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Undoing Trauma
The Defeat of Therapy: Mirroring and Reflecting
In Treatment
Redoing Sexual Traumas

Pat Barker’s ca reer was well es tab lished when Bor der Cross ing came
out (2001). The novel could very well be thought to only re play some
of the themes that had made her work no tice able and her nov els im‐ 
me di ate clas sics (CHILDS 2012, 62): the ex plor a tion of trauma, the in‐ 
terest in the am bi gu ities of the talk ing cure, the so cial im pact of psy‐ 
cho lo gical dis orders and the choice of a pop u lar genre – the psy cho‐ 
lo gical thriller  –, are amongst the themes that im me di ately sur face.
Barker her self ad mits that she first thought of novel writ ing as a kind
of cure for trauma: ‘I think my work comes very close to ther apy in
that there is a pre oc cu pa tion with dark ness and trauma.’ (GAR LAND

2004, 199) The novel is built on at least two ‘dark’ stor ies that in ter‐ 
sect in a dra matic way: on the one hand, the novel tells the story of a
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psy cho lo gist, Dr. Tom  Sey mour, and his per sonal crisis of going
through a di vorce, which prompts him to re flect upon his past; on the
other hand, it re counts the not quite be liev able story of Tom Sey‐ 
mour sav ing a young adult from drown ing in the canal at the back of
his home, be fore being told the man is a former pa tient. Tom had to
write a re port about the un der age boy be fore his trial, and sub‐ 
sequent con vic tion, for the killing of an old lady neigh bour. The in‐ 
tric ate re la tion ship between the per sonal and the pro fes sional  –
 which was also present in Barker’s former nov els, in clud ing the Re‐ 
gen er a tion Tri logy with the char ac ter of Dr.  Rivers  –  to gether with
the focus on yet an other psy cho lo gist as main char ac ter, led to the
cat egor iz a tion of Bor der Cross ing as a trauma nar rat ive. Yet, its ap‐ 
peal, which has been re l at ive in com par ison to her other works, de‐ 
rives from Barker’s de cision to use the tropes of the roman noir: the
bleak, north ern town of Eng land where the ac tion takes place, the
con stant rain and the derel ict im ages of the open ing scene do not in‐ 
spire any hope for the re demp tion of Danny, the young man now
called Ian, who claims to want to know more about the case after a
10-year sen tence for murder.

As was the case in the Re gen er a tion Tri logy, Barker uses fic tion to
raise is sues that re flect back upon His tory, its nar rat ive and so cial
im plic a tions, a res ult of her edu ca tion as a his tor ian des pite her un‐ 
will ing ness to be re duced to a writer of his tor ical fic tion 1. The story
is said to have been in spired by the 1993 case of James  Bul ger’s
murder 2. The 2- year-old boy was ab duc ted, tor tured and murdered
on Feb ru ary 10 , 1993, by two young of fend ers, both 10 at the time.
The case hit the head lines in Bri tain for many months, and years,
feed ing into the sen sa tion al ist art icles of the tabloids whose power at
the end of the 1990s was bound less. Be sides, the two of fend ers were
sub sequently en meshed in other legal pro ceed ings, con trib ut ing to
the long- lasting im print of the story in Brit ish minds (BC, 150). More
broadly, the ques tion this case raised was how to un der stand the
logic be hind these two boys’ murder of a child that was a com plete
stranger to them, and how to en vis age life- long sen tences for un der‐ 
age per sons. Barker also tar gets more ‘ser i ous’ media, such as the
BBC (BC, 214), in dic at ing that she is rais ing gen eral ques tions about
pub lic opin ion and its ma nip u la tion as well as the per sist ence of in‐ 
sti tu tional and so cial chal lenges re gard ing the care of crim in als and
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anti- social be ha viour. The John Bul ger case in spired many com ment‐ 
at ors and artistic pro duc tions and some, like in Boy A but un like Bor‐ 
der Cross ing, were clearly in tent on find ing the pos sib il ity of re demp‐ 
tion and for give ness for the per pet rat ors.

The fac tual in spir a tion found in a news story as well as the novel’s
aloof treat ment of it sets a paradigm for Barker’s novel. In Bor der
Cross ing, Barker raises a num ber of is sues that will not be solved,
ground ing her stra tegic taste for si lence, mys tery and ran dom ness in
a strong, gen eric plot. As Mon teith in dic ates, ‘Es chew ing simplistic
di cho tom ies of good and evil, Barker cri tiques media paparazzi and
vi gil ant ism in Bor der Cross ing.’ (MON TEITH, et al. 2005, xiii) In deed, the
novel rad ic ally shifts the ini tial con cerns of the fact- inspired news
story, be cause the murder here is not that of a young, in no cent child,
but the murder of a re l at ively harm less cat lady liv ing nearby, about
which Danny  Miller, the mur derer, re mem bers close to noth ing.
Barker uses the tropes of forensic evid ence and un chal lenged in vest‐ 
ig a tion to leave the story of the murder un told (BC, 45): the ques tions
of guilt and the pain and suf fer ing of the mourn ing fam ily and friends
are never men tioned; the reas ons for killing the lady im per cept ibly
touched upon; the danger Danny could rep res ent for so ci ety hardly
poin ted out. The novel’s neg lect for what could con sti tute the es sen‐ 
tial com pon ent of the psy cho lo gical thriller ar gu ably points to an‐ 
other story: it ques tions the valid ity and le git im acy of in sti tu tion al‐ 
ized dia gnosis and the logic of forensic sci ence in the case of men tal
health. Bey ond the facts that in spired the story, the novel also ap‐ 
peared at a time when psy cho ana lysis was given its last in sti tu tional
blow with the pub lic a tion of the re vised ver sion of DSM III, DSM IV,
and the shift from the dom in ant pat tern of the talk ing cure to the
pop u lar Cog nit ive Be ha vi oural Ther apy. It is there fore in ter est ing
that at the dawn of a new mil len nium Barker pur sues her in terest in
the fic tional po ten tial of psy cho ana lytic mod els of ther apy, grant ing
her main char ac ter no spe cific status within the field of men tal health
treat ment other than his PhD title and his role as trial ex pert.

