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The Queer Praxis of Psychoanalysis
Abstract
Martyred Jesuit priest and academic Ignacio Martín-Baró called for a liberation psychology that would promote the interests of the Latin American poor and redress the regressive influences of mainstream Western psychology that he believed sustained the extant economic and political power structures. He proposed that a liberation psychology would need to be based on praxis rather than theory; that it would take as its object of study that which is not present; and that its driving impulse would be ethical. The author of this paper argues that psychoanalysis constitutes a liberation psychology of the kind Martín-Baró envisioned as long as it is conceived of “radically” as presented in this paper. Radical psychoanalysis offers a praxis that can help to realize Martín-Baró’s vision. Its focus on Freud’s repressed unconscious corresponds to Martín-Baró’s ontological concern for “what is not.” Its potential to de-ideologize consciousness aligns with Baró’s ethical priority. The author uses his clinical experience as a queer person and clinician as a way to illuminate the liberatory potential of radical psychoanalysis for everyone.
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Thus, to acquire new psychological knowledge. . . it is necessary to involve ourselves in a new praxis, an activity of transforming reality that will let us know not only about what is but also about what is not, and by which we may try to orient ourselves toward what ought to be. (Martín-Baró, 1994, pp. 28-29)

When I read the epigraph above which introduced the Call for Papers, I was nostalgically thrown back to 2013 when I wrote a doctoral dissertation titled Toward a Gay-Centered Liberation Psychology (Lance, 2013). My dissertation had been inspired by Martín-Baró’s writings. His writings cast a critical light upon mainstream North American psychology, exposing its hidden race and class biases and its failure to establish a useful therapeutic for the Latin American popular majority (which was economically poor).
Have we ever seriously asked what psychosocial processes look like from the point of view of the dominated instead of from that of the dominator? Have we thought of looking at educational psychology from where the illiterate stands, or industrial psychology from the place of the unemployed, or clinical psychology from the standpoint of the marginalized? (Martín-Baró, 1994, p. 28).

I wanted to follow Martín-Baró’s example and to critique mainstream psychology’s hidden hetero-normative biases and its historic failure to represent an affirmative vision for individuals who did not identify as heterosexual. More ambitiously, I wanted to re-imagine psychology from a gay-centered perspective in order to see what benefits might accrue to all.
I did not achieve as much as I hoped with that gay-centered essay, in part because of limitations with regard to the conceptual tools that I was able to manage at the time. When I read Martín-Baró’s words again last month, however, I understood them, après-coup, in a fresh way. This time, I read them in light of a radical conceptualization of psychoanalysis that I had discovered after 10 years of study and formation as a psychoanalyst, perusing a vast and intellectually incoherent literature promoting a diverse array of psychoanalytic lineages each of which purported to represent Freud’s discovery of “a critical new direction in the world and in science,” (Freud, 1915). This newly acquired, radical conceptualization of psychoanalysis was gleaned from the writings of Barnaby Barratt (1993, 2016) and a number of critical, post-Lacanian, and post-structuralist psychoanalytic thinkers such as Theodore Adorno, Jacques Derrida, André Green, Jean Laplanche, and Julia Kristeva. After discovering this psychoanalytic lens, I was able to see how psychoanalysis could be effective for realizing Martín-Baró’s quest for 
· a new praxis
· an activity of transforming reality
· that will let us know not only about what is but also about what is not
· by which we may try to orient ourselves toward what ought to be.
My objective in this paper is to show how psychoanalysis, that seemingly shop-worn and outdated discourse, can in fact constitute a spiritually and politically radical praxis especially because of its sexually emancipatory effects. This praxis takes us far beyond mere civil rights reform and far beyond “LGBTQ affirmative psychology” which is the standard progressive approach for treating the mental health needs of LGBTQ people in Western societies. Furthermore, I believe that when psychoanalysis and LGBTQ sexualities enter into a conversation with each other, both benefit from the encounter. Psychoanalysis liberates the individual from sexual repression. This has existential and political implications. Sexual minorities manifest and confirm certain psychoanalytic truths about repression and the sexual foundations of the psyche.
