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An idea like 'the unconscious and social life" is simultaneously rather grand(iose) and 
wide-ranqinq, and there are at least two reasons for proceeding like this. Firstly, I want 
to think systematically about some of the potential application of psychoanalytic ideas 
to the grand or big questions facing us in this country. Given the changes that are 
taking place, it seems reasonable to ask whether psychoanalysis has any applicability 
to the (big) questions of social transformation The second reason relates to thinking 
about psychoanalysis, or rather psychoanalytic ideas, as part of social theory. This idea 
would be anathema to two kinds of thinkers on the one hand psychoanalysts and 
psychologists who tend to resist the social articulation of ideas that seem (inherently) to 
reside in some internal theoretical and substantive space, and on the other hand social 
theorists who tend either towards a social reductionism, or a conflation of conceptions 
of the individual I and individuality) with idealist and individualist conceptions. So it 
seems worthwhile to pose the question of whether psychoanalysis can be applied in (a 
broad) social theory way This seems a necessary theoretical task (even for 
psychology) as 1t is not self evident how psychoanalysis can be part of social theory. It 
is also a political task given the resistance to so-called Euro-centric theories in this 
country at the moment What would we have done 1f Franz Fanon had not been born in 
Martinique, or Edward Said in Egyp\'!I 

Let me rehearse some of the less known features of psychoanalysis's history In an 
attempt to demonstrate its social location Psychoanalysis's roots are in the individual 
case study, and as Anna Freud (1978 268-269) says "In its clinical applications Freud's 
psychoanalysis never was anything but an 'individual psychology' In the best sense of 
this term" So, it could be argued, that 1t is relatively unproblematic to apply 
psychoanalysis in a case study type of way to an analysis that brings out social and 
political issues Much of Freud's later social and cultural writing did this, and it will be 
remembered that he was not particularly encouraging of his followers presenting wider 
social analyses The disdain with which he reacted to Wilhelm Reich's work is a case in 
point Freud's adverse response to these other "social applications" of psychoanalysis, 
other than his own that Is, was not primarily because they were social applications The 
reasons seem to have had more to do with the politics of association and patronaqe 
surrourc.r«, the early psychoanalysts of Freud's circle (cf Grosskurth. 1991 ). 

But what does this mean7 That psychoanalysis is more at home In the individual case 
h1stor;, and as some would argue, should stay there That psychoanalysis rs the 
theorisation of the formation of the symptom an account of the unconscious dynamics 
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involved in the development of psvchopatholoqy This arqurr=nt rr:,1ce-:rr1 1c th,_ 
ontological spocuicitv of what psvcboar-a.vsrs is determ11es ttvit it r :ii-not t+ a thH)r\ r f 
anything else There are certarn cJ;rnqers with this k.,nrJ of arc;umr,r11_ tH-·r ~use 1t 
implicates the historical erusternoloqv of psychoanalysis. ard r1thr•r d1sc1pl1r,r,s for that 
matter, especially disciplines in the social and human terrain If tli•! rintolor111 ;ii 
argument is restrictively true of the formation of disciplines. sciences if vou will. trv-n 
(social and human) knowledge becomes coruunctura: 1n a very specific I and narrow: 
sense. The reactionary retort that Freud's work 1s only applicable t11 lat,, 1 r•tci cr-ntur, 
bourgeois Europe ts then valirtateo However. this 1s obviously 111Jt the ,-,Jnclus1011 
contemporary "pure" Freudians want to come to They want to claim il 1restr:ct1 ,e 1 

ontological status for psychoanalysis. and yet argue for its contemporary c/1n1ca> 
applicability. However, what I arr trying to suggest within the brevitv of tt11s ,::imc•ex 
argument. is that it is not possible to restrict osvcboanal ;sis in this wa , as ,, ,s r.rt 
logical in terms of how knowledge originates and develops A'. the s,l'nr, time 1t ,s 'F:t :·1 
suggest that psychoanalysis 1s everything anrl can he apuired hr;lter-sl<elter tc, '.he snc13 
world. I don't think that psychoanalysis rs a social theory. but I certil:'llv do t>iir,1-' that ,t 
can be part of social theory. I would go further and suggest that 1f psvcho::iri?.I ;sis r, 
some other theoretical variant of human individuality. 1s not part of social theory. theri 
social theory is at least incomptete Relying on the scholarship w1th1n the h.stor, ans 
philosophy of science and knowledge, 1! is clear tha: the nature of a d1sc1pl1nr, 1s arrives 
at by incorporating ontoloqica! episterrotcqicel. and historical dirnensior s :1:1d when 
one does this 1n rpgard to the torrnatron and develooment of psvchoana'vsis sr1f'lething 
different emerqes 

Psychoanalysis has a specificity. and lays claim to being the knowlerlge of a carucutar 
object. Psychoanalysis can be defined as " a method of investrqatior which consists 
essentially in bringing out the unconscious meaning of the words. the actions and the 
products of the imagination (dreams. phantasies. delusions) of c1 particular sub1ect" 
(Laplanche & f'ontc1lis. 1973 367) It can he added that the content of the unconsc1cus 
for psychoanalysis is also quite specific, 11 has to do with sexuality c1nrJ aqqress1v1ty 
What is clear 1n this definition of psycboanatysis from Laplanche & Pontal1s 119731 is 
that it incorporates both patholoqical zmd normal developrner tal processes This wou<1 
be common cause in mc1ny other accr1unts and definitions of psychri,l'1Jl1s1s I cf kr 
example, Rycrntt 1Sl72 12D-1301 

