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The odd thing about being a vegetarian is not that the things that happen to other people don't happen to me—they all do—but they happen differently: pain is different, pleasure different, fever different, cold different, and even love different.

—George Bernard Shaw

While Shaw was being humorous in his letter to Ellen Terry, he was also making an observation that rings true to this psychoanalyst. For some time now, having treated a few analysands who were vegetarians, I have been wondering to myself what makes such people tick, those who live a “vegetarian way of life”? By vegetarian way of life, I mean those individuals, like Pythagoras, Tolstoy, Shelley, Einstein, and Leonardo to name a few famous vegetarians, who have, to varying degrees, an almost visceral contempt for what they view as the unnecessary killing of animals, who are greatly concerned about animal welfare, earth ecology, and maintaining good physical health. Such lacto-vegetarians (no meat-, poultry-, or fish-eating, but only dairy products)1 are often associated with progressive social thought, though there have been a few infamous exceptions like Adolph Hitler and Richard Wagner (an unrepentant anti-Semite). Like religion, or for that matter psychoanalysis, vegetarianism can be life affirming or life denying, depending on the individual who embraces such a social practice. More generally, understanding the vegetarian way of life, which of course includes a vegetarian “state of mind,” raises profound themes that are relevant to more general psychological issues of interest to psychoanalysis: What people eat, their diet, is an important statement and symbol of what they believe and feel strongly about, mainly because food consumption
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is an everyday activity, one that is crucial for their survival, their sense of well-being, and their social identity (e.g., think of all of the ritual and ceremony associated with eating) (Spencer, 2000, p. x). If the food one eats is an important component of the social construction of self-identity (“you are what you eat”) (Fox, 1999, p. 25), this means that eating has many conscious and unconscious meanings that are relevant to understanding a particular analysand's way of being in the world (Spencer, 2000, p. x). This is especially the case when we consider why people choose to give up eating meat (as opposed to those, like Gandhi, raised in a vegetarian culture), where eating meat is generally regarded as a common pleasure of omnivorous humans, at least in Western culture. Moreover, the psychology of meat-abstention is particularly interesting in light of the fact that abstainers have to endure the mockery and even anger of meat-eaters, a common response from nonvegetarians in our culture. While much more accepted in popular culture than in earlier times, vegetarianism is still often regarded as a culturally disruptive, if not subversive, activity.

Most importantly, and this is the main question I address in this paper, how can embracing a vegetarian way of life contribute to the development of greater autonomy, integration, and self-mastery? More specifically, I argue that the ethical values that are lodged in the vegetarian way of life, such as nonviolence (e.g., rejecting unnecessary animal suffering and death), unreasonable exploitation of Nature (e.g., environmental spoilage), the respectful acceptance and affirmation of the Other (e.g., in-terspecies kinship) and planet survival (e.g., world hunger)-are ultimately animated by what analysts would call “mature” ethical emotions of love and compassion (Fox, 1999, p. 61). Such life-affirming valuative attachments, characterized by relatedness and gratitude, in contrast to an entitlement attitude of “proprietorship, instrumentalism and domination” (Fox, 1999, 60, 101, 61), are in harmony with the ethical values and the celebration of life that constitute the psychoanalytic outlook at its best. Indeed, as Freud wrote to Jung, psychoanalysis is “a cure by love” (McGuire, 1974, pp. 12-13), and it is this alliance with Eros, as opposed to Thanatos, that constitutes the vegetarian way of life at its best. As one vegetarian pithily told me, “I want my body to
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be a monument to the living rather than a graveyard for the dead.”

In an attempt to answer the question of how embracing a vegetarian way of life can enhance one's self-mastery and ethical subjectivity, I present excerpts from an analysis of a young man who decided to become a lacto-vegetarian while in treatment. I also use data from a number of interviews with acquaintances of mine who are vegetarians. For the record, the author of this article, age 54 has been a lacto-vegetarian for most of my adult life.

