CLOSED SYSTEMS, SOCIAL SYMPTOMS, AND SOCIAL CHANGE

David P. Levine

Graduate School of International Studies

University of Denver

Journal for the Psychoanalysis of Culture and Society 5,1: pp. 28-40 (Spring 2000)

Frozen Dramas


Shortly after a series of violent episodes in schools culminating in the deaths of fifteen students at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, it appeared that a change might take place in the long-standing inability of the U.S. government to control the distribution of firearms.  Much was made in the press of the horrors of the massacre in Littleton and the need for a response.  Many thought Congress would have no choice but to enact legislation to control the access to guns that turned hatred and the associated violent impulses into murder on a large scale.  They were wrong.


No more than two months after the Littleton shootings, even the most inconsequential limitation on access to guns was meeting with intense resistance on Capital Hill.  Under the headline "House Undertakes Days-Long Battle on Youth Violence," The New York Times reported on June 17:  "A bitterly divided House plunged today into the nation's culture wars, passionately debating long into the night whether school prayer, a clampdown on violence in entertainment, stiff prison sentences or gun control was the answer to the spate of school shootings that have left teen-agers dead."

On one side were gun control advocates, mainly Democrats, who might not believe that guns kill people, but remain convinced that limiting access to guns would reduce the likelihood that people with guns would kill people.   The other side had lately turned to matters of religion and culture, one Congressman insisting that the "entertainment industry gets away literally with murder….  Anyone that doesn't think rotten movies, rotten rap lyrics, rotten video games aren't poisoning--toxically poisoning--our kid's minds and making some kids think that's acceptable, just isn't paying attention."
 The House minority whip formulated the problem in religious terms:  "What message is sent when it is illegal to pray in schools? … This rejection of God must change."  Out of all this rancor, the House succeeded in passing a measure allocating $1.5 billion to be distributed to state and local government "for aggressive prosecution, punishment, and prevention of juvenile crime."  The next day, a measure was passed to allow the posting of the Ten Commandments in schools.  If the problem is youth violence, then prayer in school, support for "family values," and aggressive punishment is the solution.


The solution favored by the Democrats had the virtue of simplicity.  It did not concern itself with the reasons for violent impulses, but pointed out, accurately enough, that it would be a good idea to prevent the translation of those impulses into murderous acts.  Still, the Republicans were not so wide of the mark in judging the recommendation evasive, even though they illogically insisted that because it would not remove violent impulses, gun control was irrelevant or harmful.


The Republicans had loftier ambitions.  They wished not to restrict the harmful impact of bad character, but to improve character itself.  Character for them seemed intimately bound up with repression.  To have character meant either not having murderous impulses, or at least repressing those impulses if you have them.  The attack on Hollywood expressed the conviction that the symptom was the disease so that repressing the symptom was equivalent to curing the disease.  The key element in the Republican program, if it can be called a program, was a combination of the celebration of sanctioned violence through support for the widespread ownership of handguns, combined with an intensified repression of unacceptable expressions of violent impulse.



The role of heightened repression, of the body through punishment and of the soul through moral education, reveals the close link between the cure and the disease.  What the Congress wanted in lieu of gun control was a license to do unto school children what those children were doing unto each other, but under the sanction of religion and law.  We should hardly expect the result to be anything but the continuation of the status quo including violence in schools.  Congress meant, in other words, not to solve the problem, but to perpetuate (spiritual and physical) violence against children in the name of protecting them.   


What we are witnessing here is a "frozen drama" (Fairbairn). The salient characteristics of the frozen drama on the societal level include:

1. It engages emotion and not reason. 

2. However intense the drama, it remains oddly misdirected.  It is not really about what it seems to be about.  The issue is youth violence; the debate is over whether to require locking mechanisms on guns, or to have a three-day waiting period for background checks on prospective gun owners, or to allow school prayer.

3. The issue under debate has, or takes on, a moral quality; it is an issue of good versus evil: violent youth suffer from inadequate moral education, or from the low moral tone of the "culture." 

4. Magical thinking plays a large role: posting the Ten Commandments in schools will reduce or eliminate youth violence, prayer in school will counter violent impulses, moral education in the home will prevent violence, and so on.

5. Real problems get reformulated not as issues subject to practical solutions, but as global problems besetting large, abstract, and vague entities, such as the "culture."  Fantasy replaces reality.

In brief, frozen dramas exist as part of (in this case, collective) fantasy life.  As part of fantasy life, rather than connecting to reality, they attempt to put in place a substitute reality consistent with the psychic need expressed in the fantasy.  This quality of frozen dramas makes them particularly resistant to change.  Because they are impervious to external influences and because they attempt to shape reality according to psychic need, they constitute a closed circle.  It is this closed quality of the frozen drama I would like to explore here since it bears heavily on the problem of change.

Closed Systems


In an essay dealing with the nature and aims of psychoanalytic treatment, Ronald Fairbairn offers a suggestion concerning Freud's distinction between the pleasure principle and reality.  Specifically, he suggests that we understand this as a "distinction between behavior originating within a closed system constituted by internal reality and behavior in an open system in which inner and outer reality are brought into relation" (381).  Fairbairn applies the distinction between closed and open systems to the problem of therapeutic change, and especially to the problems of (1) the resistance to change, and (2) the source of change within the therapeutic setting.  Here, I would like to suggest how we might apply this idea to social systems and social change.