The description of radical psychoanalysis presented in this paper is quite cursory, accomplished with broad watercolor brush strokes that lack the detail needed to provide a sufficiently scholarly defense of the claims. My hope is that the reader will be intrigued by the thesis that there is a radical version of psychoanalysis that might fulfill at least some of Martín-Baró’s requirements for a liberation psychology.
Hedonism
Martín-Baró probably would not have expected that anybody would identify psychoanalysis as a liberation psychology. He believed that psychoanalysis was prone to reproduce the epistemological biases of mainstream North American experimental psychology. He listed five assumptions characteristic of North American psychology that in his opinion “have held back the development of Latin American psychology: positivism, individualism, hedonism, the homeostatic vision, and ahistoricism” (Martín-Baró, 1994, p. 21). He explicitly faulted psychoanalysis with the third one of these assumptions: He said that psychoanalysis was “as hedonistic as behaviorism. . . .The belief that behind all behavior there is always a quest for pleasure or satisfaction—does this not blind us to a different way of being human?” (Martín-Baró, 1994, p. 22). He saw “from his special vantage point. . . unquantifiable realities—things such as commitment, solidarity, hope, courage, collective virtues—that are only visible, only possible, when people act in reference to others, a reference point that psychology has seldom adopted” (Martín-Baró, 1994, p. 5). Instead of hedonism, altruism.
Unlike the version of psychoanalysis that Martín-Baró had in mind, radical psychoanalysis is not hedonistic although it does posit a libidinal[footnoteRef:1] basis for the psyche. This libidinal substrate refers to a domain of psychic reality that cannot be reduced to biological instincts or to particular behaviors. The libidinal economy emerges from (“leans upon” (Laplanche, 2011)) biological phenomena and behaviors such as sucking, stroking, snuggling, peeing and shitting as they are infused with enigmatic messages from the caregivers during intimate adult-infant interactions. The implantation of these sensually registered enigmatic messages from exogenous sources constitutes a new realm of psyche called the unconscious in the specifically psychoanalytic sense. This realm is not reducible to the endogenous (biological) bases from which it emerged, nor is it reducible to the purely representational[footnoteRef:2] realm either. Its “operations” are beyond the law and order of the natural sciences or the semiotic sciences. The libidinal realm, a third order of psychic reality, is non-identical with bios or nous, and cannot be explicated in terms that make sense with either of the first two orders. This is not a bodymind driven by the hedonist pursuit of pleasure but rather a bodymind driven by a search for a sensually registered enigmatic signification that is otherwise than the significations that we can access through either the body or the mind. It is the pursuit of a lost pleasure. Laplanche discusses this matter with reference to Freud’s letter to Wilhelm Fliess dated December 6, 1896, where Freud conceptualized repression in terms of something  “lost in translation” (Laplanche, 1999). [1:  Libido is defined as a foundational, instinctual "psychic energy" within a libidinal economy that drives the mind’s dynamic processes, including the repression and derepression involved in psychoanalytic healing. This concept asserts that libidinality is necessary to comprehend psychological dynamics and the efficacy of the free-associative method.ppo]  [2:  In structural linguistics and semiotics, representation is the process by which arbitrary signs (such as words, symbols, or images) stand for and convey mental concepts or ideas. Meaning is not a direct reflection of objective reality but is instead generated through shared systems of signs and how they contrast with one another.] 

Hedonism aside, Martín-Baró could also have fairly criticized psychoanalysis for positivism, individualism, the homeostatic vision, and ahistoricism as well, given the version of psychoanalysis that was prevalent in the middle of the last century. While the scope of this paper cannot encompass a discussion of how radical psychoanalysis works without each of these five assumptions, I will briefly touch upon the matter of individualism and positivism in order to illustrate the consonance of radical psychoanalysis with liberation psychology.
