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Reflections on Daniel Burston's Lecture

In the early nineteen-thirties the philosopher Edmund Husserl was engrossed in his life's last task, studying what he termed the "crisis of European sciences", a crisis primarily involving positivism gaining dominance over subjectivism, a process which Husserl viewed with regret, since he regarded subjectivism as the great wonder of the universe. To mend this crisis, according to Husserl, an unreserved return to the subjective was absolutely required, and he thought that psychology was critically central in this healing process, on the condition, of course, that psychology itself be founded on subjectivism's supremacy as an unshakable principle.

At the time, Husserl's passionate appeal met with rather inadequate response from the circles of academic psychology, which he had initially intended to address, and even less so from the direction of psychoanalysis, whose development as a heroic attempt to establish itself as a scientific discipline was based on its clinging to the objectivist logic of aposteriori analysis.

Ronald David Laing was one of the heroic figures in the therapist community who responded to Husserl's historic call, and both his theoretical thinking and his therapeutic projects made a considerable contribution to the healing of the breach, a healing which, unfortunately, is not a single, one-time achievement, but a constant struggle requiring our unceasing efforts.

R. D. Laing became a psychoanalyst in his post-psychiatrist training, yet his major contribution was made in the broader field of psychic therapy, a type of treatment derived, indeed, from his psychoanalytical roots, yet one which strives to break beyond those boundaries. In a preface to a later edition of his sweeping first book, The Divided Self, he mourns the fact that Western civilization does not merely repress the instincts, but, which is much worse, it also represses any form of transcendence and the human quest for it. And indeed Laing, the man the therapist and the thinker, broke out beyond the defined boundaries of clinical psychoanalysis and the theory on which analytical therapy is based, embarking upon new vistas of theory and practice, ranging from deep empathic involvement in treating the mentally ill, primarily schizophrenics and their families, to personally experiencing hallucinogenic drugs, and to spiritual training with Buddhist teachers of various traditions.

The span of Laing's thinking ranged from an all-embracing compassion for the deepest kernel of human selfhood, to a great anxiety for the place of this selfhood within the social context where it is being constituted. The Politics of Experience, the title of Laing's all-inspiring book, have become a codeword for his acute insight into the human bedrock where the individual's selfhood finds either a peaceful haven or tempestuous wreckage, whether this foundation is an individual's nuclear family, or the power web of organized civilization which usurps the right to define the individual's soul.

The touching episode concerning Henry, the man who in the midst of life strives to return to life's origins via a sanctifying immersion in the river, on the same peaceful afternoon when his and his family's life would become sheer hell – this very episode is the paradigmatic story about the cross- roads in which the contextual web where a human is hold and contained  would give birth to renewed selfhood or would cause its total destruction. The tantalizing existential choice between epistemic convenience, which enables us to exercise judgment on the immersion act as lunacy, and, by contrast, ethical obligation to accompany this agonized man compassionately during his spiritual-mental rebirth – this was the essence of the existential philosophy to which Laing was committed throughout all the personal and professional stations of his stormy life's journey.

In the corpus of Daniel Burston's work on Laing's personality and theory, which consists of two outstanding books, our current guest has portrayed a Laing portrait in which the oscillation between sophisticated rationalism, on the one had, and religious or even mystic inspirationalism, on the other, insightfully delineates the outlines of the man and his work. Thus it would seem that Henry's story, a story spanning the objectivity of lunacy, as observed from without, and the subjectivity of the transcendental with which we can identify from within, is also the story of the thinking of R. D. Laing himself.

As for myself, being less connected via direct identification with Laing and his theory, I intend to reflect on Professor Burston's evocative work from the point of view of a psychoanalyst; My major suggestion will be that crucial developments within contemporary psychoanalysis are echoing the main topics of Professor Burston's work.

The rather wearying and bothersome question whether psychoanalysis is a science or not, or what is scientific about psychoanalysis, has in recent years shown signs of disappearing from the scholarly agenda of both psychoanalysts and philosophers who study psychoanalysis. This recent development has liberated psychoanalysis from the objectivist straight-jacket, and initiated the possibility of linking it substantively with philosophy, and not necessarily with philosophy of science. Thus, it seems, we are also gaining an understanding, which we all share today, that the very apriori philosophical position of the therapist is his private homeland whence he derives his human positioning in support of the other under his treating care.                                                                                          
Releasing the transcendental from its repression

A psychoanalysis that wishes to deal not merely with the immanent, but also with human transcendental horizon, is a psychoanalysis that needs to continue its evolutionary movement from the study of energy and structure, to reach the stage of a psychoanalysis of experience, or perhaps we should better say of being.

