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50 Against Ethical Violence
Psychoanalysis

Cressida: Stop my mouth. . . .

I know not what 1 speak.

—Shakespeare, The History of Troilus and Cressida

How do these concerns relate to the question of whether one can
give an account of oneself? Let us remember that one gives an ac-
count of oneself to another, and that every accounting takes place
within a scene of address. | give an account of myself to you. Further-
more, the scene of address, what we might call the rhetorical condi-
tion for responsibility, means that while I am engaging in a reflexive
activity, thinking about and reconstructing myself, I am also speaking
to you and thus claborating a relation to an other in language as 1
go. The ethical valence of the situation is thus not restricted to the
question of whether or not my account of myself is adequate, but
rather concerns whether, in giving the account, I establish a relation-

ship to the one to whom my account is addressed and whether both

parties to the interlocution are sustained and altered by the scene of

address.

Within the context of the psychoanalytic transference, the “you”
is ofpen a default structure of address, the elaboration of a “you” in
an imaginary domain, and an address through which prior, and more
archaic, forms of address are conveyed.” In the transference, speech
sometimes works to convey information (including information
about my life), but it also functions as both the conduit for a desire
and a rhetorical instrument that secks to alter or act upon the inter-
locutory scene itself.* Psychoanalysis has always understood this dual
dimension of the self-disclosing speech act. On the one hand, it is
an effort to communicate information about oneself: yet, on the
other hand, it recreates and constitutes anew the tacit presumptions
about communication and relationality that structure the mode of
address. Transference is thus the recreation of a primary relationality

within the analytic space, one that potentially yields a new or altered
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relationship (and capacity for relationality) on the basis of analytic
work.

Narrative functions within the context of the transference not
only a means by which information is conveyed but as a rhetorical
deployment of language that secks to act upon the other, motivated by
a desire or wish that assumes an allegorical form in the interlocutory
scene of the analysis. The “I” is narrated but also posited and articu-
lated within the context of the scene of address. What is produced
in discourse often confounds the intentional aims of speaking, The
“you” is variable and imaginary at the same time as it is bounded,
recalcitrant, and stubbornly there. The “you” constitutes an object
in relation to which an aim of desire becomes articulable, but what
recurs in this relation to the other, this scene for the articulation of
desire, is an opacity that is not fully “illuminated” through speech.
So “I" tell a story to “you,” and we might together consider the
details of the story that I tell. But if I tell them to you in the context
of a transference (and can there be telling without transference?), 1
am doing something with this telling, acting on you in some way.
And this telling is also doing something to me, acting on me, in ways
that I may well not understand as I go.

Within some psychoanalytic circles, doctrines, and practices, one
of ‘the stated aims of psychoanalysis is to offer the client the chance
to put together a story about herself, to recollect the past, to inter-
weave the events or, rather, the wishes of childhood with later events,
to try to make sense through narrative means of what this life has
been, the impasses it encounters time and again, and what it might
yet become. Indeed, some have argued that the normative goal of
psychoanalysis is to permit the client to tell a single and coherent
story about herself that will satisfy the wish to know herself, more-
over, to know herself in part through a narrative reconstruction in
which the interventions by the analyst or therapist contribute in
many ways to the remaking and reweaving of the story. Roy Schafer

has arpued this position, and we see it in several versions of psycho-
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analytic practice described by clinicians in scholarly and popular
venues.’

But what if the narrative reconstruction of a life cannot be the goal
of psychoanalysis, and that the reason for this has to do with the
very formation of the subject? If the other is always there, from the
start, in the place of where the ego will be, then a life is constituted
through a fundamental interruption, is even interrupted prior to the possi-
bility of amy continuity. Accordingly, if narrative reconstruction is to
approximate the life it means to convey, it must also be subject to
interruption. Of course, learning to construct a narrative is a crucial
practice, especially when discontinuous bits of experience remain dis-
sociated from one another by virtue of traumatic conditions. And I
do not mean to undervalue the importance of narrative work in the
reconstruction of a life that otherwise suffers from fragmentation
and discontinuity, The suffering that belongs to conditions of disso-
ciation should not be underestimated. Conditions of hyper-mastery,
however, are no more salutary than conditions of radical fragmenta-
tion. It seems true that we might well need a narrative to connect
parts of the psyche and experience that cannot be assimilated to one
another. But too much connection can lead to extreme forms of
paranoid isolation, In any event, it does not follow that, if a life
needs some narrative structure, then all of life must be rendered in
natrative form. That conclusion would transform a minimum re-
quirement of psychic stability into the principle aim of analytic work.

What is left out if we assume, as some do, that narrative gives us
the life that is ours, or that life takes place in narrative form? The
“mineness” of a life is not necessarily its story form. The “I” who
begins to tell its story can tell it only according to recognizable
norms of life narration. We might then say: to the extent that the
“I" agrees, from the start, to narrate itself through those norms, it
agrees to circuit its narration through an externality, and so to dis-
orient itselt in the telling through modes of speech that have an

impersonal nature.'” Of course, Lacan has made clear that whateyer
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account is given about the primary inaugural moments ol a subject
is belated and phantasmatic, affected irreversibly by a nachtrdplichhert,
Developmental narratives tend to err by assuming that the n;u‘r’:‘um‘
of such a narrative can be present to the origins of the story. The
origin is made available only retroactively, and through the screen of
fantasy. The mental health norm that tells us that giving a cohcrc.nlt
account of oneself is part of the cthical labor of psychoanalysis mis-
construes what psychoanalysis can and must do. In fact, it subscribes
to an account of the subject that belies part of the very ethical sig-
nificance of that subject’s formation.

If I give an account, and give it to you, then my natrative depends
upon a structure of address. But if 1 can address you, I must ﬁrs.t
have been addressed, brought into the structure of address as a possi-
bility of language before T was able to find my own way to make use
of it. This follows, not only from the fact that language first belongs
to the other and I acquire it through a complicated form of mimesis,
but also because the very possibility of linguistic agency is derived
from the situation in which one finds oneself addressed by a language
one never chose. If T am first addressed by another, and if this address
comes to me priot to my individuation, in what forms then does it
come to me? It would seem that one is always addressed in one way
or another, even if one is abandoned or abused, since the void and
the injury hail one in specific ways.

This view has disparate philosophical and psychoanalytic formula-
tions. Levinas has claimed that the address of the other constitutes
me and that this seizure by the other precedes any formation of the
self (le Moi). Jean La'planche, ina psychoanalytic vein, argues so.me—
thing similar when he claims that the address of the other, conceived
as a demand, implants or insinuates itself into what will later come
to be called, in a theoretical vein, “my unconscious.”!! In a sense,
this nomenclature will always be giving the lie to itself. It will be

impossible to speak without error of “my unconscious” because it is

not a possession, but racher that which I cannot own. And yet the
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grammar by which we seek to give an account of this psychic do-
main, which I do not, and cannot, own, paradoxically attributes this
unconscious to me, as that which belongs to me as a predicate of the
subject, just as any number of other features might be said to belong
to me, the grammatical and ontological subject. To understand the
unconscious, however, is to understand what cannot belong, propetly
speaking, to me, precisely because it defies the rhetoric of belonging,
is a way of being dispossessed through the address of the other from
the start. For Laplanche, I am animated by this call or demand, and
I am at first overwhelmed by it. The other is, from the start, too
much for me, enmigmatic, inscrutable. This “too-much-ness” must be
handled and contained for something called an “I” to emerge in its
separateness. The unconscious is not a topos into which this “too
much-ness” is deposited. It is rather formed as a psychic requirement
of survival and individuation, as a way of managing—and failing to
manage—that cxcess and thus as the persistent and opaque life of
that excess itself.

