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I would not pay overmuch attention to these theories, beyond using them for all they are worth.

James Joyce, Letter to Harriet
Shaw Weaver, 21 May 1926

The surprising fact, C, is observed;

But if A were true, C would be a matter of course.

Hence, there is reason to suspect that A is true.

C. S. Peirce, Collected Papers, Vol. V

She fingered his thick hair. ‘Don’t make me into something I’m not.’

‘Why,’ he said. ‘I’m always making myself into something I’m not.’

M K Ahn, ‘Long and Oval’

They told exactly the same story only it was different, very different.

Gertrude Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas











Introduction

Adam Phillips is that rarest of phenomena, a trained clinician who is also a sublime writer. He is a psychoanalyst with a special interest in the treatment of children; as a writer his interests appear limitless. Comparisons, if not entirely odious, are certainly inadequate, yet it is hard to resist suggesting that the literary figure Phillips most resembles, in his irrepressible curiosity and breadth of reference, is Sir Thomas Browne. Phillips insists that psychoanalysis and psychoanalytic writing are a kind of poetry, and the ingenious machinery that is his own work harks back to the Metaphysical poets from whom Browne took so many conceits of style and topic.

One Way and Another, a selection from Phillips’s numerous earlier books along with a generous handful of pieces published in periodicals but not collected in book form, gives a broad overview of his thinking, especially in regard to the present state of psychoanalysis. In these essays he treats of his discipline not so much in terms of therapy – although he writes always with the authority and insight of a practitioner – but as a strategy for dealing with life, with other people, and with our worldly predicament as creatures who pay an enormous price for the privilege of being able to think, to choose, to remember and to forget.

In the final piece here, ‘Coda: Up to a Point’ – which one might suggest, perhaps heretically, as a good place for the reader to start – Adam Phillips points to the interesting fact that psychoanalysts, including Freud, the daddy of them all, rarely describe their written work as essays: ‘they tend to write lectures or papers or chapters, or what are called, perhaps optimistically, contributions’. Typically, out of this small observation he elaborates an intricate meditation on what it is to make an essay – that is, to test or attempt – without the illusory expectation of making an end. He points out that Freud’s Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality in part explore, hermeneutically, what it might be that would constitute an ending, and concludes, following Freud, that ‘The desire for completion is the nearest we are ever going to get to completion.’

From the start, the question of ending has preoccupied psychoanalysis, presenting to psychoanalysts and patients alike a worry that will not go away. Phillips devotes to the topic an absorbing and stimulating essay, with the endearing title ‘Talking Nonsense and Knowing When to Stop’. In it, he adapts Paul Valéry’s pronouncement on the poem and suggests that ‘an analysis is never finished, it is only abandoned’. The calm good sense on display here is as exemplary as it is welcome. Psychoanalytic theory, Phillips points out, ‘is a more or less coherent, plausible and persuasive account of guess-work’, and psychoanalysis proceeds in part by allowing the patient – a word Phillips is never entirely comfortable with – the freedom to utter a great deal of what, on the face of it, may sound like, may even be, gibberish. Here, again, Phillips turns to the poets, and ends with Wallace Stevens’s beautiful and consoling line from Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction: ‘Life’s nonsense pierces us with strange relation.’

Phillips’s prose is poetic in the best sense; it is muscular, resonant, and thrums with a dark music that is all its own. He eschews metaphor and tropes in general in favour of directness and clarity, so that alongside the Metaphysical bent there is his debt to the great essayists of the eighteenth and early nineteenth century – Doctor Johnson makes a happy appearance when his definition of the essay as ‘a loose sally of the mind … not a regular and orderly composition’ is adduced, with the trace of a rueful smile, as a handy description of a psychoanalytic session.

Psychoanalytic writing, Phillips shrewdly remarks, ‘has been tyrannized by the wish to get something right at the cost of saying something interesting and useful’. His own work is blessedly free of such tyranny. He identifies the best and most desirable characteristics of the essay form as ‘genial scepticism, hospitable curiosity, the sociability of knowledge’, qualities that are on display on every page of this collection. He ends the list, ‘of course’, with ‘inspired dogmatism’. The glory of One Way and Another is that it is never dogmatic, and never less than inspired.

