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Sexuality, intimacy and power—these about sum up the human condition. In Muriel Dimen’s hands, the three are not merely topics or motives, they are lenses through which much human functioning can be scrutinized. A relational psychoanalyst noted for her keen observations on gender and sexuality, Dimen offers us a diverse, wide-ranging set of essays that share a common, original tone and thrust.

The prologue—often a book’s weakest link—is in this case a sweeping and ambitious essay in its own right. It orients Dimen’s topics with respect to three coordinates—social theory (specifically Marxism), psychoanalysis, and feminism. The ‘sexuality’ of the title maps onto feminism, ‘intimacy’ onto psychoanalysis, and ‘power’ onto social theory. The author alerts us that she will employ the postmodernist method of ‘heteroglossia’, speaking from the multiple vantage points of ethnography, scholarly discourse, clinical experience, and her personal voice. Her aim is to reinforce her viewpoint organically by having ‘form follow function’. That is to say, Dimen feels that approaching a given issue via divergent pathways will give us the range of perspectives needed to comprehend the issue’s true complexity. With refreshing candor, she warns us that ‘any given reader may find some ideas new and others yesterday’s news’ (p. 3). She is rightly anticipating that each of us is likely to have his/her unique response both to the author’s method and ideas. 

Interwoven throughout the book are bits of personal history that outline Dimen’s own professional, intellectual, personal, and emotional trajectories. Contrary to what one might expect, these disclosures of the wellsprings of her ideas help the reader contextualize them, making it easier to know when and how much her perspective can be generalized. This is a ‘hands-on’ demonstration of how subjective study can enhance scholarly pursuits, toward the goal of (relatively) objective understanding.

Dimen sees feminism as a ‘third’ to Marxism and psychoanalysis, whose dialectical relationships to each other are usefully reprised. We are reminded how feminism early on maintained that ‘the personal was political’, an idea that highlighted the authority of an individual’s personal perspective—as opposed to the overarching authority of the general. So, too, it highlighted the specificity of each woman’s private experience—as opposed to the combined nature of individuals within a given category. Dimen finds in this the seeds of her own passage from dualistic thinking toward an appreciation of multiplicity and the particularity of subjectivity. We are asked to rise above ‘either/or’ theorizing and think in terms of ‘both/and’ instead. This is an effort to articulate a third position that embraces paradox, ambiguity, contradiction, and contingency (the idea that a particular ‘truth’ is dependent on its local, specific conditions).

In the first of many valuable self-reflexive observations, Dimen notes two tensions in her own writing—one between ameliorative vs. revolutionary motives, and another between sincere vs. ironic attitudes to her subject matter. Here, as in many other places, I had the ‘ah, yes!’ experience of feeling the author had put her finger on a metalevel feature that had been hitherto unarticulated. In this instance, she is drawing our attention to the contradictory tones that run sotto voce throughout the wider analytic literature as well as in her own writing, tones that subliminally affect our absorption of the concepts under discussion. These moments of recognition—here in the prologue and sprinkled throughout the book—made me feel as though Iwere reading with Dimen sitting next to me. I could sense her readiness to engage in lively debate about the utility of her notions.

The body of the book is loosely divided into three sections, entitled ‘The story so far: Psychoanalysis, feminism, and politics’; ‘Mind, body, culture: Psychoanalytic studies’; and ‘The personal is political is theoretical: A sampler’. The first section elaborates on the relationship between psychoanalysis and feminism, the dialectic between nature and nurture, the role of the phallus, ‘difference feminism’ (which retains the dualistic view of femininity and masculinity) and the value of replacing the latter by speaking instead of gender and its variations. Along the way, Dimen reviews, juxtaposes, and in some cases takes on the seminal theorists in feminist/ gender studies such as Karen Horney, Clara Thompson, Irene Fast, the Stone Center group, Nancy Chodorow, Carol Gilligan, Jacques Lacan, and others. A characteristic challenge comes at the end of the second chapter: 

Let’s hold contradictory notions in our minds at once. Let us see gender as a container of multiplicity, both unitary and divided. Let us consider gender systems as simultaneously dual and multiple. I am asking us to believe that, at the same time, we can know and not know who we are, that we can say ‘I’ even as our identity is multiple, unstable, and emerging, as…is our sexuality. I am trying to find a way to be able to say, with safety and excitement, ‘I am female, but what that means I have yet to find out’ (pp. 80–1).

Fittingly, perhaps, I am of several minds about an invocation voiced in language of this sort. It is wonderfully stimulating to be invited to think ‘out of the box’ about one’s self in this fashion. At the same time, it feels rather abstract and therefore loosens my grip on the author’s intention. This may be inherent to the nature of postmodernist thought. The question for me when reading postmodernist tracts is always whether I can make full-bodied meaning out of the indeterminacy of the concepts (what exactly does it mean for ‘gender systems’ to be ‘unitary and divided’ or, in a later section, to be ‘multiplying gender’?) or whether they remain too vague for me to embrace and make my own. Dimen, to her credit, does much to give concrete referents to these ideas as the book progresses. Even more examples in the denser theoretical portions would have been welcome.

Section II takes up the psychic meanings of the body, physiology, anatomy, evolutionary forces, sexuality, and aggression. The varying contributions of ‘nature’ and ‘nurture’ are dissected and explored with virtuosity. Dimen’s willingness to examine the dark underbelly of these issues is remarkable. Pulling no punches, she says ‘Psychoanalytic thinking renders its own prescriptivity simultaneously normal, natural, and moral by creating a master narrative of human nature out of a particular sexual theory’ (p. 101). Thus, she compellingly argues, ‘nurture’ (what we are taught to see as true) turns into something with the status of ‘nature’, which in turn subserves a system of social control or power. I found it salutary to be reminded of wider power implications, given the current social climate in which we live with its less intellectually militant zeitgeist. To give an example, Dimen shows how maintaining that women’s nature is inherently generative and cooperative rather than individualistically driven, as ‘difference feminists’ sometimes do, can be seen to have the paradoxical effect of sustaining a mindset in which males are expected to remain dominant. This of course can generate a self-fulfilling prophecy.

