talk with what we can never fully know, the project Eagleton puts at the center of our humanity and that Lacan teaches us to call the discourse of analysis.

In sum, the analyst’s goal will be to extend an interpretation, as far as possible into the particular by way of replacing the less communicative “interpretation” of his life that the boy is setting up via the activity of stealing cars and joyriding. But the analyst’s interpretation is by no means absolutely communicative. Unlike the medical doctor, he has never been asked to understand in any absolutely complete way; has never been required to disavow the unconscious and his or her own full complicity in it. In contrast, the medical doctor seeks a communicative dialogue that ultimately transcends the distance between two people, an erasure of difference, and in turn all unconscious desire. It is repression, a will to ignorance that often articulates itself as the inability to tolerate multiple possibilities of interpretation, and, in turn, the inability to play with different meanings, perhaps the inability to do anything at all but mechanically repeat the insistence on the illusion of the sameness.

Thus, a psychoanalytic pedagogy does not cast knowledge and ignorance as quantities in a binary ratio, as when college graduates would say that after four years of college, they now “have” more knowledge and less ignorance, and that therefore they got their money’s worth and can be counted another satisfied customer. Rather we need to understand learning (development, growth) not in terms of knowledge that is opposed to ignorance, but rather in terms of knowledge that is more and more dynamically—critically, creatively—engaged with ignorance, with the passion to ignore that is the unconscious.

As Elizabeth Ellsworth says, this passion for ignorance is shaped by cultural norms that code desire and knowledge into categories of illicit and licit (62), and most broadly, desire seeks to delete any knowledge that would threaten one’s public self-image, one’s ego. Again, the passion to ignore (to be ignorant, and therefore innocent) and the passion to learn are not in a simple binary dynamic; rather they are like different sides of the same sheet of paper that one keeps crumpling up and flattening out and then recrumpling anew as the continuous activity of the human subject (Ellsworth 52). That is, when the unconscious represses something, it does not tuck it away in some remote recess, like buried treasure; rather it has simply been encoded in symbols that our conscious selves aren’t inclined to interpret; and, as such, the “repressed” is always hiding in plain sight and continues to speak all the time through metaphors and symbols (68)—that is, through a rhetoric, a rhetoric that in the discourse of analysis, one interprets and engages and uses for the most careful and well-informed response possible. A rhetoric of the unconscious.

A rhetoric, of course, is what writing teachers help their students to use more and more ambitiously. And so what I’m proposing here is that we writing teachers learn to think with and to model for our students, even to teach a special kind of rhetoric, one that will trigger significant, even ongoing growth for them, a tool for learning long after they’ve left our classrooms. Granted, many who think about the teaching of writing agree that students only really learn their course materials when they are writing about them, that the sorts of cognitive activities involved in creating a text are the same as those involved in creating an understanding, and ultimately that learning to write is the quintessential form of all learning, the tool that makes all other learning possible. But I’m offering here a more radical and strange idea: that psychoanalysis serves in these same ways that writing does, that, more specifically, a rhetoric of the unconscious hinges on an inherent incompleteness or irreconcilable lack that it articulates as the permanent open-endedness of dialogue, the art of wondering; a rhetoric of the unconscious that one can’t resist dabbling in when one is writing, when one is learning. The more deliberately one can do this, the more informed one’s dabbling in this rhetoric, the greater success one is likely to have in the projects of writing and learning, of articulating new knowledge and conveying its meaning to a reader. Thus, what we teach when we teach writing is how to have a more and more articulate dialogue with the unconscious, which is what the discourse of analysis is, what it teaches.

RAISING THE DEAD

In the early weeks of 2012, on a chilly and blustery evening in Brooklyn (to be exact, the date was Friday the 13th), a funeral was held for psychoanalysis. The event was orchestrated by Jamieson Webster, whose book, The Life and Death of Psychoanalysis was published the preceding September. The funeral included eulogies from ten others. Psychoanalysis, they all agreed, had died, and no part of it, Peter Taubman would suggest, could be deader than its links to the world of teaching and learning.

As Taubman eloquently describes the breakdown of any potential dynamic between the two, “the current drive in the United States to align public education with various corporate agendas, and equate teaching and curriculum with scripts, scores, and job-preparation,” means that, “current educational approaches and policies … aspire to the control, predictability, and objective standards associated with the medical profession.” Meanwhile, he notes, psychoanalysis itself has been largely replaced by psychopharmacology and short-term therapies.

One could hardly imagine a more fitting obituary, avant la lettre, for the present book. On the other hand, the date of that funeral for psychoanalysis is commonly understood to signify bad luck, and thus any undertaking made on that day must backfire: the repressed will always return, and the grave they dug for psychoanalysis would surely be an unquiet one, perhaps an unwitting launch pad, and psychoanalysis is now thereby poised, thanks to its gravediggers and eulogists, for an uncanny resurrection.

If so, that process might well start on university campuses, for, at the clinical level, some have begun to note its relevance to the ordinary concerns of campus life. In the summer of 2011, the same summer that saw so much troubling representation of undergraduate experience in the popular press, the journal Contemporary Psychoanalysis devoted a special issue to college counseling, particularly because, as Richard Eichler puts it, psychoanalysis can “reawaken developmental potential” in college students (4). Eichler continued, “When psychoanalysis is understood as a way of thinking about development and the capacity for growth and change, it has much to offer for creatively shaping efficacious short-term counseling interventions and for addressing the clinical dilemmas commonly encountered in college mental health practice” (289).

Part of what could spur the resurrection of psychoanalysis in the culture at large is the collapse of the credibility of the psychopharmaceutical industry that would seem to have supplanted much talk-therapy—an industry that has created a demand for its products that it cannot satisfy. As Marcia Angell puts it, “Americans are in the midst of a raging epidemic of mental illness, at least judged by the numbers treated for it.” She continues, “The tally of those who are so disabled by mental disorders that they qualify for Supplemental Security Income (SSI) or Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) increased nearly two and a half times between 1987 and  2007.” For those of us who teach, the rise in the numbers of children treated for mental illness is even more disturbing: “a thirty-five fold increase.” She adds “mental illness is now the leading cause of disability in children, well ahead of physical disabilities like cerebral palsy or Down’s Syndrome.” She continues, “About ten percent of Americans over the age of six now take anti-depressants, and the new drugs to treat psychosis have replaced cholesterol-lowering agents as the top-selling class of drugs in the US” (20).

Is it really possible that, in contemporary America, psychosis is a more common problem than high cholesterol? Or are the drug manufacturers also manufacturing new forms of illness, new markets, coaching doctors to see new uses for the substances they cook up? The latter seems more likely, and, as the credibility of psychopharmacology erodes, and the sense of well-being among contemporary Americans does too, perhaps psychoanalysis is poised to gain new ground, to reenter our conversations about experiences and relationships and goals. At the very least, it would seem poised to enter conversations among faculty as a tool for talking about our teaching and for thinking about how to have better conversations with students, especially about their writing.


CHAPTER TWO

CONTEMPORARY COMPOSITION STUDIES

DEVELOPMENT MEANS JOINING OUR COMMUNITY, AND THAT’S ALL THERE IS TO KNOW

Part of the trouble that English professors currently have in talking about growth is the sheer scale of the issue. That is, we don’t talk much about it, because we assume, quite rightly, that psychologists have said far more about it than we can ever hope to distill and use. When Richard Haswell lists the major models of growth developed by cognitive psychologists that were circulating in the years when he was writing Gaining Ground in College: Tales of Development and Interpretation (1990), that catalog of different models runs to nearly six pages (301–307). For each entry in his list, Haswell notes the author’s name and, in a single line, the key change the model predicts over the course of college: again, only one line each, and still the list runs to nearly six pages. The issue of development has meant so many things to so many people that it threatens to mean nothing at all, and that may be the first obstacle we face in trying to break our silence on the subject.

Thus, we need, at the broadest possible level, a preliminary, working definition of what we mean by development. Haswell gives us a useful one: an instance of development should signal a change that lasts and that leads eventually to other, related, equally sustained changes (5). We can use the word development interchangeably, then, with growth, a concept, says Haswell, we can define yet further if we think of it as a hybrid of two opposed terms—learning and maturation. For example, a person might learn something at any age and largely independent of environmental factors, as when, no matter what the learner’s wider circumstances, he or she can come to know that, Frankfort, for example, is the capital of the state of Kentucky; learning, in this definition, is a purely mental event—abstract, acontextual, and altogether arbitrary. The opposite is maturation, a biological imperative, an internal blueprint that people are “hardwired” to fulfill at fairly precise periods of life, as determined by external, physical resources like opportunities to eat and exercise, as when, for example, during the first ten years of our life, our bodies become longer and weigh more, until, at a certain point, signs of puberty emerge, then, later, signs of aging, which again will accumulate more or less quickly depending, in part, on environmental factors, such as diet and exercise.

If learning and maturation then constitute a binary, the first relatively arbitrary and independent of both internal potentials and external opportunities, and the second a strict, predictable expression of their combination, then the notion of growth serves as sort of hybrid: growth, like maturation, partly derives from a natural, internal design for the realization of certain potentials; and it also—again, like maturation—depends heavily on external circumstances, particular cues or supports or spurs that play a primary role in the unwinding of this potential, which may or may not blossom and always in varying degrees through various endlessly complex contingencies, so much so that it can seem, like learning, as arbitrary and accidental as whether or not one can recall the capital of a particular state. In short, growth is complicated, and to the degree that it is like learning, it is too complicated to talk about in any meaningful way.

Haswell points out that growth also—and this is probably the supreme obstacle in talking about it—explicitly presupposes more than one perspective. That is, it unfolds as dialogue, as an intersubjective, transpersonal phenomenon, in which a change occurs and some other, quasi-independent perspective also arises to interpret and narrate that change in the hope of sustaining it as a plateau for more such changes. And thus growth, by involving more than one perspective, has a great deal to do with the dimensions of the self that exceed the purely unitary, individual ego; it engages instead the realm of the unconscious, the space between two people, the space of intersubjective desire. Of course, whenever we intuit that some process engages the unconscious, we have a tricky time articulating just what’s going on—that is, we reach the limits of our language and drift toward silence.

For Haswell, this insight into the intersubjective nature of growth leads to what he calls the “lifework” model of development. Haswell’s lifework model consists of three different circles—one identified as the development of the student, another identified as the development of the teacher, and the third the development of the particular field of study where they meet. Where these three circles intersect, in that innermost territory of three-way overlap between student, teacher, and field, only there does meaningful growth occur—growth, that is, for all three entities at once. Obviously, defined this way, significant growth is rare. After all, how many professors can hear, in their students, something unique and new, and take it, in turn, as an occasion for their own growth, greet it and work with it in a spirit of discovery? On the other hand, we do this fairly naturally when our classes are going exceptionally well, and even when they aren’t, we can push toward this ideal by exhorting students to be original—“Surprise me!”—or by suggesting that the purpose of class discussion is to puzzle out some conflict together, to grapple with questions that we ourselves can’t yet answer. In such moments, we conjure together something like a public, an arena where the transpersonal forces of desire are afoot in not altogether predictable ways. We live together, at least fleetingly, with the unknown—and we foster thereby a keen sense of community in our classroom. And, together, we grow.

What’s most important, for now, is that growth is here defined as increasing membership in a community. This, as we’ll see, has dominated the discussion of growth in composition studies since around 1990—this, and the belief that the process is so complex that we can’t possibly generalize about it any further. In this chapter, I will delineate this current impasse in our field in more detail, starting, first, with a few ideas about why we have so little to say about growth, then surveying the major studies of the issue, and, in turn, a series of calls to reframe how we understand the student as a subject, as a self, not as a singular, unitary entity that moves, in development, in a straight, one-way line into our community, but rather as a complex ecology that hovers, as we all do, back and forth along the edges of innumerable collectives, affiliating differently moment by moment. And I’ll conclude this chapter by noting the handful of precedents we have for taking up the tools of psychoanalysis in the work of articulating an answer to this call—a model of the development of the intersubjective self.

WHY WE CAN’T SAY MORE: ALL THE OTHER THINGS WE MIGHT SAY

This notion of growth as increasing membership in some group came to dominate, in the late 1980s, the discussion of growth in composition studies, in so far as we’ve been able to say much at all about the subject. For example, in his afterword to the 1989 book, Thinking, Reasoning, and Writing, Joseph Williams suggested that, instead of charting student abilities from lower to higher or lesser to greater, the way we would talk about their physical height or weight, for example, we should instead talk about growth in terms of increasing socialization into some community (250).

But how can we do that? At issue here, unequivocally, is desire: Does the student want to join our community, and on what terms and in what ways? And do we want that student to join our community, and on what terms and in what ways? Do we identify with them, and do they identify with us? How much, and in what ways? What constitutes joining the community? Is it a matter of coming to sound like us, a question of more and more fluent mimicry? Or something else? Don’t they need to surprise us? Can we teach them how to do that, or is that logically impossible? And how can we even talk about this territory, given that so much of it entails desire, so much of which is unconscious? Hence, our impulse to throw up our hands and fall silent on the subject of growth.

Nonetheless, our students grasp this territory fairly well, perhaps even better than we do. A common example, for Haswell, comes when we might feel that students are writing rather well toward the end of their first-year composition course, but then we feel stunned and dismayed to see how poorly they write as juniors, say, in a history course; students, however, are unlikely to interpret such instances as “backsliding,” but rather as evidence of how rhetorically sophisticated they’ve actually grown, for perhaps the primary wisdom about writing they acquire in college is that the audience is all important, that to “learn” is simply to figure out what the teacher wants and then to deliver that and only that. In the history course, for example, the student discerned that, for the present teacher, the content of the paper was all-important, and rhetorical skill, even correct punctuation, were not. In sum, where English professors might hold up some vague notion of what constitutes a fine performance on a writing assignment, assume that everyone mostly agrees with them, then grit their teeth when students betray that idea, our students, on the other hand, know full well that writing and the development of writing abilities are intersubjective processes, that growth means becoming ever more nimble in leaping from one audience’s values, desires, and expectations to another. What their biology professor prizes in a piece of prose is not at all what their philosophy professor wants, and in fact the students’ two history professors in a given semester might be equally far apart in their ideal vision of student writing. As Lee Ann Carroll argues, in Rehearsing New Roles: How College Students Develop as Writers, we therefore need to set aside all such notions that, as students develop, their writing gets “better.” Rather, students simply learn, over the span of their college years, to write more and more differently (120). They expand the array of communities they can access, and learn to execute this access more and more quickly.

But that is about all we can say, for in an era of hyperspecialization, the silo-like nature of academic fields and departments gives us the sense that we no longer really know the passwords to each others’ intellectual worlds. Again, in turn, our silence on growth. I hasten to add that I don’t think this diversity of ideals is a problem—in fact, the opposite scenario, where everyone desires the exact same sort of writing, strikes me as nightmarish, and, mercifully, impossible to achieve. However, to accept the differences in what we value or vilify in student prose also requires each of us to make clear what we expect. What’s more, each of us needs to articulate a vision of growth for our students, for, as Haswell notes, gains in development are always accompanied by some reflection on the idea of development—to grow requires, at least in part, some thinking about growth, some terms for articulating or tracking the positive changes that are underway. Of course, we need not, as many have traditionally assumed, hold up a timeless standard against which growth is measured, for, as Haswell observes, all notions of development are invented, even fictive, merely interpretive tools that allow us to tell ourselves stories about the relative progress or lack thereof in this or that student (6). What’s more, the work of interpreting, as we know, is potentially endless, and, at the level of the values and standards by which we might articulate student growth, we mostly seem to consider it a Pandora’s box that we’re wise to leave closed.

There are numerous other reasons for our silence on the subject of growth. Perhaps some faculty worry that if they start talking about development, wouldn’t such talk mostly just reveal a great deal about their own level of development? In simplest terms, no one wants to complain about or praise some feature of student prose in ways that others might see as a sign of a lack of sophistication. For example, do I dare make a big deal about, say, thesis sentences if one of my colleagues might have a much a more sophisticated way of teaching and evaluating the issue of coherence? Or what if the very idea of coherence isn’t really something my colleagues think is a central factor in considering student prose, given that, in their view, so many students can’t even punctuate single sentences correctly? And don’t the colleagues who insist on the primacy of grammatical error worry that they might seem to emphasize this issue because they are more comfortable teaching the simple right-or-wrong issue of grammar; that is, because they secretly lack the confidence to take on more nuanced and rhetorical dimensions of writing?

Consider just a partial list of what values might shape an English professor’s efforts as a teacher. If some think that questions of growth should focus on grammar, others might point to sentence-level issues of style, still others might think the issue of growth is best reflected in how complex the overall structure of an essay is (the five-paragraph theme versus some vague ideal of artistry), and still others might choose to key the issue of student growth to how quickly students come to generate effective prose—do students labor for hours over the production of a short document or can they knock one out in a few minutes? Or perhaps growth is a matter of research skills, the weakest students being those who just google their way to something they can plagiarize, the best having grown adept at seeking out the best, most useful writings of others and arraying them in the most skillful and ethical ways through their own texts.

The list could go on and on. Perhaps we never talk about growth, because we’ve come to accept, as Joseph Williams puts it, that “mature intelligence may not consist of one holistic, indivisible competence but many” (246), and each of these, in turn, is endlessly subdivisible. Besides, given that success in life is not well predicted by success in school (246), we may doubt the real value of any classroom-oriented vision of a meaningful increase in one’s powers. That is, we know that all growth is really an increasing membership in some community, and we’re hesitant to take very seriously the sorts of memberships our classrooms offer, given how slender the link between them and those of the wider world.

Perhaps the most profound obstacle to our discussions of growth is that, while we believe in this sort of growth as a central, undergirding assumption of our entire classroom enterprise, we are perhaps even more deeply predisposed to resist, especially as we grow older, the notion that people change. Consider this possibility in the specific context of the classroom: as we teachers grow older each year, presumably accumulating more knowledge of various forms, more experience and more intellectual expertise and authority, our students, as Haswell notes, are almost always in their late teens or early twenties, and thus, with each year, we grow more and more remote from the worlds they inhabit, able to identify less and less with the vicissitudes of their subjectivity and their particular struggle to learn how to write for college professors, less and less able to discern their small growth spurts, to talk about them in ways that spur students along to yet newer plateaus from which more growth can occur. The point is not simply that, as we age, we tend to assume that everyone else, even the young student, is as settled down and set in their ways as we are, but, more darkly, that the more distant a person or a group of people become (for example, the young), the more likely we are to objectify them. And such a move is fatal to the project of helping them to grow.

The less we are able to identify with our students as subjects, the less we can enable perhaps the most delicate dimension of growth, whereby movement to a new plateau requires the shucking off an earlier version of the self, the dismantling of old identifications, even, literally, old friendships in what can be an aggressive critique of some increasingly outmoded dimension of one’s self. Again, the less we identify with our students, the less gracefully we can enable this process—a diminishment inevitable over the passage of time, and one we’re less and less likely to talk about, given the way the passage of time would also, presumably, lend us increasing intellectual authority.

For all these reasons, and perhaps many others, no one wants to talk about growth.

THE MAJOR STUDIES SINCE 1990

A few years after Joseph Williams’s 1989 prediction that growth would primarily be discussed in the ensuing years as increasing membership in some community, Christina Haas published her Braddock Award–winning essay, “Learning to Read Biology,” in which a student grows adept at navigating the codes of a particular discourse, that of biology, and is thus, at the end of her undergraduate education, well on her way to joining the profession of academic biologists, or of accessing that community as a resource in her larger journey into a community of health-care professionals, say, or lab technicians or teachers. As Haas tracks the development of a student from her first year in college to her fourth year, the student initially seemed to approach knowledge as information that resided in the simple authority of the book but gradually came instead to develop a sense of the contexts and contingencies that enabled and shaped that knowledge; from there, the student developed a generalized sense of discourse as such, and, in turn, the sorts of specific rhetorical moves within which some knowledge had been situated and what consequences might follow (73–74). From “fact” as simple, straightforward, and as real as the physical book itself to a much more theoretical capacity to see how multiple truths might be winnowed by particular contingencies bearing on agents within a discourse: the student has begun to enter a community, to develop an insider’s grasp of how the knowledge of biology gets created, shaped, and disseminated. Haas’s model of development has never been improved on, and, to this day, it essentially defines, for those who reflect on the question at all, what growth means in undergraduate classrooms. The work that has followed Haas’s has only added layers of detail to her essential thesis, and though I’ll consider each of them over the course of this chapter (for each of them enriches Haas’s account in its own way) what particularly interests me is the way Haas’s work reflects certain limitations of the tradition she inherits and the way these limitations have been passed on and reappear in the work of those who have followed her.

While Haas’s model is a genuinely new turn in discussions of the development of undergraduates, she doesn’t delete the traditional, dominant theme in these discussions. That is, for Haas, just as development means increasing membership in an academic community it also means something that it had meant during the decades that preceded her work: development as a journey into ever greater abstraction. And what’s especially important about that way of thinking about development is that it assumes that this development happens naturally—that is, that the teacher’s knowledge plays a very limited role—and, still more importantly, that we can’t know very much about this process. In the next chapter, I’ll explore the deep roots of this tradition, as well an alternate thread that points in the direction the second half this book will go, but, for now, I will consider a certain vestigial know-nothingism in Haas’s classic 1994 work, and how it is carried forward, often explicitly, in the work she directly inspired in the years since she published it.

While Haas casts the developing student as increasingly aware of contingencies, even conflicts, in a general way, as bearing on the stuff the student reads, the texts of others, the precise structure of these conflicts never emerges, nor—and this is key—how they might arise in the student’s own writing processes, how the student might conceive them, address them, or work with them as her own conflicts. That is, Haas’s study doesn’t discuss how the student might come to experience herself as a complex ecology. After all, her article is called “Learning to Read Biology” (italics added), not “Learning to Write Biology.” Granted, if the student is accessing a community that she understands in these terms, then, as a member of this community, she is presumably marked by the same divisions and tensions, but exactly what this might mean, how this fact would inform her process of joining the community, never comes up. Presumably, when the student learns to see certain cracks in the monolith that is biology, she might take these as signs that there is room for her in the conversation—that all those famous biologists “are really just people like me”—but the precise nature of this sort of moment goes unexamined. Instead—and this is the drift of much of what follows Haas—that territory is considered just too complex to articulate.

In other words, Haas implicitly echoes and anticipates the notion advanced by many—from Mary Louise Pratt to Joseph Harris to Renee Moreno and others—that we need to reintroduce not only the notion of contingency but of conflict into our vision of discourse communities, for they are not cozy, homogeneous, utopian clubs, but rather cohere precisely around fault lines and potential fractures, places that have a sort of magnetic potential to solidify into a new border, a wall that divides two communities and blocks new entries where before there was just a unifying anchor. But we never learn from Haas precisely how these fault lines work in the student’s own experience of joining a particular discourse community—how, in particular, these fault lines and tensions become doorways and spurs to desire, places, say, where she learns to want to be a biologist of some kind, as opposed to some other kind, or perhaps starts to second-guess herself and turn away from biology altogether, for surely not every student moves through the Haas’s model so successfully, and Haas never mentions how or why or where someone might get stuck along the way or choose to jump to an entirely new discipline or even quit school, once and for all. In short, what might determine why the student, upon learning to read biology, ultimately ends up becoming a neurosurgeon or a nurse’s assistant?

We need a chart or diagram of development, therefore, that doesn’t simply map a movement into a community with the same simplicity of the older models of development that characterized development as the natural, one-way journey into ever-greater abstraction. Rather, we need a model that can reflect precisely such a complex ecology, in which one level’s set of limitations or barriers becomes, in the next level, a set of arrows or openings, and vice versa, particular obstacles to movement becoming pathways of a different kind of movement.

What we have seen since Haas’s pathbreaking work, instead, are studies that emphasize how little we can know about this process, studies that, in a sense, mostly serve to entrench our silence on the subject of growth in our classrooms. For example, around the same time that Haas was following the biology student through her four years of college, Marylin Sternglass, inspired by Patricia Bizzell’s article, “What Happens When Basic Writers Come to College,” chose to track a large, diverse, urban student population—something that had never been done before. What’s especially valuable about Sternglass’s study is its attention to the way broad cultural factors—and most pointedly economic factors—contribute to rates of graduation and time-to-degree and also to the percentage of dropouts in her study. She followed fifty-three students for about five years—from the fall of 1989 until January of 1996—to sort out how nonacademic factors can shape academic performance and how students navigate the difference between home communities and the university. Sternglass finds that students grow in the academic setting and rise to the challenges set before them to the degree that their nonacademic experiences are valued and integrated as a source of knowledge, and to the degree that these nonacademic forms of knowledge are integrated, paradoxically, these nonacademic kinds of knowledge can be modified by academic learning (xv). As Sternglass concludes, “These changes are seen to occur over time with instructional setting and support providing key roles in writing development.” In other words, what makes them grow is a certain environment, and, most pointedly, “support”—meaning, presumably, an engaged teacher and a functional tutoring center and a curriculum that embraces rather than demonizes the aspects of their cultural background that might seem to diverge from the academy.

But the upshot of Sternglass’s ambitious study is a tautology: what ultimately allows students to join an academic community is an academic community that respects the other dimensions of their background and welcomes them on board. This, for Sternglass, is all we can know about student development. The sheer complexity, she argues, of creating a truly “ecological” picture of the development of student writing abilities means that most such questions “cannot be definitively answered, even in a longitudinal study of this type” (194). After a lengthy discussion of case studies, she resists the temptation to “draw neat generalizations” (293).

Much the same point can be drawn from an equally impressive study by Anne Herrington and Marcia Curtis called, Persons in Process: Four Stories of Writing and Personal Development in College. This book was developed during the latter half of the 1990s, and it reflects that period’s tension between the so-called expressivist or romantic agenda (that emphasized the free exploration of the domain of authentic personal experience), and the social constructionist or social epistemic view (which emphasized the determining power of institutional conventions and charged the former with advocating solipsism). Given this tension in that period of the field’s history, Curtis and Herrington wanted to know how personally students invest themselves in their writing and how much they are interested in connecting, through their writing, with other people and joining a school-based community. The students in their study seemed to do both to a very great degree: “We have found that [college students] actively use writing—including the sorts of public writing often required of them in college—for the ongoing development of their personal identities, including their sense of themselves in relation to others” (1). And they add: “We have come to realize the significant and inescapable role that we teachers have in our students’ ongoing self-definition” (1). Again, we have, just as in Sternglass, a vision of growth as navigation between the personal or nonacademic and the community that is the academy. And context—specifically, a human other, the teacher, what Sternglass would call “support”—is, in Curtis and Herrington’s study as in Sternglass’s, crucial. But how?

In building from these four case studies a theory of student-development, Curtis and Herrington found significant examples of the “damage teachers can do to students when they fail, or refuse, to acknowledge the highly personal matters that are veiled, sometimes lightly, sometimes heavily in the academic—fail or refuse to acknowledge, that is, their own highly personal matters as well as their students” (362). Curtis and Herrington cast writing both as a self-constituting and relational act through which students, by the end of the study, “were writing with more authority: their later writings conveyed more of a sense of personal assurance and of purpose in communicating with readers”; they add “those writings were also authorized by a sense of writers speaking from amongst a sponsoring group, for example a group of psychologists or gender studies scholars” (357). Also, they declared that the students’ development as writers and as people were wholly parallel and interdependent (357). What’s more, for all four of their students, the work of fulfilling their writing assignments was never a purely academic exercise; rather, writing remained a “highly personal matter” and they took their professors comments on their work “very personally” (360).

As in the studies by Haas and Sternglass, development here means increasing membership in an academic community, and, as with Sternglass, that process seems to require that room be made for the students’ personal experience or sense of personal identity to persist amid the other stuff demanded by the institution. In other words, a major implication of this study is a version of the same tautology with which Sternglass concluded: I can access the community that is school (this is what “growth” means) to the degree that school allows me to have an “I” independent of school and welcomes that “I” into its community.

What’s most important to me about Curtis and Harrington’s study, however, is that, based on case studies rather than longitudinal samples, the authors explicitly situate themselves in their work in these terms when talking about their method: the first thing that the authors say when they begin to tell the story of their research is that, “Like most research projects, this one is as much a story of the ‘researchers’ … as it is the story of our subjects” (6). More specifically, in her own part of the book’s opening section, Marcia Curtis points to a divide between a certain high theoretical stance and those who work in clinical and classroom contexts, and the way it troubled her reflections on how students develop; the theorists, says Curtis, insist that we should understand the self as fragmented, alienated, and essentially hopeless, whereas precisely this sort of experience is what therapists and teachers and everyone else acquainted with practical, clinical contexts, strives to reverse. For Curtis, a major breakthrough in her work came when she discovered the psychoanalytic theories of Heinz Kohut, who says people develop a sense of self—a sense of wholeness, integrity, connectedness, and agency—largely through their “selfobjects,” which are entities in the person’s world that contribute to the person’s sense of self; usually the first selfobject is the nurturing parent, but one will need these selfobjects through one’s entire life, and they are not restricted to the familial or even the human realm (27). Curtis further implies that she has come to see herself, while teaching, as potentially a selfobject for her students, and also that she needs to honor the need for selfobjects in her students, to let them appear in their writing—her way of saying that, despite her openness to personal experience in her students’ writing, she is not interested in the solipsistic “true self” falsely attributed to so-called expressivist or romantic ideas of composition, but rather a self that is relational, dialogic. For Curtis, the selfobject affirms one’s sense of belonging to a human community. Through them, we rehearse and thereby sustain our relationships with the larger world, ultimately gaining competence and confidence in connecting to society, to a public (25–26). The choice by Curtis and Herrington to turn to psychoanalysis in general and Kohut’s idea of selfobjects in particular marks a powerful precedent for beginning to delineate the ecology that Sternglass suggests is too vast and too complex to articulate. This possibility is developed yet further by Nick Tingle, whose work I’ll consider shortly.

First, however, the point that development as increasing membership in a community is simply too complex to describe bears emphasis, for it has continued as a steady refrain in discussions of development. For example, Lee Ann Carroll supports the then-recent arguments by Crowley, Brannon, Joliffe, and Schuster that seek to abolish the nearly universal first-year composition requirement on the grounds that it cannot possibly deliver all of the diverse writing skills that students need and faculty across the disciplines expect, that instead it only creates a ghetto of underpaid writing instructors (xii). In other words, the issue of how skill in writing develops is so complex, the array of expectations of faculty around the university so diverse, that we cannot possibly ask a single course taken in the first year of college to assume full responsibility for the development of mature writing abilities. And that, suggests Carroll, is about all we can say on the subject.

The skepticism about what sorts of growth are possible in the first-year writing course and what we can even know about such growth is even more pronounced in recent work by Nancy Sommers and Laura Saltz. Even when students undergo significant changes in how they think about writing (seemingly having learned a lot from their first-year course), these shifts, Sommers and Saltz caution, do not necessarily correspond to changes in the writing itself, neither is what sparks development in the first-year writing course necessarily enough to sustain it through college. These observations grow out of what is surely the most ambitious study of the development of student writing abilities ever undertaken at an American university, and the upshot of this study is perhaps the most sweeping statement of skepticism about the possibility of defining the growth of writing abilities in college students that we have.

Starting in the fall of 1997, Sommers and Saltz began a systematic study of the writing of the Harvard undergraduate class of 2001. They followed 400 students (25% of that class) over four years, collecting in the process some 600 lbs of student writing and 520 hours of transcribed interviews. Their findings echo much of what was already noted in the preceding studies: as with Curtis and Herrington’s case studies, Sommers and Saltz found that students take pride in their writing; that writing involves students more deeply in their course materials than if they simply took exams on the subject, an implication of Sternglass’s study as well; and, again echoing Curtis and Herrington and also, implicitly, Haas, they found that writing is the primary means by which students come to develop a sense of membership in the academic community. They found—and this is a unique feature of their study—that when students were willing to accept their status as novices, open to their course materials as distinctly new, other, and challenging, they tended to make much greater strides, and more quickly, in the struggle to gain a sense of membership in an academic community. Conversely, the more students clung to a set of habits and strategies they mastered in high school, the less they were able to adapt to the new set of challenges they faced, and the more fraught the process of finding a place for themselves in the academic community.

The only other major conclusion to emerge from the study by Sommers and Saltz would seem a dismissal of the very possibility of proposing a model of student development:

For all the students in our study, learning to write has been a slow process, infinitely varied, with movements backward and forward, starts and stops, with losses each time a new method or discipline is attempted. Writing development is painstakingly slow because academic writing is never a student’s mother tongue. Its conventions require instruction and practice, lots of imitation and experimentation in rehearsing other people’s arguments before being able to articulate one’s own. (145)

If a process is “painstakingly slow” and “infinitely varied” with constant backsliding and loss, then surely we can never build a model that we can reliably use in navigating the chaos of day-to-day experience with student prose.

Two years before Sommers and Saltz published their study, however, the prospect of a psychoanalytic approach first set forth by Curtis and Herrington took another step forward in Nick Tingle’s Self-Development and College Writing (2004). Tingle explicitly refers to Marcia Curtis and Anne Herrington’s use of Heinz Kohut’s work and eloquently describes the classroom as a transitional space. The key feature of the classroom-as-transitional-space is empathy (3–4), which he defines as an activity of vicarious introspection. Tingle points out that Kohut offers another concept in counterpoint to empathy, which is narcissism. For Tingle, these opposed forces—empathy, narcissism—are the two forces in dynamic play with each other as students navigate their way through the classroom-as-transitional-space toward greater rhetorical ability and ethical sophistication.

Tingle then sketches the developmental continuum he borrows from Robert Kegan, which proceeds this way: in the first stage of development (roughly ages two to six) children come to see objects as existing independently, and then in the second stage (roughly ages six through the teens), people begin to categorize objects into groups, which forms the basis of generalization and abstraction; in the third stage, which stretches from the teenage years up through adulthood and is the highest stage a great many people ever reach, people begin to apply the generalized abstractions that their categories make possible, reasoning with them hypothetically and deductively as they settle more or less comfortably into certain social roles, where patterns of empathy and narcissism stabilize as well.

Tingle emphasizes this complex ecology, the nonautonomy or contingency of the self as he delineates a fourth and fifth level to his model. These two levels have only recently, according to Tingle, became available in Western culture. In level four, people begin to see that all social roles and subjectivities are situated historically, politically, socially, and institutionally, and that each person has a self that can detach from these discourses and then independently observe and even criticize them. In the fifth level, which still fewer people ever reach, one comes to see that the self never fully escapes these discourses, is always ultimately situated among them somehow, and though it can observe, criticize, even shape these discourses, it is never entirely outside of discourses as such. For Tingle, the self, at the highest level of development, no longer experiences itself as autonomous, nor does it simply spot contingencies and conflicts in others but rather sees itself as marked, even defined this way, its sense of its own agency deeply compromised but not wholly dissolved. In other words, the fifth level is the same perspective I associated earlier with the discourse of analysis and with Terry Eagleton’s plea to resurrect theory as the work of analysis and as an antidote to despairing, mindless consumerism.

Over the last decade, numerous scholars in rhetoric and composition have voiced a desire for a model of the sort that Tingle sketches and have offered ambitious visions of the student-writer’s self that are analogous to the one Tingle sets forth—that is, rooted in discourse and dialogue. Most of them, however, come not from psychoanalysis but from the work of Mikhail Bakhtin, which has the power of simplicity but lacks the depth of detail we can find in psychoanalysis, and fall short in detailing the structure of the intersubjective dynamic.

THE CALL FOR AN INTERSUBJECTIVE MODEL AND THE PRECEDENTS FOR A TURN TO PSYCHOANALYSIS

Chikako D. Kumamoto has recently argued that “the writer’s self must be reclaimed … with its capacity for change, abundance, fusion, unity, creativity, and certainty” (69), and to do so, we should explore Bakhtin’s idea of “finding one’s self outside”—that is, finding one’s self as inscribed with multiple and various others (70). And Frank Farmer has devoted an entire book to similarly Bakhtinian frameworks for writing pedagogy, in which he explores the rhetorical nature of the other-within, what psychoanalysis calls the unconscious, as a theoretical basis for asking his students to do imitation exercises. This same dialogic epistemology informs Mary Juzwik’s interest in ethics as a “relational-participatory understanding”; in dialogism as “a process of negotiation among contested positions, ideologies, languages [through which] meaning is only achieved in the context of struggle” (540); in the classroom itself as a theater “where a civic identity play is staged” and where “no one can own the meaning of any text, because meaning is always in the meeting of voices” (545). And Linda Flower has recently proposed, for those of us interested in service learning, a rhetoric for intercultural inquiry, one that doesn’t try to elide differences between groups in the illusion of seamless connection and perfect communication between them, but rather that focuses on differences, on exploring silences as places where more content remains to be uncovered, where the flashpoints and resonances of conflict might focus and illuminate more practical thought. Certainly, such notions are implicit in the central literacy studies of our era: if, as Deborah Brandt suggests, literacy is developed through a relationship with a sponsor, then part of what that sponsorship entails is a translation between different levels of literacy, different discourses and generations, even different cultures, a dynamic relation of self and other. In a related vein, Nancy Welch eloquently describes the collective vision she hopes to achieve in her service-learning courses as one in which, “all participants are composed as active, as knowing, and as exceeding any single construction of who we all are” (243), a vision that transcends traditional binaries of active-passive or subject-object to achieve a logic of subject-subject, a balanced intersubjectivity that I will associate with the discourse of analysis, a balanced intersubjectivity that I want to call justice.

But to strive toward this balance, we need to know more about the dynamics of self and other. What are the possible ways of structuring what Juswick calls the meeting of voices, a configuring of the other within, of the particular intersubjective dynamics that preserve difference? Despite all of this work over the last few decades in composition studies, much of it quite strong, we still don’t know much, beyond the standard platitudes, about what our classrooms are trying to achieve. We don’t know because we assume we can’t know—because what happens when students grow as writers is too complex, too vastly various to articulate. Despite the carefully reasoned theories and elaborate studies of Tingle, Sommers and Saltz, Curtis and Herrington, Carroll, Sternglass, and Haas, we can’t seem to move beyond the notions that development means increasing membership in some academic community and that, as vague as it is, is all we can know.

But the psychoanalytic thread that appears in Curtis and Herrington and in Tingle can lead to much more—specifically, it can allow us to flag what we can’t know as the unconscious, which, in turn, does have certain dimensions and follows certain principles that can tell us a lot about growth and what goes on in our classrooms. This notion has been woven through the modern field of composition studies since its inception in the mid-1960s, but it has never become central to our thinking. In 1964, Janet Emig published in College Composition and Communication an essay called, “The Uses of the Unconscious in Composing” that casts the unconscious as “the daemon,” a sort of muse or other-within that successful writers learn to court and engage in dialogue (6–11). They often do this, she explains, through quirky rituals that allow the power of rhythm to take over consciousness, to disrupt mere habit and superficiality, and, in turn, to produce powerful prose. A few years later, as Peter Elbow began to explore the technique of freewriting, he drew on the tradition of free association at the center of Freud’s method for accessing the unconscious, though, oddly, no one ever seem compelled to point out the connection or to build on it. In 1987, College English devoted two special issues, guest-edited by Robert Con Davis, to the dynamic of psychoanalysis and teaching (621–837). In Davis’s words, all the essays in these two issues argued that how individual subjects are constituted—terrain that psychoanalysis is best suited to articulate—shapes directly their capacity for the dynamics of teaching and learning, and also that teaching and learning, like writing and reading, are paradoxically suffused with the very unconscious resistances that they seek to overcome, that insights and breakthroughs always carry blind spots and blockages, and vice versa, and that, through psychoanalysis, these resistances can be engaged more and more productively (621). Ten years later, Nancy Welch devoted an entire book to the psychoanalytic study of how writers resist the work of revision and how they “get restless” and push to unsettle, in turn, their texts and their ways of thinking. Most broadly, she showed how psychoanalytic terms—the Symbolic, the Real, the Imaginary—could enable a much more sophisticated and ambitious approach to teaching revision. Around the same time, Mark Bracher set forth in The Writing Cure (1999) a broad understanding of how psychoanalysis and pedagogy overlap, and specifically, how unconscious forces inevitably shape the struggle to write and the dynamics of writing instruction.

Finally, and for my purposes, most importantly, Marshall Alcorn’s Changing the Subject in English Class: Discourse and the Construction of Desire (2002), used Lacanian psychoanalysis to describe the project of enabling students to move away from the binding force of authorities (that so mitigates their capacity for political engagement) toward a more egalitarian social field and, moreover, for mobilizing, even radicalizing their desire for social justice (5). To do this, Alcorn explains, we can neither simply give students information about social issues, nor try to push them to assume an identity that stands as a towering, static achievement; rather, we should lead them to an identity that functions as the ongoing dismantling of masters and an unmasking of the ideologies that would increasingly solidify the ego as a rigid and exploitive mechanism (5). What emerges through this continuous unmasking and dismantling—through analysis as a way of life—is a subject highly energized, charged with desire for ethical, intellectual activism, a subject forever on the move, responding to the ever deeper discovery of his or her complicity in the other, changing, in resilient engagement with broader social movements. Alcorn complicated what he saw as the too simple notion of subjectivity that formed the basis of cultural studies pedagogies (“give them the right information and they will instantly strive to push for a more just world”) by delineating the way desire is so often locked into a form of answering the demands of a master; instead he wants to point the way toward greater freedom, not as simple, spontaneous action, a version of the random, of chaos, but as “a difficult discipline that requires the … writers [to] struggle to find their own conflicting thoughts and [then] take responsibility for those thoughts” (3). Alcorn’s work is invaluable, but oddly, he devotes only a few pages to the four discourses. Nonetheless, in so doing, he provided the key precedent for what follows in this book: a detailed interpretation of the four discourses as a model for how students might grow.

My project, in a sense, constitutes a return to the commonly understood origins of the contemporary field of composition studies, to its founding insight: if learning and developing are processes, as cognitive psychologist Jerome Bruner taught us in the early 1960s, then writing could profitably be taught and researched and theorized the same way, as a sequence of activities or discrete stages (see Berlin 122–23; see also Miller 121). However, as Joseph Harris argued in the mid-1990s, we need to expand our sense of the writing process beyond what happens in the production of a single text and instead consider how we might sequence writing assignments over a few months to trigger the broadest sorts of growth in the student writer (75). In other words, we need to rewind our sense of process just beyond the moment when it launched the field of composition studies, to take it back to questions not simply of producing a text but of personal development—that is, to the work on learning produced by Jerome Bruner in the early 1960s. Precisely these possibilities would seem to inform Judith Harris’s echo of Joseph Harris, that we should look beyond our long outworn focus on composing processes to study instead the way the student as an individual subject, as a complex interior, develops over time, and her further insistence that, to do so, we should take up with renewed ambition the tools we inherit from psychoanalysis (181).

What is most important about my proposal to take up the tools of psychoanalysis is that this does not constitute an attempt to resurrect outmoded notions of the student-writers’ private interior. Rather, the interior is, in this view, no interior at all: the unconscious, again, is a public thoroughfare of transpersonal or intersubjective desire. This way of thinking about student writing, though implicit, as we’ll see in the next chapter, in a number of bodies of thought that began in the 1970s to draw attention from theorists of writing pedagogy, was crystallized in Marilyn Cooper’s classic 1986 essay, “The Ecology of Writing,” in which she argued that we should move beyond the then still dominant sense that writing is best theorized and taught as a cognitive process that emerges within a solitary individual. Instead, she suggested, we should think about writing as an activity of social space, exterior to any single person, part of a system of multiple elements (364–375). Though Cooper and many who follow her would suggest that this means setting aside the idea of writing as a cognitive process (as having only historical interest), I prefer to expand and radicalize the notion of cognitive process as such, to extend the temporal frame it marks beyond the issue of how a text is produced to how writers themselves are produced through interactions with others. How is this interaction with others marked, more specifically, by desire? How can the intersubjective flow of desire hit a snag, get stuck, arrest a person’s development, or induce a freezing case of writer’s block? And when it does, how can we help that person come unstuck? Moreover, how might we think of the growth of the student not as a solitary individual, but rather, in Cooper’s sense, as a writer—that is, as one who is intricately intertwined with a complex verbal and textual environment, with an audience and a rhetorical situation and a set of precedents and possibilities. As Kenneth Bruffee suggested a few decades ago, writing reexternalizes thoughts that began as internal conversation, which in turn are replayed, recombined conversations that one has had with actual people. In other words, talk-becomes-thought-becomes-writing (639). Much the same notion is explored in Walter Ong’s classic essay of the same era “The Writer’s Audience Is Always a Fiction,” in which the work of writing, as in Ellsworth’s account of the concept of modes of address, is cast as the work of imagining an interlocutor, and which succeeds to the degree that the imaginary interlocutor fits who the actual reader wants to understand him- or herself to be.

Although in trying to imagine the authorial “self” as a complex ecology we must hold fast to Ellsworth’s point that, just as the writer’s audience is always a fiction, so too is the experience of the connection between author and audience, we should note nonetheless that, since the early 1990s, researchers in cognitive science have been exploring what they call “mirror neurons,” which enable people to share experiences of goals, emotions, even information about their surroundings in practical, preconceptual, preverbal, even quasi-telepathic form (Rizzolatti and Sinigaglia, xi). More specifically, this research suggests that whereas we had formerly understood neurological activity as divided into perceptive, motor, and cognitive functions, the reality is more composite, as the cognitive (the domain of socially constructed meanings and understandings) undergirds motor and perceptive phenomena, our physical movements and mental representations nearly always carrying—or, more accurately, being carried by—meanings that do the same work in others. In short, our movements are mostly purposeful, goal-driven, and mirror neurons enable us to “match” the purposes and movements we observe in others with those we ourselves fulfill and perform, and, in turn, to appreciate their meaning without talking, even as subtle emotions with complex implications about our immediate environment. In this sense, experiences are partially shared and intersubjectivity is an actual property of the neurological system.

What this has to do with the writing process is hinted at in an evocative metaphor in recent work by communications theorists, Christian Lundberg and Joshua Gunn on Ouija boards, the popular contemporary version of the “talking boards” of Victorian séances. As Lundberg and Gunn remind us, people take up the Ouija board to receive communications from the dead. Specifically, two people rest their fingertips on a planchette that rests in turn on a smooth board printed with letters; as the planchette, mysteriously, begins to move among the letters on the board, it spells out messages for the participants, each of whom inevitably wonders, Am I deceived by the person across from me, who is subtly moving it, or am I moving it without knowing, or is some unseen third presence visiting us and telling us things it wants us to know (85)? This experience, I propose, can be thought of as the hyperreal of the writing process, as writers, looking back at their most inspired moments, can’t help but ask, Are these sentences coming from me, or am I echoing someone else’s remarks, or is a mysterious, third force—a muse—dictating this material to me in the form of psycho-verbal “vision”? Such experiences of the occult and of the writing process in general is, for those who learn to lose themselves in it, quite thrilling, and links rhetoric to the erotic and to ethics: in these passionate bursts of creativity, one can’t help but wonder which sentences, finally, to trust, how, and to what degree, and how most fairly to present the information one is accessing. As exotic as all of this might sound, it shouldn’t seem so unusual, for nearly all writing teachers teach the invention-strategy known as freewriting, a practice not coincidentally derived from the practice of automatic writing used by Victorian spiritualists, by way of Freud’s famous method of free association, the talking cure at the core of his psychoanalytic practice (Haswell, Bound Forms 58–59).

Given this rich overlap—rhetoric-erotics-ethics—why haven’t we made greater use of the concepts of psychoanalysis to explore what Cooper called the ecological dimension of the writing process, the force of intersubjective desire that shapes our classrooms? More to the point, why have we decided that all that we can say about student growth is that it unfolds as increasing membership in (our) community? The answer is in the next chapter, where we’ll delineate the deep roots of the current impasse—and also an alternative tradition through which we can respond to these calls for an intersubjective or ecological model of student-development and then build on the specific precedents for a turn to psychoanalysis.


CHAPTER THREE

WHY THE “GROWTH” MOVEMENT DIDN’T GROW—AND AN ALTERNATIVE

Growth was once, in the mid-1960s, such a central term among those who approached the teaching of writing a certain way that Joseph Harris refers to them as the “growth movement.” As Harris notes, this school of thought, however, didn’t grow—for a variety of reasons—and by 1980, as others explain, it passed away altogether. Growth in this view meant simply a journey into ever-greater abstraction, a journey that will happen naturally if the teacher knows how to stay out of the way. Though this view produced some elegant models of development—powerful, in particular, for their sheer simplicity—that, for years, dominated mainstream understandings of what writing classrooms were supposed to achieve, this body of thought carried too a certain emphasis on the individual that precluded the project of developing generalized knowledge. By casting the developing person in an isolated way, stripped of social contexts, relationships, and desires, as absolutely unique, this view, soon enough, began to hinge on a certain “know-nothingism” that inflected the way writing teachers, in particular, talked about growth and, alas, was eventually carried to such an extreme that the growth approach lost its footing and was swept aside by the emerging field of composition studies.

To trace this history, I will have to consider the deep roots of the growth approach in the philosophy of Henri Bergson and the psychological research of Jean Piaget, then, in turn, show how these ideas reappeared in work addressed to teachers by James Moffett and Carl Rogers. While much in Bergson would suggest that he did not emphasize the individual as an isolated entity but rather as a figure with an unconscious that was deeply intertwined with the immediate environment, his work, as it found its way into the schools, did so in ways that, as we’ll see, led to our current impasse on the topic of how students develop. In this chapter, I’ll explore how the concept of growth passed away and left us with such a limited understanding of how students develop. I’ll also note a different way of reading Bergson, one that points to a tradition that differs sharply from the dominant uses of Bergson by casting the developing writer in terms of an intersubjective ecology, which, in turn, opens the way for the fully psychoanalytic perspective delineated throughout the remainder of the book.

DARTMOUTH, 1966: “WHAT IS ENGLISH?”

A conference at Dartmouth in 1966 took up the question “What Is English?” Of course, the historical moment of that conference bears some uncanny resemblances to our own, as faith in institutions was then, as now, increasingly troubled and large-scale questions about the nature—even the very value—of our work seemed to be gathering on the horizon with particular intensity. This historic conference, argues Joseph Harris, has been widely misunderstood: many have assumed that this was the moment of a Copernican shift in the way we think about the subject of English, a moment in which English became no longer something you learn about but rather something you do. As Harris puts it, we’ve tended to think of this conference as the scene of a quintessentially “sixties” moment, one in which “an old model of teaching that focused on the transmission of skills (composition) and knowledge (literature) gave way to a growth model focusing on the experiences of students and how these are shaped and directed by their uses of language” toward greater or lesser individual freedom and expressivity (1). Most broadly, this historic shift has been cast as a shift from an American concept of English toward a British one. Harris is quick to add that this division is itself misleading, because there were many Americans who espoused the British version and vice versa. Nonetheless, in this convenient shorthand, we’ve understood that the British were interested in students’ experiences and feelings, in enabling them to access and liberate an innate, unique creativity. The Americans, in contrast, emphasized practical, measurable skills and information. The hero of the American version was ultimately the scholar, and the hero of the British version, the teacher. And at the Dartmouth conference in 1966, many assume, the teacher gained the upper hand. The truth, says Harris, is simply that the split between them swung wider than ever before, and has only continued to expand in the decades since, a distance, I would add, that has probably done extraordinary damage to both.

