
ou* 1V*

2-gc2-5.ro, 3

C H P I £

Restlessness, Phantasy, and

the Concept of Mind

IRRATIONAUTV AS A
PlVCHO-PHILOlOPHICAL PROBL6M

I have often wondered how different the history of philoso-
phy would be if, at the last minute, Socrates had decided to
cut and run. I imagine him in his cell, having just dr&nk the
hemlock, reminiscing with satisfaction over the argument he
has recently given to Crito that it is best for him to stay
where he is and obey Athenian law. Suddenly his facial ex-
pression changes, and he throws up. 'Apeleuthomai euthus!"
he exclaims, which is roughly translated as "I'm out of here!"
Of course, such is the stuff of a skit from Monty Python, not
a dialogue from Plato; but if it were our paradigm. I wonder
if the philosophical tradition would be so wedded to the idea
that mind is rational.

Socrates famously argued that no one willingly commits
bad arts.' For since everyone aims at what he or she takes to
be a good outcome, the only way something bad can happen
is if agents are mistaken in their beliefs about what consti-
tutes a good outcome (or if the act somehow misfires). For
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Socrates, an akratic (incontinent) act—the intentional performance of an
act for which one believes one has less-good reasons than for another
act—is not simply irrational; it is impossible. The argument purports to
show that there is a presumption of rationality built into the very ideas of
agency, action, and mind.1 This is an important moment in the history of
our life with the concept of mind, for ordinary psychological experience
seems to demand room for the idea of an irrational act, yet Socrates' ar-
gument daims that no such space is available.

Akrasia is one type of a more general form of irrationality which I shall
call reflexive breakdown: the inability to give a full or coherent account of
what one is doing. Of course, this isn't the only form of human irrational-
ity.3 The terms "rational/irrational" are a contrasting pair which—like
"subjective/objective," •real/unreal," "inner/outer"—can, in different cir-
cumstances, be used to delineate any one of a family of distinctions. But
reflexive breakdown is an especially important form of irrationality, be-
cause humans distinguish themselves from the rest of nature by being
self-interpreting animals. Pigs live within a normatively endowed envi-
ronment, and we can watch them maximizing porcine utility. In this
weak sense, we can see pigs "acting for reasons," and we can even see
breakdowns and irrationality, as, say, when a pig starts to eat mud rather
than rolling in it. But there is a stronger sense in which humans are capa-
ble of acting for reasons. Humans are able to think about what they want,
to subject their desires and beliefs to self-conscious scrutiny, and to mod-
ify them in the light of criticism. Moreover, a person's actions flow through
her understandings of what she is doing: her understandings shape and
guide her action. Reflexive breakdown is important because it is a disrup-
tion of our capacity to be self-interpreting animals. And it represents a
kind of irrationality, because what we are able to say or think about our-
selves is contradicted by what we do.

EVER SINCE SOCRATES, philosophers have tried to make room for the
idea of the Irrational-mental, and though the approaches differ, they
Aem to agree that Socrates did succeed in showing that some presumption
of rationality is built into (he very ideas of mind and action. Roughly
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speaking, there are two families of solutions. The first follows Aristotle,
who accounts for the apparent fact of akrasia while agreeing with Socrates
that a pure case of akrasia is impossible. In so-calla^ akratic acts, the
knowledge of the better alternative is somehow shut down. The akratic,
by this picture, is like a drunk, whose judgment momentarily shuts down.
At the moment of acting, therefore, the akratic is actually operating from
a kind of ignorance.