Individualism
Martín-Baró believed that psychologists had a specific role to play in the struggle for political and economic liberation: “If it is not the calling of the psychologist to intervene in the socioeconomic mechanisms that cement the structure of injustice, it is within the psychologist’s purview to intervene in the subjective processes that sustain those structures of injustice and make them viable” (Martín-Baró, 1994, p. 45). It is easy to imagine a psychologist intervening on subjective processes by providing treatment to an individual. I am guessing that Martín-Baró had this modality in mind when he wrote that sentence. I am also guessing that he could have imagined collective and sociological interventions on subjective processes too, but I won’t try to speculate on that modality in this paper. Nor will I speculate on the specific subjective processes that Martín-Baró wanted to target through psychological interventions except to say that they were probably related to the five regressive epistemological assumptions itemized above. What I will say about this topic is that radical psychoanalysis directly intervenes on the subjective processes that sustain injustice by deconstructing them through the negatively dialectical method (praxis) of free association. A comprehensive defense of this statement would require a book length essay but suffice it to say that radical psychoanalysis is sympathetic to many of the 20th century philosophical movements that criticized and intervened on modernist understandings of subjectivity in favor of theories such as phenomenology that circumvent the philosophical problems of the subject-object split, and “post-structuralist” theories that methodically indict and redress the inherent repressiveness of the representations that pretend to instantiate the truth of the subject.
A New Praxis
Radical psychoanalysis is not an objectivistic nor a subjectivistic theory of the human psyche but rather a praxis. In other words, psychoanalysis, when understood radically, does not intend to describe or explain the human psyche in the way that natural scientists employ the scientific method to study objects in the world. Nor is radical psychoanalysis founded on the phenomenological method, as developed by Husserl for example, as a science of subjectivity. The aim of psychoanalysis is to effect change in patients which brings new understanding—"understanding through change” (Barratt, Radical psychoanalysis: An essay on free-associative praxis, 2016). As such it is a praxis invented by Freud that constitutes “a critical new direction in the world and in science,” (Freud, 1915, p. 22). Praxes produce new knowledge through doing. Through praxis, one learns new things, but the learning only happens through the doing, “with praxis coming before mental knowledge” (Martín-Baró, 1994, p. 38). The exciting and revolutionary implication of a praxis is that it promises ongoing, unpredictable change. One never knows what will happen next as one’s understanding of reality is changed thereby changing the variables with which one predicts, envisions, and creates the future.
Usually, we conceive of a praxis as something in which one consciously and deliberately engages over a sustained period of time but I believe that the basic idea of praxis is easily illustrated by certain “one-off” experiences that we might call micro- or proto praxes.
I grew up in an evangelical Christian home. I was “born again” when I was 7 years old and I “went forward” on a Sunday afternoon in response to the altar call, which was accompanied by cloying organ music improvised by the (closeted gay) organist. The baptism occurred several weeks later during a Sunday night church service. I do not remember having any emotions during these born-again moments, nor do I remember that it changed my life but I do remember feeling born again at the age of twenty-two in 1984 when I fell in love with a man. That erotic event gave me the incentive and courage to “come out” to my family and friends (and consequently I lost some of them). That experience changed my life. I remember thinking, “This is what it feels like to be born again!” Pride began to displace shame, sexual freedom began to replace sexual surreptition, and projects of justice began to replace projects of proselytization.
Could this born-again experience represent something of what Martín-Baró meant by “a new psychological knowledge?” I knew something afterwards that I did not know before and yet I could not say what new information I had gained that changed my mind. I didn’t come out because I had new information about myself or about the world. In fact, I had as much information about gay liberation before coming out as I did after coming out. When I was 13-years old in 1972, one of my middle school playground buddies had accused me of being a member of the GPA. He had to explain to me that GPA stood for the Gay People’s Alliance, a pioneering LGBTQ organization founded at the University of Oregon where both of our fathers were employed as professors. I was mortified and left speechless in shock and confusion. In subsequent years I went on to read everything I could about homosexuality from all points of view, conservative and progressive. The point is that I came out of the closet not because of new information or because I was convinced by any logical arguments. I came out because I had sex with a man. It was a libidinal awakening not an epistemological awakening. Radical psychoanalysis is akin to this kind of process, as will be shown below, and it is de-ideologizing.