So much for the "internal" rlefin1t1on of what psychoanalysis 1s. and ,vhc1t ;t h1stcr1:3ll1 
started out to bc: The history or rather the fnrmc1t1on. of psychoanalysis 1.as ne,er this 
consistent or urieventful To introdure a technical term. it might be more usefu! fo' us t~, 
think of psyctir1;in;1lysis as a problernat,c rc1ther than as a dogma or o1hosoY.:, In r,the, 
words. psychrnnalvs1s strives to rJ,,velop a specific theory w1th1n a pa1iru!ar "tellec:LJa! 
and cultur;il rrn1,,,u thc11 ttwrr>for,· mounrls psyrhoan;,lysis' social ,1rt1cu!;1t:r1r0 :=r0u,j's 
work. anrl hPnr 1· psyr:t,n;in,1lvs1s. 1s not simply a resronse to !hp u1s1s 1r1 1 c,tt, , er.:ucv 
neurology (nPump;1tt1oloqy)_ or ;is sorw, wriuld inc1ccuratelv h;ivc, 11. ;i 1ps1,on<sp tc 1 cn'i 
century psychi,1try It is fl()W wPII r>slc1hlishr:d that the theorPt,r:,11 and sr1ent1'w 
anomalies wtwt1 '.JrounrJ th•' cont,.,t for Frriucfs problernatrc ;1r0 '.'11\ti,n lf1p c, rn 
disciplmes nf n»•rii,-1m· r;1tt11,r tt1:n1 :1svrh1c1t1v FrPur!. was c1lwi'\"; cr,t,, ;1I ,t ;,s,, t,,,7t', 
not least nf :11! f11r its r;Jr:J'.>t ;1!t1ttJdf•(; t1".".'7rrjc_ JPWS Fr,1ud 'N;"lS :1 tH·l,P':Jt1'. d,,,-~~·~ T' ~ 

hPnce S()Uqht •tip <..;r1lut1nnl; tr) th1• 1r1rr:1:1ltP' nf 'lf'Ln'J :)~vr)v11 :··1t11 ,1, IJ, ,, '1•'· ,,·~-::-,; 

beyond thP f',irr,,,,._, r·(Hlf1rh1'; 1,f r11P'Jl1 ;JI '~1-1"''':I• f-~ .,·,n {\•11,;J ~ rr•·i,) •;, ! .',' .,,i, .','~ !,: ~ 
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her social application of psychoanalytic ideas, locates her father's work in particular, 
and psychoanalysis more generally, in the terrain of human and social studies. 
Referring to Freud's The question of lay analysis (1926) where he tries to open up the 
applicability of psychoanalytic ideas, Anna Freud ( 1978 261-262) writes that the " 
exclusion [in the training of psychoanalysts) of educators, clergymen, social workers, 
lawyers, historians. and those interested in literature and art has led to an increasing 
narrowing of psychoanalytic interest to patholoqy and a growing alienation from the 
humanities and social sciences to which psychoanalysis after all belonqs." Anet again 
she says that surely psychoanalysis would not "have disturbed the sleep of the world" 
/Hebbel, cited by Freud)" ... if it had not qone beyond working with neurotic suffering to 
the general problems of mankind and the development of humanity, which it clearly 
1llurrnnated and discussed anew." (Freud 1978 263) 

In a most profound sense psychoanalysis establishes a new problematic within the 
emerging discourses of modernity. Contradictorily, psychoanalysis is born of modernity 
and yet radically critical of modern (capitalist) social life. Situating psychoanalysis's 
problematic in a wider context than the medical laboratory, the clinic, the consulting 
room with or without the couch, ancl even the quietude of Freud's study, is not to 
suggest that there are not serious ontological problems with psychoanalysis's 
contribution to social theory. A simple point Is being made here, and yet it seems an 
important one, and that is, that there are tensions, inconsistencies, and contradictions 
in what psychoanalysis is, and this has always been the case, even starting with Freud. 
Because Freud explicitly stated that he was concerned to develop a systematic theory 
of the unconscious, does not mean he pulled it off One hardly needs to be a committed 
deconstructionist to realise that there is more to a theory than the intentions of the 
author! In other words, psychoanalysis Is more than what Freud (at times) willed it to 
be, or in his brilliant theoretical expositions, wrote about. This more open and dialectical 
view of psychoanalysis is not only limited to the origins of psychoanalysis, but also 
relates to the contemporary situation. The history of psychoanalysis is the present, it is 
still ongoing. it Is still contested. I would agree with Lacan (1977b) that the legitimacy of 
the question "what is psychoanalysis?", Is perennial and profound, especially if one 
wants to avoid dogma and orthodoxy. It is a deceit perpetuated by a psychoanalytic 
orthodoxy that psychoanalysis can be what It wants to be by simply asserting its 
ontological and epistemological status in defin1t1onal and theoretical terms. Finding out 
what psychoanalysis is, is still open to discussion. this matter is not sealed, nor 
scalable. To re-emphasise a previous point, 1t is not being argued that psychoanalysis 
is ontologically indeterminate, but rather to propose that the theoretical heart of 
psychoanalysis cannot be ripped out of the social body of which It Is an inteqra: part, 
without killing itself. However, I am trying to make a case for legitimately applying 
(some) psychoanalytic concepts to a wider context than the clinical situation. I suppose 
the crucial issue for debate here Is whether I have began to do this adequately, and 
whether the project that I am trying to map out for psychoanalysis is at all viable 

I don't want to be seen as some born-again "I've discovered the social In 
psychoanalysis" type, or to claim originality for this argument. Rather, I am pointin\J to 
what I see as a problem the (continued) repression (I mean this politically) of the social 
In psychoanalysis. and the prevailing disdain towards psychoanalysis as a European 
discourse which has no relevance to our situatron here. fhe overbearing Afro­ 
cernncisrn of much curre tt thinking in this country, seems to be a rnisunderstandinq of 
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how theory operates, and is also potnnuatlv pfll1ticcilly conservatv-- in sn t.ir ,is 1t f P-r,ds 
into a theoretical chauvinism and narrow natronahsrn 