This division, suggests Harris, evolved out of what Jürgen Habermas calls a legitimation crisis, for professions have to legitimate themselves before both an audience of experts and also the wider public. As Harris notes, these two audiences—the experts, the public—have very different needs and interests. The former demands that English define itself as an academic subject “with its own specialized subject-matter and methods of study,” and the latter most appreciates our work when cast as a place where “many different kinds of knowledge can be brought together and related to personal experience” (5), ultimately to transform or enhance that experience. In the extreme form, some Americans at the Dartmouth conference of 1966 were so concerned about winning credibility among experts that they insisted the field of English be more carefully organized around a body of knowledge, the way linguistics is, because, in their view, the “data” of English were too disorganized and inchoate to constitute an authoritative body of knowledge (Harris 7); at the other extreme, in the view most often associated with the Englishman James Britton, the student was best thought of as an artist, whose innate creativity must be nurtured in ways that resist any generalized formulation for, in the words of William Blake, likely a sort of patron saint for this camp, “Individuality is genius.”

This inherited view of the meaning of the Dartmouth conference, in which an interest in the growth of students supposedly trumped, in familiar “sixties” style, a concern for traditional, institutional and disciplinary status is far from accurate, says Harris, for it derives from John Dixon’s report, Growth Through English, which is strongly biased toward the British; the truth, says Harris, is that the growth model, the side of this conflict associated with the British, was scarcely adopted at all at the level of programs—that is, in curriculum and policy—for many felt that it was too romantic and revolutionary and had no chance of competing against the traditional values of the sort that defined federally funded programs. Instead, the ideals of the growth approach may have been carried along in the day-to-day practice of actual classrooms in a purely improvisational way, if at all, and, for the most part, as a loose, vague lore rather than professionally certified, authoritative knowledge.

Perhaps most troubling for the growth approach was the way this set of commitments articulated itself as the opposite of scholarly activity, eschewing an important body of knowledge that was its basis and that, in debates, would have been its best defense. That is, while the growth theorists, the British camp, might have pointed the way to a rethinking of English studies, says Harris, the fact is that they helped to insure their own marginalization, for they ceded intellectual authority and institutional capital to the scholars by focusing more on the education of children than the training of graduate students, and by choosing always to present themselves as teachers rather than scholars (14). What’s more, the high value they placed on the aesthetic uses of language as opposed to the practical realm of verbal transaction further marginalized them. But most deadly to this position was its emphasis on the individual, its resistance to generalized knowledge about teaching and learning, for this trace of know-nothingism, when carried to an extreme, forced the growth movement to cede all institutional authority.

The British refusal to tap their considerable intellectual legacy is especially odd in light of the fact that their leader, James Britton, was closely linked to the psychoanalyst, D. W. Winnicott—Britton’s sister, Claire, was married to him. What this could have meant I’ll take up at the end of this chapter, for while it could have meant a great deal, what it meant in the immediate debate of 1966 was, sadly, nothing at all. Thus, those most interested in growth never devised a theory, much less a body of research to explain what growth means, and moreover those who seemed to have the most to talk about—the leading scholars—defined their work in explicit opposition to those who identified themselves as committed to the growth of students. The scholars, instead, were interested in texts, not students, and thereby set the terms for work in English departments.

If 1966 marks the false spring of the inquiry into growth, then, as Byron Hawk argues, the year 1980 marks the death of all such “vitalist” interests. By that year, this approach simply no longer signified rigorous academic work and thus had no place in what had become the emerging, professionalized, academic discipline of composition studies. Thus, the very American field of composition studies, in its contemporary, professional form as scholarly production around the scene of writing instruction, was born—as the death of “growth.”

In order to revive our field’s interest in all that it left behind, we need, Hawk would likely suggest, to distinguish that territory from the traditional, simplistic romantic ideals of the solitary genius undergoing mysterious bursts of inspiration and recast growth, in particular, in terms of a set of relations between particular parts in a complex system. Most important for Hawk is the concept of complexity: it signifies an excess of information, an excess that exceeds consciousness, a superabundance that constitutes, for consciousness, too much to know, the moment of transition between order and chaos (155), the meeting point of the known and the unknown. To adapt Hawk’s interests to a psychoanalytic perspective, I would argue that complexity, as the bridge between what we can know and what we cannot know, is a marker of the limits of consciousness, a way of figuring the gateway into the unconscious. Such a way of talking about the unconscious, in highly positive, productive terms, not as a lack in consciousness, a pure negativity, but precisely the opposite, as the far side of complexity, suggests that it is never purely private and individual, much less mystical—rather, it performs itself publicly as an elaborate ecology involving texts, minds, bodies, and particular, local contexts, in ways that exceed what any one person can grasp as a totality and in a single instant; in short, it unfolds in time, in history, and only through dialogue, through collectives.

These possibilities were very much alive in the earliest inception of what became the growth movement, but, as we’ll see, they were miscast by the 1960s to such a degree that, again, we’re left with very little by way of conceptual tools for talking about how our students develop. As I noted a moment ago, Bergson does not emphasize a private, isolated, self-determining individual the way his 1960s inheritors did; on the contrary, he seemed to posit something like an unconscious that was fully engaged in an immediate environment. Thus, there is much for our field, via psychoanalysis to recover from Bergson, but also much, in Bergson, for it to recover from. And this will be the purpose of the next two sections, the first on Bergson himself and the next on his most important and most extreme inheritors.

BERGSON: PERCEPTION, MOVEMENT, EVOLUTION, AND THE INDIVIDUAL

Bergson’s theory of development and, in turn, of pedagogy, assumes—and this is an essential starting point for his major work—that we live our lives at greater and lesser levels of engagement with life itself, sometimes shrinking and withdrawing from action and at other times rising and expanding toward it (Matter 14). And thus, the purpose of education is to enable the student to rise and expand toward life and action as much as possible, and to discourage the opposite. Life, for Bergson, is action—movement, process, change. He maintains that there is no feeling, no idea, no volition that is not undergoing change at every moment. We mistakenly speak of various states of mind or conditions as if they were a separate whole—asleep, awake, healthy, ill, and so on—but they are always in flux, interpenetrating, overlapping with each other (Creative 1).

And individual people are, too. That is, while we might imagine a self, an ego, as solid, impervious, unchangeable, on which we hang a series of psychic states as if they were mere clothing, the reality, for Bergson, is that everything is only so much temporary clothing, existing only as phases or stages, mingling with other fleeting phenomena, both internal and external. In short, to exist as a conscious being is to witness not only changes in consciousness but the reality of consciousness itself as ever changeful. For Bergson, then, to mature is to achieve increasing metacognition of one’s constant changefulness, to embrace it, and to go on willfully creating oneself through constant interaction and exchange with one’s environment.

This willful changefulness and interactivity distinguishes life, particularly human life, from mere matter. Living organisms accumulate memories, and to the degree that these memories shape decisions about new changes (actions, movements), we identify the living organism as human. Of course, as memories accumulate, they can begin to crowd each other intermittently beyond the realm of conscious reach and yet still continue to influence (in ways thus mysterious) new action and changes. Bergson, thus, would seem to posit an unconscious and be inclined toward psychoanalysis, but his emphasis, as I noted earlier, remains more phenomenological, emphasizing perception and movement, even the laws of physics, rather than relationships and desires, and principles of rhetoric. He builds, ultimately, a theory of the evolution of all life, rather than a model of the development of human subjectivity. More troublingly, because he made much of individual will and said so little about how organisms interact with each other, key thinkers have borrowed from his theory of evolution to set forth a vision of how the individual person develops, and have accented the notion of individual will in ways that are at odds with the preceding vision of individuals mingling with each other and their environment in ways largely unconscious.

Consider, for example, the way an amoeba, say, was initially moved around by currents of water, having no will of its own. As it moved, it gradually developed a nervous system for noting and eventually directing, via automatic reflex, these movements, and, as this system grew ever more complex and elaborate, it slowly became capable of more than automatic reflex—it developed self-awareness of the sort that, at some point, enabled actual swimming and, at others, eventual walking, even flying. In other words, from a single living tissue spinning out into different environments, confronting different obstacles and opportunities, there derived the unimaginable diversity of life-forms who freely, willfully improvised their way toward ever more various sensorimotor abilities. But what happens at that point of transition, when a significant new development occurred? Specifically, in the case of the amoeba, at what point did the organism’s movement shift from passive to active, from drifting to swimming?

Or, more grandly, what triggers, for example, the transition that leads to the development of the eye? Bergson begins by noting that living tissues react to light, because light is heat, which can trigger expansions or contractions, nurturing or even killing the organism, much the way the currents of water, in the previous example, moved the amoeba around. As living tissue reacts to light (recoiling or drawing closer), it gradually builds up ever more complex machinery for using to its advantage the excitation it undergoes in the presence of certain quantities of light. Hence, just as light makes the tissue quiver, this quiver gradually orchestrates itself into an ever more complex reaction, ever bolder, until that quivering piece of tissue inscribes its movements to such a degree that it eventually begins to act like a camera, playing images of the external world on the movie screen of consciousness. In short, light serves to unwind certain potentials in the tissue, to open an ever more intricate and powerful capacity to respond. It is a property of light to create eyes, just as the movement of currents of water led to the creation of fins for swimming.

In essence, to the degree that organisms are free to move, they will grow stronger, more complex, more sophisticated. Consider one more example: when one particular rodent discovered that it had better success eating its prey if it leaped on them from on high, thus began the evolutionary march by which a particular set of rodents became a completely new species—the bald eagle, whose powers of vision are so strong that, from a great height in the air, it can spot a field mouse, its cousin-many-times-removed, muddling along in the tall grass, then swoop to snatch it up as a meal. The difference between the two animals is at once a difference in the ability to see and the ability to move. Greater vision is a function of greater movement, and vice versa, for movement and perception are mutually expanding powers.

Back to that amoeba bobbing passively in its watery surroundings: as it registered these movements, perceived them, it laid the groundwork for automatic response to these changes in its immediate position, and this automatic response, in turn, provided the basis for independent, willful movement, which could grow more complex and ambitious in direct proportion to the complexity and ambition of the perceptions of the external field, and the space available to it for moving. In short, the more it moved, the more information it had to process, and the more information it had to process, the more it had to develop increasingly complex and sophisticated sensory faculties, like the eye, which would, in turn, grow more complex; and the more complex the eye, for example, became, the more the organism’s potential array of responses and movements would grow. Thus, one evolutionary line led to the eagle, soaring through the sky with the most powerful eyes in the animal kingdom, and another led to the bat, relatively eyeless, but with ears sophisticated enough to enable the navigation of vast stretches of cave. They were both, once, mice, but they traveled in different directions, entered different environments, and developed very different abilities. One took up the medium of light, the other of sound.

The crucial moment for Bergson and for the growth advocates in general—that certain point, the tipping point, at which new growth occurs—is precisely when these passive movements become active and independent and willful. That is, when the organism is not merely mired in the narrow range of movements foisted on it from its external environment and its limited array of automatic responses that are coded as habit and memory, but manages to break free of all of that, that instance, Bergson celebrates an instance of “pure perception” or “duration.” This refers to the direct action of the external world on the sensory faculties, the moment when it stirs them to movement, as when the wind stirs one’s hair, or that amoeba was pushed around by currents of water, but with this difference: in pure perception or duration, movements in the external world cross seamlessly into movements in our muscles that are independent and volitional, as when that amoeba’s patterns of automatic response slip free of external stimuli and operate without them, ultimately moving the organism around, for example, against the currents of water. Thus, in pure perception or duration was born the individual will as a function of free movement, and, most important, as the escape from memory, or, more broadly, the unconscious, what I’ve been calling, in this context, automatic reflex, sheer habit, the neurological dimension of memory. Development, in this view, means the development of the free will, as expressed in movement that is not directed by one’s environment, nor even by the circuitry of memories and habits coded into the mechanical patterns of automatic response to one’s environment. Development is the repression of all of that—and all of that is something of a Bergsonian unconscious that, in growing, we learn to transcend, and we do so by free movement.

But Bergson’s inheritors often miss the way he reinscribes an unconscious, a dependence on an other, which he’ll ultimately call “Spirit.” That is, pure perception is not just the spark by which the individual will breaks free of memories of the material environment, but rather begins to share in movement for its own sake, movements not as automatic response, but as sheer abstraction. To explain what Bergson means by this mystical aspect of movement, we should begin by noting that any movement, in its particulars, can be difficult to discern: one might suppose, that is, that because a movement is bracketed by a pair of end points (where it starts, where it finishes) that one can imagine inserting other points into the line of the movement’s trajectory and thereby parcel it out over a series of measureable phases or intervals. But such would be only highly artificial representations, not the movement itself, and no matter how carefully we seek to parcel out the increments of that line, the fact remains that a movement is not a line and can’t be subdivided.

More precisely, one can never even say precisely where a movement begins or ends. Did that ball that just rolled into the room start moving when the cat batted it this way, or did this movement really begin when the cat began playing with the ball a few minutes ago? or when the cat started tooling around for something to play with just before pouncing on the ball? or when the cat first began to stir from her nap? … and so on, in regression ad infinitum. And we can never really say when a movement ends either: the movement of that ball only seemed to stop after it bounced against the wall, but the wall shook just slightly when that happened, sending tiny shivers up toward the roof, which startled a pigeon who then fluttered to a nearby tree limb, which bobbed slightly with the new weight, alerting two other birds, who then … again, ad infinitum. To say that the ball rolled into the room is to bracket, albeit in a perfectly commonsensical way, what is in fact an arc of flowing energy that has no precise beginning or ending in time or space, and thus shares in the infinite and eternal, which Bergson calls “Spirit.”

Bergson equates Spirit with the law of the purity or infinitude of every duration, which insists that only in its representations, never in its actual expression, can duration (pure perception, movement) be divided into smaller, finite pieces. Given that movement is indivisible, and thus pure, and, within itself, infinite, every movement instantiates that ultimate, transcendent universal movement, which physicists often call sheer force or energy. Thus, movement has an absolute, independent reality in itself, a radical continuity, even infinitude that is only artificially carved up into discrete, singular events or particular units. And every particular movement is an open window into duration itself—into Spirit—which is infinite. Thus Bergson arrives at the universal dimension of the individual will, and the impossibility of representing the full range of the action of this will.

To say, in psychoanalytic terms, that movement/duration is nonrepresentable is to say that it belongs to the unconscious: in these terms, its proper name is desire. It transcends the individual, knows neither beginning nor ending, defies superficial distinctions between internal and external, and is thus intersubjective and public. In another sense, however, it is not “universal,” the same for everyone everywhere. Rather, it appears and disappears according to a rhythm that varies among people, and even within an individual person. The opposite, the idea of one universal indifferent force is what the physicist’s call Time, or, more specifically, time-as-represented-on-a-clock, and, for Bergson, it is an illusion. Indeed, nothing could be more artificial than the markings of clock-time, for the physical expansions and contractions by which we process and act on our environment unfold according to our own unique rhythms, and again defy representation (clocks).

And this is where the trouble starts, for many have assumed therefore that the more free you are to follow these unique rhythms, to march, as it were, to your own beat, the greater and the more frequent will be your intervals of duration, of movement in that fullest, most mystical or spiritual sense, and the further you will go in the developmental journey. Thus, in short, the two key ideas from Bergson that reach into classrooms today, via Jean Piaget, James Moffett, and Carl Rogers, are that people must be free in order to grow, which means that the best teachers are those most adept at staying out of the way; and the indicator that someone is learning is that he or she seems increasingly at home in realms of greater and greater abstraction, thinking in ways more and more free from the immediate stimuli of the environment. This, in crude form, is how Bergson’s vision engendered the growth movement that, for writing teachers, began to die at Dartmouth in 1966, and vanished from all but the most workaday level of lore by 1980.

BERGSON’S LEGACY: PIAGET, MOFFETT, ROGERS, AND GROWTH AS A NATURAL, INDIVIDUALIZED JOURNEY INTO EVER-GREATER ABSTRACTION

According to Jacques Voneche, the philosophy of Bergson marked Jean Piaget’s youth with “an indelible stamp” (6). Like Bergson, Piaget believed that the ability to think develops as an extension of one’s ability to navigate one’s way freely and independently through space. And Piaget became, by the middle of the twentieth century, the key figure in discussions of how humans develop and in turn how we should think about teaching and learning. Piaget, in short, was overwhelmingly influenced by Bergson and seems, in turn, to have influenced—again, overwhelmingly—nearly everyone else. In fact, it may well be impossible to overstate the influence of his work on discussions of how people develop, and, as John Gardner notes, while he essentially set the terms for the entire discussion of development through the middle of the twentieth century, he was wrong in almost every detail.

For example, the idea of development as a singular trajectory is widely credited to Piaget, for he saw intelligence as one thing, and felt that it always developed as a general capacity in all people, in all places and times, in much the same way. Though few would agree with him on this count, the very idea that we can nonetheless theorize development rests at least partly on this assumption. This emphasis on the universal structure of human development likely derives from the way the human body, in its essential structure, is mostly the same across cultures, and even historical periods, and Piaget thought that people learn and develop, as Bergson did, by acting on objects in the world—a bodily process with little significance attached to cultural or interpersonal dynamics. Curiously, in the earliest phases of his career, Piaget had a greater sociological bent, suggesting that children develop in an arc from greater to lesser egocentrism; however, his work soon shifted to explore the ways our physical activities among objects increasingly create mental schemas that are the basis for logical thinking that, in turn, becomes more and more abstract. And, again, this process has nothing to do with interpersonal experiences, much less relationships, nor does it vary among cultures. The simplicity and sheer elegance of Piaget’s model surely account for the long, powerful hold it had on the entire discussion of development, a hold so powerful that the most influential models of the development of writing abilities borrow much from it. Of course, toddlers and college students have little in common, but such is the persuasive power of Piaget that, for a long time, many have of thought about the goals of our courses in his terms.

To describe the way one’s physical experience of the world, as distinct from one’s interpersonal or cultural experience, forms the basis of one’s intellectual development, Piaget suggested that development proceeds primarily through the opposed process of assimilation and accommodation. Assimilation is the process by which children try to fit all objects in the external world into one of their mental structures, as when they put everything they can grasp into their mouths to suck on, as if everything were a breast; that is, the breast being the foremost mental structure that organizes the child’s experience of the external world, the child tries for awhile to make all objects conform to that same template. Accommodation is the opposite—the child’s process of adjusting these inner structures to fit more accurately the stuff in the external world. The tension between the two, the struggle to balance them, is what spurs intellectual development.

On this basis, Piaget set forth the idea that intelligence develops in a series of progressive stages linked to particular ages; the child has to accomplish one before it can move to the next one, but always circles back from the new, higher-order concepts, to reconstruct ideas formed at earlier stages. The four stages of child development are sensorimotor, from birth to age two, in which a purely egocentric child executes reflex actions that begin to form the basis of habits and perceptual schema; the preoperational, from age two to seven, in which basic motor skills and perceptual schemes are refined, and egocentrism diminishes, but logical thinking is still eclipsed by magical thinking; next comes the concrete operational stage, ages to seven to eleven, in which the child first begins to deploy logic, though only in relatively simple ways and only on particular objects that are relatively near at hand. Finally, the child crosses into the formal operational stage: here, the capacity for abstract logic emerges and grows as a function of the capacity to string together longer and longer chains of reasoning with little or no referent to the realm of nearby concrete objects.

Again, Piaget’s influence on educators, particularly in the 1960s, is hard to overstate: the idea of education as focused on the child’s abilities rather than on some particular content to pass along; the idea that one learns by doing rather than by memorizing; the idea that each new lesson builds on previous lessons—all of this derives largely from Piaget—and defines the essential, core assumptions of the growth movement.

What Piaget means for college-level writing instructors was distilled in 1968 in the United States by James Moffett’s classic book, Teaching the Universe of Discourse. As with the work of Piaget, it is hard to overstate Moffett’s influence. Again, as in the case of Piaget, Moffett’s model is possessed of truly extraordinary elegance, simplicity, and symmetry

As is probably the case with many of my colleagues, I can still remember when I first saw Moffett’s famous diagram as a graduate student—there it was, the entire universe of human discourse, distilled into a simple chart. I remember taping a photocopy of it to my carrel in the room where teaching assistants held their office-hours, my road map for designing and running my class. I was working from what was even then (the early 1990s) an old, thumb-worn, library copy of the book, a 1983 reissue of it that commemorated the fifteenth anniversary of its 1968 publication. The condition of my copy confirmed what the book’s preface proclaimed: it had “won an enduring berth with its readership” (v) and that, though Moffett hoped it would be upgraded, there was no need, after fifteen years, for significant revision. The point bears emphasis: Moffett’s model remains—more than forty years after its initial publication—an extraordinarily elegant vision of human growth.

Moffett begins by borrowing from Suzanne K. Langer and Gregory Bateson the notion that a structure is a set of relations, and that human development itself can be described as a structure—that is, a set of relations, relations that actualize an increasing capacity for abstraction. Moffett’s ladder of abstraction follows a temporal logic: first, we are able to record what is happening, then through a sort of selective memory, we are able to report on what did happen, and then with increasing capacity to classify and generalize, we develop the ability to delineate what does happen, and finally to abstract or generalize yet further and thereby predict what might happen in the future. At the first level of development, there is reflection, the “intrapersonal communication between two parts of one nervous system”; then conversation, which is communication “between two people in vocal range”; then correspondence, “between remote individuals or small groups with some personal knowledge of each other”; and finally publication, “impersonal communication to a large anonymous group extended over space and/or time” (33). Again, the model charts a journey into ever more generalized abstraction, and all that one needs to enact this growth is the freedom to circulate through ever greater expanses of space without interference or obstruction.

The influence of Piaget here is unmistakable, and beyond Piaget, of Bergson, even though Moffett insists that he had already worked a lot of this out intuitively, on his own (Coming on Center, qtd. in Harris 12). And so, not surprisingly, he expected much the same process to guide his students’ development, for the last major section of Teaching the Universe of Discourse is called “Learning to Write by Writing.” The implication here is that the role of the teacher and the classroom in learning to write may well be minimal, as the self can and will—quite naturally, without formal instruction—climb Moffett’s ladder of abstraction. The same point is implicit in the very title of Peter Elbow’s classic of the same period, Writing Without Teachers (1973) and also in Carl Rogers’s Freedom to Learn (1969). That is, the teacher’s job is only to guarantee that one has the freedom from interference to make this natural journey into more wide-ranging abstraction.

Despite the elegance and power of Moffett’s model, he was skeptical about it, insisting that no one should try to use it as the basis of a curriculum, suggesting, in fact, right after he presents his model, that its linearity “falsifies a lot,” even calling the model itself an “hallucination.” Moffett, most broadly, emphasized the purely natural dimension of this journey, which, for him, meant that all such elegant, sophisticated knowledge about the process, as set forth in his model, ran the risk of getting in the way. In other words, the strains of mysticism in Bergson’s understanding of movement blossomed a half-century later in Moffett’s inclination to mystify this process of development by dismissing his elegantly worked-out model.

This emphasis on a certain a know-nothingism, of course, was part and parcel of the distrust of all institutional authority in this period, for the latter had become associated with the dark trinity of imperialist war, racism, and sexism that for large numbers of intellectuals was falling out of fashion. This view was taken to an extreme by Carl Rogers, where the same skepticism about general models of development, of any cogent basis for a curriculum, becomes a dominant, guiding theme, for such models might restrict the students’ and the teacher’s all-important freedom. The first section of Rogers’s Freedom to Learn is called “Freedom: Where the Action Is,” and the second is called “Creating a Climate of Freedom.” There follows two sections that trace the key assumptions and implications of Rogers’s position, and then a final section called “A Model for Revolution” that contains only one chapter, which is called, paradoxically, “A Plan for Self-Directed Change,” and finally an epilogue with the Bergsonian title of “Self-Directed Change in Action.” About midway through the book Rogers offers a chapter called “Personal Thoughts on Teaching and Learning,” and such “personal thoughts” are, of course, the only kind Rogers quite trusts and values. What follows constitute, for him, the “distillation of the convictions” upon which the book is based (151)—indeed, the book’s “germinal credo” (152):

My experience is that I cannot teach another person how to teach. To attempt it is for me, in the long run, futile. It seems to me that anything that can be taught to another person is relatively inconsequential and has little or no significant influence on behavior. I realize increasingly that I am only interested in learning that influences behavior. … I have come to feel that the only learning which significantly influences behavior is self-discovered, self-appropriated learning. Such self-discovered learning, truth that has been personally appropriated and assimilated in experience, cannot be directly communicated to another. … As a consequence … I realize that I have lost interest in being a teacher. When I try to teach, as I sometimes do, I am appalled by the results … because sometimes the teaching appears to succeed. When this happens, I find that the results are damaging. It seems to cause the individual to distrust his own experience and to stifle significant learning. (152–153)

Rogers delineates in his foreword a series of six questions about the proper function of education in the midst of social crisis of the sort that defined the period in which this book appeared, and, after each question, he repeats, “I don’t know.” He then explains that the first two sections of his book will offer specific channels through which teachers “may risk themselves in experimentation in the classroom” (vii). This emphasis on experimentation anticipates, in the root sense of that word, the high premium Rogers will place on experience as the basis of learning, for in the first pages of the first chapter, he distinguishes between learning that only involves the mind and that which is meaningful, for the meaningful is that which unfolds, as with Piaget and Bergson, in the realm of bodily action.

This experiential learning, he says, has a “quality of personal involvement,” which includes “the whole person in both his feeling and cognitive aspects being in the learning event.” He goes on to say, “It is self-initiated,” as opposed to being designed by a teacher, and “It is pervasive,” which means that it makes a difference in the personality of the learner, and, “It is evaluated by the learner”—no one else grades the student but the student him- or herself—and finally, “Its essence is meaning” (5). Conversely, what destroys meaningful learning, says Rogers, is a prescribed curriculum in which everyone undergoes the same assignments, lectures, standardized tests and instructor-chosen grades (5).

Rogers then creates detailed pictures of a sixth-grade teacher’s classroom, then a college professor’s, and finally his own in order to show how one can create the freedom that is essential to real learning. More to the point, “Teaching and imparting knowledge make sense [only] in an unchanging environment” (104), and so it made sense for centuries, but, he continues, “We are [today, in the late 1960s] faced with an entirely new situation in education where the goal of education, if we are to survive, is the facilitation of change and learning” (104). And again echoing Bergson, he declares, “Changingness, a reliance on process, rather than on static knowledge, is the only thing that makes any sense for education in the modern world” (104). The upshot: because teaching mostly gets in the way of actual learning, “Teaching is … a relatively unimportant and vastly over-valued activity” (103).

Thus, we find in Rogers the dead-end of the growth movement. Most important, if a distinct skepticism about generalized models of growth undermined Moffett’s faith in teachable knowledge, we find in Rogers a move to eliminate teachable knowledge altogether, and, as such a primary source of today’s general silence about pedagogy. We don’t really believe in teaching today, because, a generation ago, it was cast as an activity that largely prevented learning. And because we don’t believe in it, we don’t talk about it.

There is, however, another thread that winds through the twentieth century. It shows up, here and there, in Bergson’s comments on memory, will, and automatic response versus the independent will or spirit, and, at the other end of the century in Byron Hawk’s emphasis on complexity as the threshold between order and chaos, what we can and cannot know, or, in psychoanalytic terms, as the tension we experience between the ego and the unconscious. Indeed, this potential for a radical turn toward the psychoanalytic was entirely present at the Dartmouth conference in 1966, as I’ll show in a moment. Instead, though, our field only allowed itself to go halfway there. This different tradition, this half-measure is the essential precedent for what I propose, in the following chapters, as a psychoanalytic model of growth, and I’ll sketch it briefly in the next section. It is as close as most writing teachers have come to the territory that Lacan articulated in his theory of the four discourses.

A DIFFERENT TRADITION: VYGOTSKY AND THE FEMINISTS

Lev Vygotsky was born in the same year as Piaget (1896), but lived less than half as long, and did nearly all of his important work in little more than a decade. Vygotsky’s works weren’t translated into English until 1962, by which time Piaget had largely set the terms of the discussion of the dynamics between development and pedagogy. Vygotsky believed that the child’s thinking is affected by knowledge derived from social interaction—rather than the purely physical action on inert objects that forms the basis of Piaget’s thinking. He defined intelligence as the capacity to learn via instruction, and this requires the presence of a more knowledgeable other with whom the child interacts closely. Vygotsky used the term “zone of proximal development” as a key way to understand the intersubjective dynamics at the heart of child development, for it refers to the space between two plateaus—between, that is, what the child can do with no assistance from others and what the child can do with some help; it is the space where the more knowledgeable other provides “scaffolding”—that is, the necessary supports—to enable the child to ease into some activity, supports that can be gradually diminished as the child’s ability to perform that activity grows more consistent, competent, confident, and independent. Most important, Vygotsky’s concept of zone of proximal development identifies growth as unfolding in a place where self and other are directly linked.

The contrast with the tradition derived from Bergson couldn’t be stronger—in the latter, there was little suggestion of how living creatures interact and what follows from these interactions. Not surprisingly, Vygotsky was far more interested in the role of language in human development. Most important, words and social interaction, then, not physical movement as in Piaget and Bergson, are the building blocks of development. In Thought and Language, Vygotsky suggests that people develop the ability to speak along two lines, one being communication, the other being the “self-talk” that is intertwined in complicated ways with what eventually becomes thought. Vygotsky suggests that self-talk and communication are initially all-butindistinguishable, but, at a certain point, they divide, and self-talk becomes inner speech, and then inner speech becomes thought. While actual talk with others in the child’s surroundings hinges on the process of turning thoughts into intelligible sequences of words, such talk follows an opposite process from inner speech, where words function as markers or springs to mental activity. Clearly, in both the depths of the child’s mental life and in the close dynamic with other people—specifically, in the zone of proximal development—growth proceeds as sequences of dialogue that have been internalized and recombined and replayed in thought and in new conversations, in a spiraling dynamic in which talk, thought, and growth each allow the other to climb to new heights.

For Vygotsky, the process of internalization often happens during play, as children use toys as pivots between external and internal worlds: the child, say, has heard stories and seen pictures of horses, decides he wants to ride a horse, grasps that he cannot, and then straddles a broomstick and pretends to gallop around the room; the broomstick in this case is the pivot for internalizing the actions and stories of others; it becomes a way to practice and prepare for actual horseback riding, to try out a new role or identity and the rules that organize it.

This way of thinking entered the discourse of writing teachers through Jerome Bruner, who has largely been credited with introducing the language of cognitive psychology to the world of college-level writing teachers (Berlin 122). Bruner seemed to direct researchers in the then newly emerging field of composition toward the inner processes of the writer’s mind, understood as functioning independently of society, and, in fact, much of Bruner’s work is tinged with the romanticism of the 1960s that took such extreme form in Carl Rogers. However, there is much in Bruner that seems to come not from Piaget but Vygotsky. Bruner maintains that “[the community contains] a corpus of images and identities and models that provide the pattern to which growth may aspire,” and he adds, “The corpus of myth [provides] a set of possible identities for the individual personality … a library of scripts upon which the individual may judge the play of his multiple identities (36).

Much the same Vygotskean notions shape the work of Kenneth Bruffee and Walter Ong in the 1970s that I’ve already noted. Bruffee’s pioneering work on collaborative learning hinges, again, on the idea that conversation is the essential first step in all intellectual development: as we internalize these conversations, they become the basis for thought, and this sort of deliberate, inwardly dialogic thinking is essential, in turn, to learning and also to writing. A similar point emerges in Walter Ong’s classic essay from the same period, “The Writer’s Audience is Always a Fiction” in which a successfully internalized audience becomes the goal of the writing course. These Vygotsky-inflected visions of development in the 1970s, in which an essentially social dynamic provides the template for and the spur to development only begin to articulate what in the following decade arrived as a quantum leap in the way we understand the social dimension of human development, the way growth is a function of a certain self-other dynamic.

This quantum leap was led by the feminists. Specifically, Carole Gilligan begins her landmark study, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s Development, by saying, “My goal is to expand the understanding of human development by using the group left out in the construction of theory to call attention to what is missing in this account” (4). Specifically, the traditional models of development derived their general theory from studies of males, and when women appeared to think, behave, and develop differently, that difference was cast as a shortcoming, a failure to achieve what males achieve. More specifically, traditional models, notes Gilligan, understand development as increasing independence from the mother, and thus ultimately frame their highest values, as we saw in Bergson, Piaget, and especially Rogers, in terms of autonomy, separation, individuation, and the realization and celebration of natural rights, as expressed in the freedom that presupposes isolation; conversely, Gilligan argues, women’s development is organized around the continuing importance of attachment in the human life-cycle, a value traditionally cast as feminine, just as the former string of values is masculine. Gilligan writes, “Women not only define themselves in a context of human relationships but also judge themselves in terms of their ability to care” (17).

Gilligan describes their development in terms of an increasingly complex understanding of the relation between self and other, each transition involving a critical reinterpretation of the conflict between selfishness and responsibility (105). In short, women structure moral problems not in terms of their natural rights as free, isolated individuals but in terms of competing responsibilities. Gilligan writes, “The truths of relationship [are manifest in the continual] rediscovery of connection, in the realization that self and other are interdependent and that life, however valuable in itself, can only be sustained by care in relationships” (127).

Much the same idea forms the basis of a yet more nuanced discussion of the development of women a few years later: Women’s Ways of Knowing by Mary Field Belenky, Blythe McVicker Clinchy, Nancy Rule Goldberger, and Jill Mattuck Tarule. Most broadly, as Belenky et al note, most mental processes that address abstraction in impersonal ways are labeled “thinking” and praised as “masculine,” and that which engages the personal and interpersonal is relegated to “emotions” and, traditionally, is relatively denigrated as “feminine” (7). The subtitle of this classic work is The Development of Self, Voice, and Mind, and the presence of the word “voice” keys this theory to the set of ideas I’ve been associating with Vygotsky. The authors explain, “We found that women repeatedly used the metaphor of voice to depict their intellectual and ethical development, that the development of a sense of voice, mind, and self are intricately intertwined.” And then later they add that, in contrast to speaking and listening, “visual metaphors encourage standing at a distance to get a proper viewing, removing—it is believed—subject and object from a sphere of possible intercourse.” They continue, “Unlike the eye, the ear operates by registering nearby subtle change … [which] requires closeness between subject and object. Unlike seeing, speaking and listening suggest dialogue and interaction.” Belenky et al., in short, are explicitly interested in intersubjectivity, the knowing self as a complex ecology (18).

What Belenky et al. offer is derived from William Perry’s work on development and, specifically, a series of epistemological perspectives, which he calls “positions” that, they add, later researchers might determine as having “phase-like” qualities or should be thought of as a universal sequence of stages (15). They also say that these five ways of knowing are not “fixed, exhaustive, or universal” categories, and that they cannot adequately capture the unique complexities of any particular individual’s life. Rather this set of positions is meant as a very generalized model to help organize the chaos of experience (15). As Belenky says, “It is through these coherent interpretive frameworks that students give meaning to their educational experience” (9). As such, Belenky et al. offer the primary precedent for what I set forth, via Lacan’s theory of the four discourses, in the latter half of this book.

Belenky et al. summarize Perry, the key precedent for their own work, thus: the initial position is one of basic dualism in which the student organizes knowledge in terms of right versus wrong, or good versus bad, or us versus them. And, in this mode, students passively await knowledge that is passed down from authorities. Eventually, students come to deal with greater complexity: the diversity of perspectives and opinions undermines their commitment to simple dualism and instead they adopt the position that Perry calls “multiplicity,” in which they come to see that any particular set of meanings is equal to any other; later, as their teachers insist on carefully marshaled evidence in well-designed, logical arguments, they come to what Perry calls “relativism subordinate,” in which a more deliberate, analytical, evaluative approach to knowledge is deployed, at least with respect to the subject matter that one engages through school; finally, the student can see that all knowledge, not only the stuff one encounters through school, must be understood this way, and, at this stage, the student has achieved what Perry calls the fullest sort of “relativism,” in which all knowledge is contextual, constructed through conventional, social processes in an ongoing way (9–10). Belenky et al. note that, since the early 1970s, when Perry introduced his scheme, it has increasingly been adopted by educators who seek to understand the development of young adults in academic settings.

In contrast, Belenky et al.’s interviews with women led them to suggest a different set of epistemological positions. The first position is Silence. Women in this position see “blind obedience to authorities as being of utmost importance in keeping out of trouble and insuring their own survival” (25–26). Women who are stuck in this stage have life stories that suggest very isolated childhoods with little opportunity for play or even dialogue, and this poses, from a Vygotskean perspective, grave dangers for the growing child, for play, in this view, is a precursor to symbolization and meaning-making; play provides first experiences in creating metaphors, where an object and children’s actions combine to suggest other objects and actions, as when, in the example noted a moment ago, they pick up a broomstick, pretend to saddle it, and then ride off on their make-believe horse. When someone has limited opportunities for play and dialogue, they are likely to experience school as a place where they can only get lost in the sea of words and numbers that flood the place. It is not a place where they can imagine finding a voice, or even hearing particularly well the voices of others (34). The silent women develop language—they are not literally mute—but they do not cultivate their capacities for representational thought (25–26).

The next position Belenky et al. call “Received Knowledge: Listening to the Voices of Others.” Here, women experience listening as a very active and demanding process, and for them, listening is primary way of knowing. They learn by listening (36–37), and they sometimes have a literal faith that they and their friends share exactly the same thoughts and experiences, and seem unaware of the way they meld their thoughts and action to match those of others (38). Importantly, women in this position equate receiving, retaining, and returning the words of authorities with learning, at least with the kind of learning they associate with school (39). Being recipients—but never sources—of knowledge, these women feel confused and incapable when pressured to produce original work (40), they cannot tolerate ambiguity (42), and, when they encounter new material, they either “get it” right away or not at all; that is, they never attempt a prolonged process of trying to understand something (42).

The next position is “Subjective Knowledge: The Inner Voice.” The move away from silence and externally derived knowledge originates in a new conception of truth as private and personal, as subjectively known or intuited. Here, the women still proceed from faith in an absolute distinction between right or wrong answers, but the source of this absolutism has shifted from external authorities to one’s own “gut feeling.” Many women, in their own narratives, cast the moment of learning to trust their gut feelings as a major developmental breakthrough, and they usually characterized it in terms of a perceived failure in male authority. More specifically, Belenky et al. point to patterns in which women arrive at this position, when men suddenly fail to function as defenders, protectors, or providers for women, or, worse, when men sexually harass or abuse women. In these instances, the external authority loses all credibility, women turn away from them as sources of knowledge, and turn instead to their own inner voices and gut feelings (58). Ultimately, truth for Subjective Knowers is an intuitive reaction—something experienced, not thought out, something felt rather than actively pursued or constructed (69). Women in this position distrust logic, analysis, abstraction, even language itself (71). However, for all women, the shift into subjectivism is an adaptive move accompanied by increased strength, optimism, and self-value (83). They often call it “gaining a voice” (86).

The next position in the model derived by Belenky et al. is “Procedural Knowledge: The Voice of Reason,” which is characterized by a much humbler voice than in the preceding chapter, but also much more powerful. It is the voice of reason (87). At this stage, women understand that intuitions may deceive, that gut feelings can be irresponsible and certainly not infallible (93). Here the women speak in “measured tones.” The move into this mode is not accompanied by a surge of confidence, but rather a certain new kind of self-doubt, for here the women lack the authority of both experts and also their inner voice. They have moved away from authorities altogether—or rather attach authority simply to the conventional procedures of the institution and begin to navigate a world that appears more complex than it appeared in the previous two positions. This way of knowing is also “more objective,” though there are two kinds of procedural knowledge: separate and connected. The former is abstract and generalized, hinging on a skepticism and a tough-minded, impersonal way of defending against the skepticism of others. The latter—connected—hinges on access to the knowledge of others, though women in this position know they can never fully access other peoples’ experiences; that is, it proceeds in and through trust, rather than defensiveness and doubt. It favors personality and hinges on the power of empathy.

The final position in this system is “Constructed Knowledge: Integrating the Voices.” Women in this position recover a sense of the personal within the procedural and integrate their personal lives with a sense of the more conventional, institutional contexts and mechanisms within which they develop and articulate knowledge. It is a synthesis of the previous two positions. Women here know that all knowledge is constructed and the knower is intimately connected to the known (137), and they exhibit high tolerance for contradiction and ambiguity. They feel responsible for developing and examining the systems of values and ideas that they will use for constructing knowledge; that is, they don’t merely inherit a set of procedures that they blindly follow but rather critique and adjust and revise these procedures, making them their own. In this highest level of development, the quest for knowledge is never-ending, always an open-ended process driven along by a passion for more knowledge. Here, women develop a sense of attentive caring for and communion with what they seek to understand, and they distinguish between knowledge that arises from “really talking” and the merely didactic hectoring that offers relatively little knowledge but rather only seeks to dominate.

This set of positions is very close to what I’ll delineate later in this book as the four discourses. But the four discourses give us a more ecological vision, what Hawk called a complex system of multiple parts, and a way of articulating explicitly not just the self’s knowledge, but its relation to what it cannot entirely know—unconscious desire. What’s more, while Belenky et al. say a great deal about different ways of knowing in terms of voice, they don’t apply these insights to the particular realm of the university writing classroom in any detail.

Nonetheless, without the work of Belenky et al., the present one would be much harder to imagine. Their set of epistemological positions, as ways of inhabiting language, articulated in the mid-1980s, recalls, as we’ll see, the theory of the four discourses that Lacan set forth in 1969–70, and, as such, is as close as many teachers of writing ever came to this more elaborate set of tools for thinking about their students’ development.

All the way back in the mid-1960s, however, at the moment I’ve cast as the beginning of the end of the growth movement, many writing teachers were closer than they realized to the discovery of the four discourses.

BACK TO 1966: BRITTON’S SISTER’S HUSBAND’S COLLEAGUE IN PARIS

As noted earlier, the British camp at Dartmouth was led by James Britton, whose sister Clare was married to Donald Winnicott, one of the two people, along with Jacques Lacan, commonly understood to be the most important innovators in psychoanalysis after Freud (Kirshner). Britton was thus surely aware of Winnicott’s work and, also, of that other great psychoanalytic theorist of the era, Lacan, who made several admiring remarks about Winnicott. As James Gorney notes, there was a long-standing relationship between Winnicott and Lacan (see Kirshner, also Jeanne Wolff Bernstein 130–31), and while they would seem opposed on many counts, their thinking, as we’ll see in the final chapter of this book, overlaps considerably—which suggests, in turn, that traces of Lacan’s thinking would be discernible in Winnicott’s brother-in-law, the leader of the growth movement, James Britton.

Learning, for both Britton and Winnicott, as with Vygotsky and those he influenced, was deeply collaborative, hinging on innate creativity (296) and the importance of avoiding any intrusive, too-early attempts to correct. As Anne Wyatt-Brown puts it, thanks to Britton’s influence, many “have [perhaps unwittingly] borrowed Winnicott’s techniques of friendly but detached observation” in their work of teaching people to write (298) and these soon spread through Britton to Peter Elbow, William Coles, and Ken Macrorie in the late 1960s, and through them, to still others who taught writing in American universities. While this approach sounds much like the laissez-faire tradition that seemed, among writing teachers, a tragic know-nothingism, there is, buried within it, a sort of lost treasure that I’ll elaborate in the last chapter as the discourse of the analyst.

For now, perhaps we can suppose that Britton, in a very limited way, anticipated Lacan’s four discourses, when he theorized that there are ultimately three ways we use language: (1) as a participant, in which our language is devoted to accomplishing something in the world (relaying information); (2) as a spectator, in which we enjoy language for its own sake, as when we entertain each other with stories or rhymes or wise cracks, this second way differing from the first in the same way play differs from work; and, finally, (3) as purely expressive, as when we sort out feelings and experiences in fairly personalized shorthand and as a sort of primary foundation on which more mature, audience-directed utterances are built, whether those utterances are ultimately to inform, to entertain, or both. This third way, the expressive, is best understood as a truncated, burstlike iteration of the sort of freewriting or free association at the center of the psychoanalytic method. Importantly, for Britton, all verbalization starts as expressive and is only later crafted to serve more social purposes—that is, to transmit information or entertain people.

Rather than work out now how Britton’s notions of the spectator’s use of language anticipates Lacan’s idea of the discourse of the analyst or the hysteric, how the participant’s use anticipates the discourse of the university or the master, we need to confront the question of why, given how close our field was in the mid-1960s to initiating a relationship with psychoanalysis, it did not. For, in taking up the question of why it did not—that is, in considering the long-standing difficulties faced by those who would link psychoanalysis and pedagogy—we can lay the groundwork for grappling with the most ambitious attempt to sort out their relationship: Lacan’s theory of the four discourses. And this is the work of the next chapter.

Once we’ve traced the fraught relations between pedagogy and psychoanalysis in chapter 4, we can set forth the four discourses themselves through the remainder of the book—as an upgrade of the tradition in writing instruction that derives from Vygotsky and the feminists an intersubjective or ecological understanding of the developing student and, as such, a movement, via psychoanalysis, beyond the current impasse that casts growth as only a vague initiation into a still more vague notion of the academic community. To reach this point, though, chapter 4 must first set forth increasingly specific and narrow historical contexts: first, the broad conflict between psychoanalysis and pedagogy, next, their specific break in American discussions of writing instruction, then, in contrast, the specific situation Lacan inherited in France and how he set up the four discourses by way of response. With this historical context in place, the chapter can then build the most elaborate definition possible of pedagogy’s other side, the unconscious. This is what American educators foreclosed in the mid-1960s, and what, a few years later, in France, Lacan reopened for them through the theory of the four discourses.


CHAPTER FOUR

PSYCHOANALYSIS AND PEDAGOGY

SOME HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND KEY TERMS FOR DOING THE IMPOSSIBLE

Why didn’t Britton, in this debate at Dartmouth in 1966 about the goals of the curriculum in English, invoke psychoanalysis? In the two decades that followed, the ideas about development as intersubjective that we saw in the last chapter in Vygotsky and in Gilligan and in Belenky et al., gained solid footing among writing teachers. So, why didn’t an explicitly psychoanalytic account of this territory—articulating intersubjectivity in far greater detail—have a chance to get a proper footing in the mid-1960s? As we saw in chapter 3, the field of composition studies has been peppered with calls for precisely the more detailed sort of intersubjective vision of the student writer that psychoanalysis can give us, and, as noted in the same chapter, there are plenty of powerful precedents—Bracher, Welch, Alcorn, Emig, among others—for theorists of writing pedagogy to turn more fully to psychoanalytic thinking.

So, why haven’t we? Why are we stuck at the current impasse, wherein we have almost nothing to say about our students’ growth? If all we can say is that the cognitive templates for physical movement provide the framework for a journey into ever greater abstraction, a journey that (1) will happen naturally if the teacher knows how to stay out of the way and (2) is articulated as increasing membership in our academic community, then clearly we’re in trouble. At the very least, we need to learn to talk about this initiation into the academic community in far more fine-grained detail, and until we can, we can’t be surprised by the kinds of vitriol directed at the undergraduate classroom in the popular press and the broad skepticism about the value of an education in the humanities that has snowballed so insistently in recent years. If development means joining our community, shouldn’t we first be able to say why someone would want to join our community and what the different kinds of wanting and joining might be? What exactly is the function of wanting in the process of learning, and still more pointedly, what is the function of unconscious desire in the process of knowing?

Psychoanalysis can answer these questions. Specifically, it can give us a much more detailed map of what, in chapter 2, we derived from Richard Haswell as an intersubjective model of growth. As Haswell explained, “growth” should signify those invaluable moments when student and teacher and the academic field of study they engage together all three come to new knowledge. Again, such moments would seem impossibly rare—how often do students make a discovery that is meaningful to professional scholars? On the other hand, this sort of thing happens all the time when we design questions for our students that we ourselves can’t yet answer and grapple together with them by way of exploring the limits of what we understand; when, in short, we create conditions in which our students can surprise us, and then they do.

If this is what happens when students are undergoing growth-as-increasing-membership-in-our-community, then exactly how does it work? To answer these questions we must turn to psychoanalysis and to what I’ve been calling the other side of pedagogy—the overwhelming power of the unconscious, the realm of desire as that which separates us from ourselves and links us to others. To describe, specifically, how this works in schools, we first need to consider the long-standing antagonism between the work of psychoanalysis and that of schooling, especially as we inherit it today. We can then backtrack a bit to consider historically how, through the first half of the twentieth century, psychoanalysis ran afoul of the pedagogic mission of academic institutions and thus why, in the mid-1960s, when Britton might have engaged this resource in his debates about the curriculum of English, he didn’t. In short, we need to trace the process by which Freud’s work was weakened or “dumbed down” by American educators, how Americans erased Freud’s idea of the unconscious, and to such a degree that, for Britton in the mid-1960s, psychoanalysis was finally of no real use in his debates about curriculum. This will be the business of the first part of this chapter.

In France, a different history unfolded. In fact, the most ambitious attempt to sort out the relationship between psychoanalysis and schooling, as I noted in the introduction, came soon after it would seem to have been altogether foreclosed for Americans; that is, when Lacan, in the immediate aftermath of the student uprisings in Paris in May of 1968, unveiled his diagrams for the four discourses.

After tracing this contrasting history—the rise of psychoanalysis in France in the 1970s and beyond, and in precisely the years that it and the growth movement as a whole faded out of the curriculum of U.S. universities altogether—this chapter will define the particular problem Lacan faced in thinking about the relationship between psychoanalysis and schooling: in short, how can one make an institutional curriculum out of territory that, by definition, is permanently disruptive, even revolutionary with respect to all such institutions? That is, given what pedagogy’s other side is—unconscious desire—how can one accommodate this other side in a curriculum? To do so, of course, is impossible. However, Lacan created his diagrams of the four discourses, among other reasons, to map the precise dynamics between the two and thus, implicitly, to mitigate the confusing conflicts that otherwise spring up when these two projects are thought about together, even, ultimately, to enable intelligible conversation between the two, at least one that is less purely beholden to the follies of the unanalyzed ego.

After tracing the historical situation in which Lacan unveiled his diagrams for the four discourses, this chapter will conclude the work of contextualizing, historically, the theory of the four discourses by considering the concept of shame, both as it functioned in Lacan’s seminar for the academic year 1969–70, when Lacan unveiled his theory of the four discourses, and as a sort of primordial condition of the emergence of the human subject; a concept that undergirds discourse as such and that, when absent, as Lacan feared it increasingly was, undermined the psychoanalytic project of dialogue with the unconscious and in turn the essential basis of human subjectivity. This crisis in human subjectivity in 1969–70 constituted the most immediate occasion for Lacan to bring forth the four discourses, and it had everything to do with the problematic dynamic between teaching and psychoanalysis, and, specifically, of teaching people to become psychoanalysts.

