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Even the most devout psychoanalyst can experience a crisis
of faith after working for twenty years as a clinician in
New York City. Clinical practice can begin to seem like a
rote performance of technical procedures tenuously
supported by a priori meta-psychological assumptions. Of
course, there are institutionalised remedial measures to
address this problem. In his paper “Analysis Terminable
and Interminable” Freud (1937/1964b) prescribed periodic
check-ups in the form of brief analytic treatments, every
five years. In addition, one can engage on-going
supervision of one’s clinical cases in individual or group
supervision, attend study groups, or teach a course at an
analytic institute. If these were not enough, most analytic
institutes form their own professional societies. These are
largely fashioned after Freud’s famous Wednesday night
meetings, held in his living room, in which he and his
early colleagues socialized and shared papers with one
another.

As a practising analyst I had exercised all of these options.
After awhile, however, these activities struck me as
desperate efforts at reinvigoration in the spirit of a ghost
dance or cargo cult. Rather than struggle to renew devotion
to my analytic society once again, I chose to critically
examine it. The unit of analysis for my exploration would
be the institutional organization of clinical psychoanalysis
(as opposed to psychoanalysis as a meta-psychological or
clinical theory). For this purpose I chose to adopt
anthropological theory and method. The emphasis on the
social life of a professional culture and the choice of a
qualitative methodology seemed ideal for a researcher
immersed in an individualistic, psychological perspective.

Although the initial plan was to look at psychoanalytic
training as a process of initiation, this changed during the
fieldwork. Of much greater significance was the struggle
for survival by the circumscribed psychoanalytic institute
I chose to study. Indeed, this latter focus reflected the
general dread of extinction within the discipline that has
been continuously emphasised in the popular media. Was
clinical psychoanalysis really slipping into irrelevance? Or
was this perception of irrelevance indicative of a lack of
professional fortitude, a loss of faith on the part of the
author?

To answer these questions I undertook fieldwork in New
York City at a psychoanalytic training institute and clinic
that I will refer to as the Eastern Institute. For three years,
I pursued a tripartite ethnographic research strategy at
this Institute that consisted of:

archival research consisting of their own records, press
releases, meeting minutes, speeches, budgets, evaluations,

obituaries, publications by Institute members, etc.;

semi-structured interviews of 23 out of the 25 active candidates-
in-training, active and inactive alumni from each of the five
decades of the Institute’s existence, training administrators,
two candidates who prematurely aborted their training, ten
mental health professionals contemplating entering training
at the Institute, supervisors, training analysts, Institute
librarians, faculty, and;

participant-observation of all social events except actual clinical
interaction. This latter category included conferences at the
Institute and abroad, memorial services, anniversary
celebrations, holiday and other parties, graduation ceremonies,
tours, focus groups, oral defence receptions, supervisory and
evaluation committee meetings, academic classes, retreats,
and numerous lunch and dinner meetings. Insight into the
structural and political operation of the Institute was further
enhanced by my participation in the executive planning
meetings on each level at the Institute: Board of Trustees,
Professional Board, Psychoanalytic Society, Training
Department, etc.

Starting out, I found very little precedent for a study of this
type. The few previous sociological studies of institutional
psychoanalysis focused on the social status and role of
candidates (students) both within their institutes – seen as
microcosms of larger society – and in terms of their larger
professional lives and affiliations. The data gathered for
these types of studies were used to explain the distribution
of power in organisational terms, i.e., the motivation to
become an analyst and, eventually, a training analyst
(Dulchin, 1966); the vicissitudes of confidential
communication within a psychoanalytic institute (Dulchin
and Segal, 1982); the professional identity of the
psychoanalyst in vocational and economic terms (Nunes,
1984); and the different training experiences that result from
the discrimination against ‘lay’ analysts in a largely medical
establishment (Parsons, 1969).

Kirsner (2000) offers an excellent account of the political
histories of four major psychoanalytic institutes in the
United States. His study resembles the aforementioned
sociological analyses as far as his unit of analysis is
institutional, the predominant focus being on the history
of political life in four North American psychoanalytic
institutes. In this, Kirsner contributes to the historical
project of Hale (1971, 1995) who closely follows the fate of
psychoanalysis since arriving in the United States, also
within the framework of an institutional focus. These
invaluable historical studies of psychoanalytic institutional
life in the United States are relatively macroscopic when
compared with the present study.
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Closer to the microscopic focus of the current research is the
ethnographic study of psychiatric training done by
anthropologist Luhrmann (2000). She not only examines the
institutional dynamics of psychiatric training but also
attempts to explicate the manifest and latent cultural
categories imparted through these interpretive practices.
While similar to the current study in method and focus,
Luhrmann’s research focuses on psychiatry as a division
of medical training, a professional culture that is sharply
distinct today from today’s professional culture of
psychoanalysis. The current report focuses exclusively on
one of approximately sixty psychoanalytic institutes in
New York City, few of which claim any significant ties to
the medical community today (Bain and Pounds, 1993) –
(on the importance of the distinction between medical and
non-medical professional cultures of psychoanalysis see
Hale, 1971, 1995).