To take the repression of the social first The history of psyr:hoanaly,-1s 1s cr,tEcrn11nou,, 
with the history of a social interest in psychoanatysis. as well as :1 lw;tnry of th•' 
repression of the social (cf Jacoby, 1978; 1983) Broadly speaking there are two main 
thrusts in the "social psychoanalysis" literature Those that nav» argued fry a more 
general or theoretical integration between psychoanalysis cirid snr:i,11 theorv I Hamsn' ,. 
and a more specific and particular apolicatron of psychoanalvtic concepts tr) 'tv, srJC1al 
realm Only very recently has the same work, or the same ;iuthor 1ncnrpmat0r: b01h ! 

am thinking particularly of Mir:haPI Rustin's ( 1991 i work of il Klc;1n,zrn cippru;;,:h tr! the 
problems of socialism. vvoltenstem's 11990 1 ~,93 I work on the; life; of r-.1alr-':llrn. :X and his 
recent theoretical tour de force on psvchoanatvtc-rnarxisr-i. and rJ' r:riurse 'he e :er 
expanding oeuvre of the 'Slovenian school· of l.acano-Marx-sm 1Z,1el, 1 ~,91 2nc12. 
Salecl, 1994 ). l he general accounts of the relation of psychoanalysis to social :,fe ha ,e 
been of two kinds. Firstly, those that are concerned to show the theoretical cornuatibihtv 
between psychoanalysis and social theory (cf Frosh. 1991, Elliott. 19921. cJnrJ often the 
social theory has been Marxism. Secondly, those that have tried to ',Jive an ar:rnunt ct 
the social and historical origins of Freud's work in particular, and psvchoa ialvsis mrye 
generally (cf Jacoby, 1978. 1985; Brandel!. 1979; McGrath. 1987 and many others) 
Unfortunately. there have been too few specific, local and empirical accounts ot a social 
psychoanalytic kind. There are of course some exceptions like Fcinon. Janine Puget 
from Argentina Marie Langer to mention a few The point then. is that th1orc: 1s a 
literature, a "tradition" even (albeit marginallsec1 I, at least a rnnte,t and a has s ':,r 
thinking about social life from c1 psvchoanalvtic perspective; Exernplary ,n th< rc;ci;ir.':J 
has been the London-based Journal. Free associations. founc1w1 ,n H,,'l~. and 
persistently committed to keeping alive \he draloque t,etwec;n tl1e put,llc :im1 th·· :m,it"' 
the group and the .ndividua. the culture and the risyc he 

The reclaiming of the social is the easy part. and 1t might be contendecJ that all that has 
been said thus far about psychoanalysis makes it applicable to Europe to the Occid-:u. 
to industrial modernity But we live in Africa. the so-called "Third world" a totallv 
different context and experience The usefulness of psychoanalysis to this social 
context has to be demonstrated. a,1,1 so let me now adumbrate some of the ilrgument 
Let's even begin with psychoanalysis as a theory of sexuality There 1s clearly" a lot 
wrong with Freud's theory of sexuality. but 1t can't be accused of being piacatorv of :h,:, 
prevailing social values, and to rely on his dauqhter ;iga,ri. when she wrrtPs "Trat 
Freud questioned his neurotic patients about the details of their sexual life ,,ffende1 'r>e 
conventions nf thri bourgerns world 1n which he lived and workPri. w1th0ut shar1ric; •tc 
hyriocr1t1r.al d0111als>' (Frriud. 1c,7R 229) fherP 1s iln inhprrnt arnh,u,11:1 ,r, 
psychoanalysis's critique of sexuality. which c;;in be harnessed for a rad,r;i! rP th,~, 1q 
of sexual morality. ,ind qendered pr:1r:tirPs m0rp genpr;illy For examp'e wh,it 1< 21 th0 
bottom of the rPs1stance to t,ikmq up women's issues as lec11t1m;ite c1sp0r'.s r,f sc,c1,1I 
transformation ;rnd rrr:onstri11:t1on·1 It c;p,,ms that psvchncJnalys1c; r'nu1,1 t,,, us,+11 111 
shifting the for:11s tll,it not rJ11ly 1s th,, prirson,11 pol1t1r:al hut trat tllf? prJl1t1c·:1I ,s ;·pr,on:11 
And as we WPII ~now. tlir: prirsonal 1s sri fr:m1n11ie so pivat,i' AnrJtllP' 1•1c.t·w,y , ,1 '."P 
operation of tlw Sf'XLFll urv n11sr:1nus 111 thP srir:1:il r1om;11n 1s ,r thr· ;lf",7 nf t .. ,jc; Tl,,, l·ir, 
of ,nformat,,in :11,,n1t HIV 1r1fe:r:•nr1. ,,wrint ;1rj,ir1u:JtPly :icr:·1unt fnr th• ·;wr1P ·;' '",th~ 
surround1nq fl.1rh !hr, far·t r,f A"h r c,r1frnr1ts LIS as Cl c;tc1r1, rr,:11•1. ,j!'•: ·is :.'" • ' 
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pmiect,,rl fears :incl fantasies Aftt;r ;ill Nels encapsulates sex, prorn.scuitv, rlrugs, 
morality, and rJeath. 'Nhat rnore could we ask for psychoanalvtrcatlv?l Unless one gets 
to the basis of the formation of sexual morality, as psychoanalysis has the potential to 
do there is little prospect of makincJ Aids a problem which affects all of us, in other 
words, a truly social problem, but rather of maintaining the view that Aids is something 
that happens to other people, literally people who are other (qays, blacks, 
deqenerates) 