3

Thus, I will focus on how Barker ex plores the eth ical stance of her
main char ac ter, Tom, who is as con fused by the ques tions of facts
and truth as the read ers may be – at least those who are temp ted to
read the story as a thriller re vis it ing the real- life case. This will en able
me to show that in stead of simply cri ti ciz ing the way men tal health
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ex perts are used in the Brit ish ju di ciary sys tem, Barker’s novel sug‐ 
gests that fail ure to crit ic ally en gage with one’s prac tice de feats even
scientifically- based meth ods. Tom’s mo tiv a tions for ac cept ing
Danny’s deal, which are never re vealed to the read ers, some what ad‐ 
um brate the struc ture of the novel: when Tom real izes whom he has
saved from the river, he is per plexed by the ques tion of whether this
was a totally ran dom ac ci dent, or whether Danny set up this cor rup‐ 
ted stratagem to en sure that they meet again: Danny ad mits that it
wasn’t a co in cid ence only at the end (BC, 253). In the midst of this un‐ 
cer tainty, Tom’s de cisions are ques tion able or de bat able from the
point of view of the ther ap ist’s eth ics, and ul ti mately no longer ori‐ 
ented by Danny, his pa tient. Al most in a tra gic fash ion, Tom’s flaw
con sists in ac cept ing to take Danny as a tem por ary pa tient who spe‐ 
cific ally cir cum scribes the ana lytic work he wishes to em bark upon.
From the out set, the found ing prin ciple of the talk ing cure – trans fer‐ 
ence – is ma nip u lated by the pa tient in what can not but ap pear as a
per ver ted game 3. The novel’s ten sion mainly stems from this thera‐ 
peutic situ ation that un settles all eth ical prin ciples: Tom is chosen for
what Danny thinks was his role in his being sen tenced, al most forced
to ac count for the re port he wrote; Tom is clearly ma nip u lated by his
pa tient; Tom seems to in flict upon him self yet an other sense of guilt
be side the one of fail ing to pro cre ate; and lastly, Tom seems to be ob‐ 
sessed by the ques tion of the crime rather than the ques tion he is
asked, which is to eval u ate Danny’s state of mind.

In this art icle, I wish to argue that by ques tion ing the guar an tee of
trial ex pert ise and dia gnoses, Barker chal lenges the as so ci ation of
care and cure that has some how be come cent ral to lit er ary ana lyses
of men tal health: she shows that caring for/about a pa tient may have
noth ing to do with the cure, en cour aging a re flec tion on the eth ics of
the psy cho lo gist, in par tic u lar their well- meaning ob ject ives. As this
is a ques tion that has been cent ral in de fin ing the breach between
psy cho ana lysis and psy chi atry, es pe cially in the teach ing of Lacan,
this will be the main frame work for the defin i tion of the eth ics of the
cure. Barker also wishes to cast doubt on the med ical pro fes sion at
large in re la tion to the po s i tion of au thor ity they have in the field of
treat ment and care. She sug gests that the in ter per sonal bias of the
thera peutic en counter, far from being ideal or avoid ing bor ders to be
crossed, is still bet ter than the bio med ical ap proach that in the text is
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vastly de feated as in op er at ive and inapt to ac count for Danny’s ill‐ 
ness, by being given no room in the nar rat ive. Peter Childs ana lyses
the struc tural role played by cre at ive writ ing classes, the talk ing ses‐ 
sions and courtroom con fes sions in the novel, which he sees as many
ways of ex em pli fy ing the in junc tion of ‘talk ing it over’ (CHILDS  2012,
63). He thereby sug gests that Barker’s cri tique is far ran ging and in‐ 
ter sects with a me di at ized dis play of con fes sion that was much in
vogue in the 1990s (BROOKS). What makes the novel less strong than
other works is that the au thor is mes mer ized by the couple of Tom
and Danny, per haps as much as the read ers and cer tainly inas much
as it be comes the only thrill ing di men sion of the thriller. How ever, in
the en closed space of the thera peutic scenes, the au thor man ages to
cre ate a cham ber of echoes that far from cel eb rat ing the glory of
DSM- IV’s achieve ments of al leged sci entific ob jectiv ity, re in jects in‐ 
ter pret a tion and judge ment as com plex pro cesses in which the doc‐ 
tor’s ima gin a tion and pro jec tion is al ways in volved in the dia gnostic
pro cess, and the most that can be ex pec ted is that they be aware of it
or even try to ma nip u late it to the be ne fit of the pa tient. Here, how‐ 
ever, the psy cho lo gist is blind to his own bias. In in ter view, Barker ad‐ 
mits: ‘What Tom is slow to real ise is that he is troubled him self.’ (GAR‐ 
LAND 2004, 195)

Un do ing Trauma
Since the post- Second World War he ge mony of psy cho ana lysis in the
field of men tal health treat ment (PORTER, 183-214), cul tural pro duc‐ 
tions have been fas cin ated by the thera peutic scene in which, mir ror‐ 
ing the lit er ary acts of read ing as in ter pret ing, trau mas can be ex‐ 
posed, ana lyzed and al le vi ated. Ac cord ing to Dupont, the men tal
health ther ap ist had already be come a trope of thrillers in the 1940s-
50s, helped by the pop ular ity of the fig ure in Hol ly wood film pro duc‐ 
tions (DUPONT 2013, n2). Fleiss ner ar gues that the psy cho ana lyt ical ap‐ 
proach fosters a new kind of nar rat ive in which the symp tom is ‘hy‐ 
per bol ised’, i.e. given an es sen tial value in ascrib ing mean ing to the
work of art which be comes an ex er cise in ‘sign- reading’. This, she
claims, be came a paradigm of nar ra tion and cri ti cism while on the
other side of the pen du lum, the neur o lo gical ap proach tries to see
the symp tom as de prived of any her men eutic sym bol ism (FLEISS NER

2009, 387). Oth ers have em phas ized the satir ical ap proaches of many
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works, if not the de nun ci ation of power re la tion ships in clin ical prac‐ 
tice and more par tic u larly, the way pa tients are often the pre text for
the psy chi at rists’ own self- exploration (BAKER, et al., 189). Lustig and
Pea cock have stressed a re cent shift in paradigm, pro pos ing to see
the lit er at ure of trauma  –  and its the ory  –  as un der go ing a change
due to the now dom in ant bio med ical ap proach (LUSTIG and PEA‐ 
COCK  2013, 8-9), while Waugh sees in many nov els an at tempt to go
bey ond ‘post mod ern self- reflexivity and bio med ical re duc tion ism.’
(LUSTIG and PEA COCK 2013, 23) Crit ical lit er at ure there fore has long re‐ 
cog nized the talk ing cure as a trope of fic tion and linked it to nar rat‐ 
ives of trauma.