Each of the aforementioned studies confirms, in various
ways, the notorious ‘isolationist’ or ‘closed’ quality of the
psychoanalytic institutional structure as delineated by
Rustin (1985) and Eisold (1994). One consequence of this
guardedness that characterises most, if not all psychoanalytic
institutes was the difficulty of locating a site for this research.
In New York City three different institutes were identified
and approached based on their history and recognised
standing within the world of psychoanalysis. There was not
the slightest hint of acceptance from any of them for fear of
the perceived intrusiveness of this research. As a last resort,
I turned to the institute where I had completed my own
training fifteen years earlier. This carried the initial
advantages and disadvantages one would expect. As a
psychoanalyst, or ‘insider,’ who was known to the
administration at the Eastern Institute I was trusted enough
to be granted a degree of access that would not have been
possible otherwise. In addition, I already had, through my
previous work, a ‘native’ understanding of the key players
and processes that constitute the Institute. The
disadvantages, however, were equally strong. My previous
knowledge was gained from an exclusively psychological
perspective and, like so many of the studies done by
psychoanalysts of their own institutional structure (e.g. Lewin
and Ross, 1960), my conceptual analysis was prone to
implicitly accept and rely on these psychological,
individualistic categories in order to tautologically affirm and
reinforce what I observed and experienced.

One unanticipated difficulty of ‘studying at home’ was the
personal marginalisation that followed the loss of
unquestioned membership in the community. This
experience proved to be so overwhelming that it had to be
reflexively conceptualised for use as part of the field
experience. This process of marginalisation that occurred
during the first year of fieldwork was followed by a period
in which I experienced myself ‘re-admitted’ into the
Institute community by way of my memories. An
experience closely replicating the actual clinical
psychoanalytic process began to unfold in which the
memory of my own training experience – not a passive
remembering but a remembering that seemed to subvert
my research – began to intrude upon my present endeavor.
So disturbing was the growing estrangement from my current

research project that I initially resorted to psychoanalytic-
type interpretations of these remembered experiences that
were ‘in the way.’ By ‘psychoanalytic interpretations’ I refer
to a Freudian understanding of one’s current experience as
transference (“…a process of actualization of unconscious
wishes. In the transference, infantile prototypes re-emerge
and are experienced with a strong sensation of immediacy”
(Laplanche and Pontalis, 1967/1973, p. 455).  Throughout
this article this source will be invoked in the service of
providing the Freudian definitions that most closely
characterised this Institute’s psychoanalytic perspective.

The nature of the transference interpretation is such that it
reduces any effort to examine or explore institutional
psychoanalysis (or any other social phenomena) into a
psychological motivation. Hence, my entire research
endeavor was understood by the members of the society I
studied as an acting-out of issues from my earlier, obviously
incomplete analysis. (Laplanche and Pontalis, 1967/1973, p.
4, on ‘acting-out’: “According to Freud, action in which the
subject, in the grip of his unconscious wishes and fantasies,
relives these in the present with a sensation of immediacy
which is heightened by his refusal to recognize their source
and their repetitive character”). To the extent that it
threatened to reduce my social focus to the enactment of a
personal individual drama, the psychoanalytic interpretation
is anti-social. In order for this study to proceed, a theoretical
perspective was required that not only withstood this
reductive movement but explained it as well. Following
Marcus and Fischer (1986), a desired critical perspective
would be best achieved through the juxtaposition of my field
experience with a cognate but historically distant, ‘other’
perspective. This was supplied through Nietzsche’s
conception of the ascetic priest as elaborated most extensively
in his 1887 publication On the Genealogy of Morals (GM).

The Ascetic Priest
Nietzsche places the ascetic priest along with the soothsayer
and sorcerer among “the previously established types of the
contemplative man,” all of whom served as predecessors of
the modern philosopher (GM III, 10). However, as
demonstrated in the following passages, his genealogy of
the ascetic priest finds a close parallel in the modern
psychoanalyst:

Man, suffering from himself in some way or other but in
any case physiologically like an animal shut up in a cage,
uncertain why or wherefore, thirsting for reasons –
reasons relieve – thirsting, too, for remedies and narcotics,
at last takes counsel with one who knows hidden things,
too – and behold! He receives a hint, he receives from his
sorcerer, the ascetic priest, the first hint as to the “cause”
of his suffering: he must seek it in himself, in some guilt,
in a piece of the past, he must understand his suffering
as a punishment. (GM III, 20)