The transference is precisely the emotionally laden scene of ad-
dress, recalling the other and its overwhelmingness, rerouting the
unconscious through an externality from whom it is returned in some
way. So the point of the transference and the counter-transference is
not only to build or rebuild the story of one’s life but also to enact
what cannot be narrated, and to enact the unconscious as it is relived
in the scene of address itself. If the transference recapitulates the
unconscious, then I undergo a dispossession of myself in the scene
of address. This does not mean that I am possessed by the other,
stnce the other is also dispossessed, called upon, and calling, in a
relation that is not, for that reason, reciprocal. Nevertheless, just
because the analyst (hopefully) handles this dispossession better than
I do, there s a dislocation that both interlocutors undergo for access
to the unconscious to take place. I am caught up in that address,
even as the analyst contracts not to overwhelm me with her need.

Nevertheless, I am overwhelmed by something, and T think | am
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overwhelmed by her; she is the name I have for this “too-much-
ness.” But what does she name?

In this context the question of the “who” reemerges: “By whom

am T overwhelmed?” “Who is she?” “Who are you?” are all, in a
sense, the question the infant poses to demands of the adult: “Who
are you, and what do you want of me?” In this respect, Laplanche’s
perspective offers us a way of revising Cavarero’s claim that the ques-
tion that inaugurates ethics is “Who are you?” When the analyst is
the other, I cannot know who the other is, but the pursuit of this
unsatisfiable question elaborates the ways in which an enigmatic
other, understood as the variegated demands of the adult world,
inaugurates and structures me. It also means that she occupies .a
position for me as both more and less than what she is, and this
incommensurability between the analyst as, say, person, and the analyst
as, say, occasion for my psychic material lays the groundwork for the
contribution that the client makes to the transferential scene. The
analyst is, in her own way, dispossessed in the moment of acting as
its site of transfer for me, and for reasons that I cannot know. What
am I calling on her to be? And how does she take up that call? What
my call recalls for her will be the site of the counter-transference,
but about this I can have only the most refracted knowledge. Vainly
I ask, “Who are you?” and then, more soberly, “What have I become
here?” And she asks those questions of me as well, from her own
distance, and in ways I cannot precisely know or hear. This not-
knowing draws upon a prior not-knowing, the one by which the
subject is inaugurated, although that “not-knowing” is repeated and
claborated in the transference without ever becoming a literal site to
which I might return.

Through the transference, psychoanalysis nevertheless charts pri-
mary relational dispositions and scenes, articulating the scenes of
address in which selves variably emerge. Although Laplanche’s per-
spective is not fully compatible with object-relations theorists such

as ihi‘i?&‘!“{'ﬁhcjt‘ Bollas, we can see in both approaches a certain atten-
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tiveness to what Bollas has called the “unthought known.”'? Bollas
was instrumental in introducing the concept of the analyst as a
“transformational object”’; he suggested that clinicians should return
to Freud’s self-analysis and consider more attentively the uses of the
counter-transference within psychoanalytic work. In The Shadow of the
Object: Psychoanalysis of the Unthought Known, Bollas describes being “re-
cruited” into the environment of the analysand, tacitly positioned
and “used” by the analysand as an “object” who belongs to an earlier
scene. The counter-transference responds to what is not fully known

by the analysand:

The analyst is invited to fulfill differing and changing object rep-
[» Lo

resentations in the environment, but such observations on our part

are the rare moments of clarity in the countertransference. For a

very long period of time, and perhaps it never ends, we are being

taken into the patient’s environmental idiom, and for considerable

stretches of time we do not know who we are, what function we

are meant to fulfill, or our fate as his object. (202)

Following Winnicott, Bollas makes the case that the analyst must
not only allow himself to become used but even “be prepared on
occasion to become situationally ill” (204). The analyst allows him-
self to be deployed in the environmental idiom of the analysand at
the same time as he develops a reflective and deliberate capacity for
analysis within that difficult situation. Bollas discusses several clinical
examples, in which he shows the “expressive uses” of the counter-
transference within analytic work. One patient speaks and then falls
silent, leaving Bollas with a sense of aloneness and disorientation.
When he finally gives voice to this sense within the session, it is to
suggest that for and with him the patient has effectively recreated
the environment in which she had felt suddenly isolated and lost as
a young child. He asks whether she has asked him to inhabit this
experience through her long pauses so that he can know what it was

she then felt, What she offers, then, is less a narrative than a recreated
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scene of suddenly abandoned communication and a disorienting loss
of contact. There is a narrative dimension to his subsequent inter-
vention since he asks whether this experience belongs to her past.
The point, however, is less to reconstruct the precise details of the
story than to establish another possibility for communication within
the transference. When he suggests that she has given him the posi-
tion of re-experiencing her own experience of loss and absence, he
communicates to her in a way that has not been done before, and the
conversation that follows, explicitly thematizing this broken form
of communication, constitutes a more connected mode of communi-
cation, working to alter the default scene of address.

The model of psychoanalytic intervention that Bollas affirms con-
stitutes a significant departure from the classical notion of the cold
and distant analyst who keeps every counter-transferential issue to
himself. For Bollas, “the analyst will need to become lost in the
patient’s wotld, lost in the sense of not knowing what his feelings
and states of mind arc in any one moment” (253). Later he remarks
that only when the analyst presents himself to be used by the patient
is there any hope that the counter-transference can facilitate a new set
of object relations: “Only by making a good object (the analyst) go
somewhat mad can such a patient believe in his analysis and know that
the analyst has been where he bas been and bas survived and emerged intact” (254,).

Bollas clearly suggests that the analyst must allow him- or herself
to be impinged upon by the client, even undergo a kind of disposses-
sion of self, as well as to maintain a reflective psychoanalytic distance
and attitude. In describing Winnicott's way of introducing his own

thoughts into the analytic session, Bollas writes:

they were for him subjective objects, and he put them to the pa-
tient as objects between patient and analyst rather than as official
psychoanalytic decodings of the person’s unconscious life. The
effect of his attitude is crucial, as his interpretations were meant
to be played with—kicked around, mulled over, torn to pieces—

rather than veparded as the official version of the truth. (206)
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The aim here appears to be to facilitate what Bollas describes as
the “articulation of heretofore inarticulate elements of psychic life,
or what I term the unthought known.” “Articulation” is a broad
category for describing various modes of expression and communica-
tion, some of them narrative and some not. Although here Bollas
does not consider the limits of articulability, that is, the unthought
that can never quite be “known,” such a consideration would seem
to constitute a necessary counterpatt to his explorations. Indeed, pri-
mary forms of impingement that cannot be fully or clearly articulated
within the analytic process are doubtless at work in the scene of
address. Full articulability should not be deemed the final goal of
psychoanalytic work in any event, for that goal would imply a lin-
guistic and egoic mastery over unconscious material that would seek
to transform the unconscious itself into reflective, conscious articula-
tion—an impossible ideal, and one that undercuts one of the most
important tenets of psychoanalysis. The “I"” cannot knowingly fully
recover what impels it, since its formation remains prior to its elabo-
ration as reflexive self-knowing. This reminds us that conscious expe-
rience is only one dimension of psychic life, and that we cannot
achieve by consciousness or language a full mastery over those pri-
maty relations of dependency and impressionability that form and
constitute us in persistent and obscure ways.