Psychoanalysis as a “Spiritual Exercise”

Before getting to the heart of this paper, and in order to put my reflections into context, it is essential that I state that I understand the discipline of psychoanalysis to be more than a body of thought and type of psychotherapy. By psychoanalysis I mean a widely accepted theoretico-practical matrix, an intellectual technology for rendering existence “thinkable and predictable” (Rose, 1996, p. 83). Psychoanalysis is not merely a body of thought, but a way of life, one that gives its followers a language in which to articulate themselves and their actions, “to judge and evaluate their existence,” to give their experience meaning, and “to act upon themselves” (Rose, 1996, pp. 62, 65). Many individuals appropriate the life- and identity-defining narrative of psychoanalysis when they seek to understand, endure and possibly conquer the problems that assail them, such as despair, loss, tragedy, anxiety, and conflict. In effect, they try to synthesize the emotionally dissonant experiences of life through a psychoanalytic calculus and ethic. In this sense, psychoanalysis is similar to what Michel Foucault called a “technology of the self,” a “practice of the self,” that is, “an exercise of the self by which one attempts to develop and transform oneself, and to attain a certain mode of being” (Foucault, 1989, p. 433). According to Pierre Hadot (writing in another context), psychoanalysis can be viewed as a “spiritual exercise,” a tool for living life prudently and wisely. The aim of a spiritual exercise is to foster a deep modification of the individual's way “of seeing and being,” a decisive change in how a person lives his or her practical, everyday life (Hadot, 1997, p. 83). My hope is that psychoanalysis can be
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enhanced and made more vigorous, livelier, and more poetic, as a self-sustaining narrative of self-identity through understanding itself as a spiritual exercise lodged in the great ancient wisdom and spiritual/religious traditions (Marcus, 2003). Psychoanalysis, in other words, is a practice of “soul care” or “soul craft” (Hutter, 2006, p. 26), of self-fashioning and self-creation, especially in the ethical domain, and an instrument of self-enhancement.

The World of the Vegetarian

Like motorcyclists, baseball devotees, and stamp collectors, the vegetarian is part of a community of like-minded people who have deeply felt, shared values and quasi-ritualized activities. By way of contextualizing my case vignette and the discussion that follows, I therefore want to make some observations about the “typical” vegetarian, his or her relationship to the natural world, the trajectory leading to the individual's giving up eating meat, and his or her new community. Roughly 1 percent to 2.8 percent of adults in the United States are vegetarians, too large a number to make any meaningful generalizations about. Therefore, I limit my brief, speculative comments to those individuals who chose to be vegetarians in adolescence or adulthood, and who live in Western societies. Such were the vegetarians I interviewed, as was the analysand I will describe in the case vignette.

There are many reasons why a person chooses to become a vegetarian, or at least there are many thoughtful philosophical/religious arguments for doing so, arguments that I will not review. Whatever the conscious moral reasons for giving up meat-eating (perhaps excluding those who do so only for health concerns), vegetarians usually have somewhere in their stated outlook the notion that they see themselves as “part of Nature, rather than apart from Nature” (Fox, 1999, p. 176, emphasis in original). In their minds, choosing vegetarianism is an attempt to reconfigure “the human—animal relationship” on a more “harmonious” basis, where cruelty, brutality, and exploitation no longer dominate. In other words, Fox continues, most vegetarians have decided that the best way of fitting within and relating to the natural world is to embrace “compassionate cohabitation.” Such ethically infused, affect-animated desires for “connection
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and relatedness, reciprocity and community” are thus some of the regulative values for what vegetarians regard as living the reasonable, moral “good life” (Fox, 1999, pp. 110, 176).