And to whom would the common people have more
reason to show gratitude than these men who belong to
them and come from among them but as men who are
consecrated, selected, and sacrificed for the welfare of the
common people…It is to these men that the common
people can spill their hearts with impunity, to them one
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can get rid of one’s secrets, worries, and worse matters (for
as a human being ‘communicates himself’ he gets rid of
himself, and when one ‘has confessed’ one forgets). It is
a deep need that commands this; for the filth of the soul
also requires sewers with pure and purifying waters in
them, it requires rapid streams of love and strong, humble,
pure hearts who are willing to perform such a service of
non-public hygiene, sacrificing themselves – for this does
involve a sacrifice, and a priest is and remains a human
sacrifice. (Gay Science [GS] V, 351)

Central to Nietzsche’s analysis of the priest was his reliance
on the notion of ressentiment. It is especially in passages
from On a Genealogy of Morals where he defines ressentiment
as the process by which an interior psychological world
and a revaluation of experience is established through the
priest’s negation of the sensual, external world.

The slave revolt in morality begins where ressentiment itself
becomes creative and gives birth to values: the ressentiment
of natures that are denied the true reaction, that of deeds,
and compensate themselves with imaginary revenge. While
every noble morality develops from a triumphant
affirmation of itself, slave morality from the outset says
No to what is ‘outside,’ what is ‘different,’ what is ‘not
itself’: and this No is its creative deed. This inversion of the
value-positing eye…is the essence of ressentiment: in order
to exist slave morality always first needs a hostile external
world…its action is fundamentally a reaction. (GM I, 10)

In Nietzsche’s historical scheme, the inversion of values
brought about by the ancient ascetic priests’ exploitation
of the oppressed slaves’ ressentiment is creative of depth,
of meaning, of an away-from-here existence in the form of
an afterlife as well as an interior, psychological world. Kofman
(1983/1993, pp. 51-2) summarises Nietzsche’s discussion:

…originally the priesthood and royalty were not
distinguished from one another. It is at the time of the
specialization of functions that the political concept of
preeminence is transformed into a psychological
concept; it is because the priests at that stage insisted
on a precise demarcation of caste distinctions that they
transformed the aristocratic distinction ‘good/bad’ into
‘pure/impure’…The priest is an obsessional kind of
invalid who retreats into his caste for fear of being
contaminated...The system of prohibitions to which he
conforms is a collection of defenses in order to remain
‘clean.’ Because they derived from an idee fixe, from an
obsession, the practices peculiar to the priests allowed
the contrasts between evaluations to be accentuated
and the sensory to be isolated from the intelligible until
they could be turned into two worlds with nothing in
common. The priest’s ruse was to transform what had
a non-symbolic meaning into a spiritual meaning, to
pass off the requirement to be ‘materially’ clean as a
moral and intellectual requirement: to have a pure heart
or contemplate pure ideas. To be effective, the priests’
remedy needed to be generalized. The only way they could
triumph over the healthy aristocracy was to affirm the
omnipotence of thought…But at the same time it is by

means of this priestly therapeutics that man began to
become an interesting animal, ‘acquire depth and become
evil’.

Nearly 30 years before Freud’s Studies in Hysteria, Nietzsche
elaborated the mechanism by which the ascetic priest
cultivated a therapeutics of ressentiment in the following
passage:

…if one wanted to express the value of the priestly
existence in the briefest formula it would be: the priest
alters the direction of ressentiment...For every sufferer
instinctively seeks a cause for his suffering; more exactly,
an agent; still more specifically, a guilty agent who is
susceptible to suffering – in short, some living thing upon
which he can, on some pretext or other, vent his affects,
actually or in effigy: part of the suffering to win relief,
anesthesia – the narcotic he cannot help desiring to deaden
the pain, of any kind. This alone, I surmise, constitutes
the actual physiological cause of ressentiment, vengefulness,
and the like: a desire to deaden pain by means of affects. (GM
III, 15)

This genealogical tracing of the will to power of the priest
through ressentiment is the basis for Nietzsche to proclaim
that his On the Genealogy of Morals contained “the first
psychology of the priest” (Ecce Homo, Genealogy of Morals). Indeed,
the uncanny likeness between Nietzsche’s priest and Freud’s
psychoanalyst seems predicated upon their shared value of
depth along with the psychological/metaphorical adaptation
of “squinting” that this adaptive development incurs.