Phillips is an unregenerate Freudian, and will have no truck with the blustering dismissals of the founding father that have become fashionable, inside and outside of professional psychoanalytic circles, since the Freudian heyday in the two or three decades after the Second World War. His attitude towards the ‘Viennese quack’, as Vladimir Nabokov gleefully had it, is sensible and judicious. He has a deep reverence for him – no Oedipal drive here – not as a scientist, but as a deviser of scenarios, as a fabulist of genius. He suggests, in a footnote, that ‘it is more illuminating to read psychoanalysts as poets – mostly, of course, poor ones – rather than failed or aspiring scientists …’ Continuing this theme elsewhere he writes:


Freud sometimes calls what happens in the gap we call forgetting, ‘dream-work’; and at other times, though he does not use this phrase, ‘art-work’. The making of a dream, like the making of a work of art, in his account, is essentially a process of reworking … And these reworkings, these phantasmal constructions, are akin to that protracted unconscious free-floating attention that Freud prescribed for the analyst. What the analyst does from outside, the dreamer and the artist do from inside: a sustained, forgetful self-listening.



In this context Phillips pays due attention to Freud’s own bemused acknowledgement that his case histories frequently read more like short stories than medical reports. Freud, especially in the early part of his career, devoted much jealous energy to the attempt at validating psychoanalysis as scientifically based. Phillips prefers to think of the analyst’s work, and the patient’s, not only as a poetic endeavour but also as a kind of ongoing shared narrative the end purpose of which is not so much curative as normative. ‘[T]he aim of psychoanalysis,’ he writes, ‘is not to cure people but to show them that there is nothing wrong with them.’ Freud would surely have approved of this formula, echoing as it does Freud himself who, when one of his women patients asked him if he would be able to cure her, gently replied that all he could do would be to restore her to ordinary human unhappiness. ‘ “Cure”,’ Phillips writes, with dry wit, ‘is the psychoanalytic word for the happy ending.’ The implication here, of course, is that not only is there no happy ending, there is no ending at all, save for the obvious and terrible one awaiting every one of us.

The range of these essays is breathtaking, from the first, ‘On Tickling’, to the last, ‘Psychoanalysis; or, Is It Worth It?’ – the latter reverts to the ticklish topic of ending, with the insistence that ‘psychoanalysts … are interested … not in cures but in new ways of living’ – with considerations along the way of such subjects as ‘Clutter’, which takes in the painter Francis Bacon’s studio and parental despair over their teenage children’s bedrooms, and ‘Arbus’s Freaks’, who Phillips wonderfully suggests are ‘a bit like Jews, born members of the aristocracy of trauma’.

One of the most significant, and certainly one of the most substantial, essays here, ‘The Dream Horizon’, goes to the very heart of the psychoanalytic project. Phillips begins by observing that if we did not dream, very many things in life would be different, for instance ‘the way we describe prophecy, reality, scepticism, memory, desire, identity, irrationality and hope …’ The dream is always stranger than we know, more potent, more subversive, and carries in its limitless depths a greater load of information about ourselves than we care to acknowledge. And yet ‘dreams show us … that there is somewhere else, somewhere beyond our sovereignty though, which each individual is nevertheless the sovereign reporter of … Paradoxically … in our dreams we are at once most obscurely and most essentially ourselves.’

From the psychoanalytical point of view, the dream is not quite ‘the royal road to the unconscious’ that Freud claimed it to be. There is the question of what it is that constitutes a dream, or, rather, what it is that remains of the dream after it has been dreamed. ‘Our dreams,’ Phillips writes, ‘will only ever be apparently available in language … by the time you are providing your account the dream is no longer there, and the listener is never in a position to compare the account with its object.’ This is an obvious and yet a profoundly disturbing state of affairs, for the analyst more than the analysand. All descriptions of dreams are partial, necessarily, and are radically edited. The patient on the couch is at one remove from his dream, but the doctor is at a far greater distance from it. Phillips quotes a passage from a book by the art critic Michael Baxandall – is there anything Phillips has not read? – which points out that commentators such as Vasari wrote in the assumption that their readers would not be familiar with the pictures being discussed, would probably never even have seen them, and therefore ‘his celebrated and strange descriptions are often calculated to evoke the character of works not known to the reader …’ When it comes to describing our dreams, Phillips remarks, we are all Vasaris. What is it, then, that the psychoanalyst ‘interprets’? Not the dream, in fact – in fact! – but the dreamer’s ‘strange description’ of it. So that Freud’s seminal work should more properly have been called The Interpretation of the Interpretations of Dreams.

From this and numerous other interventions we see not just how fearless Phillips is in probing the assumptions and claims of psychoanalysis, but how subversive he can be. In the essay ‘Bombs Away’, for instance, he examines the testaments of a number of psychotherapists, such as Melanie Klein and D. W. Winnicott, and relates a funny, absurd and unsettling incident during the Blitz when at a meeting of the British Psychoanalytical Society, with bombs falling all round, Winnicott stood up and said: ‘I should like to point out there is an air-raid going on,’ and sat down. The person reporting the occasion observed: ‘No notice was taken and the meeting went on as before.’ This, according to Phillips, ‘is a formulation of the problem; how could you make the war real for the psychoanalysts of the British Society, get them to notice it, or pay attention to it, so that the meeting is interrupted?’ In other words, was it an instance of the mind-doctors’ sangfroid, or of their blinkered indifference?