The second family divides the mind into mindlike parts. Each mindtike
part is itself rational (or quasi-rational), and irrationality occurs as a by-
product of conflict or interaction between the parts. So, each mindlike
part satisfies the Socratic constraints, though irrationality becomes a pos-
sibility for the mind, or agent, as a whole. On this schema, the uncon-
scious mind would be conceived of as its own locus of rationality (or
quasi-rationality)—perhaps even of strategizing and intentionality—and
irrationality would come about through conflict between the conscious
mind and unconscious mind.4

I am going to argue that this is not the best way to conceptualize uncon-
scious mental functioning or to account for irrationality, but it is important
to understand the temptation of the view. We think we see people acting on
the basis ut w sires, tests, angers of which they are unaware; and to try to
make sense of this we are naturally led to the idea of an Unconscious Mind:
a locus of its own rationality and intentionality. For if we take the idea, say,
of unconscious fear ai face value, we have to locate that fear in a rationaliz-
ing web of beliefs and expectations. As Aristotle pointed out, the emotion of
fear requires that an agent believe she is some danger.5 Fear makes an im-
plicit claim that it is a merited response to one's circumstances. Of course,
an agent may be mistaken, but without a rationalizing belief, we lose grip
on the idea that what the agent suffers from is fear (rather than, say, anxi-
ety). Thus we are led to the idea that the agent must also have an uncon-
scious belief that she is in danger and perhaps an unconscious desire to es-
cape. (A similar argument applies to other self-regarding emotions like
shame and guilt.) We are quickly led to the idea of The Unconscious as a
mindlike structure with its own rationality.

And if we inquire into the nature of the unconscious belief and desire
we are led even further in this direction. The very idea of an agent's hav-

ing a particular belief (or desire) depends on that belief's (desire's) being
located in a web of other Beliefs and desires which both rationalize it and -
provide the structure in relation to which the belief has the particular
content it has. So, for example, if a person is afraid because she fears she
is about to be attacked by a wolf, she must also believe, say, that wolves
are different from dinosaurs (otherwise, why isn't it a fear of dinosaurs?),
that a wolf is about to be somewhere in her vicinity (or perhaps that this
is a magical wolf that can specially operate across space and time), that
this wolf will have it in for her (for reasons of its own), and so on. Beliefs
and desires are not things we can intelligibly assign to people one at a
time. And thus to assign a belief is at the same time to assign a mindlike
structure of beliefs in which that belief is located.6

The idea that The Unconscious is itself a mindlike structure, itself a
locus of its own rationality and intentionality, seems, then, not so much
an empirical discovery as a conceptual requirement. It flows from taking
both seriously and at face value the idea that people have unconscious fears,
angers, desires, and beliefs. With so much rationality seemingly built into
the very idea of mind, it's a wonder we can ever take an irrational breath.
Literally. The problem with such a Two-Minds account of the mind is that
while it purportedly makes room for irrationality, the account makes it
mysterious just how it could occur. The Two-Minds schema is like the so-
lution to a dyadic equation. It tries to solve simultaneously for two appar-
ently conflicting demands which are implicit in the idea of motivated irra-
tionality. To secure the idea that this irrationality is motivated, that is, a
genuinely psychological phenomenon, we need to secure the mentality of
the motivation.7 Doing this seems to require locating the motivation in a
mindlike structure with its own rationality. But to secure the irrationality
of the phenomenon, the motivation must become from outside the mind-
like structure in which the irrational phenomenon itself occurs. On the
Two-Minds schema, the mentality of the cause is secured by being placed
within a rational network of propositional attitudes in one part of the
mind; yet irrationality is explained by allowing that cause to have nonra-
tional effects in another part of the mind.

But this schema leaves unanswered just how that mental cause brings
its irrational effect about. It does not adequately illuminate the mentality
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of an irrational act. To make room for the concept of an irrational act, we
must be able to account for "method in madness." We isolate something
as an irrational act, as opposed to a meaningless outburst, because we see
it or suspect it of having a strange logic of its own. We want to capture the
mentality of the cause not because we want to understand its rational place in this

other part of the mind, but because we want to grasp the weird intelligibility it

lends to the irrational phenomena it brings about.8 Obviously, the mental

cause does not rationalize its irrational effect, but it does lend it a peculiar
intelligibility. Method does not turn madness into sanity, but it does be-
queath to madness its own intelligibility. As far as I can tell, the Two-
Minds schema does not explain this cunning of unreason.9