…the man of ressentiment is neither upright nor naïve nor
honest and straightforward with himself. His soul squints;
his spirit loves hiding places, secret paths and back doors,
everything covert entices him as his world, his security, his
refreshment; he understands how to keep silent, how
not to forget, how to wait, how to be provisionally self-
deprecating and humble. A race of such men of
ressentiment is bound to become eventually cleverer than
any noble race; it will also honor cleverness to a far greater
degree: namely, as a condition of the first importance.
(GM I, 10)

Nietzsche’s analysis of the priest not only foreshadowed
Freud but also provided a conceptual framework by which
the psychoanalytic movement itself may be critically
understood. The precedence for this comparison lies in the
legendary critical studies of Deleuze and Guattari (1972/
1983, 1980/1987) as well as Deleuze and Parnet (1977/
1987) who insisted that psychoanalysts “are the last priests”
(pp. 81-82). As Schrift (1995, pp. 77-8) summarises:

…throughout [Deleuze and Guattari’s] Anti-Oedipus their
analyses of the practices of psychoanalysis parallel the
practices of Christianity as analyzed by Nietzsche. Like
the early priests, psychoanalysts have reinterpreted the
world in a way that makes them indispensable…They
view psychoanalytic interpretive practices as no less
reductive than the interpretations of Nietzsche’s ascetic
priests. Just as Nietzsche’s priests reduce all events to a
moment within the logic of divine reward and
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punishment, Deleuze and Guattari’s psychoanalysts
reduce all desire to a form of familial fixation.

Although Lehrer’s (1995) extensive analysis comparing the
thought of Nietzsche and Freud concludes that “In many
ways the ascetic ideal does not apply to Freud since he
attempted to find a legitimate place for, not a denial of, the
body;” he proceeds to list several ways in which “the ascetic
ideal, in however ‘noble’ a form, may be somewhat
applicable to Freud” (p. 111). Of special interest in
connection with the present work is Lehrer’s inclusion
among the latter of “the rules of the analytic relationship
which stress analyst neutrality and minimal gratification
for the patient as the stance from which one has access to
[the] truth” (p. 111). The asceticism of the psychoanalytic
encounter is also alluded to by Gellner (1993), who
discusses the “conceptual deprivation” fostered by the
analyst’s silence that is likely to engender both a “powerful
transference” and a dependence on the analyst’s
interpretation of their experience.

For his part, Freud was emphatic on the distinction
between priest and psychoanalyst. In a letter to Oscar
Pfister dated November 25, 1928, Freud states: “I should
like to hand [psychoanalysis] over to a profession which
does not yet exist, a profession of lay curers of souls who
need not be doctors and should not be priests” (Meng and
Freud, 1963, p. 126). Freud was even more vehement on
this matter in response to an earlier publication attributing
ressentiment to him. Molnar notes that on December 4, 1929,
during his daily walk, Freud came across an advertisement
for a lecture by an American named Charles E. Maylan who
had just published a book entitled Freud’s Tragic Complex: An
Analysis of Psychoanalysis – a work, Freud noted, that is “against
me” (Molner, 1992, p. 65). According to Yerushalmi (1991,
p. 58):

…the book displays a striking dichotomy. Maylan hails
psychoanalysis as an important discovery with far-
reaching consequences for which he gives Freud due
credit. At the same time, both psychoanalytic theory
and the psychoanalytic movement are deeply flawed.
They are characterized by materialism, denial of
spirituality, hatred, and resentment both within and
beyond the movement…Through the discovery of this
‘weak point’ psychoanalysis can eventually be merged
with Nietzsche’s thought and brought to proper
philosophical depth.

As Molner (1992, p. 65) notes, the book “set out to prove
that psychoanalysis was a product of Freud’s desire for
revenge against life [ressentiment].” Confronted with this
portrait of himself, Freud denounced Maylan as a “vicious
fool, an Aryan fanatic” who had “sought psychoanalytic
training in Berlin but was rejected after several months as
abnormal and unsuitable…whereupon, probably to avenge
himself and become famous quickly, he published a pseudo-
psychoanalytic book about me” (Yerushalmi, 1991, p. 130).

When this denouncement is considered in conjunction with
Freud’s famous (false) denial of reading Nietzsche, questions
arise over the investment Freud had in distancing himself
from Nietzsche’s thought (see Roazen, 1997; Lehrer, 1995;
Scavio, Cooper, and Clift, 1993; Anderson, 1980; Waugaman,
1973; and Mazlish, 1968). Freud’s anxiety of influence may
be interpreted in either of two possible directions – as a
repudiation of his Oedipal challenge or as a repudiation of
his own ressentiment. Through which conceptual agency is
Freud’s dilemma to be explained – the ‘superego’ or the ‘bad
conscience’?

The process of ethnographically studying a professional
culture of psychoanalysis inadvertently led to a
consideration of both interpretations and a choice. Just how
asceticism, particularly asceticism born of ressentiment,
pervades the beliefs and practices of these modern-day
priests is described in the following ethnographic account.
While making no claim to the ambitious task of comparing
or tracing the relation of Nietzschean and Freudian thought,
the following description is more simply an effort at
adopting and applying the single though central
Nietzschean concept of ressentiment for methodological as
much as theoretical purposes. Moreover, the therapeutic value
of Nietzsche’s analysis is considered as it pertains to the
author’s self-diagnosed ‘bad conscience’ that served as
impetus for this research.

