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Introduction

Realizing the ideal of individual autonomy calls on the capacity to recognize self-boundaries, which are also the boundaries between persons.  These boundaries do not simply develop as a natural part of the growth of the human organism, nor can they be secured simply by establishing them as a part of a legal structure in the form of a system of individual rights, however important natural endowment and legal structure may be to making autonomy possible.  Rather, the development of the capacity to recognize and live within self-boundaries requires specific conditions, conditions that may or may not be present.  When these conditions are present, the emergence of a special reality of the self, including a special experience of the self held apart from the experience of others and from their experiences, is possible.  I will refer to this special reality as subjective experience.  Subjective experience is the experience of separate existence and of the development of a special reality appropriate to it. Our ability to live in this reality enables us to act independently, which is to say on our own initiative.  


The special reality to which I have just referred develops out of the other reality existing in the world outside our subjective experience, which is the reality for which the term real is usually reserved.  Because subjective reality first develops out of the other, or objective, reality, and, because for a long period (indeed, to one degree or another throughout life) it continues to depend on the other reality outside, our tendency is to devalue subjective experience, treating it as a derivative and secondary reality.  The nature and implications of dependence and of the devaluation of subjective experience that goes with it are nowhere more clearly expressed than in thinking about the mourning process, which is a process of adjusting the relationship between two realities, one internal and one external.  Here, I consider what the mourning process can tell us about the two realities and therefore about the conditions for the emergence of individual autonomy.


Mourning is important in understanding subjectivity not only, however, because it provides an example of the adjustment between the two realities.  Mourning is also deeply embedded in the experience of subjectivity, which is inseparably linked to loss and coping with loss.  The achievement of subjectivity is also a profound loss, specifically the loss of hope that the two realities can be made one.  It is because subjectivity requires us to give up this hope that its achievement is so difficult and that coping with it poses so many problems.

Reality Testing

Following Freud, Melanie Klein describes the work of mourning in the language of reality testing.  If the ego is to go on living, it must accept what Freud refers to as the “verdict of reality that the object no longer exists” (quoted in Klein p. 344).  The ego accepts this verdict not all at once, but in a step-by-step process through which subjective expectations are tested against an external reality where their object can no longer be found. 

The term reality testing only applies where there is something other than reality that needs to be and can be tested against it.  In the language of psychoanalysis, this something other than reality is also a kind of reality, the one referred to as “psychic reality.”  Psychic reality is “everything in the psyche that takes on the force of reality for the subject” (Laplance and Pontalis 363).  Psychic reality, while internal, is not essentially innate or original, but built up through internalization of objects and relationships originating outside.  For Klein, psychic reality is a “complex object world” (362), and the internal objects that constitute it are felt to be “live people” existing inside the body in the same “concrete way” we experience “deep unconscious phantasies” (345).  It makes sense that what we test reality against is itself an alternative reality since we can only test against reality something that is homologous with it, different but also the same. 

If psychic experience exerts a “force of reality” over the individual, we may wonder why the process of reality testing cannot operate in a direction opposite to that so far considered.  That is, not only can we test internal reality against external, we can also test external against internal.  When we do so, we might find the external reality wanting in some way, which might prompt us to make adjustments in it or to retreat from it.  Our special need to test internal against external indicates that we have placed the latter in a dominant position.  If doing so is not inevitable, it expresses the presence of other factors, factors that allow external reality to have a special hold over our psychic lives.  These factors promote a devaluation of psychic experience, which we take to be less real and, because of this, dependent for its reality on the other reality outside. This devaluation of psychic reality expresses what Otto Kernberg refers to in a different context as our “overdependence” on external objects.   

Klein suggests that our need to test internal reality arises because internalization makes objects inaccessible “to accurate observation and judgment” (346).  This situation causes uncertainty and doubt, which create an incentive “to observe and make sure about the external world from which the inner world springs, and by these means to understand the internal one better” (346).  The external (“visible”) object provides “proofs” of what the internal is like.  Reality testing refers to this seeking after proofs.  Thus, we use external reality to test internal reality because of our anxiety about the inner world.  The intensity of this anxiety drives us to seek confirmation for our wishes and beliefs about our internal objects.  We can formulate this in the language of hope.  We seek “proofs” of what the inner world is like by reality testing because we hope that anxieties associated with the internal object will prove baseless.  We seek to test our inner reality because there is something troubling about it, and therefore to use the external object to make living with our internal world more bearable. This anxiety promotes domination of internal by external and the overdependence on external objects implied by it.