Dimen’s recommendation is for psychoanalysis to give up such deterministic thinking. She does not hesitate to apply this to the contemporary tendency to make attachment the new prime psychic mover, replacing sexuality’s long hegemony. This observation serves as an implicit, percipient critique of the varying analytic schools (object relations, self psychology, relational and attachment theories) that emphasize relatedness at the expense of other important human motives.

Dimen approaches customarily taboo and therefore shunned elements of psychic life in her discussions of foul bodily odors and primitive bodily functions (including the analyst’s); the bestial in our natures (including sadistic impulses); the anus, the clitoris and the orgasm; and both patient and analyst’s lust. I was especially intrigued by the depiction of lust as an ambiguous state that, unlike libido, holds within it both desire and its satisfaction, where the sustained excitement is itself the gratification. ‘Way deep down, Lust means not the conclusion of discharge but the penultimate moment of peak excitement when being excited is both enough and not enough, when each rise in excitement is, paradoxically, satisfying’ (p. 169). I admire Dimen’s willingness to explore openly a less-than-satisfactory treatment; her own competitive urges vis-à-vis respected female colleagues and friends; and her scruples and self-doubts. With pioneering candor, she even acknowledges her own defensiveness: ‘I want to tell you … [that the patient later said Dimen had saved her life] because of the grave doubts I have about my work with her’ (p. 195).  I believe that this dedication to self-awareness and self-scrutiny lifts psychoanalytic study to new heights and should become de rigueur.

The third and final section takes us even deeper into the analyst/writer’s personal consciousness. The first chapter, ‘Power, sexuality, and intimacy’, is of obvious key significance, its title being a near anagram of the book’s. Originally penned in 1982,  this chapter includes the statement:

 
Patriarchy is, first and last, a system of domination … [it] attacks desire, the unconscious longing that animates all human action, by reducing it to sex and then defining sex in the politicized terms of gender. Paradoxically, however, sexuality, thus organized by gender, becomes reciprocally desire’s sculptor, while gender simultaneously organizes part of desire into the self … thus, the roots of desire, itself the source of personal experience, are steeped in hierarchy (p. 207).

As in my earlier example, this comment created a semantic knot for me to unravel. On reflection, I think it is because concepts this broad, stated in language this condensed, can pose a challenge to our critical apprehension of the text. The use of the once common, implicitly critical idea ‘patriarchy’ narrows a complex societal structure into a unidimensional entity. And it is anthropomorphized into having malign intent—patriarchy is said to be designed to be ‘a system of domination’ that ‘reduces desire into sex’. Phrased less categorically and polemically—in fact, less absolutely, in keeping with a postmodernist aesthetic—this set of ideas about the interplay of power, sexuality, relatedness and self-identity would be even more accessible and convincing. But I think Dimen knew this—she warns us at the outset that some of this chapter’s thinking might seem somewhat ‘creaky’ (that is, outdated) to us, and yet she thought it important to include in order to enable us to follow the evolution of her thinking. In that case, I would have welcomed a postscript making explicit which aspects she still stood by and which had gone by the wayside.

At the close of the chapter, Dimen draws on Mahler et al.’s and Chodorow’s thinking about the effect of the still-extant division of labor between men and women, with the former doing more of the earning, and the latter more of the childrearing. She suggests that, on the masculine side, being in the work world fosters the value of differentiation of self from other, reduces the capacity for comfort with ambiguity, and creates feelings of unworthiness about unmet ‘feminine’ (weak) dependency needs. This, in the author’s view, leads to a situation where adult intimacy is something ‘bittersweet, ambivalent, and partial, punctuated by horrid periods of distance and sweet moments of merging’ (p. 219). Dimen’s understanding of male/female difficulties with intimacy has much explanatory value. However, the author might have given more consideration to the ways the female and male sex roles are remarkably multifaceted, each involving hefty elements of the emotional life of the other (for examples of the ‘unfeminine’ aspects of maternal subjective life see work by Winnicott, 1975; Benjamin, 1995; Kraemer, 1996). Moreover, I am increasingly persuaded that, without being categorical about it, there could be a certain amount of genetically based ‘nature’ that contributes to the tenacity of male/female divisions of labor in an á priori or interactive way. I offer this in the spirit of the author’s recommendation to look at ‘both/and’ possibilities, rather than getting locked into a strictly cultural interpretation simply because to us feminists it may feel less constraining and therefore more promising to ascribe a gender-linked trait to cultural rather than constitutional factors.

Dimen’s discussion of competition among women (including her own occasional tendency in that direction) is particularly fresh and apropos. She carefully articulates the stultifying social pressure put on females in many societies to be nurturant and ‘nice’ and to identify with one another. Wearing both her ‘revolutionary’ and ‘ameliorative’ hats, she examines what she calls the emotional ‘secrets’ that permit nondestructive as opposed to toxic competition among females. Dimen knows she is being overly idealistic when she suggests that we try to replace the striving for power over the other with a striving toward power sharing or for the power to accomplish a goal. She rightly thinks, however, that it is a good place to start as we begin conceptualizing healthier developmental pathways for both female and male aggression. A final chapter on the nature of perversion offers a critique of Chasseguet-Smirgel’s perspective, interwoven with some graphic clinical material that together form a springboard for Dimen’s probing response. A brief epilogue rounds out the book and points to areas needing further exploration.

Dimen’s book is an enlightening and entertaining study that rewards close reading. It takes itself seriously in terms of depth of thought and breadth of scholarship, but lightly in terms of recognizing the quirky, ambiguous nature of psychic life. Readers at each level of psychoanalytic experience—and varying places on the sociopolitical spectrum—are likely to find reading the book an engaging and expansive experience.
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I hope my use of demotic speech will spark in you an idea or experience either forgotten or, perhaps, not known before.  My experiments in voice also show up via form.  Each of the chapters in Section III speaks in two dissonant voices (fiction—theory; journal entries—afterthought; notes—commentary).  Their goal is to produce a third voice in the reader’s response, be it consternation, a feeling of reward, or a dream (3). 