With this historical context in place, the final task of this chapter is to define what we mean by human subjectivity as subject to the laws of unconscious desire. Specifically, this chapter will conclude by defining what Lacan means by the signifier “S,” and the related notion of object-a, for through them we can define what we mean by the other side of pedagogy, the realm of unconscious desire as that which divides us from ourselves and links to others. As I noted earlier and as Elizabeth Ellsworth formulates, to be human is to have an unconscious, to be sub-ject to the unconscious in the same way that one is the subject of a king. Thus, in addition to explaining what Lacan meant by the signifier S and object-a, this chapter will continue the work of defining the unconscious still more elaborately in terms of the purposes of psychoanalysis, in terms of what the unconscious does, and also how it functions as a kind of public. With this elaborate definition of the unconscious in place (not that any exhaustive definition, as well see, is possible), we can then end this chapter by explaining how Lacan figured these realities in his diagrams for the four discourses, and then, in the latter half of the book we can explore each of these four diagrams in detail.

In short, the unconscious—a term that will mean a great deal more by the end of this chapter—is what American educators were unable to engage in the mid-1960s, and what, in contrast, Parisian college students were, in the same moment, poised to rediscover in especially nuanced ways. This chapter, in sum, details that history and the key concepts that Lacan’s seventeenth seminar invited Parisian students to discover.

PSYCHOANALYSIS VERSUS SCHOOLING

Lacan, seeking late in his career to categorize his life’s work and weigh whether psychoanalysis was an art or a science or a religion or a philosophy, ultimately chose to identify it as a contribution to the centuries-old discipline of rhetoric (Schneidermann 169). What’s more, “Lacan frames the task of rhetoric,” says Christian Lundberg, “as a kind of analytic engagement with the conditions of the production of subjectivity and knowledge” (500)—in a word, with learning, and, for that matter with growing as a citizen and a self, a rhetorical agent in the public sphere.

Lacan would surely insist that writing teachers should learn to think psychoanalytically, because, as Mark Bracher argues, unconscious desires, fantasies, anxieties, and pleasures often conflict with the defenses of the ego and thereby cause problems for writers (1). In this sense, writing pedagogy, rhetoric, and psychoanalysis are synonymous, interchangeable: all three of them are essentially concerned with how a person’s capacity for communication becomes captured by a certain pattern, arrested, and how it can be sparked by desire to move into new territory, new possibilities; how, as signifying beings, we get stuck or blocked on the developmental path, and how epiphanies and growth spurts get us moving again.

Why then haven’t writing teachers cultivated Lacanian psychoanalysis as a set of tools for thinking about their work? As Peter Taubman suggests, psychoanalysis has largely disappeared from the conversations of American academics, except in the humanities, where it informs some scholarly projects but never teaching, and it plays no role whatsoever in the discourse of education. As he puts it, the “disturbing knowledge” that is psychoanalysis has been “disavowed.” Taubman’s recent book seeks to uncover why this could be so, particularly given Freud’s claim that “perhaps the most important of all the activities of analysis … is the application of psychoanalysis to education” (New Introductory Lectures, 1933). As I noted earlier, Taubman suggests that, in recent decades, education has been increasingly molded by corporate culture to emphasize test scores, job training, and verifiable measures of productivity, the curriculum conceived essentially as a vaccine against ignorance, while psychoanalysis itself has been replaced by psychopharmacology. Given the corporatization of education, and, at least among educators if not the entire culture, the death of psychoanalysis, Taubman argues that, now more than ever, we need to recover, especially among educators, the ideas about subjectivity that psychoanalysis has done so much to illuminate.

Ironically, as Taubman further notes, while most people know nearly nothing about psychoanalysis, the language of Freud turns up all the time in ordinary conversation. For example, nearly everyone tries to understand what their dreams mean and can spot a Freudian slip, and when people talk about each other, they commonly say things like, “Oh, he really went on an ego trip,” or “She has real issues with authority.” As Taubman concludes, psychoanalysis is thus everywhere and nowhere, saturating popular chatter about human experience and relationships and all but erased from the official discourses by which we talk about teaching and learning.

Taubman argues that psychoanalysis has disappeared from institutional ways of knowing because the latter is organized by an intolerance of ambiguity, a yearning to be perfectly straightforward, at one with itself, transparent, devoid of ignorance. And psychoanalysis understands knowledge quite differently—it knows that there will always be yet a few more loose ends to tie up, and then a few more, always a few other implications to trace, and then a few others still; there can never be complete self-accountability, for the unconscious guarantees that there is always some dimension of one’s self that one cannot anticipate or recall or know. In fact, for psychoanalysis, this distinction between what one can know and what one cannot know is the grounds for a dialogue between them, as it were, and this dialogue is the stuff, the activity, of psychoanalytic knowing. This way of knowing never seeks to be devoid of ignorance, but pulls ignorance to the center of its processes, an insistent other-half in a structural dynamic. Taubman reminds us that Freud referred to both pedagogy and psychoanalysis as “impossible professions,” because they both act on and with the unconscious, and this “intimate alterity” always resists and disrupts the sorts of simple, causal narratives that people so often pursue, especially in classrooms.

Despite this potential commonality in striving to do the impossible, says Taubman, institutional knowledge and psychoanalytic knowing are fundamentally opposed, a difference distilled in the contrast between the individual and the subject. If institutions are interested in the individual, an entity supposedly at one with itself, psychoanalysis is interested in the subject, who is founded in a self-reflexive dialogue that springs from an ongoing process of inward self-division or intradifferentiation. Taubman notes that, unfortunately, we are living in an era of the individual, rather than of the subject, and the insistence on goals and outcomes may itself be a repressive move, a kind of fetish we cling to as a way to cover over and disavow the more volatile, open-ended reality of the subject. We simply no longer have the courage to entertain the subject, which would disrupt the ostensibly well-oiled machinery on which so much of our current, collective fantasy depends. Much the same point, as we’ll see, was made by Lacan toward the end of the 1960s, and the difficulty of fathoming the obscure, quasialgebraic matrices that he set forth as the four discourses may have been deliberately intended to shame us, in a complicated way, into reinventing subjectivity as a capacity for self-reflection and wondering.

What psychoanalysis tells those of us who teach, most simply and practically, is that no matter how carefully we design a lesson plan, no matter how well we feel a class discussion went, we cannot know whether our students actually “got it” or not. More broadly, we can never speak or grasp the-whole-truth-and-nothing-but-the-truth; rather, we can only strive to proceed as truthfully as possible; to do so, we must cultivate a certain kind of listening, one guided by key concepts and that foregrounds the possibility that the seemingly insignificant is actually important, and that misery and angst can be transformed into an “eros of thought,” an appetite, that is, for what Shoshana Felman calls “the adventure of insight” (see Taubman 22–25).

More broadly, Taubman borrows a distinction from Eli Zaretsky (2004), a distinction within both education and psychoanalysis that echoes the distinction delineated a moment ago between the individual and the subject, a distinction between what he calls the emancipatory project and the therapeutic project. The therapeutic project is goal oriented, seeking always to cure or fix or correct, to measure outcomes, to eradicate ignorance and mistakes and imperfections as part of the larger purpose of achieving optimal function. Conversely, the emancipatory project, he says, eschews straightforward goals and “cures”; rather, it seeks to heighten understanding and knowledge of our inner lives, to allow a richer, more confident relation to the unconscious, to what we don’t know, without bothering to frame that interest in terms of specific practical outcomes. The emancipatory project is more interested in developing questions rather than concrete answers, and it prioritizes open-ended understanding, for its own sake, a suspension of the impulse to quick judgment in favor of the perpetual reawakening of curiosity, with teacher and analyst and student and patient moving alongside each other in a sort of literary-poetic activity toward the telling of ever more resonant, evocative, and persuasive stories, and, in turn, again, an ever greater understanding. Of course, the reality of classrooms, moment to moment, day to day, constantly braids the emancipatory and the therapeutic, the subject and the individual, but given the pressure over recent decades to articulate what Taubman calls the therapeutic agenda, we need to articulate more carefully than ever the emancipatory and find ways to keep it in mind, lest it be wholly overshadowed and all but forgotten.

As Taubman puts it, he wants to engage psychoanalysis to provide a way of talking about our classrooms that “incites and nourishes curiosity and that can resist the all-encompassing embrace of the marketplace” (13). And, anticipating the standard resistance to such a move, he insists that by invoking psychoanalysis this way, he is not pushing toward a classroom that one could describe as overly cozy, as “touchy-feely” or “loose,” as tilting always toward dangerous intimacies or volatile disclosures, as the sheer absence of rigorous discipline and professionalism. He further insists that he is also not, in a different sort of hamfistedness, encouraging a pedagogy that seeks to diagnose and classify people according to this or that pathology. Rather, he says, he invokes psychoanalysis as a tool for conversing with the realm of experience (13) and holding fast to the fact that each student has an unconscious and, yet more to the point, a unique relation to the unconscious, as does the teacher. And he maintains that we can think especially well about teaching if we do so in terms of playing with, rearticulating, and resymbolizing the realm of the not-altogether-knowable—the unconscious—the odd, peripheral, seemingly insignificant and distinctly nonrational material that surfaces in our work together on a regular basis (122).

As Eric Santner says (qtd. in Taubman 122), to proceed psychoanalytically is to foreground the assumption that every person in the room is a “subject partly at odds with itself, split by thoughts, desires, fantasies, and pleasures it can never fully claim as its own and that, in a sense, both do and do not belong to it.” And, in these terms, one can define the arc of a person’s development as one of increasing awareness of—and fluency in conversing with—the unconscious, the reality of the transpersonal or intersubjective force of desire.

Americans, especially those who teach, have had a particularly tough time with it: in short, Americans tend to “dumb it down,” and to a disastrous degree. As we’ll see, they would rather ignore the unconscious and, as such, be unconscious.

FREUD LITE: THE AMERICAN VERSION

In the fall of 1909, Freud and Carl Jung were guests at Clark University, where they were awarded honorary degrees in psychology and education, respectively, and the five lectures Freud gave there attracted an audience of many of the most important American intellectuals of the era. Alas, Freud’s debut was a flop. In the American intellectual’s view, Freud’s work lacked scientific validity and emphasized sexual desire in ways that ran counter to the American emphasis on “normal” morality and the pragmatic cultivation of one’s best self (Taubman 39, 69). Though popular enthusiasm in America for his work certainly worried Freud, suggesting that he was being misunderstood, Freud was just as troubled by the skepticism of this elite audience.

The effect of these pressures—elite skepticism, popular enthusiasm—led psychoanalysis, says Taubman, increasingly to disavow, over the ensuing decades, its own most radical knowledge. It tried instead to mimic science, which allowed it greater possibilities for institutional acceptance but at the price of removing itself further and further from Freud’s greatest discovery, the unconscious. Thus, it gave way to psychiatry and psychotherapy and various forms of psychology. For his part, Freud only grew more pessimistic: he insisted that psychoanalysis be understood as emancipatory and, as such, as one of the impossible professions, a belief well-illustrated by his insistence that training for new analysts not require a medical degree but rather an immersion in the humanities.

Extending this same line of thought and in ways that make trouble for teachers who would draw on psychoanalysis, Jacques Alain Miller insisted, some decades later, that no one can teach simply by making one’s self understood; on the contrary, only nonsense teaches (“Microscopia,” xxvi); that is, only the stuff that cannot be instantly, transparently understood, the stuff, in essence, of the unconscious. To insist, as Miller does, that only the unconscious teaches is to embrace a radically marginal relation to the institutional machinery of education and the official discourses of knowledge and instead to proceed as a determined naysayer to the therapeutic project, and, more positively, to proceed as something like an artist or a philosopher.

As psychoanalysis was absorbed into the medical profession as psychiatry, diminishing its radical edge considerably, so education adopted in the 1950s a similarly diminished version of psychoanalysis known as the “mental hygiene movement.” This movement believed that a certain kind of science could be developed that would enable totally systematic child-rearing and the production of perfectly well-adjusted citizens of the modern world—and thereby replace religion. This view, of course, is the grandparent of the contemporary corporatization of education, and, while clearly naive, this movement enabled some important social progress: it believed in sex education, declared that masturbation should not be punished, and it favored personal growth over the transmission of purely academic content. It ultimately understood the school as a kind of child-psychiatry clinic, with all teaching and all learning modeled on the goal of preventing neurosis (see Tyler).

At the core of this mental hygiene movement, suggests Taubman, was the discipline of ego psychology, which casts the ego in ways directly opposed to how Freud envisioned it, as something like a muscular organ for social adaptation. Freud imagined a more porous ego, one that can grow, via psychoanalysis, increasingly conversant with the unconscious. Where Freud emphasized the permanent difference, even conflict between the ego and the unconscious, and an unending dialogue between them, the ego psychologists emphasized themes of reconciliation and adaptation through clear protocols of treatment. In the 1950s and much of the 1960s, this emphasis was ultimately articulated as conformity to social norms—the goal being not simply to reconcile the unconscious to the ego but to vanquish the unconscious altogether, as internal life itself was increasingly flagged as the stuff of pathology (114). In this context, the reasons why psychoanalysis is no longer a part of the conversation about writing pedagogy are fairly obvious: American institutional life in the post-war period cast interiority as a monster, and the essence of the developmental process, the prerequisite for the entering the university and the adult life, was the slaying of this monster. Today, we are, to a significant degree, the descendants and inheritors of that regime. Thus, to talk to the monster today, to talk that monster into being something not so monstrous after all—the classic Freudian project of psychoanalysis—couldn’t, in the American view, be more wrongheaded. This is why psychoanalysis could play no role in Britton’s debates about curriculum at Dartmouth in 1966, and moreover, this is why professors today seem to know so little about how or even whether students in their classes grow.

This denial of the stuff that interests psychoanalysis was, of course, in psychoanalytic terms, a deeply repressive move. Such repressive projects always fail. In the spring of 1968, in Paris, such repression failed in a big way, particularly among college students, and with implications that spread to many corners of the world: in short, the monster broke loose.

PARIS, 1968: “BENEATH THE PAVING STONES, THE BEACH!”

The increasing erosion of Freud’s discovery, particularly among educators, is not the whole story. A counternarrative that hinges on the year 1968 and the legacy of Lacan suggests that, in this watershed year, many rediscovered the radical edge of psychoanalysis, particularly in Paris, and the possibility of its relation to pedagogy was reborn. Though ideas about the unconscious had flourished in bohemian circles and, in turn, in some corners of the academic humanities in the preceding decades, the year 1968 saw the partial collapse of what we’ve been calling the therapeutic project. Taubman writes of 1968:

While the civil rights movement and anti-war movement were already well underway, the events of that year—the murders of King and Kennedy, the Tet offensive, My Lai, the urban riots, the siege at Columbia, the televised demonstrations and police riot at the Democratic convention, student revolts throughout Europe, Prague Spring, NOW’s demonstrations at the Miss America Pageant, the successes of the Black Panthers and Young Lords in gaining community support, Ocean Hill-Brownsville and the New York teachers’ strike, the list seems endless—suggested that 1968 could serve as a violent break with the previous quarter of a century. (130)

There followed a kind of revolutionary zeal in linking the radical edge of psychoanalysis to schooling, a revolution led by figures like A. S. Neill, Eric Fromm, Sylvia Ashton-Warner, Abraham Maslow, R. D. Laing, and Norman O. Brown that would seem to abolish all disciplinary and institutional mechanisms, even the nuclear family itself, for all these were merely the fountains of neuroses; schools, instead of creating well-adjusted cogs in the social machinery should instead focus on nurturing rebel-artists, whose mission, in turn, would be to free up erotic energy across the rest of the population.

We saw some of this in the preceding chapter and, in particular, with Carl Rogers, and flagged its anarchism and know-nothingism as vitalism’s dead end. Nonetheless, while the radical edge of this moment has been entirely discarded, Taubman notes that the actual, practical influence of this moment is pervasive:

using small groups for assignments and to confront issues of bias; asking students to relate their feelings, often as opposed to ideas, about a topic; incorporating self-reflection, and journal-writing, trying to make the curriculum relevant to student interest and socially relevant, and offering students electives … (156)

All of this went mainstream in the 1970s, and still constitutes fundamental features of classroom experience, thanks to the radicals of 1968 who, again, at the level of theory, have vanished completely from conversations about how we train teachers and how we talk about our work in the classroom.

We can understand in greater depth what 1968 meant for the dynamics between psychoanalysis and education by considering in more detail what that year meant in Paris. As Sherrie Turkle puts it, while a great many people were moved in an intensely personal way, even transformed by this far-reaching shut-down of the major institutions of France, the revolution of May 1968 was not a political success. However, one outcome of this historical moment was the complete reversal of the place of psychoanalysis in French life—it went from a very minor, marginal, fairly maligned enterprise to one of overwhelming centrality and popular enthusiasm. Describing Paris some ten years after the events of 1968, Turkle says that psychoanalysis had been embraced as a fully emancipatory project, “an interpretive science,” a kind of rhetoric, in which “images of analytic ‘listening’ and analytic ‘understanding’ are more salient than promises of an analytic ‘cure’ ” (7). In short, as people grew disillusioned with the forms of political struggle that held their attention in the period that climaxed in May of 1968, they turned inward. At the same time, much the same turn was made in the United States, and for the same reasons, but in this latter setting, this turn carried a spiritual rather than an intellectual emphasis, leading not to psychoanalysis but to religious retreats, meditation seminars, encounter groups, and what we now call the New Age movement. Moreover, in France, this inward turn did not mean a complete disconnection from politics; rather, the French continued to engage politically but they did so psychoanalytically—that is, through a devotion to psychoanalytic theory and training and by undergoing analysis itself—as if psychoanalysis, like war, were simply politics by other means, a different form of political struggle, a bridge between a politics of the person and a politics of social activism. In short, after May 1968, the intellectual community embraced the new slogan that the personal is political. Psychoanalysis, in France, became thoroughly intertwined with analogous projects of Marxism, feminism, and antipsychiatry, suffusing the language of social criticism.

But of course a question soon emerged that would haunt psychoanalysis ever after, just as it first troubled Freud when he came to America: Can a discipline that seeks to disrupt and overturn all the “acceptable” and routinized ways of seeing reality actually be accepted in a widespread way? Wouldn’t such enthusiastic, popular embrace signal, as it did to Freud several decades earlier, that the project was being misunderstood? These questions dogged Lacan quite pointedly in the aftermath of the May uprising and prompted him to develop what Paul Verhaeghe insists is his greatest achievement—the theory of the four discourses.

Lacan was deeply anti-institutional and, like Freud, he felt that the process of becoming an analyst should have nothing to do with the formal bureaucratic processes by which publicly recognized “degrees” are conferred. His truths required instead a sort of permanent revolution rather than codification and institutionalization. Such a position made it quite natural for Lacan’s teachings to filter into and travel along with the underground world of radical politics, just as Freud’s ideas had informed avant-garde movements in the arts, such as Surrealism. Lacan himself was very involved in the chaos of May 1968, at one point packing a student leader into his Jaguar, for example, and racing toward the German border with him so the student would not be arrested (Turkle). How could this heroic commitment to marginality articulate its position with regard to the institutions that control society—the government, the university? Again, Lacan answered these questions by developing the theory of the four discourses.

Turkle explains that when psychoanalysis initially arrived in France at the dawn of the twentieth century, France resisted it. During that period in France, a minor, renegade tradition of healing valued the potentials that inhered in one’s passage through altered states of consciousness (hypnosis, mesmerism), but mainstream French medicine rejected Freud as a barbaric charlatan, at once dogmatic and speculative, even arbitrary and irresponsible. This view persisted into the 1950s. However, this opposition probably owes a great deal to how stable French society was at the time—for, as Turkle explains, psychoanalysis is never apt to get much traction in societies where “an individual feels himself to be part of a stable network of social relationships” that he or she can use “to make sense of experience” (30). However, in very different cultural moments, the individual has no such resources for understanding and making sense of his or her distress, and, as Turkle explains, he or she instead comes to see rationality and consciousness themselves as less than trustworthy. In moments like these, psychoanalysis can flourish. Thus, during the first half of the twentieth century, while psychoanalysis was so marginal to French intellectual life, these ideas underwent a long incubation among artists and poets, accruing philosophic value long before they were deployed in a clinical setting or could inform the slogans of the street demonstrators.

Incidentally, this distinction between the philosophic value of Freud’s ideas and their actual clinical use, argues Turkle, is articulated too in the broad arc of Freud’s career, which can be defined in terms of two kinds of theorizing that echo the distinction identified a moment ago between the emancipatory and the therapeutic. Turkle calls the former the search for meaning and the latter the search for mechanism (50). More specifically, in Freud’s early work, there is clearly an emphasis on finding and articulating a new meaning in what people do and say; in his later work, though he held fast to the emancipatory project, he looked to describe the mechanisms that control our thoughts, words, and actions. To many, the later Freud thus seems much more scientific and legitimate—more therapeutic; but to Lacan, this view undermined what was far more valuable in Freud: the new interpretive tool for developing new kinds of meaning, a tool that, in the aftermath of May 1968, Paris was eager to embrace.

For Lacan, this new rhetoric proceeds as the dismantling of the very American project of getting the patient to identify with the analyst’s ego, as the dismantling of the ego itself to uncover the historical and cultural forces that create and sustain particular versions of it. To do this, the analyst must focus on language, particularly the way we shut down multiple or ambiguous or surprising meanings; we must explore the possibilities that resonate for example around puns, jokes, poetic phrases, the especially well-timed and the especially ill-timed utterance, all the stuff that normally makes the listener respond with a nonverbal noise, a groan, a laugh, a “hmm” or an “ah” that signify the vitality of the intersubjective link, the reality of unconscious desire as that which exceeds conscious control or knowledge but links people like an electric current (55). We are usually alienated from this realm of multiple meanings, which is why, when it pops up, we are always surprised by it. We are also, in the view of the May 1968 radicals, mostly alienated, not simply from this realm of multiple meanings but also from each other. Still more importantly, this apparently double-alienation is really only one alienation, an alienation from the unconscious, where meanings proliferate and distinctions between individuals slip away or fall into open-ended, playful redefinition.

Thus, in the aftermath of May 1968, intellectuals in France decided that we need to create local democracies based on transformed interpersonal relationships, and this would rescue us from the rigid, impersonal, abstract, overly structured order that keeps us so alienated—so alienated, that is, from each other, from the world, from ourselves, from knowledge, from meaning, from life, all of which are expressions of our alienation from the language of the unconscious. And thus, says Turkle, in the summer of 1968, the streets of Paris were flooded with people who felt as if they were speaking to each other as they had never spoken to each other before—with what they felt to be a new depth and directness, a new excitement and pleasure, a new wit, profundity, and warmth; and this new language hinged on the insight that verbal style and intellectual substance are the same, and, together, must undergo reform, as the central task in reforming personal relationships, and, in turn, the world.

To many observers, this moment seemed to be an instance of surrealism-in-action, a celebration of the unconscious not as deeply personal, private reserve of secret passions, as commonly misunderstood, nor as a milieu that is merely influenced by or reacting to social and historical forces; rather, the unconscious is made of social and historical forces, the milieu in which they do their work and articulate themselves as the hyperintensification, the overdetermination of meaning. Thus, the unconscious speaks the language of poetry and serves as the staging ground of revolution. The title of a key book to emerge from that era—Julia Kristeva’s Revolution in Poetic Language—captures well the zeitgeist, as the book delineates what Kristeva calls “the semiotic chora,” the roots of language’s capacity to be musical, playful, poetic, charged with desire, and hence revolutionary in relation to the ego’s bureaucratic fantasies of control, its pervasive alienation from and constant misrecognition of the others that constitutes it.

This revolutionary, poetic language is what psychoanalysis, as a rhetoric, as a pedagogy, cultivates, what it teaches—but such a formulation begs the question of how it can be constituted in a curriculum, specifically how new analysts should be trained and “certified,” and more broadly what role this knowledge should play in classrooms and for that matter in relation to the government and the dominant social order.

LACAN’S PROBLEM: INSTITUTIONALIZING THE REVOLUTIONARY

As Turkle explains, psychoanalysis as a movement has been organized into “societies” from the beginning, with a society here signifying a curious cross between a university, a Masonic lodge, a church, a literary club, and a political party. In America, there has never been a challenge to the oldest and most central of these, the International Psychoanalytic Association (IPA); however, in France, there have been three major schisms, each one brought on by Lacan. The stories of these schisms orbit around fundamental questions about how psychoanalysis can be a movement in the world—for if it is fundamentally subversive, how can it be organized into a “society” that upholds its doctrines and preserves its character? If it is permanently revolutionary, such codifying would be contrary to its meaning. The training of new analysts in particular was always done according to Freud’s orthodoxy, as upheld by the IPA. Lacan, however, insisted that keeping an open, experimental spirit toward their education was essential to the future of psychoanalysis.

Thus, in November of 1963, amid burgeoning fame, Lacan was “excommunicated” from the IPA, along with his followers. He moved his seminar to a different hospital and began to address an audience increasingly made of people who were not psychoanalysts, but rather who were intellectuals in a wide array of humanistic traditions—philosophers, linguists, anthropologists, literary critics, and so on. The tension that produced this split reached back to the first introduction of psychoanalysis to France, to its ties with poetry rather than medicine, for Lacan saw the decision to become an analyst as directly analogous to the decision to become a poet: “It is the assumption by the individual of a new, particularly intimate relation to language” (Turkle). Whereas Lacan’s detractors in the IPA understood the training analysis in terms of making sure students resolved all of their neuroses through a successful analysis and mastered the necessary techniques, Lacan instead sought to make sure they had entered into a fully poetic relation to the world (123). His lectures, as such, became increasingly challenging verbal performances, variously described as shamanistic (Clément), oracular (Schneidermann), or as a form of stand-up comedy (by Lacan himself), and so on, all of which implied that what he was talking about was open to interpretation, would ultimately perhaps require a sort of ever-expanding priesthood to explicate, and likely never avail itself to any singular, straightforward, easily agreed on meaning. As such, he was staging himself as the embodiment of the unconscious, enacting a sort of hysteria or, as he put it, a “hysterizing” of the discourse of his profession.

But Lacan’s movement toward an increasingly inscrutable way of addressing his expanding audience carried a corresponding counterforce, one toward an increasingly authoritarian control over his school. This trend was as problematic for his followers as his increasing opacity. When, some six months after his excommunication from the IPA, he founded, in June of 1964, what he called the Freudian School, he explicitly opened it to anyone who wanted to attend, regardless of background or training. On the other hand, he soon began to push more and more in the direction of “mathemes”—precise, codified, quasi-algebraic diagrams that were well-designed to serve as authoritative axioms that can be handed down through the generations and adapted to an endless variety of contexts. As noted in the Introduction he treated these diagrams not as inventions but discoveries, something like facts of nature, the essential DNA of public space, the fundamental underpinnings of social reality. As such, they were intimidating, required interpretation by experts, were awfully hard to understand, even seemed a sort of avant-garde poetry, an instance of surrealism-in-action, semi-absurd, and, especially when delivered in such authoritative, algebraic form, these mathemes seemed finally to be the stuff of the archetypal “mad scientist.”

Tellingly, like key figures in the antipsychiatry movement, Lacan understood “madness” not simply as a negative, a lack, a deficit, but rather as something that exists within all of us and that might have a very positive and deeply political meaning. Also, the two movements—psychoanalysis and antipsychiatry—shared the same interest in reinventing language, coming to a new way to speak and write, one not riddled with the corruption and missteps that characterize the status quo (145) but rather one that proceeds in a style that disrupts ordinary, common-sense communication. Hence, Lacan’s notoriously opaque lectures, his use of ordinary language in highly unconventional ways, his method of building concepts out of puns and other sorts of wordplay to shock the audience into working very carefully back through what he said (Turkle 146–47). Lacan felt that everyone should learn to communicate—or at least, to perform—this way, that all psychoanalyses should be aimed at producing more psychoanalysts, that these sessions should adhere, that is, to the model of the “training analysis.”

Many felt that this goal was excessive—too ambitious, too “pure”—and not at all in step with the motives that drove most people into analyses. But Lacan was inflexible (128). Still more excessive and authoritarian, Lacan required that in the journal of the Freudian School, everyone had to publish anonymously, except he, and by the late 1960s, people in the Freudian School began to find this arrangement unbearable. In 1969, a group broke away from Lacan and called itself the Fourth Group. The break that created the Fourth Group, says Turkle, was very angry and embittered—many brilliant young analysts were now permanently cut off from a figure whom they loved deeply and, from whom they felt they had acquired much of their most important knowledge.

During the same year as this final, dramatic schism, and surely as a sort of response to it, Lacan devoted his seminar to the four discourses.

LACAN ON CAMPUS: UNVEILING (AND REVEILING) THE FOUR DISCOURSES

This trend toward increasingly authoritative iterations of ever more opaque teachings continued into the final decade of Lacan’s life. A particularly strong instance of it came in Lacan’s 1974 appearance on television, an outrageous performance, in which, suggests Turkle, Lacan had no interest whatsoever in communicating with a general audience but rather only with throwing off a series of cryptic lures in the hopes of seducing people to dig more deeply. Lacan’s TV appearance is perhaps best understood as a hysterical avant-garde poetry performance that masqueraded as absolutely authoritative scientific exposition. Of course, for Lacan, the style is the substance, and thus what he staged as lunacy is better understood as a deliberately calculated—and brave—campaign to compel people to plunge into the impossible struggle to “catch up” with him, which, in reality, would force them to strive to conceptualize the unconscious, to reflect on it and dialogue with it, and thereby, in a sense, launch them into a beginner’s version of the discourse of the analyst. Lacan thus continued to share a great deal with the antipsychiatry movement, celebrating the positive, productive force of “madness,” of the unconscious, along the same lines as Kristeva did in Revolution in Poetic Language and Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari did in Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, all of which linked analysis to social movements, to the ways that the unconscious and the public are one and the same, to desire as revolutionary in its essence, for its refusal of straightforward representation and bureaucratic fantasies of control.

Appropriately, after May 1968, when Lacan agreed to bring the teaching of psychoanalysis into the university, he did so by starting a department at University of Vincennes—a marginal, underfunded campus on the outskirts of town, where students had very recently rioted and torn the physical structures of the classrooms apart. As Turkle notes, desks had been ripped out of the floor and bent to angles, making them impossible to use—they had become surrealist sculptures. This is where Lacan was to teach, and many thought the government had created this situation as a way of throwing the radicals a distraction to keep them off the street. Lacan had long insisted on a disjuncture between psychoanalysis and university forms of knowledge, but here in the burned-out surrealist ruin, he would bring them together, on his terms (175).

Though France was no longer on the brink of social collapse, there was still, as Russell Grigg and Justin Clemens note, considerable “contestation” in the air, and Lacan’s seventeenth seminar was often interrupted by social unrest that occasionally grew severe enough to force its cancelation. Once, when a student, in an effort to push toward a more authentic and open dialogue, jumped up in anger and frustration and began to take off her clothes, Lacan turned to the half-nude student, shook with anger, and tried to shame everyone in the room by exhorting them to get serious, because, he warned, otherwise the status quo would think of them as merely precocious children, as merely goofing off, and raise the question of whether the revolution had been really only so much silly partying and had failed (more on this in a moment).

On the second day of the seminar, the first thing he did was write the formulae of the four discourses on the chalkboard by way of suggesting that the rest of the year would be devoted to understanding them. These formulae or matrices were called mathemes, and, says Jean Claude Milner, these “atoms of knowledge” can be transmitted without loss. In other words, like Blake’s “sublime allegory,” they are tools to think with, aids to reflection and analysis, and insist on a completely particularized understanding—that is, they are so abstract that, like works of art, they require anyone who would use them to build, from the best available clues and evidence, his or her own best, most persuasive interpretation of them. They are thus radically adaptable, transportable into diverse contexts and as such useful examples of how an intrinsically revolutionary discourse can be taught in an institutional setting.

Surely, Lacan had to have been thinking at the outset of this seminar of the recent secession of the Fourth Group, who had been so displeased by his authoritarian opacity—and, today, we can’t help but wonder if these mathemes were thus a maximizing of this authoritarian opacity, a form of taunting meant to shame those who had abandoned him.

SHAME AND/AS THE STRUCTURE OF DISCOURSE

As counterintuitive as the point might seem, particularly given the context of that period, shame, as we’ll see, constitutes for Lacan the substance of the subject, and, in turn, it makes psychoanalysis possible. Without shame, there is no human subject and no psychoanalysis—this is the dark side of Lacan’s project, a key part of what he meant when he chose to title his seminar for that year, The Other Side of Psychoanalysis.

In an essay called “On Shame,” Jacques Alain Miller interprets this seminar, and begins by noting that Lacan opens and closes the seminar by talking as cryptically as ever about notions of shame, about how rarely in the contemporary era anyone dies of shame and how such large numbers attend his seminar simply because shame propels them there. Miller defines shame by differentiating it from guilt: the latter is a marker of legal status that various institutional procedures articulate and then perhaps overturn or partially mitigate, whereas shame is a more general condition that cannot be overturned by institutional procedures. Whereas guilt is a relation to some other person who judges on behalf of a body of conventional values and codes, with respect to various actions and desires, shame is a relation to a primordial other, and is the very substance of the subject. These ideas derive from Hegel’s work on the dynamic of master and slave, about which I’ll say a great deal more in chapter 5 on the discourse of mastery. For now, suffice to say that the matrix for the discourse of mastery derives from the matrix of discourse as such, and this latter matrix articulates the way a primordial shame constitutes the substance of the subject.

Nowhere does Lacan offer a clearer delineation of this idea than toward the end of his eleventh seminar, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis. Here, Lacan defines the relation between the subject and the signifier in what can initially seem to be one of his more obscure and frustrating pronouncements: a signifier is that which represents a subject for another signifier. He explains: “Suppose that in the desert you find a stone covered with hieroglyphs. You do not doubt for a moment that, behind them, there was a subject who wrote them” (199). Thus, those signifiers represent a subject, but you cannot see this subject but rather only infer this subject’s existence, and, because you cannot see him or her, you immediately feel a certain twinge of uneasiness as the question arises: Can that subject see me? Is he or she perhaps watching me right now? This feeling of being watched triggers a degree of vulnerability, of shame, as one knows that one might exist as a marker of meaning, a signifier, in someone else’s field of vision. One has become a signifier. Thus, a signifier that you encounter out there in the world represents a subject whose existence you must infer as having put it there and for whom you yourself become another signifier, tinged with shame. Thus, a signifier (in this example, the hieroglyph on the stone) represents a subject (whose existence you infer) for another signifier (you, in so far as you realize that you may be watched by that subject whose existence you inferred), which Lacan articulates this way as the essential matrix of discourse as such
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The S represents the subjectivity implied by the hieroglyph S1, and S2 represents the other signifier (me) to whom that first one appeared. Thus, a signifier represents a subject for another signifier.

When one encounters those hieroglyphs in the desert, one feels not only a twinge of vulnerability and shame (and, again, this is the quintessential, inaugural experience of subjectivity) but more broadly the possibility of repeating the primordial struggle between two entities, one of whom chose to keep fighting until either he or she either claimed victory or died, and another who chose to capitulate, to surrender, to accept defeat rather than keep fighting to the death. The difference between the two is crucial: one cleaves to honor as more important than mere material life, the other forfeited honor and chose merely to go on living. One has honor, a signifier of distinction, a special kind of particularity, the other exists in a merely derivative state, a slave, serving at the pleasure of the first, the master.

Lacan articulated the master as S1, the slave as S2. I hasten to add that I am not here describing actual historical relationships, for as everyone knows, slaves in numerous cultural contexts have devised countless strategies for creating what we would today recognize as “meaning,” preserving fragments, at least, of the culture they knew before they were enslaved, combining them with others to make a new culture within slavery and eventually beyond slavery. Instead, the notions of S1 and S2 invoked here have no actual historical content but are generalized abstractions that function to diagram the most basic dynamics of the social field, the structure of discourse as such, as a pure dynamic of master and slave.

Lacan illustrated this dynamic in his seventh seminar, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, in which he interpreted the story of Antigone to show how psychoanalysis hinges on the idea that there is more to our life than mere base, material, physical living; rather there is—or can be—meaning, potentially very great meaning. And this is the primary assumption on which psychoanalysis builds. Another example: when Oedipus rips his eyes out, he does so to represent his shame, his commitment to the reality of honor as that which transcends the mere material functionality of life in the world. He would rather throw away forever his ability to see objects in the world than to look on a world in which his name has no honor and his life, in turn, no meaning. This same logic shapes the story of Antigone.

Miller argues that these notions of honor and shame continue to have their full meaning for Lacan, and it is upon this notion that he wants to found the concept of psychoanalysis today. Thus, again, shame is the “other side” of psychoanalysis, its foundation, and the topic of that year’s seminar: shame and the attendant, implicit possibility of honor, of a certain mastery or S1. Still more specifically, when we look more closely at the discourse of analysis, we’ll see that it articulates S1 as its primary production. That is, what psychoanalysis seeks to produce is a new ego, a new master. Of course, that’s not the whole story, and the production of this ego, as we’ll see, is only so that it may be dismantled and re-created anew, again and again, through analysis. And herein lies a clue to the relationship between analysis and schools.

Lacan suggests that one’s ability to embrace one’s singularity is what makes one a master, and this embrace opposes S2, all the secondhand, utterly banal words-of-wisdom by which one might hope, via education, to attain mastery. Those words-of-wisdom that constitute S2 are so much generalized explanation, so much representation, knowledge “about” life, rather than markers of life itself, and as such, are supplemental, derivative, valid, in so far as they are valid at all, for everyone, thoroughly exchangeable, and hence entirely distinct from the realm of primordial meaning incarnated in S1. Again, psychoanalysis seeks to produce S1; schools mostly only wallow in S2.

Some suggest that because psychoanalysis strives to produce S1, it may no longer be possible today, for we live in a time of the complete triumph of capitalism, a world ruled by exchange-value, the interchangeablity of goods with each other and with dollars, a consumer culture, in which there is no singularity, no S1, but only a swirling sea of interchangeable iterations of S2, endless explanations and excuses where there should instead be shame and honor. This is how Lacan characterized the scene at Vincennes in 1969, most pointedly when the student began to take off her clothes in class: the absence of shame is the realm of the obscene. When Lacan denounced the student movement as only so much partying—“Look at them enjoying”—he was trying to resuscitate the no longer effective power of the gaze to shame. For the same reason, he unveiled, at the same time, the four discourses—a tool for showing how desire gets caught in a trap, a repetitive loop as institutions and insurrections become deadlocked in a spinning, melodramatic cycle, and also how desire can move freely to encounter the new, the unique, the primordial, the pure unit of value or meaning, S1.

To understand this, one must understand what the four points of the matrix of discourse, in general, are, and what each of the four variables are that can occupy these four points on the matrix. We’ve already explained two of the variables—S1 and S2—so we must now take up the other two, which are S and object-a. These are very involved concepts, but once we set forth their meanings, we can then, in the second half of this book, allow these signifiers to take on more and more layers of meaning as they move in and out of the different positions in the matrix. That is, just as S1 meant the master and also the ego, and S2 can mean slave, representational knowledge, and exchange-value, so object-a, as we’ll see, can mean a variety of things that will end up being surprisingly interrelated: pleasure, dread, profit, Being itself, a symptom, a point of contact between self and other, and even Winnicott’s idea of the transitional object; and S will mean the unconscious and the fund of concepts that are various features of the unconscious: transference, drive, repetition, language, intersubjectivity, desire, and what we’ll come to know as the tireless rhetor. In preparation for that flowering of meanings in the different discourses in the second half of the book, then, we must now settle on some preliminary definitions of these latter two markers: S and object-a.

In essence, we now turn to an answer to the question that has lingered all along: If the other side of pedagogy is unconscious desire, what I earlier called our most precious asset, how then might we define unconscious desire? What in short are S and object-a? In addition to defining these two signifiers in terms of each other and the other two signifiers—S1 and S2—out of which the theory of the four discourses are built, I’ll also define them, in the coming sections of this chapter, in terms of the purposes of psychoanalysis, in terms of what the unconscious does, and in terms of the idea of the public. And then, with this elaborate definition in place, I’ll explain the four positions that the unconscious can occupy vis-à-vis the other variables that constitute discourse, and I’ll explain moreover how, depending on which of the four positions the unconscious occupies, a different one of the four discourses is in effect.

UNCONSCIOUS DESIRE (S) AND THE OBJECT-A

The notation “S” signifies the subject, or, more elaborately, the subject of the unconscious, that which is subject to the laws of the unconscious. Thus, the terms S, the subject, and the unconscious are used interchangeably. And we can add a fourth term to that list: desire. And still other terms—transference, repetition, the drive—for these too, as Jacques Alain Miller notes in his commentary on Lacan’s seminar called The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, are versions of each other and ways of identifying the unconscious. The definitions of each of these terms will implicate the others, and, together, they will allow us to see what S means as the signifier of unconscious desire, as that which divides us from ourselves and links us to each other, the signifier of intersubjectivity.

Any attempt to describe or define the unconscious (S) must concede at the outset that the attempt is much like trying to wrestle an octopus: no matter how carefully organized one’s strategies for pinning it down, several limbs will wriggle free of one’s grasp. It cannot not be represented, not completely, not with any final satisfaction, and that constitutes the first step in defining the unconscious (S), and desire as well: we are trying to represent that which, by definition, defies representation. Nonetheless, just as Heidegger said the poet is one who traces the pathways by which the gods withdrew from the human world, so too does the analyst seek to trace in a crude way that which exceeds conscious grasp. The challenge, however, is that to define any of these terms, we must draw on other terms in this set, which we’ve not yet defined. Each of these concepts is not just related to the others but dependent on them for meaning. One can’t grasp one without the others. And thus most of the octopus will elude us most of the time, and that’s part of what defines the octopus, the essential first step in the always incomplete project of defining it.

And this first step requires right away a stumbling half-step by way of corollary: the effort to define the unconscious will require regular moments of self-reflexive back-pedaling whereby a relatively dense web of associations must be reconnected to an earlier thread in the account before some of its more immediate implications can be traced. What’s more, any description of the unconscious is inevitably repetitive, for as we define new terms, they will often allow for a more nuanced and more integrated understanding of a point that, while made a few paragraphs earlier, bears repeating in this new context. Finally, just as the signifier in Lacan’s formulation for the subject of the unconscious is the letter S with a line through it, so too should all such definitions of the unconscious have a line struck through them, for they are always tentative, partial, and less-than-accurate; they are under erasure and up for revision the instant they take shape, for again, the first rule of the unconscious is that, by definition, it defies representation.

Nonetheless, the most instantly accessible resource for discerning unconscious desire, Lacan said many times, is the patient’s speech. More to the point, the unconscious itself speaks, and it does so all the time, most pointedly whenever our speaking falters or stumbles, and a momentary silence intercedes. These breaks in verbal continuity open onto the unconscious, and what emerges when one explores these moments, no matter how deliberately one seeks unconscious content, always catches one by surprise. Moreover, the unconscious speaks not only in silences and surprises but in the form of apparently sudden bursts of intense feeling; more precisely, feelings function as masks behind which the unconscious hides, masks that appear at least implicitly if not explicitly as spectacular disavowals of some other content. Strong eruptions of love or hate or anxiety, as well as elaborately staged expressions of self-confidence or indifference, all of these passions function as masks, even the passion that is ignorance, for ignorance, in this view, is really an energetic disavowal of some aspect of one’s experience, as are all strong bursts of feeling. The unconscious’s impulse toward self-masking is what psychoanalysts call transference, and transference produces what Lacan calls an object-a.

This is how the unconscious not only speaks, but, as Lacan says, in one of his most famous and most central and initially most cryptic axioms, how the unconscious is structured as a language. To say it another way, just as any word can only be defined by other words, which only take on meaning through still other words, in regression ad infinitum, so too does the unconscious proceed as endless deferral, as desire posits an endless succession of objects, each of which functions as a dangling carrot to spur desire along: as soon as desire comes close to attaining its object, a new object will pop into place, just out of reach, to continue spurring desire along. Thus, the unconscious slips along the way language does, in endless deferral. These objects are emblems of—or masks for—the unconscious itself, desire itself, which can never become identical to itself but rather proceed always in the reinvention of this inward difference from itself. The unconscious is this split or caesura that prompts dialogue and interpretation, and this outward mask or prosthetic iteration of the unconscious is called object-a.

Again, there is always a new one, like floats in a parade, and they are always borrowed and adjusted slightly to conceal the fact that they’ve been borrowed. In terms of human relationships, we can say that the object-a is that thing that somebody else wants and that therefore I seek to capture and incarnate, for if I can do that, then that other person will want me and will do my bidding in order to access what I possess. In Lacan’s words, one’s desire is always the desire of the other; we desire what other’s desire so that the others will desire us. Thus, desire is always borrowed and object-a is a flashpoint for intersubjectivity, for desire as that which divides us from ourselves and links us to each other.

We all generally begin life as an object-a for our primary caregivers, as Mark Bracher notes, and as we stimulate their desire, mobilize and focus their attention, we prompt them to make sure that we have what we need. And then, for the rest of our lives, we continue trying to become an object-a for other people (115): we notice, in the movements or changes of the other, particularly in the other’s voice or gaze, a flicker of what we take to be desire, and then we adjust ourselves to be the focus of that desire, to be object-a, so that the other will offer us what we need. Thus, the object-a is a remainder or reminder of this primal unity (“I will try to perform it for you, so you will deliver it to me”), and it subsists as a trace in the symbolic field, running like an electric current between the symbols that populate consciousness, propelling our movement through them as we strive to sustain intersubjective connections, the mutual, ever-evolving fusion of I-It-You (Fink 59, 94).

The object-a is the spur to all rhetorical struggle, all processes of invention and revision. Thus, again, object-a is an emblem of desire itself—the desire of the other as we forever strive to become the focus of that desire, so that our desire will be recognized and engaged and rewarded. Desire thus is contagious, a continuous unfolding, a slippage or movement, a restless jumping from person to person, object to object, as each object in turn sparks desire to jump again. To clarify further: this process, most broadly, we can call the process of signification, and we can reserve the object-a to designate those moments when desire sometimes gets stuck for a time on a particularly “intense” object. This ripple or eddy in the flow of signification or symbolization can stay in place, potentially, for a long time (Fink 83, 92). To approach the same concept from another angle: the object-a is a small, particularized distillation or microcosm of the “the big other”—that is, of language; the desire to possess and become the object-a is the impulse to enter language and possess it entirely; to enter language, that is, without being swept away by its oceanic force, in which our every utterance means and does far more than we can ever possibly control or even know, rolling along, as it always does, into infinity. To possess or become object-a, to be at one with language, as when “the Word became flesh,” is to arrive at supreme pleasure and power: what everyone wants.

The best example of such an object, the principal such object, in fact, is the ego, for we must not think of the ego in terms of individual will or agency, but literally as a sort of object, a public self-image that we wear like a badge. The ego, says Lacan, is “structured like a symptom, the human symptom par excellence, the mental illness of man” (Freud’s Papers 16). If the ego is a symptom, we must understand a symptom, as Marshall Alcorn explains, as a sort of blind, unthinking repetition, when desire seems to lock into a holding pattern around some particular object; symptoms, particularly when they constitute a structure as steadfast as the ego, are not necessarily changed by new knowledge but rather harden into ever-more defensive and reactive formations against it (32, 39). This explains why many people would rather suffer the consequences of a problematic relation to their surroundings and a problematic worldview than risk the suffering that might derive from changing that position (28); that is, such a person has internalized some discourse so completely that it feels as though it is among the principle fibers in the fabric of the ego, and thus to destabilize that belief system is to destabilize life itself. Alcorn offers a great example in the old, anticommunist slogan “I’d rather be dead than red.”

To loosen the lock-step rigidity and fixity of the ego and develop increasing freedom and flexibility in the flow of desire, says Alcorn, takes a lot of work, through which we discover and take responsibility for the unconscious codes of desire and repression that underwrite our subjectivities, a sort of analysis or deconstruction of the ego and, in particular, of the various others who have served as its masters, its primary role models, the sources of its most shrill commitments (23). Such work allows one to move among discourses, to change, to develop, and interact in dynamic ways with an ever-increasing variety of others.

IN OTHER WORDS … WHAT THE UNCONSCIOUS DOES

My formulation, at this point, has already gotten ahead of itself, and I need to return to the S to set forth a few more of its key features in order to understand how psychoanalysis works and most pointedly how to read and to think with the four discourses.

Specifically, I need to delineate the ways the unconscious is structured like a language, the way the slippage of signification and the slippage of desire that are so closely intertwined as to be indistinguishable are not random or chaotic but rather follow a very precise set of rules that orchestrate the interaction of the primary and secondary processes, which fit together like two gears, rolling into each other in the production of subjectivity (Silverman 66–76). The primary process produces dreams and waking reveries in which we conjure, as a sort of hallucination, the things we want, but this dreamwork is not a simple, straightforward representation of the things we want. Rather, the primary process condenses two or more entities into one signifier based on their similarity to each other, or it displaces some items into others, based on their contiguity. And the secondary process reinserts differences to individuate particular items as singular entities or discrete signifiers, excising the multiple roots in other entities that were displaced or condensed into the new one. Thus, not only is language metaphorical, as Nietzsche said, but, more than that, all signification, all thought arises as the condensation and displacement of the things we desire, which, again, are actually things that others desire. In sum, the unconscious (S) proceeds through constant oscillation, condensing and dispersing ceaselessly, bundling together a great many traces of sensory experience into a particular content and then dispersing that content through a flurry of different thoughts and associations: in this sense, the unconscious (S) is like a reader, an interpreter, skimming through a set of signifiers, stitching together a new signifier, and then dispersing that signifier into fine mist of others, as the transferential slippage proceeds ad infinitum. And once more, this process is always an expression of desire—someone else’s desire—a borrowing that the ego’s fantasy of autonomy requires us to dissemble in the succession of red herrings called object-a that constitute the stream of signification.

As Lundberg notes, Lacan insisted that psychoanalysts need to see the unconscious (S) as fundamentally tropological, and he draws special attention to Lacan’s assertion in “The Function of Language in Psychoanalysis” that “Ellipses and pleonasm, hyperbaton or syllepsis, regression, repetition, apposition—these are the syntactical displacements; metaphor, catachresis, antonomasis, allegory, metonymy, and synecdoche—these are the semantic condensations in which Freud teaches us to read the intentions, specifically, the intentions of the unconscious” (qtd. in Lundberg 499). In short, for psychoanalysts, the unconscious (S) is a tireless rhetor, designing and delivering symbolic, figurative marks (objects-a) to mislead its nemesis, its bumbling would-be master, the ego. These processes are unfolding constantly, as regularly and as steadily as the human heartbeat, almost clocklike.