Often what first brings a person to consider the possibility of giving up meat is some kind of intense emotional identification with the suffering animal world. In vegetarian circles such identificatory moments have been called “meat insight experiences” (Amato & Patridge, 1989, p. vii). That is, while eating meat the person is overwhelmed with troubling fantasies and images of living animals, perhaps even of pets or cut-up animals on display at the butcher or in the supermarket, that lead him or her to feel intense moral revulsion. One vegetarian I interviewed indicated that he could not finish eating his pork chop when he noticed the dead, burning pig on a rotating skillet in his favorite Greek restaurant. Another interviewee told me that when she was tearing the meat off a scrumptious turkey leg on Thanksgiving Day, she began to imagine it was the leg of her beloved cat. Sometimes these meat-eating insights are extreme, if not grotesque: “I first seriously decided to do without meat when my mother cooked my pet rabbit in a stew and I ate it without knowing it. [Needless to say, he found out soon after.]” (Fox, 1999, p. 56).

While such reactions are psychoanalytically complex, what is most striking about these reactions is that the usual defenses that people have in our culture that allow them to separate their favorable feelings about the meat they eat from the feelings they have for other animals, pets, for example, break down, causing an impossible-to-ignore psychological condition. In other words, the vegetarian is not able to maintain the splitting of thought and feeling that allows him or her to think that the beautifully garnished cow, sheep, pig, chicken, or fish on his dinner plate is a creature that has suffered terribly, in, for example, factory farming, is somehow not a member of the same group of living, sentient beings as our beloved dog, cat, rabbit, bird, or goldfish. As one teenage female vegetarian recently told me, “I became a vegetarian when I realized that the cow I was eating was a mammal with feelings just like me.”

As I have insinuated, the vegetarian community is made up of a wide range of individuals who somehow share certain moral,
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social, and political commitments based on the core conviction that eating meat is morally wrong, that it reflects a selfish, ultra-anthropocentric, misguided attitude toward the sentient world. Meat-eaters unashamedly assert that humans have the right to kill the “Other,” that is, sentient life that is perceived as radically different and alien. For the vegetarian, the killing of conscious, mindful, and feeling creatures is experienced as radically unacceptable, as guilt-inducing, if not sinful. Such socially sanctioned killing does not reflect an attitude of what ethical philosopher Emmanuel Levinas famously calls “responsibility for the Other,” the caring and respectful attitude toward the Other, before oneself, that constitutes what Levinas, and for that matter, most great world religions and spiritual traditions (Marcus, 2003) regard as the ideal self—other, self—world relation. The question that immediately comes to mind for the psychoanalyst is, why does the vegetarian choose to so intimately link his or her eating habits to moral commitments, that is, to eat in a way that is not dedicated to his or her own pleasure seeking, but, rather, to the well-being of animals, fellow humans and the planet? It is to this important question that we now turn.

Freud's Study of Leonardo Da Vinci

Freud had a long-standing interest in Leonardo Da Vinci in terms of the psychology of the artist. His study (Freud, 1910) was his first and only full-length psychoanalytic biography ever written, one that provides the reader with a model for applying the insights from clinical psychoanalysis to an important historical figure. Freud's study has two parts: first, an investigation of Leonardo's personality and its connection to his creative work and achievements, and, second, the search for the infantile basis of this remarkable contribution in Leonardo's actual childhood experience. Freud mentions in passing that Leonardo was a vegetarian as part of his summary of what he describes as Leonardo's generally kind and caring character. However, as Spencer (2000, p. 178) notes and documents, Freud seemed to downplay the reality that Leonardo, one of the great humanists, actually had a fair amount of disgust for man himself, as did Freud. However, unlike Freud, Leonardo was a committed vegetarian.
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Wrote a lamenting Leonardo, “We make our life by the death of others” (quoted in Spencer, 2000, p. 179). This being said, I quote three passages from Freud, to sensitize the reader to some of the important thematics pertinent to Leonardo that may also characterize the vegetarian way of being in the world:

Leonardo was notable for his quiet peaceableness and his avoidance of all antagonism and controversy. He was gentle and kindly to everyone: he declined, it is said, to eat meat, since he did not think it justifiable to deprive animals of their lives; and he took particular pleasure in buying birds in the market and setting them free. He condemned war and bloodshed and described man as not so much the king of the animal world but rather the worst of the wild beasts.” (Freud, 1910, p. 69)

(Sounding like Leonardo, Freud wrote elsewhere, “I prefer the society of animals to that of humans. Certainly, a wild animal is terrible. But meanness is the prerogative of a civilized person.”)