Overdependence on external objects makes mourning their loss problematic.  Since the object of mourning is to accept loss and continue on in the absence of the lost object, it can only proceed where our psychic existence is not experienced as contingent on our relationship with the object, a condition inconsistent with the kind of relationship implied in the idea that we depend on the object to provide proofs of the validity of the inner world.   The more dependent the inner world on the world outside, the less we can sustain its integrity in the face of object loss.  It is this dependence that leads Klein to argue that object loss leads to the destruction of the inner world.  “His inner world … in his phantasy was destroyed when the actual loss occurred. The rebuilding of this inner world characterizes the successful work of mourning” (363).  The actual loss of the good object in the external world is attended by fantasies of having lost the internal good object as well (353). In sum:

My experience leads me to conclude that, while it is true that the characteristic feature of normal mourning is the individual’s setting up the lost loved object inside himself, he is not doing so for the first time but, through the work of mourning, is reinstating that object as well as all his loved internal objects which he feels he has lost.  He is therefore recovering what he had already attained in childhood.  (362, emphasis in original)

Mourning, then, is a rebuilding process.  Those who fail in the work of mourning do so because they were “unable in early childhood to establish their internal ‘good’ objects and to feel secure in their inner world” (369).  Thus, successful mourning depends on the prior existence of good internal objects and the implied ability to feel secure in the inner world.  

The object of mourning is to repair the damage done to the internal object as a result of the loss of the object in the external world, and by so doing to regain an achievement of early emotional development.  To repair the damage done to the inner world requires that the individual call on a special capacity, one that endures in the face of object loss.  This is the capacity to repair damage in the inner world.  In other words, for recovery to occur, the inner world cannot have been destroyed, but only damaged, and in such a way that the capacity to repair damage remains viable.

Self-Boundaries and Autonomy 

Internalization of the good object and the resulting feeling of security in the inner world reduce our dependence on external objects.  The reduction in our dependence on external objects enables us to accept that they have a reality separate from ours and outside our control.  Because we have accepted the reality of an external or separate world, we can mourn the loss of an object in it.  Thus, the capacity to mourn expresses the capacity to acknowledge the boundaries between the two realities, which are the boundaries of the self.  

The bounded self is also the finite, or individual, self, so the capacity to mourn implies the presence of an individual self.  Where the self-boundary is not well established, emotional survival means finding a way to avoid coping with, and ultimately accepting, object loss and its emotional implications. Here, the problem of mourning does not really arise, and the suffering attendant upon the loss of the object, while it might be confused with mourning, is more accurately understand as the suffering that results when we are forced back into an inner world that can no longer be adjusted by the external relationship so as to reduce the pain and suffering that dominate in it.  Our problem is not to mourn our loss, but to adjust reality and our relationship with it to assure that nothing has been lost, or alternatively, that what has been lost can yet be regained at some time in the future.

What appears as overdependence on objects in an adult is normal dependence in the infant or young child.  Indeed, in early emotional development, the link of the internal object to the external is maintained as part of the continuing process of internalization, and the inner world not only originates in the outer as a matter of history, but as a reality in the here and now.  This is because the inner world in the sense in which Klein describes it is not simply a set of emotions and emotional experiences, but a system of emotions linked to internalized objects.  Emotionally, the point of childhood is the production through internalization of an inner world of the kind that can secure a sufficient degree of independence of external objects.  In the words of Fred Pine, “to be able to achieve comfort from the internal object representation rather than from the actual love object in the flesh is an immense developmental gain.” The result is the freedom to “rove autonomously” (164-5).  This freedom develops only so far as the object relation in the external world is conducive to it, which is to say conducive to the creation of an inner object world suitable to contain the good object, or good self.

Subjective Experience

The problem of mourning is formulated here as the problem of the individual’s relationship to reality.  Prior to the full development of an inner world, the nascent person cannot but live his or her emotional life in a world that is not bounded by the limits of the individual self.  This being in an unbounded reality is a fundamental obstacle to the development of the capacity for subjective living and the autonomy that goes with it.  We create our inner worlds in part to establish an independent existence in a reality where inner and outer are separated.  The more dependent we remain on the external world, the less well defined our boundaries, the more impoverished our inner world remains.  Impoverishment of the inner world makes mourning problematic.