Barker could be situ ated in this trend, but she also re flects upon the
talk ing cure as a mode of in quiry, truth and read ing; she re tains the
in ter pret at ive di men sion that text books of psy chi atry such as DSM
seek to give less weight to. She there fore for ages her way between
the psy cho ana lyt ical ap proach in which sub jectiv ity is su preme and
the neur o lo gical ap proach of meas ur able evid ence. Al though her tri‐ 
logy as well as An other World had set her in the trauma move ment,
es pe cially be cause the dy nam ics of her plots was based on the pres‐ 
ence of memory holes that the nar rat ive des per ately sought to fill in,
Bor der Cross ing steers away from trauma as a nar rat ive po ten tial for
fic tion. The trauma in the novel is what will never be nar rated or ap‐ 
proached. Tom is de term ined to use this op por tun ity as a way of un‐ 
veil ing the truth of a past case. Yet trauma should be defined as an
event that es capes logic and emo tional re sponse, that is dif fi cult, in‐ 
deed im possible, to re trieve: ‘The re pres sion of af fects that lies at the
heart of trauma is mani fes ted in the im possib il ity of know ing and
com mu nic at ing the trau matic event or ex per i ence in cause- and-
effect, ra tional terms.’ (GANTEAU & ONEGA  2014, 2) Ganteau and Onega
go on to ex plain that the ‘eth ical de mand to rep res ent the trau matic
ex per i ence faith fully’ (GANTEAU & ONEGA  2014, 3) means that art is al‐ 
ways sus pec ted of trans form ing real ity, be cause it is the only way of
say ing some thing of the un speak able. In this novel, the trau matic ex‐ 
per i ence soon be comes only part of the ap par atus of the thriller and
the nar rat ive fo cuses in stead on the anxi ety emer ging from the odd
en counter between Danny and Tom, a re la tion ship whose ten sion
needs spe cify ing. Of the main fea tures of trauma lit er at ure, Barker
only re tains the ‘in sti tu tional and the polit ical’ side of trauma, i.e. the
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way in which by being col lect ive, or dove tail ing with the col lect ive,
in di vidual stor ies ques tion our in sti tu tions and polit ical con struc‐ 
tions. The au thor dis misses the idea of the novel being in ter ested in
the thera peutic act: ‘[Danny and Tom are] be hav ing like his tor i ans, I
think, rather than like psy cho lo gist and pa tient.’ (GAR LAND 2004, 196)

And yet, Barker’s in terest in the trau matic event’s con sequences takes
place in a spe cific scene, the ana lyt ical scene of the talk ing cure,
whose eth ical bor ders are crossed. This has led some to be dis ap‐ 
poin ted, such as Trabucco, who sees in Barker’s lack of ex plor a tion of
trauma a de vi ation from her best prose, only stress ing the in nov a tion
offered by mak ing the ques tion of trauma a mat ter of pub lic in terest
(TRABUCCO 2012, 99). Cer tainly, the novel does give pride of place to the
ques tion of the press and how their pres ence over hauls the work
done by Tom and the at tempts made for Danny to be re hab il it ated
into so ci ety. I see this as the nar rat ive trick that makes the novel be‐ 
fits the codes of the genre, of fer ing an end or rather an in ter rup tion
to the in ter sub ject ive re la tion ship that Tom fails to op er ate from: I
there fore argue that the fail ure of the ther ap ist is there fore the main
in terest of the text.

8

The sign that trauma can not be fully em braced as an en gine of fic tion
is made ap par ent in the per func tory sat ur a tion of its lurky pres ence
in the text. Sup posedly trau matic events are nu mer ous through out
the novel: Danny has just come out of prison; he has had to change
names; he has had to deal with the af ter math of killing a woman and
barely re mem ber ing the act which he can not ac count for; and, on his
way to re demp tion or for get ting, he has be come ob sessed with the
ther ap ist whose ex pert ise is re spons ible for his being con victed. Yet,
Danny speaks of hard ships with a de tach ment that baffles his ther ap‐ 
ist. Danny’s use of ‘slightly’ to qual ify whether he was ab used leads to
this rev el at ory ex change: ‘Yes. Slightly. I wasn’t neg lected, sexu ally
ab used, starved, tor tured, left on my own morn ing, noon and night,
scal ded, burnt… All of which hap pens.’ (BC, 123) This is denial of a
scale as large as the list of terms used to dis card it. Other troubles in‐ 
clude his being ab used by fel low con victs and a love af fair with one of
his teach ers. In ad di tion, we are told of his mother’s breast can cer, as
if the depth of his trau matic ex per i ences were bot tom less. In
chapter  14, Danny’s real iz a tion that the day be fore Liz zie’s death he
had been battered by his mother with his father’s belt, which he had
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turned against his mother, con cludes the chapter, with no in dic a tion
what so ever of the con sequences of such real iz a tion or con fes sion,
neither for Danny, nor for the pro fes sional.

Danny tells it all to a ther ap ist who, des pite being called by his uni‐ 
ver sity title (Dr.  Sey mour), des pite being an au thor ity fig ure on the
ac count that he has writ ten books about psy cho lo gical ther apy, for
which he is often in ter viewed by the press, fails to dia gnose his pa‐ 
tient: there will be no dia gnosis and no psy cho path o lo gical treat‐ 
ment, whether tra di tional (neur osis, psy chosis) or more con tem por‐
ary (de pres sion, so ciopathy, bi polar syn drome, etc.). In stead, it is Tom
who sur pris ingly seems to find it dif fi cult to ac cept the dif fer ence
between real ity  –  and facts  –  and the psychic real ity of Danny, by
which his pa tient may con tinue to as sert that he ‘hadn’t done it’, des‐ 
pite being sen tenced to ten years of jail and being told what the
events of the day that ended with Liz zie  Parks’s death were. The
whole novel be comes a way for both char ac ters to undo their at tach‐ 
ment to trauma, an at tach ment that en ables one to form links of
cause and con sequences, and re place it with an in ter rog a tion on
trans fer ence, i.e. the pro cess by which talk ing to a ther ap ist dif fers
from talk ing to a friend or any other carer.