Fairbairn distinguishes open from closed systems according to their different relations with something he refers to as "reality."  On one level, he takes the notion of reality more or less for granted, and, because of this, the statement just quoted may sound a bit naïve.  Yet, if we look more closely at what Fairbairn seems to have in mind, it becomes clear that the distinction he draws depends on a conception of reality that is not so naïve.   So much becomes clear once we look more closely at the notion of a closed system.


When we operate within a closed system, what we take to be real is constituted by projections, and in this sense is not real at all if reality is something other than what we wish it or will it to be, or fear that it is.  Reality comes alive for an individual emerging out of a closed system when projections are retrieved, and thus self-boundaries established.  What remains outside subsequent to this act (and in a sense was always there however much overlooked and denied) is reality.  At this point, external (as opposed to psychic) reality takes on significance for the individual who previously denied its existence in favor of a purely subjective experience in which apparently external objects are actually containers for unacceptable feelings and self-states.


For the individual operating within a closed system, external reality takes on a special meaning involving the idea of containers for aspects of self-experience.  It is important that these containers remain in some sense outside, since, if they do not, projection loses its purpose, which is to disconnect subjective experience from its real subject and allow that subject to disavow responsibility for it.  Yet, constituting external objects out of projections assures that they are not genuinely external at all.  Rather, the objects are held within the subject, and remain under his or her control.  Thus, we can say that this process constructs reality (it is what we mean by the construction of reality), although it would be better to say that it constructs a special reality according to the subjective need for control (Levine "Identity").  What is peculiar about this special reality is that it is not real at all, and yet carries some of the qualities of reality for the subject, who experiences it as external at the same time that he or she maintains control over it.


So far I have considered only the quality that makes a closed system closed: the way it attempts to incorporate external reality.  We need also to consider, however, the impetus for closing the system, as this will prove important in understanding both the resistance to change and the meaning of change on the societal level.


Clearly, one factor leading to the closing of a system is the need to subsume external reality into fantasy so that it can be controlled.  The need for control follows from the pressure to externalize unacceptable feelings and self-states, which is to say bad internal objects.
   These bad objects must be externalized so that the individual can get along with his or her life, albeit with the severe restrictions and problematic inner and external experiences sometimes referred to by the term "symptoms."  It is, then, the anxiety caused when problematic self-experiences are held inside that requires that they be externalized, and it is with this act of putting them outside that the closed system comes into being.


More, however, needs to be said than this.  As we have seen, using projection to establish a closed system short-circuits the individual's relationship with reality.  Put in other words, it assures that reality will be (or will be experienced as) what it is needed to be.  We can say, then, that the closed system imposes a set of presuppositions on reality, which are those presuppositions consistent with the needed projection.  The closed system can be said to close around these presuppositions or assumptions: that men are violent or women helpless, that people are all out to serve their own interests with no regard for anyone else, that those in charge are always incompetent, and so on.  

Such assumptions constitute the external world before the individual has experience of it; indeed, the assumptions stand in for that experience.  Subjecting the world to prior assumptions, then, is implied in the idea of a closed system.  An open system is one in which all such assumptions have been dropped. We can, therefore, distinguish the two types of systems by the presence or absence of fixed assumptions.

For closed systems, it is important to know what the assumptions are, and what psychic forces fuel them.  This holds both for the individual and for the larger social system.  Social systems also get closed around constituting assumptions, and can be defined as ways of being that rest on unexamined assumptions.  The intense commitment to prior assumptions about reality assures that the closed system will be highly resistant to change.  Change cannot take place so long as the experience of the world is predetermined according to fixed presuppositions held in place by the use of projection to cope with anxiety.

The response to school violence discussed above exemplifies the role of fixed assumptions in closed systems.  I suggest there that it is characteristic of frozen dramas to incorporate a flight from reality.  This flight from reality is clear in the Congressional response to school violence.  In that response, much is made of morality and religion, of violence in the media, of the availability of guns.  But little is made of the experience of students in high schools and the impact of that experience.  The Congressional response has a scripted quality.  Whatever the problem, moral education, family values, and free trade must be the solution.  Apparently, we know this without taking the trouble to explore the circumstances of students in schools such as Columbine High, or the reality of their family lives and the values expressed there.  We also know solutions without exploring the problems because we know that the problem is license, and the solution repression.  We know this, in turn, because the students who concern us are not real, but special constructions formed in accord with our psychic need.  We have, that is, the idea of a student shaped by our psychic need.

This idea is the vital element in the entire construction.  Students are by and large good, but some are bad, and the bad ones cause trouble.  They are bad because they have "no school spirit" and they want "to be different" (Adams and Russakoff).  They are not bad because they are violent; good students are also violent.  "Good" students (most notably the school athletes) physically assaulted their fellows, indulged in racial and sexual bullying, destroyed property, and so on (Adams and Russakoff).  Yet they remained good.  The difference between good and bad had less to do with violence than with the object of violence.   Bad students attack the fantasy that the school is good, that sanctioned violence is virtuous.  Bad means violating the fantasy that organizes the closed system. 