Here Phillips identifies an essential dichotomy in psychoanalysis: is the analyst in need of analysing, and if so, who is there who can take on the task? And further, what, in the end, is the end of psychoanalysis? Phillips can be bleak in his conclusions – ‘Analysis may be more of a search for dreams than of a search for insight’ – yet he never really doubts the value of his chosen discipline, in its essays as well as in its achievements. Like Freud’s book on slips and mistakes, psychoanalysis ‘reveals with scientific sobriety the slapstick of everyday life’ and thereby both aids in and seeks to meliorate ‘Man’s preposterous project’ of escaping from himself, his obsessions and traumas, his intolerable desires.
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On Tickling

We have pushed a process into a goal.

D. H. Lawrence, Aaron’s Rod

If you tickle us do we not laugh? asks Shylock, defining himself as human as he begins to ‘feed’ his revenge. And what is more ordinary in the child’s life than his hunger for revenge and, indeed, the experience of being tickled? From a psychoanalytic point of view it is curious that this common, perhaps universal, experience has never been thought about; and not surprising that once we look at it we can see so much.

An absolute of calculation and innocence, the adult’s tickling of the child is an obviously acceptable form of sensuous excitement between parents and children in the family. An initiation, perhaps, into a kind of ecstasy. The child who will be able to feed himself, the child who will masturbate, will never, of course, be able to tickle himself. It is the pleasure he cannot reproduce in the absence of the other. ‘From the fact that a child can hardly tickle itself,’ Darwin wrote in his Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, ‘or in a much less degree than when tickled by another person, it seems that the precise point to be touched must not be known.’ An enigmatic conclusion, which though manifestly untrue – children know exactly, like adults, where they are ticklish – alerts us to the fact that these ‘precise points’ are a kind of useless knowledge to the child, that they matter only as shared knowledge. They require the enacted recognition of another person.

Helpless with pleasure, and usually inviting this helplessness, the child in the ordinary, affectionate, perverse scenario of being tickled, is wholly exploitable. Particular adults know where the child is ticklish – it is, of course, only too easy to find out – but it is always idiosyncratic, a piece of personal history, and rarely what Freud called one of the ‘predestined erotogenic zones’. Through tickling, the child will be initiated in a distinctive way into the helplessness and disarray of a certain primitive kind of pleasure, dependent on the adult to hold and not to exploit the experience. And this means to stop at that blurred point, so acutely felt in tickling, at which pleasure becomes pain, and the child experiences an intensely anguished confusion; because the tickling narrative, unlike the sexual narrative, has no climax. It has to stop or the real humiliation begins. The child, as the mother says, will get hysterical.

In English, the meaning of the word ‘tickle’ is, so to speak, almost antithetical, employing, as Freud said of the dream-work, ‘the same means of representation for expressing contraries’. The Oxford English Dictionary cites, among nineteen definitions of the word, the following: ‘In unstable equilibrium, easily upset or overthrown, insecure, tottering, crazy … nicely poised.’ Other definitions describe a range of experience from excessive credulity to incontinence. The word speaks of the precarious, and so of the erotic. To tickle is, above all, to seduce, often by amusement. But of the two references to tickling in Freud (both in the Three Essays), it is used as virtually synonymous with stroking: included, quite accurately and unobtrusively, as part of the child’s ordinary sensuous life. Describing the characteristics of an erotogenic zone, Freud writes:

It is part of the skin or mucous membrane in which stimuli of a certain sort evoke a feeling of pleasure possessing a particular quality. There can be no doubt that the stimuli which produce the pleasure are governed by special conditions, though we do not know what those are. A rhythmic character must play a part among them and the analogy of tickling is forced upon our notice. It seems less certain whether the character of the pleasurable feeling evoked by the stimulus should be described as a ‘specific’ one – a ‘specific’ quality in which the sexual factor would precisely lie. Psychology is still so much in the dark in questions of pleasure and unpleasure that the most cautious assumption is the one most to be recommended.