The Eastern Institute
The Eastern Institute exemplifies a social organisation that is
the both the product and producer of ressentiment. Its origins
can be traced back over 50 years, a few years after Freud’s
death, to the halls of the oldest and most prestigious
‘orthodox’ Freudian training institute in the United States,
the New York Psychoanalytic Institute. It was out of revolt
over the secretive nature of the standards of training that a
psychiatrist (whom I shall call Leo) emerged as the eventual
founder of the Eastern Institute. His ingenuity was such
that he took his own grievance with the aristocratic nature
of orthodox training as the impetus for the creation of “the
first interdisciplinary psychoanalytic training and
treatment center in the country.” The professional medical
community’s hostility toward Leo began with his
audacious, pioneering innovation of training ‘lay’ people
(non-medical professionals such as social workers and
psychologists). This was further exacerbated when Leo
provided a professional home for renegade analysts from
other institutes as well as a self-identified Communist Party
member targeted by the McCarthy Commission. Leo
accomplished a successful inversion of values by profaning
long-term orthodox (exclusively medical) psychoanalysis
through his adoption of an unprecedented eclectic
approach to psychotherapy that emphasised “whatever
works.” A range of short and long-term therapies was
practised by a multidisciplinary collection of professional
therapists who were trained together as well.

Shortly after its explosive beginning the Eastern Institute
would become one of the largest outpatient mental health
centres in the country. Over the years the Institute has
established training and treatment programs in clinical
psychoanalysis together with a wide range of specialised
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training and treatment services addressing the needs of
children, adolescents, adults, families, couples, groups, and
organizations.

Now over fifty years old, the Eastern Institute possesses a
vast administrative infrastructure that its dwindling
numbers of desperately recruited patients-for-treatment
and candidates-for-training can barely sustain. Selling off
property, laying off staff, low morale, and increasing
demands on those who remain indicate a financial crisis
that the administration attributes to the advancing
restrictions of ‘managed care.’ Moreover, the situation is
compounded by the recent emergence in New York City
of dozens of other smaller scale multidisciplinary training
institutes, many of which have been initiated by alumni of
the Eastern Institute. Yet, in what appears to be a vain
effort to assert its faded authority, the Eastern Institute has
increasingly aspired to a level of classical Freudian
orthodoxy that would rival the venerable New York
Psychoanalytic Institute from which it rebelliously arose.

The Alternate Session
From the outset, one notices that each meeting of the
Institute’s members invariably begins with some mention,
in one form or another, of death. These references included
the death of individual members, the death of luminaries
in the world of psychoanalysis, the death of significant
others, or the death of the Institute itself. Initially, this was
understood and affirmed by Institute members as
derivative of the concern over the fiscal failure of the
Institute. However, archival research into the history of
the Institute indicated the less obvious use of death or
absence for regenerative purposes.

It is important to distinguish in this connection the
difference for psychoanalytic society members between
institutional death and biological death. The institutional
death, a rare occurrence, carries the finality of ultimate
absence by permanently removing a member from the
institute community. The biologically dead ancestor, on
the other hand, never completely dies but lives on through
the power of transference, the unconscious displacement of
significant others (or their qualities) from one’s past onto
the persons of one’s current life. Not surprisingly,
memorial services become elaborately rich occasions for
celebrating the vitality of the Institute.

The peculiar combination of retrospective reinvigoration
along with a preoccupation with death or absence in the
present found its most blatant institutional expression in
the psychoanalytic innovation known as the ‘alternate
session.’ A founding ancestor of the Eastern Institute
developed the alternate session as part of his pioneering
work in group psychoanalysis. The formula prescribes that,
of the two or three meetings of a therapy group each week,
one is held without the group therapist present. While
ostensibly designed to liberate the group from the tyranny
of the leader, in fact the group ends up more fixed on the
missing leader during the alternate session than at any other

time. The alternate session is an institutional manifestation
of transference, a manoeuvre by which meaningful
relationships are conducted with the leader in absentia. The
less obvious but no less important aspect of this practice is
the implicit impact on the actual relationships in the room.
What begins to dawn on the observer in consequence of this
preoccupation with the absent, is an institutional ethos of
asceticism concerning the material experience of the members
who are present.