But more than this, the bad students contain the destructive impulses of the community and its representatives (including those in Congress).  They express the hate that a good community cannot admit to having as part of its psychic make-up.  If we admit for a moment that the good students are not simply good and the bad not simply bad, then it follows that the students about whom public policy is designed are not the real students, but figures in a drama.  We know that the problem is license and the solution repression, then, because the students for whom problem and solution are defined are not real but fantasy objects in our internal drama of good against evil, of repression and the return of the repressed.

Change


Fairbairn goes on to introduce a concept related to that of the closed system, which he terms the "static internal situation."  This phrase refers to "self-contained situations in inner reality, which persist unchanged indefinitely, and which are precluded from change by their very nature, so long as they remain self-contained" (382).  The result is what one of his patients aptly termed "frozen dramas."  According to Fairbairn, then, closed systems preclude change by their nature, and so long as they are maintained, we can expect the individual's (internal) "situation" to remain as it is.


Here again, Fairbairn seems to take something vital for granted, which is what we are meant to understand by "change."  But as with his use of the term reality, what he says about change is not so naïve as it seems.  It turns out that the distinction between open and closed systems does not so much appeal to a naïve notion of change as it defines change for us.  Specifically, change means "effecting a breach in the closed system of internal reality in which the patient's symptoms are entrenched" (384).   
According to Fairbairn, change means a breach in the closed system.  This breach comes about as a result of the impact of the relationship between patient and analyst.  So far as the analyst takes on importance for the patient as a real-- which is to say genuinely external--object, we can say that the closed system has been breached.  This provides us with a definition of change in terms of open and closed systems, rather than a judgment of those systems according to an independently defined notion of change.  Change means movement from a closed to an open system.  

This movement need not be absolute or complete, and the result of the breach to which Fairbairn refers need not be the total abandonment of the closed system orientation toward reality.  Nonetheless, a qualitative change occurs when the system becomes open to the influence of external objects.  This openness makes possible other changes that reflect the ability to live in connection to reality, which is to say without the fixed assumptions typical of closed systems.  

The movement from closed to open systems is not, of course, the only kind of change imaginable.  While it may be that some individuals live in frozen dramas for which nothing changes in any sense of the term, it is also possible that much changes without establishing a breach in the closed system.  One can change homes, jobs, spouses, careers, political affiliations, and so on without moving outside the frozen drama of the static internal situation.  In other words, the actors change but the drama remains the same.  In psychoanalytic language, the containers for the projected parts of the self change, but what they contain, and therefore their psychic meaning, remains the same.  In a sense, the containers are always the same persons (they are the same internal object), just as the different actors cast in a particular role in a drama are the same character.  The container (experienced as what it contains) remains a part of inner reality, and subject to the omnipotent control exerted there.  We can say, using a phrase of Volkan's, that the "suitable containers for externalization" change, but what they contain does not (Volkan).  

Symptoms

In discussing the breach in the closed system, Fairbairn refers to symptoms, and we may wonder what this means not only in the context of individual psychic life, but also in the context of society's psychic life, assuming we can apply the term psychic life at the societal level.  For the individual, a symptom is not only an expression in appearance of a hidden reality, it is also the expression in the organism of the fact that it contains within it a threat to its normal or healthy functioning.  The idea of a symptom, then, operates in the space of cause and effect, the symptom being the effect, the disorder or disease being the cause.  


To apply the term symptom to individual psychic life, we must imagine that the individual's experience of him- or herself, and/or the individual's way of interacting with others in some way impairs what we would consider healthy self-experience and healthy relatedness.  Fairbairn gives us only one suggestion concerning what is healthy self-experience and healthy relatedness, and that is that those terms refer to the way of being expressive of an open system.
   We might say, then, that the force that brings about and maintains the closed system is the disease, and the closed system way of life is the symptom, or is marked by symptoms.


Following Fairbairn, I suggest above that the cause of the closed system is the presence of a bad or persecutory internal object, one that cannot be integrated into the personality as a whole.  The symptom this object causes may be anything from anxiety to the violent attack on external containers into which it has been projected.  The presence of the object is the result of impaired early relationships we refer to as abuse or neglect.  The closed system is the result of the effort to deal first with the relationship itself, subsequently with the internalized residue of that relationship.


Since there is a sense in which the bad internal object is an alien force within the personality (a hostile introject), it is not surprising that the problems associated with the closed system way of life lead to the conclusion that something bad must be gotten rid of.  An alien presence, indeed an infection, must be removed, and the problem of dealing with symptoms becomes how to remove this presence.  This way of thinking is clear enough in the responses to youth violence, where what we need to do is remove the perpetrators, the "bad students."

Getting the bad object out most often means externalizing it, so the cure for the symptom reinforces the closed system way of life, which is organized around projection.  Understood within the terms of the closed system, symptoms are a response to the failure of objects to gratify need, or to the object's harmful intent.  What is characteristic of the closed system is that inner conflict becomes conflict with external objects, or what are understood as such.