I begin with this quotation from the prologue to “Sexuality Intimacy Power” because it performs so many functions at once: describing the book’s style and structure, establishing the author’s personal voice and inviting the reader into an active engagement via her own response.  In her openness, eclecticism and interdisciplinarity, Dimen challenges us to think, feel, appreciate, contest, even to dream.  Collectively, she intimates, we might advance the project of understanding our mutual implication in the sex/gender system that second wave feminists began to dissect in the early 1970s.  In nine densely argued essays, published over a period of ten years (1991-2001), Dimen deftly interweaves the insights she has gained from the (sometimes separate, sometimes overlapping) evolutions of feminist, psychoanalytic and postmodern theories.  The result is not only decentering and “heteroglossic” (speaking in many tongues), but also profoundly illuminating.  That we do not emerge from a reading of this book with any certainties is precisely its strength.  When it comes to issues of sexuality, intimacy and power who can lay claim to a unified field theory?  Far better, I believe, to trace the path of one’s thought, so as to outline a trajectory, pointing us towards the questions that matter, including the ones that tend to get glossed over or suppressed.    

Dimen’s professional background is appropriately multidisciplinary—beginning with her graduate work in anthropology and continuing through her involvement in the radical political movements of the 1960s and ‘70s (including second wave feminism), her personal analysis and subsequent training as a clinical psychologist.  As a result of these multiple perspectives, she is in a uniquely qualified position to comment on gender, social theory and psychoanalysis as they interact with one another on the street, in the academy and on the couch.  As she puts it succinctly in her introduction: “A dialectic operates: anthropology and Marxism (or social theory) meets psychoanalysis; psychoanalysis and Marxism meet feminism; feminism and psychoanalysis meet social theory; and so on” (5).

These fields, of course, are not static.  Their collisions, connections, and not infrequent antagonisms make it especially difficult for anyone to remain involved on all fronts.  It is a tribute to the capaciousness—dare I say the “negative capability” (to borrow Keats’ famous phrase) of Dimen’s mind—that she is able to maintain a vital internal and external dialogue with them all.  

The first three essays in the book lay the theoretical groundwork for the deconstructive speculations, accompanied by clinical applications, that follow.  Dimen traces the feminist interrogation of Freud’s views of female sexuality from Karen Horney’s formulation of a primary (vaginal) femininity through object relations theory with its emphasis on the preoedipal period and the significance of the mother to the Lacanian substitution of the phallus for the biological penis as an emblem of power.  Poststructuralism with its emphasis on indeterminacy and contingency further destabilizes gender categories, leading to the realization that we need new models “in which gender is multiple, shifting, ambiguous, labile, sometimes present in our experience, sometimes not” (74).  Though we choose—and are partly assigned—to gender identifications as a result of our positioning in culture, we inhabit these locations in complex and various ways, depending on many factors, including among others, class, race, age, disability status and sexual orientation.  “Seen thus,” Dimen concludes, “identity emerges as multiple, not uniform or unitary, as emergent not stable, differentiated, not seamless, always contested.  So, too, is gender identity” (80).    

Coherent selfhood, in this view, results from a vital interaction among multiple personalities, none of which is disowned or dissociated.  Perhaps no one truly embodies this ideal, yet it offers an alternative to the dualistic model of gender that plagued Freud and others.  Rejecting such an “either/or” mode of thinking, Dimen embraces paradox, a “both/and” stance that allows her to view her patients from multiple angles, while simultaneously interrogating her own assumptions.  As a result, Dimen can include the insights offered by both gender feminism, which is revolutionary in its desire to disrupt gender categories absolutely, and difference feminism, which aims at incremental change.  Why choose between them, Dimen provocatively inquires, when we can have both?  Such a stance is clearly liberating, if somewhat dizzying, at times.

An essential element in this sea-change of awareness is the shift in psychoanalytic thinking from a “one-person” to a “two-person” psychology, as the outgrowth of relational and intersubjective theories, with their emphasis on the analyst’s interaction with his or her patient and the significance of the countertransference.  Whereas the ideal of analytic neutrality posits an analyst whose own wishes, dreams and desires are irrelevant to the process of treatment, relational and intersubjective theories actively value and make use of the analyst’s reactions and internal musings.  There is no position of absolute understanding from which the analyst makes his or her interpretations.  Rather the truth that emerges from the analytic process is a co-construction, a narrative adequate to the patient’s life history and need in a particular context and at a particular moment in time.  It goes without saying that the analyst brings his or her fullest attention and most flexible selfhood to this process, while acknowledging the inherent fallibility and contingency of the outcome.  In this sense analysis is truly interminable, seeking ever more productive insights into life’s ineluctable mysteries, the goal of which is to enable, not happiness per se, nor even the cessation of suffering, but a fuller sense of being alive.

All of these points are well taken, but the uniqueness of this book (at least in the eyes of this reader) lies in the way that theory relates to practice—that is to say how Dimen’s ideas play out in the context of everyday life.  In a series of remarkable essays, Dimen addresses the subjects of female competition, male “perversion” and the analyst’s anxious confrontation with evidence of her own embodiment.  The impact of these essays derives from Dimen’s willingness to reveal her own thought processes, as well as her capacity to integrate them into sophisticated theoretical formulations.      

In her essay titled “In the Zone of Ambivalence,” an exploration of the vicissitudes of a female friendship undermined by the unspoken drama of writerly competition, Dimen examines the love/hate polarity that informs all intense relationships.  In the early days of second wave feminism, an era in which “to be a good feminist, you must be feminine,” the acknowledgement of competition among women was effectively taboo (227).  As a result, it was virtually impossible for Dimen and her friend “Linda” to acknowledge the extent to which each envied and hated signs of the other’s success.  Over time, the friendship faltered, dwindled, then ceased.  Dimen’s examination of her journey back into relationship with Linda includes first a rejection of feminine gender stereotypes, next a reflection on the dynamics of power in hierarchical social systems, and finally an embrace of ambivalence as a necessary condition of psychic health.  “Unpacking the dualism of love and hate,” she concludes, “requires a high tolerance for ambiguity and paradox….we must bring hatred, and all the other bad girl feelings, forward.  If we don’t, we remain locked in the good-girl model of feminism” (239).  Only when “brought under the sway of ambivalence,” do aggression and hatred “lose their power to paralyze, and what happens next is Zen-like.”  “Once you let these powerful emotions be,” Dimen states, “they let you be; once experienced, they can be known and managed” (243).  