The ways that an infant has been handled or addressed can be
gleaned only indirectly from the social environment that the analy-
sand later orchestrates. Although there is always a specificity to that
environment, one can make the general claim that primary impres-
sions are not just received by an ego, but are formative of it. The ego
does not come into being without a prior encounter, a primary rela-
tion, a set of inaugural impressions from elsewhere. When Winnicott
describes the ego as a relational process, he is disputing the view that
the ego is constituted and there from the outset of life. He is also
positing the primacy of relationality to any bounded sense of self. If

the cgo, as Bollas and Lacan would agree, “long precedes the arrival
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of the subject,”"? that means only that the relational process that
seeks to negotiate a differentiation from the unconscious and from
the other is not yet articulated in speech, not yet capable of reflective
self-deliberation. In any case, the ego is not an entity or a substance,
but an array of relations and processes, implicated in the world of
primary categivers in ways that constitute its very definition.

Motcover, if in the inaugural moments of the “I" T am implicated
by the other’s address and demand, then there is some convergence
between the ethical scene in which my life is, from the start, bound
up with others and the psychoanalytic scene that establishes the
intersubjective conditions of my own emergence, individuation, and
survivability. Insofar as it recapitulates and reenacts in refracted form
the primary scenes of address, the transference operates in the service
of narrating a life, assisting in the building of a Jife story. Working
in tandem with the counter-transference, the transference interrupts
the suspect coherence that narrative forms sometimes construct, a
coherence that can displace from consideration the rhetorical features
of the scence of address, which both draw me back to the scene of
not knowing, of being overwhelmed, and also, in the present, sustain
me.

At its best, the transference provides what Winnicott terms a
holding environment and offers a bodily presence in a temporal pres-
ent that provides the conditions for a sustaining address.'* This is
not to say that transference does not contribute to the narrating of a
life: one may be able to tell one’s story better when being “held” in
the Winnicottian sense. But there are expressive dimensions of that
“holding” that cannot be described through narrative means. There
is no reason to call into question the importance of narrating a life,
in its partiality and provisionality. I am sure that transference can
facilitate narration and that narrating a life has a crucial function,
especially for those whose involuntary experience of discontinuity
afflicts them in profound ways. No one can live in a radically non-

narpatable world or survive a radically non-narratable life. Bat i s
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still necessary to remember that what qualifies as an “articulation”
and “expression” of psychic material exceeds narration, and that ar-
ticulations of all kinds have their necessary limits, given the structur-
ing effects of what remains petsistently inarticulable.

Sometimes a narrative voice can remain, for instance, shorn of its
narrative powers. In Kafka's story, after Georg appears to throw him-
self off the bridge and end his life, there is still a narrative voice that
uncannily remains, reporting on the noises that populate that event’s
aftermath. The final line of the text, “at this moment an unending
stream of traffic was just going over the bridge,” is spoken by some
voice that claims to be present to the moment described, and the
third-person perspective is disjoined from the character of Georg,
who has already let himself drop below. It is as if character is van-
quished, but voice remains. Although Georg is gone, some narrative
voice survives to remark upon the scene. Tt may be the voice of the
imaginary friend to whom both Georg and his father were said to
have written, and it may be that this friend turns out to have been
writing the two of them, transitively, all along. The final line, refer-
ring to the “traffic” going over the bridge, makes use of the German
word Verkebr, a term used for sexual intercourse, as well. The ambigu-
ity suggests that this death is also a pleasure, perhaps an ecstatic
relinquishing of discrete bodily boundary.'s The voice that emerges
to report this fact, a voice that belongs to no one and whose proxim-
ity to the event is logically impossible, is purely fictive, perhaps the
sublimity of fiction itself. Although the story narrates a death, it also
presetves a voice in the final narrative line, suggesting that a human
something survives, that narration has some propitious relation to
survival. What remains pcculimr, however, is that this is a written
voice with no body and no name, a voice extracted from the scene
of address itself, one whose extraction, paradoxically, forms the basis
of its survival. The voice is ghostly, impossible, disembodied, and
yet it persists, living on. .

In a well-known letter written to Benjamin on December 17, 1934,

Adorno reviews Benjamin’s essay on Kafka and constders the condi-
J Y
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tions for survival that Kafka’s texts provide. He begins by noting
that he is not “in the slightest position to pass ‘judgment’ upon
[Benjamin's] essay,” knowingly referencing the potentially fatal prob-
lems associated with judgment of this kind. Adorno’s remarks to
Benjamin are the usual ones: Benjamin gives an account of an “ar-
chaic” and primal history that is irrecoverable, whereas Adorno in-
sists that the loss of a concept of our “historical age” is a dialectical
loss, one that has to be understood as a loss for us, under these
specific historical conditions,

Adorno moves to a consideration of guilt and fatality via the figure
of Odradek, a thinglike creature, fundamentally nonconceptualizable,
described in Kafka’s parable “Cares of a Family Man.”'¢ Odradek,
whose name admits of no clear etymology, is another son-like figure
who vacates his human form in the face of parental judgment. Odra-
dek appears to be at once a spool of thread and an odd star who is
able to balance himself on one of his points, His laughter is the kind
“that has no lungs behind it. It sounds rather like the rustling of
fallen leaves” (428). Barely anything of the human form survives in
his survival, and the narrator of the story, a paternal voice, seriously
doubts whether Odradek is even a remnant of a creature with “intel-
ligible shape.” Neither Adorno nor Benjamin takes the psycho-
analytic route in explaining this de-humanized form. But Adorno
understands that vacating the human form in some ways promises

the overcoming of a fatal guilt. He writes:

If [Odradek’s] origin lies with the father of the house, does he not
then precisely represent the anxious concern and danger for the lat-
ter, does he not anticipate precisely the overcoming of the crea-
turely state of guilt, and is not this concern—truly a case of
Heidegger put right side up————the secret key, indeed, the most
indubitable promise of hope, precisely through the overcoming of
the house itself? Certainly, as the other face of the world of things,

Oxliadels 15w sign of distortion—but precisely as such he is also a
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motil of transcendence, namely, of the ultimate limit and of the

reconciliation of the organic and inorganic, or of the overcoming

of death: Odradek “lives on.” (69)

Odradek “lives on” in much the same way the formless final voice
“lives on” at the end of “The Judgment.”!” In this sense, for Adorno
the movement by which human form is vacated is the means by
which something like hope arrives, as if suspending the social param-
eters of the subject—"overcoming the house”—were what is re-
quited for survival. Since Adorno refuses to see this survival as an
eternal or archaic transcendence, he must argue that certain condi-

tions establish distortion or disfiguration as the sign of hope or sur-

vival. In his “Notes on Kafka” Adorno writes, “the social origin of

the individual ultimately reveals itself as the power to annihilate him,
Kafka's work is an attempt to absorb this.”'® This scems to be a
truth about modernity or, indeed, a truth that marks modernity as
such. As a corollary to this claim, the attempt to vacate the social (in
its current form) seems to promise the hope of survival.