Freud is certain here only of what he does not know. But in the light of this, which provokes the most careful questions, what is the most cautious assumption we can make about these specific pleasures called tickling and being tickled? In the elaborate repertoire of intrusions, what is the quality – that is to say, the fantasy – of the experience? Certainly there is no immediate, pressing biological need in this intent, often frenetic contact that so quickly reinstates a distance, only equally quickly to create another invitation. Is the tickling scene, at its most reassuring, not a unique representation of the overdisplacement of desire, and, at its most unsettling, a paradigm of the perverse contract? Does it not highlight, this delightful game, the impossibility of satisfaction and of reunion, with its continual re-enactment of the irresistible attraction and the inevitable repulsion of the object, in which the final satisfaction is frustration?

A girl of eight who keeps ‘losing her stories’ in the session because she has too much to say, who cannot keep still for a moment, suddenly interrupts herself by saying to me, ‘I can only think of you when I don’t think of you.’ This same, endlessly elusive child – elusiveness, which is the inverse of obsessionality – ends a session telling me, ‘When we play monsters, and Mummy catches me, she never kills me, she only tickles me!’

‘We can cause laughing by tickling the skin,’ Darwin noted of the only sensuous contact that makes one laugh. An extraordinary fact condensing so much of psychoanalytic interest, but one of which so little is spoken. Perhaps in the cumulative trauma that is development we have had the experience but deferred the meaning.
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On Being Bored

I

Life, friends, is boring. We must not say so.

John Berryman, ‘Dream Song 14’

Children are not oracles, but they ask with persistent regularity the great existential question, ‘What shall we do?’ Every adult remembers, among many other things, the great ennui of childhood, and every child’s life is punctuated by spells of boredom: that state of suspended anticipation in which things are started and nothing begins, the mood of diffuse restlessness which contains that most absurd and paradoxical wish, the wish for a desire.

As psychoanalysis has brought to our attention the passionate intensity of the child’s internal world, it has tended to equate significance with intensity and so has rarely found a place, in theory, for all those less vehement, vaguer, often more subtle feelings and moods that much of our lives consist of. It is part of Winnicott’s contribution to have alerted us to the importance, in childhood, of states of relative quiescence, of moods that could never figure, for example, in Melanie Klein’s gothic melodrama of emotional development. Although there are several references in the psychoanalytic literature to the project of the boring patient, and fewer to the seemingly common adult fear of being boring, very little has been written about the child’s ordinary experience of being bored, a mood that by definition seems to preclude elaborate description. As any child will tell us, it’s just having nothing to do. But moods, of course, are points of view.

Clinically one comes across children unable to be bored, and more often, children unable to be anything else. In any discussion of waiting, at least in relation to the child, it makes sense to speak of boredom because the bored child is waiting, unconsciously, for an experience of anticipation. In ordinary states of boredom the child returns to the possibility of his own desire. That boredom is actually a precarious process in which the child is, as it were, both waiting for something and looking for something, in which hope is being secretly negotiated; and in this sense boredom is akin to free-floating attention. In the muffled, sometimes irritable, confusion of boredom the child is reaching to a recurrent sense of emptiness out of which his real desire can crystallize. But to begin with, of course, the child needs the adult to hold, and hold to, the experience – that is, to recognize it as such, rather than to sabotage it by distraction. The child’s boredom starts as a regular crisis in the child’s developing capacity to be alone in the presence of the mother. In other words, the capacity to be bored can be a developmental achievement for the child.

Experiencing a frustrating pause in his usually mobile attention and absorption, the bored child quickly becomes preoccupied by his lack of preoccupation. Not exactly waiting for someone else, he is, as it were, waiting for himself. Neither hopeless nor expectant, neither intent nor resigned, the child is in a dull helplessness of possibility and dismay. In simple terms the child always has two concurrent, overlapping projects: the project of self-sufficiency in which use of, and need for, the other is interpreted, by the child, as a concession; and a project of mutuality that owns up to, and can even enjoy, a dependence. In the banal crisis of boredom, the conflict between the two projects is once again renewed. Is it not, indeed, revealing what the child’s boredom evokes in the adults? Heard as a demand, sometimes as an accusation of failure or disappointment, it is rarely agreed to, simply acknowledged. How often, in fact, the child’s boredom is met by that most perplexing form of disapproval, the adult’s wish to distract him – as though the adults have decided that the child’s life must be, or be seen to be, endlessly interesting. It is one of the most oppressive demands of adults that the child should be interested, rather than take time to find what interests him. Boredom is integral to the process of taking one’s time.