Dimen’s high tolerance for ambiguity is amply demonstrated in her consideration of the subject of perversity in her essay provocatively titled “Perversion is Us?”  Beginning with the challenging statement “Perversion may be defined, after all, as the sex that you like and I don’t” (259), Dimen considers her patient MH, who initially suffers from self-loathing regarding his “practices and fantasies of beating; fetishes, including shiny belts and photographs, the payment of money…for beatings as well as for massages and handjobs; secrets and deceptions…exhibitionism and voyeurism while cruising” (261).  Dimen attempts to neutralize MH’s painful self-judgment by her Zen-like stance of “accepting what exists because it exists” (265).  She also embarks on a journey of self-interrogation and discovery regarding the issue of sexual perversion.  Along the way, she considers the following hypotheses: that “perversion and that inadequately specific term normality construct each other” (271); that perversion “shows up in analysis as a defense against deadness” (289); and that “following Foucault, we must conclude that sadomasochism is the principal psychodynamic animating the desire and struggle for power fueling the infrastructures of contemporary society” (286).  Where, if anywhere, does this leave us?  Only perhaps with an ongoing dialogue—and the realization that “if perversion can coexist with health, if its status as illness varies with cultural time and place, then conversely, any sexuality may be symptomatic—or healthy.”  In other words, “sexuality has nothing inherently to do with mental health or mental illness” (290).  We ourselves have the power to define the limits of what is “normal,” “healthy,:” or culturally acceptable.       

Dimen’s essay on perversion, while challenging our assumptions about what constitutes normal vs. pathological sexual fantasy or activity, is less daring to me than her essay “The Body as Rorschach,” where she interrogates her response to a patient’s comment on a telltale odor in her consulting room.  It’s one thing to theorize about the countertransference, but another to invite the reader into this process on an intimate level, as Dimen does in this remarkable essay, where she proposes that we explore the mind-body problem as a paradox, instead of a contradiction.  Reminding us that women historically have borne the burden of representing carnality in a culture that celebrates mind over matter, she describes the following embarrassing incident.  
   
It is early morning.  I am alone in the office.  I had a very rich meal the night before.  I use the toilet.  A smell lingers.  I use the bathroom spray.  JG, my first patient, arrives.  He has noticed the spray, he says.  In fact, he adds, he’s noticed the odor behind the camouflage.  I freeze.  Like an automaton, I follow the rules.  I ask what this experience is like for him.  “Smelling your shit is comforting,” he replies with a private smile.  “It makes me feel close to you.”  Somehow I am not comforted.  In fact, I am humiliated (138).
I find Dimen’s exploration of her reactions to this moment both courageous and insightful.  “A female analyst and a male patient,” she wryly observes, “middle-aged, white, face to face: the patient needing relief not of body but of mind, the analyst embedded in her body and, for the moment, bereft of her mind” (139).  This, almost comic, entanglement produces the further reflection: “Shame aromatized the room that  morning, mingling there with the love and hate that marked our relationship” (139).  From this vantage point, Dimen explores her patient’s struggle to own his self-disgust (which he has projected onto her through his shaming comment), along with her discomfort at this sudden reduction of her complex subjectivity to one aspect of her embodiment.  Both patient and analyst, in this instant, seem to fall into the culture’s worst fantasy stereotypes.  “With me, the woman, as omnipotent (m)other, processing and therefore identified with the abject…JG could be the man whose body could be counted on to stay in control” (140).  The remainder of this essay traces various escape routes from this dread impasse.  

    Perhaps our understanding of embodiment is constrained not by biological sex, Dimen proposes, but by the limits of our imagination.  The clitoris, for example, so denigrated in its eroticism by Freud and many of his followers (including women such as Marie Bonaparte, who had hers surgically moved so as to facilitate the vaginal orgasm that eluded her), might be viewed as a subversive “organ of excess,” and hence a challenge to the hegemony of the phallus.  From a Buddhist standpoint, moreover, breath (a function that does not depend on the hunger/satisfaction model of desire) might be perceived as erotic.  The body, in other words, is protean in its manifestations and as fully paradoxical as mind. 

A book so various in its subjects and strategies is difficult to summarize.  In lieu of a conclusion that would falsify the nature of Dimen’s enterprise, I want to accept her invitation to offer a “third voice” in the form of a personal response.  While I was reading “Sexuality Intimacy Power,” I was also reading Jeffrey Eugenides’ “Middlesex,” a work of fiction that seems to illustrate many of the concepts Dimen propounds.  These two experiences were triangulated by a third—my anticipation of the birth of my first grandchild (whose sex her parents had chosen not to know in advance).  I found myself musing on the interactions among these three events, two of which engaged my mind in imaginative ways, while the third caused me to reflect on my embodied selfhood and history as woman, mother, and soon-to-be grandmother. 

Eugenides’ narrator is a hermaphrodite, whose sex organs appear to be female at birth, but whose underlying maleness reveals itself at puberty.  Having been raised as a girl, she changes sexual identity, living his/her adult life as a man.  I was immediately reminded of Virginia Woolf’s “Orlando,” except for the fact that Eugenides’ novel is not a fantasy; rather, it is grounded in statistical reality.  Some babies are born with ambiguous genitals, and some are, in fact, initially assigned to the “wrong” sex.  I won’t go into the elaborate chromosomal explanations for these phenomena, my point being that I did not find anything particularly odd about the novel’s premise.  Rather, I was immediately engaged with the narrator and the story s/he had to tell about the circumstances leading to her birth, as well as the unfolding of his/her life in the present.  