The narrative voice reports on his direct address to Odradek:
“Well, what's your name?” “Odradek,” he says. “And where do you
live?” “No fixed abode.” There is a question, “Who are you?” and
then, as a reply, a voice again, but no human form. The nartator
indirectly humanizes Odradek through the third-person pronoun as
well as through direct address. The paternal voice does not exactly
despise him, since the parable ends with the line: “He does no harm
to anyone that I can see; but the idea that he is likely to survive me
I find almost painful.” It is almost painful, but not quite. And in
that “not quite” we can see some hope for Odradek’s survival that
outlives a near total dehumanization.

The social origins of the individual, even within modernity, con-
stitute one way for survival to be threatened. Annihilation threatens
from the other side as well when the very transcendence of the social

threatens to undermine the social conditions of life itself. After all,
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no one survives without being addressed; no one survives to tell his
or her story without first being inaugurated into language by being
called upon, offered some stories, brought into the discursive world
of the story. Only later can one then find one’s way in language, only
after it has been imposed, only after it has produced a web of rela-
tions in which affectivity achieves articulation in some form. One
enters into a communicative environment as an infant and child who
is addressed and who learns certain ways of addressing in return. The
default patterns of this relationality emerge as the opacity within any
account of oneself.

I would suggest that the structure of address is not a feature of
narrative, one of its many and variable attributes, but an interruption
of narrative. The moment the story is addressed to someone, it as-
sumes a rhetorical dimension that is not reducible to a narrative
function. It presumes that someone, and it seeks to recruit and act
apon that someone. Something 1s being done with language when
the account that I give begins: it is invariably interlécutory, ghosted,
laden, persuastve, and tactical. It may well seek to communicate a
truth, but it can do this, if it can, only by exercising a relational
dimension of language.

This view has implications for the making of moral judgments as
well: namely, that the structure of address conditions the making of
judgments about someone or his or her actions; that it is not reduc-
ible to the judgment; and that the judgment, unbeholden to the eth-
ics implied by the structure of address, tends toward violence.

But here, for the time being, I am concerned with a suspect coher-
ence that sometimes attaches to narrative, speciﬁcally, with the way
in which natrative coherence may foreclose an ethical resource—
namely, an acceptance of the limits of knowability in oneself and
others. To hold a person accountable for his or her life in narrative
form may cven be to require a falsification of that life in order to
satisfy the criterion of a certain kind of ecthics, one that tends to

break with relationality, One could perhaps satisfy the burden of
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prool that another imposes upon an account, but what sort of inter-
locutory scene would be produced in consequence? The relation be-
tween the interlocutors is established as one between a judge who
reviews evidence and a supplicant trying to measure up to an in-
decipherable burden of proof. We are then not that far from Kafka.
Indeed, if we require that someone be able to tell in story form the
reasons why his or her life has taken the path it has, that is, to be a
coherent autobiographer, we may be preferring the scamlessness of
the story to something we might tentatively call the truth of the
person, a truth that, to a certain degree, for reasons we have already
suggested, might well become more clear in moments of interruption,
stoppage, open-endedness—in enigmatic articulations that cannot
easily be translated into narrative form.

This brings us closer to an understanding of transference as a
practice of ethics. Indeed, if, in the name of ethics, we (violently)
require that another do a certain violence to herself, and do it in
front of us by offering a narrative account or issuing a confession,
then, conversely, if we permit, sustain, and accommodate the inter-
ruption, a certain practice of nonviolence may follow. If violence is
the act by which a subject seeks to reinstall its mastery and unity,
then nonviolence may well follow from living the persistent challenge
to egoic mastery that our obligations to others induce and require.

This failure to narrate fully may well indicate the way in which
we are, from the start, cthically implicated in the lives of others.
Although some would say that to be a split subject, or a subject
whose access to itself is forever opaque, incapable of self-grounding,
is precisely not to have the grounds for agency and the conditions for
accountability, the way in which we are, from the start, interrupted
by alterity may render us incapable of offering narrative closure for
our lives. The purpose here is not to celebrate a certain notion of
incoherence, but only to point out that our “incoherence” establishes
the way in which we are constituted in relationality: implicated, be-
holden, detived, sustained by a social world that is beyond us and
before us,
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To say, as some do, that the self must be narrated, that only the
narrated self can be intelligible and survive, is to say that we cannot
survive with an unconscious. It is to say, in effect, that the un-
conscious threatens us with an insupportable unintelligibility, and
for that reason we must oppose it. The “I” who makes such an
utterance will surely, in one form or another, be besieged by what it
disavows. An “I” who takes this stand—and it is a stand, it must be
a stand, an upright, wakeful, knowing stand—Dbelieves that it survives
without the unconscious. Or, if it accepts an unconscious, this “1’
accepts it as something that is thoroughly recuperable by the know-
ing “I,” perhaps as a possession, in the belief that the unconscious
can be fully and exhaustively translated into what is conscious. It is
casy to sce that this is a defended stance, but it remains to be seen
in what this particular defense consists, It is, after all, the stand
that many make against psychoanalysis itself. In the language that
articulates opposition to a non-narrativizable beginning resides the
fear that the absence of narrative will spell a certain threat, a threat
to life, and will pose the risk, if not the certainty, of a certain kind
of death, the death of a subject who cannot, who can never, fully
recuperate the conditions of its own emergence.

But this death, if it is a death, is only the death of a certain kind
of subject, one that was never possible to begin with, the death of a
fantasy of impossible mastery, and so a loss of what one never had.

In other words, it s a necessary grief.

The “I” and the “You”

I'am you,

If I am
—Paul Celan

So, I try to begin a story about myself, and I begin somewhere,
marking a time, trying to begin a sequence, offering, perhaps, causal

(&
links or at least narrative straceare, T narrate, and T bind myself as |
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narrate, give an account of myself, offer an account to an other in
the form of a story that might well work to summarize how and why
I am,

But my effort at self-summarization fails, and fails necessarily,
when the “I” who is introduced in the opening line as a narrative
voice cannot give an account of how it became an “I” who might
narrate itself or this story in particular. And as I make a sequence
and link one event with another, offering motivations to illuminate
the bridge, making patterns clear, identifying certain events or mo-
ments of recognition as pivotal, even marking certain recurring pat-
terns as fundamental, I do not merely communicate something about
my past, though that is doubtless part of what I do. I also enact the
self T am trying to describe; the narrative “I” is reconstituted at every
moment it is invoked in the narrative itself. That invocation is, para-
doxically, a performative and non-narrative act, even as it functions
as the fulcrum for narrative itself. T am, in other words, doing some-
thing with that “I"—eclaborating and positioning it in relation to a
real or imagined audience—which is something other than telling a

story about it, even though “telling” remains part of what I do.

Which part of “telling” is an acting upon the other, a production of

the “I” anew?