In an ordinary developmental sense, psychoanalysis could be said to be a theory which 
accounts for the formation of identity, in terms of the dialectics of other-ing. Following 
Lacan (1977a), and defining the unconscious as "the discourse of the other', 
psychoanalysis can begin to offer theoretical insights into the myriad of social others of 
modernity This in any case Is thr, oriqin of psychoanalysis in its critique of bourqeois 
sexual morality That Freud sturl1P-cl the effects on (and in) the individual of social life, 
does not mean that psychoanalysis cannot be extended to an analysis that is less 
hypostatisino of individual and inner life The separation of the personal and the social 
reflects theoretical and political moments, rather than the experience and lived-reality of 
human life 

So what is being suggested here is a reading of Freud and psychoanalysis which is less 
disengaged from social life, and more theoretically ambiguous than the dominant 
tradition of psychoanalysis would have us believe. Once again, there is nothing 
particularly novel about what Is being said here as evidenced by recent feminist interest 
In psychoanalysis as a theory of the feminine other; the obscure (psychoanalytic) 
writing of post-colonial analyses of the racial other; and even the more standard - 
Freudian and Kleinian - uses of psychoanalytic theory in Britain to understand the 
persistence and viciousness of 1wh1te) racism These are surely issues that are also 
perunent to our context. as an unevenly developed "modern industrial" society 

The crucial :ssue of course is to begin apply111g psyr::hoanalysis in such a way that our 
understanding of certain social issues Is advanced. I now turn my attention to a 
particular social issue the politicisation of ethnic identity Before dealing with how 
psyr::hoanalysis might contribute to our understaodmq of ethnicity it is important to say 
something about the formation of ethnic «ientitres 

The generalised crisis facing many socretres in the world today requires a 
psychoanalysis that is sensitive to the impact of changing social relations on human 
identity formation The crisis does not only have effects at the level of individual identity 
formation, but by calling 1t a generalised crisis the effects would be felt in most, if not all. 
of the spheres of the society It seems almost axiomatic these days to talk about the 
current crisis The cuched attnbutron rJf crisis to everything from the provision of health 
services to the global economy, Is in danger of rendering the notion of cnsis vacuous 
And yet many theorists attest to the crisis of modernity without necessarily saying what 
the nature of the crisis Is. For example, Arriqru et al (1989 9) write that "The increasinq 
precariousness of working and living conditions induces proletarians to form 
combinations against the bourqeo.sie" 

But Is the current crisis, the current "now world disorder" to use Benecl1ct Anderson's 
phrase. the current balance of pohtrr.al forces. so cl1ffere11t from previous historical 
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crises? And qrven a different name. have not "ethnic 1dent1t1es·· !ir,,,n :rr:r,I,r,rl ,n manv 
if not most, previous social conflicts and crises? What is specific about thr; current 
crisis, and the revival of ethnicity? It seems there are some disur-cuve rnarvers of the 
current crisis. Firstly, the endemic nature of the problems facmq the qlobal econom1 
and hence the hardships and struggles brought about as a result nf the olor-a 
recession. While the world ecnnorny is predorninantlv a capitalist ,;r orvimv tllP sor;i:ll 
conflicts in various countries are 110t principally rnamtestmr: tti,,ms,·lv,•s ;is ,;l;iss ric 

economic conflicts. And surely the othr.crsauon of the h1erarct11s:1t1un of tt1e ri, .'IsI•J'l of 
labour has been a structural feature of capitalist social relations sine= the exriansIcnIst 
policies of nineteenth century industrial capitalism (see Wallerstein 19,'l3: Bailbar 19~· 1: 
There is nothing novel in this contention. The motor of capitalist product.on In securnc 
profits for the capitalist class. rather than for the benefit of societv =nsures ;i logic c1f 
naturalising social difference as il justmcation for low wages Thi,, has happ,,r1ed. aw! 
continues to happen, with women w:th cl0ildren. with indiqenous pPople - us~1c1II., !1!c1d 
people. with so-called ethnic minorities. with migrants and even with discibled peop!e 
All that is being said is that this "otherrng" has had a very stronq racial component anc 
now with the enormity of the econorn«: crisis of accumulation facing cauitalisrr some of 
the complexities of the racial division of labour are being "re-created" ,n eth'lic terms 

Secondly, the hreak-up of the Soviet Union. and eastern European r:rynrnur"sm has 
produced social calamities the c,11orm1tv of which we are only h8q1rrn1r1c1 to rr0a! se ''. ,s 
not the end of history that we are wItness1nc;. hut a cnallencJP, 'r, our cr1nu,ptIr-ns r,f wrat 
constitutes a society, a social tormaton a country - and grven the USA s :rnperIa1Ist 
bullying in response to the vicious attacks of 11 Septerube: 2001 - il .vorlrl' S·1r118 ·er, 
fundamental questions have forced themse1ves onto many countries' political aoencas 
For example. what are the forces that hold a country together? What forces s+ould rol,j 
a country together? How do societies function in a context of multiple rrncro­ 
nationalisms? 