In the last generation psychoanalysis has indeed made crucially important strides in this direction: The dominance of the Drive as a determinist motivation has given way in psychoanalytical theory to non-biological Needs of the human self; The recognition of motivating factors characterized by teleological features of attracting, pulling goals, instead of the determinism of driving, pushing urges, is gaining greater prevalence in increasing areas within psychoanalysis.

Equally, far-reaching changes have taken place in the understanding of the mental apparatus and its classical agencies of id, ego and super-ego; and in approximately the last three decades the hegemony of the Freudian structural model has been supplanted by a flowing concept of human selfhood; The human 'I-ness' is not defined any more by mechanistic agencies, but instead, by the metaphysical concept of 'self', as a sort of over-arching canopy spanning the totality of personality.

When Donald Wood Winnicott, one of the central figures of psychoanalysis, coined the marvelous dictum that "the word 'self' of course knows more than us; it uses us and commands us", his dictum became the metaphor of a revolutionary change, signifying a transformation of psychoanalysis from an epistemic discipline deeply grounded in modernity's search for the truth, into an ontological world-view which partially embodies Laing's yearning not to repress the transcendental.

Subjective experience and the unconscious

The supremacy of subjective experience has led psychoanalytical thought into dire straits: is it possible for subjective experience, by its very definition, to be unconscious? Or, perhaps, the very immediacy of experiencing negates experience as a psychic entity subject to levels of consciousness? For Freud and for a whole civilization, the tremendous discovery of the unconscious was a Copernican revelation, and thus it is no wonder that a theoretical perspective which questions the centrality of the intra-psychic motion between the conscious and the unconscious has shaken the whole structure of psychoanalytical theory to its foundations.

In Laing’s work, this issue metamorphosed into the methodological question whether unconscious mental regions are liable to phenomenological investigation, and this was the source of philosophical tension between Sartre, who became disappointed with psychoanalysis due to its failure in studying the non-empirical dimensions of the human psyche, and Laing, who, by the end of the day, remained loyal to the theoretical foundations of psychoanalysis, and allowed the epistemic concept of the unconscious to stay intact, side by side with immediate experience as an independent ontological entity.

Diverting the emphasis from the intra-psychic world onto the field of two persons as an indivisible system of two who are one, involved a profound shift towards a philosophy of presence in psychoanalysis. The recognition that a human is not an atomistic entity, a discrete individual separated from its environment, but, on the contrary, an organic sprouting of creative context, an entity created within a human matrix – this realization has induced psychoanalysis to undertake a thorough inquiry of the inter-personal field and, perhaps even more so, to seriously consider the trans-personal psychic existence, or – in the words of Heinz Kohut, one of the pioneers of this psychoanalytical world-view and the founder of self psychology – a supra-individual existence of participation in the world.

Echoes of the Laingian world view concerning the individual’s place within the small society of the family, as well as in any other system, are certainly discernible in this concept, and it seems that quite a number of the ideas that had excited Laing also showed up, though in a parallel manner and not specifically as direct influence, in the developments of psychoanalysis in the recent generation.

The direction of responsibility

A world-view of constructive contextuality has far-reaching ethical implications. Recognizing a human individual as an entity created within the human context where he is anchored, has brought about a veritable revolution in the question of personal responsibility; The traditional emphasis placed by psychoanalysis on unconscious motivation has led the whole discipline to demand of each and every one of us to accept total personal responsibility for the intra-psychic world which dictates our behavior towards others and towards the world. On the contrary, the contextual emphasis has totally transformed the direction of responsibility. By contrast to psychoanalysis’s traditional demand that the individual adapt to his environment, there emerged the ethical recognition of the environment’s responsibility for the very constitution of the individual, and his fate.
To borrow the distilled terminology of Massoud Khan [?], a noted British psychoanalyst who is also famous for his theoretical contribution as well as for his controversial personality, psychoanalysis has changed direction from the need to adapt to the adaptation to the need. 
As a young psychiatrist serving in the Scottish army, Laing used to closet himself with mentally injured soldiers in their confined cells, and sit with them for hours, often with no verbal exchange at all, merely engaged in deep immersion in the humanistic effort to join the experience of their tortured soul through infinite empathy. Laing’s uncompromising humanistic commitment to an ethical stance vis-a-vis the patient, a stance deriving intrinsically from the supremacy of a subjective world view, seems very close in spirit to the changes which have lately occurred within the space of psychoanalytical theory.