Just as there is a performative and allocutory action that this “I”
performs, there is a limit to what the “1” can actually recount. This
“I” is spoken and articulated, and though it seems to ground the
narrative I tell, it is the most ungrounded moment in the narrative.
The one story that the “I” cannot tell is the story of its own emer-
gence as an “I” who not only speaks but comes to give an account
of itself. In this sense, a story is being told, but the “I” who tells the
story, who may well appear within the story as the first-person narra-
tor, constitutes a point of opacity and interrupts a sequence, induces
a break or eruption of the non-narrativizable in the midst of the
story. So the story of myself that T tell, foregrounding the “I” who T

am and inserting it into the relevant sequences of something called

Against Ethical Violence 67

my life, fails to give an account of myself at the moment that I am
introduced. Indeed, I am introduced as one for whom no account
can or will be given. I am giving an account of myself, but there is
no account to be given when it comes to the formation of this speak-
ing “I” who would narrate its life. The more I narrate, the less ac-
countabie 1 prove to be. The “1” ruins its own story, contrary to its
best intentions.

The “1” cannot give a final or adequate account of itself because
it cannot return to the scene of address by which it is inaugurated
and it cannot narrate all of the rhetorical dimensions of the structure
of address in which the account itself takes place. These rhetorical
dimensions of the scene of address cannot be reduced to narrative.
This becomes clear in the context of a transference or, rather, in the
model of communication that transference provides, for there one is
spoken to, on occasion, and one also speaks, and always, indirectly
or directly, in the form of an address.

If 1 am trying to give an account of myself, it isélways fo someone,
to one whom I presume to receive my words in some way, although
I do not and cannot know always in what way. In fact, the one who
is positioned as the receiver may not be receiving at all, may be
engaged in something that cannot under any circumstances be called
“receiving,” doing nothing more for me than establishing a certain
site, a position, a structural place where the relation to a possible
reception is articulated. So whether or not there is an other who
actually receives is beside the point, since the point will be that there
is a site where the relation to a possible reception takes form. The
forms this relation to a possible reception can take are many: no one
can hear this; this one will surely understand this; I will be refused
here, misunderstood there, judged, dismissed, accepted, or embraced.
Here as elsewhere, the transference brings forth a scenario from the
past, enacting precisely what cannot be given in another expressive
form, at the same time that a new and possibly altered relation is

wrought (rom this more archaic resource, To be more precise, the
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transference is living proof that the past is not past, since the form
that the past now takes is in the present orchestration of the relation
to the other that is the transference itself. In this sense, for the past
to be lived in the present, narration is not the only route, and not
necessarily the most affectively engaging: the past is there and now,
structuring and animating the very contours of a default relationality,
animating the transference, the recruitment and use of the analyst,
orchestrating the scene of address.

One goes to nnalysis, I presume, to have someone receive one’s
words. This produces a quandary, since the one who might receive

the words

s unknown in large part; one who receives becomes, in a
certain way, an allegory for reception itself, for the phantasmatic
relation to receiving that is articulated to, or at least in the presence
of, an other. But if this is an allegory, it is not reducible to a structure
of reception that would apply equally well to everyone, although it
might give us the general structures within which a particular life
could be understood. Subjects who narrate ourselves in the first per-
son encounter a common predicament, There are clearly times when

I cannot tell the story in a straight line, and I lose my thread, and |

start again, and I forgot something crucial, and it is too hard to think

about how to weave it in. | start thinking, thinking, there must be
some conceptual thread that will provide a narrative here, some lost
link, some possibility for chronology, and the “I"” becomes increas-
ingly conceptual, increasingly awake, focused, determined. At this
point, when I near the prospect of intellectual self-sufficiency in the
presence of the other, nearly excluding him or her from my horizon,
the thread of my story unravels. If I achieve that self-sufficiency, my
trelation to the other is lost. 1 then relive an abandonment and
dependency that is overwhelming, Something other than a purely
conceptual elaboration of experience emerges at such a juncture. The
“I” who narrates finds that it cannot direct its narration, finds that
it can give an account neither of its inability to natrate nor of why

narration breaks down. It comes to experience itself or, rather, re-
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experience itself as radically, if not irretrievably, unknowing about
who it is. Then the “I”” is no longer imparting a narrative to a receiv-
ing analyst or other; the “I” is staging a scene, recruiting the other
into the scene of its own opacity to itself. The “I” is breaking down
in certain very specific ways in front of the other or, to anticipate
Levinas, in the face of the Other (originally I wrote, “the in face of
the Other,” indicating that my syntax was already breaking down)
or, indeed, by virtue of the Other’s face, voice, or silent presence.
The “I” finds that, in the presence of an other, it is breaking down.
It does not know itself; perhaps it never will. But is that the task, to
know oneself? Is the final aim to achieve an adequate narrative ac-
count of a life? And should it be? Is the task to cover over through
a narrative means the breakage, the rupture, that is constitutive of
the “1,” which quite forcefully binds the elements together as if it
were perfectly possible, as if the break could be mended and defen-
sive mastery restored?

Before the other one cannot give an account of the “I” who has
been trying all along to give an account of itself. A certain humility
must emerge in this process, pethaps also a certain knowingness
about the limits of what there is to know. Perhaps every analysand
becomes, in this sense, a lay Kantian. But there is something more: a
point about language and its historicity. The means by which subject consti-
tution occurs is not the same as the narrative form the reconstruction of that
constitution attenpts to provide. So what is the role of language in consti-
tuting the subject? And what different role does it assume when it
seeks to recuperate or reconstitute the conditions of its own constitu-
tion? First, there is the question “How is it that my constitution
became ‘my own'?” Where and when does this presumption of prop-
erty and belonging take place? We cannot tell a story about this, but
perhaps there is some other way in which it is available to us, even
available to us through language. In the moment in which I say “1,
I am ot only citing the pronomial place of the “I” in language, but

at once attesting to and taking distance from a primary impingement,



70 Against Ethical Violence

a ptimary way in which [ am, prior to acquiring an “I,” a being who
has been touched, moved, fed, changed, put to sleep, established as
the subject and object of speech. My infantile body has not only been
touched, moved, and arranged, but those impingements operated as
“tactile signs” that registered in my formation. These signs commu-
nicate to me in ways that are not reducible to vocalization. They are
signs of an other, but they are also the traces from which an “1” will
eventually emerge, an “I” who will never be able, fully, to recover or
read these signs, for whom these signs will remain in part overwhelm-
ing and unreadable, enigmatic and formative.

Earlier we considered the difference between a concept such as
“articulation” in Bollas’s work and that of narration, suggesting that
what is “expressive” and “articulated” may not always take narrative
form in order to constitute a psychic transformation of some kind
ot to provide a positive alteration in a transferential relation. At that
time, I proposed, not only that a term like articulation suggests the
limits to narrative accountability as a desired model for expression,
but that articulation itself has its necessary limits and that full articu-
lation would be as problematic an aspiration for psychoanalysis as
narrative closure and mastery. Jean Laplanche contends that the limit
to full articulation arrives, not because of a Lacanian “bar” that fore-
closes the return to a primary jouissasce, but because of the over-
whelming and enigmatic impressions made by the adult world in its
specificity on the child. For Laplanche, there is no Other in some
symbolic sense, just the various others who constitute the caregiving
adults in a child’s world. Indeed, for Laplanche there is no reason to
assume that these caregivers must be oedipally organized as “father”
and “mother.”?’

Whereas for Bollas the environment into which the analyst is re-
cruited through the transference and countet-transference is one in
which the analysand engages in an unknowing yet active orchestra-
tion of the scene and “use” of the analyst, for Laplanche it would

seem that the primary experience for the infant is invariably that of
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being overwhelmed, not only “helpless” by virtue of undeveloped
motor capacities, but profoundly clueless about the impingements of
the adult world. What emerges as enigmatic within the transference,
then, is a residue of a primary situation of being overwhelmed that
precedes the formation of the unconscious and of the drives.