10

Cent ral to the novel is an event that Tom can not re call or had dis‐ 
missed as in con sequen tial. Tom’s testi mony in court is said to have
en sured that Danny was sen tenced rather than given the be ne fit of
the doubt: ‘You con vinced them he was cap able of it.’ (BC, 110) This
lapse of memory some how du plic ates Danny’s own ig nor ance of the
murder it self: Danny does not re mem ber how he com mit ted a crim‐ 
inal act that led to Liz zie’s death any more than Tom can re mem ber
the thera peutic act he made to wards Danny. His in sist ence that
Danny ‘tells’ him everything, so that he doesn’t have to guess (BC,
128), is con tra dicted by his con stant as sump tions that Danny is a ‘liar’
(BC, 45), a word oddly a- clinical and yet which Tom re peatedly uses
when he in ter views Danny: the use of the word “con vince” in the
quote above is thus not in no cent, since Tom’s in ter pret a tions are
convinc- /convinct- ing acts. Everything points to the de feat of the
dia gnost ical abil it ies of the doc tor who yet is called in as ex pert in
courts: ‘It was odd, he thought. He’d spent hours watch ing every
flicker of ex pres sion on Danny’s face, no ti cing torn cuticles, clean
nails, the size of his pu pils, minute changes in the way he dressed and
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held him self. And some how in the pro cess he’d stopped see ing him.’
(BC, 140): is ‘him’ here a pro noun for Danny, or pos sibly Tom?

The De feat of Ther apy: Mir ror ing
and Re flect ing
The in ter sub ject ive scheme of the talk ing cure is ex plored as a mode
of nar ra tion within the strict rules of roman noir. The very tense con‐ 
ver sa tions and Tom’s re lent less ques tions about the truth of the act
par ody po lice cross- questioning, but the au thor adds an ele ment of
du pli city through the many ef fects of mir ror ing and sym metry
between vari ous char ac ters, in clud ing au thor ity fig ures. In the novel,
Danny is gradu ally shown to have entered vari ous mir ror re la tion‐ 
ships with grown- up men, such as Angus Mac Don ald, a teacher who
ab used him or yiel ded to his charm. ‘Mac Don ald. Yes, he was good.
And very well- meaning.’ Tom smiled. ‘That’s gen er ally said about
people who cre ate havoc.’ (BC, 160) Some times, Danny seems to en‐ 
dorse some of the ac cep ted, main stream char ac ter ist ics of the psy‐ 
cho lo gist’s stance: ‘I think when it comes to your par ents you might
as well stick with the myths, be cause you’re never going to get at the
truth. It’s just not pos sible. And any way it’s the myths that form you.’
(BC, 118) More sig ni fic ant, it seems that Tom is more in ter ested in try‐ 
ing to delve into Danny’s past than Danny him self, for reas ons un‐ 
known to the read ers – these could range from an at tempt at find ing
the roots of his vi ol ent out burst to Tom’s thera peutic wish to ex pand
the scope of Danny’s ques tion ing about him self. How ever, if some
scenes start with ‘a flicker of im pa tience’ for Danny, it might well be
be cause Tom’s wish to ex plore the dys func tional couple that par en‐ 
ted Danny also evokes Tom’s com ing to terms with what ails him and
which he seems to pur sue in Danny’s own sexual en coun ters, some‐ 
thing of which Tom him self re mains un aware.

12

When Danny sur faces back in Tom’s life, Tom is going through a sep‐ 
ar a tion from his long- time part ner Lauren be cause they can not get
preg nant. Tom there fore is in as much need of coun selling and ther‐ 
apy as he is fit to provide it. Du plic at ing the fail ure of psy cho lo gical
ther apy, the at tempts made by the couple to en sure they get preg‐ 
nant be come an other struc tur ing prin ciple in the novel for the bin ary
of cure and care: Tom and his wife have found no phys ical factor or

13
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con di tion ex plain ing their in fer til ity, but they still can’t get preg nant.
They try vari ous tech niques, some sci entific, oth ers less so, but they
are en tirely at their wits’ end to come to terms with their im pot ence
and the many fantas ies this forces them to face – often seen in Tom’s
dreams. Their in ca pa city to breed dawns on the couple, en han cing
their di vi sion, or re veal ing it: ‘He was fed up to the back teeth with
being a walk ing, talk ing sperm bank.’ (BC, 16) Tom’s anger finds no
form of al le vi ation and no sup port. This re ver ber ates back to the
depriva tion of feel ings and sen ti ments that was sym bol ic ally evoked
by the area where he lives (said to be “derel ict and await ing de moli‐ 
tion”) and the state of the canal at the out set of the story: ‘They
floated, at last, into a fetid back wa ter, amongst a scum of rub bish the
tide had cast up. A shop ping trol ley, knot ted con doms, tin foil trays,
plastic bottles…. A suck ing quag mire.’ (BC, 6) Not with stand ing the
real ism of the scene, the do mestic at mo sphere of a couple evoked in
the de tritus here can not but in spire a com par ison with the state of
his mar riage. Through im ages, sym bols and ef fects of re semb lance
and echoes, Barker con structs a story in which the ima gin ary di men‐ 
sion of mean ing ful as so ci ations, sig ni fic ant de tails and echoes sug‐ 
gests that some re con struc tion or ar tic u la tion of these ele ments into
a nar rat ive would be pos sible but is dis carded, like so much waste in
the canal: for ex ample, Tom came close to being murdered as a child
(BC, 62) but he does not seem to see in this some thing worth tak ing
into ac count in his treat ment of Danny. The story is not given as a
source of Tom’s con fu sion but as a ret ro spect ive ele ment that the
reader is temp ted to as so ci ate to the cur rent state he is in. But Tom
does not men tion it or re late it to the case. Barker re veals what im‐ 
pedes Tom in the thera peutic con text by frag ment ing time frames and
nar rat ives in stead of ar tic u lat ing the re la tion of cause and con‐ 
sequence, which shows that Tom is frozen in his in ter pret at ive skills.