In fact, part of what the unconscious does is mark time in a repetitive, clocklike movement. The concept of repetition, Freud says, in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, is inherent in all organic matter, all life, as the drive to restore an earlier state of existence, one that the living creature was forced to give up under the pressure of various external forces (75). This drive to restore an earlier state opposes the adaptations that constitute evolution and likely relate to the capacity to remember and record. Perhaps the most extreme example of what Freud means here is the capacity of some animals to generate a new arm or leg where a previous one was ripped away, and, in fact, Freud suggests that all drives are a version of this capacity to regenerate. The more profound implication of this capacity, however, is that all such drive energy seeks not only to restore an earlier condition of the living organism but to return the living organism itself to the realm of inorganic matter from which it arose. To say it another way, if displeasure or pain is the experience of mounting tension and ever-greater disequilibrium, then pleasure is the opposite, the release of tension, and to release tension completely is to return to inorganic matter. The pleasure principle is the impulse to act to release tension and restore balance, but what flourishes beyond the pleasure principle is the drive to complete the final, absolute release, to fuse with sheer matter.

This drive that flourishes beyond the pleasure principle is called the death drive. It compels us to repeat moments when we seemed to come very close to the supreme lassitude, the space of timelessness. It ticks like a metronome, or more precisely, like a time bomb, for the repetition of the attempts to dissolve always threaten to hit their mark, as one of their iterations does indeed turn out to be the last. This drive is an essential part of the unconscious (S)—and it rears its head whenever someone becomes stuck in some particular obsession, repeating over and over the move of focusing on that entity. In fact, when one becomes trapped this way, when the unconscious no longer plays freely in producing an endless succession of objects-a, but is rather trapped in repetition, such a person is a candidate for psychoanalysis, and that work will proceed as the work of allowing desire to supplant drive, the forging of a relatively playful open-ended rhetoric to replace the blockage and paralysis of drive-repetition, for the latter can be quite dangerous. The work by which desire replaces the drive over the course of a successful analysis can be formulated thus: where “it” was (the domain of the unconscious as repetitive drive toward self-annihilation), there “I” (as a desiring subject, an active agent, interpreting and analyzing and navigating around in the intersubjective field) must come to take my stand, for this is how I steer myself away from death and toward more shrewdly analytic adventures in navigating the transference, the production of object-a.

To say it another way, the unconscious is a place of knowledge—knowledge, as Daniel Cho says, that we cannot bear to acknowledge, that we always disavow, the stuff that signifies directly the repetitive drive to die. We remember very little, if anything at all, of the traumatic experiences that deliver us to the doorstep of death; instead, we unconsciously repeat them, restaging them, over and over. This is the drive, this is repetition. When the unconscious (S) gets stuck repeating the same particular item over and over, the object of pathological obsessions, says Christopher Bollas, is purely a container into which the patient evacuates his or her unconscious life in order to foreclose all contact with the unbearable knowledge that it contains. Obsession, in this sense, is a radical form of repression. It is the stuff of mental illness, but in milder form, it is simply the function of the ego—the publicly situated self-image that Lacan insists is itself the “mental illness” that defines all human life.

These dynamics, for Daniel Cho, are situated in terms of the word trauma, which refers to the way an event is experienced, specifically the associations of extreme vulnerability, which can be articulated as shame, self-reproach, or related forms of distress. These memories don’t slip away or dissolve; rather we actively, laboriously store them away so they won’t distract us from the day-to-day business of life. And this means putting them in the unconscious (S), where they continue to function as a part of ourselves, but a part that we systematically even passionately ignore. These signifiers remain active within us, like a parasite or a tumor, and what they signify is knowledge of the moment when we were most vulnerable, most suffused with shame, most overwhelmed by the prospect of the unknown, of death, the supreme other. As signifiers of fusion with the other, they always carry a certain erotic charge for they signify the moment of fusion with the unknown, with death. And this association helps to clarify a point made a few pages ago—that the unconscious sometimes arises in the mask that is the strong burst of feeling—for the buried signifiers that carry one’s memories of one’s closest brushes with death can never become objects of consciousness; but rather the strong feelings associated with them become attached to other signifiers, fairly remote from the original trauma, which we then use to restage the trauma, unwittingly, over and over.

The challenge here is not that the traumatic knowledge is obscure or inscrutable, says Cho, but rather that it is ubiquitous, a constantly intruding third party that keeps interceding in the ego-to-ego interaction of analyst and patient, teacher and student. For Lacan, what lies at the center of consciousness is a signifier that represents the domain of drive itself (Cho 21). It is thus a marker of nonmeaning, of opacity, the irreducible brick-wall that marks the place where we end and the other begins. In this primary signifier, the knowledge of trauma is stored. It is, again, not exactly buried forever in some irretrievable, inaccessible vault; on the contrary, because it exists as a signifier, it does signify and link with chains of other signifiers, and, as such, it constitutes the linchpin of the edifice that is the ego. It is S1, the marker of the ego as a radical form of repression, the buttress against what lies beyond the pleasure principle, what menaces it repetitively as the death drive.

Cho says that in psychoanalysis we must learn to dismantle S1 and translate what speaks from inside it; we must “relearn” this traumatic knowledge and take responsibility for it, in all its bald horror, and accept it as the core of our being. This is what happens in psychoanalysis—a “working through” of the resistances, a dismantling of the ego, S1; and it proceeds by transferring onto the analyst, as object-a, and then dismantling in turn that transference so that one strives to become, in a limited sense, one’s own object-a—that is, so that one can embrace the reality that one has an unconscious, a part of one’s self that one does not know, that speaks and that we must learn to listen to and talk to, even to love. We thereby construct new iterations of S1.

Thus, we can begin to see what S and also what object-a signify. Together with S1 and S2, these four are the variables that will be arrayed in different relationships in each of the four discourses. Each discourse will position S differently—that is, that rhetorical force that expresses itself through transference, drive, and repetition will sit differently with respect to S1, S2, and object-a, just as each of those three will with respect to each other.

But before considering these different possible positions, we need to consider just one more very important dimension of S.

THE UNCONSCIOUS AS A PUBLIC

What’s most important about psychoanalysis for my purposes is not simply that it posits an unconscious (S) but that it frames unconscious desire in terms of an intersubjectivity that the ego (S1), with its fantasy of autonomy and its passion for ignorance, disavows. The unconscious (S) is not a function of the private individual but rather, as intersubjective, is best cast in terms of a public. As we map the four forms of intersubjective relation—Lacan’s four discourses—we must hold fast to the point that we are describing something like the architecture of public space and, in particular, of the pathways by which people write their way into various positions vis-à-vis that space.

While notions of a public and the unconscious (S) are not identical and interchangeable, they can both be called “virtual” spaces. Virtual refers to that which is real but abstract, like the energy that resides in matter, the infinitude that we associated in the last chapter with Bergson’s idea of movement. The notion of a public-as-virtual is perhaps best formulated by Michael Warner, who suggests that it is drawn into existence primarily through acts of discourse, as an entity being addressed by someone, a hypothetical entity that is actually realized only when people voluntarily come together to pay attention to that which summons them, as a public, into existence; thus, a public is something like an audience, but it’s never limited to the literal space, say, of a movie theater or concert hall; rather, it exists only in the minds of those who understand themselves to be participating in it; that is, only as a sort of mental space. Moreover, a public must be comprised of people who are essentially strangers to each other—a public is never merely a network of friends or family members or neighbors, never a fabric predicated on face-to-face familiarity. It presupposes a significant dimension that must remain unknown. Perhaps most importantly, a public circulates within itself various texts; these texts can be speeches, books, news items, songs, videos, any object that can carry a message and spur a discussion along; these texts usually blend the personal and the impersonal, linking people together as a public; they are usually time-stamped (date/year), so references can be made to them as they circulate among a public as part of a distinct sequence unfolding over time or in history, enabling a certain self-reflexivity in that public, a sense of change, of development over time, of memory.

Notice how much this shares with the unconscious: they are both rooted in discourse, in signifiers that exceed the individual ego (as Lacan often says, the unconscious is the discourse of the other); they are never restricted to a specific, literal space but rather figure as hypothetical territories, virtual spaces that can move like quicksilver, always to some elsewhere, some otherwise. They are impersonal, but deeply intertwined with how we choose to live our personal lives moment to moment, seeking recognition and even honor in various ways (the gaze of the other as object-a) and avoiding shame. They are perhaps fused by the force of desire, for desire is always experienced as intensely private, yet is always borrowed from and directed toward some other; it is thus afoot in the public domain and threading through our innermost selves. It never rests. It is tireless. It is always changing and moving, a process we can track through the four discourses, or, more precisely, by arraying these four variables—S1, S2, S, object-a—into the four different positions in the matrix of discourse.

THE FOUR POSITIONS IN THE MATRIX

A discourse is a social link, a set of power dynamics, a way of articulating the relation between an ego, knowledge, what it can’t know, and what it desires—that is, a way of arranging the transference with the object-a. A discourse is a four-part structure, comprised of (1) an “agent” or speaker, who serves as the source of some particular discursive event; (2) the other or audience; (3) the “truth” or the message that the speaker presumably possesses and delivers; and (4) the meaning that the audience constructs out of that message, which Lacan will call the “production.” These variables are schematized thus:
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A little more about this diagram: from the upper-left position, which is identified as the agent position, the author/speaker delivers a text to the other, who is, in the simplest sense, the audience; but this audience is better thought of as the addressee of the agent’s message, for that message will solicit a certain sort of addressee, will cast that addressee in a certain form, and thus is very much a part of the message. In short, different kinds of agents will construct and elicit different kinds of audiences. Similarly, both agent and other sit atop a bar, and, just as different kinds of authors construct their audiences differently, so do different authors and audiences (agents, others) carry out the business of sitting atop the bar in very different, even opposed ways. In each of the discourses, what’s below the bar on the author’s side, depending on how they inhabit that position, is what they would seem to carry within them, to own or control, even what they “repress” or transcend, a sort of capital that they spend in rising to the position that they hold and that “authorizes” them, so to speak, as authors or agents. So, the author or agent would seem always to be sitting on the “truth,” to be a carrier or owner or controller of truth, for this assumption is what legitimates or “authorizes” the agent as author or speaker, as someone with something to say, a capital they spend as they speak. And the other who receives the message (and is shaped by it) must interpret it, make a meaning out of it, and that is what they’re creating and carrying inside them—the interpreted meaning, which, again, we’ll call “production.” And again, different audiences will produce different meanings and use this production differently, depending what sort of audience they are.

With the four discourses, of course, there are four different possibilities. First, the agent or author can write from a master signifier or ideal value, which we’ll note as S1. This is any signifier in which an ego is consciously and heavily invested; it is an ego marker, a sort of heroic anchor, like Democracy or Christianity or America or Art, any broad and powerful abstraction that someone is using to focus a sense of what they care most about and on behalf of which they now speak. Or the agent or author can write from a knowledge system, a body of information, that we’ll tag as S2; this is the vast array of secondary, representational information that extends, weblike, from the master signifier; these are also deeply important to the ego, but are not its fundamental anchors (see Bracher 111–12). Or the author can write from an unconscious, which we’ll express as S—that is, as a subject unsettled, openly divided between the ego or public self-image and the various desires that exceed it. Or, finally, the author can write from sheer jouissance, the excess or remainder/reminder that we’ve been calling the object-a, the phantom memento of that primordial bliss of full unity between self and other, supreme connectivity or fully realized intersubjectivity, which we’ll identify in our matrices simply as a (126–27). As we’ll see, depending on which of these four possibilities characterize the student writer’s position, the other three possibilities will be arrayed in particular ways across the other three positions in the schema. Each of these four configurations constitutes one of the four discourses or social links. And each of them locates the unconscious in a different place: in the discourse of mastery, it is the disavowed “truth”; in the discourse of the university, it is the “production” in hysteria, it is itself what speaks; and in analysis it is the audience whom one addresses.

This, of course, is only the beginning. I’ll explore each of these four configuratons in detail in the remaining chapters of the book.


CHAPTER FIVE

A PERFECT IGNORANCE AND PARALYSIS

THE DISCOURSE OF THE MASTER

[image: image]

Consider this scenario: a pep rally, at which the celebrated coach gives a speech that amounts to little more than “tomorrow night, we’re going to win the championship!” Of course, the audience roars with delight and affirmation, because they are being filled up with this happy assertion and only this happy assertion. The awe-inspiring authority of the beloved coach in his perfect certitude has planted it there. He is speaking as S1, the supreme incarnation of all that is good and true. What’s below the bar is all that the coach presumes to contain and resolve or transcend: conflicts, problems, alternative possibilities, and ironies. His apparent mastery of all that authorizes him now to preach to the choir, and the choir roars with joy to have him do so, knowing itself to be his choir, and, in that sense, part of the coach’s championship team, part of what makes him who he is, the S2 to his S1.

The crowd’s repetitive cheering and chanting at the pep rally is an echo effect and also a sort of signature of the discourse of mastery—desire locked into a holding pattern, repetitive, fixed in duplication of S1, and, more to the point, in repression of ambiguity, uncertainty, and multiple possibilities, as when the coach shouts, “Who’s number one?” and the crowd answers, “We are,” and then the coach rejoins, “I can’t hear you!” and the crowd blasts louder still with another “We are!” They radiate euphoria—in part, to show support, to help him do what he does, to inspire him, as he inspires them; but also because they just can’t help themselves. They would do anything for him, and they thrill to the opportunity to express their devotion.

The entire scenario is neatly summarized in Lacan’s formula for the discourse of mastery. The coach embodies S1 (“our team’s greatness”) and rules over and transcends all internal ambiguity and conflict (S); his speech elicits an audience that exists solely as a reflection of him, a prosthetic extension, a miniature repetition or satellite-like offspring of his will (S2), and they embody and exude ecstasy (object-a) in this role. This is the fantasy of the discourse of mastery.

Another example: in the early 1990s, as a graduate student, I was teaching a section of English 101, and, among the students in that very diverse, urban, public institution was a middle-aged white man, who, over the first few weeks of the semester, came to seem increasingly disgruntled. Our textbook that semester was Rereading America, which offered clusters of readings on traditional themes of American culture that inevitably complicated or even scrambled the familiar, dominant clichés that hover around those themes. With each class meeting, this student grew more withdrawn, sitting farther and farther from me, staring fixedly at me with arms folded and brows furrowed in dismissive self-confidence. When the time came to submit a first draft of the first essay, his arrived on my desk as a single, scrawled sentence: “I truly believe in the concept of normalcy and I’m willing to die for it.” He apparently had nothing more to say, and he dropped the class soon after.

In the formula, the S1 he writes from and would presume to embody is “normalcy,” but he couldn’t write much at all, partly because he couldn’t see how to dominate and lock his audience into a miniature extension of himself (me, as S2), much less how to get that audience to exude a supportive, encouraging delight in that position (object-a), or how to access the tensions that propel signification (S), for he had already resolved them and closed them out. His failure is the reality of the discourse of mastery.

I saw related phenomena many times when I worked in a writing center and had a chance to talk with severely blocked writers: they were so sure they were going to commit an error the instant that they put pen to paper that all they could think about was particular kinds of error and how to steer around the possibility of committing them, the upshot being that actually identifying and developing an idea for an essay was impossible for them. The S1 here is “correctness,” for such students have internalized the voice of a hostile, grammar-obsessed English teacher, one eager to use the red pen; thus, instead of writing, they can only chant under their breath that figure’s half-understood slogans (S2), the “rigid rules and inflexible plans” that crowd out any other possibility of connecting with an audience (see Mike Rose on writer’s block). More precisely, what they were struggling toward, what they were writing at, what they were hoping to command was that morass of hard-and-fast, half-understood rules (S2), which they assumed would yield a paper that would be all anyone could desire—that is, in the place of production, sheer perfection, a paper free of error, a ticket to yet more expansive forms of mastery, the classroom version of object-a. They didn’t have enough confidence to navigate the inventive forces of S but instead only tried to fight them off, push them aside, keep them below the bar.

I’ve also seen a version of this phenomenon when I’ve taught literature classes in which some of my most eager students take the work so seriously that, as an unfortunate side effect, they construct me, in the words of one of my colleagues, as a carrier of “the sacred thing.” In their eyes, I lift the holy texts of Shakespeare, Joyce, Blake, or whomever, out of the tabernacle for their rapt (non)contemplation, rendering them dumbstruck. The papers they do manage to produce seem to proceed, if at all, as mimicry of me, and they assume that this is what I want, that this delights me. Again, in terms of the formula for the discourse of the master, S1 is the idea of a literary classic, on behalf of which I speak, a repository of final, authoritative answers—the eternal verities—that put to rest all possibility of conflict or ongoing discovery (S). And the students seek to become miniature versions of me, S2, putting me in full control of their intellectual lives, so that, when they write, they proceed in terms of what they think I want to hear, submitting a paper that serves as object-a, handed to me like a tuition check, as an homage to my general greatness.

These are examples of the discourse of mastery. In order to show how the discourse of mastery is at work among them, I’ll first set forth the precise dynamics of this discourse, then consider how it winds its way through contemporary culture to reach into our classrooms, where it destroys all possibility of pedagogy. What follows might seem at first, with its evocation of totalitarianism, slaves, torture, zombies, and so on, quite remote from the workaday world of the university classroom, but as we’ll see, these motifs fairly haunt our teaching in a variety of ways. More specifically, I’ll begin in this chapter by revisiting Lacan’s ideas about the dynamics of discourse as such, borrowed as they were from Hegel’s ideas about masters and slaves and rooted in the experience of a primordial shame. From here, the chapter will consider where the discourse of mastery locates the unconscious, what it means, that is, that S is in the position of truth and gets transcended or repressed in authorizing the master (S1) to speak. The chapter then explores each of the other positions in the matrix: how S2, in the position of addressee or audience, has little choice but to mirror S1, and how this cancelation of difference between S1 and S2, like the disavowal of dialogue (S below the bar in “truth”), constitutes something analogous to torture and destroys knowledge; next, the chapter defines the implications of mastery’s placement of object-a in the position of “production” and then takes up, at last, what it means when S1 is in the role of speaker or agent. From here, there follow illustrations: specifically, how the discourse of mastery inhabits contemporary culture (specifically, in a controversial legal case and a Hollywood film), and how it reaches into our classrooms as a mania for various forms of police work that create, in turn, a climate predisposed to acts of sadism and instances of pathological narcissism, and in which growth is utterly impossible.

DISCOURSE AND THE PRIMORDIAL DYNAMIC: A HISTORY

The discourse of mastery is very close to Lacan’s more generalized matrix for discourse as such. For the discourse of mastery, Lacan simply added the object-a in the place of production, where before there was nothing. Without the object-a in that position—that is, without any marker to distinguish that position at all—we have the formulation that Lacan verbalized as “A signifier represents a subject for another signifier.” As we saw in the last chapter, one can dramatize and elucidate this otherwise gnomic slogan by supposing that when one encounters a signifier, one assumes that someone put it there—that is, that it constitutes a conscious attempt to communicate on behalf of some subject—and then one supposes that this subject might be watching one right now and suffer, in turn, a twinge of paranoia, vulnerability, or shame in being reduced to the status of an object of some other’s gaze, a signifier. Thus, a signifier represents a subject (who put that signifier there) for another signifier (which is what one becomes when one considers that one is perhaps being watched). This, again, is the matrix for discourse as such:

[image: image]

Lacan adds the object-a underneath S2 in the position of production to signal that, in the discourse of mastery, the S2 produces or gives up something of value for the enjoyment of the S1. Most concretely, the discourse of mastery represents a master (S1) exploiting a slave (S2), forcing him or her to work and then appropriating and enjoying the goods, the desirable stuff, the slave produces.

That this one addition turns discourse itself into the discourse of mastery suggests that discourse always hovers very closely to the discourse of the master, that the dynamic of master and slave, at least potentially, lurks close to the surface in all discourse. While we commonly think of discourse in terms of power, the more specific link to the dynamics of master and slave as the primordial structure of discourse might, initially, seem odd. However, as Orlando Patterson points out, slavery is by no means a “peculiar institution”; rather, as he puts it, there is no place on earth where it has not flourished, no group of people on earth whose ancestors were never either slaves or slaveholders; it existed before recorded history, he adds, and it exists now, an apparently ineradicable pattern in the human social fabric; in fact, notions of “freedom” and “property,” so central to contemporary civilization, originated in and developed through the institution of slavery, and because of it.

The key resource for Lacan’s thinking on this count is Hegel, and specifically, Alexandre Kojève’s lectures on Hegel (reprinted in his Introduction to a Reading of Hegel, 1980, and to which I’ll refer, hereafter, simply as Kojève’s Hegel). All desire, suggests Kojève, is a desire for recognition, a desire to become the object of the other’s desire. This is how one achieves honor, the essence of the meaningful life, a reversal of shame. And one does so through violence. Specifically, in Kojève’s Hegel, humans achieve their full humanity only when they risk their merely animal life for the sake of recognition (honor, meaning), in the context of a fight to the death (7). While one figure fearlessly risks his or her life in order to gain recognition from the other, that other, conversely, in fearing death, surrenders in order to survive, clings shamefully to mere animal existence, to meaninglessness, and thereby cedes the recognition that the dominant fighter demands. The winner becomes the master (S1), the one with honor and dignity. The loser, on the other hand, did precisely the reverse: the loser has recognized the mastery of the other and has also recognized death; that is, in order to stay alive, to preserve merely animal existence, the loser chose to surrender and become a slave (S2). The master will now make the slave work and will appropriate and enjoy the products of the slave’s labor. And this arrangement, this primordial dynamic, in Kojève’s reading of Hegel, so central to Lacan’s thought, inaugurates the passage of history.

This notion of winner and loser, however, is superficial and misleading, for, according to Kojève’s Hegel, the victories of masters are always narrow, short-lived and must be renewed constantly; the slaves, in contrast, are always, in the long term, the ultimate victors. The problem, for the masters, is that masters do not recognize the slaves as human but rather as mere animals, and thus the masters’ status is contingent on the perspective of those whose perspective doesn’t really count. The slaves, meanwhile, forced to work, embark on a long, subtle process by which they transform their environment and themselves, and thereby overcome their status as slaves to become not masters themselves (that ironic, doomed position), but rather citizens, subjects recognized by and rooted in elaborate laws and histories, the flowering of S2 in its other meaning: knowledge.

Hegel worked out these ideas in the same years that the Haitian Revolution was raging, and, according to Susan Buck Morss, he followed these events closely in the newspaper, as year by year, this largest slave uprising in the history of the world became the only one ever to succeed. As the masters lost to the slaves, Hegel concluded that the master lives in a mediated relation to the world that cannot be sustained forever and that, in the short term, will prop itself up through cruelty; and, in contrast, the slave’s existence is unmediated, mired in direct, animalistic struggle for sheer survival, a struggle that over time will make him or her stronger and more knowledgeable than the master. More specifically, the masters, says Kojève, are at an existential impasse, for they cannot be transformed or educated (22); rather, they can only strive to preserve themselves in mastery by demanding recognition from someone whom they cannot recognize in return, their lives a futile, continuous propping up of an illusion of sovereignty. In the short term, the masters will speak from the position of S1 and strive to keep speaking from that position as long as they can, to keep extracting enjoyment from the work of the slave, re-inventing that triumphant moment that ended the inaugural fight. This is the discourse of mastery. The master’s ignorance, futility, and paralysis is expressed in Lacan’s formulation by placing S in the position of “truth,” underneath S1: the master sits atop a truth and presumes to repress or transcend that truth, which, in the discourse of mastery, is the truth of unconscious desire, the truth that the subject is always divided, ironic, never quite identical to itself, and thus never quite “in control,” no matter how much he pretends otherwise. In other words, when S1 won the fight that allowed him to enslave S2, the master did so by refusing to acknowledge the terror of death; because he pretended to have no notion of death, he could keep fighting without any possibility of surrender-for-the-sake-of-survival. Thus, death is under the bar, below S1, or more precisely, locked away as the dimension of the subject that one cannot know and thus can only deny. And what makes the master a master—and the consummate fool—is his repression of this truth that there is something within him that he cannot know or control. The master disavows that fact and puts S under the bar as the “truth” he transcends.

While the discourse of mastery would seem a form of madness, it is, at the level of the ego, always with us, for the ego is always bolted to and developed around an S1 and functions, in any given subject, as an S1. As Lacan put it, the ego is “the mental illness of man” (Freud’s Papers 16). It is always striving for a certain mastery that it cannot entirely attain, much less sustain, a compulsion to conquer and dominate whatever would seem to exceed or oppose itself, to enslave this other, as a miniature extension of itself—that is, as S2.

The slave in contrast understands fully that his existence is contingent on a very real other who remains other, and, again, as the slave works, his surroundings change, and he himself changes too. Because he is keenly focused on the other on whom his entire existence is contingent and whom he cannot control, he develops a radically productive relation to the unconscious, actually producing it in the form of a public, the shared, transpersonal realm of laws and histories that can be designed to recognize and protect, even nurture his existence, the ultimate prize the slave will someday produce for himself. Such developments take a long time, and in fact may be the very substance of the course of history. More pointedly, when S2 (the slave) is in the position of agent or author and S (the unconscious-as-a-public) is in the place of production we have the discourse of the university, a step up from the discourse of the master.

TWIN ZOMBIES

Of course, such developments are precisely what the discourse of mastery opposes. The slave, in the master’s eyes, must be retained in the status of the slave, all his productions appropriated as long as possible, as reflected in Orlando Patterson’s broader imperative that the slave must be kept socially dead. That is, while the master wants to keeps the slave alive for purposes of work, the production of things for the master to enjoy, the rest of the person, the personality, must remain dead (5), for the master assigns the other the status of the slave, says Patterson, always as a substitute for death, usually violent death in war, but nearly as often as a punishment for some capital offence. The master’s judgment was not a pardon, but rather a commutation of the death sentence, the execution being delayed as long as the slave acquiesced in his powerlessness, the social equivalent of death. Thus, the master allows the slave no independent identity. The master denies the slave all birthrights, allows the slave no connection to any immediate family, says Patterson, neither ancestors nor progeny, and forbids the slave, most pointedly, from anchoring a sense of self in “any conscious community or memory.” The slave, in social death, can know nothing but the master, exist only as S2 to the master’s S1.

In addition to the pervasive subtext of murderous violence and absolute alienation, a third, defining feature of the slave’s social death, according to Patterson, is that while slavery generates a profound sense of honor in the owner, it takes shape as a profound absence of honor in the slave, for the slave has been deeply dishonored, suffused with shame, shorn of any chance of living in meaning (10–12). The absence of honor is reflected, Patterson suggests, in the performance of intense self-hatred in the presence of the master or in the so-called servile personality of the slave, both of which are required by the master’s authority in the place of or as a firewall against any knowledge the slave might eke out, any sense of meaningful relation to a wider community or public.

How this alienation destroys the possibility of knowledge can be seen in its purest form in torture. When one person inflicts pain on another, the pain, suggests Elaine Scarry, serves to empty all contents, other than the pain itself, from the mind of the person suffering the pain. In torture, the pain that is so overwhelmingly real to the person suffering it can lend a sense of overwhelming reality to the regime that is sponsoring the torture and creating the pain. In short, one person’s pain is another person’s power.

Thus, torturers often go through elaborate, self-conscious displays of agency, obsessed with the theatrical performance of their status. And they do so at least partly to mask their own ignorance, for no can be quite sure of the pain that someone else is presumably experiencing. More deeply, as Scarry says, to deny pain as pain and read it as power is not simply erroneous, for in emptying the contents of the prisoner’s mind through pain, the torturer creates a very wobbly and all-but-non-existent audience for its power, and, in so doing, the torturers essentially manufacture only a tentative illusion of power and thereby fail to fulfill their purpose. Even if the tortured person “breaks” and “gives up” information about his comrades, this triumph too is false, maintains Scarry, for a person can “give up” no real particulars of their experiential lifeworld if this lifeworld has been pushed out of their minds by the overwhelming reality of pain. When prisoners confess, they do so because their lifeworlds have ceased to exist, and, in the moment when the torturers accomplish their goal, the creation of a person whose mind has gone blank with pain, a zombie, the regime then imprints on this blank surface the insignia of its power, like so much scar tissue that prevents the sentient being from feeling or remembering anything but the regime’s presence. But again, in treating this “surface” as disposable, as an outsider, the regime’s power is anchored in territory too damaged to provide meaningful support or helpful feedback. Thus, torture, as Scarry puts it, is, in a very precise sense, stupid.

Scarry suggests that the torturers too are totally unaware of the worlds that that they are destroying, the agony they are causing in the human subject, because if they could be aware of what they were doing, they would stop doing it. As Christ puts it, while dying on the cross, “They know not what they do.” The same point is implied throughout William Vollmann’s novel, Europe Central, when the figure of Adolf Hitler is identified only as the Sleepwalker. This point is articulated especially well by Scarry, who writes:

When one finds oneself in the midst of a complicated political situation, it is hard not only to assess the “rightness” or “wrongness” of what is taking place but even to perform the much more elementary task of identifying, descriptively, what it is that is taking place. The fact that torture, whose activity has a structure accurately summarized by the word “stupidity” should ever even for a moment present itself to the outside world as an activity of “intelligence-gathering” is not an aimless piece of irony but an indication of the angle of error (in this case, 180 degrees) that may separate a description of an event from the event itself. (278)

Thus, as S1 empties S2’s mind of all contents except the overwhelming pain, S1 also drifts toward this same zero degree of knowledge, for in deriving his identity from someone whose existence he cannot recognize and who can barely speak or function at all, he loses his sense of his own existence, and will likely try to regain it with more such violence, digging himself yet more deeply into the hole that is all he allows the other to be.

In this sense, S1 and S2 are obscure mirror images of each other. While the master thinks the slave is an extension of his will, the reality is that in destroying the personality of the slave and raising his flag in this wreckage, he forfeits any hope of anchoring his power on a sturdy foundation. This downward spiral yields a world of zombies, a figure in Haitian lore whom Maxmilien Laroche describes as locked out of all possibility of dialogue or intersubjective recognition, robbed of individual will, capable only of physical labor in service to a master, the zombie as the hyperreal of slavery.

In the matrix of the discourse of mastery, that disavowal of dialogue is expressed, again, as S placed under S1, transcended, denied. Because dialogue is foreclosed, so is the play of difference between master and slave, and thus they become, in a sense, identical. And the object-a that the slavezombie produces for the master’s enjoyment is not simply material goods, but also the spectacle that is his very identity as a slave, a spectacle, again, that mirrors, in a sense, the master’s self.

What is the slave’s identity? In addition to pain, its substance is fear. As Jean-Paul Sartre explains in his preface to Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, the oppressed are trapped between two fears, fear of the oppressor’s elaborate means for holding them down and fear of the almost uncontrollable instinct for murder and mayhem that is rising up in their own hearts by way of response. This latter rage, in particular, the slave represses and, unable to be released, it goes around in circles, seeking an outlet, often triggering the oppressed to turn on each other, to kill each other, thereby carrying out the work of oppression on behalf of the oppressor, delighting the master with the spectacle that they produce and that fulfills the master’s fantasies of their “savagery.” Similarly, the slave might become immersed in the folklore about and rituals for invoking the supernatural, dancing for hours on end with certain talismans and charms, acting out myths, casting spells, falling into trances, using these magical, frenzied dances to let off steam, to drain away whatever surplus energy or anxiety they have left over after their work, producing yet again a spectacle for the master’s enjoyment (object-a in the place of production), confirming for him, again, their “savagery” and, in turn, the master’s essential goodness (S1) in prohibiting them from devouring themselves altogether. This performance, in a sense, mirrors the theatricality by which the masters perform their status, the elaborate dramatizing of their office, for, as we’ll see, the master is usually answering, in turn, as a slave, to a yet higher master, bewitched by a leader, who is the inaugural cell in a sort of totalitarian cancer articulating itself downward as a chain-of-command. First, however, we need to consider how the slave produces object-a and pays it to the master, for in the master’s enjoyment of object-a, the greater stupidity or zombie-ism of the master’s position begins to show.

THE PRODUCTION OF OBJECT-A

This notion of enjoyment that the slave produces for the master is quite complex; that is, the object-a in the place of production is not mere pleasure. For what the slave produces for the master as object-a is better understood through the term French term jouissance, one of the most complex and ambiguous terms in Lacan’s entire system of thought (Evans 1). Jouissance does mean, in simplest form, enjoyment—the literal, physical pleasure one derives from something, as in orgasm—but it also means enjoyment in the sense of exercising property rights (Evans 1). And yet it also carries the connotations of being lost or in danger, tumbling toward the shuddering sense of completion identified as a “little death.” Most specifically, the object-a that gets produced in the discourse of mastery, the trance of total alienation that consumes the zombie, will often be read by the master as surplus pleasure, a volatile excess that justifies the master’s efforts to “tame” or “domesticate” the lascivious “savage,” to extract and appropriate this excess, for these pleasures are presumably acute enough to threaten their viability as workers. That is, as excess, the pleasure threatens to destroy them altogether in something like a self-immolation or suicide-martyrdom that disseminates the seeds of rebellion. Thus, jouissance begins to mean the opposite of pleasure, a sensation of physical or mental suffering (Evans 6), for no pleasure—and this is an absolutely crucial feature of jouissance—can be had without paying the price of suffering, without submitting to a kind of deal in which pleasure and pain are delivered, as two separate items, but always in a single packet. This necessary anguish within jouissance suggests that jouissance does not simply arise when we satisfy a desire, but rather that jouissance inheres also in the dissatisfaction, the pleasure of desiring for its own sake, not in ending desire by satisfaction. As Evans puts it, jouissance is a “paradoxical satisfaction which is found in pursuing an eternally unsatisfied desire. It is no surprise, then, that Lacan immediately links it with the phenomenon of masochism,” the self-eroticization of the slave-experience (5) and also links it to anxiety and frustration. Thus, while people might sometimes reject certain pleasures because they exact too great a price, they also accept the pain that necessarily arrives with the pleasure, over and over again, engaging the territory that is, in Freud’s famous title, beyond the pleasure principle. In this sense, jouissance signifies those pleasures that share in the death drive—the ecstasy of the suicide bomber. All of this together is what it means that, in the discourse of mastery, the object-a is in the place of production, a euphoric frustration, even to the degree self-immolation to keep the owner-master warm, as if the slave were, for the master, essentially so much firewood or food, even the substance of his very body.

More subtly, jouissance can also be thought of as an unusable surplus, a dimension of the subject’s experience that must be cast off or thrown away, because it has no positive, productive purpose in society, and this act of discarding is an essential step in joining society (11). Thus, those who are not fully integrated into society—the slaves—are presumably hanging onto a surplus jouissance, which in turn, costs them far less pain, allegedly, than those in positions of mastery. Thus, the production of object-a by S2 is the central theme in broader projects of racism and nationalism, which are spurred by the assumption that the other has more enjoyment than we do, pays too small a price, in suffering, for this wild excess of pleasure; or the other seeks to rob us of our enjoyment, to stop working for us, to stop providing us our enjoyment, to horde a much greater share of it for him- or herself. And thus we must demonize or pathologize the outsider, brutalize and enslave the outsider, for we assume that jouissance, as a surplus, is a source of dangerous neurotic symptoms: whatever you don’t expel can get trapped in parts of the body and form the nuclei of hysterical symptoms (12), the stuff of revolt. That is, we must continue to extract object-a, harvest it in the place of production. Most simply, those who don’t give up enough of their jouissance must be sick, perhaps contagiously so, and thus these troubles must be beaten out of them, worked out of them, and, as always, paid in the form of pleasure to the master, who oversees and guarantees the pervasive antiknowledge that is thus arranged (Evans).

As Fanon suggests, those non-Western subjects whom Europe colonized always constructed a miniature Greco-Roman sentinel, another form of object-a, in the back of their minds, so their thoughts would always ultimately circulate back to the values of the capital, to the colonizer, always regenerating the master, perhaps becoming quasi-masters themselves, flattering the actual master by their fawning and officious mimicry and their cruelty toward those they supervise. However, as the oppressed produced objects-a in these ways and others for the ultimate benefit of the master, they were also all the time secretly possessed by what Fanon describes as a different set of dreams and desires. Amid all the paraphernalia that honors the oppressor, all the proud statues, the parades and snapping banners, the elaborately decorated uniforms of the police (badges, medals for valor, stripes, brocades), the grand public rituals, in the midst of all that pomp and circumstance, all of those objects-a produced to serve the narcissistic fantasies of the master, the slave dreamed of a jouissance that would not be paid to the master through these forms. They dreamed, that is, of the production, for themselves, of a body no longer constructed purely by and for the master’s gaze, a body not woven out of a thousand degrading anecdotes and stories about how, without the benevolent rule of the master, that body would surely devour itself in a fit of ignorant, infantile aggression (90–92). The slaves yearned to produce this other object-a in the form of a weapon with which to reproduce and reverse all of the master’s violence, overturning the original, inaugural conquest and thereby to become masters themselves. Thus the dynamics of S1 and S2, the way they mirror each other’s doomed yearning for perfect domination of the other, the violent ignorance that fuses them in the refusal of the reality of transpersonal desire (a refusal expressed as S below the bar, beneath S1), the ignorance that is absolute alienation; to seek to overthrow the master is to seek to become the master, to incarnate only the same alienation and thus, in a sense, not to rebel at all but rather to express unwitting, fanatical loyalty to the logic of mastery, to speak or write as S1.

SPEAKING AND WRITING AS S1

As Hannah Arendt puts it, in her classic study of fascism in the 1930s, atomized, isolated individuals can derive their entire sense of place in the world exclusively through loyalty to a master (316). The fewer and smaller the person’s links to immediate, specific, material social realities, the more alienated and ignorant a person is, then the more likely they are to devote themselves to social movements that hinge on the most vast and vapid generalizations. That is, when class-based material concerns are no longer the lifeblood of political debate, vast numbers of people can no longer affiliate themselves socially according to these concerns, and, as they lose any chance of organizing into groups according to common interests, they channel the resulting fury and fear into the most foggy, far-flung ideals: the dream of a thousand-year reich, for example, or of the global hegemony of free-market capitalism, projects that have nothing to do with local particulars, but, in demanding absolute loyalty, afford the true believer an identity, a sense of purpose, and the illusion of community as a mask for the most complete alienation, the illusion of mastery in the depths of slavery.

Arendt quotes Himmler’s remark that “My loyalty is my honor,” as if his identity and his very existence were a function of his capacity to mirror his boss, and she adds, “What convinces the masses [to organize this way] are not facts and not even invented facts, but only the consistency of the system of which they are presumably a part” (341–42), a consistency achieved simply through repetition, the chanting of slogans that, as repetition, increasingly bleed into the insistent thrumming of the death drive, the darkest form of jouissance. Through this repetition, uprooted masses are made to feel at home, are “spared the never-ending shocks which real life and real experiences deal to human beings and their expectations” (343). Moreover, the total absence of specific content at the level of discussions about policy, programs, and platforms is, according to Arendt, covered over by the essential purpose of the movement, which is to take absolute control over all aspects of the governing apparatus and then extend that apparatus as far as possible throughout the world. Again, a distillation of the discourse of mastery: disavow dialogue and know nothing, but act urgently, even violently, to impose this nonknowledge as widely as possible, over and over again, in an apotheosis of the death drive, the production of the darkest jouissance.

Arendt describes the way totalitarian movements resemble suicide-cults (320–21). Rather than develop, say, actual ideas about governance through the free play of opinion and painstaking debate, they desire apocalyptic chaos and carnage without limits as the key to constructing a new order. Arendt quotes another leader of the Nazi movement in Germany, Goebbels, who said that what everyone wanted was access to history, even if the price of admission was total destruction. This is how the infinitely lonely and lost can undergo a happy reversal of fortune purely through their loyalty to and willingness to make supreme sacrifices for the leader. Thus, a key symptom of the discourse of mastery as a sort of suicide cult is a ferocious anti-intellectualism, as acts of terrorism become the apotheosis of devotion to the leader and replace articulations of philosophy or policy or program (324).

The leader of totalitarian movements, suggests Arendt, functions as a central cell, and every functionary is not only the leader’s personal appointee but his waking embodiment, an extension of his or her body (362), as in the formulation, S1 → S2. Totalitarian movements thus also resemble secret societies: they have the same reliance on rituals and the same dependence on awe-inspiring symbols to terrify people into unity and a loyalty that is stronger than the instinct for self-preservation, and they define themselves largely as and through an all-powerful buttress against, even hostility, toward nonmembers, the outside world. This, in turn, helps create the conditions for vast and constant lies, what Scarry calls “the fiction of power,” and a social mechanism of power that hinges on cynicism and gullibility: cynicism being the increasingly pervasive characteristic at higher and higher levels of the chain of command, and conversely, gullibility growing more and more pervasive at lower and lower levels (370).

Thus, under the pretense of unifying the alienated masses into a new order, the leaders develop a morbid fascination with making the most absurd and preposterous lies into truths. The leader, the inner circle, the elite members, the rank and file, the sympathizers: there is, in each group, contempt for the ones just below, everyone an S2 in relation to the S1 that is just above, everyone a repetition of the S1 in the eyes of those of lower status whom they address as S2, all of them together forcing the most preposterous lies down the chain of command. And, at the very bottom, of course, is the scapegoat, the focus of the full weight of collective hatred, the negative inverse of the one at the top of that upward-flowing current of blind loyalty, the one who must be hunted down and offered up as sacrifice, as object-a.

The figure at the top, the ultimate S1, functions as a talisman, and, in this discourse, devotion to the leader is the most cherished virtue; in the leader, there is the absolute absence of intellectual content, nothing substantial at all, for, in order to be the symbolic lynch pin that holds the entire nonreality in place, the leader must never allow the perception of any stable, established, settled concepts, for if there were, then they could be discussed, measured against reality, and so on. Usually what this means is that the totalitarian regime must start barking about taking over the world, converting the heathens, winning more loyalists, and racing off to destroy its enemies, rather than actually sitting down to the work of functional governance. In this context, the police become even more important than the army, because the police aren’t restrained by distinctions between foreign enemies and local citizens, and can thus conjure up a chaos of war in the midst of civilians, executing the dynamics of S1 → S2 as ruthlessly as any master over any slave, anywhere, anytime.

The police also become, in the discourse of mastery, the model that teachers will follow in their classrooms and, in turn, what students themselves will seek to mimic. In other words, as I noted earlier, while this discussion of masters and slaves, totalitarianism and zombies, might seem awfully remote from the scene of undergraduate writing, they weave themselves into our midst and trouble our work in a variety of ways. Before considering the precise ways a certain mania for police work undermines our pedagogy and student writing, we’ll take up the way these forces reach into contemporary culture.

THE DISCOURSE OF MASTERY IN CONTEMPORARY CULTURE

The impatience toward any restraints, the impulse to impose itself without regard to boundaries, this constant impulse to express power, to intimidate and control is what Sheldon Wolin casts as the chief characteristics of “superpower,” a cultural logic that, for Wolin, seeks not to control and then dissolve the governmental apparatus altogether but rather to cultivate a symbiotic relationship between the state and other forms of power, such as evangelical religion and, most importantly, corporate wealth.

Superpower, says Wolin, is the opposite of democracy: where the latter hinges on egalitarianism and the sharing of power along a horizontal structure, the former totalizes power into a singular cell that never negotiates or vacillates or trifles with dialogue, a purely vertical order (61). Wolin adds that superpower is a form that seeks to redefine a nation’s identity, organizing it around (or more precisely, below) a class who possess absolute truth, and who have imperial plans as well as the military and financial resources for implementing those plans, as when President George W. Bush, in his statement of “The National Security Strategy of the United States” that was crafted in the aftermath of the September 11th attacks, declared that “America will act against such emerging threats before they are fully formed” (88).

Such a document, though prompted by the terrorist attacks, is the expression of a long historical trend that I’ll sketch all too briefly by way of considering the contemporary circumstances of writing instruction. In Wolin’s account, about a century after Adam Smith created the idea of the free market in the fortuitous year of 1776, corporations began to emerge and wield extraordinary power, demanding, in response, what came to be called Big Government. Some fifty years later, in the 1930s, the New Deal arose as the fullest articulation of this response, but then World War II forced the mobilization of the population, pushing it away from a social democracy and increasingly toward militarily organized power. After World War II, as the Cold War got underway, many insistently framed this conflict as a real war that required the curtailing of democratic freedoms in a version of martial law. Led by the notorious Senator McCarthy, the United States began to fight this war not simply against the Soviet Union but against any of its own citizens who dissented (37), as many universities, for example, required faculty to take “loyalty oaths,” whereby allegiance was sworn to the United States, and anyone with sympathies to opposed points of view could suffer grave consequences (36–37). Although, during the 1960s, the agonies of the Vietnam War led to political education on a mass scale that made the elites squeamish, the subsequent election of Ronald Reagan in 1980 gave the movement toward superpower such great momentum that, by the year 2000, mass culture allowed the imbroglio of that year’s presidential election to pass without significant crisis.

Then, less than a year later, when Al Qaeda attacked the United States, it did not target the symbols of American democracy (the Lincoln Memorial, Capitol Hill, the Statue of Liberty) but rather the symbols of American financial and military power. This event, in turn, was used as pretext for U.S. leaders to invade a country that had no connection to the event itself, suspending in the meantime due process and the laws that protect individual privacy here a home even as they trumpeted abroad vague notions of the sanctity of democracy and the rule of law—that they would impose through kidnapping and torture.

Thus, the contemporary phenomenon of superpower as the broad logic of the discourse of mastery: S1 is the sanctity of corporate wealth; S2 is the various governing bodies, from Homeland Security to Al Qaeda, through whom it stages its power; object-a is the patriotic fervor and fundamentalist terror that this dynamic produces; and the S that the order represses or transcends is the sort of dialogue associated with due process, free speech, and democracy.

The discourse of mastery forecloses the possibility of knowledge. For example, as Thomas Frank notes, the poorest county in the United States was carried, in the 2000 presidential election, by the rhetoric of the most ruthless and pure free-market capitalist, George W. Bush, as if the thrust of populism at the end of the century was not simply to repeal the hardworn structures designed and implemented through the middle third of the century to protect the common people but in fact to reverse the French Revolution itself, as if the serfs were taking to the streets to demand that the rich be given more money and more power—and, in essence, greater freedom to exploit and destroy (8). How did the conservative movement win such suicidal devotion from the poor? They did so by railing against the bogeyman of the decadent, rich, liberal elite who allegedly control the media and advocate for Big Government in opposition to the conservatives’ much embattled “traditional values,” the most cherished of which is the free market. By blasting away at this villain, the conservatives stir up the steady production of object-a, the fuming indignity and wrath of the economically frustrated for all the imaginary, excess pleasures of those whom they would presume to dominate (women, gays, tenured academics, minorities, all the undeserving beneficiaries of Big Government). This is the purpose of the culture wars, to divert attention from the way the cherished free market is pulling the rug out from under its most ardent champions, even as the free market elicits and rewards the stuff the free-market fundamentalists presume to abhor: the decadence and liberalism of the mass media.

This illogic recalls Scarry’s condemnation of torture as the opposite of what it pretends to be: stupidity, rather than intelligence gathering. More precisely, the discourse of mastery requires and reproduces the deepest alienation, as in the concept of “zero drag,” that, according to Zygmunt Bauman, was coined in Silicon Valley in recent years to refer to the way workers who had no family or any other social attachments could be moved from one job to another, city to city, even country to country, the most easily and the most cheaply. Workers with “zero drag” could thus perhaps expect to rise through the ranks into positions of increasing power more quickly and more easily than their counterparts who did have human connections to their surroundings, through encumbrances like spouses and offspring (9). Thus, the most alienated become the most powerful, thereby helping to entrench the discourse of mastery ever more deeply. That is, through alienation, paradoxically, an ever more tightly integrated political machine can exercise power more and more efficiently, and, as such, celebrate the essential alienation, stupefaction, or zombification of the population.

For Wolin, a telling moment in the contemporary ascendance of the discourse of mastery was the case of Terri Schiavo. In 1990, she collapsed in her home in St. Petersburg, Florida, from cardiac arrest, suffered massive brain damage from the absence of oxygen, was in a coma for two and half months, and then remained in what her doctor’s called a persistent vegetative state for another eight years, until her husband sought to remove her feeding tube and terminate all forms of mechanical life-support. Her parents disagreed. The ensuing legal battles ultimately led President George W. Bush to sign legislation in 2004 to keep her alive; nonetheless, her husband finally won his case and, in 2005, the feeding tube was removed and she died. What’s interesting about this case is the way the entire conservative movement mobilized so efficiently and so powerfully to intervene, a show of unity so well orchestrated and instantaneous that, for Wolin, it signaled how deeply organized power, in that period, had become and how ready it was to spring into action. The scale and the swiftness of the conservative response showed that the chain of command (S1 → S2) was ruthlessly maintained.

Though Wolin doesn’t go this far, surely he would agree that the conservative response also signaled how powerfully symbolic Schiavo, in her persistent vegetative state, had become: a zombie, a perfect iteration of S2, the incarnation of the mass passivity that this form of power requires. For Wolin, this mass passivity was most boldly illustrated in the crisis of the presidential election of 2000, the crisis being, ultimately, that there was no crisis, and people simply forfeited the meaning of the vote. In this climate, Schiavo was the archetypal citizen, and the feeding tube that sustained her was the conservative movement, the discourse of mastery that keeps its citizens suspended in a vacant stupor. When the president fought to block the effort to withdraw the feeding tube, her body, in its persistent vegetative state, was, at least momentarily, the symbolic linchpin of his regime, each constituting life-support machinery for the other, the mirroring of S1 and S2.

Around the same time as the push to keep Terry Schiavo attached to the feeding tube, a particular film, The Passion of the Christ, loomed large in American popular discourse. The film’s primary subject is the torture of a prisoner, and the background or ambient sound of most of the film is of various kinds of whips thrashing the air and bursting the surfaces of the prisoner’s body, a sound that mingles with the clanking of his chains, the torturer’s gleeful cackling, and the moans of the prisoner in his “passion” or jouissance. Amid these whip cracks, cackles, and moans, the prisoner is often depicted seminude, his body quivering, oozing, convulsing; in the final shot, focused on his hip and buttocks, he is completely nude, and all his injuries have miraculously healed but for a single pristine hole in the hand next to his hip, a transformation that suggests that he has transcended the merely human dimension. Like the feeding tube that instantiated the power of the conservative movement, the hole in the prisoner’s hand focuses the film’s eroticization and deification of this zombie, the director’s control over the meaning of the prisoner’s jouissance. Just as Schiavo, in her persistent, vegetative state, couldn’t resist the awesome forces that were insisting on the sanctity of her flesh or, more precisely, on the sanctity of their own power to determine the meaning of her flesh, so too the prisoner can do nothing more than groan and wince and glance at the sky, as, slavelike, he drags the heavy cross up the hill. In the prisoner’s final breath, he gives up his spirit (object-a) to his Father to seal the glory of the One who has presumably puppet-mastered the entire spectacle and the meaning of this jouissance. In both cases, what the suffering S2 (the vegetable, the prisoner) produces—object-a—is paid to S1, used to inflate S1’s authority, and thus to perpetuate the cycle.