The Pathos of Distance
The moment one enters the Eastern Institute, one is
confronted with the taboo structure peculiar to this
population. A posted notice in the lobby from the Institute
President asserts the absolute prohibition against any
socialising, accepting gifts, or touching between patients and
staff. This is the first hint of the extensive repertoire of ascetic
practices between members of the Institute themselves (in
the training process) and with their patients (in the
treatments they conduct). At the centre of this system of
proscriptions and prescriptions lies the strongly forbidden
act of sexual contact.

For the candidate-in-training, an analytic identity emerges
through the observance of practices delineated in
quantifiable distances. For example, proper analytic clinical
performance is shaped by a preponderance of activities in
triplicate. No fewer than three sessions a week constitute a
proper analytic treatment conducted by a candidate, just
as no fewer than three sessions a week will satisfy the
candidate’s own required personal psychoanalysis. All
candidates will see three supervisors a week to monitor the
progress of their clinical patients; they will take three courses
for each of three trimesters, and will defend their final case
write-up in front of three senior Institute alumni. Three is
the numerical value that not only shapes practices hammered
into the candidates through years of repetitive performance,
it connotes a value that is sacred for this society – namely,
depth. The idea of depth is synonymous with psychoanalysis
since its origins with Freud. It is the single feature that
distinguishes a specifically psychoanalytic treatment from
other reputedly lesser, more shallow forms of psychotherapy.
In this regard, the value of three is equivalent to an intensity
that lends itself to ‘immersion’ – the term that most Institute
members use to characterise the training ordeal.

The other means by which depth is inculcated is through
the use of the couch and the insistence that patients not
only attend treatment at least three times a week but lie
down for these sessions as well. The analyst in all cases
sits out of sight behind the patient. The participants neither
see nor touch one another thus creating a situation where
the analyst is discussed as a fantasised object.

Again, as with the alternate session, there is asserted a link
between the paucity or absence of actual interaction and the
strongly encouraged relationship in absentia, in fantasy. And
again, what is less discernible though no less suggested by
this arrangement is the devaluing of the material, the non-
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depth, or more superficial, immediate sensuous experience
of the participants. Through an increasingly greater negation
of the ceaselessly impinging sensual world, the system of
prescribed and proscribed behaviors gradually facilitates and
maintains what is signified as an inner psychological world.
However this is not left to chance, each candidate’s struggle
with this shift is continuously monitored.

The Blue Book
From the moment each candidate enters the Eastern Institute
to apply for admission they are continuously evaluated.
While ostensibly carried out for educational/training purposes,
these evaluations are narrative acts that rationalise and
support the actual concrete setting and ascetic behavior
described above. The material symbol of these narratives is
the ‘Blue Book,’ the animated, highly valued textual
representation of each candidate-in-training. The numerous
supervisory and class evaluations, training committee
findings, and yearly assessments are gathered here and held
in an office where candidates are encouraged to read them.
This growing compendium of narrative portraits follows the
candidate for years. The highly personalised descriptions
inside reflect for the candidate, in form and content, the
construction of their analytic identity.

The ubiquitous emphasis on writing permeates all activities
of the candidates who write about each and every
interaction they have with their own patients for the
duration of their training. They will then read these
‘process-recordings’ in their weekly supervisory sessions
and record a progress note on each session for a chart as
well. Finally, the candidates’ competency to graduate will
be determined by a committee that reviews a case treatment
they have written up with a mentor’s help in their final
year of training. In short, analytic competence is assessed
through text only. The confidential nature of the clinical
session prohibits the direct observation of what any
candidate actually does with a patient. Therefore the
patient is institutionally (solely) recognised as a text as are
the candidates through their blue book characterisations.

Most of the candidates I came in contact with vehemently
objected to the presence of the blue books. However it was
not on grounds of inaccuracy or even personal exposure.
The Candidate’s Association objected to the idea that they
could be discussed and evaluated on the basis of the blue
book histories without their participation at all. They
seemed to feel displaced by the institutional portraits that
possessed a disembodied life of their own. The candidates
had to contend with the existential dilemma of becoming
incidental to the process behind the creation of their own
blue book characterisations. For these blue books, representing
as they do several faculty and supervisors’ voices, exist as
the textual embodiment of the Eastern Institute community.
As with the alternate session, transference, and the couch,
the blue book achieves its social function without the direct
actual participation of candidate or training administration.
Within the dense pages of each book is the ascetic wonder of
a population reproducing itself without even meeting.

The Pilgrimage
The Eastern Institute Psychoanalytic Society is an alumni
association, typical of its type, that sponsors over twenty
events a year for its members. Most of these events are for
the combined purpose of socialisation and intellectual
growth. During my fieldwork several events were designed
to honor the first psychoanalytic ancestor, Sigmund Freud.
These included a tour in Central Park covering the trail Freud
traversed when he crossed the park to visit the Metropolitan
Museum of Art; the reminiscences of a society member who
was raised as a small child in Vienna and knew some of
Freud’s family; and of course, several papers on various
aspects of Freud’s life and work.

