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14
LISA RUDDICK

Beyond the Fragmented Subject

In a recent book, Marianne Noble describes the forms of interpersonal
contact that are evoked in the works of four antebellum writers.
Theoretically speaking, she believes the concept of “human contact” requires
vigorous defense. For “today,” she says, “scholars tend to be skeptical about
the possibility” of “anything we might call human contact.” Since “they
doubt the existence of authentic selves,” they cannot envision two selves
greeting each other. Against this background, Noble draws on psychoana-
lytic theories ranging from object relations to relational psychoanalysis to
argue that distinctive selves do exist, and that “attunement to the other’s
individuality” is possible.1

In another recent work, Katherine Ding remarks, similarly, on
a “current scholarly malaise with claims of true self-revelation.” Unlike
Noble, Ding happens to share in this malaise. Her own argument is that
“the sense of interiority we [in the West] associate with character, person-
hood, or identity” is actually just a “performative effect,” the result of each
individual’s “compositional” efforts. Further, the notion that one might
disclose a part of one’s inner life to another is fatally bound up with
“Romantic sincerity,” which in turn depends on “an outdated surface/
depth model.”2 These ideas will be more or less familiar to those who
follow contemporary criticism. While it is hardly the case that everyone in
our field adopts a strict antihumanism or posthumanism, these positions
are often taken to represent the most sophisticated thinking available on
the nature of subjectivity.3

For purposes of real life, it is hard to imagine that many members of our
profession actually think we must do without “anything we might call
human contact.” As I write, conditions of self-isolation prevail among non-
essential workers in the United States, as states attempt to flatten the curve on
COVID-19. During this challenging time, we academics are doing the same
things to forestall loneliness that others self-isolating are doing.We reach out
via phones and other media to sustain our interpersonal worlds, and by no
means scorn what the meditation teacher Tara Brach, commenting on the
same crisis, has called “the joy that comes from real, tenderhearted connec-
tion during such vulnerable times.”4
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The fact that contemporary literary criticism has so little to say for “real,
tenderhearted connection” is not due to any dearth of available theoretical
models for describing such a thing. Psychoanalysts in the English-speaking
world have for some decades been engaged in a series of rich, evolving
conversations regarding the kinds of self-experience and mutual attunement
of which human beings are in fact capable, at both the conscious and the
unconscious levels. These discussions, many of them associated with rela-
tional theory, build not only on clinical findings but also on contemporary
neuroscience and infant research.5 Why has this body of clinically and
scientifically informed psychoanalytic theory not interested literary scholars,
particularly those whose own work draws on psychoanalysis in one or
another of its aspects?
In what follows, I will use the example ofMax Cavitch to represent a small

cohort of literary scholars who do draw on relational theory. My aim is not
just to suggest that this psychoanalytic school offers fine alternatives for
those in our field who have little affinity for antihumanism. More pointedly,
I will show how the comparison throws into relief the weaknesses of the
antihumanist understanding itself. Though my main touchstone will be
relational psychoanalysis, that is hardly the only school to offer a potential
answer to the pieties of antihumanism. Object relations theory, its precursor,
is another good candidate. Were this a longer chapter, I would describe the
work of Peter Rudnytsky, Michael Snediker, TreaAndrea Russworm, Nancy
Yousef, Alicia Christoff, and David Eng and Shinhee Han – a partial list of
contemporary scholars who bring object relations theory powerfully to bear
on the interpretation of literary and other cultural texts. My larger point is
that it is time our discipline engaged more fully with the range of psychoana-
lytic theory. Were we to do so, we would quickly recognize what is lost in
antihumanism.
Yet as an obstacle to this more capacious inquiry, our field’s dominant

discourse features a rhetoric that suggests that one cannot depart from the
notion of a completely “decentered” or “fragmented” subjectivity without
falling into political conservatism. We will see how this rhetoric operates
through logical slippages, which serve to spread shame where it does not
belong. This manipulative logic is a key delivery system for the “paranoid”
thinking Eve Sedgwick long ago identified in literary studies.6 It has survived
by decades the heyday of high theory, living on in conceptual tics that by now
seem to call for no justification or even reflection.7