While the child’s boredom is often recognized as an incapacity, it is usually denied as an opportunity. A precociously articulate eleven-year-old boy was referred to me because, in his mother’s words, he was ‘more miserable than he realized’, and had no friends because of his ‘misleading self-presentation’. For several weeks, while we got to know each other, he chatted fluently in a quite happy, slightly dissociated way about his vast array of interests and occupations. The only significant negative transference occurred when he mentioned, in passing, that he might sometimes be too busy to come and see me. He was mostly in a state of what I can only describe as blank exuberance about how full his life was. As he was terrified of his own self-doubt, I asked him very few questions, and they were always tactful. But at one point, more direct than I intended to be, I asked him if he was ever bored. He was surprised by the question and replied, with a gloominess I hadn’t seen before in this relentlessly cheerful child, ‘I’m not allowed to be bored.’ I asked him what would happen if he allowed himself to be bored, and he paused for the first time, I think, in the treatment, and said, ‘I wouldn’t know what I was looking forward to,’ and was, momentarily, quite panic-stricken by this thought. This led us, over the next year, into a discussion of what in one language would be called this boy’s false self. Being good, in terms of the maternal demand, was having lots of interests; interests, that is, of a respectable, unembarrassing sort, nothing that could make him feel awkward and strong. In the course of the treatment he gradually developed in himself a new capacity, the capacity to be bored. I once suggested to him that being good was a way of stopping people knowing him, to which he agreed but added, ‘When I’m bored I don’t know myself!’

If the bored child cannot sufficiently hold the mood, or use the adult as an unimpinging auxiliary ego, there is a premature flight from uncertainty, the familiar orgy of promiscuous and disappointing engagements that is also, as it were, a trial action in action, a trying things out. At its worst there is what the adult will come to know, from his repertoire of displacements, as the simulation of his desire, which in the child often takes the form of a regressive fabrication of need (and culture, through education, can pre-empt the elaboration of desire by prematurely naming what we want; urges and impulses of bodily life are often too quickly identified, as language speaks on our behalf).

A boy of eight referred for – that is, described as – being ‘excessively greedy and always bored’, said to me in the first session, ‘If I eat everything I won’t have to eat any more.’ This could have meant several things, but for him it meant that if he could eat everything then he would no longer need to be hungry. One magical solution, of course, to the problem of having been tantalized is to have no desire. For this boy greed was, among other things, an attack on the desiring part of the self, a wish to get to the end of his appetite and finish with it once and for all. Part of the total fantasy of greed is always the attempt to eat up one’s own appetite. But for this desolate child greed was a form of self-cure for a malign boredom that continually placed him on the threshold of an emptiness, a lack, which he couldn’t bear; an emptiness in which his own idiosyncratic, unconscious desire lurked as a possibility. When I asked him if he was ever lonely, he said that he was ‘too bored to be lonely’.

II

Inability to tolerate empty space limits the amount of space available.

W. R. Bion, Cogitations

The child is dependent not only on the mother, but also on his desire. Both can be lost and refound. So perhaps boredom is merely the mourning of everyday life? ‘It is really only because we know so well how to explain it,’ Freud wrote of mourning, ‘that this attitude does not seem to us pathological.’ But the child’s boredom is a mood that seems to negate the possibility of explanation. It is itself unexplaining, inarticulate; certainly not pathological but nevertheless somehow unacceptable. Some of the things Freud says in ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ about the melancholic can easily be said of the bored child. ‘One feels … a loss … has occurred, but one cannot see clearly what it is that has been lost, and it is all the more reasonable to suppose that the patient cannot consciously perceive what he has lost either.’ What the bored child experiences himself as losing is ‘something to do’ at the moment in which nothing is inviting. ‘The inhibition of the melancholic seems puzzling to us,’ Freud writes, ‘because we cannot see what it is that is absorbing him so entirely.’ In a sense, the bored child is absorbed by his lack of absorption, and yet he is also preparing for something of which he is unaware, something that will eventually occasion an easy transition or a mild surprise of interest. ‘In mourning it is the world that has become poor and empty; in melancholia it is the ego itself.’ And in boredom, we might add, it is both. The brief but intense boredoms of childhood are reactive to no great loss, but are merely an interruption – after something and before something else. Like all genuine transitional states, their destination is unclear. Certainly when bored as an adult one cannot, in Freud’s words from ‘Mourning and Melancholia’, ‘hide the weakness of one’s own nature’. But what, we might ask, following Freud’s approach in this extraordinary paper, is the work that boredom performs for the child?