However, Freud also noted what can be psychoanalytically described as Leonardo's sadistic side, though wonderfully sublimated:

But this feminine delicacy of feeling did not deter him from accompanying condemned criminals on their way to execution in order to study their features distorted by fear and to sketch them in his notebook. Nor did it stop him from devising the crudest offensive weapons and from entering the service of Cesare Borgia as chief military engineer. (Ibid.)

Finally, concludes Freud,

In an age which saw a struggle between sensuality without restraint and gloomy asceticism, Leonardo represented the cool repudiation of sexuality-a thing that would scarcely be expected of an artist and a portrayer of feminine beauty. (Ibid.)

Thus, we have here three salient observations that are said to characterize Leonardo's inner life that may also characterize the “typical” vegetarian, if we can for the sake of argument, reasonably assume such a category. Extrapolating from Freud, it is hypothesized that the typical vegetarian often presents to the outside world as gentle, kind and progressive in outlook; the individual may have inordinate unconscious conflicts with his or
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her aggression; and he or she may be prone to self-denial in terms of sexual and other pleasures.

Kurt Eissler (1962) also wrote a psychoanalytic study of Leonardo, in which he disagreed with such aspects of Freud's thesis as that Leonardo was on the edge of, if not barely fending off, depression. Eissler alleges that Leonardo had a “severe oral sadistic conflict” (p. 60) and therefore had to unconsciously fight off cannibalistic impulses when, for example, he was dissecting corpses. In Eissler's view, Leonardo's vegetarianism “permitted redemption of guilt by sacrifice and the sustenance of a potent defense” (p. 266). While both Freud's and Eissler's observations and formulations about the meaning of Leonardo's vegetarianism have been vigorously disputed by vegetarian-sympathetic social historians (Spencer, 2000, pp. 177-180), they impress me as good “food for thought” as we proceed in our psychoanalytic study, which is mainly aimed at suggesting how adopting vegetarianism can be part of an analysand's successful efforts at achieving a higher level of transformation of the self. Such a “new regime of the soul” (Hutter, 2006, p. 84), especially its enhanced other-regarding ethical expression, is what I mean by self-mastery.

Case Vignette

Elie, age 26, was a Ph.D. student in literary studies when he first came to see me. He was having serious problems managing his doctoral advisor, who seemed bent on making his life hard going, perhaps to the point of hounding Elie out of the program. Elie could not change his advisors, for his advisor was not only the only departmental expert in the subject Elie was researching, but the long-standing, politically powerful head of the department. “He is my gatekeeper to getting my Ph.D.,” Elie told me. As a result of this precarious situation, Elie claimed that he was prone to depression, anxiety, and irrational fears of serious illness and premature death. He further indicated that he could not bear being so self-preoccupied, as was manifested in his more or less chronic anger and worrying, work addiction, and rumination about his lack of sexual/relationship fulfillment. Elie was not a vegetarian when I first met him. In fact, for reasons that will soon become clear, he tended to be a fast-food consumer
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who also liked to snack on salty and sugary junk foods. Wise-brand potato chips was his favorite junk food (he used to eat nearly an entire large bag every night while watching television), while “medium rare” steak with a baked potato smothered with sour cream was his favorite meal. Elie said that he “hated” most vegetables, except for raw carrots (he liked their crunchiness).