Fail ing to ques tion him self, or rather fail ing to apply to him self the
ap par atus of the talk ing cure he is a mas ter of, Tom be comes as de lu‐ 
sional as Danny in his hand ling of his own state. His re flec tion on the
ran dom en counter with Danny, which is lim ited to its pos sib il ity, or
stat ist ical chance, is em blem atic: per plexed by the scene which he
be came part of only be cause his own wife was will ing to act (‘See ing
in memory what in life he did not see, Tom freezes the frame./In
real ity, it was Lauren who first no ticed the young man.’ [BC, 3]), Tom
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wants to know whether the event was as ran dom as it was, without
ever ques tion ing the reason for his lack of ac tion and the value he at‐ 
taches to it. Danny’s an swer is a pro ver bial quote: ‘co in cid ence is the
crack in human af fairs that lets God or the Devil in.’ (BC, 22) This is
how he ac counts for the ran dom en counter. Tom de rides the say ing:
‘Typ ical God- bothering rub bish’ (BC, 23), with the use of the term
that evokes the waste in the canal, and other wastes he wishes to dis‐ 
pose of, without real iz ing that this does not ac count for the value or
ef fect and af fects this event, in its ran dom ness, pro voked. ‘But some
events are, simply, ran dom./Per haps. Ad just ing the mir ror, he caught
his own eye in the glass, and stared back at him self, alert, scep tical,
un con soled.’ (BC, 27). Barker plays with the ever- so slip pery nature of
psy cho lo gical pro cesses which can not be re duced to facts and stat‐ 
ist ical oc cur rence, and which de pend on the af fects they pro voke.
The ab sence of any such ele ment in Tom’s dis course shows how Tom
is con fused in his own ret ro spect ive/in tro spect ive mode be cause he
simply sees things on the ima gin ary level of the oc cur rence, without
hear ing the crack of his words, like here ‘per haps.’ This is one of the
short com ings of the roman noir’s gen eric pat tern as used by Barker.

I read in these fail ures Barker’s un der lin ing that the value of af fect ive
de tach ment that Tom claims to have achieved (‘He’d learnt the value
of de tach ment: the clini cian’s splinter of ice in the heart.’ [BC, 13]) is
rent through by this en counter with Danny in a way that is far more
en dan ger ing than the ac tual sig ni fic ance of how ran dom the en‐ 
counter was. When Tom tries to re sus cit ate the per son he has just
res cued, he is ‘aware of a mo ment ary fris son of dis taste that sur‐ 
prised him.’ (BC, 7) At the very end of the text, Barker writes: ‘[Tom]
had all the phys ical symp toms of fear, and this sur prised him, be cause
there was noth ing of which he needed to be afraid. He was wor ried
about Danny’s state of mind, but that was a dif fer ent mat ter.’ (BC 258)
Sur prise and per plex ity are on the agenda of this ‘doc tor’ who im per‐ 
cept ibly no tices his own vul ner ab il ity whenever he forms a couple,
whether a long- term re la tion ship or a re la tion ship with a pa tient of
his. In that re spect, it is in ter est ing that he should often be de scribed
as a psy chi at rist by crit ics and re view ers of the novel, as if crit ics
them selves were still un able to com pre hend that the logic of the cure
is what dif fers between psy cho ana lysis, psy cho logy and psy chi atry,
much more than the prac tice: Tom’s hes it a tion is not so much the
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tar get of cri ti cism as an in vit a tion to re con sider the in ter per sonal re‐ 
la tion ship that is cent ral to these ses sions.

In Treat ment
The novel takes a dra matic turn when in stead of work ing from
Danny’s sub ject ive ex per i ence, Tom em barks on an in vest ig a tion of
his own, in ter view ing vari ous people who knew Danny, or were in‐ 
volved in his edu ca tion, as if to check how much of a ‘liar’ he is. Thus,
Tom makes sure that he re mains de tached from his own prob lems
and the way they af fect his pa tient’s treat ment (eth ical stance). The
second half of the novel is ded ic ated to this, mak ing the eth ics of
ther apy break one more bor der, i.e. the im possib il ity to check in real‐ 
ity the valid ity of a pa tient’s say ing (Lacan). Tom cares too much
about real ity to care for Danny:

16

‘You moved her, Danny.’ 
‘I never touched her.’ 
‘You did. Look, if you don’t want to do this, that’s fine. Per haps there’s
things you shouldn’t say, per haps there’s things you can’t say. But
there’s no point lying. There’s no point com ing this far and then
telling lies. It’s a waste of what you’ve put your self through to get
here’. (BC, 242)

Tom’s ag gressiv ity to wards Danny re veals his sub ject ive vi ol ence and
the re cur rence of the key word ‘waste’: he knows what the pa tient
should say in stead of try ing to hear what he says, even in his si lence.
Danny will then admit that he had been told that the murder took
place dur ing five hours when it only amoun ted to ten minutes in his
memory, as if to con firm the dis crep ancy between his sub ject ive real‐ 
ity and facts. Tom, on the other hand, still hasn’t defined what ‘this’
was, i.e. what their daily con ver sa tions mean or are for 4.