Winnicott, who often refers to instinctual life as a ‘complication’, provides a way of looking at boredom in his paper ‘The Observation of Infants in a Set Situation’ (1941), particularly with his notion of the period of hesitation, a state of preconscious surmise. In the set situation of Winnicott’s consultation he asks ‘the mother to sit opposite me with the angle of the table coming between me and her, she sits down with the baby on her knee. As a routine I place a right-angled shining tongue-depressor at the edge of the table and I invite the mother to place the child in such a way that, if the child should wish to handle the spatula, it is possible.’ This sets the scene for the three stages of the infant’s behaviour that are to become for Winnicott a paradigm of the analytic process. The spatula, like the ‘good’ interpretation, and even the analyst himself, is that which the patient is ready to use, that makes sense to him to use; and the setting is one in which the child ‘only becomes able to find his desire again in so far as his testing of the environment affords satisfactory results’. The bored child is waiting, without the conscious representation of an object, to find his desire again. Once again he does not know what he is looking forward to. This is Winnicott’s description of part of the process:


Stage 1. The baby puts his hand to the spatula, but at this moment discovers unexpectedly that the situation must be given thought. He is in a fix. Either with his hand resting on the spatula and his body quite still he looks at me and his mother with big eyes, and watches and waits, or, in certain cases, he withdraws interest completely and buries his face in the front of his mother’s blouse. It is usually possible to manage the situation so that active reassurance is not given, and it is very interesting to watch the gradual and spontaneous return of the child’s interest in the spatula.

Stage 2. All the time, in ‘the period of hesitation’ (as I call it), the baby holds his body still (but not rigid). Gradually he becomes brave enough to let his feelings develop, and then the picture changes quite quickly. The moment at which this first phase changes into the second is evident, for the child’s acceptance of the reality of desire for the spatula is heralded by a change in the inside of the mouth, which becomes flabby, while the tongue looks thick and soft, and saliva flows copiously. Before long he puts the spatula into his mouth and is chewing it with his gums, or seems to be copying father smoking a pipe. The change in the baby’s behaviour is a striking feature. Instead of expectancy and stillness there now develops self-confidence, and there is free bodily movement, the latter related to manipulation of the spatula.

I have frequently made the experiment of trying to get the spatula to the infant’s mouth during the stage of hesitation. Whether the hesitation corresponds to my normal or differs from it in degree or quality, I find that it is impossible during this stage to get the spatula to the child’s mouth apart from the exercise of brutal strength. In certain cases where the inhibition is acute any effort on my part that results in the spatula being moved towards the child produces screaming, mental distress, or actual colic.

The baby now seems to feel that the spatula is in his possession, perhaps in his power, certainly available for the purposes of self-expression.



Clearly, for the bored child nothing is ‘available for the purposes of self-expression’. Instead of ‘expectancy and stillness’ there is a dreary agitation; instead of ‘self-confidence, and … free bodily movement’ there is a cramped restlessness. Boredom, one could say, is the set situation before there is a spatula to be found; or, perhaps, more absurdly, a set situation full of spatulas in which the child has to find one that really appeals to him. The bored child, a sprawl of absent possibilities, is looking for something to hold his attention. He is like a man who walks as quickly as possible through a gallery until a picture actually arrests his attention, until he is stopped – and at that point, we might add, the transference has taken. For the child to be allowed to have what Winnicott calls ‘the full course of the experience’ the child needs the use of an environment that will suggest things without imposing them; not pre-empt the actuality of the child’s desire by force-feeding, not distract the child by forcing the spatula into his mouth. It is a process, Winnicott is saying, that is easily violated – although I would say that in growing up one needs a certain flair for distraction – and analogous to the analytic situation, in which the analyst’s interpretations offer views rather than imposing convictions. In psychoanalysis, by definition, a militant or moralistic competence is inappropriate, merely a distraction.

The shining spatula, like Winnicott’s initial squiggle, is, of course, an invitation to the child, an offering. What Winnicott calls the ‘environment’, though not exactly asserting itself, is at least tentatively promising; hinting, as it were. Gradually gaining interest in something that has attracted his attention, the infant, in his period of hesitation, ‘becomes brave enough to let his feelings develop’. The period, wonderfully observed and imagined by Winnicott, in which the infant begins to experience his desire is an intrinsically problematic, difficult time. A child described later in the paper gets asthma during the period of hesitation. ‘For this child,’ Winnicott writes, ‘asthma was associated with the moment at which there is normally hesitation, and hesitation implies mental conflict.’ One can ask then, adapting Freud’s phrase, what are the individual’s preconditions for desire, for letting his feelings develop? What are the situations he sets – the occasions he organizes – to make desire possible? Boredom, of course, is prehesitation, but in each period of boredom the child returns to these questions.

The ordinary boredom of childhood is the benign version of what gets acted out, or acted out of, in what Winnicott in Deprivation and Delinquency calls the ‘antisocial tendency’. But as adults boredom returns us to the scene of inquiry, to the poverty of our curiosity, and the simple question, what does one want to do with one’s time? What is a brief malaise for the child becomes for the adult a kind of muted risk. After all, who can wait for nothing?