Laplanche writes of the “perceptive and motor opening to the
world” that characterizes the primary condition of infantile life,
working in the service of sclf-preservation. The infant must be open
to the environment to adapt to its terms and secure the satisfaction
of its most basic needs. This openness also constitutes a precocious
exposure to the adult world of unconscious sexuality, though he is
clear that sexuality is not derived from self-preservation. It emerges
as a consequence of a social world, of messages or signifiers that are
imposed upon the child from this environment and produce over-
whelming and unmasterable primary impressions for which no ready
adaptation is possible. Indeed, these primary impressions constitute a
primary trauma that is unsustainable, what he calls “absolute primary
process.” Consequently, a primary repression takes place (no agency
effects this repression, there is only the agency of repression itself)
that institutes the unconscious and establishes the “first object-
sources, that is, the sources of the drives.”? What is repressed is a
“thing-representation” of these primary impressions: as a conse-
quence of trauma, an originally external object becomes installed as
a source or cause of sexual drives. Drives (life drives and death
drives) are not considered primary—they follow from an interioriza-
tion of the enigmatic desires of others and carry the residue of those
originally external desires. As a result, every drive is beset by a for-
eignness (étrangéreté), and the “I” finds itself to be foreign to itself in
its most elemental impulses.

Laplanche is aware that this account disputes both the primacy of
drives and the attribution of their source in a pure biology: “as for
the relation of the drive to the body and to crogenous zones, this

pelation should not be conceived with the body as starting-point, but
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rather as the action of repressed object-sources on the body” (191).
In effect, the infant cannot handle what Laplanche calls the “mes-

sages” from the adult world. It represses them in the form of “thing-

representations” (a concept that Freud offers in his theorizations of

the unconscious), which later emerge in enigmatic form for the par-
tially knowing subject of desire. This irrecoverable and nonthematic
origin of affect cannot be recovered through proper articulation,
whether in narrative form or in any other medium of expression. We
can, meta-theoretically, reconstruct the scenario of primary repres-
sion, but no subject can natrate the story of a primary repression
that constitutes the irrecoverable basis of his or her own formation.
For Laplanche, primary repression reconstitutes overwhelming af-
fect as "thing—rcprcscntarions” in an unconscious, and these emerge
in turn as “enigmatic signifiers.” This process is the consequence of
the adult world, understood as “entirely infiltrated with unconscious
and sexual significations,” imposing itself upon the infant, who “pos-
sesses neither the emotional nor physiological responses which corre-
spond to the sexualized messages that are proposed to it (188).
Similarly, Laplanche remarks that the infant’s question is not
whether he or she may have the breast (a question that presupposes
a prior exposure to an incestuous prohibition), but “What does the
breast want of me?” (188), Desire emerges first from the outside and
in overwhelming form, and it retains this exterior and foreign quality
once it becomes the subject’s own desire. Thus, if there is a question
that emerges within the transference that one might derive from a
Laplanchian approach to infantile sexuality and the primary condi-
tions for the formation of the subject, it would not be “Who are
you?” but “Who is this ‘you” who demands something of me I can-

not give?” He remarks in an interview with Cathy Caruth that

It's a very big error on the part of psychoanalysts to try to make
a theory of knowledge starting from so-called psychoana].ysis———for

instance, starting from the breast and the reality of the breast. Or

Against Ethical Violence 73

even Winnicott's starting from the first not-me possession, and
building the external world beginning with what he called the
transitional object, and so on. The problem, on out human level,
is that the other does not have to be reconstructed. The other is
priot to the subject. The other on the sexual level is intruding the
biological world. So you don’t have to construct it, it first comes

to you, as an enigma.*'

Laplanche claims that at fist the infant passively registers these
enigmatic signifiers. Repression constitutes a first occurrence of an
action, but it is a deed, we might say, that precedes any doer. These
enigmatic signifiers, once repressed, proceed to “attack” from the
inside, and there is something of this enigmatic attack that survives
in the adult experience of sexuality as well. There is something at
work in and on one’s desire that is not recoverable through themati-
zation or narrative, The aim of one’s own impulses not only becomes
enigmatic and inscrutable to the child, but remains to a certain extent
that way throughout life. This situation gives rise to the child’s theo-
rization, the attempt to link these attacks, to give some coherence to
them.

Indeed, Laplanche suggests that theory itself emerges from this
predicament as a way to establish patterns and meanings for an
enigma that constitutes our fundamental opacity to ourselves, In a
psychoanalytic transference, one can neither recover nor eliminate
this enigma (that would be to recover and climinate primary process
itself ).>* For Laplanche, the transference reproduces and renews the
primal seduction scene. The question 1s thus not who the analyst
represents but only “What does the analyst want of me?” Thus
Laplanche, in the interview with Caruth, makes his difference from
Winnicott clear: “instead of saying the first not-me possession, the
problem for the human sexual being is to have a first-me possession.
That is, to build an ego starting from too much otherness.” We do

not move from an ego that mast reconstruct an object world, but we
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find ourselves besieged from the start by an enigmatic alterity that
makes the elaboration of an “I” a persistently difficult achievement.
The task is not to move from an established ego to a wotld of others,
to move beyond narcissism to the possibility of attachment. Rather,
attachment is already overdetermined from the start, since the other
besieges and engulfs the infant, and the emergence from this primary
impingement is a struggle that can have only limited success.

Laplanche thus posits a foreign desire as a precondition of “one’s
own” desire. Who desires when “I” desire? There seems to be an-
other at work in my desire, and this &trangéreté disrupts any cffort to
make sense of myself as a bounded and separate being. I may try to
tell the story of myself, but another story is already at work in me,
and there is no way to distinguish between the “I” who has emerged
from this infantile condition and the “you”—the set of “you's"—
who inhabits and dispossesses my desire from the outset. We might
consider, then, that the failure of Georg to fully extricate himself
from his parents, the “too much” attachment that leads to his sui-
cidal conclusion, can be read in a Laplanchian vein. Was the death
sentence his father’s act or his own, and was there any way to disjoin
the two actions from one another? Why does the father collapse on
the bed after he has sentenced his son to death? And is that son
forced from the room by the strength of the condemnation, or s he
moved down the steps and toward the water through an agency of
his own? Es tricbt ibn—what is this “it,” this foreignness, that moti-
vates the son toward his acrobatic death? If the parents cannot be
extricated from the son’s desire, then it would appear that the
“agency” of desire is less grounded in the separate self of the son
than in a foreign object lodged there, animating him in nontrans-
parent ways. Perhaps some separation might have saved him, or per-
haps death itself was the longing for an ultimate separation from his
parents fatally twinned with his undying Jlove for them.

The priority of the other for Laplanche leads him to certain ethi-

cal conclusions, Te remarks in his interview with Caruth that our
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first questions about death are not about our own but, rather, about
the death of others: “Why must the other die?” “Why did the other
die?” The other, we might say, comes first, and this means that there
is no reference to one’s own death that is not at once a reference to
the death of the other. In the introduction to Life and Death in Psycho-
analysis, he writes (and Caruth quotes): “If a certain ethic in relation
to death might be evolved from the Freudian attitude, it would be in
the sense of a distrust concerning every form of enthusiasm, and of
a lucidity that does not hide the irreducible meshing of my death
with that of the other.”?