Thirdly, there are problems facing the nation state in the period of post-Cold '/','a, 
politics, such as the resurgence of rrncro-nationalisrns Many of the "nations" of Europe 
are of extremely recent oriqir: and were often created by the imposition of some qurte 
arbitrary political boundaries. which did nothing to deal with underlying social conflicts 
With the weakeninq. and collapse of manv of the (eastern) European states thes= 
conflicts ;ire now re-emer\)1ng lfl a myriad of forms. and sisJnifrcantly as "ethnic 
conflicts" I would want to exprPss thrs slrqhtlv rJrtferentlv. and that is to sav th;it the 
crisis 1s berng expressed 111 terms of ttH, clusest correlatP. ethnrcrty For ex.arnplr_, 8alrba' 
(1991 15) Silys" it is the state quc1 nation-state wh:ch ;ictually produr·es national l" 
pseudo-national minorities' (ethnic. culturill. occupational 1. WPre It not frJr rts Iuwl1cc1I 
and pol1t1cill 1nt0rw,ntion. thPse woulr1 rem,irn merely potential Mrnorrtlf?<s c,ni:, ,,:,1st n 
actuality from th,, moment when th,,y are codrfred and controlled" nw econcrnrr: anr; 
cultural underdc. ,,Iriprnent of "rrnnor1t1es" tJy colonialism was susta11ir,d t;y the creat,nr: 
of many of thesrt "1rnnorit1es" in tt11, first place However. soc1cll conflict tiecc11Te 
structured around the "non-0tl1111c" ,rnd post-coloni;il statra (H,ill 198fl I and with11: ;i:i 
1ntens1fy1ng crIs1s surrou11d111q srir:ial rris11Lnces and puwer the re-ethrw 1s:itIu1 nf 
struggle has ocuirrrccJ Rr,ferr111q tu thr• rtmd 'NO'lrl Bal1hc1r ( 1 c,c, 1 17 1 writ•·'- th.it " t!'':' 
cond1t1ons (HP ttl"rf_lfon_: prf~SPnt f1H ;1 ,,_,r)l1Pr:t1·ii: s0r1se of 1dr,nr.lf1, nnrur ~'.) '. P ; rr,1~,_J'_+:·:j 
and mr11nta1r'f>rj r er irHfr~1:d;J,II" fr·,;ir tnr• c.;t-i~i:-- ;Jcir11culr1rlv Pi1' n7(,c.:.t r~r,;·,r·.,.,; 1'">'. n~,-. 
rnost rernot,: fr ,n, ;)n\:\P1 t11J1 th·, fP;H <..:.t111 rr(irr- 1tc.; 1J1<...,.J; i·•··i~,i" 
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decomposition" 

Amidst this "identity panic" then. the previous social identities of being working class for 
example. are apparently Ill-equipped to make sense of present social and political 
realities. Furthermore. the current world economic crisis undermines the old or usual 
political identities/positions. of class for example, throuqh which people made sense of 
and participated 111 social and pohtca l1fo Class. ,is an analytic category and as a 
pol1t1r:al rnnsr:i•,usn,,ss can make, sense of social hf P- in certain ways. What is clear 
these: days Is that social life cannot he reduced to a class description and explanation 
In other words. 1f class is v1c,wed In this way. 1t will tend to obscure the other 
complexities of t;v,,r;day social life One of the rnany social effects of this at the level of 
social iderit.ties has been to render identity formation even more traqile than it usually 
Is Tt-ere is no sm jular. or fixed, identity "residinq" in each person, but rather the human 
subject. as a socie! subject. Is always In a process of identity formation. While there is a 
consistency and stability to human identity formation, ,t is especially during times of 
crisrs that the subtle shifts, tensions, and contradrct.ons in our subject positions become 
apparent. We act In accord with certain historically constituted social identities. as well 
as acting to (re-)constItute and (re-jestabhsh our (social) identities at times when these 
are under threat. In the face of identities through which people previously made sense 
of their lives, no longer being available or no longer being convrncinq in making sense 
of their lives, they (people) become available for other (competing) identities. Seeing 
as social reality Is structured such that human experience is constituted by multiple 
idenutres the shift frorn one coherent identity to another can occur relatively smoothly 
In other words. we live the contradictions inherent In our multiple identity formation. 

Let us. therefore. say somethinq further about the contradictory nature of modern 
everyday axpenenco that we live A feature of modernity has been the fragmentary 
nature of everyday experience As Frosh (1991 f5J says "It is terms such as 
contradiction, tluidrty. multiplicity which come to mind when conceptualising the 
contemporary experience of modernity" These processes and experiences of 
alienation are coterminous with the "modern age" (in cultural terms often called the "age 
of anxiety"), but It seems that the social structures, political formations, and instances of 
social life which previously contained, that is held In check, the alienating identifications 
of modernity are no longer able to do so. or at least to do so as effectively as they did in 
the past. Oeveloprnq the impact of the experience of alienation, Frosh (1991 :6) says 
"Alienation there certainly is, and not just of the labour variety: ,t can also be used to 
denote the difficulties confronting people's efforts to establish links with others in 
societies in which traditional interpersonal structures have disappeared, and the 
magnitude of the task of mastering objects under conditions in which technology has 
become e xtraorrxnarly complex anrJ sophisticated" In other words, the search for 
rneaning in our l1•1es has become more difficult aricJ desperate. and hence the usual 
struggle for. or of 1rJent1ty Is that much more vexed and overdetermined. The problems 
facing 1dent1ty formation heighten the anxiety of difference. One way of dealing with 
difference is to consolidate social meaning In as homogeneous a way as possible 
Asserting and maintaining. a particular (ethnic: identity staves off the anxiety and tear 
invoked by the drttusion of difference In discussing some of the fragmentary 
experiences of riode;'n:t,- Frosr1 (19~J1 7_1 ·1mtes that "Openness to the modern 
experience can mean exhilaration In the multipl1c1ty and heterogeneity of it all, but can 
also mean that the certa.ntres of self slip away. leavinq only a celebrating but Pmpty 
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surface. On the other hand, closir1(J down and repudiating rnoderrntv r-iay lrnnr,I :1 sense 
of security, of knowing who one 1s. but at the price 0f hav,ng u,nt1•1uouslv '.'; ·:.arc! ofl 
the assaults of the new - of retusir-o to enjoy and learn from Pxp,·r1en, c" l t11s goes 
some way to explaining the presence. persistence. and vehemence of 1d,:r1t1tv politics at 
the moment, and also why the insecurity of the present 1s souqht in th= I iliusr1ry 1 

security and fixedness of the past. It also attests to the fact that potitics has sh1ttecl 1n 
such a way as tu promote the contestation of social power ancl rr,sources i1, tr,rms ,,t 
(group) identities And the grouo 1de11t1ties that are most sill1ent tndc1, sper·1 to IJP c:trinw 
ones. 