I attribute my reaction to two kinds of awareness: a relative comfort with the idea of sex/gender ambiguity that results from the kind of theorizing exemplified by “Sexuality Intimacy Power,” and an appreciation of the political gains achieved by the GLBT movement.  Beyond this, Eugenides succeeds, on a purely narrative level, in “normalizing” the transgender status of his hero by treating it as only one aspect, among many, of his character and fate.  It’s just not a big deal.      

Lest I congratulate myself too quickly, however, I want to register another level of response, which surprised me when I became aware of it.  Not knowing the sex of my grandchild, I tried to prepare myself for either a boy or a girl.  It did not occur to me—nor did I want to entertain the possibility—that the baby’s sex might be indeterminate.  As a committed, long-term feminist, who has striven to tease out the distinctions between sex and gender, while laboring to subvert gender stereotypes, I nonetheless did not want to imagine such a complex scenario.  When push came to shove, I found myself more at ease with sex/gender ambiguity in fiction or theory than in reality.  While I felt comfortable with Eugenides’ narrator and even enlightened by the novel’s treatment of such a difficult subject, I hoped not to confront it personally.  I take this as a humbling realization—and a tribute to the work of writers such as Dimen and Eugenides, who bring a clear-eyed, unbiased patience to their material and are able to find a place of rest in necessary uncertainties.  When a book has the power to change your mind about something you thought you understood, you know that it is doing something real and important.  “Sexuality Intimacy Power” is such a book.    

3. "So Many Voices, So Little Time”

Karol Marshall, Contemporary Psychoanalysis, Vol. 40 (3), July 2004, 353-26
©2004 William Alanson White Institute

Muriel Dimen’s new book, Sexuality, Intimacy, Power, brings together a selection of her papers from the last decade. She begins with a quote from Go Tell it on the Mountain. Is something religious in store? Is she hinting that she has a “word” to bring? If so, I'd say the word is that there is no one word.  Many words in multiple tongues are spoken from this mountaintop. Dimen speaks the tongues of feminism, relational psychoanalysis and political theory. In a prophetic voice she says we must abandon our naive faith in our particular language and recognize there is too much going on in the realm of sex for any one voice to be adequate.  No one model is sufficient when it comes to thinking about sex. She urges us to open ourselves to diverse models, only then do we have a prayer of apprehending human sexuality. 

Since the beginning of Western civilization, sex (eros) has been recognized as one of the major forces disturbing reason and order. Freud figures prominently among the legions of thinkers struggling to conceptualize the wildness of sexual drives but, as Dimen notes, his reasoning “beyond the pleasure principle” stumbles, falters, limps, and turns back upon itself.

Dimen’s distinctive style is, like Freud’s, hard to characterize. She reminds me of a minstrel, dancing onto the stage with a bag of stories and tricks, carrying pins and balls that she undertakes to juggle in the air.  She seems not to mind if one or two balls fall to the ground. With post-modern agility she recognizes that our thinking is a kind of compelling play with ideas, models, words, and stories. What she has to say is challenging and sometimes confusing, but she anticipates we will join her in the process. We will learn something from the balls that stay in the air as well as from the ones that fall to the ground. 

There's complexity in sexuality, more than we can make coherent. Dimen tells us about Marxist theories of power; she tells us of feminist views of gender and sex roles. She tells us of old and new psychoanalytic models of desire and multiplicity. From psychoanalysis she draws a study of inner life, from feminism an understanding of women's lives, from anthropology and Marxism an understanding of the dynamics of power. Moving across disciplines she talks of desires and drives, eros and id, libido and lust, jouissance and love. Thinking flexibly, Dimen finds unexpected patterns and relationships. For example she states that feminism and psychoanalysis create each other. The psychoanalytic model of how people are constructed looks inward through a male-dominated lens; the feminist view, while prioritizing women, points to important omissions in psychoanalysis. The male lens both creates and redefines what it is to be woman; the same process occurs in reverse when looking through a female lens. Yet another perspective leads her to assert that sexuality is inherently perverse; we are therefore faced with the anxious recognition that none of us can claim to be unmarked by “perverse” desire.

Dimen works past the natural tendency to form ideas in dualistic pairings. She points out that one of the problems of binaries is that they carry implicit or explicit hierarchies. Boys are better than girls; tall is better than short; strong is better than weak; rational is better than irrational. Through study between and across disciplines, she encourages us to make conceptual room for a third term, a gap-negotiator of some kind. She lists a variety of ways to disrupt binary thinking (paradox, transitional space, contradiction, etc.) but turns back to warn us that any third position outside the established binary order only creates a temporary opening for fresh thinking. The tension the third creates will quickly be resolved by the formation of some new static platform for thinking, and it too will need to be disrupted.  This is an unsettling but important warning. I join Dimen in being troubled by the contemporary tendency to settle upon the idea of a third as if it were a solution, rather than a strategy for opening up thinking. It’s not just a question of conceptualizing some kind of third position from which to better locate our subject, but a question of how to tolerate fuzziness, indeterminacy, endless amendment of our ideas. 

Dimen helps make us more comfortable with this fluidity in a way she perhaps doesn't consciously intend. She models saying something while being muddled, then saying something else another year, and yet another, then being willing to pause to look at her collection of statements with us, tolerating the clumsiness of it all. "Well," she seems to say," the ideas here are out of date, inconsistent, or ambiguous but people have found it useful to think about these things … fun even. Take a look and see what you feel and think." How few of our teachers have been willing to be so clear about their uncertainty. 

Although maintaining an ironic perspective worthy of the post-modern theorist Rorty, Dimen notes the awkwardness of speaking in both ironic and sincere voices. Indeed this is true. As people in a helping profession, we sincerely want to say something that will clarify, while at the same time we recognize our inability to actually clear things up. There's another tension intrinsic to the post-modern that she doesn’t name directly. Frustration develops when you push the limits of your thinking and yet always encounter the limits of what you can keep in mind. Working with two, now three, maybe for a minute four conceptual balls, the eye catches a shadowy form just out of view. Isn't that another ball, or three that might also be brought in? Some of these balls have names from the domains of philosophy, history, religion, or classics (the real, the gap, the crack [cf. Lacan, Bataille, Nietzsche]), but some feel beyond language altogether. They serve as a reminder that no matter how many models we bring to bear we can’t and don’t ever encompass the whole.