III

CLOV: Do you believe in the life to come?

HAMM: Mine was always that.

Samuel Beckett, Endgame

In the process of waiting for the mother, the child discovers a capacity for representation as a means of deferral. Representation – fantasy – is the medium in which he desires and waits. The child can conceive of himself as a desiring subject, in her absence, only in the space that comes between them. Optimally, with the cumulative experience of waiting for a reliable mother, the child will confidently find himself as the source of possibilities; and he will be relatively unembittered by his gradual pre-Oedipal disillusionment and loss of omnipotence. What Melanie Klein has described in ‘Notes on Some Schizoid Mechanisms’ as the ‘paranoid-schizoid position’ may be simply an account of the state of mind of an infant who has been made to wait beyond his capacity or tolerance, to the point at which desire is experienced intra-psychically as a threat to the always precarious integrity of the ego. What Klein does reveal, following Freud, is what could be called the individual’s will to substitution, the need for every absence to be a presence. For the infant, in the agonies of waiting indefinitely, the good breast turns into the bad persecuting breast, but is nevertheless present as such in the infant’s mind. In Klein’s developmental theory, therefore, the whole notion of waiting is being rethought because, in a sense, the infant is never alone. Without sufficient attentiveness by the mother there is to an excessive degree what Laplanche in Life and Death in Psychoanalysis so starkly describes, in a different context, as an ‘attack of the drives on the ego’; which will become, through projection, a refusal of the eventual presence of the object. It is difficult to enjoy people for whom we have waited too long. And in this familiar situation, which evokes such intensities of feeling, we wait and we try to do something other than waiting, and we often get bored – the boredom of protest that is always a screen for rage.

One can, of course, distract oneself only from what one has seen, or imagines one has seen. The defences, as Freud described them, are forms of recognition, instruments for the compromising of knowledge. We can think of boredom as a defence against waiting, which is, at one remove, an acknowledgement of the possibility of desire. And we can use as an analogy here Freud’s explanation of the double-think in fetishism from his paper of 1927. After the child has been confronted with the fact that, as he understands it, the woman lacks a penis, ‘we see,’ Freud writes in ‘Fetishism’, ‘that the perception has persisted, and that a very energetic action has been undertaken to maintain the disavowal’. The child ‘has retained that belief but he has also given it up’; like the patient Freud mentions, he ‘oscillates … between two assumptions’. In boredom, we can also say, there are two assumptions, two impossible options: there is something I desire, and there is nothing I desire. But which of the two assumptions, or beliefs, is disavowed is always ambiguous, and this ambiguity accounts, I think, for the curious paralysis of boredom (it is worth remembering Joyce McDougall’s sense of disavowal, that it ‘implies the notion of “avowal” followed by a destruction of meaning’ (Plea for a Measure of Abnormality)). In boredom there is the lure of a possible object of desire, and the lure of the escape from desire, of its meaninglessness.

In this context what begins for the child as the object of desire becomes, for the adult, what Christopher Bollas has described in his book The Shadow of the Object as the ‘transformational object’. Initially the mother, it is ‘an object that is experientially identified by the infant with the process of the alteration of self experience’. This earliest relationship becomes the precursor of, the paradigm for, ‘the person’s search for an object (a person, place, event, ideology) that promises to transform the self’. At the first stage ‘the mother is not yet identified as an object but is experienced as a process of transformation, and this feature remains in the trace of this object-seeking in adult life, where I believe the object is sought for its function as signifier of the process of transformation of being. Thus, in adult life, the quest is not to possess the object; it is sought in order to surrender to it as a process that alters the self.’ But just as, for example, we cannot know beforehand which of the day’s events from what Freud calls the ‘dream-day’ will be used as day-residues in the dream-work, we cannot necessarily know what will serve as a transformational object. The fact that anything might serve to transform a person’s life has extravagant consequences for the possible shapes of a life, and, of course, for the significance attributed to therapeutic interventions. We are drawn, in fact, to ask a brash question: a madeleine or an analyst? An analysis can at least be arranged. But it cannot, alas, organize epiphanies, or guarantee those processes of transformation – those articulations – that return the future to us through the past. Of our own past, Proust writes in Swann’s Way (1913), ‘It is a labour in vain to attempt to recapture it: all the efforts of our intellect must prove futile. The past is hidden somewhere outside the realm, beyond the reach of intellect, in some material object (in the sensation which that material object will give us) which we do not suspect. And as for that object, it depends on chance whether we come upon it or not before we ourselves die.’ The past can also, as we know, be hidden in the transference, and so can appear to be hidden in that material object called the analyst. But can we believe that there is a royal road, so to speak, to the transformational object?