The evolutionary progress of psychoanalysis from epistemic discipline to an ethical position is not merely tangential to Laing's thinking, but it also indicates that the psychoanalytical enterprise, in several of its major aspects, is increasingly returning to existentialist philosophy. The emregence of existentialism in the second half of the 19th century contributed substantially to the creation of the intellectual climate which nurtured Freud's psychoanalysis, and beyond all other conceptual influences, was Laing's intellectual home.
One of the most courageous steps in this contemporary development has been taken, perhaps not accidentally, in this country, and is reflected in the interconnections woven recently between Emanuel's Levins's thinking about a man's infinite responsibility to constitute the selfhood of his other, and the therapist's responsibility for the constitution of an empathic therapeutic matrix, within which and out of which the "I-ness" of the patient will be constituted.
The fate of theories

Professor Daniel Burston, our guest tonight, has concluded his fascinating presentation to us somewhat mournfully, lamenting the fact that the anti-psychiatric movement which Laing had launched in the 1960s and 1970s  has become so enfeebled, that we are no longer prepared to seriously examine his position that human contextual conditions generate neurological and chemical conditions. The dominant biological approach, reinforced by abundant empirical findings, claiming that neurological conditions in the brain are primarily responsible for schizophrenia and all other psychological distress – this approach has reasserted itself in our consciousness and displaced Laing's approach almost completely. Burston is hoping for the return of better times, possibly times when all of us would return to Laing's positions.
Has Laing, indeed, faded away from the stage of ideas about psychic therapy of mental pain and suffering? To Burston's enlightening deciphering of this riddle, a solution based on the antagonistic attitude of which Laing was a target during his lifetime, I would like to add a few reflections of my own.
It is my belief that nominalist and anti-essentialist positions, positions which strive to get away from a mechanistic approach to the understanding of human and, furthermore, the understanding of the inter-being unit of one human and another human, are tangential to the cosmic regions of the psyche and are highly demanding of the human therapist. A therapist is thus confronted by a severe ethical demand requiring total commitment, and by a severe psychic demand requiring ontological narcissistic emptiness.
In this respect, perhaps Laing is undergoing the same process which affects other profound ideas with metaphysical coloration: at a certain moment in history, such ideas may have a tremendously sweeping influence over the public, yet they cannot sustain their influence for long, and they become esoteric in the good sense of the word. They do not strive for socio-political and practical hegemony in their discipline, but, instead, in various ways they become a modest, yet stubbornly limpid spring or fountainhead, whose place within each theoretical paradigm, in the endless procession of changing fashions, can signify the intrinsic value of that paradigm.
Laing was a man of his times, belonging to the spirit of his times, and he became one of the most dramatic spokesmen of the fascinating blend of humanism and postmodernism. Yet, due to the fact that he was a dedicated existentialist, he has left no elaborate theoretical system. The absence of a system seriously undermines the effective propagation of ideas, so that their persistence beyond their period of origination can be maintained only by reincarnations of their influence on following generations, rather than as discrete, independent entities.
Consequently, I'm convinced that the definition of the field of psychology as a reality for which only an introspective and empathic position is valid, is definitely echoing with Laing's spirited dedication for phenomenological inquiry; and the positioning of the concept of the self, cradled inside a constituting matrix, in the core of psychoanalytic theorizing provides a stable and tranquil evidence that the stormy elements which operated in Laing's soul and actions are still confidently operative in various wings of contemporary psychoanalysis, though not recognizable as a direct genealogical link.
Final word

Thirty-five years ago, while making my first steps as an excited therapist, just recently exposed for the first time to Laing's intellectual daring audacity in his 1960 book The Divided Self, had I then known that I was reading the first work of a man who, at the time of the writing, was a youngster of my own age, I might perhaps have had the courage even then to soar with greater freedom toward the marvelous heights of human selfhood.
For this, for having revived for us for a moment the affectionate gaze, as well as the retrospective, sophisticated and wise gaze at Ronald David Laing as a great humanist thinker – for this I am deeply and respectfully grateful to Daniel Burston.
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