To de-ideologize means to retrieve the original experience of groups and persons and return it to them as objective data. People can then use the data to formally articulate a consciousness of their own reality, and by so doing, verify the validity of acquired knowledge. This process of de-ideologizing common sense must be realized as much as possible through critical participation in the life of the poorer people [and I would say sexual minorities], a participation that represents a certain departure from the predominant forms of research and analysis (Martín-Baró, 1994, p. 31).

An Activity of Transforming Reality
Some people might object to comparing a sexual encounter to a praxis although in The History of Sexuality, Volume 3, Foucault (1988) discussed how practices of sexuality become ethical projects shaping subjectivity. He called it Care of the Self. Radical psychoanalysis is a praxis in the sense that it creates changes in the patient through the doing of a method—the method of rigorous free association during which the patient stumbles into libidinal eruptions and irruptions. In fact, the German word that Freud used as an alternative to freie Assoziation was freier Einfalle which implies a spontaneous falling into, or incursion into consciousness[footnoteRef:3] from beyond consciousness. This is radically significant because it implies that consciousness is changed by something other than existing consciousness. Paulo Freire’s concept of conscientization (conscientização) in his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed, utilizes this idea. Conscientization can only occur when those in need of liberation (the poor, the oppressed, or in psychoanalysis “the patient”) participate in producing the liberatory knowledge through a dialogue with the oppressor. Nobody (the oppressor, the teacher, the analyst) can interpret, teach, or direct the poor about how to liberate themselves—they have to discover their liberatory path by walking down it. [3:  In this paper, consciousness is defined strictly as reflective self-consciousness—a state of meta-awareness in which the subject directs attention toward their own mental processes. While broader neuroscience recognizes phenomenal consciousness (which includes non-representational states of pure awareness devoid of mental content), this paper limits its scope to the higher-order, representational aspects of consciousness that enable introspection.] 

Psychoanalysis is not a hermeneutic technique whereby an analyst interprets the patient’s speech based upon a theory of the psyche (ego-psychology, Kleinian, Winnicottian, etc.) but rather an experience the patient has of falling into a particular kind of meditative discourse—free association—that unsettles the authority of the speaker. The assured “I-ness” of the speaker is challenged and disrupted by the enigmatic messages that are signaled by the disjointed and contradictory communications that appears in free association, offering dissenting and oblique commentaries on the apparent (manifest) meanings of the patient’s narrations.
This cursory rendering of psychoanalysis as a praxis does not answer the question of whether psychoanalysis can be radically emancipatory. Before addressing that question, however, I would like to keep this essay grounded in the experience of LGBTQ people and psychoanalytic praxis. Here are some clinical examples of what radical psychoanalysis is and is not.
Fictional Clinical Examples
We could think of a patient who is struggling with shameful or distressing feelings about their sexuality. Through a process of speaking freely about all of their thoughts, fantasies, feelings, conflicts and desires, such a patient might decide to come out as gay, for example. This is not an example of radical psychoanalysis but it might be good psychotherapy. The therapist in this example is working with the thoughts, feelings and ideas that the patient claims as their own—“my” thoughts, feelings and ideas—and the therapist is not creating the conditions by which the patient might question or doubt the “my-ness” of his thoughts, feelings, and ideas. Radical psychoanalysis does create these conditions, dispossessing the patient of their claimed identity. The praxis of psychoanalysis alienates the patient from their thoughts, feelings and ideas thereby offering an unsettling experience of being deconstructed and changed by something otherwise than the representational discourse that forms the patient’s ego identity.
Note that this clinical example could be considered an example of existential psychoanalysis (as distinguished from radical psychoanalysis). The patient has moved from a subjective state of disavowing or avoiding (Satre’s “bad faith”) sexual feelings of a particular kind to owning and claiming those thoughts and feelings, thereby beginning to live more “authentically.” Let me emphasize that this is not particularly radical. On the contrary, the fact that the patient ends up better adjusted to a contemporary Western, liberal society is not the goal of radical psychoanalysis. Far from it. Patients who experience radical psychoanalysis often move toward the margins of society rather than toward the middle of the bell curve.