The year culminated with a pilgrimage to Athens where the
Eastern Institute Society met for its bi-annual conference with
a federation of other such societies from around the world.
Collectively we set out for the Acropolis where we scaled the
summit with our group of tour guides. Off to the side of
Mars Hill our guide pointed to the scene of Freud’s famous
‘incident.’ It was here, while vacationing with his brother,
that Freud experienced his moment of “derealization” in
which he looked about and concluded that, “What I see here
is not real” (1936/1964a, p. 244). Freud (1936/1964a) wrote
about the incident some thirty years later toward the end of
his career. This famous dissociative moment not only served
as impetus for further theorising by himself, but also sparked
succeeding generations of analysts who ritualistically revisit
the Acropolis and, in constructing new interpretations,
reaffirm their professional identities with their mimetic
repetition of that event (see Abbott 1969; Jones 1955; Kanzer
1969; Masson and Masson 1978; Niederland 1969; Schur
1969; and Stamm 1969, among others).

Our federation proved to be no different as the keynote
speaker attempted yet one more interpretation. Like the
aforementioned features of institutional life, this depicts
another effort at cultivating communal association through
psychological dissociation or, what I referred to earlier as
ressentiment. Most important is the sequence in its entirety
– first the focus on loss, absence, or death; followed by the
resulting dissociation from one’s corporeal reality;
resulting finally in an estrangement from oneself that can
only be resolved by a psychoanalytic intervention. The
analyst/priest is now positioned as necessary
intermediary.

Self Analysis
As intermediary, the analyst’s primary stock in trade is a
facility with memory. To reiterate, the quintessential
feature of the psychoanalytic interpretation is the analysis of
childhood reenactments or, transference. By interpreting the
genetic/historical origins of the patient’s transference onto
the analyst, the patient recovers, through both insight and
corresponding affect, a repressed, presumably disturbing piece
of personal history. By means of memory, one reconstitutes
oneself retrospectively.
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The patient’s submission to this process necessarily implies
a distance, or dissociation from his or her immediate, present,
sensual reality that I have equated with asceticism. Nowhere
is the nature of this newly mediated, ascetic analytic
experience expressed more clearly than in Freud’s (1913/1958)
recommendations to psychoanalysts beginning a treatment.
Among his prescriptions, psychoanalysts must exhibit a
readiness to admonish patients against making any serious
life decisions for the duration of the treatment process.

Eventually, given that “fieldwork is a process of
intersubjective construction” (Rabinow, 1977, p. 155)
throughout which the ethnographer is acutely “vulnerable”
(Behar, 1996); my own role as researcher, as well as what
I observed, was appropriated by the persuasiveness of the
interpretive system I was studying.  Of course, this is as
would be expected doing fieldwork within a community
whose defining praxis is interpretation. Nevertheless, it
was sometime before I remembered that this form of
“breakdown…is not just an annoying accident but a core
aspect of this type of inquiry” (Rabinow, 1977, p. 154).

Well into my fieldwork, I was confronted with the memory
of my own training analyst who was the only senior
member ever to be banished from the Eastern Institute.
This permanent expulsion was the result of his sexual
indiscretion with one of his patients, another candidate-
in-training, whom he eventually married. At the time of
his expulsion, he refused to discuss this with me in our
analytic sessions. He was now considered to be institutionally
dead. My current memory of this incomprehensible loss
suggested an association and, by extension, an
interpretation - perhaps my research was an ‘acting out’ of
an unresolved issue with him.

Oddly enough, once my distress over this became apparent,
I was more warmly accepted by Institute members who
made themselves available to analyse my predicament. Their
preliminary interpretation suggested that I was unconsciously
seeking to revisit the earlier experience with my analyst in
order to replay our oedipal drama with a different ending.
However, a complete psychoanalytic interpretation of the
event would not stop there. My unconscious longing to
reconstruct the events between my analyst and his patient
(my analytic ‘sibling’) was, analytically speaking, a screen
for a deeper curiosity regarding the primal scene in my parent’s
bedroom. (Laplanche and Pontalis, 1967/1973, p. 335, on
the ‘primal scene’: “Scene of sexual intercourse between the
parents which the child observes, or infers on the basis of
certain indications, and phantasies.”)

My preoccupation with the possible psycho-genetic roots of
my research effectively paralysed me. If the Institute
psychoanalysts were correct, my research was motivated
by an unconscious wish to defame my analyst and win
away his prized wife for which my superego was punishing
me:

One of the agencies of the personality as described by
Freud…the superego’s role in relation to the ego may

be compared to that of a judge or a censor. Freud sees
conscience, self-observation and the formation of ideals
as functions of the superego. In classical theory, the
superego is described as the heir of the Oedipus complex
in that it is constituted through the internalization of
parental prohibitions and demands (Laplanche and
Pontalis, 1967/1973, pp. 435-6).