Elie came from an upper middle-class Jewish family; his father was a well-known academic and his mother an accomplished editor. He had three older siblings who were also quite accomplished in their careers. Elie described his childhood as a difficult one in that he had a rather domineering, critical, emotionally distant father, and a seductive and narcissistic mother, whom he nevertheless was strongly tied to. Elie was not a very good student from in elementary school through high school, though he flowered once he went to college away from his parents. The most important aspect of Elie's history in terms of his turn to vegetarianism was his history of medical trauma as a child. At age four he was hit by a car, causing him to break his leg (he had playfully run away from his baby-sitter and into the street), and he was hospitalized for a few days. A few years later, at age eight, he required some additional surgery on his broken leg, though he never had any residual limp, only some episodic muscle and ankle pain. Elie came from a home where the idea of eating healthfully and staying fit was “pushed on me by my parents.” There were very few snacks worth eating around the house, and his father, who had run a marathon a few times, was a jogging fanatic, while his mother, a very slim and good-looking woman, swam everyday. Elie said that throughout his life his parents were irritatingly and excessively concerned about their health and fitness, and overbearing about maintaining his and his siblings' health, leading Elie to have his own stash of candy hidden in his bedroom and no interest in competitive sports (though he was naturally a good athlete, he claimed). As a result of his lack of exercise and poor eating habits, Elie was a bit overweight.

Elie turned to vegetarianism during what he called his “life-and-death” struggle with his Ph.D. advisor, a rigid and demeaning man who seemed threatened by Elie, though Elie always impressed
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me as a rather nice young man, kind, thoughtful, funny, but also somewhat cynical and sarcastic. Elie says that he tried everything to please his advisor; however, no matter what he did, the advisor found a way to undermine, if not to discredit, his efforts. Elie said he did not know why the advisor took such a dislike to him, but he thought that the advisor may have been threatened by Elie having come from such an intellectual Jewish background, in contrast to the advisor, who was a Baptist Southerner “from the aristocracy. His family probably had slaves,” Elie was fond of saying. What was clear, said Elie, was that he was very angry with this advisor and felt largely powerless to engage him without the interaction turning to his disadvantage. Once, for example, when Elie was meeting with his advisor, his advisor mentioned an important book in their field that Elie should take a look at. Elie indicated that by chance he had read it a few months earlier. Said his advisor, “Well, well, Mr. Literary Scholar from Long Island, maybe you should be the advisor and I should be the doctoral student.” Elie, stunned by the advisor's defensive and nasty reaction, tried to explain respectfully what he meant, but the whole interaction became increasingly awkward and uncomfortable. Elie said that he often left his meetings with his advisor feeling humiliated and furious, and, later, depressed and anxious.

Elie said that he began to contemplate becoming a vegetarian when he happened by chance to discover in his university library a book about famous religious vegetarians. Reading those interesting reflections made him wonder about the ethical reasons for becoming vegetarian, so he began to research the subject. By that time he had given up eating junk food regularly, a diet that he viewed as a symbolic protest against his parent's hyperhealthy, controlling upbringing of him. He quietly began to change his meat-dominated diet somewhat, still eating meat, but less of it. When I asked him about this change in his eating habits, he told me that eating less meat and more vegetables (e.g., specifically mushrooms and avocado) was healthier and helped him keep his weight at his desirable level. Elie also said that he thought it was “sort of cool to be a vegey,” though it was not exactly his thing; “most vegeys are weird,” he cynically noted. It was within this context that Elie had his “meat-eating insight”
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experience, actually, two of them. In the first fantasy, while home for winter vacation and eating a chicken wing during dinner with his parents, he imagined he was devouring his childhood dog's paw. In the second fantasy, about a week later, while eating a piece of swordfish he imagined he was eating his father's toes. After having both of these fantasies, Elie felt disgusted and could not finish his dinner. He also indicated to me that he must be psychotic to have such bizarre thoughts. The meaning of these cannibalistic fantasies was explored in his analysis.