Psychoanalysis is about the psyche, which we have tended to anchor in bodies: penises, breasts, reproductive processes. Citing Butler and Benjamin, Dimen points out that psychoanalysis tended to neglect the role of social forces until pushed by feminists. She is less explicit about what - to me - is the next pressing question: how can psychoanalysis best incorporate the importance of cultural and social forces without loosing sight of the persisting mystery of the inner psyche in the process? It seems to me that when psychoanalysis opens its understanding to recognize the role of social roles in shaping the patterns of gender, much contemporary thinking drifts toward an artificially narrow story of nature and nurture. We have tended to displace just that which psychoanalysis uniquely has to contribute: understanding of the inner unconscious motivators that cannot necessarily be reduced to cultural or biological paradigms (cf. Dyess and Dean, 2000). There is no question that both biology and culture play roles that shape and regulate what it is to live and transact a gender. There is, however, a realm of unconscious activity that cannot be understood in these terms; it is this that is psychoanalysis' original point of concern. It is important to keep this uniquely psychoanalytic ball in play as we take up the important balls tossed our way by other disciplines. Difficult as this is, it is crucial for the continued vitality of psychoanalysis in the world of ideas. 

I agree with Dimen's statement that Lacan is the psychoanalytic theorist who most adequately retains Freud’s focus on the role of the deeply psychological. In the course of her useful discussion of Lacan, Dimen summarizes a stumbling point encountered by many theorists trying to work with Lacanian ideas, “… [in] Lacanian theory … [the] pointer … remains the phallus, an obdurately male symbol that eclipses female desire … No one has yet adequately explained … why the phallus has to be the human key symbol.” (p57-58) Lacan himself takes pains to be clear that these images are truly symbolic and not to be confused with biological gender. Nonetheless, some theorizing with these ideas has confounded symbolic concepts with biological gender. This confusion has unfortunately become a major obstacle for many contemporary American psychoanalysts attempting to work with Lacanian theory. It is to Dimen’s credit that while acknowledging this difficulty, she looks past it to introduce some of Lacan’s uniquely important contributions. These include the concept of the real (that which resists symbolization and can thus not be known), the role of the symbolic order (the linguistic system) in shaping one’s relationship to one’s sex, and the role of power (as symbolized by the “phallus”) that none in fact can possess.

For Kleinians the breast is taken to be the point of origin for psycho-sexuality. As Green (2001) points out, this can evolve into a simplistic view of development that conceptualizes a single developmental line moving linearly away from and back to the breast. This narrowing produces a model that risks over-simplification. Any theory of psycho-sexuality conceptualized in relation to one body part, whether the phallus or the breast, moves into just the kind of dichotomization we seek to avoid.

Citing Butler, Benjamin, Harris, and Goldner, Dimen provides an overview of the history of gender theory through the lens of feminism. She differentiates three stages, beginning with a theory cast in terms of maleness and lack thereof, through a theory of two different valid genders, into a theory of multiplicity. As she puts it, "Let us think of gender as multiply instantiated, ambiguous, over determined, and conflicted." (p72)  This is an important fundamental precept. Our students may say, "We're confused, we thought gender was given,” but introducing this ambiguity into our thinking provides room for important depth and flexibility.

We tend to think in terms of conventions. As Dimen says, "Females become women, males become men, and the dance of their development is a heterosexual pairing."(p74) An important portion of the desires and gender identifications of the people and phenomena we try to understand are, however, not at all straightforward. Reducing sexuality to a minimum of factors has put off many people with non-normative sexual identities and preferences. Through making room for a broad perspective we gain access to understanding that enriches thinking across the full range of sexualities, whether normative or unusual. It is important that we theorize a trans-sexuality of desire, moving from a gendered story rooted in biology, to a gender-open study of psycho-sexuality.

Dimen says if we want a “psychoanalytic discourse” about desire, we have to give up the "discourse of nature.” She speaks lucidly of the traps laid by normative theories of development as well as by narratives of evolutionary pragmatics. An often-unnoticed consequence of these compelling models is their tendency to define the non-normative and the non-reproductive as pathological. Difference becomes defined as "deviation." If what you feel and do is not normative, you are a deviate. If we think like this our discipline becomes hypocritical. On the one hand, we tip our hats to the ambiguities of the unconscious; on the other hand. we develop pathologizing explanatory narratives that derive from study of normative developmental processes and biological function. 

She highlights the “end of the seamless narrative” and urges us to "give up all determinism."(p108)   Desire, she says, is not necessarily functional, either biologically or otherwise. "When desire emerges as an indeterminate end in itself…a quantum leap has been taken."(p109) This point cannot be asserted strongly enough. It seems to me, despite the increasingly liberal posture of psychoanalysis, we continue to move into pragmatic models to try to make sense of desire. When considering, as in Dimen’s case example, a patient who desires fat men, there is a tendency for psychoanalysts to try to understand this non-normative desire through formulating explanatory hypotheses about the individual's childhood experience. Such narratives may be valid or useful, but they become problematic when they displace consideration of more puzzling and even inexplicable aspects of the individual’s experience of his sexuality. Dimen demonstrates how she worked with her patient to get an individualized understanding of his desires. Such openness is essential to contemporary psychoanalytic practice. 

Dimen talks about the body that stinks, farts, and breathes. She tells us that Freud himself found bodily functions and smells disgusting, thus he theorized about the body from a sanitized perspective. She suggests, "in the miasma of Freud's unease, all the inferiorized…the body, sex, peasants, Jews…women, begin to look pretty much alike. They are made to identify with what he dislikes, and therefore disidentifies from, in himself."(p129) Indeed psychoanalysts do tend to think of the body as a hypothetical construct, detached from the corporal. Look at our literature. Other than in descriptions of work with children, you see little about bodies that have actual functions, odors and products. What can this mean? Is it inherent in the process of analysis that our focus is drawn into mentation, or is it a defensive escape into intellectualization? 