I am tempted to say that the problem with the Two-Minds schema is
that it is too conceptual a solution to a conceptual problem; but this can-
not be quite right. If we follow the later Wittgenstein and Hegel in think-
ing that our concepts must be understood in the context of the life we live
with them, then the problem with the Two-Minds solution is that it is not
conceptual enough. We are not yet sufficiently at home with the concept
of mind to understand the place of the irrational-mental. One sign of this,
I think, is that both strategies for answering Socrates—Aristotle's and the
Two-Minds schema—assume that Socrates is basically right: that the con-
cept of mind requires rationality. By contrast, I want to argue that it is in-
trinsic to the very idea of mind that mind must be sometimes irrational.
Rather than see irrationality as coming from the outside as from an Uncon-
scious Mind which disrupts Conscious Mind, one should see irrational
disruptions as themselves an inherent expression of mind. In a nutshell:
mind has a tendency to disrupt its own rational functioning.

This isn't only an empirical discovery about the human mind—though
it may also be that; it also comes to light when we think about what it is
to be minded.10 I can here only briefly mention two features, each of
which expresses a fundamental aspect of what we take mindedness to be,
and which together imply that it is part of our concept of mind that minds
must be sometimes irrational. First, it is inherent to our very idea of mind
that minds are restless. Minds are not mere algorithm-performing ma-
chines, and they do not merely follow out the logical consequences of an
agent's beliefs and desires. Rather, it is part of the very idea of mind that a

mind must be able to make leaps, to make associations, to bring things to-
gether and divide them up in all sorts of strange ways. Creativity isn't
simply an empirical blessing—though it is that; it is a conceptual require-
ment: a mind must have at least the potentiality for creativity. This in
turn requires that there be certain forms of restlessness embedded in mental
activity. Freud's discovery of primary-process mental functioning, his dis-
covery of certain mental tropisms like projection and introjection, and his
discovery that human sexuality is not merely a biological instinct but a
drive with great plasticity in its aim and object—all this can be seen as the
discovery of certain forms of restlessness in the human mind. Freud took
himself to have made an empirical discovery, arrived at through his at-
tempts to interpret dreams. He was relatively unaware of the logical flow
of his argument. So, for example, as soon as one approaches a dream as
something that requires interpretation—that is, as something whose
meaning is not immediately transparent, but which nevertheless has a
meaning—one needs to account both for the opacity and for the mean-
ing. How could mind be making a meaning it doesn't understand? To be
making a meaning, it must be making certain associations among ideas,
engaging in symbolization, however elementary; yet those associations
must be opaque to conscious, rational-thinking mind. And once we rec-
ognize that mind has to be capable of making (what from the perspective
of secondary process appear to be) strange leaps and associations, we see
that a mind has to have something like displacement and condensation as
forms of mental activity. For displacement is the bare making of associa-
tions by linking ideas; condensation is the bare making of associations by
superimposing them. These activities both discover and create similarities,
and together they provide forms of restlessness needed for mind to ex-
press creativity and imagination.

Second, minds must be embodied. Embodiment is here a formal re-
quirement: it is part of the idea of mind that a mind is part of a living or-
ganism over which the mind has incomplete control and that it helps the
organism to live in an environment over which the organism has incom-
plete control. oT"*course, much important philosophical work has been
dorif, notably by Aristotle, Heidegger, and the later Wittgenstein, to illu-
minate the mind's necessary embodiment, but one can gain some insight
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by reflecting on the idea that a mind cannot be omnipotent. In our ana-
lytic work with neurotics we regularly hear echoes of omnipotent and
magical thinking. In work with psychotics we see the mind in fast-
forward toward flagrant forms of omnipotence. But what can be so dis-
tressing in such work is that as they approach full-blown delusions of om-
nipotence, we see them lose their minds. In omnipotence, there is no
longer a distinction between mentality and reality; there is no longer any-
thing for mind to operate on or in relation to. We cannot make coherent
sense of such a mind (and neither can the poor wretches whose minds
are falling apart). The authors of both the Hebrew Bible and the Christian
Bible implicitly grasped this. For although it might at first seem that the
idea of God is the idea of an omnipotent mind, the authors of the Hebrew