Take another fictitious clinical example of a treatment more aligned with a radical psychoanalysis. A patient has been solidly identified as a gay male for many decades and yet never talks about sex to his analyst. This patient engages in a free associative praxis whereby he finds himself “accidentally” saying things that have an unmistakably sexual connotation (there is a de-repressing of the sexual). He listens to himself non-judgmentally and gradually becomes comfortable having and talking about sexual feelings in the company of his analyst. He has a sexual reawakening that begins in analysis and ends in new sexual behaviors and relationships outside of the analysis. The renewed sexual desire may be inconvenient for the patient, causing tension and change with his partner, for example, or creating complications as he begins to seek out new kinds of sexual experiences. The patient’s life may not get more “normal” but his lived experience will become more alive and meaningful.  As the psychoanalytic process continues, his sexuality could become a portal to a kind of embodied spirituality.
Take a third example of full-on radical psychoanalysis. A patient who has identified as a gay male for his entire adulthood is three years into an analysis with a therapist who encourages a rigorous praxis of free association. One day the patient has a sudden impulse to look at heterosexual pornography. He comes across a video of a man who is playing sexually with a female who is clearly in the throes of pleasurable bliss. Of a sudden, and quite surprisingly to himself, the patient begins to see a woman’s vagina as a fascinating opportunity for new kinds of sexual pleasure. This is an example of radical psychoanalysis because the patient’s long-time identification as a gay man has been unsettled and opened up to the polysexual potential of the unconscious.
That Will Let Us Know Not Only About What Is, but Also About What Is Not
The most serious problem of positivism is rooted precisely in its essence; that is, in its blindness toward the negative. Recognizing nothing beyond the given, it necessarily ignores everything prohibited by the existing reality; that is, everything that does not exist but would, under other conditions, be historically possible (Martín-Baró, 1994, p. 21).

Psychotherapy and psychoanalysis are not the same thing. Psychotherapy is mostly a practice based upon positivist assumptions. It works with “what is.” Radical psychoanalysis is a praxis that works with “what is not.” Psychotherapy works with “what is” in the sense that it takes the patient’s verbal productions—the patient’s reflective self-consciousness—as a sufficient representation of the patient’s subjectivity. The patient’s speech is taken to accurately present the “isness” of the patient’s interior world. The patient says what is. There is no daylight between the patient’s reflective consciousness and the isness of his interior world (his subjectivity is “transparent” to himself). This isness as presented by the patients is the data that the therapist must organize, interpret, and understand in order to make diagnoses and to devise interventions that will alter the patient’s representational world in such a way as to improve the patient’s adaptation and functioning. For example, if the patient presents a series of associations that express a sense of worthlessness, or inferiority, the psychotherapist might make interventions designed to challenge and contradict the patient’s self-perceptions and “irrational beliefs.” Alternatively, the psychotherapist might make transference interpretations that could draw attention to how the patient is enacting his self-worth within the here-and-now of the session by failing to register the therapist’s care and attention for the value of the patient’s interiority. Note that all these interventions take place within the context of “what is”—the what-is-ness of the patient’s low self-esteem—even the “what-is-ness” of the patient’s unawareness (i.e., the therapist and the patient come to see the what-is-ness of the patient’s unawareness and of what he is unaware). But radical psychoanalysis agrees with Ernst Bloch when he said, “that which is cannot be true” (Marcuse, 1964). That which is can only appear in semiotically through representational systems. Bur representational systems are inherently repressive, revealing a picture of reality that is distorted by the biases and limitations of semiotic systems. We need those semiotic systems to see something but always at the cost of not seeing something else. Representationality is like a double-sided coin. You can only see one side of it at a time. This analogy is inadequate, however, because while it’s easy to flip a coin over and see the other side, it’s not easy to see the other side of representationality because it’s non-representational. This is the primary ideology of the contemporary Western world—to disbelieve in (repress) a domain of signification that addresses each individual but that is non-representational—a domain that is “meaningful” but a-semiotic. But how can we see (know) something apart from representationality? 