Dimen offers a vignette presenting herself as a psychoanalyst that made a foul smell in the office. The experience she describes is routine. Surely many patients have smelled their analyst's odors. When, however, have we heard anyone talk about it in the literature? Dimen does and she suspects we can bear to think of her as both thinking and stinking. She risks, however, that her reader will, to use her term, "inferiorize" her. Most psychoanalysts don't think about their stink, or at least if they do they don't write about it. If we don't fart or shit or fuck or belch, where does that leave our patients (not to speak of non-patients who don't even darken our doors)?  

As Dimen notes, “desire” fills Americans with dread. That which we desire eludes us, despite our pragmatic tendencies toward goals and resolutions. American psychoanalysis attempts to resist [recognition of this paradoxical reality] and subtly shifts into deterministic models postulating reasons: “We desire human connections so we…” or “we desire sexual release so we...” This kind of reasoning relies upon behaviorist logic rather than seeking a psychoanalytic understanding of the forces that lie “beyond the pleasure principle.”

Dimen urges us to make room for a more subtle understanding of desire. She offers a linguistic incentive to keep ambiguity and tension in play through resurrecting a word buried in one of Freud's footnotes, “lust.” Seeking scientific precision, Freud had rejected “lust” in favor of “libido,” but Dimen sets aside precision hoping to restore ambiguity and tension. She suggests a return to “lust,” a concept that can suggest both desire and its satisfaction, in a jumble that is doubled and blurry. She says, "Lust marks the contradictions, the twinned joy and suffering of the psyche."(p164) This is a bit of word sorcery. Yes, the Germanic word “lust” has more texture to it than the Latinate “libido.” We are more influenced, however, by Dimen's affective connection with physical and psychic grit and ambiguity. The heated atmosphere she creates as she writes, her tales of shame and pleasure, belches and discharges, trials and errors give us more of the “lustiness” we need to get us in touch with our ineffable subject.

Corbett (2001) has offered a call for revisiting the questions of development, along with some guidelines. He suggests we look for process rather than state; a dialogue of chaos and coherence; a developmental typography rather than line. He proposes we recognize culture’s need for patterns and pattern breakers, and that we make room for both associative and reality based modes of thought. I agree with his call to reconsider our understanding of development. Can we work with Dimen’s stance, augmented by Corbett’s suggestions, to address contemporary questions about psychosexual development? For example, when gender is potentially ambiguous or multiply layered, how do we conceive of the processes of character formation that Freud viewed as outcomes of the resolution of the “oedipal conflict?” When gender and gender roles are multiple, how do we understand the development of infantile sexuality? With our broadened understanding of psychosexuality, how do we revisit the role of ambivalence and conflict? 

This is a powerful book, an intimate book, a sexy book. Throughout, Dimen encourages us to think of the ambiguity and multiplicity of gender, the paradoxical hopefulness and hopelessness of desire, and the abject corporeality of the human condition. Serious and playful, sincere and ironic, pulling together the learned and the common-place, she manages to guide us through some of the most challenging issues in psychoanalytic thinking today: the persistent presence of the sexual, the ineffability of the unconscious, the ambiguities of lust, the impossibility of desire.

We continue to have a difficult path ahead of us as we work toward integrating the post-modern perspective into psychoanalytic theory as well as into daily clinical work with our suffering clientele. Dimen offers narratives of her experience to help us on our way. Reading her we become perturbed. Let us be perturbed. It is time to readdress sexuality in these post-modern, post-gender times. Dimen has helped in clearing away old mental structures; we can now move forward.
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Only the shallow know themselves.  Oscar Wilde

I am never quite sure how much store to set by the maxim, ‘great writers are first great readers’. However encounter with Muriel Dimen’s lucid, witty and perspicacious prose, almost invites one to conclude it a truism! With authors as outstanding as Christopher Bollas, Jessica Benjamin and Judith Butler adorning her dust jacket with what I first imagined to be critical hyperbole, it was a delight to discover their praise was as ostensible as it was measured. Sexuality Intimacy Power is the rare literary achievement of an astute clinician, an accomplished academic and a smart politician. More than this, through its innovations in form (a blend of traditional scholarly narrative, fiction, journal entries, notes-commentary, afterthoughts and interplay between narrative proper and footnotes) and the diverse languages through which it speaks, “…scholarly, clinical, ethnographic, vernacular, and personal,” (Dimen 2003 P.3) what emerges is a new kind of artefact: one which breaks prior literary frames to open fresh, transitional space. So, while separately, none of these things are new in themselves, what is, is Dimen’s extraordinary ability to contain them in one place. Central throughout is her realisation of and desire for an interdisciplinary paradigm shift from dualism to multiplicity, “a ‘both/and’ beyond the ‘either/or’”. (Dimen 2003 P.4) Whereas Critical Theorists have so often talked about intertextuality and deconstruction, Dimen actually produces the goods: and all the while, nothing is lost in her translations from abstruse conjecture into practical criticism.  

She makes a fertile friction of rubbing psychoanalysis, feminism and social theory up against one another, allowing rapprochement without conclusion. In sustaining this tension, she recovers for psychoanalysis, via its own disavowed ambiguities and contradictions, the centrality of sexuality, gender and the body. Through these readings, psychoanalytic theory reacquires the lively dynamics that have undoubtedly caused analytic practice to survive this far. It is a tribute to Dimen that populism can achieve such utility. In a sense, her project is a resounding success precisely because she is mindful of how provisional any such thing could be. By fearlessly engaging with the fact that these chapters too will one day be just yesterdays papers, Sexuality Intimacy Power deserves to make headline news. One senses Dimen might share in Adam Phillips’ pithy maxims, “Madness is the need for everything to make sense,” (Phillips 1989 P7) and that, “There is no reason to assume that the people Freud knew in Vienna were representative of anything other than themselves.” (ibid 1989 P7) Unencumbered by narcissistic aspirations to universality, her innovative responses to our perennial concerns allow play to be the heart of the matter. In a work of such erudition, it is rare to find so much clarity, so much available to interest.