• Bible portray God as in a regular state of frustration, disappointment, sad-
ness, anger, and jealousy with respect to his chosen people. For the He-
brew Bible, the Israelites are God's body. In the Christian Bible, of course,
divinity is humanly incarnated in Jesus Christ, and whatever lip service
might be given to God's omnipotence, there is no serious suggestion that
God could have offered humans the possibility of salvation by taking
some shortcut. From a Christian perspective, Jesus had to come into the
world; he had to experience human resistance and sin in order to forgive
it and redeem humankind. That is, it is human sin and recalcitrance
which serves as the Christian God's body.

Once we can see mind as necessarily embodied and restless, there is much
else about it which can come to light. For starters, we can see that the philo-
sophical tradition's approach to irrationality has occurred, for the most part,
at the wrong level. Previous attempts to make room for irrationality within
the concept of mind have failed in roughly the same way that the proposi-
tional calculus fails to illuminate the concept of mathematical proof. For
previous attempts have it in common that they examine neither the inner
structure of the contents of the propositional attitudes nor the various pos-
sible mental operations on that inner structure. Rather, they try to account
for irrationality in terms of an irrational configuration of propositional atti-
tudes, while leaving the internal structure of those attitudes unexamined.
In akrasia, for example, a reason causes me to aa in a certain way in spite of

the fact that I supposedly have a stronger reason to act in some other way."
That is, akrasia is displayed as a structure of propositional attitudes leading
to an action. But what this structure does not explain is the fact of irra-
tionality itself: in this case, why the better reason did not engage.11 That is
one reason why such structures lend a static air to the irrational: even
though the structure gives us the motivation for the irrational outcome, we
cannot see it coming into being.

Freud's discovery of the elemental forms of mental restlessness suggests
that if we are to understand the myriad phenomena of motivated irra-
tionality, we have to understand how the mind effects transformations on
the inner contents of propositional attitudes and other meaningful bits. Psy-
choanalysis is of philosophical interest not merely because it provides a
fascinating picture of human motivation, but because it intimates how
one might construct, as it were, a predicate calculus of irrationality.'3 In gen-

eral, philosophical accounts of irrationality tend to fail to capture either
the immanence or the possible disruptiveness of the irrational. Partitioning
the mind along the fault-lines of reason, for example, fails to capture the
immanence of human irrationality. Irrationality is treated as a by-product
of the mind's being a composite of two quasi-minds. And displaying irra-
tional outcomes, like akrasia, as organized structures of propositional atti-
tudes makes mysterious how the mind can, on occasion, disrupt itself. I
shall argue, in contrast to the philosophical tradition, that the problem
with akrasia is posed not by its irrationality, but by the fact that it is too ra-
tional to capture the phenomena it is often used to describe.

Of course, unconscious mental functioning is not everywhere disrup-
tive: it can infuse one's conscious, emotional life with joy and creativity.
But we also need to account for the fact that it can disrupt life in untold
ways. And to capture the immanence of the irrational, we should see this
disruption not as coming from outside the mind, or from Another Mind
(The Unconscious as a locus of its own rationality and intentionality), but
as inherent in the mind's own activity. So, while Socrates may be right
that the system of propositional attitudes and actions they bring about
show the mind to be inherently rational, Freud is right that the disrup-
tions of this system show the mind also to be inherently irrational. Within
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a single human mind there are heterogeneous forms of mental activity,
not all of which are rational.