Clearly one of the central tcatures of ethnic 1cle11tity formation has to rJ,, with ,tc, rPiiJtic,r 
to time, and in particular the past Besides the cultural dstmct.veness ()f etlwic,t, there 
is also the particular relation to "a specific cast" which sets ore ethnic grocJ,; apart h::"7 
another. There 1s a real, identrtrabte content to this past which :s then "work.ed on", re­ 
invented, and even imagined. The "past" wruch ethnic groups refer to most 011<:n has 
associations with c1 rural backqround Ihe rural or pastoral past Is the ethn.; tcuor: 
which is imagined Could this imagined pastness not be an obhquc cnucrsrn or even 
resistance to modernity, industrial society, the world of class struggles? And 1t seems 
that the irnaqinary relationship to the past is determined by ethnic subjects's exDenence 
of their real conditions of existence. In functionalist terms it could be said .albeit n a 
formulaic way) that the extent of the ahenation of the present determines the imaginings 
concerning the past 

Wallerstein (1991 78) corns a lovely term. "pastness". to desu1t,e the ,J\nan,,,_ 
socialisation of the imagined past For example. he writes "Pastness 1s a mode Liv 
which persons are persuaded to act 1n the present m wavs thev might not otherwise act 
Pastness is a tool persons use against each other Pastness Is a central eienwnt in tne 
socialization of inorviduals. 111 the maintenance of group solidantv In the estatilishmeot 
of or challenge to social legitimation Pastness therefore Is preeminently a moral 
phenomenon, therefore a political phenomenon. always a contemporary phenomenon 
That is of course why it is so inconstant Since the real world is constantlv ch;im11ng 
what is relevant tr' contemporarv politics ,s nccessar.lv constantly chcincJing Ergo the 
content of pastness necessarily constantly changes" ! ibid I 

And so the "pastness" that cthru 1ty refers to is bound up .v1th111 the politics r_,f J rnora' 
order It is in the poweriul notion of "the past" that much of the consorvauve eleme,,ts o1 

ethnicity can be found As a past oriented «ientitv finding succour 111 wh:1t had l1eeri. ,• 
serves as a powerful embrace 111 times of stress. but also Is extrerne!v threateried rv 
change and futurf:-uriented 1deolor11es And q1ven the impotence of other Ir;crnpetn~1, 
social identIt1es in rnak111~J sensP of coI1temporary sor:ial life. 1t 1s no wDn,~·,r trat an 
ethnic 1dcnt1ty's appeal to trad1t1on d11d the past ;ittracts people. bEc!r:ause cit i,.?ilst. It 
(ethnic identity) prnrrnses ttF, lwpr: for "thr, qoor1 society" It 1s not only that the I·ast ,s 
qlorIous and ho11or1fic. but that 1t refr!rs to "the correct" way of do111q thinqs the "rigl1t 
way" to live, the "q•iod soc11,ty" 1 hr, Impr:rdt1ve of ,l moral <Jrdr,r (ll::is,,d 1n tl:P pas'. I :s 
what Is constItut1vP 11f ('\hn1i: qrIJup•; 1n times r,f u1s1s V.'1!11 r/a~s poiltwc; p,r·r,/,t''·"'' 
the retreat. and :ll'P:ire:1tly u11:1hl" t11 ,jr>IIVPr niuch 1n tr•rms rif thr· s''Uli'il•· ,1,,·i111st 
exploitation, ,lll'I th,, l!r1p,, f11r ;i d1tfi,1,,11t srl/1:il mrj,,r 1n ti,,, f11/11u, tl;r, str .:qui•, t'1<·'' 
becomes the "r:;1pLn1nrt <)f <.;IJ(ljf!f tc.;" fr.r '.U) f'~hr11r_- rnnsr:11.1usn,,~c:; ,\t:i 1 t' ;.r(;'. .... 7 c:;PS 1_, 
Sf-!CLHe fht! presr•rit tiH'lUqfl ;1 "rpf1_1rr," t, ·,Vflitt fi;ic. :·1r-1·r1 tr1.•• (' 11;t 
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PJtt1ng a more thorouqhqoinq psychoanalytic gloss on the notion of a return to the past 
which I have tried to argue Is at the core of ethnic identity formation, 1t is necessary to 
chart the (social) developmental context of identity formation. The years of apartheid 
rule with its severe repression of the blar:k population of South Africa has certainly had 
profound effects on the social and intrapsyr.hic life of people. While there is a concern 
to understand the effects on those that were the "others" of the political discourses and 
practices of apartheid. this Is not to c!cny that apartheid has affected tin, whole citizenry 
of South Africa 

According to Laplanche and Pontalis (1973 205) identification refers to the 
"Psychological process whereby the subject assimilates an aspect, property or attribute 
of the other and Is transformed. wholly or partially, after the model the other provides. It 
Is by means of a series of identifrcations that the personality is constituted and 
specitred" Susan van Zyl ( 1990) has argued that the model which many black people 
"Nere subjected to under apartheid - life 1r1 the townships and overcrowded and 
impoverished rural areas - meant that the identifications which people made were more 
alienating than Is usual In the course of development She poses a really interestinq 
question, and that Is Given the social conditions of life for most black people under 
apartheid, how come there is so little violence? 