However, in this beginning is, as it were, my end and the process dividing these positions was much more hesitant, even duly sceptical. Amongst the book’s triumphs is its synthesis of personal and political narratives, and it’s consideration of their applications to the academy, clinic and street. It’s vantage point, is the lens of a professional New Yorcian life, lived, reflected and refracted through all these settings; and, consistent with it’s post-modern stance, its reports are clearly and self-consciously historicized. It neither takes refuge in the narrative layering of the novelist, the ‘objectivity’ of the academic nor ‘neutrality’ of the analyst. Instead, Dimen intimately engages the reader in the ongoing therapeutic and political struggles she has shared with friends, colleagues and patients. Struggles which range from the mortification of a patient smelling and commenting upon of her morning shit to evolving elegant third positions from the constrains of dualism. As such, much more is at stake for both reader and writer when the book is appraised. It’s worth is more than usually contingent upon the extent to which one trusts the author but equally, that to which the reader can stand intimacy and multiplicity. Tinder to the sparks of our pleasure/unpleasure, the only way we can imaginably take all this is personally.
As our subjectivities meet, that third term, ‘our relationship’ is constellated and with Dimen omnipresent in the text, all the terms of her title, Sexuality Intimacy Power are unequivocally, equivocally and continuously in play. In this sense, it’s much more like meeting someone than reading something. At first you’re not quite sure how to begin conversation as the text begins with a re-reading and revision of the changes and developments in her work over time; somewhat interrupting attempts to make sense for oneself. As I worked through her prologue, I had something of a struggle to decide whether to more indulge a sense of suspicious irritation that she might be reading, herself for me or the possibility that she might simply be setting out her project, it’s history and intentions. Bolstered by my recollection of Groucho Marx’s prophetic adage for an era of spin,  ‘Life’s about hard work and sincerity, fake those and you’ve got it made,’ I pressed on, hoping she’d walk it as she talked it, that she’d reward my open-mindedness with her own. Quite quickly she did, and then kept doing so, by her penultimate page admitting, “I’m greedy, I want it all; I want both irony and sincerity…I want [the third term] to be our guide. There is no end to theorizing, there is no final truth, there is only more truth. That’s our third.” (Dimen 2003 P. 297) By the end I learnt that to join in with and appreciate her formal innovations meant sacrificing the cherished post-structural position of the reader as writer. However, her move from this more recent dualism was not to be a return to the author as ultimate authority but rather one towards multiplicity and the semantic democracy of a good conversation.

The editor of this journal recently wrote:
I am developing an understanding of psychotherapy as a practice of truth. In a world where politicians are seen to lie without remorse or consequence, there is a great need for any source of truth. Psychotherapy is intrinsically concerned with truth and its consequences, untruth and its consequences, and how to distinguish the two. It is by no means the only such practice; but unlike science or philosophy, the truth it studies is not just rational but emotional. And unlike religion, for example, it also tells us, truthfully, that no truth is absolute – that truth is not singular but plural and contingent, and therefore subject to negotiation (Totton 2003. P 382-3).
Sexuality Intimacy Power’s rehearsal of both/and positions contributes immensely to the possibility of the kind of truth telling Totton refers to. In last hundred years left, right and fundamentalist totalitarianism has famously hidden truth by murdering or airbrushing it from existence.  In the light of recent events and in the name of democracy, late capitalism has also been no stranger to these techniques. However, on whole, it has been more enamoured of ‘killing it softly’: suffocating truth in an abundance of dis-information and inane sound bites diversely proposing authentic subjects are consuming subjects. Dimen’s proposition seems to be that intimacy, clarity and inclusiveness all serve to articulate plural and dynamic truth. Truth that is sincerely sought but ironically held because inevitably limited by the paradigms shaping it’s construction: Something that makes space for the unacceptable and the unknown. 

This capacity finds exemplary realisation in Dimen’s accounts of clitoridectomy (Chapter 4) and lust (Chapter 5). Of the former, she deftly formulates the institutional racism underpinning the Freudian dichotomy of ‘immature’ clitoral orgasm versus ‘mature’ vaginal orgasm and it’s fusion with the colonial iconography of female anatomy as ‘dark continent’. This is elaborated through exposition of the (hetero)sexist bias of classical psychoanalysis’ covert prioritisation of orgasm as discharge (with all it’s excretory correlates) and of reproductive intercourse. Along the way she asks questions which in the light of her post-modernism acquire new complexity, for example: “How do you draw the line between routine care of the body and domination? Between consent and submission? Between violation and self-expression?” (Dimen 2003 P. 144) Instead of settling on reassuring answers she makes use of inclusive conflict formulation. Of clitoridectomy, that: “The controversy kindles anguished argument because it pits one central tenet of Western enlightenment feminism, control over one’s body, against another, the need for multiplicity in understanding and setting feminist agendas.” (ibid. P. 144-5) In this account we don’t get to choose the truth, we’re just lucky if we can live true to our wishes. 


She stops short of discovering ‘clitoris envy’ in Freud’s footnotes but nonetheless the idea seems to emerge! Wryly suggesting, “perhaps it is the clitoris’s excess that has had to be excised,” (ibid. P. 146) she notices in its capacity to keep keeping on, this ‘troublesome piece of flesh’ not only offers alternatives to discharge being the orgasmic ‘holy of holies’ but also to the story of (object related) libido being anything like a whole story. Another story, that of the Buddhism’s ‘breathing subject’ doesn’t prioritise desire at all. Another still, her account of lust as, “…both the longing for pleasure and pleasure itself…Both-and, not either or.” (ibid. P. 163) not only foregrounds our ambiguous relationships to pleasure and desire; but equally those we have with knowledge and power. When, she says, like Freud, we express our scientific appetites for parsimony, consistency and precision, we strip away something vital. For accounts of connectedness to be anything like true they are, of necessity, diverse.

Sexuality Intimacy Power is a remarkable document of recent Western intellectual and political histories. Via psychoanalysis, feminism and social theory, it attempts no less than to make some honest sense of what it is to be a person amongst people and how much we can know of such things. It’s readable, brave, witty and in places, quite funny. Put simply, you’ll struggle through shelves on these subjects to find anything better. Check it out!
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