A final question I ask in these pages is why our profession should have
clung for so long to a view of subjectivity that has these weaknesses. It is not
that we lack for theoretical alternatives. Nor, of course, do we lack for
literary matrices that could inspire new thinking.
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Within literary studies, the privileging of theoretical models that deny the
existence of “authentic selves” extends to the subfield of literature and
psychoanalysis. The conversation in literature and psychoanalysis is heavily
imprinted by the antihumanist models that descend from poststructuralist
psychoanalysis, with Jacques Lacan standing as the founding figure.8

Scholars sometimes do appeal to alternative psychoanalytic models, but in
doing so they generally adhere to a small canon, selected on a principle of not
offending sensibilities trained on the theory of the decentered subject.9 For
example, the concept of the observing ego or the observing self, ultimately
derived from Freud’s own ideas about the ego, remains to the present day
a central element of psychoanalytic theory. These terms describe the part of
the self that can witness and understand the experiencing aspects of the self,
with consequences for a person’s stability and psychological growth.10

Nowadays this mental function is sometimes captured by other terms, such
as “reflective function” and “mentalization”; but despite some theoretical
variations, the same aspect of subjective life is in the theorists’ sights. But
contemporary literary criticism, even when drawing on Freud’s own theor-
ies, generally steers clear of the concept of the observing ego, because of
a settled idea that “the ego” and “the self” in all their aspects are fatally
bound up with the individual’s adaptation to coercive social norms.11

Or again, a literary scholar might draw on object relations theory,
invoking the theories of D. W. Winnicott or a contemporary descendant
such as Adam Phillips or Christopher Bollas. Yet it is vanishingly rare for
such a scholar to touch down into the area of Winnicott’s thought that
involves the “true” and the “false” selves, despite the high regard the
psychoanalytic community has for that aspect of Winnicott’s
contribution.12 For the concept of the true self clashes with our own
profession’s skepticism as to the existence of a self, which goes back to
high theory’s dismissal of “some essence I might be.”13

When we turn to relational psychoanalysis, which stands at the cutting
edge of psychoanalytic thought in the English-speaking world, the discrep-
ancy between our own profession’s thinking and that of the analytical
community is stark. Few scholars of literature cite relational theory at all.
In 2007, Vera Camden, speaking both as a practicing psychoanalyst and as
a literary scholar, noted that “most academics act as if the relational turn
that . . . defines clinical practice today simply never occurred.” Camden
remarked that our discipline was thus “out of step with the most fruitful
and affectively enriching clinical research and practice of our times.”14 In the
years since, the discipline has seen glacial, though promising, movement
toward an encounter with relational theory, which, again, I will ultimately
represent through the example of Max Cavitch.

lisa ruddick
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Progress has been slow because academics find relational psychoanalysis
ideologically dissonant. To read relational theory is to find that amid great
variety, this school accounts for subjectivity in ways that conflict with the
academy’s preferred vision of a fragmented, discontinuous subjectivity.
However much the relational theorists might question the existence of
a static or singular self – thus, in some cases, accounting themselves post-
modernists – they suggest that it is beneficial to be able to grasp and integrate
some of the facets of one’s self-experience.15 As the psychoanalyst Susan
Fairfield writes, “If we imagine a continuum extending from a monolithic,
rigid, and undifferentiated subjectivity to sheer random dispersion, it turns
out that every psychoanalytic theorist has a mixed model . . . with the center
of gravity located closer to one or the other end of the continuum but well
short of the extremes.” Thus, while some relational theorists conceive of
selfhood in “plural” terms, they still affirm the need for forms of self-
integration. On this score, Fairfield cites the theorist Jessica Benjamin,
a “pluralist” who nonetheless affirms, with the psychologist Margo Rivera
whom Benjamin here quotes, “a central consciousness that can handle the
contradictions of the different voices and different desires within one person
[and that represents] the growing ability to call all these voices ‘I,’ to dis-
identify from any one of them as the whole story.”16 I cannot make this point
strongly enough: even themost postmodern of contemporary psychoanalysts
do not view subjectivity as entirely decentered, as literary criticism in
a postmodern psychoanalytic vein does. Fairfield, whose comments I have
just quoted, sees this cleavage herself. She notes that she taught comparative
literature before embarking on her analytic training; thus she is poised to
compare the perspectives of the two fields. What she observes is that the
“thoroughgoing postmodern pluralism” that one would think would follow
from academic postmodern theory is not “consistent with psychoanalysis”
as “currently theorized and practiced,” even by those relational psychoana-
lysts who conceive of their views as postmodernist.17