In psychoanalytic theory, creation of the inner world begins with an act of conception.  In the absence of desire’s object (initially the mother’s breast), the infant conceives the object, which is to say forms a thought, which may be of nothing more than an image or sensation associated with the object’s presence.  This forming of a thought is the original creative act, the first moment of subjectivity.  The thought is the presence of the object in its absence, so the thought contains both opposing moments.  Here, something important is lost and something equally important is gained.  What is lost is the object itself and the state of being sustained in its presence.  What is gained, however, is the ability to conceive and therefore create the object, to act rather than passively receive.   


Subjectivity, which begins with this creative act, therefore has loss as an essential element of its meaning.  Loss is implied in the impossibility of sustaining without disruption the state of gratification produced by the presence of the object.  That is, loss is implied in the impossibility of merger resulting from the object’s separate existence.  Since subjectivity means separate existence, it carries the significance of object loss.   In response to separation and loss, we can either (1) internalize the lost object and constitute in ourselves the capacity to “rove autonomously,” or (2) hope to retrieve the lost object and thus sustain our dependence on it.  Only the first alternative is consistent with subjectivity, which in this respect contains the essential element in mourning: giving up hope that we can retrieve the lost object.


By subjective living or subjective experience, I have in mind the experience of being a subject in this sense, a source or origin, a creative center.  That this is part of what it means to be human I take to be more in the nature of a norm or ideal than an empirically verifiable hypothesis.  In other words, I take it that the development of psychic meaning and psychic reality follow necessarily from the demands of subjectivity.  There could be no subjectivity were there no special reality appropriate to it, which is psychic reality.  But the full existence of subjectivity is not implied in the existence of psychic reality.  This is because psychic reality can be configured in such a way as to defeat subjectivity, as it is when it impels the individual to a life of compliance with others and with externally imposed rules.  For there to be subjectivity, psychic reality must be configured in a way that facilitates rather than impedes what Winnicott refers to as creative living.  The essential element in this configuration is the internalization of the good object relationship and thus the ability to value the self, its capabilities, goals, and desires.

The vital element that links psychic reality with subjectivity is the necessity to control awareness, which means to limit the dominance of external reality over the inner world.  Without this control, there is no subjective experience.  For initiative to come from within, what is inside cannot simply reflect, or otherwise be wholly subject to, forces originating outside.  Control over awareness means limiting access to the inner world (Shengold, 1989).  Doing so makes subjectivity a possibility since it makes the mind the source of its own reality.  Limiting awareness is another way of speaking about establishing dominion of the mind over its special world by securing a world specific to mental experience. 

Limiting awareness has been a major concern of psychoanalytic theory.  Most often, of course, this concern has been with the way limiting awareness impairs self-experience and therefore subjectivity.  Thus, we have the idea that the goal of psychoanalysis is to make the unconscious conscious, which would expand rather than limiting awareness.  Yet, even the "mechanisms of defense," as Anna Freud terms them, many of which prevent the unconscious from becoming fully accessible, only limit awareness to secure subjectivity, the premise being that impaired subjectivity is better than none at all.

The proposition that the mechanisms of defense are deployed to protect subjectivity will not seem obvious to readers of Freud's essay.  There, she puts forward the view that defenses operate to block the expression of instinctual drives.  When expression of these drives would violate prohibitions originating outside, but internalized as the superego, or impair survival in an external world on which we depend, they provoke anxiety.  Defenses are, then, defenses against anxiety associated with the pressure of instincts in a world where they must be subject to control.

I will not here consider the validity of this interpretation except to say that it still leaves something out, which is a full discussion not of what is defended against, but of what needs to be defended.  It is clear enough, at least, that for what Freud refers to as "superego anxiety," the object to be defended is not the physical person, but a particular psychic state, one we might refer to as self-love, or, in the language of Freud's structural model, superego approval.  Self-love, however, refers to that emotional investment in the whole person Loewald, following Kohut, associates with the idea of having or being a self (351).  In this sense, we can say that what must be protected is the self, or, in other words, our psychic being.  What is at stake in our use of the mechanisms of defense is, then, our subjective being, however it may be impoverished by the effort undertaken to secure it from danger.