Freud was very aware of the "costs" of our becoming "civilised", and tried to document 
some of the intrapsychic processes consequent upon · relinquishing" instinctual life as 
we become social beings in. amongst other texts, Instincts and their vicissitudes 
: 1915 ). and Civilisation and its discontents ( 1930) Children do not easily nor willingly 
give up on the librdina: bliss of their instinctual 1/rieb - drives) urges to join the fray of 
the reality principle We all become part of human culture and society, albeit differently, 
and are often "thankful" for the repressions of instinctual life which allow us to make our 
way in the social world Nevertheless. the formation of our identities is characterised by 
struggle, resistance. compliance, and is something we are never finished with. If much 
of who we are Is formed in our early relations with significant others, it matters what 
those "others" were like. and .vhat trw process of "other-mq" was like in the formation of 
our identrtres 

It is contended that for black people especially (under apartheid), the (significant) others 
for their identity formation were in a V8ry real and profound sense absent. not present 
This absence Is at two levels, one physical and the other psychological. The structural 
/rolence of apartheid separated many families. A system of migrant labour meant (and 
means) that many children only saw their fathers once a year, and 1f lucky once a 
month V/1th the increasing impoverishment of the rural "reserves", many women 
sought jobs ,n the towns and cities as a way of supplementing very meagre incomes 
The tragedy being that many men would run two families - one in the city, or on the 
mines, and the other in the "homeland" - and hence their wages had to try and support 
two families The rural family tended to be the one that suffered the most in terms of 
irregular financial assistance, and was often abandoned by the husband/father in the 
city So who was present as a model for idenuficauon? Occasionally a father: more 
frequently a mother, and often aging grandparents and other "willing" or present 
relauves And these "parents", or "childraisers" were having to cope with their own 
problems and d1ffiCJlties of ma~inrJ their way tt rouqh the structural violence that was 
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apartheid. It might seem strange. and even anachronistic. ID tie frarrnnq t:->ese 
questions and issues in terms of apartheid We. as a society, arc clcariv now 1n a p'lst­ 
apartheid phase. And that seems the crucial point, post (as in after) apartheid. as 
opposed to beyond apartheid. which would implv a more thor0ugh-going transforrnc1t1on 
and working-through of the legacy of apartheid Fouowir-o Wc1llcrstr;in ! 1 c1c 1 ,. thP, 
pastness of apartheid needs to be qraspec -and that pastness 1s still vrrv /llesenr - 
before we can hope to achieve a non-racial. beyond apartheid sor;ir,tv 

And so we have the violence of a social system exacerbatinq the '\•,olr.?ncc" ,11 t'ic, 
alienating identificanons which in arv case constitute the rcal1•y of devel0prrer-1 f::-r us 
as human children and adults Verv little empirical research h;is hecn rJ0•10 - 1nrJ just 
about nothinq from a psvchoanatyt«: perspective - wr1c'1 has tr1F;rj to s:1er1t, t>ie 
experiences of "qrowinq up 1n a dtvided societv" I Burman & R1?vnolds. 1 ~,.0.71 'n<o 
implications of this are that we know relatively little about the dPta1ls of life unr:e' 
apartheid on which to base our speculations - of a psychoanatvtic kind - about the 
problems of identity formation. However. theoretical reflections are at least a beginning 
In this regard let me pose some questions What are some of the theoretical 
speculations concerning violence and the contexts of identity formation that have been 
alluded to above? If the object constancy around which we try to develop a relatively 
stable sense of self and others is continually being disrupted and changed. what 
happens to psychic development? Is 11 1101 possible that under these crrcurnstances tfie 
"violence" of becoming part of human society through the aciency and n°r>c11c1tion oi 
other adults. 1s experienced in such a way as to cornprorrnse seconoarv 1dent1fication"1 
The nature of the social relations of apartheid plunged the child (under apartherd ! into 
the insecurity of secondary identificauor-s too soon and too abruptly - 1f vou w11f for the 
(forced) logic of this argument - too violently The child as a vulnerable hunFl" sobjert 
is not able to make sense of this developmental "violation", other than to experience thr> 
world (of people) as hostile and uncaring In other words. the mediation for 1dent1ty 
formation is not achieved through the usual "good enouqh" relat1unsh1ps of self and 
other-ing, but is "forced upon" the child as 11 fights to achieve a sense of itself ao.uns: 
the perceived hostilities of the absent others involved in forming the child's idontrtv 

The psychological - and often real - absence of the "ident1ty-g1ving others" 111 the c;h11rJ's 
world, needs to tie seen from the persoect1ves of the adults - the parents. the 
caregivers, - as well These parents were also trying to survive 1n a world .vruch 1s 
hostile and psychologically underrnmmq They were hard!v there ipresent 1n ,1 
psychological sens=: for themselves 111 terms of trying to make their wav thn~qh the. 
hardships of evwyrJay life, and hence ,t was very d1ff1cult for thern to tw tt1,c.rr, •~, Hir'1' 
children, and1or ,m:, other nnportant 1ntPrpersoric1I relat.onships 