17

The working- class con text of North ern Eng land en ables Barker to
give voice to com mon sense and its de ri sion of men tal health prac‐ 
tices by put ting it to the test of truth and logic. Thus, when Tom vis‐ 
its the head mas ter of the school Danny was edu cated at, the con ver‐ 
sa tion that takes place forces Tom to re con sider both the place he
seeks to have and the place his dis cip line now has in the com mon
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land scape of what Micale calls ‘psy cho lo gical lit er acy’ (MICALE  1993,
499):

‘How is he?’ 
‘Pretty good. I think it’s a hope ful sign that he wants to… come to
terms with what happened.’ An in dul gent smile. ‘Come to terms? I
won der if that’s pos sible. What could it mean to come to terms with
the fact that you killed some body?’ 
‘All right. He wants to set the re cord straight.’ 
‘You mean find some body else to blame.’ (BC, 159)

The nom inal sen tence (‘an in dul gent smile’) acts like a stage dir ec tion
in this dia logue. It en ables Barker to avoid nam ing the one who smiles
in fa vour of a more an onym ous, col lect ive or gen eral re sponse. It also
sug gests that for all his know ledge, Tom’s re sponse is as hack neyed as
pop u lar com mon sense while his own per sonal mo tiv a tions re main
un touched: ‘It amuses me some times to think about the talk ing cure,
and how it’s be come a whole bloody in dustry, and how little evid ence
there is that it does a scrap of good.’ (BC, 200) This un der ly ing cri‐ 
tique of the talk ing cure in a coun try that has been renowned for its
res ist ance to the prac tice, per haps more so than in other parts of the
world, dove tails with the other ques tion Tom is after and which the
genre of the novel is meant to un ravel: ‘Talk ing… is one way of get ting
at the truth.’ (BC, 200)

19

Danny’s mode of re la tion to the other seems to be based on a per vert
stratagem: he finds his own defin i tion in the oth ers, whose opin ion
he en dorses or em braces in the hope of find ing in them the key to his
self: ‘He ob served people, he knew a lot about them, and at the same
time he didn’t know any thing be cause he was al ways look ing at this
mir ror image.’ (BC, 171) As in Re gen er a tion, where Rivers hes it ates
between the new est de vel op ments of ther apy, in clud ing his own ex‐ 
per i ments with nerves and the Freu dian ap proach based on the no‐ 
tion that nar rat ive does as much to the brain as modi fy ing its phys ical
as pect, Tom is at times lost between a neur o lo gical ap proach and an
Oed ipal one, between psy chi atry and psy cho ana lysis: ‘Tom was
startled. Danny had slipped into being his father.’ (BC, 119) The mani‐ 
fest a tion of the ima gin ary di men sion of Danny’s sub jectiv ity is a mat‐ 
ter of sur prise and re veals that Tom’s psy cho thera peutic ap proach is
un stable. Dur ing his in vest ig a tion for the truth of Danny’s story, Tom
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often meets people who seem more versed in the art of as so ci ation
and in ter pret a tion than he might be: Thus, Danny’s story about his
re la tion ship with his former teacher, prob ably in volving some sexual
act, the truth of which re mains un known, leads him to ex plain that
Angus pressed on ‘some raw spots’, which was ‘dy nam ite… I’d totally
blocked off the past.’ (BC, 177) This seems to be a lot more op er at ive
than Dr. Sey mour’s own acts. When Tom takes the ‘hint’ about the
trans fer ence at play in this ‘love’ scene (BC, 179), he sees Danny’s em‐ 
bar rass ment about deal ing with the past, but does not seem to take
into con sid er a tion the ques tion of love so cent ral to Danny and
Angus’s re la tion ship, and so cent ral to his own re la tion ship with
Danny. Barker uses the in stabil ity of the thera peutic the ory Dr. Sey‐ 
mour re lies on to sig nify his prob lem atic eth ics and point to the in ef‐ 
fic acy of his prac tice.

Re do ing Sexual Trau mas
Love, often con fused with sex, is the paradigm that Danny al ways
fore grounds as an ex cuse or ex plan a tion for his re la tion ships with
oth ers. On the other hand, Tom fails to elab or ate a nar rat ive from his
real iz a tion that his writ ing block, his in fer til ity and his in ca pa city to
con duct treat ment might some how be long to the same sub ject ive
logic. He sim il arly never relates the re la tion ship Danny seeks to have
with him with the pat tern of re la tion ships he forms with oth ers. This
only be comes ap par ent in the text when he plays with the word ‘dick‐ 
head’. The defin i tion of the word when used as a slur sug gests that
the per son can not think prop erly but here it be comes the oc ca sion of
an other pun that im plies that Tom in deed fails to ana lyse and in ter‐ 
pret as he should: ‘his dick was the only part of him that had shown
the slight est part of in tel li gence.’ (BC, 220) Barker re plays the tra di‐ 
tional as so ci ations of sexu al ity and de sire by show ing that any dis reg‐ 
ard for un con scious pro cesses will fail be cause in ter pret a tion is
based on the re cog ni tion of these.
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In the novel, the med ical terms are scarce, and this is an other ele‐ 
ment of sur prise and dif fer ence with the Re gen er a tion tri logy, which
was groun ded in the his tor ical con text of Dr.  Rivers’s nerve ex per i‐ 
ments in the wake of World War I vet er ans’ treat ment (BRAN‐ 
NIGAN 2005). Struc tur ally cent ral to the novel is a scene in which Tom
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is asked to define what his re la tion ship to Danny is and what the
work car ried out in his own home, where he talks with Danny in the
midst of his own per sonal de bacle, amounts to: ‘But he’s not a pa‐ 
tient? I mean, you’re  –  ’/‘Oh no, no. He’s made it per fectly plain he
doesn’t want treat ment. He just wants to talk.’ (BC, 106) The irony of
such sep ar a tion between talk ing and treat ment for a psy cho lo gist is
strik ing but is not un der lined in the text. Tom does not re flect upon
his own eth ics, des pite being aware, as a pro fes sional, of the trans fer‐ 
en tial ef fects of the cure: this is the point of com plete dis junc tion
between cure and care that feeds into the anxi ety or ‘thrill’ of the
story. When form ing ‘a clear pic ture of Danny’s present men tal state,’
Tom men tions that ‘he was sleep ing badly, he had night mares, he
suffered flash backs, he couldn’t con cen trate, he felt numb, he com‐ 
plained that everything around him seemed un real. But none of these
symp toms was any guide to his state of mind at the time of the
killing.’ (BC, 46) In ter est ingly, the symp toms are lis ted as in a ‘guide’
book, in deed such as had been es tab lished by the Amer ican Psy chi at‐ 
ric As so ci ation, whose DSM- III (1980) and sub sequent edi tions (IV in
1995; IV-TR in 2000) had had re sound ing suc cess, and set a paradigm
of treat ment. Here, in typ ical DSM ap proach, the symp toms are lis ted
while no sym bolic or in ter pret at ive ar tic u la tion is offered; everything
is noted down as signs rather than symp toms. In DSM-V, the lim it a‐ 
tions of such an ap proach has now been re cog nized, au thors of DSM
now re fut ing the idea that symp toms could be re duced to a purely
ob ject ive sign: ‘Men tal dis orders are defined in re la tion to cul tural,
so cial, and fa milial norms and val ues. Cul ture provides in ter pret ive
frame works that shape the ex per i ence and ex pres sion of the symp‐ 
toms.’ (DSM-V: 14) The idea that Danny’s ‘state of mind’ cor res ponds
to a ‘dia gnosis’ is un ques tioned, des pite its in co her ence with both the
tech nique offered – con ver sa tion – and the treat ment given – none.
Tom’s de cisions to in ter rupt ses sions are not mean ing ful acts but
simply based on his judg ment of Danny’s hav ing ‘had enough’, a fairly
vague ap pre ci ation which in ev it ably leads these end ings to be re‐ 
garded as ‘un pleas ant shock’ (BC, 47) 5. In ad di tion, the ther ap ist re lies
on the dic tion ary to ex plain some of the words the pa tient has told
him. When pressed by Danny, Tom ad mits that he sees ‘no sign of
[de pres sion]’, adding to him self that ‘he didn’t find the ab sence of de‐ 
press ive symp toms re as sur ing.’ (BC, 76) The hes it a tion between sign
and symp tom in a thera peutic con text is a major lack of the or iz a tion
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that sug gests Tom does not know what he should care about and for
in this case (Can guil hem 1958). Tom has failed to re flect upon his own
method and can not be an ap pro pri ate sup port for the pa tient.