As a kindred disparity, contemporary Lacanian analysts often interpret
Lacan in a manner that assumes the necessity of an ego, presenting a Lacan
who would sound oddly conservative (or “humanist”) to an ear trained in
literary studies. For example, the Lacanian psychoanalyst Raul Moncayo
clearly distinguishes “defensive” from “non-defensive forms of ego-
functioning.” If I may speak telegraphically for readers who know Lacan,
Moncayo associates “non-defensive ego functioning” – which he sees as
positive – with what Lacan calls “the subject of the unconscious.”18 Yet
literary criticism, whether drawing on Lacan or on a different psychoanalytic
theorist, seldom makes space for ego functioning in this positive sense. To
someone trained in our discipline, the phrase “non-defensive ego
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functioning” might sound like something pulled from the pages of the long-
despised ego psychologists, the very school that Lacan attacked.

What all this means in practical reality is that our profession’s commit-
ment to a particular view of subjectivity confines us to a silo that admits only
cracks of light from the contemporary psychoanalytic world. This wary
behavior is motivated by a widely felt need to protect ideas whose truth
our profession established long ago, in the theory era of the 1980s and 1990s.
But did earlier critical generations in fact establish the superiority of the
model of decentered subjectivity?

Let us make a brief detour into the critical past, to observe a form of
tendentious reasoning that has permeated academic discussions of subjectiv-
ity since the 1980s. I here discuss a critical example that appeared around the
turn of the millennium. It is thus recent enough to have some continuity with
contemporary inquiry, but remote enough to belong to a time when Lacan’s
ideas were still being extensively laid out on the page, rather than simply
assumed as a part of the conceptual bedrock as is now the case. In 2003, then,
the literary scholar Cynthia Marshall published a piece in PMLA in which
she described the importance of Lacan for her own account of early modern
forms of subjectivity. She remarked that she rejected “the dynamic thera-
peutic models drawn from object relations and ego psychology.” Her brief
against those models was that they “delineate the interaction of a clearly
posited self and other.” She preferred Lacan because “the subject for Lacan is
not defined in the humanistic terms of interiority or depth.”19

Today, these understandings are still widespread, though the current style
is to nod to them rather than to elaborate and justify them. Briefly, the idea is
that the integrated sense of self that is valorized by object relations theory and
midcentury ego psychology is a phenomenon that from the different,
Lacanian perspective is just a bundle of Imaginary identifications.20

A further common complaint against ego psychology in particular, and one
that may lie in the background in the present case, is that this school has
a conservative tenor, as it associates psychological health with the individ-
ual’s adaptation to society.21 From these various considerations, it is thought
to follow that when an analyst indebted to either of these two schools helps
an analysand to strengthen his or her sense of self, the result is to inhibit the
analysand’s productive encounter with his or her actual fragmentation (or
lack). A final academic commonplace rehearsed inMarshall’s remarks is that
in historical terms, the experience of cohesive selfhood, along with the sense
of having “interiority” and “depth,” belongs only to members of modern
Western societies; this selfhood supposedly evolved in tandem with early
modern “humanism,” and in the centuries since has served a toxic bourgeois
individualism.

lisa ruddick

260

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108763691.016
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Chicago, on 10 Feb 2022 at 19:57:45, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108763691.016
https://www.cambridge.org/core


The rising academic generation no longer devotes pages of exposition to
these concepts. Yet a normative understanding persists to the effect that
cohesive selfhood is an illusion born of Western modernity, and that an
affirmation of self-cohesion in any form is tantamount to political
conservatism.22 As far as I can see, that is the only reason that for purposes
of psychoanalytic inquiry, object relations theory has a lower prestige in the
academic humanities than theories involving an incoherent or a shattered
subjectivity. Yet we are here looking at a disciplinary bias rather than a well-
reasoned preference. Our profession has somehow avoided the collective
conversation that would have carefully weighed object relations against the
psychoanalytic models that valorize a fragmented subjectivity, a discussion
that among other things would have compared the actual political and social
implications of each.23