While the Schiavo case and the crucifixion movie might seem extreme examples, they reflect broader trends in the culture: when the discourse of mastery can neither neutralize people as passive consumers, nor mobilize them for police work or military invasion, it simply locks them up, as when, in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, roughly contemporary with the Schiavo case and The Passion, the federal government was very slow to rescue the mostly poor, African American residents who were left behind, but then erected incarceral facilities in a nonflooded part of town with lightning speed (see Eggers). Still more broadly, as Adam Gopnik reports, the number of people incarcerated in America has tripled since 1980. No other country even begins to approach the percentage of its population that are in prison (73). Perhaps most important for my purposes, he adds that the amount of money states spend on prisons has risen at six times the rate of spending on higher education. His point is worth quoting in full, particularly for its evocation of slavery:

Mass incarceration on a scale almost unexampled in human history is a fundamental fact of our country today—perhaps the fundamental fact, as slavery was the fundamental fact of 1850. In truth, there are more black men in the grip of the criminal justice system—in prison, on probation, or on parole—than were in slavery then. Over all, there are now more people under “correctional supervision” in America—more than six million—than were in the Gulag Archipelago under Stalin at its height. That city of the confined and the controlled, Lockuptown, is now the second largest city in the United States.

Racial minorities and the poor, of course, populate what Gopnik calls Lockuptown in radical disproportion to their presence in the general population. Again, as Giroux puts it, “If you are poor and deemed unfit to serve as a soldier or a consumer, then you are viewed as a dangerous cancer on the social body,” and you need to be excised or at least aggressively controlled. Indeed, to the degree that you cannot participate in the market, you become so much waste material, disposable, a zombie. Thus, Giroux borrows from Angela Davis the point that “the breakdown of the welfare state has given way to the incarceral state” (79), and what follows is the transformation of complex social problems into simple issues of crime and punishment, and in turn, the erosion of the difference between prisons and schools.

THE DISCOURSE OF MASTERY IN THE CONTEMPORARY CLASSROOM

The eerie blending of prisons and schools, writes Jonathan Kozol, is articulated as

relentless emphasis on raising test scores, rigid policies of non-promotion and non-graduation … and numbered “outcomes” for each isolated parcel of instruction, an oftentimes fanatical insistence upon the uniformity of teachers in their management of time, an openly conceded emulation of the rigorous approaches of the military. (64)

This is a “pedagogy of direct command and absolute control,” as if one were training not people but seeing-eye dogs. Kozol links this kind of pedagogy to B. F. Skinner’s notion of learning as a function of punishment and reward, and the “aim of establishing ‘faultless communication’ between ‘the teacher, who is the stimulus,’ and ‘the student, who responds’ ” (64). This system produces jouissance in the form of acute anxiety for both teacher and student—for the latter are hounded by the “ever present danger of humiliation when their reading levels or their scores on state examinations were announced” (73), and the former worry about disappointing test scores and whether they can live up to the “improvement plans” that stipulate “specific gains a school must make in a specific period of years” (78). Kozol describes at length the bulletin boards the teachers put up around the school “to be sure that the state officials who come by from time to time to supervise instruction will see all their goals and standards properly displayed above whatever bits and pieces of a child’s writing might be viewed as excellent enough to show to visitors” (81). Kozol writes,

Almost any piece of writing by a child that is chosen to be posted on a classroom wall or in a hallway of the school tends to be lost beneath a large heraldic statement of the “standard” or the “objective” it is meant to illustrate. I stood once in a third grade classroom in the Bronx examining a mobile that was hanging from a string above a child’s desk, on which a state proficiency was named. It had something to do with English language arts as I recall and had a number listed also. Almost imperceptible on the same piece of cut out paper were about 12 words in the child’s writing that described a leaf. There was a drawing of the leaf as well. The leaf and the writing could have been displayed without the number and the designation that overshadowed them. But the obligation of the teacher to contain specifics in generics and position even tiny particles of children’s artfulness within allegedly “productive” patterns, governs almost everything. No little leaf, it seems, will go without its number. (82)

The mania for control can go even further. The New York Civil Liberties Union published in March of 2007 a report called “Criminalizing the Classroom: The Over-Policing of New York City Schools.” The report is based on surveys of one thousand students, plus interviews with parents, teachers, school administrators, school safety agents, and officials from the Department of Education, the United Federation of Teachers, and the New York Police Department. It concludes that the massive deployment of inadequately trained police personnel in schools creates an environment that is “often hostile and dysfunctional,” and that is not conducive to learning or even safe. The report summary reads,

Since the NYPD took control of school safety in 1998, the number of police personnel in schools and the extent of their activity have skyrocketed. At the start of the 2005–2006 school year, the city employed a total of 4,625 School Safety Agents (SSAs) and at least 200 armed police officers assigned exclusively to schools. These numbers would make the NYPD’s School Safety Division alone the tenth largest police force in the country, larger than the police forces of Washington, D.C., Detroit, Boston, or Las Vegas.

And these “safety agents,” routinely subject students to inappropriate treatment, including “derogatory, abusive, and discriminatory comments and conduct; intrusive searches; unauthorized confiscation of students’ personal items, including food … and essential school supplies; inappropriate sexual attention; physical abuse, and arrest for minor, non-criminal violations of school rules” (5). The authors of the report add that the brunt of the overpolicing falls on schools that are disproportionately poor, Black, or Latino, compared to citywide averages, and which are more likely to be relatively overcrowded, underfunded, and have high dropout rates (5).

But even when the police don’t intrude, there can arise from within the student population itself the same abusive mania. For example, in Fort Worth, Texas, in the mid-1980s, at one of the city’s oldest schools, a high school gang known as the Legion of Doom began to terrorize their classmates. They were an all-White group at a school that was 22% African American and 22% Hispanic. As J. Michael Kennedy reported, what distinguished this gang from others was that it was made up of kids who are normally assumed to be the best—honors students from White upper-middle-class backgrounds, the kids that all the others wanted to be like. Four of the nine members were what the school called “Ambassadors”—that is, students whom the administrators trusted to patrol hallways and report infractions. The group apparently came into existence as vigilantes to fight what the members saw as significant problems at their school—particularly, drug use. Eventually, however, members of the Legion of Doom began making “Molotov cocktails, setting fires, and shooting rifles—they even made a crude rocket launcher and videotaped themselves practicing with it.” Then they began spray-painting White-supremacist graffiti in nearby parks—their symbol became the swastika—and, before long, they even began to kill animals and threaten peoples’ lives. As such, they perhaps provide a way to think about the crazed gunmen who have massacred students and teachers at Columbine High, at Virginia Tech, and at Newtown, Connecticut, among other places.

In any case, while the Legion of Doom or the police who abused their power in the New York schools might seem too rare, too exotic to reveal much about what goes on in the ordinary, workaday contexts of most college courses, both perhaps are instances of a kind of radical narcissism that is at the core of the discourse of mastery and that, in much subtler form, is a pervasive feature of contemporary culture.

NARCISSISM

Naricissists, according to Jean M. Twenge and W. Keith Campbell, are people who see themselves as superior to others (in physical beauty, intelligence, creativity), and who think of themselves as special, entitled, unique, even when there is no objective basis for this belief. Narcissists sustain this inflated self-image in the absence of any objective basis for it by using other people as pawns in their grand campaign of self-deception, getting others to believe in their specialness, requiring that they do (19), and thereby fabricating and sustaining the illusion that they really are special. Narcissists, suggest Twenge and Campbell, exploit other people as tools to make themselves look and feel good, and they discard or attack quite viciously anyone who resists playing this role.

Numerous misconceptions about narcissism can cloud the precise ways that, as a clinical disorder, it illustrates the discourse of mastery in our classrooms. Narcissists don’t simply have high self-esteem, because they usually don’t think of themselves as more caring or compassionate than others, morally better than others, nor are they secretly insecure people who are struggling against a core of self-hatred, for no such research has ever uncovered evidence to support these possibilities; similarly, many who must interact with narcissists in daily life might be inclined to believe, if only because it can make these interactions proceed more efficiently and come to a quicker end, that narcissists often really are special, but no research exists that tracks higher levels of success among those diagnosed with narcissistic personality disorder.

Perhaps the most disturbing fact in Twenge and Campbell’s book is the one that prompted them to write it: the most comprehensive study of this disorder ever conducted asked a representative sample of some 35,000 Americans some questions to see if they had any memories of behaving in a way that could be linked to these symptoms, and it found that younger Americans had a far greater incidence of such memories; what’s more, because the older respondents had lived longer and thus had a much longer span of time to accumulate memories of different kinds of behaviors, but had far fewer memories of narcissistic episodes, the study concludes that an epidemic may be underway. Why might rates of narcissistic personality disorder be rising to the level of epidemic? Twenge and Campbell suggest that strong, stable communities and relationships make it less necessary to meet and impress new people all the time, and this latter imperative, rising with social instability, creates the breeding ground for narcissistic personality disorder (37) in the same way that, as noted earlier in this chapter, the same widespread alienation functions as fertile ground for totalitarian political movements.

Another possible reason for increasing narciccism: a lot of parents think that in order to compete in today’s economy their kids have to be extremely self-confident, and hence they constantly overpraise their children and teach them to disregard others except as tools. They want to make sure their kids can compete in an image-obsessed culture. More specifically, around 2004, as the Internet made possible the user-focused sites sometimes called web 2.0 (YouTube, Myspace, Facebook), people began to compete to accumulate the largest number of “friends” or “hits” or “views,” to interact only as a form of this competition. The same years that saw these user-focused sites sweep the culture saw a parallel surge in rates of plastic surgery: “four times as many women,” for example, “had breast augmentation surgery in 2007 … than did in 1997 and more than twice as many had liposuction” (148).

In the context of the discourse of mastery, the links aren’t hard to see between such an image-obsessed, narcissistic culture, the White supremacist impulses that lurk in phenomena like the Legion of Doom, the overpolicing of schools that have significant minority populations, and the explosive rates of incarceration among people of color: in the discourse of mastery, one’s connection to the other is disavowed, the unconscious is locked away under the bar, precisely what one presumes to transcend in order to speak. The aggression against otherness, in this discourse, is not at odds with the zombie-like passivity of the consumer—rather, master and slave are, respectively, S1 and S2, merely different sides of the same coin, different expressions of the same ignorance that is rooted, in turn, in alienation.

This alienation, for Christopher Bollas, is the key to what he calls the structure of evil (Cracking Up): when someone feels overwhelmed by an alien force, trapped in repetitive encounter with what seems to threaten their sense of themselves, that sense of self can become so damaged that they begin to victimize others, to force those around them to become, like them, too wounded to function in anything approaching egalitarian dialogue across difference. This wounding of others can proceed with a quasi-erotic fervor, replacing sexuality as such, even masquerading as an expression of love, as a will to help, as when a serial killer picks up a hitchhiker or when a politician insists that a love of country and a desire to serve compel him to start a war against threats that are “not yet fully formed,” and in which many of his countryman will die horrible deaths. Again, these forms of alienation would seem perhaps too spectacular and extreme to bear meaningfully on our classrooms, and yet even the subtlest alienation there can be expressions of or rooted in these more traumatic versions.

In the classroom itself, what produces this alienation is the pedagogy that Paolo Freire calls “the banking system.” When the teacher merely lectures, seeking to deposit objects of knowledge into the passive figures who receive it, these figures are, in a sense, hypnotized, or deadened, for the activity of “banking” would seem to cut them off from their own capacities to think and speak and raise questions, to cut them off from each other and from their own life-experiences, from the surrounding world and even the teacher, who drones on and on. And if such students ever start to write at all, they will do so in empty mimicry of the teacher-as-dictator, soliciting an audience who may only nod at their flat, bald assertions.

I cast this as the lowest level of development, precisely what we want to lead students away from as we strive to educate them, for the half-understood algorithms, like the slogans of the dictator or of the coach at the pep rally, serve only to short-circuit dialogue and thought, to lock down and seal the transference, to prevent the flow of ideas, questions, and multiple possibilities, to prevent in turn writing and learning. To disavow the unconscious, as I noted earlier, is to be unconscious. Thus, the discourse of mastery is the deep structure of arrested development, of rhetorical paralysis. In sum, the discourse of mastery is the absence of knowledge. As Lacan says, “If the master’s discourse can be seen as reduced to a single signifier [S1], this implies that it represents something. [But] calling it ‘something’ is already saying too much” (Other Side 31).


CHAPTER SIX

ONLY FOLLOWING DIRECTIONS

THE DISCOURSE OF THE UNIVERSITY

[image: image]

About a year after I graduated from college, I began to have a nightmare. It stopped soon enough, but then, about a decade later, when I finished my PhD, a version of it returned. In both, I dreamed that I was opening a letter from the university where I had just taken a degree. The letter told me, in coldest institutional terms, that I had forgotten to fulfill an obscure subcategory of the foreign language requirement, that an oversight of the bureaucracy had allowed me to graduate by mistake, that my degree therefore was now formally revoked, and that my life was now “on hold” until I could return to the school, seek out the proper administrators, and make the necessary arrangements to fulfill that special requirement—if, in fact, this would still be possible. In both, instances I woke up shaking and cursing, sorting out plans to quit my job or drop out of my current program, to break my lease and pack up my stuff and wander back into my past, perhaps never to escape.

Everyone reading this book has probably had similar nightmares; the discourse of the university all but promises them.

I first came to realize how widespread these odd visions are when I was just a few years out of graduate school, during a presentation by a senior departmental colleague, a star scholar. Our Chair had asked him to give a talk on how his career had developed, a talk intended mostly for those of us at the beginning of our careers and meant as a sort of mentoring. When he took his place at the podium, his first remark startled me: “This,” he said, “is really scary!” I couldn’t imagine how a full professor, just a few years shy of retirement, could have any anxiety on such an occasion; he went on to explain that the fear of being exposed and debunked, shown up as a fraud, as something less than a real intellectual, haunted him at even this late stage of his career, and with essentially the same intensity as when he first began to work his way through graduate school. At each successive milestone—the BA, the MA, the PhD, the first book contract, tenure, then the next book, the awards, the promotion to full professor, and at every conference presentation along the way—he was sure he was just barely squeaking by the gatekeepers, that his entire career would, at any moment, come to seem the flimsiest fabrication, a charade, and his public life—that hard-won edifice—would crash to the floor. At the height of his powers, he was living his life as a version of the nightmare that had sprung on me shortly after finishing college and graduate school.

Such is the discourse of the university. The S1 that sits below the bar in the position of “truth” is the awful power of the institution, a place toward which we feel the deepest debt, for it provides the basis of our lives, a debt we spend decades working off and trying to repress or transcend, to disavow—and never quite successfully. In speaking and writing and acting and working as S2, we live within the elaborate web of conventions and procedures and disciplinary logic that is the expression of S1’s power. We do so as a means of addressing object-a, the never entirely attainable satisfactions that, like dangling carrots, keep us trudging along and jumping through the hoops: first, we write toward the dissertation defense, then tenure, then promotion to full professor, then the dream of an endowed chair or a powerful administrative position, and then the laurels of the public intellectual, the celebrity prof, and so on. Object-a is always the promise of some sort of raise, a new title, a new degree, a new and greater and more permanent satisfaction and security, the longing for which, no matter what we achieve, is constantly renewed. While we write our way toward this object-a, what we actually produce is S, an experience of the divided self, a sense that what we seem to be and what we are will be forever at odds: I graduated, but it was a mistake; I’m a full professor, but someone will show that, in all of my key work, I got it wrong, and now my position in the university needs to be reviewed, rethought, perhaps dismantled. The stuff of nightmares from which we wake up shaking and cursing and of talks to junior colleagues that will haunt them, particularly those initially seduced by a fantasy of life in the ivory tower as a kind of intellectual pastoral, a life of nothing but reading great books and thinking deep thoughts and sleeping late in the morning. No, what the discourse of the university produces is a subject who perhaps cannot sleep at all, one for whom waking life lurches constantly toward anxieties (object-a) about the ceaseless production of gaps between appearance and “reality” (S).

To speak as S2, given the last chapter’s discussion of Kojève’s Hegel, is to speak as a slave, but, according to Lacan, S2 also signifies “knowledge.” Granted, these two meanings would seem incommensurable, particularly given the way we cast the slave as a figure whose mind was emptied of all contents except the pain created there by the master. But this pain, as Elaine Scarry suggests, is the very essence of what it means to have certitude, and, on this foundation—on the foundation of the overwhelming pain, indeed the threat of death, that issues from S1—there, as the slave becomes increasingly well versed in anticipating and responding to the coercive demands of S1, the slave begins, slowly but surely, to cultivate knowledge. While the master remains ignorant and reactionary, the slave learns more and more, accumulates skills, practical know-how or knowledge about various things, until he or she eventually finds a way to take the master down and, with the master, the entire social order. That is, the slave becomes not a new master, but a citizen, a person with knowledge of history and law, the codes and conventions of larger institutions that eventually structure his status as a citizen. This elaborate web of information is the fullest blossoming of S2. And thus S2, in addition to meaning slave, the necessary supplement to S1, can also mean knowledge, the endless slippage into ever more fine-grained information—explanation, justification, exposition, representation—that undergirds and protects the slave’s eventual membership in some larger social machinery.

The discourse of the university, as I noted in the introduction, is not what David Bartholomae and others have led us to valorize as “academic discourse,” for the latter hinges on notions of critique and interpretation, which are hallmarks of the next two discourses, the next two levels of development that we’ll explore. The discourse of the university, in contrast, is better understood as the discourse of bureaucracy, but I think Lacan deliberately chose to associate it with the particular institution of the academy in order to emphasize the difficulty of assimilating his way of thinking into that social structure and to emphasize the vexed history of the relation between psychoanalysis and schools, the difference in the way they define knowledge. If what Bartholomae called academic discourse bears, at its best, a rich relation to what we’ll delineate as the discourses of hysteria and of analysis, then, in contrast, the discourse of the university, Lacan says, “has an extremely precise function … with respect to the master’s discourse—namely, its elucidation” (Other Side 148), an endless elaboration or extension of the otherwise always short-circuiting discourse of the master. It yields explanations, ad infinitum, but none that are ever quite complete or satisfactory. That is, it produces not the absence of knowledge, as the discourse of mastery does, but rather merely the unquenchable desire to know, expressed as object-a in the place of the other or audience, a sort of dangling carrot that one strives to contact but never quite fully does, an irony reflected, in the place of production, by S: the self at cross-purposes with itself, ceaselessy producing dialogic self-correction. In other words, Lacan warns that the desire to know never leads to knowledge itself (Other Side 23). It produces instead only frustration, exhaustion, and boredom, and the itinerant train of troubles.

More specifically, in the discourse of the university, the agent or author neither produces texts from the authority or status, say, of a god (S1), nor, in failing to internalize such an all-powerful voice, does the writer fall into writer’s block and into silence. Rather, the writer proceeds as a neutral purveyor of objective information (S2). And the other whom the author would presume to call into being as a kind of audience and then strive to access is not so much a person but rather is pure jouissance (object-a), what we might call the love of learning simply for the sake of learning, or, more darkly, the anxieties that hold institutions together and propel people around in their circuitry.

To say it another way, underneath S2, the sheer knowledge—knowledge-for-its-own-sake, on behalf of which the agent speaks or writes—there is a constant repression of the individual personality of the author and the primary identifications of the ego (S1). Thus, this discourse is often suffused with the myth of scientific objectivity and stylistic clarity, and the sense that writing proceeds from a neutral set of skills that can be used in any way one chooses, independent of the biases of an individual ego. Granted, this discourse serves us well when a student submits an intensely personal essay, and we need to talk about the text as a text rather than the extraordinary, private experiences or personal problems the text showcases, but this discourse, in being so stripped of the particulars of embodiment, and of all urgency or conflict, comes to seem essentially empty and always ultimately takes shape as, at best, a mere exercise.

Students, of course, call this kind of writing BS, and cynically admire those who are most adept at producing it. This perspective is also likely held by many who live their lives at a distance from the academy, though they’re often too polite to use the expression BS. Instead, they’ll refer to a book as “academic,” for example, in sharp distinction from the sorts of books people actually read, and point to the book’s exasperating reliance on “jargon” as its defining—and damning—feature. This sort of anti-academic streak, this intellectual populism is not a superficial feature of American culture, for, while many would embrace with a laugh Mark Twain’s wisecrack about never letting his schooling get in the way of his education, the structure of the discourse of the university is much more pervasive, has a much longer history, and suffuses contemporary culture in ways that go well beyond exasperating trends in scholarly style or the marginal status of the intellectual in contemporary society.

Most broadly, the discourse of the university is the pretense of the smoothly running, faceless bureaucracy, the pretense to perfect “clarity,” in which everyone must be in transference with the institutional machinery itself, as if sets of conventional protocols were the substance of all knowledge (S2). In such a universe, individual fantasies play no role, and no one considers the possibility of misreading certain cues or of multiple understandings; the sheer dreariness of the machinery, however, is a spur to the production of S, and because the machine is singularly ill-suited to engage such ambiguities and multiplicities, they flourish. In a university setting, for example, they arise as what are euphemistically referred to as departmental “politics” or a colleague’s “eccentricities,” or meetings that seem only to serve as platforms for the nuttiest grandstanding, ad nauseum, and the sort of boredom that, as Tim O’Brien says, in reflecting on his military experience, causes over time mysterious stomach disorders (S).

These phenomena follow inevitably when the author’s ego (S1) is submerged beneath the emphasis on knowledge-as-sheer-information, skill-as-pure-protocol, for the lack of direct, personal connection to the writing in favor of institutional, disciplinary conventions and the denial of ambiguous or multiple meanings in favor of the ideal of objective, “clear” transmission of meaning—in short, this pushing away of the unconscious—is absolute futility. As the old saw has it: Push Nature away, she’ll return at a gallop. The discourse of the university, then, in seeking to create a purely public kind of exchange, produces moreover what we sometimes call a contact zone between the institution and the wider community (“town and gown”), and also between people inside the institution (“departmental politics”), and, perhaps most pointedly, within individual people who seek to inhabit the institution (as in those teeth-grinding nightmares I described at the chapter’s outset). All of this is reflected in S below the bar in the place of production. In sum, what the discourse of the university—that vast machinery of repression—produces is the unconscious.

SCHOOL-BASED WRITING

Consider the way the discourse of the university unfolds in the literal context of our courses, when we assign students a paper to write. To describe the prose that students churn out for their English professors, Ken Macrorie coined the term Engfish in his book from the late 1960s called Uptaught. He arrived at this notion after being asked to evaluate a computer that, its inventors claimed, could grade student essays. Macrorie thought the machine a success, sort of: most of us teach mechanically, he said, and most of our students write mechanically, so why shouldn’t an actual machine do the grading? He adds that the student writing that most often succeeds in English 101 is “cleared of all the dirt of the street and the lines of experience around the eyes, inflated with abstract, pedantic words, depersonalized with pseudo-objective phrases” that make it sound just like all the other papers that students give him. “That language,” Macrorie lamented, “has no tongue in it. No ear behind it. And no sense of audience.” It is “dehydrated” (7–8). A similar complaint informs Melanie Sperling and Sarah Warshauer Freedman’s “A Good Girl Writes Like a Good Girl” (1987), wherein they describe a student who accepts everything her teacher says and to a degree that wholly eclipses her own capacity for problem solving and judging, even her ability to improve the way she writes. This devotion to a certain academic brand of cliché, says Dawn Skorczewski, may be an inevitable retreat on behalf of both teacher and student into comfortable, familiar, “tried-and-true” forms, because the context for the writing—the contemporary, public space of the university—constantly puts the self at risk, challenging it, and threatening it to the point of exhaustion. Thus, students write in a way that keeps S1 tucked away, protected and safe, under the welter of academe-speak that the student learns to heave forth, and that professors elicit and reward.

For example, here is an excerpt from a student essay called, appropriately enough, “The Future of Wind Power”:

Thousands of years have gone by since humans first started using wind power to propel sailboats. The boats are still around today, but wind power is now mainly applied to generating power. Wind power is the fastest growing energy source in today’s society, and it has some major benefits. Not only is it renewable, but it does not emit harmful gases such as carbon dioxide, sulfur oxides, and nitrogen oxides. Wind turbines are usually in groups, making up wind farms on land and offshore. In the future, wind will be leading a source of power throughout the world.

I could easily find countless other examples of this sort of prose, these strings of incontestable assertions, strung together as research, read only grudgingly and quickly among a raft of similar such texts, a grueling exercise for both reader and writer, simply to be gotten through. Such a text is a weaving of citations, what a friend called a “quote-quilt,” recalling that the word text, etymologically, links to textile, a woven fabric that always feels like a fabrication. Part of the challenge of responding to such texts is that while they aren’t much good, they are also, in another sense, absolutely perfect: coherent, error-free, thorough. I see quite a few such essays at the end of each semester, when I sit down to judge the best-essay-of-the-semester competition in my composition program (the windmill essay was a submission to the contest, and I just pulled it from the top of the stack, as it is representative of the majority of them). Invariably, these are “research papers,” and though flawless, they make no kairotic or pathetic appeals, bring no conflicts or tensions to the topic; as I read them, I keep asking myself, “So what? Who cares?” and begin to wonder whether the paper might have been downloaded from one of the Internet’s countless term-paper mills—that vast, digital wind farm, to adapt a metaphor from the chunk of student prose quoted above, that powers an increasing number of students through their writing assignments “in today’s society.”

Consider the way the discourse of the university comes into bold relief in a recent, scandalous article from The Chronicle of Higher Education called “The Shadow Scholar.” The article offers a tagline under the title that reads, “The man who writes your students’ papers tells his story,” and the editors note that the author’s name—“Ed Dante”—is a pseudonym for a man who “makes a living writing papers for a custom-essay company,” and that he showed them correspondences with his clients as well as sample papers he had written to verify the claims he makes in the article. Those claims fairly scream for verification, for they distill all that those of us who work in universities want to deny: the Shadow Scholar’s confession reads like the most unnerving return of the repressed, the messiah-in-reverse, and shows us how we produce S with a scale and intensity that overwhelms the unattainable object-a we always assume we’re working toward. In short, this article is such a scandal because, while we hope to initiate students into academic discourse (critique, analysis), we perhaps too often only lure them into the bog that is the discourse of the university.

The article begins by quoting a hackneyed e-mail the author received one afternoon from a previous customer. The customer needed a seventy-five-page document, and she needed it in a week. The price: $2,000, half of which the ghost writer or Shadow Scholar would keep; the other half would go to the company that employs him as part of a staff of roughly fifty writers. A little more background: this Shadow Scholar works for a company that generates “tens of thousands of dollars a month by creating original essays based on specific instructions provided by cheating students.” The author of the Chronicle article has worked at this company full time since 2004, and, on any given day, he is working on upward of twenty assignments, as are, presumably, each of the other writers on this fifty-person staff, as are similar teams at who knows how many other successful companies of similar size.

The customer’s order—seventy-five pages in a week—would not be a problem. He notes that, in the past year, he had produced roughly five thousand pages of scholarly literature, most on very tight deadlines, then adds, “But you won’t find my name on a single paper.” Here is how he describes what he has been doing since 2004:

I’ve written toward a master’s degree in cognitive psychology, a Ph.D. in sociology, and a handful of postgraduate credits in international diplomacy. I’ve worked on bachelor’s degrees in hospitality, business administration, and accounting. I’ve written for courses in history, cinema, labor relations, pharmacology, theology, sports management, maritime security, airline services, sustainability, municipal budgeting, marketing, anthropology, literature, and public administration. I’ve attended three dozen on-line universities. I’ve completed 12 graduate theses of 50 pages or more. All for someone else.

You’ve never heard of me, but there’s a good chance you’ve read some of my work. …

The author adds that he makes about $66,000 per year and concludes that, though this figure is “not a king’s ransom” it is certainly “higher than what many actual educators make,” and that, in essence, “I live well on the desperation, misery, and incompetence that your educational system has created.” He adds that prices are determined by page count and how many days he has to complete the assignment; in contrast, “the subject matter, the grade level, the college, the course—these things are irrelevant to me.”

The author’s emphatic indifference to specific content and context signals how purely his authorship proceeds from S2—that is, the position of knowledge itself, knowledge as a generalized machinery, re-search, that bears little relation to and even hopes to repress and transcend the realm of singular, specific, material truths (S1). In this sense, S2 constitutes the realm of generalization, the supplement to the particularity of S1, a supplement that endlessly defers to yet other supplements, research leading only to more re-search, a slippage mirrored in the Shadow Scholar’s ability to slither from context to context, ad infinitum.

In so doing, he dramatizes in fairly pure form the system of exchange value that defines capitalism: capital, in this sense, is a purely mobile and generalized marker of value that can be substituted endlessly for other entities determined to be of analogous worth. Thus, he doesn’t create actual meaning any more than he is writing for a particular audience; rather, he addresses object-a, the idea of a potentially satisfied customer, and he does so by printing academic currency or “research” and selling it at market rates (the demand for seventy-five pages, for example, with an expiration-date one week hence, was exchangeable in the fall of 2010 with the generalized value represented by $2,000). This slipping—from context to context, from pages to dollars—is a defining feature of the writing that proceeds from S2.

The arrangement, in the discourse of the university, by which S2 sits above the bar, above S1, is also expressed by his repeated emphasis on the absence of his identity (“You’ve never heard of me”; “you won’t find my name on a single page”), and his cavalier, even amused dismissal of the entire realm of ethos as a set of ethical values, as in this passage:

I, who have no name, no opinions, and no style, have written so many papers at this point, including legal briefs, military strategy assessments, poems, lab reports, and, yes, even papers on academic integrity, that it’s hard to determine which course of study is most infested with cheating. But I’d say education is the worst. I’ve written papers for students in elementary education programs, special education majors, and ESL training courses. I’ve written lesson plans for aspiring high school teachers, and I’ve synthesized reports from notes that customers have taken during classroom observations. I’ve written essays for those studying to become school administrators, and I’ve completed theses for those on course to become principals. In the enormous conspiracy that is student cheating, the frontline intelligence community is infiltrated with double agents.

I do a lot of work for seminary students. I like seminary students. They seem so blissfully unaware of the inherent contradiction in paying somebody to help them cheat in courses that are largely about walking in the light of God and providing ethical models for others to follow. I have been commissioned to write many a passionate condemnation of America’s moral decay as exemplified by abortion, gay marriage, or the teaching of evolution.

As much as the Shadow Scholar enjoys working with seminary students, shoving S1 (God or Goodness) below the bar and putting, in the driver’s seat, as it were, the fog machine of freewheeling info-mercialism about various angles of the divine, he says that his favorite kind of customer, at last, is “the lazy, rich kid.” He declares, “My favorite customers are those with an unlimited supply of money and no shortage of instructions on how they would like to see their work executed.” In understanding himself as a servant to the rich, someone who merely fulfills their orders, he recalls the fact, so important to the last chapter, that S2 also signifies the slave. Moreover, writing in the university, as the Shadow Scholar explains, is simply a servile matter of using language drawn directly from the professor’s assignment to fill in the blanks in a formula made of stock academic phrases, such as, “A close consideration of the events that occurred in _____ during the _____ demonstrate that _____ …” Such work does not require that he think much, and certainly not that he know much, only that he painstakingly follow the directions and gather some applicable information. Mindless drudgery, slave’s work.

The way the discourse of the university constitutes a kind of machinery, a formula, a set of directions and protocols to follow, a technology, is captured well in how the Shadow Scholar describes his writing process: “First I lay out the sections of an assignment—introduction, problem statement, methodology, literature review, findings, conclusion—whatever the instructions call for. Then I start Googling.” He adds that he hasn’t “been to a library once since I started doing this job,” and instead just cobbles together quotes from sample pages on Amazon.com or from Google Scholar or Wikipedia, then he starts the process of stretching the material out: “Just give me a phrase of quotable text,” he says, “and I’ll produce two pages of ponderous explanation.” He notes that this explanatory mode, which can, in theory, go on forever, is directly linked to a stylistic feature of academic writing that has nothing whatsoever to do with the ideal of clarity: “I can say in 10 pages what most normal people could say in a paragraph,” and “I can write a four word sentence in forty words.”

Although, in this hyperreal of the discourse of the university, the writer is writing for the satisfaction of customer and to make more and more money (object-a in the place of the other or audience), what sits under the bar on the right, below object-a, in the position of production, is the S, which means that what his way of life—what the discourse of the university—actually produces is a sense of contradiction, of irreconcilable division, of an open-ended journey ever deeper into problems so complex and so vast, that they cannot be solved. In short, his way of life yields this scandalous confession that he published in The Chronicle. Most immediately, the production of S is captured well in these sentences:

As the deadline approaches … I think about what’s ahead of me. Whenever I take on an assignment this large, I get a certain physical sensation. My body says: Are you sure you want to do this again? You know how much it hurt the last time. … You know that for the 48 hours you dedicate to writing this paper, you will cease all human functions but typing, you will Google until the term has lost all meaning, and you will drink enough coffee to fuel a revolution in a small Central American country.

The self-division in the place of production is articulated, appropriately, in a number of ways: the coffee is doing the writing, not him; it is a revolutionary fuel; my body argues with me and reminds me that what we’re about to undertake leads not to satisfaction and pleasure but to a physical misery so great that he becomes no longer quite human but a mechanical function of the larger machine that is Google.

There are a variety of other ways to explain how this article in The Chronicle lays bare the deep structure of the discourse of the university. That is, just as the discourse of the university produces, ultimately, explanation upon explanation upon explanation, in regression ad infinitum, we could suppose that (1) the students who depend on the Shadow Scholar function as S2—for the “truth” they repress and hope to transcend, the S1 to whom they are so indebted and hope to hide, is the Shadow Scholar himself; and the object-a they are “writing” toward is the ideal of a good grade, or at least a passing grade, and the varieties of reward contained therein; but below the bar is what this arrangement actually produces—an awareness of a sharp division between appearance and reality, between what one pretends to be and what one is, in short the S. Alternatively, one could suggest that (2) the Shadow Scholar himself is S2, a writer who proceeds in slavish service to knowledge as such, researched information, and the S1 that he represses and transcends and to which he owes his life is the university itself, the “truth” of that powerful authority that is the occasion for all of his work. And the object-a he is writing toward is simply the satisfied customer, though what he produces, again, is a divided subject, the disastrous, shameful scandal that is his gloating confession, published in The Chronicle.

PRIESTCRAFT AND “CLARITY”: A HISTORY

As we did in the last chapter through Kojève’s Hegel, we can construct a sort of hypothetical history of the discourse of the university as a means to understand how its deep structure reaches into the present. And, as we also did in the last chapter, we can usefully frame this history in terms of the essential formulation for discourse as such, whereby a signifier (S1) represents a subject (S) for another signifier (S2). In that original formulation, S1 implicitly forced S2 to recognize S1 and submit to S1’s authority, as slave to master. This is the discourse of mastery. But when S2 speaks, we have the discourse of the university. The difference: to speak as S2 is to speak in response to the threat of pain that issues continuously from S1, to speak in fear and resentment, as reaction. To speak as S2 is to speak from the experience of being conquered, an experience that, as Deleuze suggests in his book on Nietzsche, lingers in the slave’s memory and festers, setting the pattern by which all other memories accumulate, focusing them as the primary referent that they repeat, as if the slave has suffered a second sort of invasion, not just having his or her will supplanted by that of the master, but now having consciousness itself overwhelmed with the awful, spiraling burden of memories of defeat. The slave cannot forget anything, can only speak from these sour memories, can give voice to no other content, and this is his resentment and rancor and pain, his shame, playing like a tape loop. The shame, in fact, is so pure and so powerful that, as in the final lines of Kafka’s The Trial (a masterpiece of the discourse of the university, about which I’ll say more shortly), the slave feels that this shame “should outlive him.”

The crushing weight of memory, suggests Deleuze, would seem to paralyze the slave. Thus, he comes to resent those who can move and change, framing that activity as a kind of wrongdoing, attributing blame; moreover, he cannot respect or admire, much less love, anything in his immediate world, for all of his energy is devoted instead to grappling with a fog of abstraction that rises like fumes from the morass of rotting memories that crowds out everything else from his consciousness. Thus, the slave, says Deleuze, rejects life in favor of the project of dialectics—the elaborate working out of notions of true versus false, correct versus incorrect, according to which something either matches his memories or conflicts with them. He does this, ultimately, as service to S1, and this activity, no matter how energized by anxiety, is always a symptom of fatigue, of exhaustion, of hazy, defeated remoteness from the primal scene of free self-differentiation, in which a new, independent self with new values and a new worldview would be born. The slave, in contrast, is concerned only with established values and can only pay attention to the struggle to achieve representation and recognition in the context of established values. The slave is trapped by them, as by the grudge the slave holds and that defines the slave’s life.

Slaves, says Deleuze, experience the new only as tragic erosion of the old, never as a joyful instance of primal differentiation. Instead, slaves want only to organize their memories for better and better representation and more fluent generalization; they want to measure and to control, for once something is reduced to a fixed quantity, it can be exchanged for other analogous quantities, and the more smoothly the machinery of generalization and exchange can run. The slave’s project is to represent and recognize so as to be recognized and represented in return, to exchange these representations according to a generalized discipline by which meanings are held stable and static and painstakingly regulated. This slippage from the particular to the realm of generalized exchange is the essence of S1’s relation to S2; the particular becomes the foundational “truth,” and on this basis and in the name of doing the work of extending this truth, it sets up the domain of generalization (S2) to speak, to proliferate, to circulate and to exchange, ad infinitum.

S2 understands itself, in other words, as driven by the will-to-truth as opposed to the will-to-create, and anxiety, rancor, and frustration define this struggle to do the work of truth. That is, S2 often articulates itself as paranoia about false appearances, a worry over the possibility of getting hoodwinked and enslaved at a yet deeper level. This paranoia about false appearances, for Deleuze, leads to a withdrawal from outward, sensory experience and action, a reaction against life itself, a commitment to the purely negative force of this withdrawal, which in turn gives rise to projects of asceticism and, from there, to whole mythologies that undergird that withdrawal into asceticism, and thus begins religion as—ironically—the elaborate fiction that is the culmination of the S2’s will-to-truth.

This withdrawal into asceticism and mythology sponsors, in turn, the opening of a self-reflexive sense of inwardness within consciousness, as if the original pain of one’s slavery were exerting a gravitational pull from deep within, drawing one further and further into its ever more elaborate dimensions, as pain expands to include various forms of embarrassment, ever more elaborate repetitions of that primordial shame that instantiated one’s self as a slave, elaborations that, as extensions of the mythology and as parsings of the attendant theology, create an ever greater interiority, an ever greater distance from sensory experience and action. As this withdrawal continues, melancholy ensues, a hyperproduction of pain, an amplifying tape loop of the original defeat, and, in turn, escalating projects of self-loathing and self-laceration. The slave forfeits subjectivity, seems to fall apart and survives only as a cog in the machinery of the institutions that orchestrate the rituals for renewing the ascetic resolve, for remembering the myths, for parsing the theology; that is, a priesthood begins to flourish, with a mission to organize this murky, interior swamp of self-reflection and shame, to formalize and ritualize it through full-scale institutionalization and a calendar of ceremonies, to set up laws and foster habits by which large groups can band together in the sharing and cultivating of the collective memory, to encourage lots of finger-pointing at those outside the herd, to conjure a massive sense of debt to some god (S1), and to teach precisely how this debt can be repaid through constant toil (Deleuze, Nietzsche 146).

Gradually, through this toil, the priest is supplanted, as enough knowledge accumulates, enough slippage from slave-as-S2 to priest-as-S2, to yield an entirely new S2, a knowledge, as we noted earlier, of history and law that can structure one’s status as a citizen. But with the emergence of the citizen there inevitably follows the apotheosis of the bureaucracy and, in turn, the emergence of what de Certeau calls the expert: someone who has mastered a particular language to a degree that it allows them to intervene in the more common language of some other situation, the competence in one specialization converting to a more generalized authority that allows him or her to intervene, “in the name” of their original expertise, in territories in which they have no special competence. In this sense, as one’s authority grows, one’s knowledge diminishes, for as one is lured further and further away from one’s original expertise into areas where one has little familiarity at all, one will begin to blunder, perhaps catastrophically. However, one is unlikely to suffer any consequences of these blunders, being buffered instead by the institutional machinery that underwrites that authority and that circulated that authority into the new context and renews it there, and elsewhere, again and again. This authority never wavers, for the substance of S2 is a set of technocratic strategies that seek to create conformity with an abstract model (29). Thus S2, as knowledge, comes to yearn constantly for more knowledge, to pursue knowledge, to forage in new contexts, and to do so in very disciplined, authoritative ways. Thus, the expert or would-be expert writes toward object-a, to learn simply for the sake of learning, and the constant slippage into new territories to engage with new information is how it exercises and thereby renews its inevitably blundering authority, reflected as S in the place of production.

To write as S2 is to write with a particular style, or, more precisely, with the presumed absence of style—that is, in perfect clarity, an innocent, mirror-like representation of the real thing (S2 is the representation, S1 is the thing itself). Such a view of the academic nonstyle became the hallmark of the intellectual project of the Enlightenment, as delineated in Katheryn Flannery’s book, The Emperor’s New Clothes: Literature, Literacy, and the Ideology of Style and perhaps most famously in Michel Foucault’s The Order of Things, which delineates the epistemological project of that period in terms of a new regime of social control, new technologies of discipline and surveillance as the darker side of the grand ambition to represent reality. And this project reaches directly into the contemporary classroom with the repeated emphasis on “clarity” as one of the hallmarks of the successful student paper. (See Richard Ohmann’s groundbreaking 1979 essay, “Use Definite, Specific, Concrete Language” and Richard Lanham’s equally compelling intervention in the tradition Ohmann exposes, Style: An Anti-Textbook). Style, as I have argued elsewhere (2003), is an essential aspect of the pleasures of writing, and thus to purse an antistyle in the name of so-called clarity is inevitably to turn the writing process into a dreary, depressing exercise in slavish asceticism.

TWO ILLUSTRATIONS: WALLACE AND ALBEE

The discourse of the university, on the whole, is a depressing business. That is, as the discourse of mastery produces the mind-canceling agony of the zombie and hands all pleasure (object-a) to the master, so the discourse of the university produces a subject disconnected from itself, internally alienated, an interior poisoned by reaction, anxiety, and the unending, futile attempt to explain and justify and thereby reconnect with what it has lost, to write as an act of conjuring the always unattainable, dangling carrot that is object-a—a mechanical and deeply exhausting, even deadening labor, dreary and depressing.

For example, in the posthumous collection entitled The Pale King, a book about people who work for the Internal Revenue Service, David Foster Wallace, who ended his struggle with depression in 2008 by committing suicide at age forty-six, described the sun as “a peephole into hell’s own self-consuming heart.” Similarly, when he reflects on the lives of insects, all of whom are “all business all the time,” he immediately adds, “We are all of us brothers.” And he describes one of the accounting students, Sylvanshine, who hopes to work for the IRS, this way: “At root, Sylvanshine saw himself as a dithering ninny with at most one marginal talent whose connection to him was itself marginal” (7); Sylvanshine “viewed himself as weak or defective in the area of will,” and Wallace continues, “Most of what others esteemed or valued in him was unwilled, simply given, like a person’s height or facial symmetry.” At the end of the second chapter, Sylvanshine is overwhelmed by the dreariness of his surroundings, for it created in him

An impression so literally obliterating that Sylvanshine was cast or propelled back in on himself and felt again the edge of the shadow of the wing of Total Terror and Disqualification pass over him, the knowledge of his being surely and direly ill-suited for whatever lay ahead, and of its only being a matter of time before this fact emerged and was made manifest to all those present in the moment that Sylvanshine finally, and forever, lost it. (24)

One of Sylvanshine’s colleagues is described as having “the pink little timorous face of a hamster … a sad, kind man who lived in a cube of fear” and whose name, like that of so many others, was hard to remember (44–45), a “human blank-spot” (51), very much the sort of IRS agent who, according a newspaper clipping that appears early in the book, was found dead at his desk a full four days after he died—for his colleagues simply hadn’t noticed that he was no longer alive.

What intrigues Wallace the most, in this context, “is why dullness should be such a powerful impediment to attention. Why we recoil from the dull” (85). And what Wallace offers by way of answer articulates well a further implication of the arrangement by which S1 is below the bar, beneath S2, in the discourse of the university.

Maybe it’s because dullness is intrinsically painful. … maybe dullness is associated with psychic pain because something that’s dull or opaque fails to provide enough stimulation to distract people from some other, deeper type of pain that is always there, if only in an ambient low-level way, and which most of us spend nearly all our time and energy trying to distract ourselves from feeling, or at least from feeling directly or with our full attention. … [S]urely[,] something must be behind not just Muzak in dull or tedious places but now also actual TV in waiting rooms, supermarkets’ checkouts, airports’ gates, SUVs backseats. Walkmen, Ipods, BlackBerries, cell phones that attach to your head. This terror of silence with nothing diverting to do. I can’t think anyone really believes that today’s so-called ‘information society’ is just about information. Everyone knows it’s about something else, way down. (85)

This something else way deep down is a terror—that is, S1.

When Wallace’s first-person narrator sets out to explain how he became an IRS agent, he begins by saying that he had been “the worst of kind of nihilist … Like a piece of paper on the street in the wind” (154), a perfect iteration of S2. During college, he wrote term papers for other students for money, got caught, and had to leave the school. This shame paved the way for yet deeper and more painful experiences of shame, as in one of the fragments in The Pale King that begins with the suggestion that the writing that follows has been required by a boss and as a sort of self-justification: “From what I understand, I’m supposed to explain how I arrived at this career. Where I came from, so to speak, and what the Service means to me” (154). As the story turns out, he had drifted in and out of impossibly boring, dead-end jobs between abortive stints as a college student and dropped out of college so many times that his “transcript looked like collage art” (155), until the day when he overheard his father arguing with his mother, the father growing the angriest he ever became during what the narrator calls his “unfocused period,” and saying, “he couldn’t find his ass with both hands.” During this period of drift, the narrator is taking care of the house one weekend while his father is traveling on business, and when the father comes home earlier than expected, he surprises the narrator and two of his “wastoid” friends immersed in the heavy use of alcohol and marijuana in the living room (170). After this overwhelming explosion of shame, the narrator reports that he began to straighten himself out and try again to get through college, and, in an absentminded mishap, he inadvertently entered the wrong one of a pair of identical buildings, thereby missing his review for an exam on American political thought and showing up instead, entirely by chance, in a class on accounting, where a Jesuit priest was substituting for the regular professor.

The regular professor was away on a personal emergency (significantly, around this same period, the narrator’s father, a Catholic, died in a tragic accident) and the substitute professor, the Jesuit, turned out to be utterly mesmerizing, for he was perfectly focused, as were all the students in the room (217). His presentation had a “kind of zealous integrity that manifested itself not as a style but as the lack of it,” and the narrator adds, “I felt that I suddenly, for the first time, understood my father’s term ‘no nonsense’ and why it was a term of approval” (219). The substitute’s lecture was “rapid, organized, undramatic, and dry in the way of people who know that what they are saying is too valuable in its own right to cheapen with concern about delivery or ‘connecting’ with students” (219). And the students in this class took notes in a way that was utterly different from the loose, diffuse doodling that passed for note taking in his humanities courses: their pencils were extremely sharp, at the ready, and plentiful.

Soon thereafter, the narrator has something like the experience of being “born again,” and he commits himself to the heroic work of serving as a tax accountant—heroic, because thankless and impossibly dull, but absolutely necessary. Thus, he was been born fully into the discourse of the university. What propels this experience of being born again is the trauma of losing his father so suddenly, and, more pointedly, the overwhelming shame he felt just prior to that death, when his father came home early to disrupt his “wastoid” party. The father is S1, the son is S2, especially as “born-again,” and the object-a the son works toward is the satisfaction of winning his father’s approval.

When he becomes, as it were, born again, the essential revelation that owns him he describes this way:

I think part of what was so galvanizing was the substitute [accounting professor]’s diagnosis of the world and reality as already essentially penetrated and formed, the world’s constituent info generated, and that now a meaningful choice lay in herding, corralling, and organizing that torrential flow of info. This rang true to me, though on a level that I don’t think I even was fully aware existed within me. (240)

The discourse of the university also organizes Edward Albee’s play Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, but this play accents much more dramatically the way this structure produces S. Here, the setting is literally a university, and more specifically the boozy neurosis and abuse that festers amid the boredom of a purely bureaucratic world. As in the fragment from Wallace, the S1 in the place of truth is again a father, but here the father is also the university’s president. This father never appears on stage, which signals perfectly his position under the bar, below S2. He often throws parties on Saturday nights, and the play begins right after one of those parties; he has told his daughter, Martha, to be nice to the new faculty member who has been hired in the biology department, and Martha, without getting her husband George’s consent (the husband teaches in the History department), has invited the new colleague and his wife over, after her father’s party, for a nightcap. She cannot remember their names, neither can her husband, but she nonetheless manages to have sex with the young biologist, fulfilling her father’s directions about as fully as possible.

Before the small after-party reaches that point, however, she belittles her husband aggressively, saying, “If you existed, I’d divorce you” and “I can’t even see you … [because] you’re a blank, a cipher … a zero” (74). Her way of speaking to her husband reflects the larger logic of the institution, for her husband acknowledges that he has a way of fading away into the cigarette smoke (84) and that his father-in-law expects “his staff to cling to the walls of this place, like the ivy … [and] to fall in the line of service … [and to be buried] under the shrubbery around the chapel,” though the father-in-law himself will likely never die and is rumored to be two hundred years old (87).

So utterly paralyzed with boredom are Martha and her husband that they drink to excess, verbally abuse each other as viciously as possible, and suggest that “musical beds” and “hump the hostess” are two of the primary games that get played in their little town. In other words, what this world produces is the divided subject, S, the subject in conflict with itself, torn between two dimensions, that of conventional expectations and sheer drive. It produces S most spectacularly in the outrageous deception that Martha and George mount about their own son before their guests. They cannot, in fact, have children, and never have—but they still, as a kind of parlor game, mount a tale of wild tragedy about this imaginary son, berating each other as they draw the tale further and further out, ostensibly for violating the agreement they made never to mention the subject. This strange sort of play-within-the-play dramatizes perfectly the production of S, as does the content of that drama, the fabricated horror that they have agreed never to talk about and cannot stop talking about, and that reveals the deep bond of love they share, articulated though it is through a storm of venom.

Similarly, as David Foster Wallace puts it, when students of accounting have to sit for the exam that will qualify them to work for the IRS, they are sometimes plagued by “the phantom”: “a particular kind of hallucination that can afflict rote examiners at a certain threshold of concentrated boredom. … [these hallucinations] tend to present as irruptions from a very rigid, disciplined type of personality’s repressed side” (314). This phantom, like George and Martha’s son, is both real and not real, a perfect expression of S in the place of production.