There is no question in this of demonstrating the existence either of subjectivity or of the reality specific to it.  It may exist or it may not.  The extent to which subjective experience develops as a primary component of living depends on the extent to which it exists as a norm or organizing ideal.  Understood as a norm, subjectivity cannot exist simply as the particular emotional configuration of this particular individual, since to exist for the individual it must also exist outside as the animating principle of a normative order.

The Force of Reality and the Normative Order

I would now like to consider the idea that external reality has a special power over mental life in connection with the norm of subjectivity just considered.  Implicit in the idea of an internal object world made up of good and bad objects is the idea that the inner world is shaped by the aspiration of the subject to exist in a world of norms or ideals.  Object relations can be understood, then, as this way of living in a normative order, and the force that they exert over us derives from our aspiration to moral standing in that order, in the language of primitive emotional life, our aspiration to be good.


Our standing in the normative order can be conceived in two ways, which correspond to two levels of emotional functioning.  On the first, or most primitive level, our connection to the normative order is directly equated with our object relations themselves.  The good object is the good, and the bad object the bad.  Our connection to the good object makes us good, and our failure to sustain that connection makes us bad.  Here, the idea of the object is subsumed into the object itself.  The particular mother is not one instance of the idea mother, one among many possible mothers, but the only mother; there are and can be no others.  The absence of a more abstract conception of the mother, which express the inability at this stage of life to conceive the mother rather than having her present in the flesh, means that our connection to the good, and in this sense our moral standing, is entirely dependent on our connection to the real particular object in the external world.  The loss of this object means the loss of the good self. 


On the second, more advanced, level, our connection to the normative order is a connection to ideals that are not equated with particular objects and relationships.  Here, it is possible to be good not because we are connected to an object that is the good, but because we realize in our lives an ideal existing separate from any particular object.  This ideal includes an ideal of our selves.  For the mature adult, both levels of emotional functioning are available and movement between them always a possibility.  This movement is the movement between the concrete and the abstract, between the equation of idea with object and the recognition of the object as at most one possible instantiation of the ideal.  

The loss of the object has a different meaning at the two levels of emotional functioning.  At the more primitive level, it means, as Klein suggests, the destruction of the internal good object and the object world built up around it.  This is because the good cannot exist separate from its particular instantiation, and we cannot be good outside of our connection with the external good object.  The result is the overdependence on external objects considered earlier.  At the more advanced level, the ideal has to a significant degree separated itself off from the particular, so the loss of the object need not be experienced as the loss of the good self.

Loss empowers the more primitive forces in the mind and promotes regression and a struggle over dominion in the inner world.  In mourning, this struggle between the two levels of emotional functioning, and between the differing constructions of reality operative in them is engaged.  The mature mind insists that the loss of the object is not the end of the world, which the primitive mind knows that it is.  The more powerful the primitive construction, the more difficult it must be to let go of the object, to accept that it is lost, and to imagine the self going on in its absence.

The internalization process creates the capacity for the more advanced mode of emotional functioning to develop and stand as a counterbalancing force to the more primitive.  Internalization transforms the object from a real, palpable thing into an idea.  To be sure, in our earliest experiences, we may, as Klein suggests, experience internal objects as “live people” existing in a “concrete way” inside the mind, but they are not.  The inability of the infant to experience objects as ideas arises because of the limited separation of the infant from the object, and thus its limited ability to conceive the object rather than simply experience it as a part of its physical reality.  The development of the capacity to conceive the object follows and makes possible separation from it, which fosters the emergence of an idea of the object.  Internalization makes this separation possible, and therefore makes possible the movement toward the more mature configuration of emotional life considered above.   


We can distinguish mature dependence from the forms of dependence expressive of domination by the more primitive level of emotional functioning, and the overdependence on objects implied in it.  Mature dependence on an external object means that we experience it as one possible instance of an ideal, and it means that we experience ourselves in relation to the object as one way of realizing our self-ideal.   The force of reality here is not that our internal good object only exists in connection with the external good object, but that our way of life embodies ideals, and that it is through our connections with others that we seek to realize those ideals. 