As an index of this bias, innumerable scholars over the years have drawn
on the ideas of the psychoanalytic queer theorists Leo Bersani and Lee
Edelman, who propose (varying) forms of self-shattering as a means to
oppose “the fixity and coherence of the ego’s form.”24 In the meantime,
the theoristMichael Snediker, who likewise engages in psychoanalytic queer-
theoretical inquiry, has had far less influence. Yet Snediker’s Queer
Optimism, published in 2009, offers a brilliant rejoinder to both Bersani
and Edelman, using object relations theory as a fulcrum.25 Snediker’s book,
while very well received, should have had a cutting impact not just on the
conversation in queer theory but on the default understandings of the pro-
fession as a whole. Instead, the conversation proceeded largely as before.
Anothermarker of the same bias is the fact that to the present day, scholars

whose thinking accords with antihumanism are allowed to proceed via the
most gnomic of references to apparently settled truths. For example, “inter-
iority” and “depth” will be attributed out of hand to the illusory “sovereign
subject,” and it will be asserted, without explanation, that “the ‘I’” is “other
to itself.”26 In contrast, those who rely on object relations must provide
a scrupulous, linear account of their theoretical framework. My concern,
throughout, is with the profession’s default understandings, rather than with
any monolithic ideology. The question I ask is not “Which ideas has every
person in our profession agreed to?” but, more modestly, “Which are the
ideas that go without saying, the ones that can be invoked glancingly,
without a coherent elaboration or defense?”
In the two decades or so since the “death of theory” was widely pro-

nounced, the same dutiful thinking governs critical movements that on the
surface appear new.27 It is as if the eminences of high theory had among them
settled once and for all certain questions regarding the nature of human
subjectivity. For example, an article of 2016 that is situated squarely within
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the movement known as the new materialisms praises a particular literary
work for “successfully destabiliz[ing]” the idea of “integrated” selfhood and
asserting in its place a “fragmented,” “split or posthuman subjectivity.”28

Though the article cites theorists of the posthuman rather than Lacan, the
concept of the “split” subject has been a staple of critical discourse since
Lacan’s thinking first entered the discipline in the late 1970s.

Yet the reasoning that has long supported this idea of a “fragmented”
subjectivity rests on a false binary. If the present chapter spreads awareness
of this central fault, it will have done its main work. The conceptual sleight of
hand I am about to describe has probably always been unconscious; its
function in any case is to suppress alternative opinion.

To see how the binary works, let us spend another moment on Marshall’s
work, again as a sample of ordinary academic discourse produced at
a juncture when colleagues were still devoting pages at a time to vindications
of Lacanian theory against alternative psychoanalytic models. Marshall’s
theoretical framework was entirely normative for the moment in which she
wrote. Her work was very highly reviewed; when the book-length study
associated with the essay I have quoted above was published, colleagues
praised not just its readings of early modern texts but also its theoretical
apparatus.29 Gail Kern Paster’s blurb, for example, opens as follows:

Brilliantly employing the insights of Freudian, Lacanian and post-Lacanian
psychoanalysis in a series of close textual readings, Marshall demonstrates the
early modern self’s desire for self-dissolution in the rough textual pleasures of
jouissance.

Recall, then, that Marshall criticizes “ego psychology and object relations.”
Yet neither in the essay I have quoted earlier nor in the bookwhere shemakes
the same dismissals does Marshall indicate that she has actually read any
work from either of these schools. Particularly in the case of object relations,
her critique is captious. Marshall rejects object relations theorists on the
grounds, again, that they describe “the interaction of a clearly posited self
and other.” But what would a psychoanalysis look like that did not validate
the existence of self and other, and the potential for interaction between
the two?

Most practicing psychoanalysts, including Lacanians, would have serious
concerns about a person who had no sense of where the self ended and the
other began. As it happens, confusions of self and other are often experienced
by individuals with the cluster of symptoms commonly diagnosed as border-
line personality disorder; these confusions can cause great suffering for these
individuals and those close to them.30 On the other hand, perhaps the force
ofMarshall’s critique is lodged in the word “posited” – “a clearly posited self

lisa ruddick

262

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108763691.016
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Chicago, on 10 Feb 2022 at 19:57:45, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108763691.016
https://www.cambridge.org/core


and other” – on some notion that object relations theory conceives of
selfhood in terms of the individual’s experience of a “posited” identity,
reified and abstract. Yet that by no means describes what one finds when
one reads the object relations theorists themselves – Klein, Winnicott, Bion,
Fairbairn, and so on.
On one side, then, stands Lacan, whose thinking is taken to be rigorous.