It will prove useful to distinguish the way symptoms are viewed from within the closed system and from a standpoint outside that system.  From within the closed system, the symptom expresses the presence of an alien and hostile object that must be put outside or destroyed.  It must be exorcised, and the system thereby cleansed of the contaminating and infecting agent.  Thus, viewed from within the closed system, openness of the system (to the harmful external agent) is the cause of the problem, closure is the solution.  Viewed from outside the closed system, exactly the opposite is the case; the force that closes the system is the cause and opening the system (to external reality) the solution.  

Symptoms express the pressures inducing the formation of a closed system, and the forces marshaled to preserve it as a closed system.  In other words, what symptoms express is the peculiar quality of a closed system, but only viewed from a standpoint to some degree independent of it.   The individual without the capacity to adopt such a standpoint seeks not alleviation of symptoms through therapeutic intervention, but change in the external world so that it will be better adapted to his or her need.

Social Systems


Let me now consider the problem of change from closed to open systems as that problem appears at the level not of the individual, but of the society as a whole.  Our first problem is to define closed systems for the larger organisms with which we are here concerned, and then to define change as a breach in those systems.  Just as in the case of the individual, doing so may seem to belittle changes in social life that leave the static internal situation as it was, even though such changes may in some other ways be important.  Thus, for example, extension of the franchise, anti-discrimination laws, the development of the internet, and so on are surely important for the quality of life.  This does not, however, mean that they express a breach in the closed system, which is to say its change in the direction of an open one.  They might have that meaning, but they might not.  Distinguishing change that does breach the closed system from change that does not remains important even if we do not assume that the former is the only change that "matters."


To know when change of the kind with which we are here concerned happens, we need to know how social organisms constitute themselves as closed or open systems, and how a transition might take place from one to the other.  To understand what it means for a social system to be open or closed, we need to consider social systems on the analogy of the individual subject, which is to say as having a subjective existence.  In part, this subjective existence is the subjective life of the individual or member.  But, beyond this, the social system has a subjective life that it leads in and through its members and in and through the relationships that bind them together into a larger unit.  Then, the social system exists both in and through the subjective lives of its members, and in relation to its members, as an external reality for them.    If we consider this latter existence (the institutions and organizations of social life) as objects suitable to contain disavowed parts of the selves of members, we then have a psychodynamic connection holding together part and whole, individual and group, organization, or institution.  


If, for example, the group is used to contain the good selves of the members, as is the case in religious associations, then the tie to the group is simultaneously one of projection and identification.  The good self is projected into the group, and by adopting a group identity, the individual identifies with his or her alienated good self.  In this respect, the individual and the group together constitute a closed system.  The necessity that the member carry on this complex relationship with what is, after all, an aspect of him- or herself arises because holding that aspect inside causes anxiety.  The good self is not safe inside, where it is subject to attack by self-denying and self-denigrating internal objects, so it is placed in the group "for safekeeping" (Volkan 32).

At the same time, however, the group bears a significant degree of responsibility for fostering those hostile internal objects that make the individual's inner world unsafe.  Thus, groups reinforce and recreate the conditions that provoke the anxiety that requires their use as containers for projected inner experience.  When this connection develops, we can say not only that the social system is a mechanism for defending against anxiety, but that it is a mechanism that fosters the anxiety for which it offers the participant a means of defense.
  Such a social organism constitutes itself as a closed system.  We need, then, to consider what change to an open system might mean, how it could be brought about (if it can), and how it bears on human well being, including the well being linked to the other types of change briefly alluded to above.


To understand how a closed (social) system might become an open system, or a more open system than it is, we need to consider more carefully what is internal to it, and what lies outside.  Because the energy of the system is devoted to denying any reality it cannot control, those within the system are likely to experience it not in relation to reality, but as (social) reality itself.  And this is true no matter how committed to "change" those within the system imagine themselves to be.  Devoting the energy of the system to denial of any reality outside the system stands in the way of the kind of change with which we are here concerned.  To get past this obstacle, we need to consider systems of interaction existing in relation to something outside that is not, however, the physical world.  We need to consider subjectivity as it exists both within the system and outside.  Or, we need to consider two different kinds of social systems, both containing subjectivity, but containing it differently.


The key to this distinction lies in the nature of the closed system.  What makes the system closed is that within it the boundary between internal and external is internalized.  Parts of the subject are recognized to remain within, parts are recognized only outside.  But, since they are still parts of the self, they must remain connected to the subject via identification.  As a result of this connection, self-boundaries take on a special meaning.  On one side, since part of the self exists outside, boundaries are important, though only for the purpose of disavowing responsibility for unacceptable feelings and self-states.  On the other side, all relationships are internalized.  What the subject relates to in relating to others is the parts of his or her self there contained, and thus the relationship with others is a self-relationship, one carried on wholly within the boundaries of the self. 

For social systems, what is bounded in this way is the group.  The group constitutes a larger subject, or a social system as a subject.  Only when the system of interaction exists in the form of a group can we speak of it as a closed system on analogy with the individual, because only then does that system as a whole represent a subject for which internal and external in our sense have meaning.  For social systems established as groups--which is to say as subjects in their own right--those outside (or seemingly so) are actually repositories for unacceptable aspects of the group self.  Thus, the relationship with what seems outside remains a self-relation and we can say that boundaries either do not exist or encompass all meaningful objects.  To open the system, then, means to establish boundaries, which requires a connection other than that of projection and the identification involved with it.   It means to find subjectivity outside the group.