This last remark suggests that the psychoanalytic approach to the
primacy of the Other implies an ethical caution against enthusiasms
that might make one impetvious to the precariousness of life. It also
counsels that one cannot preserve one’s own death at the expense of
the other without the other’s death implicating me in my own. There
is, as it were, a sociality at the basis of the “I” and its finitude from
which one cannot—and ought not to—escape. .

In “Responsibility and Response,” Laplanche considers Freud’s
reflections on the relation between responsibility and psychoanalysis,
focusing on the curious question of whether one must take responsi-
bility for onc’s dreams.** Do dreams reflect only one’s own mind or
do they register the thoughts and desires of others? If the thoughts
and desires of others have entered my dream, then I am, even at an
unconscious level, beset by the other. This leads Laplanche, follow-
ing Freud, to focus on the “humiliation” that psychoanalysis entails
for the conception of the human being, one that Laplanche associates
with a Copernican revolution within the sphere of psychology. He
writes that “man is not at home with himself in himself [chez lui en
Iu), which means that in himself, he is not the master and that finally
(here, these are my terms), he is decentered” (156). This decentering
follows from the way in which others, from the outset, transmit
certain messages to us, instilling their thoughts in our own, produc—
ing an indistinguishability becween the other and myself at the heart

Hlby \\flm b o,
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This consideration of a Copernican revolution in the conception
of the human being leads Laplanche to a brief discussion of Levinas.
There he writes that Levinas’s early work on Husserl interested him,
but that what follows could not be said to have influenced him
(162). He states his major difference with Levinas: “the Copernican
decentering holds not only for the autocentric perceptive subject and
for the cogito, but also for the subject who is considered autocentric
in time; centered in his adult being” (163). He believes that Levinas,
like Heidegger, failed to decenter adult experience or, rather, failed
to see that adult experience is decentered by infantile experience all
along: “If one secks to take this seriously, according to Freud, the
primacy of infancy decenters us as irremediably—and as without
reflexivity—as the unconscious or the id” (163). The primary ques-
tion toward the other that emerges from the perspective of infancy
is: “Who is this person who speaks to me? [ Quelle est la personne qui me
parle?]” (163). The other who speaks to me is not in a “reciprocal”
exchange or balanced communication. The situation is, from the
start, asymmetrical, and the “I” finds itself disarmed and passive in
its relation to the message from the other. Under these conditions,
the infant can make only an inadequate translation and response.

What, then, is the relation between the first response as Laplanche
describes it and responsibility? He turns to the story of Job and
makes use of a Levinasian language to describe the travail of response
under a situation of absolute dissymmetry. The infant responds as
Job responds to a seemingly cruel God, that is, to an “unnameable
petsecution” (166). This persecutory impression becomes a sexual-
ized capacity for sadism, one to which our dreams testify, Laplanche
claims, and which is made manifest in cruelty and war. Levinas would
surely not follow Laplanche on this last turn. Laplanche, however,
points out that the response of the child to the overwhelming adult
can be to recenter himself, or to seek recentering as a way of life.
This (Ptolemaic) task would seck to deny the unconscious, recenter

the subject, and so make the adult in question more valnerable o
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acting out sadistic impulses that it refuses to understand as its own
constitutive potential. The transference can be the place where this
scene can be re-elaborated. But there is no getting rid of this uncon-
scious, no full substitution of the ego for the id, and surely no recen-
tering of the subject without unleashing unacceptable sadism and
cruelty. To remain decentered, interestingly, means to remain impli-
cated in the death of the other and so at a distance from the unbri-
dled cruelty (the limit case of uncritical enthusiasm) in which the
sclf secks to separate from its constitutive sociality and annihilate the
other.

The infant enters the wotld given over from the start to a language
and to a series of signs, broadly construed, that begin to structure an
already operative mode of receptivity and demand. From this pri-
maty experience of having ben given over from the start, an “1” subse-
quently emerges. And the “1” regardless of its claims to mastety, will
never get over having been given over from the start in this way.
Levinas might be said to indicate something similar. He speaks of a
passivity prior to passivity, and there he means to indicate the differ-
ence between a subject who undergoes passivity, who relates to that
passivity through a certain act of reflexivity, and a passivity that is
prior to the subject, the condition of its own subjectivation, its pri-
mary imprcssionability.

Here the other is, as it were, the condition of possibility of my
affective life, installed within me as an object-source that gives rise
to the drives and desires that are mine. From within the object-
relations perspective, the primary impressions constitute objects, ex-
terior but proximate, to which an emergent self might attach itself
to satisfy basic needs. It follows from this view that the infant will
be disposed to love any and every thing which emerges as an “object”
(rather than not love at all, fail to attach, and jeopardize its survival).
This is a scandal, of course, since it shows us that love, from the
outset, is without judgment, and that, to a certain extent, it remains
without judgment or, at least, without good judgment for the rest of

s carcer,
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What I am trying to describe is the condition of the subject, but
it is not mine: I do not own it. It is prior to what constitutes the
sphere of what might be owned or claimed by me. It persistently
undoes the claim of “mineness,” mocks it, sometimes gently, some-
times violently. It is a way of being constituted by an Other that
precedes the formation of the sphete of the mine itself. Primary im-
pressionability is not a feature or predicate of an established self so
that I might say, by way of a warning, “I am impressionable.” T could
say that, but it would be a paradoxical form of speaking, and T would
not be referencing impressionability in its primary form. I come up
with such statements as an attempt to come to terms with what
remains enigmatic, and so my statements and theories are promptcd
by the very impressions and drives that they seek to explain. At this
level, we are not yet referring to boundaries in the process of forma-
tion, we arce not yet sccking recourse to a capacity for reflexivity, for
self-reference, the linguistic support for self-possession. This is a
domain in which the grammar of the subject cannot hold, for dispos-
session in and through another is prior to becoming an “I” who
might claim, on occasion, and always with some irony, to possess
itself,

You may think that I am in fact telling a story about the prehistory
of the subject, one that I have been arguing cannot be told. There
are two responses to this objection. (1) That there is no final or
adequate narrative reconstruction of the prehistory of the speaking
“I” does not mean we cannot narrate it; it only means that at the
moment when we natrate we become speculative philosophers or
fiction writers. (2) This prehistory has never stopped happening and,
as such, is not a prehistory in any chronological sense. It is not done
with, over, relegated to a past, which then becomes part of a causal or
narrative reconstruction of the self. On the contrary, that prehistory
interrupts the story I have to give of myself, makes every account of
myself partial and failed, and constitutes, in a way, my failure to be

fully accountable for my actions, my final “irresponsibility,” one for
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which I may be forgiven only because I could not do otherwise, This
not being able to do otherwise is our common predicament.

That prehistory continues to happen every time I enunciate my
self. In speaking the “L” I undergo something of what cannot be
captured or assimilated by the “L” since I always arrive too late to
myself. (Nietzsche’s bees in The Genealogy of Morals clearly prefigure
the psychoanalytic concept of Nachtrisglichkeit.) T can never provide the
account of myself that both certain forms of morality and some
models of mental health require, namely, that the self deliver itself in
coherent narrative form. The “I” is the moment of failure in every
narrative effort to give an account of oneself, It remains the unac-
counted for and, in that sense, constitutes the failure that the very
project of self-narration requires. Every effort to give an account of
oneself is bound to encounter this failure, and to founder upon it.