On the other side are placed not only the ego psychologists, some of
whom arguably did encourage a reified self, but also the object relations
theorists. Like much scholarship before and after, this work creates the
impression that if one were to try to nudge the conversation at all in the
direction of assigning some value to individuation, interiority, and self-
cohesion, one would fall in with the conservative ego psychologists.31

Marshall makes her theoretical case only by caricaturing as the psycho-
analytic other everything that lies outside the Lacanian branch of psycho-
analytic theory.
It apparently follows that an utter dissolution of selfhood is the only viable

alternative to a fantastically rigidified sense of self-coherence. In keeping
with this understanding, and in particular reliance on the theories of
Bersani, Marshall makes an implausible argument to the effect that certain
early modern dramas, in portraying horrifying acts of violence on the stage –
the blinding of Gloucester, for example – “shattered” audience members’
selfhood, thus giving audiences relief from a then-emergent “bourgeois” self-
cohesion.32 I grant that aesthetic experiences can unsettle our sense of who
we are; that can be a part of their appeal. But this disruption must be subtle
and manageable, in order to prevent our simply exiting the aesthetic scene in
order to avoid severe distress. If one’s viewing of a play were instead to lead
to a total loss of ego functioning – a different phenomenon from a mere
relaxation of self-boundaries – that would surely be a sign that the theatrical
experience had reactivated a trauma or brought forward some other under-
lying disturbance.
To pursue a fictional example, if Shakespeare’s Claudius leaves the scene

of “The Mousetrap,” it is surely because he sees in it a repetition of the
traumatic scene of which he himself was the instigator, and of whose theatri-
cal representation he is now the target. But as the narrative evolves, even this
blow does not obliterate Claudius’ sense of selfhood. He gathers himself,
using his full authority as king to clear the roomwith a simple “Giveme some
light: away!”33 (3.2.257). To the extent, then, that this character reads
plausibly to us in this moment, it is hard to see why we should believe that
the typical reaction of flesh-and-blood audience members in the early mod-
ern period to merely theatrical representations of gore and mayhem was that
their very identities were shattered.
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Today, the dichotomized thinking I have just described continues to
control academic discussions of subjectivity. The word “sovereign” has
somewhat displaced “Cartesian” as the preferred descriptor for the con-
gealed selfhood that represents one pole. At the other pole, and sup-
posedly truer to the realities of psychic life, stands a subjectivity that is
incoherent, fragmented, and incapable of integration. In an important
recent work, Rita Felski makes a point similar to mine: “The notion of
an inner nature, of a fateful inner self . . ., is viewed [by many contempor-
ary scholars] as a naïve Romantic holdover or a nakedly ideological belief
in the autonomy and supremacy of the individual.” Felski further critiques
an academic preference for the idea that “what we think is inside is really
outside: our sense of an inner reality is manufactured by external forces,
and any sense we may have of our individuality or uniqueness is
misplaced.”34

There is no reason to assume that human self-experience cannot be con-
ceived of except in terms of absolute stability or absolute dispersion. The
critical theorist Mari Ruti makes this point in a number of superb recent
works, though unlike me she takes a Lacanian route through the problem.
Ruti sees Lacan, rightly interpreted, as offering a corrective to the academic
thinking that in his name declares “subjective coherence . . .bad,” and
“incoherence . . . good.” “Many critics,” Ruti notes, “promote a stark
either/or choice between a fully autonomous subject and the complete pul-
verization of the subject.”35 She places Edelman, Gilles Deleuze, and Lynne
Huffer among the thinkers who have promoted this binary thinking. But on
her own reading, Lacan himself, far from “advocating the complete destruc-
tion of the subject,” thinks in terms of a “middle ground.” Thus “[her]
Lacan” is not the Lacan, for example, of Edelman, nor of most other literary
scholars indebted to Lacan.36