It might seem natural at this point to consider what is outside the group, yet more than a mere physical reality for it, as other groups (and their members).  Then, the problem of social change as I have formulated it here is the problem of bringing about the recognition of other groups as existing outside the group's closed system, which is to say as something other than containers for group projections.  This is today a common formulation underlying social policy in areas such as discrimination, hate crimes, and so on.  The celebration of "diversity" insists on recognition of difference, and to this degree it insists that we find an external reality in the form of the reality of other groups (Levine "Diversity").  If the group carries on relationships with other groups in which the latter exist as something other than containers for its projections, that group can be said to exhibit the defining characteristic of an open rather than closed system.

If, however, we take Freud's remarks on groups seriously, we will have difficulty following this line of argument.  Groups, he insists, are the site of regression, of the "intensification of affects and the inhibition of the intellect" (20).  For Freud, groups are by their nature bound together by primitive emotional ties, especially primitive forms of identification.   It is regression that makes a collection of individuals a group.  Thus, we can hardly expect to find in group phenomena the capacity to recognize external reality, which is to say a reality outside that shaped by identification and the projection of those group traits deemed unsuitable for group identity.  When we insist that the group recognize reality outside, we insist that it become something other than a group.  This means that we must still deal with the problem of change from a closed (social) system to an open one.

Social Change


Recall that, for Fairbairn, a breach in the closed system is made possible by the encounter with the analyst insofar as he or she can establish him- or herself existing for the patient outside that system.  The problem for social change, then insofar as we pattern our thinking on the way Fairbairn imagines therapeutic change, is that there must be a real external object for the group.  In relation to this real object the group can begin to give up its hold over reality.  It is difficult enough to understand what this means in the therapeutic setting, and much debate has gone on over the matter of the nature of the therapeutic relationship.  It is even more difficult to understand how we can formulate social change on the analogy with the idea of breaching the closed system through the development of a relationship with a real object.  This is, nonetheless, what I propose to do here, if only in a limited and provisional way.


What we have so far is the group and the member, for whom the group or the world of groups constitutes the whole of reality.  This is the closed social system.  So far as the group loosens its hold over the member, there develops a third moment, which is that of the individual outside the group, bound to others not by identification, but in another way.  This other way is the path toward reality, which is to say toward a world of subjects outside the closed system.  On the societal level, then, the change to an open system has the meaning of the movement from member to individual.  This is not so far from the meaning it has for the therapeutic dyad.  While the patient works to make the dyad a group of two, the analyst works to maintain his or her separate being, which is to say existence, outside the group of two. 


I have elsewhere suggested we use the term recognition to capture the path the individual takes out of the group and in the direction of a connection with others that does not form into a group reality for them (Levine "Hatred").  While identification with others forms a group reality, within which all are members because all share the same identity, recognition of others protects their separate reality by shaping a relationship with them in which their difference is acknowledged and preserved.  


It may seem from what I have said that separation from the group constitutes the movement into an open system, but we know that this is at best a partial truth.  Fairbairn introduces the idea of a closed system with reference not to groups but to individuals.  It is clear enough from this that lessening the hold of the group over the individual may be a necessary condition for the movement with which we are here concerned, but it cannot be a sufficient condition.   To accomplish the movement to an open system it is also necessary that the individual outside the group establish clear self-boundaries.  To do so, he or she must successfully reintegrate disavowed aspects of self-experience.  Success in the struggle to do so, together with emancipation from the group, makes possible the movement to an open system. 

The Agent of Change


What remains obscure is who can represent reality to the group, establishing a relationship with the member capable of sponsoring a breach in his or her closed system, which is also his or her enmeshment in the group.  For an answer to this question, I think it will be helpful to consider the role of government in the psychic life of the community, and specifically to consider whether government can establish a connection with a reality outside the group or community.

My suggestion is that we consider the possibility that government can establish a path for movement at the societal level from a closed to an open system.  It can do this insofar as it can remove groupness from collective life.  In other words, government can enable us to live together, to acknowledge our mutual dependence and the qualities we share as human beings, without putting us into groups.  Government can enable us to be citizens of a state and not members of a people or a community.  Government can do this insofar as it relates to the individual not as a member but as a citizen.  The category of citizenship, then, becomes vital in the movement with which we are here concerned.  

If the citizen is simply the member of a (national) group or community, then the government can only act as the agent of that group.  Government then becomes a part of the community's closed system.  There are no doubt substantial forces impelling government in this direction.  But insofar as citizenship, as opposed to group membership is established as a principle, government can also stand outside the community establishing itself in relation not to members but to individuals as citizens.  In doing so, the government adopts the role of assuring the security of the individual outside the group.  We can then consider the government the representative of external reality for the group.   The more the group establishes a relationship with government rather than absorbing government into its closed system, the more it gives up the groupness that defines it as a closed system, and undertakes the movement toward the open system form of life.