One significant form of such mental activity, from a psychoanalytic point
of view, is what Freud calls the "drive" (Trieb)—and he again took himself to
have made an empirical discovery. But if we think about what a mind must
be like if it is to be embodied and restless, we can see that it must engage in
something like drive-activity. An embodied mind of an organism living a di-
rected life in an environment must be in the business of trying to represent
to the organism its basic needs and direction. As Freud so neatly put it.

By a "drive" [Trieb] is provisionally to be understood the psychical representa-
tive of an endosomatic continuously flowing source of stimulation, as con-
trasted with a "stimulus," which is set up by single excitations coming from
without. The concept of a drive is thus one of those lying on the frontier between

the mental and the physical.'4

A drive, then, is one of the primordial ways in which mind represents its
body to itself: namely, in its elemental forms of directedness and motiva-
tion. The idea of a drive thus lends content to the idea of a mind embodied
in a nonomnipotent organism which must interact with an environment to
satisfy its needs. It helps us to understand what it is to be an embodied mind.
And if we also take mind's restlessness into consideration, we can see why
this elemental form of motivation is a drive rather than what Freud called an
Instinkt.15 An Instinkt, for Freud, is a rigid, innate behavioral pattern, such as
the innate pressure on and ability of a bird to build a nest. A drive, by con-
trast, has a certain plasticity: it can be shaped not only by experience but
also by various forms of intrapsychic transformations. To put it metaphori-
cally, a drive is what happens to an instinct when it takes up residence in a
restiess mind. To put it conceptually, once we recognize that mind must be
restless—that we need the concept of mind precisely when we need to ac-
count for an organism which isn't just rigidly performing instinctual behav-
ior—we can see that that restlessness must express itself in even the most el-
emental forms of mental activity. Otherwise we wouldn't need the concept
of mind at this level; we would just have rigid, instinctual behavior. Freud's
discovery that human sexuality is a drive rather than an Instinkt is precisely
the discovery that sexuality is tke primordial expression of restless, embod-

ied mentality. Freud called it a "fact which we have been in danger of over-
looking," namely, that "the sexual drive and the sexual object are merely
soldered together."16 Restlessness expresses itself at the joints.

One other feature of mind which comes to light when we consider it in its
restless embodiment is that it must live with the permanent possibility of
falling apart. By way of analogy, consider Plato's discussion of falling apart
in the Republic. According to Socrates in the Republic, even when the human
psyche is in the best of shape, even when the most basic form of political or-
ganization, the polis, is in the best of shape, each will have to struggle with
internal as well as external threats to its integrity. There is always a ten-
dency to come undone. Why should this be? Usually readers think that
Plato is simply expressing what he takes to be a sad fact of human life, but
that is because they read the Republic as a work of political philosophy and
psychology. A deeper reading reveals it to be a work of logic: in the sense of
revealing the logic, or logos, of a concept. The Republic would, I think, be
more appropriately titled the Constitution, another acceptable translation of
the Greek title, Politeia. For the book is an inquiry into the very idea of con-
stitutionality. Socrates takes himself to be delineating the concept of jus-
tice—what justice is—but it soon becomes dear that what he is working out
is the very idea of a differentiated unity, as that idea is instantiated in the
human psyche and in the polis. The issue isn't merely that a particular in-
stance of a differentiated unity, the human psyche, will, as a matter of em-
pirical fact, have a hard time holding itself together, but that the very idea
of differentiated unity has a hard time holding itself together. On the sur-
face, at least, it is a paradoxical idea. How can we give the idea of differenti-
ation its due without threatening unity? How can we give the idea of unity
its due without threatening differentiation? Plato's answer is that we must
understand a differentiated unity as existing in a state of tension and under
conditions which perpetually threaten disintegration. The idea of a perma-
nent possibility of falling apart is needed to keep the idea of a differentiated
unity from itself falling apart. For Plato, as for Freud following him, the
mind's inherent restlessness and its embodiment provide the perfect condi-
tions for the needed threat to integrity.

'from a philosophical point of view, what is exciting and significant
about psychoanalysis is that it is the first working-out of a truly non-
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