In this connection, Ruti and the philosopher Amy Allen have recently
compared Lacan’s views on psychological life with the those of Melanie
Klein, one of the founders of object relations theory. Like Lacan, Klein
“offers a conception of subjectivity that occupies a productive middle
ground between the rational, autonomous, and transcendental subject of
Western metaphysics and the embrace of a radical desubjectivation.”37 In
fact, a different version of the present chapter might have challenged the
antihumanist pieties by charting a conceptual course from Klein herself,
though Sedgwick’s Kleinian critique of “paranoid” criticism, and on to
Allen and then the remarkable work of the contemporary psychoanalyst
Donald Carveth.38 Though Carveth’s subject is not the academic human-
ities, I believe his theories offer a rich potential resource for those who
wish to find a path past the conceptual blockages in our own field.
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Alongside Lacanian theory thus construed, as well as Kleinian theory,
another potential corrective to the dichotomized thinking that befuddles
academic discussions of subjectivity is contemporary relational psychoanaly-
sis, to which the remaining discussion is devoted. One of the gifts of rela-
tional theory is to offer a vivid picture of the middle ground that lies between
congealed and fragmented subjectivity. Relational theorists see a sense of
self-continuity as essential for psychological life. Yet they believe this is
achieved alongside an ongoing experience of multiplicity and fluidity. In
the words of Jody Messler Davies, one of the movement’s most brilliant
theorists, relational theory “has begun to conceive of self, indeed of
mind itself, as a multiply organized, associationally linked network of paral-
lel, coexistent, at times conflictual, systems of meaning attribution and
understanding.” More simply, what we call “mind” is arguably constituted
by “multiple selves.” Further, it is ideal if, as individuals, we can hold in
tension the centripetal processes that make us feel cohesive – “the primarily
memory-based connections that give us a sense of psychic integrity” – and
“the dynamic processes that threaten to splinter our internal
organization.”39

Davies suggests, for example, that within an analytic session, the analyst
might say a few words that quietly invite into the dialogue an aspect of the
analysand that embodies the analysand’s childhood self-experience. The
thoughts and feelings that then come forward can be so dissonant that they
seem to belong to a separate self, one that has been dissociated in favor of
“the rational, adult self” the analysand has “so carefully constructed.”
Davies writes of the delicate, often risky processes through which she helps
analysands to bring the various jarring aspects of their self-experience into
conversation with one another, so that the different personae can come to
share “memories, overwhelming affect states, and seemingly irresolvable
interpersonal conflicts.”40 It might sound as if I here describe an analyst’s
work with people with dissociative identity disorder. But the point is pre-
cisely that a certain amount of dissociation is ubiquitous in psychological life,
and that at the same time it is fruitful to bring the various aspects of one’s self-
experience into a kind of shared awareness.
For readers new to relational theory, an excellent point of entry is

Relational Psychoanalysis: The Emergence of a Tradition, an anthology
of 1999 in which Stephen Mitchell and Lewis Aron gathered essays by
many of the founding figures of this school.41 Within the present space,
I can continue to offer a glimpse of the potential stakes for our own
discipline by describing, first, some ideas of the relational theorist Philip
Bromberg, and then the uses to which the literary scholar Max Cavitch
puts some of his ideas.
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Like Davies, Bromberg thinks of human self-experience in terms not of
a singular self but of multiple “self-states.” Citing findings from infant
observation studies and psychiatric research, he remarks that

There is now abundant evidence that the psyche does not start as an integrated
whole but is nonunitary in origin – amental structure that begins and continues
as a multiplicity of self-states that maturationally attain a feeling of coherence
which overrides the awareness of discontinuity. This leads to the experience of
a cohesive sense of personal identity and the necessary illusion of being “one
self.”42

Working with Bromberg’s ideas, Cavitch writes of the need to conceive of
self-experience in terms of a “relation between identity and multiplicity.”43

This dynamic, like the tension Davies describes between centripetal and
centrifugal processes, represents precisely the middle ground that our own
discipline occludes when it pits a “sovereign” subjectivity against
a “fragmented” subjectivity. Just one of the implications for literary studies
is that to the extent that our profession engages in social critique – something
it often does very well –wemight rethink our assumptions as to what it takes
for a person to break free of the scripted sense of identity that follows from
compliance with social norms.44