Insofar as this is correct, the government constitutes a threat to the closed system, and will therefore be seen as the enemy by those committed to that system.  It will be less surprising in light of this that we find those politicians deeply committed to an intrusive moral agenda supported by government also acting as the enemies of government.  They thus combine that intrusive moral agenda with laissez-faire policy and the reduction of government power.  The attack on government power is an attack on the principle representing an external reality for society, and a defense of the closed system.

Societal Symptoms


Earlier, I suggested that the idea of a symptom refers to the expression of the force that promotes the closed system way of life and orientation toward the world.  There, I considered the cause for which the symptom was the expression to be a persecutory internal object.  It will not be obvious how this way of thinking can be applied to society as a whole, and what in that context might be meant by a symptom.
  I would like now to consider how this language might be applied at the societal level, and what implications doing so might have for social change.


One way to apply the idea of a symptom at the societal level is to employ Volkan's notion of "suitable targets of externalization."  When individuals use the same container for projections of unacceptable internal objects, including internal bad objects, there is a sense in which they share the object itself.  Indeed, sharing the object in this way is the purpose of sharing its external container.  When a bad object is shared, we can say that the society has a bad internal object.  The presence of this object, then, acts as a force impelling society in the direction of a closed system.  If we follow this line of thinking, the symptom is the effort undertaken by society to purge itself of what it imagines to be an infectious agent (criminals, immigrants, selected ethnic or racial groups, and so on).


This is helpful as far as it goes, and gives meaning to the idea of a societal symptom.  It also provides insight into significant social processes organized around hatred and violence.  Yet in this construction, the societal forces play an essentially passive role.  Society, or the group, offers the individual an opportunity to participate in a sanctioned form of externalization, with all the benefits afforded by that possibility.  When targets of externalization are shared, the process of projection takes on the stamp of (group defined) reality and the projection is that much more strongly hidden from the individual who is, nonetheless, its real source and agent.  Society facilitates the satisfaction of an individual psychic need.  This seems a limited notion of society and of its relationship to individual psychic life.


To go one step further, we need to consider how the alien presence within the psychic life of the individual depends on the larger social system within which the individual's most primitive experiences of relatedness are embedded.  In particular, we need to consider what sort of society requires the implanting of hostile introjects in the individual, and therefore what sort of society thrives on the member's psychic need for group-sanctioned targets of externalization.  We have already seen that the answer to this question is closely connected with the role played by the group in the psychic life of the member.  I turn now to an exploration of the matter of the group way of life. 

Compliance and Autonomy 

 
I will consider the member in relation to the group or community as a configuration typical of what is sometimes referred to as "traditional" society.  By traditional I have nothing more in mind than a society, or a part of society, organized around the group-member configuration of the particular type outlined here. Similarly, when I refer to "modern" society I have nothing more in mind than a society, or part of society, organized around interactions and institutions in which autonomy rather than compliance is the norm.  


Compliance is the attitude typical of the member of a traditional community.  The individual in his or her conduct conforms to the expectations associated with a social position, and with the norms that sustain it.  Indeed, the notion of social determination is often meant to carry the significance of conformity in this sense, and the claim is sometimes made that all conduct must confirm social meanings.  Yet the fact that conduct must be meaningful does not mean that it must be compliant, that nothing new or different is possible.  Whether being different, and therefore separate, is possible or not depends on the way social meaning relates to the individual.  Thus, where culture incorporates a set of roles and positions with predetermined modes of life, creativity is inconsistent with social meaning.  You cannot both be creative and be in society, since the structure of society is organized around compliance with externally given norms.  But where culture affords the individual a "vernacular" (Todorov 172, 386-7) rather than a set of rules, it enables the individual to be creative and establish a unique way of being.  In the first case, we have a culture that impedes freedom, in the second one that facilitates freedom.


To understand the implications of this distinction, we need to consider the role of aggression in shaping self-boundaries and social connections.  The aggression associated with taking initiative establishes the individual as a unit standing separate from the world, in the sense of being a subject in his or her own right.  Aggression establishes that the individual has his or her own subjectivity, distinct from those that exist outside, and also that the individual is a subject of action, distinct from those things outside that are mere objects for him or her.  But if establishing this subjectivity undermines the connection between the individual and the others on whom he or she depends, then aggression threatens connection, and the individual must choose between being for him- or herself and being a part of the community.  If this is also the choice between survival (both psychic and physical) and failure to survive, we should expect the individual to give up his or her separate being in favor of the group.


Communities that demand this choice on the part of their members are structured not around the norm of freedom, but around the norm of group cohesion.  To be in such a group means (1) disavowal of aggression as the basis of individual will and (2) the channeling of aggression away from the attack on the world outside the individual, and in the direction of the attack on the world outside the group.  Subjectivity is now owned by the community, and not by the individual.  The reality constituted by destruction is not of a world for the individual, but of a world for the group.  


We can put this another way.  Having a corporate self is better than having none at all, even though it involves the repression of our selves and the loss of freedom.  Aggression establishes and defends the unit status of the subject.  This subject may be the community or it may be the individual. Freedom requires the use of aggression to constitute and defend the individual.