There is not sufficient space in this paper to defend and argue for the validity of the statement that reflective consciousness is always partial, distorting, repressive, and ideological, and that there is a praxis that enables derepressing and de-ideologizing. I would refer interested readers to the works of Barnaby Barratt [citations] for a comprehensive discussion and literature review of these ideas. Suffice it to say that in the specifically psychoanalytic sense, the concept of repression points to a domain of meaning that it distinctly otherwise than the representational domain; and furthermore, that any human experience that privileges only reflective consciousness remains ideologically trapped within a representational system that is constrained and ordered by structural and culturally determined rules and regulations that govern every semiotic system.
Martín-Baró knew that liberation psychology needed a praxis to enable an escape from the ideological entrapment of psychology in the reining scientific epistemologies. He knew that it was impossible to loosen the structural grip of repressive power merely by promoting alternative ideologies. What was needed was an incursion from the outside that would disempower ideology, not just transform it into a different representational configuration. He saw this outside force as the involvement of the Latin American popular majority that had been excluded from contributing to the current epistemological paradigm. Intellectual acuity and persuasion alone would not create a revolution.
All human knowledge is subject to limitations imposed by reality itself. In many respects that reality is opaque, and only by acting upon it, by transforming it, can a human being get information about it (Martín-Baró, 1994, p. 28).

I remember being persuaded intellectually by the ideas of the Latin American liberation theologians when I was a young priest in the late 1980’s. The maxim that the Church must have a preferential option for the poor seemed so true to Jesus’s teachings. This idea inspired and motivated me to serve the Central America immigrants that were streaming into Los Angeles in the 1980’s, escaping from the civil wars and dire poverty in El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. And yet, I have learned through the years, and through the insights of radical psychoanalysis, that ideas don’t create the radical change that is needed. Logical argumentation (let’s call it logocentrism) is an ism that prevents radical transformation because it renders unheard (represses) the marginalized voices that must be emancipated in order to break the hold that the existing powers have on the status quo.
Martín-Baró’s liberation psychology and radical psychoanalysis are both concerned with what is not, historically and consciously. Martín-Baró was concerned with what was not present historically but could have been present in the past or could be present in the future (for example, a less immiserated Latin American popular majority). Radical psychoanalysis is concerned with that which is not present in consciousness—that which is repressed by the is-ness of consciousness—the “what is not” of the unconscious. This “what is not” cannot be known (because it is otherwise than representationality) but its transmuting significance can be realized in history as it disrupts, unsettles, and dissolves the ideologies of consciousness.
By Which We May Try to Orient Ourselves Toward What Ought to Be
Radical psychoanalysis offers a praxis that implies that we can only orient ourselves toward “what ought to be” by disorienting ourselves to “what is” through an encounter with the “what is not.”  The praxis of free association unsettles the stale stases and certainties of consciousness by stirring up the underworld [Freud citation] of the repressed, bringing forth energetic incursions that infuse the representational world with new possibilities as the repression of drive-desire is reversed. Social justice work is hard and can lead to burn-out without a praxis that continually renews it with the “spirituality” that transcends the representational and is immanent in the body.
We all have similar ideas about “what ought to be” in the world. There ought to be more fairness, equity, equality, freedom and care for the nonhuman world. This is not achievable (and this essay argues that Martín-Baró intuitively knew this even if he used a non-psychoanalytic discourse to say it) if we cannot escape from the foundational ideology of representationality that inhibits our capacity to know ourselves as non-identical to our mental representations and non-identical to our bodies. As long as we over-identify with our mental representations (logocentrism) or with our material bodies (biologism) nothing will radically change. We need a negative dialectic (Adorno citation) (such as psychoanalysis) whereby the certainties of logocentrism and biologism are “analyzed” (as in “lysis” dissolving). Freud called his invention psycho-analysis not psycho-synthesis. This analyzing is in the service of [mmmm]
Queer folk are the apostles of psychoanalysis in the sense that they invite us to be born again by responding to the good news of the psychosexual unconscious wherein we are all queer. They invite us to become allies in response to Martín-Baró’s challenge: “It is not easy to figure out how to place ourselves within the process alongside the dominated rather than alongside the dominator” (Martín-Baró, 1994, p. 29). The fate of the world, materially and ideally, depends upon our taking up this task.
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