I would argue in fact that relational psychoanalysis offers more powerful
models than academic antihumanism does for the kind of personal trans-
formation that can disencumber an individual from the weight of societal
roles and expectations. Cavitch notes, for example, that the therapeutic work
of psychoanalysis can be radical, in helping the analysand to relax the
“disabling self-protectiveness” that has led him or her to dissociate whatever
forms of self-experience might be subject to social “shaming.” Through the
therapeutic dialogue, formerly dissociated parts of the self can be heard that
from the perspective of the social mainstream actually look like “maladjust-
ment.” Further, Cavitch remarks of Bromberg that “although he is well
known for his work on affect regulation, it would clearly be an error to
identify his work with the normative emphasis some of his fellow clinicians
place on adjustment to the world as it is.” In reality, “socioaffective life is
risky at best, and to live our lives in away that feels like living requires feats of
maladjustment as well as adjustment.” Cavitch movingly describes the role
an analyst can play as a trusted other who provides a setting – “safe but not
too safe,” in Bromberg’s phrase – in which nonnormative aspects of self-
experience can be greeted.45

Without for a moment discounting the value of therapeutic conversations
that grapple explicitly with forms of social oppression, Cavitch recognizes
a “social radicalism” in “all of the best psychoanalytic writing, even where

lisa ruddick

266

, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108763691.016
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Chicago, on 10 Feb 2022 at 19:57:45, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108763691.016
https://www.cambridge.org/core


there is little or no reference to economics, history, institutional life, or the
state’s oppressive and marginalizing disposition toward the vast majority of
persons.”46Nor does Bromberg, or Cavitch in turn, suggest that the analyst’s
office is the only place in which a person can find interpersonal resources for
moving past a socially adaptive self-narrative, nor again that collective
experiences are not often crucial for this work.
Cavitch is not the only theorist to draw on relational psychoanalysis in

such a way as to suggest an alternative to the strict antihumanism of the
theoretical past. Lauren Berlant’s work, wonderfully eclectic in its range of
psychoanalytic reference, draws on relational psychoanalysis as well as
object relations theory.47 Though Berlant’s work has already profoundly
influenced the conversation in our field, much could be learned if colleagues
were to mine more fully Berlant’s psychoanalytic bibliography, as well as
follow Berlant’s example in reading widely in the theories that are in fact
most interesting to practicing psychoanalysts today.
The relational school altogether offers a variety of models that have the

potential to enrich our own discipline’s approaches both to intersubjectivity
and to literary experience, in the wake of years of academic conversation that
assumes the decentered nature of subjectivity. The kind of sensitive, difficult
therapeutic work Cavitch describes is in fact a more practicable route to
political and ethical self-transformation than the experiences of self-
dissolution unrealistically posited by Marshall, or the identification with
the death drive that Edelman, with comparable hyperbole, has advocated.48

This discussion has focused on theorists of the middle ground, those
interested in the expanse of life that is lived in between a fragmented experi-
ence of subjectivity and the illusion of entirely unified selfhood. Why,
though, has literary studies gravitated toward a form of reasoning that
occludes this middle ground? To repeat, this is a logic that presents us with
a false choice between a congealed, static selfhood and (supposedly prefer-
able) the abolishment of all inwardness and coherence. Who or what is
served?
In an earlier essay, I attributed our discipline’s revulsion against inward-

ness to the imperatives of the profession itself. Particularly in a time of circle-
the-wagons institutional embattlement, our discipline behaves like a “greedy
institution,” one that thrives to the extent that it can coopt members’ invest-
ment in their private worlds.49 In the small space that remains, I consider
a related possibility. If we academics are to be asked to renounce our affinity
for the inner world, it is possible not just to shame but also to entice us into
doing so.
The shaming is something I have touched on above; it occurs whenever the

label “conservative” is applied to a scholar who affirms there is some value in
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private selfhood or self-integration. A carrot, however, complements this
stick. Scholars who align themselves with a school of thought that makes
human inwardness look retrograde are surely assuming a bleak vision of life;
but they are rewarded with the prospect of seeming inhumanly edgy and
bold. Donald Carveth, whom I have mentioned above as an important
contemporary theorist in a Kleinan vein, writes of the appeal of Lacan’s
ideas for readers who may find themselves in a state of narcissistic depletion.
“In privileging lack as ultimately more real than plenitude,” Carveth argues,
Lacan offers the reader an experience of “narcissistic gratification,” which
can ward off “a deeper narcissistic depression.” There is a certain thrill in
taking “a view of oneself as possessing sufficient courage and realism to
embrace, stoically, the ‘tragic sense of life.’”50

Something like “narcissistic depression” has chronically afflicted our own
profession as a collective since the 1980s. The country’s swerve to the right in
that decade damaged the discipline’s sense of connection to a wider society,
at the same time that employment within the profession became precarious
because of declining resources. This situation has only intensified in the era of
adjunctification, when institutional policies create a vast underclass of
instructors who take care of students’ needs without the benefit of adequate
wages, health insurance, or job security. In a word, our profession has been
humiliatingly feminized, within the university and within the culture as
a whole.