As for the first fantasy, Elie indicated that his dog had always been his “best friend” in his difficult childhood, a source of comfort when he felt put upon by his demanding and critical father and rejected by his self-absorbed mother. He described going upstairs into his room and lying in his bed stroking his “doggie,” as he called her. More importantly, Elie indicated that when he broke his leg and was hospitalized he recalled fantasizing about his dog as a way of calming and amusing himself. In fact, Elie said that he had a very active and vivid fantasy life during his hospital stay and thereafter. He had a group of “animal friends,” something akin to, though not exactly like, imaginary playmates who kept him busy at night and made him feel less alone and afraid. Elie said that neither one of his parents slept at the hospital though they visited regularly. He did not recall many details of his hospital stay.

Elie believed that he had the fantasy of eating his dog's paw largely as a result of the heightened state of anxiety he was in concerning his advisor, further reinforced by being very angry at his father, who unfairly blamed him for not handling his advisor properly and jeopardizing his doctoral studies. Elie said that his father was very invested in Elie's following in his footsteps and getting a Ph.D. in a related discipline. Elie hated this idea, but also recognized that he liked and was very good at literary studies, at least as long as he did not associate them with his father. The fantasy of ingesting his beloved dog's paw, Elie concluded, was thus a way of comforting himself while also expressing, in derivative form, his mainly oral-sadistic wishes toward his hated father.

As for the second fantasy, imagining he was consuming his
- 71 -

father's toes while eating a piece of swordfish, Elie indicated that he recalled that his father used to take off his socks and sneakers in the kitchen after jogging each morning and scratched his sweaty feet. His father's feet, he noted, had a color similar to that of swordfish. Elie then made the connection between the word “sword” in swordfish and his wish to cut his father down to size. That is, Elie said that if he could have his way, his pompous and critical father would be psychologically “amputated” (hence eating his father's toes), as would his arrogant and nasty doctoral advisor whom he associated with his father when he was most angry at him. “Both of these curly-haired idiots have ruled over me and made my life feel like shit,” said Elie.

At the same time that these two fantasies occurred, Elie became considerably more anxious about his physical health, largely relating to two panic attacks he had while listening to a lecture (one given by his advisor), where he imagined that he was having a heart attack, forcing him to exit the lecture hall quickly and splash cold water on his face. Both panic attacks frightened him, as he had never in his life felt so scared for no obvious reason. “I felt completely out of control, trapped in a state of utter horror,” Elie noted.

Over time, Elie had become much more anxious about his overall health, both neurotically believing and not believing that he was suddenly going to die of a heart attack. Elie's anxiety got so bad that he sought out some anti-anxiety medication. The medication combined with his understanding his panic attacks as largely a form of punishment for his rage-filled wishes against his advisor and, ultimately, his father, helped reduce his fear of having another panic attack. Still, Elie's generalized anxiety was often uncomfortably high.

About a month or so later, Elie came into session and announced that he had decided to not eat meat any more, though he was going to continue to eat fish. He indicated that he felt that eating meat was “not a very nice thing to do to the poor cows.” Fish, on the other hand, were more plentiful and did not suffer in factory farming, as did cows.

Having bought a number of books on the subject, Elie also became more and more interested in the philosophical and ethical basis of vegetarianism, finding the essays written by religious
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vegetarians the most interesting. Simultaneously, for a year or so, Elie became more religiously observant and interested in modern Hebrew literature. Both of these developments, giving up eating meat and becoming more observant, were understood by us as, in part, as an attempt to modulate his angry and vengeful feelings toward his advisor/father, mainly by curbing his oral-sadistic impulses, while at the same time taking better care of himself by becoming involved in a nurturing religious community.

