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Introduction

This book is not about the truth. It is about truth, in all its majestic and defiled forms, in a 
physical and psychical sense, in prose and poetry, in history and law, in politics and philoso-
phy, and in various phases of the human life span. As would be clear from even a cursory 
glance at its table of contents, not to say upon reading it, the topic it seeks to address is of great 
interest to large numbers of disciplines in humanities and equally fascinating to mental health 
clinicians. In psychoanalysis, an early preoccupation was the unearthing of childhood trauma 
as the etiological agent of adult psychopathology. This led to a great interest in the individual’s 
“historical truth”; concepts such as the genetic perspective of metapsychology, reconstruc-
tion, genetic interpretation, and childhood origins of transference were all products of such 
conceptual zeal.

Subsequent shifts in theory challenged these assumptions. The foundations of ontogenetic 
certainty were shaken up by the emergent notions of “genetic fallacy” (Hartmann, 1939), “per-
sonal myth” (E. Kris, 1956a), “narrative truth” (Spence, 1982b), and the advent of intersubjec-
tive and relational perspectives in psychoanalysis (Benjamin, 2004; Mitchell, 1988; Ogden, 
1994). Working in unison with the postmodern exaltation of relativism vis-à-vis “facts,” these 
concepts threw the baby of “one person psychology” out with the bathwater of inordinately 
certain reconstructions of the analysand’s past.

The book in your hands elucidates this and other such conundrums with eloquence and 
nuance. Variables of ego development, sociopolitical imperatives, and clinical praxis help 
organize its wide-ranging contents into a harmonious gestalt which might or might not cap-
ture the truth in this realm but certainly comes quite close to it.
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CH A PTER  ONE

The meaning of “truth” and the truth about 
“meaning” in psychoanalysis

Brett H. Clarke

Psychoanalysis is by disposition perpetually in crisis. In fact, by now “crisis” should 
probably be considered a definitional characteristic of psychoanalysis. And one cannot 
understand the nature of its central and ongoing meta-theoretical predicament without 

first appreciating the essential, constitutive tension at the heart of the psychoanalytic theory 
of the mind. Using the vocabulary of one version (Ricœur, 1970), it would be the tension 
between a language of force and energy, on the one hand, and a language of reasons, inten-
tions, and meanings, on the other. This fundamental tension has brought with it epistemologi-
cal corollaries and controversies. For over one hundred years many analysts have referred to 
psychoanalysis as a “science,” though the impressive bulk of analytic ideas, both theoretical 
and clinical, have emerged from groups of clinicians thinking critically about their experi-
ences with patients over time, talking together, and writing about it. In fact, the question 
about “science” has proven to be a rather poor way of framing the more pertinent question of 
rigor. People often use the word “science” when what they really mean to convey is a concern 
for rigor. So in approaching the question of truth in psychoanalysis, we inevitably will also 
be asking what constitutes an appropriate kind of rigor in the formulation of psychoanalytic 
“knowledge,” or how it is that we come to know what we think we know.

For those who regard the term “science” as the necessary title for any form of inquiry 
that claims to be rigorous, this has led to 1) a broadening of the modern definition of science 
(a reversion to the age-old notion of science as virtually any discipline or body of knowledge) 
so that psychoanalysis can fit inside, or 2) a perceived need to narrow the scope of psycho-
analysis to fit into an idea of science that depends on systematic testing and empirical mea-
surement, or 3) an effort to combine (into a single entity) epistemological frameworks that are 
potentially wildly disparate. But there has been an often-overlooked benefit to this vagueness 
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