Within this configuration, the particular instantiates an ideal rather than being equated with it.  We form relationships with others that give a concrete shape to that ideal and make it real for us.  In so doing, others become important to us; we take an interest in and form attachments to them.  Should they be lost to us, we must go about the work of separating the ideal from the particular form in which it has been realized so far as that is possible, holding to the possibility that our ideal might again be made real in the form of a concrete particular attachment.  In this work, the more primitive levels of mental functioning still active work against the effort to detach the universal from the particular since, for them, to do so is to destroy the ideal.


In sum, the force of reality is the force of an ideal.  This force can take the form of the particular object, in which case reality testing as Klein imagines it expresses the dominance of external over internal reality.  Alternatively, this force can take the form of an idea, in which case reality testing means comparing our experience with an ideal that exists both within and outside our selves.

Various factors can impede the process of separating the particular instantiation from the ideal so that the two are no longer immediately equivalent, but must be related.  Important among these are institutional and cultural constraints.
  Institutions can instantiate the more primitive emotional configuration by refusing to recognize the dissolution of a relationship and thus prohibiting the individual from seeking to move beyond loss.  Thus, for example, where remarriage after the death of a spouse is prohibited, the separation of universal from particular cannot be realized, and completion of the mourning process is not possible.  Under these conditions, there is no life beyond loss.  Constraints of this kind express the operation of norms inconsistent with the completion of the mourning process, and therefore with the separation of the abstract from the concrete.  Since the mourning process is linked to subjectivity, this means that such institutions are hostile to individual subjectivity as an end.  


Conflict between culture and subjectivity assures that the mourning process cannot be completed.  What is primarily at stake in this is recognition of difference.  Where culture cannot tolerate the idea that subjectivity might be multiple, but insists that it is instead unitary, difference can at most mean different distance from the single subject (God).  This means that subjectivity exists in the form of a hierarchy designed to assure subordination of all particular subjects to the single dominant subject.  Within this hierarchy, each member’s subjectivity depends on that of the occupant of the position to which that member is subordinate.  This makes each member’s subjectivity derivative of that of another.  The hierarchy of subjectivity is also, then, a hierarchy of personal dependence, the one following from the other.


To eliminate hierarchy means to eliminate the system of personal dependence and replace it with a system of interrelations among independent persons.  The objective condition for this is the institution of individual right.  The subjective condition is the internalization process that makes the good object an integral part of the individual’s self-structure.  The existence of the good object inside the individual’s subjective world endows that individual with the ability to “rove autonomously,” which is to say act on his or her own initiative rather than depend on an initiative coming from outside. 


Yet the multiplication of subjectivities that makes autonomy real cannot mean that each particular subject constitutes itself as a reality sui generis.  If the particular is not immediately equated with the ideal, it must still be an instance of it; it must still fall under its power.  The difference is that this power takes the form not of the will of the particular subject or ruler who is the single dominant subject in the hierarchy of subjectivity, but of an ideal instantiated in a normative order.  For this to develop, there must be that separation of the abstract from the concrete already considered as a central element in the mourning process, and there must also be the rule of the ideal over the individual.  Hierarchies of domination exist because this separation has not been fully achieved and the ideal remains inseparable from the particular, concrete, object.  

Loss, Hope, and Subjectivity

To gain subjectivity means to give up a powerful hope, the hope that our good object is the good object, that this object will be always and everywhere available (Potamianou), and that our relationship with it makes us altogether and only good.   We must give up hope that we can settle into a world where recognizing the difference between abstract and concrete is unnecessary because there is no difference.  We must give up belief in favor of thinking; we must give up certainty and live with doubt; we must undertake the demanding and painful process of learning because we do not already know (Levine).  All of this is implied in subjective living, and so far as it is all experienced as a loss—of belief, of certainty, of knowing—, subjective living contains loss and is a way of life that is about coping with loss.  


The mourning process repeats the earlier struggle against the primitive way of thinking in which loss of the object means loss of all that is good in the world.  The struggle against the primitive emotional configuration is the struggle to gain and then to regain subjectivity.  Individual subjectivity, which is born in loss and expresses acceptance of loss, is endangered by a more primitive configuration empowered by loss.  This struggle may succeed or it may fail; and life may go on in the only way it can without the external object, or it may suspend itself in the hope that the object will return.
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� Another factor that can impede mourning is the individual’s stage in the life cycle.  The further along in that cycle, the less possibility there is to separate a lost object from the fabric of our lives and reshape those lives in a relation with another object.