In ter est ingly, Tom is more prone to apply the vocab u lary of psy cho‐ 
path o logy to his own case in a sort of pop u lar (per haps fit for media
usage?) un der stand ing of the terms. When he vis its his mother for
the second an niversary of his father’s passing, he ob serves her and
the ef fect of the end of ‘love- making’ for her, con clud ing about her
re la tion ship with Tyger, the cat: ‘Stage four of griev ing: the trans fer‐ 
ence of li bido to an other ob ject, per son or activ ity.’ (BC, 56) The Freu‐ 
dian lex icon serves as a guide with a value that seems to deny its ef‐ 
fic acy in the same ges ture: ‘The nat ural love ob ject, the one that
would have con trib uted enorm ously to her re cov ery, was a grand‐ 
child, but that he was, rather con spicu ously, fail ing to sup ply.’ (BC, 56)
Barker de feats the dis course of pop- Freudianism that mixes clin ical
tools with a sort of philo sophy or pro gramme which in di vidu als are
ex pec ted to obey. Dr.  Sey mour there fore ap pears as a tar get of the
nov el ist’s cri tique, and her spon sor ship of in di vidual stor ies, cases (in
both the clin ical and ju di ciary sense), over gen eral ap pre ci ation and
pub lic out rage.
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How ever, this lin guistic elab or a tion is in keep ing with the mostly
meta phor ical lan guage used in his treat ment, des pite the main char‐ 
ac ter being em ployed in a hos pital. When Danny says that he knew
his job was to ‘find out whether I was… men tal? I don’t know. Round
the twist? Bonkers? Crazy? I don’t know what word I’d have used.’
(BC, 94), Tom does not reply but he does not take the hint so as to try
to form an opin ion about the dia gnosis: Danny’s fum bling with the
cor rect word does not echo any cer ti tude or hy po thet ical opin ion
made by Tom him self. These words – Tom used ‘in sane’ him self to de‐ 
scribe some of Danny’s logic – do not trig ger any wish to spe cify what
the pa tient is. In that re spect, his re ceiv ing Danny at his own home,
which is not a con sult ing room (Gar land 2004, 196), sug gests that
Danny isn’t just a pa tient like oth ers: ‘You make him sound like a virus’
(BC 225) says Lauren, in ter pret ing Tom’s words, but only re ceiv ing a
shrug as an an swer.
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The ori ginal em bar rass ment that Tom had felt when res cuing Danny,
then thought to be a stranger, there fore be comes a paradigm of
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Tom’s lack of thera peutic stance and po s i tion, lead ing to the over all
anxi ety of the novel: ‘A dim memory of play ing doc tors and nurses
with his slightly older girl cous ins came back to him. He’d al ways
been the pa tient, he re membered, though in those far- off games it
had never been his arm that re quired at ten tion.’ (BC, 13) The thera‐ 
peutic scene is in scribed in Tom as an erotic game linked to the body
and an in ter sub ject ive re la tion akin to love and sexu al ity. Tom’s pass‐ 
ive po s i tion in the game does not bode well on his forth com ing role
as doc tor, in ter est ingly a doc tor not of medi cine but of psy cho logy,
i.e. not a doc tor that can eas ily fit into the purely bio med ical vocab u‐ 
lary. To the ques tion, ‘Do you think he’ll be all right?’, Tom’s vaguely
med ical ap proach strikes one as avoid ing the issue raised: ‘De pends
what he took. Prozac, yes. Paracetamol, no.’ (BC, 13) Is he evok ing the
chem ical ef fects of the drugs’ mo lecules, or re fer ring to the be fit ting
nature of the medi cines on his gen eral state? Isn’t the au thor ity of
such a state ment slightly too rapid? This goes hand in glove with his
ini tial de scrip tion of the boy: ‘the mud on the boy’s face had begun to
dry and crack, like a ritual mask or the worst case of psori asis you
could ima gine.’ (10) Ill ness and treat ment are used meta phor ic ally,
through gen er al isa tions that seem dis con nec ted from the in di vidual
case, but the doc tor re mains im per vi ous to their mean ing for him self.
The reader is in vited to con clude that Tom’s lack of self- analysis (‘his
dream- self was not so bid dable’ [BC, 258]) renders him im pot ent in
treat ment as much as he is im pot ent in bed with his wife. The ana‐ 
logy may not be Barker’s most in spired, but it un der lines the im‐ 
possib il ity to make do without sub jectiv ity, de sire and the dark con‐ 
tin ent of the sub con scious when em bark ing in the care of men tal
health.
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1  I men tion Re gen er a tion sev eral times in this paper. For a full de vel op ment
of the ar gu ment about the tri logy, see BOILEAU 2023.