From the point of view of his developing vegetarianism, the next major moment was when Elie fell madly in love with a Jewish Studies doctoral student, an avid hiker, who was herself inclined toward vegetarianism. Though Elie had had a few important girlfriends over the years, he was always hesitant, tentative, and reticent about committing himself to a relationship. As far as I could tell, Elie had a tendency toward overcontrol and self-denial in his instinctual life. While he was functional in actual sexual relations, and a friendly and playful man, there was a defensive use of introspection, self-criticism, and thinking at the expense of the subrational, passionate side of him. As we shall see, the restrictions of a vegetarian diet allowed Elie to be freer in higher- level instinctual expression, as greater control over his oral-sadistic wishes allowed for greater progression into more age-appropriate and satisfying sexuality. Over time, as the relationship with this exciting, outdoors, and nurturing woman expanded and deepened, this “intellectually overloaded and top-heavy” man became a freer spirit (Hutter, 2006, p. 13). Indeed, Elie would describe hiking with his girlfriend in the mountains, engaging a Nature that was “largely unfiltered through social conventions” and that provided access to a dimension of being that he could neither fully understand nor describe, but which inspired him through its mysterious power and beauty (Hutter, 2006, pp. 69-70). Moreover, by feeling wonderfully nurtured by his girlfriend, Elie's early rage at his parents and his general neediness were greatly reduced, helping him to embrace life with less reserve. As part of this awakening to life and ensoulment, Elie and his girlfriend became lacto-vegetarians. They have become active on campus, promoting ecological awareness and enlightened social policy, including advocating for vegetarianism. Incidentally, this case had a “happy ending.” Elie married this
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woman. They are content with each other and plan to have children. He also completed his Ph.D., though not without increased hardship inflicted on him by his sadistic advisor. Said a proud Elie, “my face may be bloodied, but it is not bowed.” Elie and his wife were now both looking for university teaching positions.

Vegetarianism as a form of “Care of the Self”

As this vignette suggests, vegetarianism can be used as a method for bringing about the transformation of a person's way of living, a “spiritual exercise,” a way of working on oneself that supports human flourishing. For Elie, embracing a vegetarian way of life was understood as his effort at self-transfiguration through changing his “alimentary regime” (Hutter, 2006, p. 147). Such “experimental living,” with its efforts at self-perfection and self-mastery, are best understood by what one Nietzsche scholar called the “care of the self,” that is, self-cultivation of one's spirit, mind and body “in the service of something higher” (Ibid.).

What did Elie mean when he talked of “something higher”? How did he use a psychoanalytic technology of the self to achieve a higher form of integration? Finally, and most importantly for this essay, how did Elie's embracing vegetarianism as a praxis of prudent living contribute to his psychic development and self-enhancement?

Elie was trying to transform himself from a self-described, angry, pleasure-denying, self-punishing, and self-absorbed young man (his presenting agitated depression was highly narcissistic) into someone who could more freely give and receive love. An increased commitment and capacity to love, conceived as the “for the Other” of responsibility, as Levinas describes it, was the valuative attachment that Elie regarded as his highest goal. Elie's turn to vegetarianism, while originating in infantile experience and neurotic conflict associated with his parents, managed to sublimate his anger, his narcissistic injury, into a more loving and compassionate outlook and way of relating to others. This shift in outlook and real-life behavior was symbolized, expressed, and reinforced by his other-directed, other-regarding life-affirming choice to abstain from meat on moral grounds, and in his
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increased capacity to love his girlfriend/wife. To the extent that Elie was able to use psychoanalysis to resolve, repair, and sublimate his various neurotic conflicts and self-deficits rooted in his dysfunctional childhood, he was able to move to a “higher” level of ethical integration in which the rights of the Other—animal and human—took precedence over his infantile, selfish, and narcissistic needs and wishes. Elie's vegetarianism is thus best understood as a form of self-healing by means of a self-chosen ascetic program, a diet characterized by self-sacrifice in the service of a joyful affirmation of life—in a word, self-affirmation via self-denial, self-assertion in the service of self-creation. While Elie did not usually experience his vegetarian diet in any way as a deprivation, on some level he acknowledged it to be a form of instinctual renunciation that from time to time he felt unsettled about. This was especially the case as his character-based inhibitory, repressive, and excluding tendencies (Hutter, 2006, p. 71) were modulated through his analysis with the help of his earthy, pleasure-oriented, girlfriend/wife.