It is possible, then, that we have compensated by embracing theories that
impart a fantasized masculinity in creating the impression that it is we in
literature departments, among all intellectual communities, who have the grit
to stare into the abyss. Our preferred theories appear to strip away all
notions of a human need for “safe but not too safe” places – places where,
in the presence of a trusted other, a person can let some of the disparate parts
of his or her self-experience be seen, held, and known.51 It is only within
what I have been calling the middle ground, between sovereign subjectivity
and shattered subjectivity, that such places exist. Differently put, the middle
ground is a relational space. It thus codes as a conventionally feminine
space.52 It takes on a degraded status in the defensive posture of
a profession attempting to assert its place in an institutional environment
that cares less and less for what we do.

As it happens, this gender codification informs some remarks Edelman
makes in the course of an extended dialogue with Berlant on the differences
between the two theorists’ understandings of the nature of subjective life.
Edelman, who opposes the concept of self-cohesion, writes that when readers
appraise his thinking alongside Berlant’s, he is “likely to be cast,” though
“falsely (at least from my point of view),” as “theory’s equivalent of Darth
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Vader.” In contrast, he says, Berlant, because their version of affect theory
may be taken to assert the value of “the subject’s being held (hence neither
abandoned nor allowed to drop),” may be associated by readers, again too
easily, with the “sustainingmaternal hold” of the “good enough . . .mother,”
a concept Edelman draws from Winnicott’s theories.53 Though Edelman
denies that the analogy with Darth Vader is apt, there is probably something
exciting in seeing oneself as theory’s avatar of the dark side. Next to this
image, the role of “mother” looks tame, even trivial within what is ultimately
an adolescent economy of cool, as Susan Fraiman notes in a profound
analysis of the same scholarly posturing.54 Yet for purposes of actual living,
how many academics believe, deep down, that it is not a good thing to find
places in life where one can be “held” – “neither abandoned nor allowed to
drop”?
To the extent that members of our profession use theory in the compensa-

tory way I have just described, we are not helping ourselves at all. In fact, the
profession’s fantasies about its own superhuman mettle weaken us as
a collective, in creating the conditions for a culture of mutual shaming and
fear. A place to start, then, in bringing new resources to literature and
psychoanalysis is to ask, along with various colleagues I have mentioned in
these pages, what our literary objects can tell us about the ways in which, for
individuals in a particular social category or at a particular cultural moment,
experience unfolds within the middle ground, where human beings live. Our
discipline has been fraught with intellectual intimidation for so long that we
can hardly predict where that new conversationmight take us, once it gathers
momentum.
We can also bring new theoretical resources to the question how literature

itself can serve as an agent for psychological transformation. I earlier men-
tioned the pandemic of 2020, which has abruptly altered the conditions of
life for human beings on this planet. During these months, I have noticed that
colleagues in literary studies have turned often to works of social critique as
we try to grasp the implications of the crisis for the political future of our
country, as well as for global health. But many of us are turning with
passionate interest to literary works as well. On social media, we share
poems that move us; the poems seem to catalyze complex experiences of
fellowship.What are these poems giving us, during these stressful weeks, that
expository genres such as journalism, however crucial in their own right, do
not?55

As Cavitch notes, Bromberg thinks of literary experience as offering the
potential for “an authentically relational experience of intersubjectivity
between author and reader.”56 This relational experience is enabled as
well as sometimes strategically disabled by literature, and by art more
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generally. But from a conventional antihumanist perspective, the very idea
that the author’s subjectivity meets our own through the text looks
misguided, having settled almost into the status of an academic taboo.
On the other hand, Freud himself, in the course of discovering truths
within the matrix of literary and cultural contexts, could articulate his
findings only by violating many of the taboos of his intellectual milieu.
Surely it is one of the ironies of our own day that the revival of questions
long relegated to the “humanist” past now offers openings for disciplinary
renewal.
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