Elsewhere in The Pale King, S appears in the place of production in the story of a boy who is such a sycophant, such a “goody two shoes” and so eager to please, that, says Wallace,

Everyone hates the boy. It is a complex hatred, one that often causes the haters to feel mean and guilty and to hate themselves for feeling this way about such an accomplished and well-meaning boy, which then tends to make them involuntarily hate the boy even more for arousing such self-hatred. The whole thing is totally confusing and upsetting. People take a lot of aspirin when he is around. (32)

This hatred slows down in no way the boy’s campaign to win everyone’s approval. Even when the boy’s mom “has a terrible accident while cleaning the oven,” a likely euphemism for her failed suicide attempt, he volunteers to help with the management of the crisis in a variety of ways, and the final lines of the story are, “His mother has to be turned and her limbs manipulated twice a day” (35), which, presumably, he too will handle with the same chipper good cheer, as eager to please as ever. The irony of the final line—the boy’s striving to please the mother, striving toward object-a even after she has gone comatose via a suicide attempt (that, presumably, was motivated by revulsion for him)—illustrates S in the place of production quite powerfully.

Moreover, if the mother did, in fact, attempt suicide, then the euphemistic tiptoeing around that fact exposes the role of euphemism in the discourse of the university, the way abstraction and generalization, as Orwell explained in “Politics and the English Language,” are meant to conceal more painful truths, to keep S1 below the bar, below S2. But the production of S is unstoppable, perhaps nowhere more poignantly than in Wallace’s decision, while working on his book about IRS agents, to commit suicide and leave behind not a novel per se (S1) but a stack of highly evocative fragments.

TWO MORE ILLUSTRATIONS: COETZEE AND KAFKA

The discourse of the university seeks not simply to repress S1 but rather as Lacan says, it “has an extremely precise function … with respect to the master’s discourse—namely, its elucidation” (Other Side 148), an endless elaboration or extension or explanation of the otherwise always short-circuiting discourse of the master. This is well illustrated in the opening lines of J. M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians, where the narrator introduces Colonel Joll, a man “from the Third Bureau … [which is the most of important component of the Civil Guard]” (2). Joll is a perfect embodiment of S2, traveling far from the capital to the remote outpost on the edge of the empire, where the novel takes place, but authorized by or containing the authority of the capital. He wears sunglasses, which the narrator mentions so often that they become a kind of synecdoche for the colonel himself; the sunglasses are explicitly cast as opaque, hiding his eyes completely and thereby obscuring his face, suggesting he has no identity but is rather an anonymous representative of the bureaucracy. Also, the sunglasses, for those who aren’t familiar with sunglasses (the natives), initially suggest that he is blind, which, in a sense he is—blind to their reality as living subjects, for, to him, they are mere objects of knowledge, stuff he needs to know in order to control. Though essentially a bureaucrat, he arrives in the remote outpost with a sinister air, announcing that he must question some of the natives, and tells the narrator he need not accompany him on this chore, for “You would find it tedious. We have set procedures to go through” (4).

It turns out that stories have been trickling in from the frontier to the capital about unrest among the natives, though the narrator has seen no evidence of this himself. The capital’s secondhand knowledge, gathered and disseminated according to explicit procedures and training, thus circles back out to the frontier as third-hand knowledge, in the person of Joll as authoritative investigator. After some interrogations, when the narrator asks Joll, “Did you find what you were looking for,” Joll never answers but rather only smiles (24), as if he enjoys the process of gathering information, as if the object of the search is simply the continuation of the search, as if, finally, what he addresses and questions is simply the possibility of ever greater pleasure in so doing (object-a in the place of the other). Thus, the other whom Joll addresses is simply the prospect of his own always deferred satisfaction, object-a, not the flesh and blood natives whom he interrogates.

The narrator is, superficially, much the same, but ultimately just the opposite, and this distinction illuminates the difference between the discourse of mastery and of the university, between S1 and S2. As the narrator puts it,

I am a country magistrate, a responsible official in the service of the Empire, serving out my days on the lazy frontier, waiting to retire. I collect the tithes and the taxes, administer the communal lands, see that the garrison is provided for, supervise the junior officers who are the only officers we have here, keep an eye on trade, preside over the law-court twice a week. For the rest, I watch the sun rise and set, eat and sleep and am content. When I pass away, I hope to merit three lines of small print in the Imperial gazette. I have not asked for more than a quiet life in quiet times. (8)

They both enjoy doing their job, the difference being, says the narrator, that “I was the lie that Empire tells itself when times are easy, he the truth that Empire tells when harsh winds blow” (135). He explains that Empire represents one version of Time, and the frontier another: out on the frontier, he and the natives live in Time “like fish in water or birds in air,” in the “smooth recurrent spinning time of the cycle of the seasons,” an unwavering, soothing flow (133); in contrast, the Empire

dooms itself to live in history and plot against history. One thought alone preoccupies the submerged mind of Empire: how not to end, how not to die, how to prolong it’s era. By day it pursues its enemies. It is cunning and ruthless, it sends it bloodhounds everywhere. By night it feeds on images of disaster: the sack of cities, the rape of populations, pyramids of bones, acres of desolation. (133)

Empire lives in a “jagged time of rise and fall, of beginning and end, of catastrophe” (133). This dynamic between the two ways of inhabiting time describes well the dynamic between the narrator and Joll, and between the discourses of the university and that of mastery. The former always seeks to explain and justify the latter, to create a smoothly running machine out of the abrupt, violent ruptures that are the lifeblood of the latter. Thus, ultimately, only the narrator lives as S2; what’s hiding underneath Joll’s sunglasses is the fact that he is S1.

The novel also illustrates well the way the discourse produces a divided subject. When the narrator is arrested and sent to jail by Joll, he is ecstatic, because he sees himself now as a “free man” (78–79)—because he thinks he is no longer stuck inside his bureaucratic post. But the narrator still dreams that he is plodding through endless space toward an obscure goal, still stuck in the discourse of the university (79). After the narrator’s arrest, Joll questions him about a box full of little slips of writing that the narrator has collected from the natives, ancient glyphs that he enjoys studying and trying to decipher. The narrator has absolutely no idea what they mean, or even in what direction they are to be read, backward or forward or perhaps some other way. Nonetheless, he fabricates translations of them, for the bureaucratic authority must produce a divided subject and so, as if on cue, the narrator begins to lie, to perform a knowledge that is entirely at odds with what he himself knows to be the truth, that is, that he knows nothing of what the collection of ancient scripts mean. Appropriately, the strategy of this divided subject backfires: Joll then proceeds to have the narrator tortured, for to Joll, they look like secret communications between the narrator and the enemy (110–12). The narrator is produced as S, a roaring, screaming spectacle, going through grotesque physical contortions (120–21), the representatives of empire now divided against themselves, one torturing in ignorance the other, who screams and howls in so much pain that one of Joll’s assistants quips, “He is calling his barbarian friends” and is met with laughter (121).

This morbid joke suggests not only the production of a divided, ironic subject, but also how this discourses addresses object-a, what it means to write toward, to address as an audience, object-a, the primary dynamic at the heart of the discourse of the university. To understand that, we should turn to Franz Kafka’s The Trial.

Most simply, to write toward object-a is to write purely for the pleasure of doing so; or, more precisely, to strive toward an experience of enjoyment in writing for its own sake, a kind of seeking to please, a striving to fulfill the requirements of some other and to reap thereby certain rewards, certain satisfactions. To do so, as an S2, is to do so on behalf of knowledge itself, in the ostensible love of learning purely for the sake of learning, and in smiling service to the bureaucratic machinery, a happy worker making the wheels spin and finding happiness solely therein.

The discourse of the university then proceeds as the eroticization of bureaucracy—that is, as a nightmarish confusion about spatial relationships, the confusion, in particular of the intimate and the remote. For example, we first meet the protagonist of The Trial—Josef K—one morning before he has gotten out of bed: “he looked from his pillow at the old woman who lived opposite and who was watching him.” She must be watching him from across a courtyard or across a street, looking out of her window as he is looking out of his, but there is no reference to any mediating space between them, no courtyard, street or window, which, given the fact that his head is resting on his pillow would seem to suggest that they are in bed together. Of course, they aren’t, but the suggestion flickers through the absence of any mention of any mediating space between them and underlines the strange jumbling of intimate and remote, private and public, that defines the discourse of the university.

Similarly, when, in the opening sentences, K seeks to summon his landlady’s cook, who brings him his breakfast every morning, there appears instead in this relatively intimate setting a complete stranger. The stranger’s suit is a perfect emblem of bureaucracy: it had “many folds and pockets, buckles and buttons and a belt, all of which gave the impression of being very practical but without making it very clear what they are actually for” (1), and the obscurity of all these pockets mingles, again, the intimate and the remote: they are a part of his person but have no recognizable purpose. The stranger is a servant (S2), who arrests the master who summoned him (S1), putting S1 under the bar as an authorizing “truth” that is overruled or ruled over, a contradictory sort of tableau reflected as S in the place of production.

This same confusion of intimate and remote defines the parable that comes very late in the book and that is often reprinted as a stand-alone piece under the title “Before the Law.” In the final pages of the book, K. is escorting a visitor from Italy around the city (K is part of a society that dedicates itself to the loving preservation of public monuments), but loses him during a visit to a cathedral. At the cathedral, K encounters a priest, who addresses him from overhead in a pulpit, and even screams at him—“but the priest’s scream was the scream of one who sees another fall, and shocked and without thinking, screams against his own will,” an intimate identification with him but from his distant, institutional post in the pulpit, the place presumably from which he mostly performs his exegesis of S1, the holy scripture. When K asks him to step down from the pulpit, the priest agrees, then explains, “to start off, I had to speak to you from a distance. Otherwise, I am too easily influenced and forget my duty.”

The priest then tells him the famous story that begins, “In front of the law, there is a doorkeeper. A man from the country comes up to the door and asks for entry.” The doorkeeper says no, but tells him he might be able to enter later. The man from the country was not expecting difficulties like this, for “the law was supposed to be accessible to anyone at any time.” For the first few years, the man from the country grumbled and complained about the long wait, but then resigned himself to continue waiting, and complained only to himself. Just before he died, he asked a question of the doorkeeper that he had never asked before,

“If everyone wants access to the law, how come, over all these years, no one but me has asked to be let in?” The doorkeeper can see the man has come to his end, his hearing has faded, and, so that he can be heard, he shouts to him, “Nobody else could have got in this way, as this entrance was meant only for you.” (147

The law is assumed to be supremely generalized, open to all people in all times, but it strangely turns out to have been, through this doorway, purely personalized. This jumbling of private and public, this confusion, is at the heart of the fusion of bureaucracy and eroticism that explains how the audience that S2 addresses is object-a. Appropriately, as soon as the priest relays the parable “Before the Law,” he and K begin to debate what it might mean. This endless mire of explanation is of course the essence of S2, as is the ceaseless deferring to supplements ad infinitum, the vast bureaucracy of exegesis, carried on with the same determination as sexual activity and with the same impossibility of final satisfaction.

In fact, all of K’s writing and talking is done in order to vindicate himself, to bring him back into the warm embrace of society as an acceptable person. He is thus yearning for someone who will listen to him: his audience is his object-a, the thing he seeks and that would satisfy him, but that he can never quite attain even though he diligently proceeds according to the rules, working to show his willingness to honor and even embody the correct procedures of the bureaucracy, a humble servant of the larger system, whose embrace he yearns for. In this sense, he is reminiscent of the boy in Wallace’s Pale King, who is so eager to please, as if to write toward object-a is to be the sort of person who loves to pay taxes, to conjure up that surplus and pay it to a master, as slaves always do, most directly in the discourse of mastery.

Josef K. keeps struggling to provide as much information about himself as he can to prove his legitimate membership in society, to braid more smoothly the intimate and the remote. For example,

he had often wondered if it might not be a good idea to work out a written defense and hand it into the court. It would contain a short description of his life and explain why he had acted the way he had at each event that was in any way important, whether he now considered he had acted well or ill, and his reasons for each. (77)

But such a project would likely prove futile, for “the different ranks and hierarchies of the court are endless, and even someone who knows his way around them cannot always tell what is going to happen.” He adds that no matter how much information he generates, he still might not connect with this audience, for

even for the junior officials, the proceedings in the courtroom are usually kept secret, so they are hardly able to see how the cases they work with proceed, court affairs appear in their range of vision without their knowing where they come from and they move on further without their learning where they go. (81)

And the sheer futility of this attempt to connect with an audience (object-a) is inevitable when

the trial takes on a course where the lawyer may not go along with it. Client and trial are both simply taken away from the lawyer; and then even contact with the court officials won’t help, however good they are, as they don’t know anything themselves. The trial will have entered a stage where no more help can be given, where it’s being processed in courts to which no one has any access, where the defendant cannot even be contacted by his lawyer. You come home one day and find all the documents you’ve submitted, which you worked hard to create and which you had the best hopes for, lying on the desk, they’ve been sent back as they can’t be carried through to the next stage in the trial, they’re just worthless scraps of paper. (83–84)

Although Kafka presents here a vision of the discourse of the university as a scene of absolute frustration, he subtly suggests that the protagonist wants to live this way—that the discourse of the university is a way of configuring desire; that he is deliberately courting this frustration as a kind of jouissance. For example, when the man who arrested K was initially summoned by K into the room, his first words to K are “You rang?” (1). The arresting officer presents himself as simply answering K’s desire. Soon thereafter, K says that, while he is surprised by his arrest, he is not very surprised (9), further suggesting that he has summoned the experience himself, a kind of masochistic fantasy. Significantly, when his arrest is initially processed, it is done so in a nearby apartment, in the very bedroom of the typist to whom he is attracted, her bedside table serving as the policeman’s impromptu desk. Later, when he meets the attractive typist to tell her in elaborate detail about his arrest, he actually starts acting out the entire scene for her, as if the memory were so powerful he must re-create it, even shouting his own name the same way the official who processed him did—“like a schoolmaster” (10)—and so loudly that it awakens another tenant (19) whom K worries might get him into yet more trouble and lead to yet another humiliating punishment like the one he has just restaged for the attractive typist.

K’s behavior suggests that the entire discourse of the university is a way of configuring desire that can be called masochistic. For example, in talking with the attractive typist, he says that, if they do get in trouble for meeting together this way, “I will confirm whatever you say to explain our being here together, however inappropriate it might be … [even] if you wish to let it be known that I have attacked you” (20). K seems so willing to be punished that he fairly craves it; or more precisely, he longs to be embraced by the social universe that is held together by a desire that is explicitly masochistic. Typical of this social universe is a policeman’s comment that “our authorities don’t go looking for guilt among the public; it’s the guilt that draws them out” (4), for guilt is like a magnet to the police, a kind of desire that summons their presence, even drawing into being this anchor of the social order. There is no other clearly defined guilt per se in the novel, for we never learn that K ever committed any crime; rather he merely desires to be ravished by the bureaucracy, masochistically, and the bureaucracy answers his call. In the novel’s own terms, we could say that the law is personalized to fit each individual, an expression of one’s unique desire, the ultimate juxtaposition of the intimate and the remote, and when one tries to attain it, to connect with it or pass through it, to satisfy this desire once and for all, one is always denied and left only to cultivate the joys of frustration, the jouissance of the slave.

Toward the end of the novel, the priest who told K the parable about the man from the country who appeared before the Law also tells him, most importantly, that the courts require nothing of him; rather, they accept K when he wants to show up and play the game, and they freely release him when he wants to leave. In essence, there is no difference between being arrested and on trial versus being acquitted and free. The former is merely a masochistic state of arousal, as is the discourse of the university.

MASOCHISM

More broadly, masochism, says Deleuze, arises as the quintessential, definitive perversion of modern people, for the current status of the law demands it. Deleuze explains that, before Kant, the Law was essentially framed in Platonic terms—that is, based on an agreed-on understanding of the Good and the True. But after Kant, the law became a free-floating structure in itself without any referent to anything outside itself. As such, it creates incredible anxiety, constantly forcing people to ask, “Am I inside the law and therefore safe, or am I possibly outside it in some way and therefore poised to suffer terrible punishment?” When someone worries about whether they might be outside the law, they seek to cozy up to it as much as possible, as in Kafka’s parable. Similarly, in the literal perversion that is masochism, they will enshrine the law in a dominant partner who will control and punish them, ironically, according to the masochist’s precise directives, as if the masochist seeks to have as much control as possible over the experience of being enslaved, controlled, and punished, insisting, through a kind of contractual agreement, on exactly what sorts of abasements the masochist must perform and what sorts of punishments endure. The masochistic cozying up to the law as a contractual basis for erotic experience is precisely the jumbling of intimate and remote, reflected in the formula for the discourse of the university as the act of addressing, as an audience, the object-a—one’s most personal desire.

This phenomenon, as I noted in an earlier book, is not far from our classroom. When we detail for students exactly what we want them to do, we drift toward this same contractual eroticism, and, as students make clear on their course-evaluation forms, they want us to be as clear as possible about exactly what we want from them; they want us to tell them what to do, and by this means students too drift toward the position of the masochist, as if the masochist were the central, archetypal, anchoring figure in this social order, what everyone is trying to become. In short, in the discourse of the university, the slave is the boss: this is what it means when S2 does the talking.

Consider, in this light, the disturbing confession published in The Chronicle by “Ed Dante,” the Shadow Scholar. His masochism is not simply expressed in the brutal ritual his body undergoes as he churns out pages with the deadline drawing closer. Rather, his masochism prompts him to make this confession itself before an audience of teachers, presenting himself as an object of hatred, fairly yearning to be shamed and punished. He addresses an audience that would seem to offer precisely this potential satisfaction of his innermost desire, but that can’t actually deliver it, given his generalized anonymity, his status as one-of-many, not unique at all, and hence impossible to find (the perfect S2); and by positioning himself as yearning for a punishment that he’ll never receive, wallowing in a perverse frustration in the pages of a national publication, he jumbles intimate and remote yet again.

The same logic organizes the remarks noted at the outset by Skorczewski, Macrorie, and Sperling and Freedman about student devotion to hackneyed, academic cliché, student efforts to approximate what they think we want to hear. To write in a spirit of radical obedience to authority, pushing toward the safety, security, and comfort of the predictable, tried-and-true formula is to buttress one’s self against what Shoshana Felman calls the adventure of insight, to lock one’s self up, to tie one’s hands, lest one be swept away. Thus, the meaning of the dreams that started this chapter, the endless yearning to satisfy the requirements, to go back and make sure they are satisfied, desire explicitly articulated as aiming not to satisfy itself but, impossibly, to satisfy someone else.

I don’t mean to disparage the discourse of the university, thus defined, as utterly vapid. The university has historically striven to be a sort of utopia, where all transactions are assumed to unfold in a spirit of fairness and transparency and rationality. And thus it is a sort of safe house, a sacred place within the often brutal landscape of industrial and postindustrial, consumer culture. A place, above all, not wallowing in sheer personality and feelings and random expressions of power, per se, but rather devoted carefully to organizing—and being organized by—subtle abstractions, supposedly value-neutral facts, and strict logic. Obviously, in these terms, the discourse of the university is very much a utopia, and thus its discourse is configured, quite positively, as explicitly repressing the messier stuff, placing the stuff of pure ego (S1) and unconscious desire (S) below the bar, respectively, of S2 and object-a.

But as everyone knows who has worked in universities for any length of time, that other stuff has a way of spilling out in odd and unexpected ways, which brings us to the next developmental level. Moreover, in so far as the true heart and soul of the best academic discourse is critical thinking and problem-posing, then the best academic discourse is not the discourse of the university at all (that endless yearning, always frustrated, to serve and explicate the master properly); rather the academy at its best proceeds in the discourse of the hysteric. Lacan writes,

If there is one thing that psychoanalysis should force us to maintain obstinately, it’s that the desire for knowledge bears no relation to knowledge—unless, of course, we wheel out that lubricious word, “transgression.” A radical distinction, which has far reaching consequences from the point of view of pedagogy—the desire to know is not what leads to knowledge. What leads to knowledge is … the hysteric’s discourse. (Other Side 23)


CHAPTER SEVEN

“SONGS … DRIPPING OFF MY FINGERS”

THE DISCOURSE OF THE HYSTERIC

[image: image]

A few years ago, I was leading students through a process of revising their introductory paragraphs to create, we hoped, an antimetabole—the stylistic device whereby a pair of terms is repeated in reverse order, as in “Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country.” One student, who had been relatively bored by my class, now seemed increasingly wide-eyed and energized as she worked, and when I asked her how her efforts were coming along, she said, “Revising my intro to make an antimetabole is giving me so many new ideas for my essay that my mind is about to boil over!” She beamed impishly, as if to say “Wait till you see!” and then dived back into the task. I think she was sincere, and I was thrilled to see her working so intently. Another example: I was leading a discussion of the concept of invention, and I asked one of the less talkative students where his best ideas came from. His mumbled answer was just one word, barely discernible: “Reefer.” The class collapsed into giggles and guffaws, and it took a minute or two to get the discussion back on track. When I worked in a writing center, I often saw a version of these same highly charged bodily signs, like laughter, that have a contagious power to shift the mood of others in the room, as when, for example, a student managed a significant breakthrough and nearly leaped out of the chair with joy at the eureka-moment, or when students burst into tears or loud profanity. All such energetic, contagious signs are indicators that the discourse of hysteria is in play.

One can readily conjure countless other examples. The student who strives to dominate the discussion and cannot stop talking, even swiveling to those seated near him to start a separate discussion in loud whispers whenever anyone else tries to speak; the student who, throughout the class, rolls her eyes as dismissively and as frequently as she can; the student who mimes an exaggerated victimhood when publicly corrected for using Facebook during class or for pulling out books for other classes to read or study; the student who tilts the discussion toward the most polarizing terms possible, seeking ever more heated exchanges, even to the point of using the abusive rhetoric of talk-radio or of TV sports programs to arrive at the kind of shouting match that, for him or her, is the model of the most meaningful verbal exchange. The student who misses long strings of classes, showing up only occasionally to refer to vague medical excuses that never quite materialize, but who demands a prominent role in class discussion for which he or she is totally unprepared.

Everyone who has taught undergraduate seminars for even a few semesters has seen the way certain students seem to stage conflicts in ways that threaten to create a crisis for the entire class. So common and so challenging is this phenomenon that Matthew Parfitt and Dawn Skorczewski edited a book of essays, Conflicts and Crises in the Composition Classroom, on different ways faculty can handle the problem. Such students, as Parfitt and Skorczewski note, inevitably make everyone uncomfortable. As these performances threaten to drag on, a few of the other students will start shifting in their seats and looking toward the professor with a subtle pleading in their eyes, brows lifted, and then a few more will too, until the sense of division between what, together, we want to be and what, in these awful passages, we are has spread through nearly everyone else in the room, as though an ominous wind had kicked up.

To frame such instances in terms of the discourse of hysteria and to cast this discourse as a developmental step up from the discourse of the university might seem wildly counterintuitive. But over the course of this chapter, I will explain what the discourse of hysteria is, and, in this light, show the kinds of rich potentials that hover in these situations, why they constitute a developmental step up from the sycophancy and clichés of the preceding discourse, just as the latter improved on the eerie silence of the first. When we call this discourse “hysteria,” we invoke the literal, classical disorder of the Victorian era primarily as a metaphor, just as in the last chapter the “university” stood as shorthand for all bureaucratic machineries of knowledge. However, as we’ll see, hysteria has a volatile relation to all such tidy distinctions between the figurative and the literal, and thus in this chapter, I’ll linger in much greater detail over the literal phenomenon of hysteria than I did with the university in the preceding chapter, for the more we press this literalism with hysteria, the more its metaphoric power. What’s more, we need not travel back to the late nineteenth century to consider literal, classical hysteria, for something quite like the hysteria of Freud’s time reappeared in the fall of 2011 at a high school in Le Roy, New York, not far from Buffalo.

LE ROY’S CHEERLEADERS

The lead-off paragraph of an article about the high school students in Le Roy by Susan Dominus in the New York Times, of Sunday, March 7, 2012, is worth quoting at length.

Before the media vans took over Main Street, before the environmental testers came to dig at the soil, before the doctor came to take blood, before strangers started knocking on doors and asking question after question, Katie Krautwurst, a high-school cheerleader, from Le Roy, N.Y., woke up from a nap. Instantly, she knew something was wrong. Her chin was jutting forward uncontrollably and her face was contracting into spasms. She was still twitching a few weeks later when her best friend, Thera Sanchez, captain of one of the school’s cheerleading squads, awoke from a nap stuttering, and then later started twitching, her arms flailing and head jerking. Two weeks after that, Lydia Parker, also a senior, erupted in tics and arm swings and hums. Then word got around town that Chelsey Dumars, another cheerleader, who recently moved to town, was making the same strange noises, the same strange movements, leaving school early on the days she could make it to class at all. The numbers grew—12, then 16, then 18, in a school of 600. … Teachers shut their classroom doors when they heard a din of outbursts, one cry triggering another, sending the increasingly familiar sounds ricocheting down the halls. Within a few months, as the camera crews continued to descend, the community barely seemed to recognize itself. One expert after another arrived to pontificate about what was wrong in Le Roy, a town … that had long prided itself on the things it got right.

What could possibly be going on in Le Roy? No one knows. Despite ambitious investigations into the possibility of toxic waste in the ground near the school, no answers have emerged. More broadly, despite the fact that more than a hundred years have passed since Freud founded psychoanalysis precisely in response to these kinds of symptoms, hysteria remains a mystery. A clue: the Times reporter who authored the passage above notes that every victim she interviewed had a troubled relationship with her biological father; another clue: after considerable medical attention and some drugs that doctors concede may have had only a placebo effect, the symptoms diminished, amid, of course, much murmuring around town about which girls were faking and how much and which weren’t. But the broader mystery persists: why, in Le Roy, in the fall of 2011, would such a phenomenon have sprung up? After all, classical, nineteenth-century hysteria—adolescent girls and young women undergoing contortions, partial and intermittent paralysis, and quasi-erotic seizures, symptoms that are transitory and follow no law of anatomy or physiology, and thus resist treatment (Nasio 2)—mostly vanished from the clinic several decades ago. What made it come back?

Perhaps the greater truth, as several contemporary scholars attest, is that hysteria never really went away. Rather, new forms are flowering in contemporary culture all the time. As Juan Nasio puts it, the hysterics of the past have lived on—they are with us today, simply under different guises, perhaps less spectacular than the famous cases at the Salpêtrière in France in the 1880s, but they are nonetheless still here. What’s more, the structure of hysteria, as Nasio adds, is latent in all of us. More specifically, we have allowed the spectacular, theatrical versions of hysteria, Mark Micale feels, to crowd out and overshadow the other forms, so much so that we’ve become blind to these subtler versions. Micale adds that we need to look at these less theatrical forms, for they have much to teach us about a wide range of interests in the humanities (150).

Many have heeded Micale’s call. While medical and psychoanalytic practitioners have moved away from hysteria as a diagnosis and claim that it has faded away as an actual phenomenon, scholars and theorists in the academic humanities have given it a new life, for hysteria offers a powerful way to begin discussions of gender and culture, sexuality and the body, even the entire domains of representation and performance. In fact, one new line of thought, according to Micale, casts hysteria as the pathology of powerlessness, a way for people who have no access to the standard channels of self-expression to register meaningful protest, to enter into the public sphere with critique (158). In short, hysteria is a bodily rhetoric of revolution. And it is utterly pervasive. Another leading scholar of the form—Elaine Showalter—suggests that hysteria is a part of everyday life, that we are all hysterics (13).

Does that explain what was happening among the cheerleaders in Le Roy? Is a subtle version of this what’s crackling in our classrooms when our work seems newly energized and engaging, yanking us in unexpected directions to grapple together with the edges of what we can know? The answer to both questions is a tentative, qualified yes.

To understand what hysteria is and, most pointedly, how this form of suffering can carry such positive potential, consider that, in Lacan’s matrix for the discourse of hysteria, the place of the author is taken by the unconscious (S), in all its abrupt, unfiltered, contagious spontaneity. That is, this discourse proceeds as and from and about and for the reality of the divided subject—conflicted, ironic, anxious, uncertain, contradictory—and hence the awkward string of prepositions in this sentence, the difficulty of determining where exactly this discourse is coming from and, in turn, the difficulty of repressing or even channeling the intense, bodily energy that accompanies such expression. Instead of repressing unconscious desires that threaten to overwhelm the ego, the discourse of hysteria foregrounds them, and the audience it targets is the master signifier, the ego-ic anchor (S1), precisely to isolate and destabilize that authority. In other words, this discourse proceeds as an other-ing of the ego, a reversal of the subject’s normal logic.

The master-signifier or ego (S1) responds by producing, under the bar, a welter of “knowledge” (S2) in order to explain the behavior of hysteria, answering its questions, pulling this signifying performance as far as possible back into the codes of “rational” discourse (i.e., the discourses of the university and of mastery). And what accumulates under the bar for the hysteric, the “truth” the hysteric presumes to repress or transcend is object-a. More precisely, the hysteric presumes to have disavowed all pleasure, to be uncomfortable or angry or miserable, to suffer, as if from an illness, and thus to feel richly entitled to complain, to disrupt, and rebel against the sources of the misery. The disavowal of this jouissance is what authorizes the hysteric to speak, to mount the complaint, and thus, from just off-stage, this buried pleasure directs the literally ex-static performance of the hysteric, the hysteric’s secret joy in making the master squirm and feel flustered, isolated, and essentially deficient in the awesome face of the unconscious and its mystery. The hysteric, the divided subject, unconsciously takes keen pleasure in playing the role of the patient struck through—stricken by—that which is other, and thereby remaining defiantly unassimilable to authoritative medical knowledge. In other words, as the charismatic boxer, Muhammad Ali, was fond of saying, “I’m so bad I make medicine sick.”

The structure of hysteria, again, is latent in all of us, and it blossoms when we speak from our dividedness. However, hysterics, in another sense, are heroic, for they live to point out the difficult reality of signifiers (S1, in particular) as carriers of an excess of possible meanings, of the ego or master as not adequate to the task of full mastery, and of the very pretense to mastery as founded on inaccuracy, even injustice and lies. Perhaps, in this sense, a clue to what was happening with the cheerleaders in Le Roy lies in the fact that the name of their town, in French, means “the king,” a perfect iteration of S1 that they hoped to expose or problematize in some way by precipitating, through their bodies—that is, as cheerleaders, arms twirling, backs arching, and so on—a national media frenzy that, in turn, led to testing soil, drawing blood, and asking many, many questions about what might be wrong with Le Roy.

Even when screaming for the master to be more of a master, and seeming to strike not a blow for equality, but just the opposite, the hysteric increasingly only exposes the master for what he or she is: nothing. As a discourse of radical critique, hysteria can give us keen insight into works of art, into the value of a particular work, and into the values that work espouses, to say nothing of the creative processes that yield stories, images, and all other forms of composition.

But we need to be on guard against any too simple understanding of hysteria, for what the history of hysteria teaches us is that hysteria will scramble and subvert any overly coded grasp. To say it another way, hysteria foregrounds a destructive element woven through the creative process, as when Blake’s fiery, tornado-like figure named Orc burns away old and outmoded worlds to make way for the creation of the new. In fact, the hysteric’s scrambling of dominant codes in the nineteenth century, for recent generations of feminists, constitutes the first step in what became the modern protest against patriarchy, as shown in Catherine Clément and Hélène Cixous’s The Newly Born Woman. The work of reclaiming the hysteric as a rebel-hero is part of a broader, popular feminist strategy that has sought to reclaim the negative archetypes often attached to women, like the witch or the “fallen” woman.

A PERFORMANCE ART: WHAT IT IS(N’T) (A BRIEF HISTORY, PART I)

For Clément, in particular, the hysterical performance reactivates the playfulness of children and fuses it with the suggestion of private sexual experience (13). The hysterical performance serves to “abreact”—that is, to achieve an “emotional discharge by which the subject liberates herself from the affect connected to a traumatic event lest it become pathogenic.” Clément adds that abreaction “is usually achieved through language,” but also through tears and laughter (15); most spectacularly, hysterics abreact when they seem to strive to expel foreign objects from their bodies through repeated, violent motions of thrusting and stretching, as in certain yoga-like processes, or the dance known as the tarantella or the dance sometimes called “twerking,” associated with the contemporary hip-hop subculture of sissy bounce. For the hysteric, abreaction functions “as a substitute for orgasm, mimed in all forms of displacement, locating in the hands twisting, in acrobatics, in limbs tied in knots, in backs tensed into arcs; and the resolution of the crisis in fatigue, languor, and silent immobility” (21–24). For the hysteric, abreaction is a “celebration, a carnivalesque inversion of the usual, oppressive symbolic order, a displacement of sexual energy, an identification of self and other” (27). Clément goes even further to suggest that the observer and the performer circulate pleasure and pain between them, mixing and exchanging horror and laughter, for the hysteric always triggers a fantastic desire to see (10), and thereby harbors, just out of sight—that is, beneath the bar—the object-a. This seductive scrambling of codes, this staging of a radical, volatile otherness that has the capacity to allow only fleeting identifications with the audience is the stuff of artistic activity, and when it seems to succeed completely and become a realized work of art, we are addressed by what we’ll delineate shortly as the discourse of the analyst. However, when purely “in process,” as a draft, what we have is the discourse of hysteria—not so much the eruption of new meaning but rather the contagious will to erode old meanings by way of eventually opening space for the new.

I don’t mean to suggest that our most frustrating students are hovering on the verge of becoming successful artists (though I suspect many important artists have often been fairly exasperating students). Rather, when we encounter challenges in our classrooms, these challenges, properly conceived, can constitute the groundwork for significant breakthroughs, a kind of necessary prelude to meaningful creativity. In some of the classroom examples with which I began this chapter, one can perhaps see possibilities for the most positive transformation, and perhaps all of them can be thought of in terms of a counterproductive excess that need only be identified and recast in more positive terms—that is, as what is popularly called a “teaching moment.”

That student who was working to produce an antimetabole in her introduction, for example, might not only create one but come to a whole new relation to the domain of prose style, and, in turn, to writing as such; the student who broke up the class by saying that his ideas come from “reefer” may be discovering a more self-conscious strategy for using irony or personal revelation to great rhetorical effect, perhaps even discovering the way the self and its productions are contingent on a certain “otherness within,” an alternative to ordinary, workaday modes of thought, or a dialogue between them. The obsessive talker perhaps really does have a lot to say; the eye-roller may be poised to articulate truly ambitious critique, and so on. And through the matrix of the discourse of hysteria, the as yet unrealized potential—the object-a—tucked away, repressed, in the position of truth—might rise to the surface and become that which they speak from. When this happens, again, we have the highest kind of discourse, that of the analyst. But in hysteria that hasn’t happened yet. To elucidate and delimit these possibilities, to see how, developmentally, the discourse of hysteria marks a step up from the discourse of the university but falls short of the discourse of the analyst, we need to go much further in defining it, and, as a first step, go much further into its history.

“Clinically, the disease,” writes Micale “is highly amorphous and, through the centuries, has been defined in radically different, even contradictory ways” (16). Any discussion of the subject must concede that whatever else we might say about hysteria, it may well be best understood as a refusal or scrambling of the sorts of orderly categories and concepts that constitute rational discourse. Like the staged madness of Hamlet, it may well be an evasive maneuver vis-à-vis the authorities who would hope to control it, first, by defining it.

Hysteria has been with us as long as medicine has, as if the latter somehow engendered the former. There are Egyptian papyri dating back some 2,200 years, as Micale notes, that are among the earliest medical documents we have and that describe curious behavioral disturbances in adult women. The Egyptians thought that this problem was caused by the uterus, which was assumed to be an animal living inside the woman; when the uterus left its proper home in the lower torso to float upward toward other places in the body, it interfered with breathing and caused a wide array of physical and mental problems. A similar understanding appears in Plato’s Timaeus, though here the trouble in the uterus arises specifically when its impulse to create children is thwarted. This understanding of hysteria gave way, in the Christian era, to a spiritualized interpretation, in which it was linked to demonic possession and cured by exorcism and prayer. In yet another turn, hysteria was, during the Renaissance, taken away from the church and remedicalized, and the problem relocated from the womb to the head, losing thereby its character as a strictly feminine phenomenon. Emphasizing hysteria’s mental character, Giorgio Baglivi, an Italian Renaissance doctor, stressed that in treating hysteria, the physicians’ words were of utmost importance, the dynamic verbal relation between physician and patient being at the center of any hope of treatment. Going further, Thomas Sydenham, in England, suggested that the roots of this disorder lay in emotional trauma and, when it occurs in males, it should be known as hypochondriasis, or what we would now call hypochondria—a chronic anxiety about one’s health without any material cause for concern, an apparently baseless craving for medical attention, or, in short, for medicine, for drugs.

I’ll say more about hysteria and the craving for drugs shortly, the way the drug addict illustrates, as hyperreal, this discourse in much the same way that zombies and academic ghostwriters illuminated, respectively, the discourses of the master and of the university in the previous two chapters. Meanwhile, we can summarize this short history of the attempt to understand hysteria—from the gynecological to the demonological to the neurological to the rhetorical—by supposing with Micale and Showalter that hysteria today is best understood as not so much a disease as an alternative physical, verbal, and gestural language, an iconic social phenomenon, a rhetoric of performance, in which a patient, for reasons unknown to him- or herself (i.e., that are unconscious) adopts the appearance and performs the role of the very sick and always for the same reason: to keep the authorities guessing, to capture their attention, to focus and trick the doctors’ impulse to treat.

Micale quotes Edward Shorter, who says that in each era culture makes available a repertoire of symptoms that hysteria will use for articulating itself—swooning was a dominant symptom in the eighteenth century, but paralysis supplanted it in the nineteenth, and there are other “symptom pools” available today (102). He goes on to say that “At least since the seventeenth century, medical observers have noted in hysteria an extraordinary, chameleon-like capacity to reflect the environment in which it develops” (112–13). Throughout the ages, physicians have voiced concern about the vagueness of the disorder’s content and the way it seems to shift over the centuries, at times overlapping with melancholy, for example, then with other disorders, mimicking or recombining aspects of other diseases. Micale notes that while in the seventeenth century everyone assumed that hysteria came from sexual deprivation and could be cured by having more sex, by the eighteenth century this understanding was reversed (23). In the nineteenth century, a profusion of new ideas and therapies for hysteria, ranging from mesmerism to moralistic approaches that associated it with certain highly negative character traits, began to mix with residues of these earlier understandings.

Out of this confusion rose hysteria’s first medical “star”: Jean-Martin Charcot. Between 1878 and 1893, he published 120 case studies through which he pioneered a neurogenic vision of the disease, declaring it very much akin to epilepsy and syphilis and suggesting it arose when the hereditary predisposition to nervous “degeneration” combined with strong emotional shock or trauma. Most of Charcot’s hysterical clientele, according to Showalter, were working-class women who were in Paris without any sort of safety net or security system (34). But Charcot ignored this sort of stress, rooted as it was in inequalities of gender and class, leading some to suggest that Charcot was pushing people to conform to his theories and ignoring details that would complicate his thinking. However, in Charcot’s defense, I would add that, at the core of hysteria is an excess, a will to self-divide and generate thereby a remainder that resists interpretation, so much so that no matter what the doctor’s theory, it would be vulnerable to charges that it “ignored” vital details and forced itself, as a masterful S1, onto the always more complicated “reality.”

This is one way that hysteria performs a constant withdrawal, a kind of chanted mantra of no-I’m-not-quite-there-either, a tease or a seduction, an avant-garde performance art that has the same relation to organic disease that comic actor Andy Kaufman had to professional wrestling, a living breach in the floodwall between “reality” and the realm of make-believe.

Not surprisingly, Charcot’s hospital became famous, something of a tourist destination, as images of hysteria began to show up in theater and cabaret, with even Ibsen and Wilde developing works, according to Micale, that drew on the performance styles of hysteria, as if the hospital and the stage, through hysteria, had begun to bleed into each other (206). One can’t help but wonder if, soon thereafter, the eruption of the new dance styles and gender identities of the Jazz Age weren’t in part derived not only from African American culture, as commonly understood, but also from the abreactive shows that Charcot staged, as in Ishmael Reed’s comic masterpiece, Mumbo Jumbo, where jazz is cast as an ear- and pelvis-based plague that rolled north out of New Orleans after World War I, a highly contagious epidemic of quasi-sexual gyrations of gravest concern to civic leaders, a hysteria. In any case, Charcot made hysteria an essential signifier in fin-de-siècle Europe, and his importance to this history is hard to overstate.

BUT THEN CAME FREUD: WHAT IT IS(N’T) (A BRIEF HISTORY, PART II)

In the 1880s and 1890s, Freud lived and worked in Vienna as a “private nerve specialist,” alongside a prominent internist named Josef Breuer, whose patient—Anna O., a hysteric—could enter into a quasi-hypnotic state and recount the painful emotional experiences that seemed to have led to her symptoms. In talking about these experiences, she could diminish these symptoms. In this sense, as Micale puts it, a hysteric was the true founder of psychoanalysis (27), and Freud knew full well that he was learning a lot from Anna O. and other hysterical women, was being literally led forward to his discoveries by them (143); moreover, he came to see that both the disorder itself as well as all hope of a cure were rooted in the intersubjective space between doctor and patient, and that only through this conversation and as a study of this conversation could “science” progress toward an answer to the mystery of hysteria (145). In other words, the hysteric, as a divided subject, did not simply destroy efforts to understand her, but rather addressed an other (in this case the doctor, S1) to create new knowledge (S2).

Freud, however, was not simply a masterful presence, an S1 to Anna O.’s S; rather, he too can be thought of as a divided subject, as speaking from S. That is, his extraordinary insights into Anna O.’s difficulties derived from his empathy for her, his ability to identify with her, to let the contagious power of her disorder overtake him. To stand imaginatively in Anna O.’s position, Freud didn’t have far to travel for, like Anna O., Freud was divided, specifically by drug addiction. Anna O. was addicted to morphine (named after Morpheus, the god of dreams), and Freud was addicted to cocaine. As Freud himself confessed, quite simply, in a letter to Fleiss of June 12, 1895, “I need a lot of cocaine.” (See also Howard Markel throughout, especially 154–186.)

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, notions of addiction hardly existed, says Markel, and the word addiction was little known—it derived from a Roman legal statute in which it meant enslaved (7). Of course, as we noted in chapter 6, to speak as a slave, S2, is to produce S. In this sense, the university can produce hysteria (as we saw in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?). Analogously, the stultifying, repressive conventions of Victorian culture would likely make the electrifying, personality-scrambling, bodily thrill of cocaine especially alluring. The feeling of liberation would mask the drug’s power to enslave, and to be enslaved by a drug that feels liberating is to speak as S.

More specifically, cocaine, many assumed, was a sort of wonder drug, for it certainly felt like a wonder drug. It was used to alleviate numerous forms of suffering, from asthma to headaches to rhinitis, and could serve as a powerful anesthesia and antidote to fatigue (Sublette 181–02; Markel 50); it drew endorsements, notes Markel, from many leading figures of the day: “Thomas Edison, Auguste Rodin, Jules Verne, Arthur Conan Doyle, Robert Louis Stevenson, Henrik Ibsen, Emile Zola, Alexandre Dumas, and H. G. Wells” (58). It was a key ingredient in Coca-Cola, which promised, in its advertisements, to “quicken the tired brain” (59–60). Few, in that era, knew the risks of cocaine’s use: as Markel notes, cocaine, like morphine and opium, was terribly overprescribed, particularly by male doctors treating female patients (as in the case of Mary Tyrone in Long Day’s Journey Into Night). Many unwittingly grew addicted to cocaine and suffered all the terrors and fits that accompany addiction (Sublette 182). Perhaps some did know where the troubles came from, but continued to use cocaine anyway, for, as Markel puts it, one of the great conundrums of addiction is the way addicts learn to hide the truth of their addiction even as they cultivate it (7), using the substance to alleviate the miseries that the substance itself causes, leading thereby a double-life, a life at cross-purposes, a stark iteration of the divided subject.

The link between cocaine addiction and hysteria becomes yet clearer when one considers the way cocaine cancels the possibility of genital satisfaction, even as it ratchets up desire and sharpens one’s focus on the pursuit of sex. This, as we’ll see, is a hallmark of hysteria, precisely what mandates the horrible contortions to abreact sexual energy in a series of displaced, false orgasms. As Markel puts it, “While cocaine may, indeed, catapult a person’s quest for sexual stimulation and climax, the drug blocks the neurons’ ability to reabsorb serotonin in the synapse,” and thus it interferes “with a man’s ability to maintain an erection.” Markel adds that, for “both men and women, cocaine interrupts the brain’s physiological processes for achieving an orgasm. Ecstatic arousal and desire are jet-propelled, but fuel to finish the journey is defiantly lacking long before the first orbit is complete” (104).

How many of the hysterics of the late nineteenth century were, in fact, unwitting cocaine addicts? We can’t know. However, we do know that Freud himself was using a great deal of cocaine when he developed an interest in hysteria. Freud had been a profoundly ambitious medical student, yearning to make an earth-shaking discovery, and to arrive in the economic class that would allow him to win the hand of Martha Bernays in marriage. The long apprenticeship in the medical profession and the long engagement to Bernays took their toll, especially given that, during this period, he lived, ate, and slept at the Krankenhaus in Vienna, in what Markel calls a “cell” that was “within earshot of the screaming and insane patients assigned to the nervous diseases ward.” Freud’s circumstances would seem to cry out for the relief offered by narcotics. Among the patients who surrounded him, all day, every day, “cleanliness was less of a concern than an absolute impossibility,” and Markel adds that, “The sweat-soaked mattresses were infested with bedbugs and vermin; the sheets were filthy and the floors slick with rancid blood, urine, vomit, and feces,” and the long, dank wards were “illuminated by only a thin trickle of sunlight” (67).

Here, Freud first became genuinely interested in cocaine—initially, as an anesthesia, then a cure-all, and then, darkly, as a kind of doppelgänger. In 1884, Freud published a treatise titled Über Coca, a study of the magical drug for which he had developed such fondness (Markel 81–82). This monograph constituted a shift from the purely scientific writing he had done heretofore toward the more essayist, introspective mode of the works that made him famous. As Markel puts it, “the most striking feature of Über Coca is how [he] incorporates his own feelings, sensations, and experiences” (82), for as Freud himself said, “[I have] carried out experiments and studied, in myself and others, the effect of coca on the healthy human body” (82). As Markel puts it, “In essence, Über Coca introduces a literary character that would function as a standard feature in Freud’s work: himself” (83).

With this treatise, Freud acquired that milestone for so many intellectuals, his first, major, scientific publication (83). The following year, based surely in part on his cocaine studies, he won a travel grant and moved to Paris to study hysteria under the world-famous Charcot; again, he was, at this time, using a great deal of cocaine to help him bear up under the long, frustrating engagement to Martha Bernays and the long apprenticeship in the medical profession. Through the winter of 1886, Freud was invited to a half-dozen parties at Charcot’s house (123), and he admitted in a letter to Martha Bernays that, by way of preparing to attend, he would be sure to take “a little cocaine to untie [his] tongue” (124). In the five years that followed, Freud wrote very little and instead devoted his energies to the deeply stressful chores of establishing a successful medical practice in Vienna (154) and, despite his lack of money during this period, Markel notes, he always managed to pull together the necessary funds to buy cocaine (156). During this time, he was also likely engaged in an adulterous liaison with his wife’s younger sister (158–59), suggesting that, just as addicts often lead double lives, he too was growing adept at keeping his physical appetites and his public face at a distance from each other.

In October of 1886, he made his first formal address to the Vienna Medical Society, and the subject, appropriately enough, was male hysteria. It did not go well. How could a man become hysterical, asked one listener, when no man has a uterus? The answer, perhaps in the back of Freud’s mind, was “through cocaine addiction,” and, in a sense, this first major presentation was perhaps a roundabout—or, as he himself taught us to say, an unconscious—discussion of his own life. By the early 1890s, Freud was likely snorting massive amounts of cocaine, doing significant damage to his nose. As Markel puts it, he self-medicated away his stomach aches, depression, anxiety, and chest pain with more and more cocaine (173), perhaps denying, as a divided subject will, that the substance he was using to treat these troubles may, in fact, have been the cause of these troubles.

When, as already noted, he admitted to Fliess in 1895 that “I need a lot of cocaine,” he personified his addiction thus: “I must treat this psychic fellow well or he won’t work for me. I demand a great deal of him.” What addicts today sometimes call the monkey-on-their-back, Freud here casts as a servant or a slave, but in a turn of thought that Freud himself taught us, perhaps the opposite is also true: the monkey demanded a great deal of Freud and, in fact, enslaved him. It must also have showcased for him the workings of the unconscious, for, later that same summer, Freud had the famous dream that became the central specimen in his first and perhaps greatest masterpiece, The Interpretation of Dreams. In the dream, Freud dreamed that a patient named Irma approached him at a party to tell him that he not only had failed to heal her, but had actually made her condition worse. He first thought that this dream meant he was anxious about not taking his medical duties seriously enough, but then he decided that the dream was actually proof of how conscientious he really was. Of course, to acknowledge the role of cocaine in his disastrous work with Irma would have meant professional ruin (183–84). But at the level of the unconscious, Freud must have known that he was in grave trouble, for soon thereafter, in the autumn of 1896, he seems to have curtailed his use of the drug and began drafting his book about dreams the following year.

No one can suppose that Freud’s masterpiece is simply sparked by his realization that he was addicted to cocaine, for during this same period, his beloved father died (184), and he had been, for more than two decades, consuming a wide range of books and ideas every bit as ferociously as he had been cocaine. However, no can deny, as Markel puts it, that while Freud was consumed with the pursuit of the great truth, at the same time, like all addicts, he was living the big lie by denying his dependence on a drug (186), and this division, this sense of a second mind, had to have prepared the way for his discovery of the unconscious. In fact, just as Charcot was a superb mimic of his patients, demonstrating their symptoms during lectures to teach his students how to recognize those symptoms, perhaps Freud too began to mimic hysteria, and, as an addict, to become hysterical: self-divided by cocaine, one person when craving the drug, another when having just recently used it.

In sum, the book that became his greatest triumph and that launched psychoanalysis as a knowledge-making industry that boomed over the course of the twentieth century must have derived at least in part from precisely Freud’s experience of his own dividedness. As Frederick Crews put it, “Without cocaine, the polite and unhappy doctor of April 1884 might never have become so reckless, so adamant, so sex preoccupied, and so convinced of his own importance that the contagion [of psychoanalytic thinking] was caught by millions.” To say the same in the matrix of the discourse of hysteria, what follows the utterance of the divided subject, in the place of production, is S2—knowledge.