However, to the extent that my survival as a member of this
institute was achieved at an incommensurable price, my
impasse might also be the product of ressentiment, otherwise
referred to by Nietzsche as ‘bad conscience’:

The man who, from lack of external enemies and
resistances and forcibly confined to the oppressive
narrowness and punctiliousness of custom, impatiently
lacerated, persecuted, gnawed at, assaulted, and
maltreated himself: this animal that rubbed itself raw
against the bars of its cage as one tried to ‘tame’ it; this
deprived creature, racked with homesickness for the
wild, who had to turn himself into an adventure, a
torture chamber, an uncertain and dangerous
wilderness – this fool, this yearning and desperate
prisoner became the inventor of ‘bad conscience’
(Nietzsche GM II, 16)

At stake in these different sites of interpretation is the
definition, a ‘diagnosis’ if you will, of the problem: the
former, a competitive, deeply conflictual engagement with
the memory of the fantasised analyst and his desires, itself a
screen for an earlier memory of familial drama; the latter, an
arduous engagement with the deeply oppressive, nay-saying
contemporary experience of training for an ascetic profession
within “the bars” of a psychoanalytic institute, itself a
microcosm of contemporary society.

A return visit to my analyst, an alternate pilgrimage of sorts,
enabled a confrontation in real time and space and an
opportunity to contest the institutional meaning of my own
research activity with an alternate interpretation. The
unexpected reward of this meeting was the mutative
discovery that this analyst’s so-called sexual transgression,
far from resulting in his death, seemed to have liberated
him from ressentiment.

The hope held out by my analyst, and the over-determined
struggle of this research, was the possibility of overcoming
my ‘bad conscience,’ or; “the ressentiment of natures that
are denied the true reaction, that of deeds, and compensate
themselves with imaginary revenge” (Nietzsche GM I, 10).
As we sat face-to-face, he calmly stated his position in four
oddly reassuring words: “You can leave too.” In the light
of his obvious unwillingness to play the part of the castrated
and guilt-ridden, remorseful and repentant transgressor, my
analyst’s behavior was finally illuminated. His position was
and remained unambivalently predicated upon the “noble
morality [that] develops from a triumphant affirmation of
itself” (Nietzsche GM I, 10). On the other hand, the structure
of this psychoanalytic Institute, as revealed through my
inquiry, was born of, and remains constructed upon a “No

The Last Priests: Memory and Membership in a Psychoanalytic Institute William Buse



28 http://www.practical-philosophy.org.uk

Practical Philosophy                                                                                                                      Autumn 2005

to what is outside; what is different; what is not itself; and
this No is its creative deed”(Nietzsche GM I, 10).

Speaking of institutional psychoanalysis, Erikson (1958)
warned that “no organizational rules can entirely contain,
nor any existing experience invariably predict, the
destructive and creative spirits which will be freed by such
a combination of the personal, the professional, and the
organizational” (pp. 152-3).  Beyond the manifest purpose
of training and re-socialising professional psychoanalysts,
my inquiry revealed institutional psychoanalysis as a
castrated, antiquarian shadow of its former self. Is Marcus
(1984) right; is it merely a vestigial survivor of Victorian-era
culture? What went wrong? Perhaps nothing at all.

If Nietzsche is correct, the re-direction of ressentiment
cultivated by the priest and, as analogously proposed here,
the psychoanalyst is initially identifiable by an inversion
of the ethos of the dominant group. From its explosive
social reception in Vienna (Gay, 1988); to the in-fighting
between Freud and, by turns, Jung, Adler, Ferenczi, and
Rank (Jones, 1955); to the fractiousness that  has remained
endemic to contemporary psychoanalytic institutes
(Kirsner, 2000); psychoanalysis has always functioned as a
total opposition force: political and religious, social and
ideological. The very fact of its institutionalisation is
incompatible with this core aspect of its vitality. Perhaps
its institutionalisation may be most profitably understood as
an aspect of the ressentiment process, an organisational
compost heap that breeds continuous rancour and
discontent.

The behavior of my analyst, sexual engagement followed
by marriage, could only appear as deviant within the local
context of the historically-specific ‘ascetic’ profession
described above. If one uncritically adopts the proscriptive
function of its taboo structure as a professional ‘code of
ethics,’ one that ostensibly exists for the protection of the
vulnerable, then its less obvious social function as a
ritualistically performed, self-serving rationalisation for the
authority of this professional culture will be overlooked.
Moreover, one might also overlook the inevitability of my
analyst’s response given the historical pattern of this
particular institutional dynamic, to say nothing of the
motivation for the present essay – the author’s own version
of leaving.
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