  
Compliance means that the individual's initiative and the aggressive impulse linked to it are put outside, into the group, so that it is the group will that must suffice for the individual as expression of his or her effectivity (creativity) in the world.  This displacement of creativity is also a loss for the individual, who is diminished as an individual while the group is enhanced at his or her expense.  Now aggression is for the group, in its interests, to secure cohesion, to attack its enemies, and so on.  This use of aggression gives the individual the sense of belonging, but not the feeling of being him or her self.


In traditional society, the very existence of the group demands a significant repression of the self.  This is because group cohesion is built on identification rather than recognition of self in other.  In a modern society, however, group cohesion does not depend on sameness, and therefore any repression of the self in the interests of securing subordination of the child to the parent's needs serves not a social but an individual end.  It cannot be justified by any demands of social life.


Put another way, the group to which the member secures attachment as conformity shrinks with development, until it becomes the parent-child unit.  When this happens, the connection to the group is no longer forged in the repression of the self.  Instead, connection is forged to the identity of the parent, and the service is done not for the group, but for the parent.  In traditional society, the transmission of culture and tradition as taken for granted by, and predetermined for, the individual works to deny change by securing identity from outside.  In modern society, the self may also be repressed in a relation of domination, but, if it is, the transmission of identity is an individual rather than a group phenomenon. 


As Freud points out, identification is the original and most primitive archetype of relatedness with another.  The shaping of identity begins with the internalization of the relation with the other, and in this respect, we cannot consider identity outside the phenomena that later constitute modes of repression of the self.  The question is not whether identification with the other is implicated in the shaping of the individual, but whether the end and meaning of identification include the external and prior determination for the individual, of who he or she will be in relations with others.  We can see this difference in whether the impetus for identification originates in the child, and in his or her need to shape an identity, or whether it originates outside in the need of the object to transmit an already determined identity to the child.  This difference also involves the extent to which the child feels that identification is a way of dealing with a situation of danger or not, so we can ask whether the process of identification is a method for dealing with anxiety, or the natural progression of self-discovery and self-definition.


The presence of danger is common to traditional and modern society, although it may not be inevitable in the latter.  In the transition from traditional to modern society, the threat shifts from loss of group connection to loss of a connection with the individual parent.  More precisely, the threat always begins as that of loss of connection with the caretaker, but in traditional society this loss also has the significance of loss of group identity, a significance progressively removed with the development of society away from the family.  This development makes possible the emergence of a relatedness not patterned on the identification typical of the most primitive forms of connection, which tend to have power in intimate relations.  Then, group identification gives way to identification with the individual parent.  While the former entails the submergence of the individual into a group subject and projection of agency first into the group and then outside the group onto God, ancestors, fate, and so on, the latter assures that agency will be an individual matter.  Because identity has become an individual matter, transmission of custom gives way to the effort to remake the world for the individual.  Yet even though in this respect the appearance of traditional society contrasts sharply with that of modernity, the underlying psychic processes do not exhibit the same degree of difference as their forms of expression.

Curing Symptoms


Following the line of thinking just introduced, we can say that social symptoms are a phenomenon of traditional society, whereas individual symptoms are a phenomenon of modern society.  At some risk of confusion, we can even say that the presence of individual symptoms is symptomatic of modern society, and expresses something vital about the form of interaction peculiar to it.  This is another way of saying that symptoms express the presence of a closed system.  In group-dominated society the closed system is the group as a whole (the society), while in a modern society, the closed system is the individual.

It is not surprising, then, to find that many see a stronger group life (revitalized community) as the cure for symptoms, which, in a sense,  it is.  Intensifying the hold of the group over the individual assures the transfer of symptoms from individual to group, and in that sense cures the individual of his symptoms by curing him of his autonomy.  Thus, we can do two things with symptoms: we can transfer them from individual to group, or we can attempt to cure them.  To transfer them to the group is to reverse the decline of community and the closed system it represents.  To cure them means (1) to weaken the community's hold over the member and thus encourage the movement from a closed to an open social system, and (2) to foster the development at the individual level from the closed to the open system way of life.


We might gain a better understanding of the distinction just drawn by considering once again the example of school violence.  If we treat violence in schools as an expression of culture, we root violence in shared group experience, indeed in the experience that constitutes the group: the shared ways of life and shared ideas and feelings linked to those ways of life.  To the extent that school violence has this root it is a societal symptom in the sense suggested above.  The solution is not to attempt to deal with the individual experiences of students, but to seek cultural change, particularly through a more thorough and rigid process of the inculcation of societal norms against violence.  This might mean enlarging the presence of religion in the schools, establishing a dress code, restricting forms of speech, and so on.  It might also mean "teaching tolerance," where tolerance is understood as a group norm.


The moment, however, that we begin to consider the experience that builds hatred into student character, we begin to move away from concern with the group and toward concern for the individual.  We move from the idea that violence is a societal symptom to the idea that it is an individual symptom.  In other words, we see violence as rooted not in the society but in character structure.  Violence is now a symptom expressive of the closed system of the individual and not of the group.