Although the industry that Freud founded—psychoanalysis—spread through the world over the several decades that followed, its principal, inaugural object of study—hysteria—soon disappeared. Today, hysteria is thought of as a strange artifact of a different time. Several factors might have led to its vanishing, suggests Micale (169–75): perhaps, because we are a less sexually repressive society, we don’t create hysteria so much anymore; or, perhaps because people are more adept at talking about their inner lives through the elaborate vocabulary we’ve derived from Freud, we don’t need to marshal bizarre physical symptoms to express the fact that we are experiencing some kind of conflict. A third possibility, suggests Micale, is that there was a paradigm shift in the realm of diagnostics around 1915, wherein hysteria lost ground to three other categories of neurosis, and a great deal of what would have been called hysteria before 1915 was thereafter identified with either neurological issues, such as epilepsy or syphilis, or with new categories of mental illness like schizophrenia, catatonia, or manic depression. Moreover, a new generation of doctors who succeeded those associated with the golden age of hysteria—Charcot, Freud—were eager, says Micale, to make their name by coining new syndromes and disorders of their own, over which they could command authority and extend their disciplinary dominion. Finally, says Micale, Freud himself, in thinking so carefully about the disorder, rigorously narrowed the concept of hysteria to something rather more specific; that is, “hysteria” had been, before Freud, a sort of catchall term for innumerable forms of trouble. After Freud, there emerged a vast array of new conceptual tools available for diagnosticians, so far fewer cases would be linked only to the newly specific domain of hysteria.

On the other hand, hysteria, under new names, argues Elaine Showalter, was flourishing in America as recently as the end of the twentieth century, as various forms of suffering arose that had no basis in scientific reality, carried no trace of organic damage or dysfunction, but that were nonetheless, as imagined, as suffered, absolutely real. These new hysterias cried out for medical attention, but, as in the past, left the doctors stumped, impotent, and ineffectual in the face of its quicksilver mystery: chronic fatigue syndrome, Gulf War syndrome, multiple personality disorder. Importantly, hysteria, says Showalter, is contagious, and just as actual disease is spread by germs, the virtual or performative disorder of hysteria is spread in our time by the mass media. (Incidentally, Micale argues convincingly that the surge in cases of hysteria in the latter-half of the nineteenth century was triggered by a best-selling novel of the 1850s, Madame Bovary.)

Showalter, writing in 1997, suggested that the advent of the Internet would likely sponsor a new explosion in hysteria, and, more sinisterly, more ways for hysteria to be socially appropriated—presumably to prop up the knowledge-making regimes of certain doctors who would presume to explain it, tame it, and cure it, and yet more darkly, to prop up political movements of intense paranoia (“witch hunts”), as in the campaign waged against Islamic fundamentalists and their weapons of mass destruction in the wake of the shock of September 11, 2001. Showalter elaborates her point through Norman Cohn’s formulation of the logic of hysteria as contagion: a few individuals with unconscious conflicts seek to fulfill their emotional needs by embracing a certain fantasy, to believe that fantasy is real, and then what follows is

as though units of paranoia hitherto diffused through the population suddenly coalesce to form a new entity: a collective paranoiac fanaticism. … these first followers, because they are such true believers, can endow their movement with such confidence, energy, and enthusiasm, and ruthlessness that it will attract into its wake vast multitudes of people who are themselves not at all paranoid, but harassed, hungry or frightened. (5)

These modern hysterical epidemics, says Showalter, require at least three components: enthusiastic physician/theorists; unhappy, vulnerable people; and supportive environments. That is, a doctor must identify and name and publicize the disorder, which then attracts people into a community whose unconscious conflicts lead them to suspect that they might share the problem, and then as a syndrome established in the mass media, it is thereby poised to spread through actual human bodies as an epidemic.

In terms of the matrix for the discourse of hysteria, the first component, the authoritative doctor who serves as primary audience for the performance, is S1, and the second, the vulnerable, conflicted patient—the agent or speaker—is S. The third element of the hysterical triangle is the supportive environment, articulated as object-a under S in the position of truth: an atmosphere of general social anxiety such as characterizes the ends of centuries or times when other kinds of millennial or apocalyptic moods hold sway. Within this logic, the economic downturn that began in 2008 set the stage for the teenagers in Le Roy; and the various syndromes that Showalter delineated in the 1990s—chronic fatigue syndrome, Gulf War syndrome, or multiple personality disorder—were perhaps in significant measure based upon the sheer anxiety over what was then called “Y2K,” the possibility of widespread computer malfunction that could in turn cause civilization to collapse, just as the events of September 11, 2001 led to a convulsive frenzy in American politics in the form of an invasion of a country not connected to the attacks, in search of “weapons of mass destruction” that did not in fact exist. Hysterics, however, are not simply ignorant of important facts but rather are deliberately at odds with knowledge—or, more precisely, they produce knowledge only after putting up a good fight against knowledge. Thus, as the history sketched over the last two sections shows, it changes form, a sort of quicksilver that can’t be pinned down in a finalized definition. Nonetheless, we can delineate its precise psychic structure and in particular its relation to knowledge, desire, and authority to show how it turns up in our classrooms and in student writing as a not altogether bad thing—that is, as a mode that comes quite close to fulfilling our highest aspirations.

THE NEUROSES, THE REJECTION OF KNOWLEDGE, AND HOW IT BEGINS

Hysteria is one of the major neuroses. Neurosis in general should be understood as an unconsciously defensive gesture, an unwitting attempt to guard against an unconscious pleasure that would seem to threaten us with annihilation; in neuroses, we simply substitute physical suffering that we can mostly handle for what would otherwise be an unlimited, uncontrollable, and hence terrifying pleasure.

Here is an example of neurosis. When I was around six years old, I asked my father to take the training wheels off my bike. I was confident that I could balance upright as I pedaled down the street, exactly as the older kids could. The problem, however, came at the end of the block, where the street bent at a ninety-degree angle, for I couldn’t bear the thought of steering, as the pleasure of being able to change directions seemed so overwhelming that I was sure I would lose my balance, and my bike and I would come clattering to the concrete—or, much worse, if I didn’t crash, the fact of being able to steer would mean that, well, I could end up anywhere, and I’d never see my family again. As it happened, at that bend in the road, there was a large set of shrubs, and so, rather than explore the heady, even blinding euphoria of steering, I would just glide the bike straight into the shrub, tip over into the soft branches, then pick up my bike and my body, aim in the new direction, and continue, following the same procedure on the way back. I would rather accept the relatively minor cuts and bruises of my crash-landing than open the door onto the horrifying euphoria, the sheer infinitude that would open at my feet if I began to steer. This crash-landing as the safe alternative to the overwhelming possibility of unlimited power, freedom, and pleasure is a microcosm of all neurosis.

There are three forms, says Nasio, of this insistence on knowable, controllable pain as a defense against open-ended pleasure (a pleasure, which is usually, specifically genital): (1) in obsession, the neurotic’s thoughts always return to the same fixation, as the fear of pleasure is translated into an anguish of repetition; (2) in phobia, the neurotic’s fear of pleasure is transposed onto a particular object for which one develops an irrational aversion of extreme intensity, as when, for example, spiders or mice or snakes or small spaces become markers of the pleasure that one cannot bear and therefore strike one numb with terror; finally, (3) the third type of neurosis is hysteria, in which the fear of pleasure focuses on a particular physical location in one’s vision of one’s body, so that, even if there is nothing organically wrong with one’s legs, for example, they are still apparently paralyzed because one has transposed there the fear and agony that one unconsciously associates with otherwise unlimited pleasure. If obsession and phobia are the positive and negative sides of the same coin one uses to purchase a shield against the threat of overwhelming genital pleasure, hysteria locates that coin in one’s image of one’s own body and always somewhere other than one’s genitals (Nasio 11–12). The key division or paradox of the hysteric, says Nasio, is that the body is divided into the genital and nongenital parts, the former being completely anesthetized and inhibited, contrary to most cultural norms, and the latter carrying an intensely erotic charge, an ongoing quasi-sexual excitation that is understood as not just quirky and eccentric but deeply pathological, a sign of illness, a call for medical attention (2).

There are three modes, according to Nasio, of this hysterical deformity, three ways of presenting the hysterical self. In the first, the hysteric plays the role of the wretched victim, forever unsatisfied, and constructs the other as alternately an all-powerful devouring monster or a weak, useless, fragile cipher. In the second, the hysteric transforms all objects of inner and outer experience via fantasy into objects of intense erotic energy, though not an authentic sexual energy, but rather a theatrical pantomime or sham sexuality from which the actual genitals must always be totally excluded. The hysteric’s ultimate desire is that all such titillation amount, finally, to nothing more than an endless tease. And this opens the way to the final form of the hysteric: in order to stretch him- or herself from the innermost recesses of sexual life to the outermost reaches of the ordinary, mundane world of objects and make a connection between them, the hysteric’s sense of self must remain elastic, resilient, and protean, so much so that it ultimately becomes indeterminate with respect to gender and sexual identity, and, in turn, slides off the grid on which adult sexual connection is navigated, negotiated, and accomplished; that is, the hysteric becomes thereby a weepy sort of wallflower, as the total inhibition against genital pleasure erodes one’s sexual identity and, in turn, one’s social identity (4–12).

No one knows quite what causes one to become a hysteric. Freud initially thought that hysteria was the result of memories of traumatic experience, usually childhood experiences of sexual molestation, in which the physically immature body has no way to process or absorb or express what becomes the catastrophic flood of sexual energy and thus turns it into sort of crystallized memory or set of images in the unconscious, like a cyst or a tumor, that becomes, over time, the source of all the other morbid symptoms, sparking the body to try, in clumsy, ineffective ways, to release this pathogenic imagery and energy. Freud went even further to suggest that as the ego seeks to reign in that hyperenergized location on the body, it isolates and starts fighting it, and this of course only causes it to become an even more distorted point in one’s experience of one’s own body, more charged with energy; and, in this theory, this is how the basic conflict of hysteria takes shape as the ego working harder and harder to drain the intense energy that has focused around some body-part, and that body-part only absorbing more and more of this intense energy. This is Freud’s first theory of the cause of hysteria.

He developed a second theory in which the source of the trouble is not a memory of trauma but rather a fantasy, and these fantasies grow out of the organic experience of childhood development itself, the process of learning to control one’s bowels and walk upright and talk and develop the variety of sensorimotor schema that enable movement. This process of development is accompanied by fantasies that refer symbolically to one’s experiences in the developmental struggle, the terrors and pleasures of acquiring various skills by trial and error, or, more to the point, the terrors of these pleasures, as in my early bike-riding eccentricities. These fantasies get lodged in the psyche as an inevitable part of early childhood development, a side effect of human growth, and, as we mature, these develop into the full-blown neuroses that are the substance of every ego. In short, the infant is intrinsically, inevitably self-traumatizing. In the simplest terms, the eruption of desire is so intense and so destabilizing that we need to moderate it by creating fantasies, and these fantasies are the beginnings of neuroses. This is Freud’s second theory of the cause of hysteria.

A third theory, developed from the foregoing by Christopher Bollas in Hysteria, suggests that around age three, the child’s body matures to the point that it feels sexual excitation, which shifts the mother’s status. Rather than being merely dependent on the mother, the three-year-old now thinks of its mother as a source of pleasure. With this change, the child constructs a notion of “innocence” and enshrines it in the past, in that earlier stage of development when the child was merely dependent on the mother rather than attracted to her. When the child clings too intensely to that innocence and does not welcome the new body-based self-knowledge, the recognition of pleasure and the desire for more, then the groundwork of hysteria falls into place. The developing child will view his or her body with irritated indifference or even paranoia. This refusal of sexual knowledge in order to cling to a presexual bond with the mother (sexuality implies a certain difference and distance across which desire yearns) can actually spread to the rejection of all sorts of other knowledge: as Bollas asks, how many kids diagnosed with ADD or dyslexia actually don’t have cognitive disorders at all but rather are rejecting new knowledge as part of a sweeping move against the emergence of sexual knowledge?

More to the point, why would the child reject this knowledge? In the dynamics of mother and infant, there is intense and constant physical love, cuddling and stroking and hugging, to say nothing of bathing and nursing, forms of interaction that are joyful to both of them. However, there are definitely times when, for an endless list of possible reasons, the mother cannot celebrate the child’s body, and the child knows it. That is, the breast, which is the erotic epicenter of the self’s relation to the other (the genital will only arise much later), yields a sense of well-being that goes to the very core of the child’s being (47), but gaps in its availability can lead the child to assume that the mother is rejecting the child, punishing the child for enjoying it too much, and so the child will strive to refuse the pleasure, to bury object-a under the bar.

Later, a new domain in which the mother situates the bond to the child will emerge: story-telling, specifically, stories about the child’s birth and early months and years. Feeling anxious during childhood about their connection to the mother’s internal world, hysterics will grab onto these stories in intense ways and then continue later in life to work hard to establish a role for themselves in other peoples’ inner lives, self-stories, and public performances. “In all subsequent relations,” says Bollas, “they have the knack of invading the other to find out who they are to that other.” Thus, hysterics are constantly showing up in doctor’s offices and hospitals with elaborate stories that they hope, through the doctors’ ineffectual attempts at diagnosis and treatment, to extend ad infinitum, thereby to enact the body in distress as a means to pull the doctor ever more deeply into the role of the mother who rediscovers and reembraces, over and over, the infant body that she had not loved enough, not sufficiently celebrated (59). Hysterics live their lives in the way they feel their mothers did, grabbing the attention of audiences and also absenting themselves abruptly, their lives a sequence of grand entrances and stunning exits, and thus cultivate that latent potential for hysteria in those around them; this is how hysteria is contagious and also how it is passed from generation to generation.

However, the most prominent paradox of the hysteric, suggests Bollas, is the exchange of genital drive for spiritual ambition and intensity. Even when the hysteric “falls in love” and starts to have sex, they strive to define it in terms of the most grandiose of spiritual experiences and thereby set to work on erasing the bodily dimension of the experience. Or the hysteric will strive to lock themselves into an unrequited love, the agony being the crucible that leads one to “higher wisdom,” as in countless love poems. In the hysteric’s sexual encounters, the whole point is foreplay, a driving to deeper and deeper excitation only to withdraw before achieving satisfaction, this withdrawal consecrating some abstract ideal of love, as in “If you really love me, you’ll wait a little longer and then a little longer still … ad infinitum.”

In sum, says Bollas, “the child who will become an hysteric is trying to sustain a rigid ideal of purity that targets bodily functions, especially sexual energy, as the enemy.” Bollas continues, “Sexual passions are transformed into the ecstasy of self-sacrifice, or drive the creation of a false self, one that has no body, no markers of desire, but is rather a smooth torso with no appendage or opening” (21). Adult hysterics will strive to abandon sexual relationships because, as they say, that territory is “just so complicated,” or alternately, the hysteric will oscillate to the other extreme, an equally false self that pretends to be precociously hypersexualized. This oscillation between very hot and very cold is the hysteric’s performance of self, a faux bipolarism of sexual identity. They are very difficult people, yet, again, there is a strand of hysteria in all of us, and it can have a very positive power.

FOR EXAMPLE

A self-divisive disavowal of satisfaction and well-being, a flirtation with or provocation of the established medical, legal, and moral authorities that sets their knowledge-manufacturing mechanisms spinning: this is hysteria, and a great but risky recipe for artistic success, for contagiously triggering waves of varying forms of imitators. Thus, we can understand hysteria not as we traditionally have, not simply as a female phenomenon nor of men who have been feminized by combat trauma or molestation. Rather, the disorder of hysteria may define the rhetoric at the very core of much creative genius, but not always, and this is why we cannot cast it as a metaphor for the highest level of development. Consider, for example, the way Roland Barthes disavows authorial control and responsibility for what’s most powerfully engaging, even intoxicating in a great piece of writing: “The pleasure of the text is that moment when my body pursues its own ideas—for my body does not have the same ideas I do” (17).

To imagine what it means to speak as S and how the discourse of hysteria works, consider Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, one person, but divided, two sides, strangers to each other, a personality made possible by a substance and another very different personality that emerges when the substance runs out. Doctor Jekyll, his friends notice at the story’s outset, has begun to look terribly ill, as if he is dying—this misery, we learn at the end, derives from his drug use, specifically his inability to access sufficient quantities of the preferred drug; the drug is the object-a that’s under the bar of repression or disavowal, of inaccessibility, and significantly, the reader never learns of its role until the end of the book. The S1 whom the story addresses is the sober and discriminating reader and also the other characters—the lawyers and former colleagues—all of whom are trying to solve the riddle of what has gone wrong with poor Jekyll. The final chapter is called “Henry Jekyll’s full statement of the case” (notice the legal, medical term here—it’s not a story, but a case), and here in this last chapter we get the answer to the riddle, the full payout of S2, the knowledge that the case study finally produces for us, the explanation—as in, aha, so-this-is-all-about-drug-addiction-and-now-we-understand.

Similarly, in the book Junky, William Burroughs says that while his upbringing had all the “props” of safety, comfort, security, and wholesomeness, he rejected this world, thus disavowing an object-a. He says that addiction usually overtakes those who have no real reason to resist addiction, for addiction is an apotheosis of passivity, of disavowing any struggle toward an object-a. As a junky, Burroughs is the quintessential divided subject, for, in his later memoir, Queer, he says that the various routines (in all senses of the term) that organize his life are all means by which he tries to escape the dynamics of knowing and not-knowing that the ghost of the wife he killed is bearing down on him, his life essentially a case of spirit possession that he is dying to cast off or ignore. In more ordinary terms, Burroughs first discovered himself as S when he began to use heroin, for he suggests that he initially bought it only to sell, not to use; but then he bought it back from his customers to use, then panicked and sold it again in a fit of confused flip-flopping between the role of buyer and seller.

As his addiction grew, he became an even more obviously divided subject, like some junkies who become narcotics officers, working, as he puts it, both sides of the equation; like a character he encounters in a bar, tears streaming down his face, who says, “Can’t anyone understand that I don’t know what I’m doing?”! In Naked Lunch, he sets forth some of the most eloquent visions of divided selves anywhere: the rube, for example, a figure who has a mark within—that is, a target for con games that other dimensions of the self perpetrate, a self-victimizing figure who actually wants to be arrested, jailed, and yanked away from the life he lives; when the rube cracks, says Burroughs, what crawls out of that wholesome exterior would make “an ambulance attendant puke” (5). He suggests late in the book that all the characters in Naked Lunch are just different facets of the same person, an addict, a divided subject (186): a figure with unlimited abilities, via morphine derivatives, to morph, to disrupt reasonable categories and expectations. For this character, as he puts it, no organ is constant with regard to function or position, sex organs sprout everywhere, rectums suddenly appear in the strangest places, open, defecate, close, then disappear again; this is the junky’s experience of the body, and also the hysteric’s.

Appropriately, the book imitates or instantiates this body as well. As Burroughs explains, he had to produce many prefaces to the text for they seem instantly to atrophy and self-amputate all the time as the book’s legal troubles forced it to be published initially in fragments and excerpts and varying versions, and, in any case, the book’s different sections can be read in any order one wants, for finally, it has no structure, refuses the very notion of structure as such, and thus demands an elaborate apparatus of prefatory explanations and afterwords.

The matrix for the discourse of hysteria is well illustrated here. Again, as in Jekyll and Hyde, the object-a is all that has been hidden or disavowed: in Naked Lunch, it is the possibility of the satisfaction of a singular straightforward “meaning,” any sense of a balanced, coherent, complete life-experience, even the satisfactions of the drug itself, for the drug only fires the appetite for more, stimulating a hunger that grows by being fed. The S1 whom S addresses or solicits as an audience is the constant specter of the legal and medical and religious establishments that the book is so well-designed to enrage and perhaps thereby to hypnotize or seduce or at least preoccupy in a prolonged scandal played out as free publicity in the mass media. Moreover, the book makes steady room for the production of an S2, a trickle of traditional scientific information or “knowledge,” in the form of the constant asides through which poetic, underworld slang is translated into the language of pharmacology or other kinds of academic-sounding clarification, culminating in the appendix of discarded introductions and prefaces that presume to lay out, in this straightforward way, what the book really is and what it means: the title to the original introduction (note again the legal and medical tone) is “Deposition: A Testimony Concerning an Illness.” The upshot of all these is that the purpose of Naked Lunch is pedagogical, a payout of S2, sheer academic knowledge, a secondhand explanation of the horrors of addiction as a substitute for and protection against firsthand experience.

The same pattern holds in Keith Richards’s memoir, called simply Life. The title isn’t My Life or A Life, but rather it takes the most generalized form, simply Life, as if what the book offers, finally, is a generalized knowledge about life itself, a vast production of S2. In what could be called a textbook instance of S in the author position, Richards tells the story of creating the Stones first megahit, “I Can’t Get No Satisfaction” in his sleep. He literally has no recollection of creating the tune; rather he woke one morning to discover that the tape recorder he kept near his bed had been used at some point during the night, that, in his sleep, he had picked up his guitar and recorded the licks so he could remember them and work them into a song later with the band, and then he laid back down to continue what was essentially uninterrupted slumber. Most of the original tape, after the famous licks of the melody, is filled with the sound of him snoring, a perfect iteration of S in the position of author. And the song itself is all about the unavailability, the repression or disavowal of object-a—“I can’t get no satisfaction”—a phrase that could be the motto or mantra of every hysteric, every S, especially given its incorrect form as a double-negative.

Much of the book follows the same pattern, the stories of his greatest achievements as an artist always cast in terms of his having little or no control over the process, but rather stumbling in a narcotic dream from one summit to the next. The book itself opens with the words, “Why did we …” And this motif persists throughout the book, his music emerging as a mysterious set of symptoms, songs, as he puts it, dripping from his fingers in the middle of the night (302), melodies and phrases popping up like chicken pox or measles that no drug can cure—though he’s surely willing to give them plenty of chances, to let them weave their way into his sense of himself as embodiments of that part of himself that is not himself, the unconscious, his indomitable collaborator or co-conspirator. As he puts it, commenting on the “convolutions you go through just to not be yourself for a few hours” in one of his most hysterical revelations, “I can improvise when I’m unconscious. This is one of my amazing tricks, apparently. I try and stay in contact with the Keith Richards I know. But I do know there’s another one that lurks, occasionally, about” (329).

The other motif that persists throughout the book is his troubles with S1, with the authorities. As he put it, in the early seventies, in what might be considered a kind of taunting, “Let me be perfectly clear: I do not have a drug problem—what I have is a police problem.” His lifestyle during the period of his greatest creativity, roughly 1968 through 1978, almost seems calculated to guarantee that a parade of Keystone Kops would drag along behind him, stumbling over each other to get at him, a kind of paparazzi with badges and guns rather than cameras and microphones, but otherwise identical to the doctors who always flock to the mystery of hysteria, perhaps succumbing to a version of it, called into being by it.

We see in Keith Richards, William Burroughs, Doctor Jekyll, and Doctor Freud the way addiction illustrates hysteria and in turn hysteria’s rhetorical power. But how can these extraordinary cases illuminate aspects of undergraduate writing?

THE WRITING CLASSROOM

As Elaine Showalter suggests, writing seems to all but require that one become a hysteric (13). Although Showalter’s remark seems always to elicit knowing smiles (a traditional indicator that the demon of hysteria is afoot—see Clément, 33), if not outright guffaws, with their contagious power to spread, her comment is quite serious, and bears directly on the business of writing pedagogy. What does Showalter’s remark mean? Perhaps much of what it means is unavailable to conscious grasp, which is why, whatever the remark might mean, it tends to make us smile. It gives us pleasure, providing one of those moments when, as Roland Barthes puts it, “my body pursues its own ideas—for my body does not have the same ideas that I do” (17). The writer as necessarily hysterical means perhaps that the writer is dabbling in pleasures that are generally not related to the conscious “I” but lurk rather within the mysteries of the body—that lurk, that is, in Keith Richards’s evocative phrase, “about.”

There is a tradition of talking about the teaching of writing in much the same terms. As Robert Brooke notes in his Braddock Award–winning essay, “Underlife and Writing Instruction,” the work of writing, conceived in

the rich sense of interactive knowledge creation … necessarily involves standing outside the roles and beliefs offered by a social situation—it involves questioning them, searching for new connections, building ideas that may be in conflict with accepted ways of thinking and acting. Writing involves being able to challenge one’s assigned roles long enough that one can think originally; it involves living in conflict with accepted (expected) thought and action. (141)

Brooke borrows from sociologist Erving Goffman the notion of “underlife” to refer to those behaviors “which undercut the roles expected of participants in a situation—the ways an employee, for example, shows she is not just an employee, but has a more complex personality outside that role” (141). Brooke offers a variety of examples that echo those that started this chapter: students passing notes to each other instead of attending to the work at hand, whispering to their peers, or making conspicuous reference to worlds outside that of the immediate classroom; and teachers, in turn, use a variety of methods—small-group discussion, workshops—to help students develop a sense of individual ethos or “voice,” to help students borrow from nonacademic knowledge and skills to succeed in their schoolwork.

Most broadly, whenever individuals engage in activities that show that their identities are more complex than the identities assigned to them by organizational roles, then underlife has emerged. What Brooke and Goffman call underlife bears a strong relation to what I’m calling the discourse of hysteria: when people speak or write from within self-division, when they address a master in ways that make that master’s authority wobble, when they suppress or presume to transcend the enjoyment of doing this, when they do so, that is, to protest or push against the too narrowly defined role they’ve been assigned, and produce or elicit, in turn, explanations by way of linking the stuff of underlife, the stuff of the unconscious, back to the institutional business at hand, that’s the discourse of hysteria—an important part of any classroom that hopes to constitute a lively place of discussion, invention, and growth, that hopes, that is, to stave off the dreary, moribund, purely mechanical pushing of information around.

Brooke borrows further from Goffman the distinction between disruptive and contained forms of underlife. Disruptive underlife seeks to topple the institution altogether and is quite rare. Most instances of underlife are contained—that is, they “work around the institution to assert the actor’s difference from the assigned role,” to create thereby a certain liveliness. In psychoanalytic terms, any expression of contained underlife signals that one holds material not quite visible or attainable in the present, institutional setting, that one has an object-a under the bar in “truth” and thereby draws attention to one’s self or intervenes in the intersubjective economy of desire that defines a particular moment in the institutional setting.

Brooke suggests that students regularly find creative uses for their course materials outside the immediate context of class and that are more interesting; also, that they inhabit the role of student quite self-consciously, even artificially, as a role learned through many years of sitting in classrooms and fulfilling assignments, so much so that they comment on that role and compare particular performances of it to demonstrate significant distance and independence from the task at hand, even an indifference meant to invoke an entirely separate world, one much more worthy of attention, as manifest most pointedly, in our own time, by Facebooking during class or texting or surfing the net.

Writing teachers honor this impulse when they find ways to encourage students to see themselves not simply as students but, in a sort of literary sense, as writers, especially when they encourage these “writers” to draw on their unique perspectives to intervene in the social problems of their time, to cultivate “disruptive underlife” to produce as much new knowledge as possible. Brooke’s conclusion is worth quoting at length:

It is in this desire to shift roles, from student to writer, from teacher-pleaser to original thinker that writing instruction comes into greatest conflict with the existing educational system, and also has the most to offer it. For the shift begun in writing classrooms is a shift that would improve education in other classrooms as well. If the student in a chemistry class grew to think of herself as someone who thinks in certain ways to solve certain problems rather than as someone who must “learn” equations to pass tests, then this student would begin to see herself as a chemist, and to act accordingly. In other words, if all our classrooms were to focus on fostering the identities of students as thinkers in our disciplines rather than merely on transmitting the knowledge of our fields, then students might more easily see the purpose behind these particular “information games.” (152)

Some fifteen years after Brooke published his study of underlife, Geoff Sirc developed a book-length engagement with the same impulse, one that takes shape as an hysterical polemic against the discourse of the university and the ways it poisons writing instruction. It is, to me, the most beautiful and fun book about writing pedagogy I’ve ever encountered—that is, it dares to value, more boldly than any other work in our field, beauty and fun for their own sake and at the highest level. Sirc’s work takes its title from an article of the same name that College English ran in 1967: “English Composition as a Happening.” This article, like contemporary work by William Coles (The Plural I, “The Sense of Nonsense as a Design for Non-Sequential Writing Assignments”) resonate directly with Janet Emig’s work of a few years earlier on the role of the unconscious in the writing process. All of them together suggest a time, as Sirc notes, impossibly remote from our own.

Sirc, writing of the national community of scholars in the field of composition, says that “the price we have paid for our increased credibility as an academic field has been a narrowing of the band-width of what used to pass as a composition” (24), and Sirc insists on resurrecting forgotten chapters in our history, staging a return of the repressed, championing the underdog in the

conceptual struggle between the idea of composing serious substantive work that authentically replicates the forms and content of the historical, disciplinary tradition, on the one hand, and the anti-school of thought that’s satisfied to create little bits of seemingly worthless nothing that simply give pleasure and intensify one’s life. … Just because the rest of the curriculum has banned enchantment in favor of a narrow conception of life-as-careerism, that doesn’t mean that we have to go along, does it? Can’t we be a last outpost? A way station for poetry, ecophilia, spiritual intensity, basic human (not disciplined) style. (28)

Sirc illustrates perfectly what we described as the modes of hysteria: the insistence on the tone of disappointment, of having missed out on a great pleasure (in this case, the avant-garde of the 1960s), of being trapped in a much drearier world; the impulse to stretch one’s desire as far as one possibly can in order to bring a charge of meaning, even eros, to ordinary objects, unveiling their beauty not simply as a perverse fetishistic value in some broader sexual stage-play but rather, as in the Happenings, unveiling their simple charm, their power to make us wonder. Sirc’s work also shares in hysteria’s refusal to sort out certain distinctions: in literal hysteria, these are the distinctions between male and female, and, for Sirc, they are the distinctions between art and rhetoric, between noncommunicative “beauty” and writing that “says something,” between meaning and nonmeaning, between different kinds of art (theater, painting, writing), and, finally, and perhaps most importantly between art and life. Sirc writes, “is this book of mine composition, art history, basic writing theory or cultural studies? Sometimes I don’t know if the course I teach is a course on rap, writing, or technology. Anyway, I like how that blurring messes up a stable reading” (12). And just before this, he says he likes practices that involve reading things in at least two ways. Granted, all of these distinctions are fairly slippery and ultimately fictitious, and Sirc’s joy in troubling them, the “intensification of consciousness” that he seeks, is contagious. To put it bluntly, he writes as S, for this book is a “turning inside-out of the shadow-space of Composition, an accounting of our other scene, our failures of signification” (14), for he is devoted to a rhetoric for which, to borrow a phrase from the 1967 article, there can be no blueprint, for “shock [and] spontaneity are essential” (18).

For Sirc, the logic that organizes most of the composition “readers”—those anthologies of essays that constitute a sort of “greatest hits” set of models that students, no matter what else we tell them, know they are essentially supposed to imitate—is duplicated in the insufferable blandness of much campus architecture of recent decades (2). Composition today is all about the preparation for work, not about the intensification of experience. What we do is more like a corporate seminar than a Happening, which is much to our shame, given Peter Elbow’s point that life is long and college is short (8–10). Why can’t we engage that small part of our students’ lives that they spend on campus and devote it to the experience of the joyfully memorable in each other? Such was the purpose of the Happenings. That art form that interrupted the passivity of the spectator and drew them into “the total electric drama.” “It was an art that frustrated conventions in order to allow other meanings to surface. It involved a re-appreciation of everyday material in order to complicate the distinction between art and life” (5). A Happening is staging of public space as a window into the unconscious, the dissolution of the ego (S1) in the celebration of diverse and multiple meanings. Here is part of a manifesto written by some Happening artists that Sirc quotes:

AMUSEMENT FOREGOES DISTINCTION BETWEEN ART AND NONART, FOREGOES ARTISTS’ INDISPENSABILITY, EXCLUSIVENESS, INDIVIDUALITY, AMBITION, FOREGOES ALL PRETENSIONS TOWARD SIGNIFICANCE, RARITY, INPIRATION, SKILL, COMPLEXITY, PROFUNDITY, GREATNESS, AND INSTITUTIONAL AND COMMODITY VALUE. IT STRIVES FOR THE QUALITIES OF … A SIMPLE NATURAL EVENT, AN OBJECT, A GAME, A PUZZLE OR GAG. (9)

Rather than a slavish reproduction of officially certified masters, as in the discourse of the university (47), what Sirc is after is a writing that is entirely a function of the fleeting moment, a document, an inscription on the fly, like hastily scrawled graffiti (53), work that is collaborative, nonhierarchical, public, open to any kind of content. As with punk rock, the purpose of Sirc’s rhetoric/aesthetic is not to “be good,” as in technically proficient, clean, error-free; rather the goal is to be completely honest, or rather to trouble the distinction between the authentic and the artificial, which entails the courage to not care about technical skill, the courage to see that a rough draft, for all its raw spontaneity, may be the best draft, even to cobble together one’s look, one’s ethos, one’s persuasive power, one’s credibility and beauty solely from the dominant culture’s discarded trash. The goal is never perfection, for perfection is the enemy of greatness (244). While Sirc’s vision is unspeakably rare today, his refusal to find pleasure and value in the current disciplinary logic of our field, his insistence on keeping object-a under the bar, echoes the position of Melville’s Bartleby, who repeats, “I prefer not to,” which, like “I can’t get no satisfaction,” is a signature-mantra of hysteria.

A significant, similar thread winds its way through the contemporary field in discussions of the dynamic of writing and healing. Here, notions of what it means to write as a divided subject, to address and topple a problematic master, to produce new knowledge, appear constantly, as in Nina Asher’s “Engaging Difference: Toward a Pedagogy of Interbeing” or “Engendering Hybrid Consciousness;” or Wendy Bishop’s “Writing Is/As Therapy” or Suzette Henke’s Shattered Subjects or bell hooks’s Teaching to Transgress or James Pennebaker’s Opening Up. All of these titles suggest the same hysteria, the same insistence on foregrounding the dividedness of the author, the same critique of unified authorities (S1) as the essential step in producing knowledge (S2).

In sum, and most simply, the discourse of hysteria should be thought of as the opposite of the university (Fink 133–34)—that is, as a singularly disruptive performance, all personality or “face,” wreaking havoc with the conventional, lockstep procedure of the bureaucracy, as when Marlon Brando’s character in The Wild One, when asked what he is rebelling against, responds “Whaddya got?” or in Edgar Allen Poe’s “The Imp of the Perverse.” If the typical assignment within the discourse of the university is the research paper, then the hysteric’s favorite activity is revision toward a personal narrative, one that poses problems for or even destabilizes traditional binaries, like those between student and teacher, reading and writing, highbrow and lowbrow, self and other, a continuous transgression of boundaries.

Another especially welcoming mode to the discourse of the hysteric is freewriting, and I’m often surprised by how many students can’t do it, how many thus would seem stuck in lower orders of discourse, wanting only to be told what to do, or, still worse to be lectured yet again on the rules. As an invention-strategy, it has roots in the Surrealist poets, who used it, they thought, to access the unconscious, as Freud did with his free-associational talking cure; and Freud, in turn, borrowed his practice from Victorian spiritualists who, as noted earlier, thought that what they called “automatic writing” would deliver messages from the spirits of the deceased (Haswell, “Bound Forms”). For too many, this is spooky, threatening territory, precisely what they insist on locking down, for, as I argued in the first chapter, they simply don’t feel confident or trusting enough, given what they face in today’s culture, to tap into what would be their greatest resource for learning—the unconscious.

Like freewriting, revision too can have a powerful relation to the unconscious, which is probably why students resist, even “repress” its possibilities and insistently reduce it to editing or even proofreading, or cast it as a sort of punishment (“Damn! I did it wrong and now I gotta do it over!”). As Nancy Welch argues in Getting Restless: Rethinking Writing and Revision, we should acknowledge that real revision entails an exploration of fault lines in our texts, the gaps and silences, the messier tensions where some richer, as yet unarticulated content may be struggling into view: such an approach to rewriting can be cast as a writing from or for or with the unconscious, and to trigger the physical surge I’m associating with the discourse of hysteria. Welch echoes Adrienne Rich’s classic essay, “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Revision,” for its appeal to the power of revision, as the title suggests, to unleash a transformative, even revolutionary power, to shake up the same, supreme barriers that the Victorian spiritualists tried to overturn in resurrecting and talking with, to, from, and for the dead.

To bring resistant student writers into this territory, I can think of no better resource than Kristie Fleckenstein’s Embodied Literacies: Imageword and a Poetics of Teaching, for it delineates a theory that refuses to separate word and image and, through this fusion, it sets forth a rhetoric of what William Blake would have called Vision: meaning, in her book, becomes “an ecology of mutually transacting relationships,” and a “double logic” of marking and unmarking boundaries between “perceiver and perception, perceiver and context;” and her classroom, thus configured and perpetually reconfigured, becomes a place “where we might find a reprieve from and meaning in personal trauma …” (40–41). Hers is a cyborg pedagogy of perpetual boundary crossing that recalls the French feminist project of writing the body. And I can’t help but recall as well Sondra Perl’s invocation of the felt sense as a first step in this direction: Fleckenstein would seem to have created a practical and encyclopedic sort of rhetoric of the possibilities that lurk in the simple act of asking students to explore how they feel.

Despite the riches of Fleckenstein’s rhetoric and the practical power of pedagogies rooted in freewriting, the felt sense, revision, and the sort of critical carnival that Sirc celebrates, to think of the discourse of hysteria in the most practical terms of assignment sequencing, however, is nearly impossible, for the kinds of order implied in these contexts (first comes x, and then comes y, and then …) is exactly what this discourse is predisposed to destabilize and overturn. In other words, if the first two discursive formations, mastery and university, restrict movement by emphasizing, respectively, a sort of paralysis and a merely mechanical movement, this discourse radicalizes movement and desire as such in all their spontaneity as shatterings of whatever end points we might invoke as a commonsensical way to bracket and describe some particular instance of movement. This hysterical flight of the self means that it is always becoming other, whereas the discourses of mastery and university denied the other and the self, respectively.

I admire so much the sheer courage it requires, the extraordinary difficulty of inhabiting this antidiscipline for extended periods of time, of being taken seriously here, and the stakes of what it can achieve. The hysteric’s discourse, again, is “what leads to knowledge” (Lacan, Other Side 23), but it can only do so reliably and consistently through the analyst’s discourse, the highest level of development.


CHAPTER EIGHT

PLAYING BY EAR

THE DISCOURSE OF THE ANALYST

[image: image]

I recently directed an honors thesis, in which the student argued that the slave market in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century New Orleans generated a sufficient degree of trauma that three major literary achievements associated with this region—The Awakening, A Streetcar Named Desire, and All the King’s Men—each constitute attempts to work through and recover from traumatic memories of the slave market. When the student was pressed by her committee of readers on how the main characters of the works—all of them direct beneficiaries of slavery, which, incidentally, had been abolished before they were born—could possibly echo and replay the traumatic experiences of slaves, she defended her admittedly unorthodox argument by suggesting that the role of the artist in a traumatized and traumatic culture is precisely to cross such lines of race, class, and historical period to draw forth unlikely kinships as part of the larger work of healing and promoting a more just society.

Such a line of thinking struck all of her readers as provocative and stimulating, even inspiring. It was far-fetched enough to make all of us uncomfortable, but in the best possible way. At the thesis defense, the conversation was lively and long, and, as it ended, one of the senior faculty members present said, “I’ve served on a couple dozen of these thesis-committees, but this one is different—it really made me think, it really challenged me.”

This student was producing the discourse of the analyst, which Lacan said is “located at the opposite pole from the master’s discourse” (Other Side 187). In the eyes of the committee, she was writing from and embodying the object-a, and in making us think, and readjust what we thought we knew, in making us squirm against this new way of racializing the literary politics of New Orleans, she was enabling us to experience ourselves as S; she was forcing us to bracket or submerge or transcend our egos, or, more precisely, to produce a slightly new, modified sense of ourselves (S1, in the place of production), just as she transcended all secondary, derivative knowledge (S2, in “truth”) to launch her provocative and refreshing line of thought. She had lured us into transference with her, and then, in prompting us to struggle with the full implications of her ideas and reconsider much of our own thoughts on the subject and the relative risks and virtues of her position in contrast to our own, she led us to undo the transference. And this enabling and then reversing of transference is the essence of the discourse of the analyst.

What enabled the student to draw us, her readers, into the status of S was the fact that, throughout her process of creating her thesis, she must have often been in the discourse of analysis, addressing and engaging and querying the unconscious (S). That is, because her interlocutor, all along, had been S, her eventual, literal readership couldn’t help but take on that role too, to be cast into it. Unlike the discourse of mastery, which seeks only to repress and transcend the unconscious, or the university which produces the unconscious, or the hysteric which embodies and performs the unconscious and speaks from it, the discourse of analysis speaks to it. As I suggested in the introduction, the unconscious is our most precious asset for learning, and the discourse of analysis in talking to this extraordinary force, is the highest level of development, enabling significant insight, movement, and growth, where the others mostly foreclose or stall such possibility or indulge it recklessly and only in halting, superficial, even tentative ways with nothing to prevent backsliding.

What does it mean to talk to the unconscious, to practice the discourse of analysis? Most simply, the discourse of the analyst becomes a possibility when we ask students to develop a paper that looks at and discusses a particular text “through the lens” of some other text. This explicitly interpretive sort of writing proceeds as an act of “listening”—that is, a framing of the topic in a certain way, in a context comprised of some other ideas or issues, perhaps even an unlikely, counterintuitive context, to discover what intriguing feature of the text might thereby be drawn into relief and become visible for yet deeper analysis. By talking about one text through the lens of another, our students implicitly address an audience that knows both, that entertains the tension between the two and is divided between them.

When students thereby establish some feature of the text under consideration as warranting special attention, some new detail that wasn’t really “there” before, they draw their audience to this new item in a way that changes the audience, however slightly, thereby delivering S1 in the place of production, which, in turn, means that they have transcended all the secondary, “received” ways of talking about the text (S2, in “truth”). In such situations, we feel that they are doing good work, we like them, and we’re even happy with them, experiencing them in the position of the author as an a object-a, at least in a subtle way and for the moment.

The discourse of analysis might seem, from this example, rather ordinary and familiar. But to sustain it for more than a fleeting instant is difficult, as it all too easily lapses into what I’ve cast as a one of the lesser discourses. And thus its rarity, its challenge. As Shoshana Felman argues in Writing and Madness, the goal of analysis, indeed the most ethical way to understand analysis, is simply that it must not stop; the goal is to keep twisting the kaleidoscopic lens, keep recontextualizing, to let new meanings continuously emerge and come into play, to disrupt facile conclusions that would halt the movement of thought and desire (245). As Lacan says, “What the analyst establishes … is the hysterization of discourse” (Other Side 33); it sets discourse in motion, always moving into new territory where new associations can be drawn. Thus, the highest level of development is not a plateau, not a stopping point, but just the opposite. The discourse of analysis only exists on the fly. In fact, it may never exist at all, but is rather only a goal, a hypothetical, tantalizing possibility. As such, the discourse of analysis has been around in some form for a long, long time, and its formulation in—and as—the Freudian and Lacanian tradition of psychoanalysis is only a contemporary iteration of the same impulse that engendered, in the ancient world, the discipline of rhetoric itself. In fact, as Pedro Lain Entralgo proposes, rhetoric in preclassical Athens derived from medicine, which, in turn, was understood largely as a sort of verbal magic.

Specifically, ill-health was understood, in Entralgo’s account of ancient Greece, as the contamination of one’s nature by a more or less invisible spirit or demon and as a punishment for a personal fault or a transgression of one’s ancestors, a stigma. To restore the sufferer to health and to full membership in the community, doctors used various verbal charms, prayers, and incantations to wrap the sign of illness in a new symbolic context and thereby alter its meaning (xvii, 40–41). This verbal practice of transforming someone from illness to wellness became the template, later, among the sophists, for transforming a listener’s point of view, the template, in short, for the art of persuasion. Rhetoric in this sense grew out of the tradition of verbal healing, a practice of juxtaposing symbols to shift meanings: addressing a suffering human subject (S), from the position of that which they desire (cultural authority, object-a) for the restoration of an original, vital, optimal identity (S1) via the suppression of all outmoded, damaged, weakened, stigmatized or “secondary” self-representations (S2).

The discourse of analysis, thus, can arise in a variety of situations, and the standard scenario of someone reclining on a couch, describing his or her dreams to another who jots down notes, mostly in silence, is best thought of as the hyperreal of this discourse, a distilled, extreme version, just as zombies, academic ghostwriters, and drug addicts were, respectively, in the discourses mastery, university, and hysteria.

In this chapter, then, I will gather a variety of voices on how psychoanalysis works to show how the clinical setting illuminates the matrix for the discourse of analysis, and then how, in turn, that matrix illuminates what is happening when we’re especially pleased by our best students, which I’ll delineate through a narrative about what I take to be perhaps the best class I ever taught. Our best students, simply enough, are distinguished by the fact that we like them, for they make us think, and help us to continue to grow, to develop a new sense of ourselves. To say it another way, they address us from the position of object-a, and they do so in a way that poses questions and opens perspectives through which we see that we know more than we realized we know, that there are yet richer potentials in our thinking than we had realized heretofore, and, in turn, they lead us to produce a slightly modified ego, a new S1. In terms of the matrix of the discourse of analysis, their work is surprising and memorable, which is to say that the realm of dreary, secondhand reiteration (S2) is suppressed, below the bar in the position of the “truth” that they transcend in the process of producing such original work. In short, when students open up possibilities we hadn’t anticipated and thereby enable us to grow, we praise them and think of them as fulfilling the highest ideals of what a student can do. In fact, whenever people do that, we tend to like them and think highly of them. We’re right to do that.

Of course, to say that the student is speaking the discourse of the analyst is to suggest that the student is somehow like an analyst and the teacher is like a patient, a comparison that, if taken literally, yields a scenario of the utmost absurdity: a professor reclining on a couch, free-associating about his dreams, anxieties, and desires, while the student solemnly nods, take notes, and asks questions. On the other hand, the note-taking and questioning, in our best students, are familiar enough, and the way they inspire us to think our feet, to reach for new depths of insight, our minds moving in a free and open-ended adventure, imaginative and passionate: perhaps, in this light, the comparison isn’t so absurd.

We perform this way because we know they are listening. That is, they write and speak, as it were, from the ear—with an openness and specificity of context that allows them to interpret what’s most important in our remarks, to probe for any possible inconsistencies or contradictions, to foreground in their understanding what we seem to care most about. And we calibrate our remarks to focus on what we think they need most to hear, transferring onto them constantly.

Before considering this idea further, however, a crucial point: no one can accurately see oneself as inhabiting this highest position. That is, one can speak as object-a only in the eyes of someone else. The point bears special emphasis, even repetition: if you think you are there, you are probably in the discourse of mastery, the lowest of the four orders of discourse. Thus, a key and paradoxical hallmark of inhabiting this highest level of development is doubt or perhaps outright denial that one has attained this highest level of development. In short, a key feature is humility, or rather the idea that, as Jacques Rancière puts it, “Intelligence is paradoxically the ability to perceive the equality of all minds” (52).

EQUALITY, INTUITION, LOVE, AND THE SYMPTOM

The embrace of equality implies, in psychoanalytic terms, a rich awareness of the intersubjective nature of reality, for, as the Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education, separate is inherently unequal and, implicitly, vice versa: equality implies a kind of nonseparation, an intersubjective link. Much the same point, according to Adam Phillips, defines the psychoanalytic thinking of Donald Winnicott, who is chief among the other perspectives I will add to Lacan’s in this chapter’s project of articulating the highest level of development, the discourse of the analyst. Emphasizing the supreme value of the link between intersubjectivity and equality in Winnicott’s thinking, Phillips writes that, “Health,” for Winnicott, “is the ability of one individual to enter imaginatively and accurately into the thoughts and feelings and hopes and fears of another person; also, to allow the other person to do the same” (13). Of course, no one can know for sure whether one has done so “accurately” or not; nonetheless, intuitively, one understands whether and to what degree one is engaged in dialogue with the other, “hearing” them and “being heard” by them, for, as Winnicott insists, our relative health depends on and reflects this condition of intersubjective link. Again, this link can only exist in a spirit of equality, for in Winnicott’s thinking, the hallmark of madness is the act of putting too great an insistence on the credulity of others, demanding ever more violently that the other embrace exactly what one is saying as the nonnegotiable, noninterpretable Truth (18). A few chapters ago, we framed this mad imperialism of the self in terms of the discourse of mastery; in the discourse of the university, the opposite imbalance arises as the self virtually disappears in submission to the other. Thus, if, in mastery and university, the other and the self, respectively, fall away, and, in hysteria, self and other are only jumbled antagonistically, like two cats in a bag, then in the discourse of analysis, we find the sort of balanced intersubjectivity that is perhaps known, most broadly, as justice.

Much the same point is implied by Jacques Rancière’s definition of intelligence as simply a way of paying attention, a form of will—specifically, the will neither to dominate nor submit (13). He asserts further, “Idiocy is the absence or relaxation or the slumber of intelligence” (55). To cultivate intelligence—that is, to learn–is to push toward equality. Conversely, to resist learning is to cling to some position in the dynamics of masters and slaves. As Rancière suggests, when children become engaged with learning something, they are often grappling, in essence, with a new way of talking about it, and what has quickened their interest in that language, spurred their engagement with it, is the experience of having had it spoken to them by someone who addressed them as an equal (11).

Otherwise, the occasion for learning is reduced to the transmission of information, and tainted if not wholly undermined, by what Paolo Freire calls the “banking” approach to education, in which, as noted earlier, a lecturer heaves forth explanation on explanation, in endless regress, by way of filling what is presumed to be the empty, passive receptacles that are the students’ minds. As Rancière puts it, explanation perpetuates incapacity, entrenching a hierarchy between the one who knows and the one who does not know, creating a foundation for totalitarianism or mastery among the students, alienating them. In such a pedagogic regime, students are effectively murdered by boredom (see Jane Tompkins’s A Life in School), and, in a zombie-like trudge, they advance through the system precisely to the degree that they accept their alienation from it.

In Freire’s theory, the opposite of what he calls “banking” education is “problem-posing” education, wherein teacher and student are virtually interchangeable, working together as a collective to define and solve problems in which all are immediate stakeholders. Again, for Rancière, the example of children best illustrates the point: when they acquire the mother tongue, they do so not by having someone explain it to them, not by having the axioms of linguistics stuffed into their heads by an all-powerful authority (5); rather as various problems need to be solved, they seek to communicate with their parents in more and more effective ways, to achieve thereby an equality with their parents as the essential solution to most of what they see as problems. But wherever parents stonewall their campaign for communicative equality or indulge it in too reckless a submission to the child’s whim, the learning stops, and hysteria takes root. Rancière goes even further to suggest that what is true of children in the struggle to learn to speak is true of all learning: nobody learns anything in a lasting and meaningful way by having it explained; on the contrary, we learn by building our understanding, often through trial and error, and, as the phrase goes, by doing—doing, that is, alongside others with greater experience that they do not bring to bear as an authoritative mark of superiority (16–17).