But perhaps there is no necessary reason why this encounter with
failure should take place. After all, it is important to remember the
stand against the unconscious, the one that claifns, after all, that a
non-narrativizable self cannot survive and is not viable. For such a
stand, it seems, the very livability of the subject resides in its narrati-
vizability. The postulation of the non-natrativizable poses a threat
to such a subject, indeed, can pose the threat of death. I don’t think
it inevitably takes the generalized form: If T cannot tell a story about
myselﬁ then I will die. But it can take this form under situations of
moral duress: If I am not able to give an account of some of my
actions, then I would rather die, because I cannot find myself as the
author of these actions, and I cannot explain myself to those my
actions may have hurt. Surely, there is a certain desperation there,
where I repeat myself and where my repetitions enact again and again
the site of my radical unself-knowingness. How am ] to live under
these circumstances? Perhaps death would be better than to continue
to live with this inability to render myself ethical through an account
that not only explains what T do but allows me to assume greater

agency tn deciding what to do.
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What is striking about such extremes of self-beratement is the
grandiose notion of the transparent “I” that is presupposed as the
cthical ideal. This is hardly a belief in which self-acceptance (a hu-
mility about one’s constitutive limitations) or generosity (a disposi-
tion toward the limits of others) might find room to flourish. Surely
there are moments of repetition and opacity and anguish, which usu-
ally compel a journey to the analyst, or if not to the analyst, to
someone—an addressee—who might receive the story and, in receiy-
ing, alter it some. The other represents the prospect that the story
might be given back in new form, that fragments might be linked in
some way, that some part of opacity might be brought to light. The
other witnesses and registers what cannot be narrated, functioning as
one who might discern a narrative thread, though mainly as one
whose practice of listening enacts a receptive relation to the self that
the self, in its dire straits of self-beratement, cannot offer itself. And
it seems crucial to recognize, not only that the anguish and opacity
of the “T” is witnessed by the other, but that the other can become
the name for one’s anguish and opacity: “You are my anguish, surely.
You are opaque: who are you? Who is this you that resides in me,
from whom I cannot extricate myself?” The other can also refuse,
disrupt, ot “surprise” this identification, separating off the phantasm
that lodges under the other’s name and offering it as an object for
analysis within the interlocutory scene.

Who speaks in this address, the address of the transference? What
speaks here? Where is the “here” and when is the “now” of transfer-
ential time? If that which I am defies narrative capture, compels spec-
ulation, insists itself as an opacity that resists all final illumination,
then this seems to be a consequence of my fundamental relation to
a “you”—an other who is interiorized in ways for which I can give
no account. If T am first addressed and then my address emerges as a
consequence, animated by a primary address and bearing the enigma
of that address, then 1 speak to you, but you are also what is opaque

in the act of my speaking, Whoever you are, you constitute me fun-
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damentally and become the name for a primary impressionability,
for the uncertain boundary between an impression from outside that
I register and some consequent sense of “me” that is the site of that
registering, Within this founding scene, the very grammar of the self
has not yet taken hold. And so one might say, reflectively, and with
a certain sense of humility, that in the beginning I am my relation 10
you, ambiguously addressed and addressing, given over to a “you”
without whom I cannot be and upon whom 1 depend to survive.
There is no difference then between the touch and the sign that
roceives me and the self that I am, because the boundary is yet to be
installed, the boundary between that other and this “I"—and, hence,
the condition of their very possibility—is yet to take place. The self
that T am yet to be (at the point where grammar does not yet permit
an “1") is at the outset enthralled, even if to a scene of violence, an
abandonment, a destitution, a mechanism of life support, since it 1s,
for better or worse, the support without which 1 cannot be, upon
which my very being depends, which my very being, fundamentally
and with an irreducible ambiguity, is. This is a scene, if we can call
it that, to which we return, within which our action takes place, and
which gently or perhaps violently mocks the posture of narrative
control. One can attempt to cover it ovet; indeed, the enunciated “I”
may well function as that covering. To ward off the emergence of
this opacity, it may be that no action is taken: To act is immediately
to break the narrative structure and so to risk losing a self over whom
1 maintain narrative control, Indeed, I maintain narrative control in
order to stave off a threat of dissolution, which “acting” might well
precipitate or which T am convinced would definitely be precipitated.
And yet, to tell the story of oneself is already to act, since telling
is a kind of action, performed with some addressee, generalized or
specific, as an implied feature. It is an action in the direction of an
other, as well as an action that requires an other, in which an other
is presupposed. The other is thus within the action of my telling; it

is not simply o question of imparting information fo an other who is
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over there, beyond me, waiting to know. On the contrary, the telling
performs an action that presupposes an Other, posits and elaborates
the other, is given to the other, or by virtue of the other, prior to the
giving of any information. So if, at the beginning—and we must
laugh here, since we cannot narrate that beginning with any kind of
authority, indeed, such a narration is the occasion in which we lose
whatever narrative authority we might otherwise enjoy—1I am only in
the address to you, then the “I” that I am is nothing without this “you,”
and cannot even begin to refer to itself outside the relation to the
other by which its capacity for self-reference emerges. I am mired,
given over, and even the word dependency cannot do the job here. This
means that I am also formed in ways that precede and enable my
self-forming; this particular kind of transitivity is difficult, if not

impossible, to narrate.

It will be necessary to reconsider the relationship of ethics to social
critique, since part of what I find so hard to narrate arc the norms—
social in character—that bring me into being. They are, as it were,
the condition of my speech, but I cannot fully thematize these condi-
tions within the terms of my speech. I am interrupted by my own
social origin, and so have to find a way to take stock of who I am in
a way that makes clear that I am authored by what precedes and
exceeds me, and that this in no way exonerates me from having to
give an account of myself. But it does mean that if T posture as if |
could reconstruct the norms by which my status as a subject is in-
stalled and maintained, then I refuse the very disorientation and in-
terruption of my narrative that the social dimension of those norms
imply. This does not mean that T cannot speak of such matters, but
only that when I do, I must be careful to understand the limits of
what I can do, the limits that condition any and all such doing. In

this sense, I must become critical,

THREE

Responsibility

The corporeality of one’s own body signifies, as sensibility itself, a knot or

denouement of being . . . a knot that cannot be undone,

—Levinas, Otherwise than Being

So, according to the kind of theory 1 have been pursuing here, what
will responsibility look like? Haven'’t we, by insisting on something
non-narrativizable, limited the degree to which we might hold our-
selves or others accountable for their actions? I want to suggest that
the very meaning of responsibility must be rethought on the basis of
this limitation; it cannot be tied to the conceit of a self fully trans-
parent to itself.” Indeed, to take responsibility for oneself is to avow
the limits of any self-understanding, and to establish these limits not
only as a condition for the subject but as the predicament of the
human community. I am not altogether out of the loop of the En-
lightenment if I say, as I do, that reason’s limit is the sign of our
humanity. It might even be a legacy of Kant to say so. My account
of myself breaks down, and surely for a reason, but that does not
mean that I can supply all the reasons that would make my account
whole, Reasons course through me that T cannot fully recuperate,

that reman enigniatic, that abide with me as my own familiar alter-

)
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