In saying this, I do not mean that individual violence expresses nothing about society, that it is simply the result of accidents of upbringing and the contingencies of parental failure.  The closed system at the individual level may very well be endemic to a society, nurtured by its constituting ideals and institutions.  It is nonetheless the closed system of the individual, and its expressions are individual symptoms in our sense of the word.  The distinction between individual and societal symptoms does not depend on any idea of the individual existing on his or her own, self-generated in the absence of interaction, organizational life, and common culture.   Individuals can only exist in society that makes it possible for its members to develop as individuals, and in this sense autonomy is a social condition.  It follows that individual symptoms have profound social meaning, even if it is not the same meaning we would find for what I refer to as societal symptoms.
Change within an Open System


I have thus far interpreted change, whether individual or societal, as movement from the closed to the open system.  There is, however, another interpretation of this movement, one consistent with Fairbairn's intent in referring to static internal situations and frozen dramas.  According to this alternative interpretation, the movement from the closed to the open system is the precondition for change, especially that change associated with individual development.  The dominance of the closed system means that development has gotten stuck.  In thinking about change, it is important to determine if change represents the involution or elaboration of a closed system, or a genuine process of human development toward, and then within, an open system.  It is not, however, at all clear how Fairbairn would have us understand change that occurs within an open system.


We could of course imagine that what he has in mind is adaptation to reality, so that opening the system enables the individual to adapt to changes in the external world.  I will not follow this line of thought here, since I consider adaptation in this sense an expression of a specific type of closed system, one Donald Winnicott refers to as the "false self."  Winnicott suggests that we consider adaptation to external reality as a defense by which, rather than developing a relationship to reality, the individual disappears into reality.


If the change with which I am now concerned cannot be found in adaptation to a changing external reality, where will we find it?  One answer follows from an important quality of the closed system: the energy in it is devoted to protecting and preserving certain fixed conditions or assumptions.  The assumption might be that external objects are a threat.  Or, it might be the related assumption that members of our group have been oppressed and victimized.   It might be the assumption that our group is good, and that to be a member makes us good.
 Whatever the assumption, the purpose of the closed system is to protect it by constituting a special reality within which it is valid.


I have elsewhere explored the assumptions that play this role in American national culture (Levine "Hatred").  At the conscious level, a primary constituting assumption for American culture is the idea that, in the words of R.H. Tawney, "character is all and circumstances nothing" (122).  When we add to this that the term character refers here to the force of will (to have character is to have a will capable of exerting discipline over desire), we arrive at a basic assumption about the situation of the individual (and later the group) in the world.  This is the assumption that external reality can be made what we will it to be.  This is an apt example of the closed social system, since the basic assumption of the system contains the idea that we can force reality into the shape appropriate to subjective need.


The basic assumption to which I have just referred expresses at a conscious level another, very different, assumption that has been repressed and externalized.  This is the assumption that will is nothing, and the external world is an all-powerful force that overwhelms the aspiration of individual and group to subjective action.  We can see immediately how powerful is this hidden assumption, since it represents a kind of psychic death.  Denial of it, then, gets expressed in the organization of life around the notion of an all-powerful individual will, indeed a will that must be all-powerful if it is to counter the overwhelming force of an inert and indifferent, not to say hostile, world.


The hidden assumption to which the explicit assumption is a response also constitutes a closed system and frozen drama.  The more overwhelming the external world, the less subjective action can have meaning.  Without the possibility of subjective action, change can only be something that happens to us, which simply validates the constituting assumption of a frozen drama.  The overt and hidden assumptions (of all-powerful willing, and of powerlessness in the face of an inert reality outside) form a pair, each dependent on the other, and both an expression of the same problem: the constitution of subjectivity in the world of others.  Together they establish a powerfully closed system in our sense since both deny a creative relationship with an external reality.


Expression of the power of this system is evident throughout the public arena, especially in the ideal of a private world unencumbered by government intervention, where freedom means absence of all external constraint.  The public sphere as the free market not only removes constraints but instantiates the idea that will overcomes all obstacles in its drive to make the world according to subjective need.  The notion of a purely negative freedom fits will with the fear that subjective action will be overwhelmed by external force.  We can say, then, that the attack on government and the associated public commitment to such things as free market policy and welfare reform are symptomatic of an (unconscious) fear.  This fear is itself the expression of an unconscious assumption whose power holds the closed system in place. 


What distinguishes an open system is that all such assumptions have been given up.  As a result, the individual is now free to develop in a direction unrestricted by presuppositions about either the internal or external worlds.  This giving up of assumptions allows the individual to relate to a world outside, learning from what it has to offer.  In other words, giving up the assumption enables the individual to shape an identity out of a life experience, rather than playing the role appropriate to an already formed identity.  Giving up assumptions enables the individual to undertake a process of personal development in a direction not predetermined, but open, in Erik Erikson's phrase, to "opportunities yet undetermined" (Erikson 161-2).
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� There may also be a need to externalize good objects because of the threat bad objects pose for them.


� He also expresses this idea in the language of integration, insisting that integration is the goal of psychoanalysis.


� For a discussion of the idea of an infection in the corporate body, see Koenigsberg 1977).


� On social systems as mechanisms for dealing with anxiety, see Lyth (1988).


� There is an analogy to the experience of abuse and neglect that, at the individual level, accounts for the formation of an internal persecutor, and this is the experience of group oppression and persecution.  
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