2  This is a re cur ring ref er ence in works pub lished about or men tion ing the
novel. To give but a few ex amples, see BRAN NIGAN  & BARKER  2005, 369;
CHILDS 2012, 64; GAR LAND 2004, 197, etc.

3  Trans fer ence is the un con scious pro cess by which pa tient and ther ap ist
form a bond that is the con di tion of the cure. This re la tion is es sen tial to
define for the ther ap ist, and many writ ings by Freud focus on it, es pe cially
in La tech nique psychana lytique, a col lec tion of art icles that has never been
pub lished as such in Eng lish. Trans fer ence needs to be un der stood be cause
it can be turned into counter- transference  –  fos ter ing af fects of hate and
per se cu tion  –  or a re la tion of sub jec tion by which ther ap ists, some times
un awares, ma nip u late their pa tients (MAL EVAL 2012). Lacan’s re work ing of this
led to the concept ‘subject- that-is-supposed-to-know’ (LUCHELLI  2009, 21;
27-34), which des ig nates the po s i tion held by the ana lyst in re la tion to the
ana lysand – some thing found here in Danny’s de cision to come to see Tom
on the as sump tion that he can ac count for his past crime. Tom’s fail ure to
in ter pret this can be said to be the ori ginal ques tion the novel ex plores. For
fur ther reads on this cru cial concept and its re la tion to the eth ics of psy‐ 
cho ana lysis, see LACAN 1951 & 1958.

4  He sug gests to Danny that if he is look ing for a ‘real ity checker,’ this might
be why he has come to see him. (BC, 99)

5  This evokes the long- running de bate within schools of psy cho path o logy,
hav ing caused mul tiple breaches and di ver gent views amongst clini cians.
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English
This art icle fo cuses on how Pat Barker ex plores the eth ical stance of her
main char ac ter, Tom, a psy cho lo gist, who is as con fused by the conun drum
of the dis tinc tion between facts and truths as the read ers who are temp ted
to read the story of Bor der Cross ing as a thriller re vis it ing a real- life case
may be. This en ables me to show that in stead of simply cri ti ciz ing the way
men tal health ex perts are used in the Brit ish ju di ciary sys tem, Barker’s novel
sug gests that fail ure to crit ic ally en gage with one’s prac tice de feats al leged
scientifically- based meth ods. Tom’s mo tiv a tions are de bat able from the
point of view of the ther ap ist’s eth ics, and ul ti mately no longer ori ented by
Danny, his pa tient. The novel’s ten sion mainly stems from a thera peutic
situ ation that un settles all eth ical prin ciples: Tom is chosen for what Danny
thinks was Tom’s role in his being sen tenced, al most forced to ac count for
the re port he then wrote. I wish to argue that by ques tion ing the guar an tee
of trial ex pert ise and dia gnoses, es pe cially in the bi opol it ical con text of the
pro mo tion of DSM as more ‘sci entific’ than other meth ods, Barker chal‐ 
lenges the as so ci ation of care and cure that has some how be come cent ral
to lit er ary ana lyses of men tal health: she shows that caring for/ about a pa‐ 
tient may have noth ing to do with their cure, en cour aging a re flec tion on
men tal health ther ap ists’ eth ics, in par tic u lar their well- meaning ob ject ives.
As this is a ques tion that has been cent ral in de fin ing the breach between
psy cho ana lysis and psy chi atry, es pe cially in the teach ing of Lacan, this will
be the main frame work for the defin i tion of the eth ics of the cure in this
art icle.

Français
Cet ar ticle ana lyse com ment Pat Bar ker ex plore la po si tion éthique de son
per son nage prin ci pal, Tom, qui est tout aussi perdu dans l’en tre lacs des
ques tions de vé ri tés et de réa li té fac tuelle que peuvent l’être les lec teurs
ten tés de lire l’his toire de Bor der Cros sing comme un roman à sus pense
fondé sur une his toire vraie. Il s’agira ici de mon trer qu’au lieu de sim ple‐ 
ment cri ti quer la ma nière dont les spé cia listes de la santé men tale sont uti‐ 
li sés par le sys tème ju di ciaire bri tan nique, le roman de Bar ker sug gère que
l’ab sence de recul cri tique dans la pra tique thé ra peu tique met en péril les
mé thodes les plus éprou vées sur le plan scien ti fique. Les mo ti va tions de
Tom sont dis cu tables du point de vue de l’éthique thé ra peu tique et in fine
ne s’orientent pas du pa tient, Danny. La ten sion dans le roman pro vient jus‐ 
te ment d’un cadre thé ra peu tique qui se joue de tous les prin cipes  : Tom a
été choi si parce que Danny pense que Tom a eu un rôle dé ci sif dans sa
condam na tion, et c’est Tom qui se voit forcé de rendre des comptes au sujet
du rap port qu’il a écrit à l’époque. En met tant en ques tion la ga ran tie of ferte
par les ex per tises et les diag nos tics dans les tri bu naux, dans un contexte
bio po li tique où le DSM était promu comme plus “scien ti fique” que d’autres
mé thodes, Bar ker ébranle l’as so cia tion gé né ra le ment ad mise entre soin et
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cure, qui est de ve nue d’une cer taine ma nière cen trale aux études lit té raires
por tant sur la ma la die men tale  : s’oc cu per d’un pa tient (care) n’a peut- être
rien à voir avec la cure (au sens de soin et de thé ra peu tique), nous en cou ra‐ 
geant à ré flé chir à l’éthique du psy cho logue, no tam ment du psy cho logue
armé de bonnes in ten tions. Comme cette ques tion est de ve nue cen trale
dans l’op po si tion entre psy cha na lyse et psy chia trie, no tam ment chez Lacan,
c’est dans ce cadre ana ly tique que la ques tion de l’éthique thé ra peu tique
sera posée.
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