And thus an additional complexity: I said a moment ago that no one can inhabit object-a for oneself, but in another sense, if one sees oneself as equal to another and thereby, in a sense, interchangeable with and thus linked to this other, and if this other is seen as an object-a, then the object-a that this other embodies is not something entirely separate, not a dangling carrot that one must chase, nor does one need to cajole or bully that other, nor strive to please by way of enduring one’s transference onto that object-a. Rather, because one is linked to that other, one is partially linked to that object-a. And conversely, because a dialogic relationship with that other remains the wider context for that transference, one is not therefore engulfed in narcissistic solipsism. More to the point, as Shoshana Felman argues in The Adventure of Insight, a precondition, a structural necessity for the dialogic phenomenon that is the only knowledge I can ever “have”—that is, perform or enact—is ignorance, an awareness that there is something that some other knows and that I don’t know (33). And I can only attain that object-a by linking myself to that other, a nonseparation that presupposes, as noted a moment ago, equality. Again, to strive in this direction is to strive for justice, and when one speaks with an openness to that equality—that is, as an object-a for the person one addresses—one speaks the discourse of analysis.

This insight undergirds the familiar practice in many classrooms known as collaborative learning, the fundamental basis of the seminar as a pedagogic method: by talking with others about certain course-materials, I can gradually internalize those conversations, begin to have them in my own head, as they become the springboard for critical reflection, or, in a word, for analysis.

Much more counterintuitively, this insight leads Rancière to the daring assertion that not only does no one learn anything by having it explained, but moreover one doesn’t need to know something in order to teach it. As Rancière puts it, the best teachers do not simply give their students knowledge but “rather the consciousness of what an intelligence can do when it considers itself the equal of other intelligences” (39). The same idea informs Lacan’s thought about the training of new analysts, for the analogy Lacan developed specifically for this process is alchemy: what enables the alchemist to turn lead into gold is the purification of desire. In a psychoanalytic context, the purification of desire means the removal of all traces of the impulse to dominate or submit, the achievement of a radical egalitarianism, through the constant purging of both pride and humility, all identifications with “lesser” and “greater” beings. In other words, the best teachers purify their desire by performing a constant disarming of the ego’s automatic function, by an unwavering defiance of mastery and slavery or, more pointedly, summoning their fusion—the hysteric, the unconscious, the divided subject—so that desire can be disentangled, analyzed.

The reward for purifying desire, for following the discipline of radical egalitarianism is the ever heightening power of intuition. In other words, at the heart of the discourse of analysis is the practice—the rigorously disciplined method—of intuition. As Deleuze explains in his book on Bergson, intuition is more than a vague, fuzzy feeling or general empathy (Bergsonism 13). Rather, it is the power of radical differentiation, and entails a threefold challenge: the stating of true problems; the discovery of real differences in kind as opposed to differences of degree; the apprehending of—and of all things in terms of—the category of real time, rather than of space (14). These three are closely related: the first of these, the statement of true problems, derives from the concern that too many problems resist solution because they are too poorly constructed, rooted not in absolute differences of kind but rather muddled in lesser differences that turn out to be mere variations in degree or are simply jumbled composites of other ideas that need far more careful delineation.

These challenges, misperceiving differences in degree as differences in kind, or failing to see a key difference altogether, arise when perception is distracted by issues space, of larger versus smaller, nearer versus farther—and needs, instead, to reorient itself, afresh, in time, for intuition proceeds solely in the domain time. Note how this privileging of time over space differentiates the discourse of analysis from the discourse of the university: in the latter, characterized as the eroticization of bureaucracy, as a jumbling of intimate and remote, issues of space define the entire masochistic social order, an order of slavery; in the discourse of analysis, space drops away altogether and with it the confusion of intimate and remote, replaced by an emphasis on continuous movement, self-variation, change, and growth.

More specifically, in the domain of time, perception can attend to the ways things differ not only from each other in absolute terms (coming into existence and ceasing at different times) but also from themselves—the way, for example, the ice cubes in the glass of tea at my elbow will change a great deal over the next twenty minutes. Most broadly, to orient oneself in terms of time rather than space, in terms of ever-heightening intuition as the reward for the ever-more thorough dismantling of the dynamics of master and slave, is a function of one’s ability to orient oneself in terms of trajectories, arcs of becoming, and lines of flight, as opposed to the frozen tableaux of static representations that is our experience of space. In short, intuition is the intellectual and perceptual equivalent of the body-in-motion, of our faculties on the move—that is, not locked into the bondage of the slave, or of the slave’s mirror, the nervous, ever-vigilant master who must hold the slave in place and thus cannot move or even look away. Intuition thus is a radical egalitarianism that is attuned to constant change and also to perpetual differentiation from frameworks of greater or lesser that would separate one from the arcs of pure becoming that are intuition’s pathways and by which intuitive subjects link with each other, held together like schools of fish or flocks of birds that seem to move, at least in certain moments, as one.

Intuition is the common ground that unites psychoanalysis and rhetoric. As David Metzger suggests, the most traditional understanding of rhetoric—Aristotle’s sense of rhetoric as a set of tools for generating, arranging, and embellishing language to maximize its impact on an audience—is a version of psychoanalysis, a dunamis, a faculty for grappling with the here and now, the present, as it cuts into us, binds us, and calls us to answer and act. A being-qua-other, or more precisely a timing-qua-other, this dunamis or dynamic that defines rhetoric can never fully connect one with another, says Metzger (24, 42), but rather ceaselessly reinvents this project, moment by moment, trying again and again, changing and moving to keep pace with the quicksilver forces of the present moment (xii, 1–31, 63). If this is what rhetoric is—a set of tools for endlessly revising one’s strategies of connecting with some other, some other who is forever on the move—then rhetoric, in this sense, is psychoanalysis and what we teach in our writing courses. What students “learn” from us, what they gain, is a heightened power of—and sharply honed skills in the discipline of—intuition. At its broadest level, this implicit emphasis on intuition takes shape as the work of differentiation, the valuing of diversity and, in turn, takes up the pursuit of egalitarianism, the search for social justice.

In terms of the matrix of the discourse of analysis, the power of intuition is expressed by the placement of S2 in the position of “truth.” This placement signals the repression of all secondhand explanation, of all slave-like awareness of hierarchy, in favor of the experience of the immediate flow of time through the current moment. In other words, this suspension or transcendence of S2 as the authorizing move that inaugurates intuition and, more broadly, the discourse of analysis is also the signal that one is improvising and enjoying the freedom of sheer play in the present moment, rather than merely obeying the mandates of the past or awaiting, more or less woodenly, those of the future. This immersion in the present moment means the refusal of the spatialization of time into what’s behind me (past) and what’s in front of me (future), putting away calendars and clocks that plaster over the present moment with spatialized grids and numerical representations, as if the present can be located on a map. For again, time is the opposite of space: the latter is the domain of bigger and smaller, greater and lesser, nearer and farther, and as such is the realm of masters and slaves; in contrast, intuition thrives only on equality, and it does so by making a friend of time, the great leveler, the eternal changeling, for in the radical egalitarianism of time, intuition shows the ways we are all joined in intersubjective links which, of course, take their most pure form in love.

Love, says Julia Kristeva, is an experience of renewal, and thus it is the aim of psychoanalysis (1). In fact, according to Kristeva, Freud is the first secular thinker to posit love, as Jesus Christ did, as a model of optimal psychic functioning (14). One can look back on a past love, notes Kristeva, and say, “At that time, I was a different person—wholly under the spell of another who no longer holds that same power for me.” And this is how love undermines all illusions of the unitary self—I was different then from how I am now; I lived for another person than the one I live for now (4). As such, love is burning focal point of our capacity for change–and that makes it, too, a primary element not only of psychoanalysis but of pedagogy. Moreover, love, in Kristeva’s wry understatement, is difficult to discuss, and that is a main reason we need the sophisticated tool that is psychoanalysis in order to engage it. In other words, love is so intense it can only be spoken of after the fact or, because love is so thoroughly defined by a sense of expectancy, hope, and promise, that its only other tense is the future perfect, a constant conjuring of a vision of what will have been, a kind of idealized plan for a life together, a dream of a future continuously retrofitted to the unbearable, burning intensity of the always evolving present. Thus, again, love is all but impossible to articulate in the present moment, and so, says Kristeva, whenever love is spoken in the present, we call the result literature. More broadly, we invoke, as the language of love, the realm of art.

Love is a way of paying attention, just as Rancière said of intelligence, and just as intelligence is keyed to the discipline of egalitarianism, love pushes beyond equality to that sense of interchangeability or fusion. As Blake says, in the opening lines of Jerusalem, his most ambitious poem, “I am in you and you in me, mutual in love divine.” Similarly, for Kristeva, the psyche is only renewable as an ongoing entity to the degree that it is an open system—that is, willing to link and exchange with an other (15). In short, we can change only to the degree that we can love, for to love is to change, to travel intuition’s arcs of becoming—to make, in Jazz Age slang for intercourse, time.

This conceptual nexus is the key to the discipline of the analyst: the analyst, as Kristeva puts it, is “within love” from the very start. To be within love is not simply to be in a space of radical empathy, but to arrive at a more free and egalitarian present, to cultivate the discipline of producing the present as always unique, not trapped in repetitions of the past nor bedeviled by fantasies of the future, so the patient can build a new and better love (13). And while, again, the point may seem counterintuitive, psychoanalysis thus conceived isn’t much different from pedagogy, for the aim of our courses is ultimately to teach our students to love—specifically, to love working and playing with words and texts and ideas, and, through these, to love each other, the wider world, and the ideal of justice, more and more and more.

In terms of the matrix for the discourse of analysis, we can now begin to articulate what it means to speak as an object-a: it means to speak “within love,” as a source and object of love, and thereby to speak artistically, to set forth an utterance of high value, to say something beautiful and moving, a memorable springboard by which others can free themselves from the less rejuvenating aspects of the past and the more restrictive visions of the future, and renew their mobility in time, as a subject internally divided by and externally linked to others through the transpersonal force of desire or love.

There is another meaning, however, to object-a’s position as the speaking agent in the discourse of analysis, for object-a also signifies the symptom. To put it in boldest terms, Kristeva insists that to be unloved is to be ill (37). In other words, when a person lacks an other with whom to identify and bond in pure equality as a partner in sustained dialogue and intersubjective link, then that person will create such a fully articulate other and give it substance out of his or her own flesh, and this is the emergence of the somatic symptom. Thus, the absence of love becomes the presence of illness, as the symptom emerges in the place of the absent lover. The symptom is a dialogic partner, but it needs the analyst to interpret what it is saying, to speak on its behalf, and in a sense to supplant it or replace it, as a speaking other, so that the patient, in turn, can eventually replace the analyst with his or her own newly invigorated power of self-reflection or internal conversation or analysis. Much the same point is made by Colette Soler who emphasizes that when one decides that a signifier exists that constitutes a symptom, one takes it into the analyst’s office and expects an interpretation—that is, another signifier that, juxtaposed with the first, will alter the meaning of that first one, and indeed alter it so completely that it is no longer a sign that something is malfunctioning, no longer the sing of love’s absence. What the analyst offers is, in a sense, a new relation to the object-a, or, more pointedly a new object-a itself in his or her own person as analyst, and that the patient can begin to imitate or internalize by way of replacing the symptom (the earlier, flawed object-a) that caused the suffering.

In other words, psychoanalysis doesn’t simply do what religion does—that is, create a God, a supreme object onto whom one locks in transference through prayer or meditation; instead, psychoanalysis aims straight for the work of interpreting and dismantling the transference by unpacking the verbal interplay between patient and analyst, by intervening thereby in the more somatic play of signification, the realm of the bodily and behavioral symptom (38), which, again, is simply another kind of speech—the unconscious kind. In simplest terms, psychoanalysis differs from religion in that it is interested, at the level of daily practice, almost exclusively in language and speech, or, more precisely, in the difference between them, in using these tensions to analyze what comes up when two people talk to each other in the analytic encounter, opening up the gaps that religion seeks to plug. In this distinction, in this gap, we see yet more deeply how the discourse of analysis works.

SPEECH VERSUS LANGUAGE

As Jacques-Alain Miller puts it, the difference between speech and language is at the heart of the psychoanalytic process, particularly as Lacan theorized that process in the early years of his seminar, about a decade-and-a-half before he set forth the four discourses (Introduction 33). In Lacan’s theory, the developing child must slowly but surely find his or her way into language and begin to use it (and, also, to allow him- or herself to be used by it), for language is a fixed structure, always already there in the world, a preexisting monolith and one must enter it, as in Kafka’s parable “Before the Law,” in order to speak. If language is a generalized, mostly unchanging set of rules shared as a deep structure by all people, then speech is spontaneous, particularized, evolving, the always new and unique stream of eruptions by which our experience of Being, in all its infinite variation, comes to life, moment to moment. And thus, the purpose of Lacanian psychoanalysis, says Miller, is to vindicate the rights of creative speech over the fixed order of language. This point is further elucidated by Marie-Hélène Brousse, who says language is not only a structure that serves as a wall that protects us from the terrifying chaos of sheer drive energy, which Lacan will call the Real; rather language is structure itself, the opposite of this chaos. And like the unconscious, it knows no exhaustion, no reference, no negation, for it is a self-enclosed, abstract body of rules that Lacan will call the Symbolic.

If language is the Symbolic, the wall that protects us from the Real, the terrifying and deadly chaos of sheer drive energy that can never be symbolized, then Being is what pops up between the two. It is the Real-assymbolized, the symbols we create and through which we feel we can know and can even somewhat control the terrifying, chaotic realm of asymbolia or raw drive. And we experience Being, the Real-as-symbolized, entirely through speech. Moreover, Being is not to be confused with the sheer imagery, whether from inside or outside, that constitutes the ego’s gallery of positive and negative identifications—its heroes and villains, masters and slaves—for that is the realm of the Imaginary. In these terms, the purpose of analysis is to help the patient in the struggle to transcend the Imaginary, to strive toward full, unique, creative speech that articulates his or her experience of Being, as equal to and in dialogue with—not merely compliant to—the supreme structure that is the Symbolic (language, the unconscious). This is how one becomes a fully human subject, rather than merely an ego, freed to converse with the unconscious-as-language or as a governing structure, rather than function merely as its puppet; free, ultimately, to experience contact with Being itself, a contact marked by deepest jouissance.

The particular symbol we use to connote Being is, as I noted in earlier chapters, the object-a. It can be a source of anxiety in the discourse of mastery, a dangling carrot we serenade in the discourse of the university, or all that we pretend to disavow in the discourse of hysteria. However, to speak as object-a (in someone else’s perspective—that is, for some listener) is to speak as one who is equal to Being itself, to utter speech that organizes that listener’s mind as powerfully as language does; to incarnate for that person the symbol for that which cannot be symbolized, to be thus an object of and source for the transformative force of love, a carrier of that which we embrace as “True” or at least as intensely persuasive, a kind of oracle, a star.

To summarize all that the developing child faces, consider this useful grid developed by Colette Soler (127).
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Figure 1.

The diagonal line that runs between the Ego and the Alter-Ego represents the Imaginary, the set of positive and negative identifications through which one’s self-image conducts the battles that are its only—and always precarious—business. The other diagonal line that runs between the subject and the real is called the Symbolic. Soler points out that another name for the symbolic is death, because at its far end, it veers off into the Real, the ultimate other, what I called a moment ago the terrifying chaos of sheer drive; and its nearer end is simply the unconscious, the structure that is language, as that which, like desire, exceeds and overwhelms us. Again, the goal of analysis is to get speech to feel comfortable, even equal to the line called the Symbolic (language and death), and to free it from the endless mirroring and distorting master-slave dynamics of the Imaginary. In short, the grid set forth above as figure 1 represents the tangled condition of the patient when he or she begins to seek analysis, stuck at the intersection of those two diagonal lines. When the analysis has made great progress in untangling the patient, the position of the patient can be represented by adjusting the grid, thus:

(death, the Real) ← Symbolic → the subject

alter ego ← Imaginary → the ego

or, in the discourse of analysis, the same idea is represented this way:
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There is a great deal more to say about what it means to speak as object-a, but first, a useful contrast: we need to distinguish it from S1, for the discourse of analysis is the polar opposite of the discourse of mastery, speaking from S1 being the opposite of speaking from object-a, even though what the discourse of analysis produces is a new ego.

OBJECT-A AND S1, SEPARATION AND ALIENATION

Language and desire inform the subject, in Lacan’s thought, in ways that are parallel. As we noted a moment ago, language precedes us, and because it precedes us, we must, as small children, struggle to find our way into it, and this is perhaps the first great adventure of our lives, one we can never quite complete. Language is the master, and the child is the slave, but following Kojève’s Hegel from chapter 5, the child, as a slave, is on the road to becoming a subject, an alienated subject, a subject overwhelmed by language, but a subject nonetheless. If the child never submits to language, never allows him- or herself to become a divided subject, refuses to work with this alienation, then the child grows into psychosis—merely an ego churning away on the battlefields of the Imaginary.

Just as alienation describes the subject’s relation to language, separation describes the subject’s relation to desire. And it works in ways that are roughly parallel. Just as language precedes the child, so too does the desire of the people who created the child—the parents, people whom the child will never fully know, much less control, even as he or she inherits vast, intricate patterns of desire from them. The subject will attempt to come to grips with the desire of the other that caused his or her existence and as that desire reappears in and influences his or her immediate surroundings, struggling with his or her separation from it, in exactly the same way that he or she will struggle with the alienation that marks his relation to language.

Together, alienation and separation define the child as a subject of lack. In the 1950s, Lacan called the signifier of this primordial lack the name-of-the-father or the phallus, the opposite of the object-a that figures perfect unity with the mother. In other words, if the subject is hanging in the alligator-like jaws of the mother, in Lacan’s metaphor, waiting any moment to be devoured and destroyed by complete union, the Symbolic Order (the name of the father, phallus) constitutes a kind of peg or jamb by which that opening is lodged permanently open to prevent certain annihilation. By the later 1960s, this peg will be called S1. It is the ego’s principle identification. The opening itself, the doorway or jaws within in the Symbolic through which one would pass into full unity with the mother is the patient’s object-a.

In analysis, the analyst shakes up the patient’s idea of the object-a, unsettles his or her transference onto it, makes it available to interpretation and thereby transformation, which inevitably leads to a new ego-identification, a new S1, as the matrix locates this variable in the place of production. More precisely, as Bruce Fink explains, in analysis, one pushes against alienation and separation, particularly as those are dramatized in traumatic memories that have left one, in a sense, speechless and broken apart from the web of desires that otherwise holds people together as equals in love. However, one cannot really push against this trauma per se—rather, where the traumatizing otherness of language and desire was, there the subject must come to be, embracing his or her inheritance of language and desire as the intertwined nonsubstance of his or her Being. The pattern of one’s self-narrative shifts from repetitions of “They did X to me” to “I saw … I felt … I screamed …” to, ultimately, ideally, as the upshot of a favorable analysis, “I will thus take the following actions by way of ‘owning’ the trauma and assuming responsibility for handling it.” More broadly, in order to live well, one must be able to say, “Where those foreign forces—the Other as Desire, the Other as Language—have dominated me, separated me, alienated me, I must come to stand and desire and speak, spontaneously and creatively, in free, egalitarian contact with the always evolving present moment”; to interpret symptoms and thereby transform symptoms in a prophetic weave by which I invent myself as a subject and leap into a future and into public space.

This process finds colorful articulation in Deleuze’s early work on Nietzsche and in particular in Deleuze’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s character, Dionysius. In this account, Dionysius is the prime exemplar of the philosopher of the will and intuition, a figure who is exclusively devoted to cultivating and celebrating difference. Dionysius, in this interpretation, is the purveyor of a “tragic” vision of life, which is not to say a negative vision: to devote oneself to a full critique of established values and a program of radical differentiation is often to demolish old values, which, from the reactionary perspective of the slave, appears to involve a great deal of suffering and death (“tragedy”), but from the Dionysian perspective is understood more positively as transformation, the dazzling birth of new values, a cause of joy and celebration. A tragic hero is someone who has differentiated some object and affirmed its difference to an absolute degree and then, in Blake’s phrase, “he became what he beheld,” thereby shedding the former self, the old moral and social coordinates, the outworn ethos. Again, this process looks like suffering and death (“tragedy”)—but only from a slave’s perspective, from the perspective of someone who is wholly devoted to maintaining and serving established values, to languishing at a great distance from the scene of primal individuation and differentiation; that is, from the perspective of S2, which is precisely the perspective that, in the discourse of analysis, must be submerged and repressed, as the authorizing move that enables one to speak as object-a. To be Dionysian is to embrace changefulness and becoming, and to identify, self-consciously, this process as an ongoing discipline that can never end—what Freud called analysis interminable, a psychoanalytic sublime.

Most succinctly, the “tragic” must become synonymous with the joyful, the production of plurality and the play of difference, the definitive act of the will being to create something new, something that differs from what came before. Again, to differentiate, as I noted a moment ago, is the essence of intuition, which in turn follows from egalitarianism. In so doing, one harmonizes one’s life with the fact of eternal return, for what forever returns, what repeats eternally, is always difference as such, the new in perpetual overthrow of all that would regulate, measure, quantify, and reduce experience to an interchangeable match-up with the same old, same old. This is how Deleuze understands, more specifically, Nietzsche’s notion of the will to power—not a will to dominate, but rather a sensitivity to difference, an openness to the free play of difference and, thereby, intuition as something that, through the sustained discipline of analysis (or, in this system, the philosophy of will, the quest for egalitarianism) ideally never ends.

The full triumph of Dionysius or, in psychoanalytic terms, the ideal of a perfect “cure” is of course an impossibility. Therefore, it is always experienced in the future-perfect tense: that is, I will have taken ownership of this material at some point in the future … it hasn’t happened fully yet, but, through analysis, when I look back from some fantasized future I will see that I have completed it. Thus, the discourse of analysis can never end but only insert itself into the movement of time as often and as fully as possible toward an ever greater equality, love, and intuitive power, a process and set of values that will never have been completed or maximized until some hypothetical point in the distant future. In the meantime, however, there is much to enjoy—for the discourse of analysis (love, equality, intuition), though I’ve cast it as a rigorous discipline, is also a form of play, and what we play with—the object-a—can also be called in Winnicott’s theory, a transitional object, and through this concept we can understand more thoroughly what it means to speak from object-a, to speak the discourse of analysis.

LACAN’S OBJECT-A AND WINNICOTT’S TRANSITIONAL OBJECT: HOW TO PLAY

Winnicott and Lacan differ sharply on a number of key points, but their work overlaps considerably as well. According to Alan Vanier, Lacan said, very late in his career (February 1975), that what he called the object-a is the exact same thing Winnicott called the transitional object; and he also said that he based his idea of the object-a on the transitional object. Lacan’s assertion is overly simply, says Vanier, for ultimately the object-a is but one incarnation of the transitional object. Nonetheless, we’ll take Lacan at his word, for the transitional object explains a great deal about what transpires in analysis, how symptoms are alleviated through talking, and, in turn, what is happening when our classrooms are at their best.

For Winnicott, says Adam Phillips, the biggest difference between humans and other mammals is the elaborate ambition of the former to make the instincts serve instead of govern, an attempt that leads to illnesses that don’t occur in the rest of the animal kingdom. Illness is not defined simply as the presence of symptoms, for we all exude symptoms all the time and symptoms are merely attempts to communicate with the environment. Rather, illness arises only when symptoms fail to communicate. More precisely, when symptoms fail to communicate, the patient is always suffering from some piece of self-knowledge that he or she has had to refuse or disavow; some version of S1 is obscuring object-a to the degree that the latter must seek other avenues to air its agenda, and this other avenue is often the physical symptom, what propels the sufferer to undertake analysis.

The analyst tries to allow the patient to start to access this forbidden self-knowledge by creating a certain kind of environment, one that is trusting and prevents the proliferation of the contagious anxieties that would force premature interpretations and superficial explanations, a too-early end to the analytic dialogue and the potential exacerbation of the symptoms. Thus, as long as possible, the impulse to come up with answers must be held in check and the process of spontaneous intuition must be sustained, for the surprises that arise therein (S1 in the place of production) are of the highest value (54). To say it another way, the process of analysis hinges on the creation of an environment that can be reliably trusted to sponsor the spontaneous improvisation that is the summit of development and the key to the discourse of analysis.

Spontaneous improvisation means, in simplest terms, play, and, for Winnicott, play is the supreme source of pleasure—pleasures that are far greater than those that arise from the mere satisfaction of desire. Again, it is contingent on a particular kind of place. That is, before Winnicott, as Phillips notes, psychoanalysts thought that there were only subjects and the objects they desired, and what sat between them was merely an obstacle. Winnicott delineated this between-ness, however, as extraordinarily significant and variable: it can be a place for creative, collaborative play or it can be a gap, breakdown, or intrusion that prohibits or delimits free play. It is ideally an intermediate area of experiencing, to which both inner impulses and external facts contribute, a resting place, where one can stand down from the otherwise perpetual human drama of keeping inner and outer separate but interrelated and thereby enjoy instead the free reign of one’s daydreams. It is above all—again, ideally—a space where play becomes the activity in which the self is created and enabled to grow.

The space of play is defined, in part, by the presence of transitional objects. The transitional object is so named because the child uses it to shift from complete dependence on the mother to independence. It is a bridge, a connector from one state to another. Also, it is at once part of the self and part of the not-self, and thus a bridge between inner and outer that serves gradually to mark the distinction between them and also to link them. The transitional object, says Winnicott, is never merely a substitute for the breast, and is always more than the sum of its parts. It often takes the form of a teddy bear or other plush toy or a blanket or something that the child will not share, and will not do without. Gradually, the child will need it less and less and, ultimately, will forget it, but in the meantime, it will be clutched and snuggled and sometimes abandoned or rejected. This bridge or connector between the self and the not-self, the other, is especially important at bedtime as the child prepares to surrender consciousness in falling asleep. It is, again, much like object-a. Near the beginning of his final book, Playing and Reality, Winnicott writes,

By this definition, an infant’s babbling and the way in which an older child goes over a repertoire of songs and tunes while preparing for sleep come within the intermediate area as transitional phenomena, along with the use made of objects that are not part of the infant’s body yet are not fully recognized as belonging to external reality. (3)

This is the essential paradox at the heart of Winnicott’s thought, and it must never be surrendered or resolved—to sustain this third area, neither internal nor external, neither purely of the self nor of the not-self, to sustain this domain of play, to cling to it and hold onto it as long as possible, this is the heroic struggle of the healthy life. Winnicott calls the transitional object “the substance of an illusion, that which is allowed to the infant and which in adult life is inherent in art and religion”; Winnicott adds that we can share a respect for illusory experience, even form groups around some of them on the basis of the similarity of our experiences, and this is a natural part of grouping. But anytime someone insists on the absolute reality or value of one, they have become mentally ill (18). For Winnicott, the transitional object is the stuff of culture itself—art objects, texts—for culture is what makes play and, in turn, self-development possible. It is the realm of shared illusions, and, in turn, growth spurts.

In the analytic situation, the analyst is the transitional object—and so he asks, in the transference, not who am I representing (the father, a sibling, a former lover) but rather “what am I being used to do? How am I, as a kind of toy, being deployed in the broader fantasy-adventure of building a supportive environment,” an environment for daydreaming and growth. The analyst’s verbal interpretations can be like a feeding to the infant—the patient craves these “answers” the way the baby craves the breast, and the analyst must thus give the “answers” in a very careful way, first letting the patient conjure them on his or her own and then affirming and helping to clarify what the patient is dimly groping toward or constructing as a new, transitional object.

Much the same process unfolds in class discussion, and ideally teacher and student rotate in and out of the positions of analyst and patient, as when someone hazards an idea and someone hands it back to them in revised form, changing shape as it is passed around the room, as it were, so that it can best serve as a transitional object for as many people in the room as possible. The interpretation, the idea, is there to be used, says Winnicott, not simply as a mandate with which to comply or simply to ignore. Rather, it is to serve the purpose of renewing discussion, for the purpose of analysis is not simply to know, finally, but rather to renew discussion, to keep playing, which Winnicott defines as “the process of finding through pleasure what interests you,” a process that takes as its ultimate goal only its own open-ended continuation, a perpetual relaunching of the search each moment anew.

He goes further: “Psychoanalysis,” says Winnicott, “has been developed as a highly specialized form of playing” (56), and that playing has a great healing power (67). He adds that play is universal and belongs to health (56), and the purpose of psychoanalysis is to bring someone who is incapable of play into precisely that capacity. Playing occurs in a particular location—it is neither inside nor outside the self; and it must involve doing, not merely fantasizing, over a duration of time that has a distinct beginning and ending (55). Playing is inherently creative, full of spontaneity and improvisation, and it “makes the individual feel that life is worth living” (87).

The opposite activity Winnicott called “compliance.” This activity is always tinged with futility and it engenders the false self to carry out the tasks of compliance and to hide and protect the true self, which exists only in creative play. The false self is always polite but to a degree that is rigid and prevents growth; Winnicott adds that it can often be associated with intellectual activity (Maturational Process 144), whereas the true self he links with the vitality of the living tissues, and the intellectual flexibility to develop complexity through play (148). Winnicott’s definitions of the false self helps to illustrate the meaning, in the matrix of the discourse of analysis, of S2’s position beneath the bar in the place of “truth.” In other words, in analysis, the false self is repressed or transcended, and when this is achieved, the analyst is authorized to speak this highest or most persuasive of discourses—that is, to speak as object-a—by creating and finally holding open a space of play, always in the present moment, always toward the radical egalitarianism that is love.

THE EAR IN THE CLINIC AND THE CLASSROOM

What, specifically, is the role of play in the clinical encounter? Nasio says that the governing principle of psychoanalysis is to treat and cure hysteria, and it does so by artificially (and I would say artfully) creating a second hysteria, limited to the clinical setting where the patient and analyst meet, and that can be cured; in other words, to cure A, the analyst artificially creates B, purely and entirely as phenomenon between patient and analyst, and then cures B, which somehow also helps to cure A. The same dynamic unfolds in our classrooms, as we create rhetorical situations, collisions between various texts and points-of-view, and then sort those out in ways that prepare the students to do the same kind of work in much broader ways after they have left the university. The classroom and the clinic, thus understood, are then both essentially places for rehearsal, places where students learn how to interpret, to speak the discourse of analysis as a kind of play.

To interpret is to listen in a particular way, to speak and write, as I put it in an earlier work, “with the ear,” or, as musicians sometimes put it, “to play by ear.” The ear is not simply synecdoche for the discourse of analyst, for the ear plays an literal, active, and central role in the clinical encounter in ways that illustrate well what can happen when our classrooms are succeeding and students are growing. Again, Nasio says that, in psychoanalysis, what cures is simply the ear of the analyst, for the analyst causes the dense, intense excess of energy that has become riveted to some thought, object, or body-part in the subjectivity of the patient to be dispersed through a vast multiplicity of associations and representations, as the analyst, in listening and interpreting, connects the toxic fixation to all kinds of other moments, memories, themes, and experiences. In other words, through interpretation, symptoms are linked to a coherent array of other representations, and thereby obtain a meaning in that system, part of a coherent set of meanings, and, as such, are no longer the focus of combined erotic and repressive energy, no longer a source of disorder and suffering. In short, the “symptom disappears if it takes on symbolic value produced by the analyst’s listening” (24)—that is, a new symbolic value expressed in the matrix by S1 in the place of production.

The listening that produces this new symbolic value cannot be any sort of random hearing, but must be analytic listening, that is transferential listening, the listening of someone who has become object-a, someone whom the patient believes has fully entered into the patient’s psyche to contain and carry off all of its excesses, to “shrink” them. As Nasio puts it,

What is most important is that the analyst identify with the unassimilable excess, become the energy itself … identify with the nucleus of the suffering and [thereby] the interpretation will spring forth … when it arrives it will offer itself as a substitute for the unbearable representation, a substitute radically different from the one offered in the … symptom. (25–26)

And he adds, “as long as it is unheard, the symptom remains a thorn in the flesh, unassimilable” (26). But once it can be listened to, once it communicates and has meaning—it thereby, as a symptom, discharges its energy for good, its message finally having been delivered. In other words, where object-a was—as symptom, as thorn-in-the-side—there the analyst’s ear comes to reside, which in turn yields an interpretation, a new object-a. Thus, the process of analytic “cure,” or at least the diminishment of the symptom.

Thus, the discourse of analysis is what Krista Ratcliffe would call “rhetorical listening”—which she defines as “interpretive invention.” In the most concrete, practical terms, the inventive work of rhetorical listening focuses on the phenomenon of identification—with whom does one identify and why and how, and why not with certain others and how does this dis-identification proceed and why that way? And these are precisely the sorts of questions that Marshall Alcorn would ask of his students by way of dismantling their devotion to masters and, in turn, the ideologies and myths these masters sponsor by way of masking social injustice and solidifying the ego and its rituals of mastery.

Rhetorical listening, moreover, would take into account Cheryl Glenn’s ideas about listening to silence, understanding how some silences are chosen and tactical, others coerced as a sign of defeat, the tension between them reaching to the very center of the politics of sexual identity, just as silence itself has been a theme of sacred religious writings of various kinds for many centuries. And this heightened sort of listening would take into account, too, the ideas Peter Elbow recently set forth about how, while texts are arranged in space, we experience them in time, in bundles of moments that border on the rhythmic, even the musical, for, in this rhythmic music, additional layers of meaning resonate that the best writers, in subtle ways, learn to listen for and hear, to analyze and build on. Again, this emphasis on time is at the heart of the discourse of analysis, the key to its intuitive power as distinct from the confusions of space that characterize the discourse of the university.

The analyst’s ear and the activity of rhetorical listening have a long, complex history, as various forces open it or close it in various times and places and to varying degrees, as set forth in works by Theodor Adorno (2002) and Jacques Attali (1985), and implicitly in Peter Elbow’s recent work on the need for writers to learn to listen to speech in the writing process (2012). In each of these instances, in fact, the analytic ear is always configured as attending to utterly unique particulars, as functioning only to the degree that it is free of poorly analyzed composites or generalizations that a moment ago we described as intuition’s enemy.

Much the same point is made by W. E. B. Du Bois when he describes the role of the African American preacher in the nineteenth century, an obvious practitioner of the discourse of analysis:

The Preacher is the most unique personality developed by the Negro on American soil. A leader, a politician, an orator, a “boss,” an intriguer, an idealist—all of these he is, and ever, too, the centre of a group of men, now twenty, now a thousand in number. The combination of a certain adroitness with deep-seated earnestness, of tact with consummate ability, gave him his preeminence, and helps him maintain it. The type of course varies according to time and place, from the West Indies in the sixteenth century to New England in the nineteenth, and from the Mississippi bottoms to cities like New York and New Orleans. (184–85)

He early appeared on the plantation and found his function as the healer of the sick, the interpreter of the Unknown, the comforter of the sorrowing, the supernatural avenger of wrong, and the one who rudely but picturesquely expressed the longing, disappointment, and resentment of a stolen and oppressed people. (189)

Throughout this emphasis on the preacher’s uniqueness and variability over time and region, his changefulness and particularity, and his tireless engagement of the public sphere, Du Bois also emphasizes the role of music in the church and the ecstatic joy that erupted there, both of them orbiting around the ringing sound of the preacher’s speech, which arises, most pointedly, from the ability to listen carefully to what people tell him.

The preacher, in this account, like the analyst, incarnates the transitional object, creates the transitional space. The listener whom he addresses identifies this figure as at once “me” and “not-me,” a repetition of his or her first experience of symbols, the original symbol, and the original experience of play. As an emblem of both me and not-me, he invites the people in the audience to experience themselves as intricately intertwined with otherness, to understand themselves as divided subjects (S): thus the sort of hysteria, the wild effusions of feeling that roll through the congregation, heads flung back, as they scream hallelujahs and throw up both their hands, and feel “the spirit” move on them, an hysteria that is “cured” by being flagged as salvation. And though shared by large numbers of people, the transitional object is always absolutely unique for each person: it is “my” preacher, “my” Bible verse, “my” hymn, even as it circulates through the public space of the community and helps to constitute that community, that culture.

Winnicott emphasizes that this unique, highly particularized dynamic, expressed in Lacan’s matrix for the discourse of analysis by locating S1 in the place of production, actually occupies most of the time of our lives or at least, for the sake of our health, that it should. It is where, ideally, we live, for when we’re there, we thrive. For example, when a passage of music floats into the field of our attention, we are neither acting nor contemplating, but are rather suspended somewhere between the two—in the realm of play, in the intermediate, transitional space between what is me and what is not me, between full immersion in the (m)other and full independence (Playing, 142). And, again, this event is always essentially unique and unavailable to generalization (144). To say it another way, as Winnicott maintains, the true self never communicates—it is a core of pure individuality, absolute particularity; and it thus never “connects” socially or reveals itself (187), never submits to interchangeability with others. Here again is Winnicott’s essential paradox: healthy people communicate and enjoy communicating, and they also have an innermost core of unique individuality that they will never link to external reality, a core permanently noncommunicating and unknown. As Ellsworth pointed out and as I noted in chapter 1, this absolute particularity is unavailable to bureaucratic mechanisms of accountability.

To embrace this radical particularity that the discourse of analysis produces is an heroic struggle, a struggle, as Kierkegaard sets forth in Fear and Trembling, of the highest sort: to hold onto the particular and the personal as higher than the universal, to insist that the particulars of one’s inward life are equal in significance to the full range and permanence of the divine, that speech and desire, as discussed earlier, are equal to and unintimidated by language and death. This is a paradox, but to sustain it is the very substance of faith and of the heroic life. It is also the stuff of the artistic life and the political life, of poetic language, broadly conceived, when designed for the public sphere. It is what, ideally, we teach our students to write.

THE POETIC, THE PARTICULAR, THE PUBLIC

What Winnicott calls play, de Certeau calls tactic and distinguishes from strategy: strategy guides the dominant producers of culture, wholly visible, sanctioned, easily readable; tactic, on the other hand, refers to the flipside, the mostly unreadable and incredibly vast array of improvisational uses that people make of the stuff that is foisted on them by the strategies of the dominant. While strategy issues from a distinct center of power, a focal point of productivity in space, tactic has no precise location but rather grabs opportunities in time wherever it can, as spontaneous, intuitive improvisation, rather than planned production.

The archetypal fund of tactics, says de Certeau, is rhetoric, the age-old practice of finding out how to make the weaker cause appear the better, of timely subversive appropriations of dominant strategy through the variety of verbal techniques that the sophists developed and emphasized and that opposed the plain, “transparent,” representational style of the sciences. The tactics of rhetoric arise in ordinary oral exchange all the time to persuade others, to move audiences, and to sustain, in particular and relatively fleeting contexts, what Kierkegaard called faith.

De Certeau values tactical, temporal performances that take no responsibility for the administration of any totality, the improvisational strategies of oralist rhetoric, for they are at the heart of what he calls—and this is the title of his book—the practice of everyday life. They show up, says de Certeau, in the tales, legends, and bits of gossip that circulate freely, in all sorts of wordplay, alliterations, inversions, and wisecracks, in all that subverts the dominant, strategic, disciplinary discourse of authority, as in James Baldwin’s discussion of Black English or what I call, in an earlier work, “renegade rhetoric” (2003). They also show up in literature, especially novels, for these are colossal repositories of all these practices, all these tactics, whereby everyday life-experience is delivered in a way that is intensely charming—that is, in ways that overturn the realm of scientistic, authoritative prediction and expectation, the dreary, grinding wheels of bureaucratic “knowledge.”

A closely related idea, as noted earlier, appears in Kristeva’s Revolution in Poetic Language, and, in a general way, among the Paris radicals of 1968. In even more strictly analytic terms, it appears in Shoshana Felman’s concept of the poet as one who knows more than he or she realizes, always delivering that excess into the social field disruptively and in ways that renew dialogue and thought, spurring the activity of knowing onward, bringing it to life. The poet, in short, speaks as object-a. For Felman, Kristeva, and de Certeau, the notion of poetic language or tactics is closely allied with the discipline of rhetoric, which in turn finds its paragon and paramour in the unconscious (de Certeau 39), for rhetorical figures and tropes are precisely the tactics by which unconscious desire pursues its agenda “under the radar” of the ego’s repressive habits. The unconscious, in short, uses figures and tropes to try to talk to—or around—the resistances that are the ego.

Analogously, rhetoric as a fund of poetic tactics was known, in ancient Greece, by the name metis, says de Certeau, a practice of courting and playing with the right point in time (kairos), the opportune moment, to undo the official, institutional centers from whence power distributes its objects and grids. Moreover, it always disappears into its own action, as sheer movement that cannot be represented or repeated. Another key aspect of metis is its radical concision, its goal of obtaining the maximum amount of effects through the least amount of force, the way David brings down Goliath: in the tiniest interval of time, to draw on the richest and most vast memory and to trigger the most enduring set of ripples, the nod or the wink, the slightest inflection of sarcasm, for example, that momentarily topples all else. But these most meaningful moments are almost impossible to explain, for not only are they absolutely particular (“You had to be there”), but meaning itself, says Deleuze in Logic of Sense, is wholly paradoxical, having no tangible existence and yet experienced as real and as forceful as bodies themselves; existing in time, evolving along arcs of becoming in transformations ad infinitum, yet never escaping its opposite—nonsense—as the necessary contrast that enables it to exist as meaning (4–11, 66–73).

Because no one can reliably generalize about this kind of rhetorical activity, because it happens always in time, in given contexts, that are always changing and always unique, I will conclude by telling a story about a particular instance in which I saw large numbers of students come into the discourse of analysis, to speak and write as object-a toward S in ways that suppressed S2 and produced a new S1. This happened in the spring of 2009, at Tulane University, in New Orleans, about three and a half years after Hurricane Katrina.

Here is the course description for that class, followed by the course introduction. It was called The Teaching of Writing, an upper-level course in the English Department that was open to all undergraduates and would allow them to fulfill their service-learning requirement.

COURSE DESCRIPTION

This course will introduce students to the fundamental theories and practices of writing instruction and give them an opportunity to apply, test, and extend this knowledge by tutoring for a total of twenty hours at Green Charter School, a mandatory project through which they will acquire service-learning credits needed for graduation. Students will fulfill this mandatory service requirement by going in small groups to Green each week for roughly ninety minutes at a time, at 3:30 p.m., on either Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, or Thursday, for about twelve weeks—that is, until they’ve served the full twenty hours. To prepare for our work at Green, we’ll begin by reading Jonathan Kozol’s recent work, The Shame of the Nation: The Restoration of Apartheid Schooling in America. And then we’ll read work on the dynamics of literacy and orality, on dialogic epistemology, on cultural diversity, on the composing process, on self-expression, on institutional contexts for teaching and learning, on grammar and style, all as a set of lenses through which to examine our experiences at Green and develop an understanding of the teaching of writing. Each week students will have the opportunity to accumulate small numbers of points toward their final grade by posting a two-page paper onto the course’s discussion board. Later in the semester, students will return to these short papers, synthesizing and revising and expanding these writings, into a single, new, longer document (fifteen pages) that serves as a reflective, analytic narrative that ultimately theorizes at a general level what the teaching of English should be in twenty-first century, urban America. And we will use these texts too to guide us in creating a digital media document of our work at Green that will be posted on the web that other groups around the country can use as they undertake similar sorts of projects.

I was particularly interested, that semester, in helping my students to conceptualize the work of tutoring individual writers across a sort of cultural divide—for 100% of my students were White, and 100% of the students we tutored were Black. I can’t say much about how successful we were—the standardized test scores of the tutees couldn’t be released to me—but what intrigued me was the extraordinary energy that seemed to animate my students as they began to settle into their service-learning work and get to know the seventh graders. Likewise, I was stunned by how much the students we tutored seemed to value the experience.

A little more backstory: I first taught this course—without the video element—in spring of 2007. The same energy I saw in later iterations was there, only to a much smaller degree. I thought about the course a lot over the following summer and fall, tinkered with it slightly, then offered it a second time in Spring of 2008. I had been thinking, in particular, about an intriguing aspect of service-learning pedagogy, the ideal of producing, as a class, something that could be of use long after the semester had ended, something that could have a sort of public life beyond the term of our work together, something that could help prepare future students in the course to pick up, as tutors, where the preceding group had left off. As we moved past midterm in the spring of 2008, I began to discuss with my students exactly how their final project for the semester should take shape, and together we hit on the idea of producing a sort of training manual for the students who would enroll in this class the following year. We discussed the broad issues that the training manual should engage, divided the hypothetical book into a set of sections, and then identified the major topics in each section: each student would then write a ten-page essay on that topic, citing relevant sources from our readings that semester and linking those sources to detailed anecdotes about their own experience tutoring the seventh-graders, each essay culminating in some good advice for future tutors, and then I would edit and polish the collection and try to have it published.

I was pleased with the results, but I ultimately couldn’t find a publisher who was interested in an edited collection of student writing. Actually, several expressed interest—but they each decided that it was so purely a function of such a unique context (post-Katrina New Orleans) that it would have little value in the generalized setting of the national market. So, I uploaded the manuscript—a little over 250 double-spaced pages—to my Blackboard site and made it required reading for the next iteration of the course in Spring 2009.

I should add that while what was becoming known as Katrina fatigue was sapping student enthusiasm for service-learning work, the students in this class were even more energized and devoted to the project than the students in the preceding iteration of the course. I think everyone who has devoted their lives to teaching can remember the experience of coming to the discourse of pedagogy for the first time, feeling the lightbulbs come on, and developing a passion for teaching. My students were reading much of the same stuff I read when I first became fascinated by teaching, but their experience was further intensified by the extraordinary synergy of the two cultures colliding (White and relatively privileged college students working closely with the African American seventh-graders who, in all senses, had been left behind—precisely by the No Child Left Behind Act and, of course, by the botched preparations for and response to the hurricane and the failure of the federal levees). Still more important, I think, was the idea that my students’ reflections about their work had more than a strictly short-term academic audience—that is, it wouldn’t be read solely by me, or exist purely to receive a grade.

I knew I wanted to ramp up that particular aspect of my course that seemed to play a part in energizing my second group of students beyond the already high levels I saw in the first group; that is, I wanted to do more with the possibility of publishing their work, that is, more to make the work literally, publicly visible, even publicly useful, as a way to actualize my students’ sense of the potential for social change in their work.

So, in spring of 2009, I would take a new step. My students would read the book generated by my students in spring of 2008, but then they would develop their final reflections not as traditional essays but rather as short videos, and then I would stitch all the short videos together into a single, feature-length documentary that we would post on the Internet. This documentary, even more than the book, would have to be organized, would have to be coherent and also avoid redundancy, but I thought if I stitched together this batch of student works the right way, this video version of the training manual could serve other college students in other cities, who could undertake projects analogous to the one we had. Again, we would post it on the Internet and hope that it would “go viral.” We would spark a revolution.

Of course, the use of the word revolution may seem rather odd in this context, and in retrospect, even fairly quaint. But that’s the word that began to crop up in our class discussions.

A little more detail: we began the semester by devoting a week or so to Jonathan Kozol’s recent book The Shame of the Nation: The Restoration of Apartheid Schooling in America; we moved from there into Mike Rose’s Lives on the Boundary and some recent journalism on schools in post-Katrina New Orleans and the No Child Left Behind Act; from there we went into Kenneth Bruffee on peer tutoring and collaborative learning, then Walter Ong on literacy and orality and Shirley Brice Heath’s racially sensitive complication of this binary, and then into Lisa Delpit’s work, especially her debate with James Gee about the possibility of moving between discourses; next came Geneva Smitherman and James Baldwin on Black English, then the debate between Peter Elbow and David Bartholomae to situate these issues in terms of personal expression versus institutional contexts, then Guy Allan on the power of personal narrative, some of my own stuff on prose style as personally and socially transformative, and finally Linda Flower’s recent work on intercultural inquiry and civic engagement as the highest forms of literacy. Each week, students had to apply concepts from these readings to their experiences working as tutors at the nearby school, and then about six weeks before the semester ended, I had a colleague visit to show them how to use Final Cut Express, a video editing software, so that, as they took pictures and recorded their interactions with the students, they could start creating a rough version of their four- to six-minute video. I asked them, first, to create a short video of some thirty to sixty seconds to get used to the technology—this, in the week after they were introduced to it, then, a month later, they would have to submit a thumb drive with a four- to six-minute video. I gave students the option of working in groups to create a video twice or three times as long, just in case anyone was too technophobic to work alone, but only a few students took that option, and not out of fear, but simply because they were already so immersed in dialogue about their experience that it seemed unnatural not to continue to collaborate. In short, everyone grew comfortable with the demands of the assignment surprisingly quickly.

As I had the previous year with the book, I asked students to take responsibility for different concepts but gave them freedom to reflect on their experience in whatever way that they would like. We discussed what sorts of things different students wanted to say, then arrived at a structure where the first few videos would set up the context for the project, then others would follow that discussed the challenges we faced, and then a final set would arrive at something like answers or advice so that others could watch the video and duplicate our work in other cities. Everyone had to quote at least one of our readings at length for every four minutes of video, and we made sure that everyone would quote different readings to avoid redundancy.

Most of the students did well—in fact, I was worried about what to do if some of them just weren’t up to the task of learning this software. I need to emphasize that this caused me a lot of worry—every step of the way, during that last month or so of the class, we spent time troubleshooting and fine-tuning what was becoming a colossal collaboration. And, interestingly, my students became obsessive—they put in extraordinary hours, took extraordinary pride in the project, and seemed very eager to show it off to friends and family members; that is, to make sure our video, as they kept saying, would “go viral” and start a revolution. I offered limited guidance to my students in this project, mostly only helping them to avoid redundancy between their videos in the interests of the larger documentary; they helped each other with these projects just as they had tutored the middle school students, and again I can’t emphasize enough how deeply energized they were by the goal of making a movie about their work that could serve as a set of guidelines for enabling other college students around the country to undertake analogous projects and, as such, to reverse what Kozol taught them to call the return of apartheid schooling to their country. I don’t think I got lucky with an especially strong group of students. They were typical, really, and most of them weren’t even English majors, but rather just jumped into the course because they needed to complete their service-learning requirement and because this course fit their schedules. Only two of them seemed interested in becoming teachers when they came into the course.

What I think I was seeing among my students, and what they were experiencing in the class, was the tiniest, embryonic rumble of what can expand into a social movement. Again, they took seriously the dream that this video could “go viral” and, in so doing, start a “revolution.” I’ve never seen a group of undergraduates more transformed, more excited by an assignment. I’m inclined to make this claim, in part, based on my memories of my own 1980s undergraduate education, shaped as it was by the admittedly extracurricular force of punk rock. What I was seeing was a similar exuberance, a sense of play that had potentially high stakes in the public sphere. In other words, I would say that they were beginning to experience a sense of what Michael Warner calls the public as a scene for what Linda Flower calls intercultural inquiry and civic engagement. In another sense, they were writing to the unconscious, the dividedness of contemporary America along lines of race and class, calling it into bold relief and high visibility, in ways that allowed them to experience their collective capacity for political action as an object-a that, together, they embodied.

I’m claiming, as I explained in Chapter 1, that a public, properly conceived, is a place, or more precisely, a moment for connecting with the infinite energy of desire, and precisely such a moment was documented in my students’ video, which can be accessed here: http://bit.ly/1d1kHEm. This, I think, is where my students went, prompting me to write this book by way of following along, of keeping up, and of fathoming in a limited, general way, how, together, we grew.
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