It is also worth noting that as Elie became more involved in his vegetarianism, not simply as a habituated alimentary regime (Ibid.) but also as a way of life, he began to link it to a transcendental consciousness through his identification with the religious vegetarian traditions in Judaism and Hinduism in particular. Though I felt that this turn in his thinking, which was related to his greater religiousness, was basically praiseworthy, I pointed out, and Elie agreed, that his capacity to embrace a new ascetic program using religious sources represented his wish to legitimate his newly chosen way of life by using paternal authorities. It was also in part a way of further annoying his assimilated Jewish parents. Indeed, Elie was aware how irritated his parents were that he was a vegetarian, especially when his narcissistic mother, who took pride in her meat-based (though “lean cut”) French-style cooking, had to go out of her way to make sure that the food he ate was prepared properly and tasted good. Indeed, Elie's parents sometimes made snide comments about his unusual eating habits, as did some of his friends. Elie believed that their critical comments reflected their own guilt for eating meat, their sense of rejection by him of their lifestyle (especially his parents), and their envy of his greater self-discipline and ethicality.
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It did, however, also occur to me, and I put it to Elie, that at times he had a discernible, questionable sense of moral superiority and judgmentalism because of his vegetarianism. Such a self-aggrandizing belief arrogantly asserts to meat-eaters: “I'm a better person than you.” In addition, Elie had been somewhat of a maverick in his thinking and behavior most of his life, and being a vegetarian satisfied this oppositional, if not subversive, side of him.

In closing this paper, I want to point out that while vegetarianism may originate in neurotic conflicts and self-deficits, as in Elie's case, its meaning and function in adult life can be of such significance that it becomes a positive, psychologically healthy development. As with the adult opera singer I once analyzed who realized through her analysis that her choice of profession was partly rooted in her rage about not being listened to by her self-absorbed neglectful parents—her childhood shrill screaming she transformed into adult beautiful singing—so can a vegetarian's infantile, neurotic experience around food, health, and his overbearing parents be effectively sublimated. That being said, however, there are some vegetarians who chose to enact their vegetarianism for clearly and mainly neurotic reasons. Such people have some of the unresolved issues associated with patients who have eating disorders, extreme ascetic propensities, anhedonia, and so on. Their vegetarianism can be viewed by the analyst as a sign of psychopathology. Though Elie never knew this, I was as a vegetarian in favor of his movement from an apolitical carnivore, junk-food addict, and couch-potato, to an environmentally active lacto-vegetarian, healthful eater, and devoted hiker. While I dutifully and vigorously analyzed the neurotic aspects of Elie's choice to become a vegetarian and the collateral issues associated with his vegetarian way of life, I was also aware that his politics/ethics, in the broadest sense, and mine were in harmony, and this made our analytic work together that much more productive.

Note

1 As Fox (1999) points out (p. 55), vegetarianism is an umbrella term for a wide range of types: Lacto-vegetarians eat dairy products but no eggs or meat (about 70 percent of the world's vegetarians are lacto-vegetarians); lactoovo vegetarians consume eggs and dairy products but not meat; ovo-vegetarians eat eggs but don't eat dairy products and meat; vegans don't eat meant, dairy products, or eggs (and often no honey as well); macrobiotic vegetarians consume only whole grains, sea and land vegetables, nuts, and beans. There are also natural hygienists, raw foodists, semi-vegetarians and noninterventionist vegetarians. Vegans regard themselves as the “high priests” of the vegetarian community, the only true and properly consistent vegetarians, though that is hotly disputed by other vegetarians.
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