There are potenuatlv manv poss1bl,, efkcts of this violence of 1clent1t, f(11rnwon 1nc1 
identity formation as v1olat1on For PY.ample. 1t rnuld be more or less 5uccessfull1 
rnpressed; 11 could "show itsPlf" 111 hnw 1t marks the 1rJent1ty of a11 111r11vir1LF1I 1,r ,t mT; t!" 
that the 1nd1vidu:1I r:r,nt1mws to slrlV" lei rn;ikr' SPnsr1 of who they ;1rrJ lly f1c;l1t,nCJ at;c1111st 
Hie violence of trlf' sr1r:1:1I wrHld wlwJ1 !1:1s fr,rr11Pd thr,m anri crrnt1nur1s tr1 fr,rm f'7Pn7 It 1s 
in this sense th,11 ;11 ts of v1ol,111u> - pril1tir.:1I rir ,,thr,r - rn1qht h-,crlrne p;ir, ,f ;ir1 ,ltlP111,' 
In make oneself whrile >l refus:11 to :F:r:r,pl thio, fraqrnentarv S"' "ndarv 1r1,,r-:11 r .1'.1·.,rs 
childhood W1thnul rrJduci11q ( pol1t1r:;1I I ·,:rilenry trJ thr., v1c1ss1turJ,,s r ,1 r ,ur 1d.,11t1t1 
formattOfl, thlS r.1nd 1)( psyr·h():lfldl\'t:1. PYpl(lfl;-ltW:fl ll:lqhf ;vjd tr, <"ll)r :_;r'r~,,r...._~ jf ,'. r1r; ,• 
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violence as a form of acting out. AncJ given how public life in South Africa (and 
elsewhere for that matter), is riven with the discourse and reality of violence, social 
theory is faced with the task of retusinq a reified conception of violence, and instead 
thinking about violence as part of social relations, developmentally and politically so. 
For as Balibar (2002/ has recently argued, we shall only "qo beyond" violence in social 
life 1f we begin to acknowledge its centrality in the constitution and practices of social 
and political life. For as Balibar (2002 x1-x11) writes 'Extreme violence arises from 
instrtutions as much as it arises against them, and it 1s not possible to escape this circle 
by 'absolute' decrsions such as choosing between a violent or a non-violent politics, or 
between force and law. The only ·way out of the circle is to invent a politics of violence, 
or to introduce the issue of violence, its forms and limits, its regulation and perverse 
effects on agents themselves, into the concept and practice of politics (whereas, 
traditionally, the essence of politics was either represented as the absolute negation of 
violence, or ident1f1ed with its 'Ieqitirnate use) In particular, 1t means introducing the 
issue of violence and a strategy of anti-violence into emancipatory politics itself, which 
has led me to suggest elsewhere that civil1Ling the revolution might be a precondition 
for civilizing the state 

It 1s these perverse effects on agents themselves' that Balibar (2002) talks about, that 
are implicated in a social psychoanalytic understanding of the experience of identity 
formation in contemporary South Africa I have further suggested that the dialectics of 
this violence, and vioiation of identrty development, places people in a vulnerable 
position as social subjects as they act (sometimes violently) to reclaim, or claim, a 
sense of themselves. It 1s here that the appeals of ethnicity might have a resonance 
and meaning for people. The violence of the past - our personal past - is in part 
overcome by the promises inherent in ethnic identity. And my argument would be that if 
the past - the personal past of violent alienating identifications - has not been settled, 
then the "return of the repressed" will encourage the search for a more adequate past, 
an imagined one which makes us feel good about ourselves. 

The temporal dimension of ethnicity 1s a central feature of what specifically defines 
ethnic identity. indivicual ethnic subjects - be they Brits in the context of Europe; Serbs 
in what was Yugoslavia; or Zulus in KwaZulu-Natal. South Africa - are formed within 
specific conjunctures, sharing the elements that comprise the determinate ethnic 
identity at that moment. The sharing or communion is lived as though it is the same as 
that experienced by previous generations. The present 1s made liveable, because it is 
given (the meaning of) continuity with the past. With the communion of others in the 
ethnic group our fragile secondary identif.catrons, referred to above, are placated - or 
psychoanalytically speaking, are resolved. More strongly, what 1s bemg suggested, is 
that because of the dynamic nature of our unresolved pasts - the return of the 
repressed - ethnic identity achieves a greater hold over its members because it has to 
do with the emotional. intrapsychic, and even sentimental attachment that people have, 
consciously and unconsciously, to their pasts 

Ethnicity would not appeal to millions of people 1f 11 were merely fictive. Ethnicity 
promises to satisfy people's needs and desires, and at a certain psychological level 
does deliver the goods. Ethrucity promises to make sense of the insecurity of the 
present by appeals to a secure and ordered past. In other words, ethnic identity has the 
potential to help make sense of the present, anrJ hence by rrnphcatron deal with the 
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insecurity of the future, pmc1sely t1PcausP of thP real appeal ot thP 1111a(J1n1"! ;,cis'. 
past which allows one to make sonse 11! the social order. and tn feel SPr urc, t'\ 
belonging to a certain group. Ethnir:ity ther Is one - and at the morn=nt ,-,,,:, /JrJ,vf'rfu/. 
way in which people live their lives, makes sense of their lives. rJcc,~pt what r,,1sts Nhat 
is good, and what Is possible 

So the return to the past which ethnicity constitutes and encourages r:;rn ''E' Sl""" a,: 
both regression and fixation. The fundamental anxiety attached to the prer:arIous 
secondary identifications of childhood inhibits the development of autonomous and 
integrated human identities. And this 'a-rested development" also inn.bits ,ind impacts 
on the possibihties of a democratic and Iuture-onenled politics 

Finally, the validity and usefulness of these theoretical musmqs would m,Pd to re tPster1 
in empirical and qualitative ways as we track the trajectory of peoplr,'s I1.,r;s cJnrJ 
narratives. It is in this simultaneously grand and humble sense that I hope 
psychoanalysis can he reclaimed for a project of social transtorrnatior- r;ithPt than 
social privilege, and thus contribute to makinr: sense of the antmomi1c~ of srn:1,il ,,fp 

Note. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the "Psycl,ology and s--:ic,eta 
transformation" Conference, Ur.iversrty of the Western Cape Bellville 7535. 24-22 Jan.iar , 
1994 
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