Boredom, I think, protects the individual, makes tolerable for him the impossible experience of waiting for something without knowing what it could be. So the paradox of the waiting that goes on in boredom is that the individual does not know what he was waiting for until he finds it, and that often he does not know that he is waiting. One could, in this sense, speak of the ‘analytic attitude’ as an attentive boredom. With his set of approximations the bored individual is clueless and mildly resentful, involved in a half-hearted, despondent search for something to do that will make a difference.

Clearly, we should speak not of boredom, but of the boredoms, because the notion itself includes a multiplicity of moods and feelings that resist analysis; and this, we can say, is integral to the function of boredom as a kind of blank condensation of psychic life. In that more ordinary, more fleeting, boredom of the child the waiting is repressed. The more common risk for the adult – less attended to, more set in his ways, than the child – is that the boredom will turn into waiting. That the individual will become ‘brave enough to let his feelings develop’ in the absence of an object – towards a possible object, as it were – and by doing so commit himself, or rather, entrust himself, to the inevitable elusiveness of that object. For the adult, it seems, boredom needs to be the more permanent suspended animation of desire. Adulthood, one could say, is when it begins to occur to you that you may not be leading a charmed life.
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Worrying and Its Discontents

I

If I can think of it, it isn’t what I want.

Randall Jarrell, ‘The Sick Child’

A boy of ten was referred to me because of his general despondency at school. His teachers described him as having become, in the last few months, ‘preoccupied and sad’. During an interview his mother said that he seemed to have a lot of worries but wouldn’t always tell her what they were; sometimes he determinedly kept them to himself. She was genuinely bemused, and once alone with him I found something in this boy’s distracted manner that distracted me. Intending to say ‘What are the worries?’ I in fact said to him, ‘What are worries?’ Quite naturally puzzled by the question, he thought for a moment, then replied triumphantly, ‘Farts that don’t work,’ and blushed. I said, ‘Yes, some farts are worth keeping.’ He grinned and said, ‘Treasure.’

For this boy, worrying was a way of holding on to something, a form of storage. It transpired from our conversations that worries were like gifts he kept for his mother, and he was fearful of running out of them. What better gift to give to one’s mother – especially if she was unsure of herself – than a worry she could resolve and so feel fully empowered as a good mother? He told me that he frequently dreamed of ‘rooms full of the heads of big game on the walls’, and it was clear from his associations that he had conceived a scenario in which one day he would give his mother his complete collection of trophies, all his best worries. With remarkable economy he was using worries both to look after his mother – giving her something, one day, to make her feel better – and to seduce the Oedipal mother of desire with irresistible invitations that were proof of his potency. He was, in short, as we both soon realized, very worried about losing his worries. If he did, he might have to use another part of his body – alluded to by the heads in the dream and how they got on the wall – to engage an object. From a psychoanalytic perspective it is the patient’s need for the symptom, despite his paradoxical invitation to the analyst to help rid him of it, that radically revises any conventional notions of cure. After all, what would he be thinking about if he wasn’t worrying?

The description of worries as ‘farts that don’t work’ raises, by implication, the question of what kind of work it is imagined that farts are supposed to be doing. (It’s worth noting that one of this boy’s manifest symptoms was an inability to work.) If, in this boy’s view, worries are farts that don’t work, what is the equivalent in mental life of farts that do work? Farts are often intimations of things to come, hints or bulletins from an internal somatic process that can be beyond omnipotent control, and in most contexts they are socially inappropriate reminders of this process. So a fart that doesn’t work is a portent of nothing; it does not disclose a necessary process under way. And it isn’t disruptive; it produces no change in the surrounding atmosphere. It is a thwarted internal experience rather than an exchange between inner and outer. If we take the kind of biological analogy familiar in Kleinian theory from Wilfred Bion’s work, we can say, as he does in Seven Servants, that thinking something through can be described as metabolizing or digesting emotional experience. For this boy, then, worrying could be a form of emotional constipation, an unproductive mental process that got him nowhere; and this was part of its value to him. Like all symptoms, from a psychoanalytic point of view, it was among other things an attempt to arrest the passing of time. Auden reported a well-known Icelandic proverb, ‘Every man loves the smell of his own farts.’ Not everyone, though, loves the smell of his own thoughts, perhaps because they reek of change.

To approach the ordinary subject of worrying, it is useful, from a developmental point of view, to remember that we are ‘worried about’ before we begin to worry. Being worried about is both one of the oppressions and one of the reassurances of childhood. Potentially a threat, ‘I’m worried about you’ continues into adult life as an accusation and a claim. But it is a crucial constituent of the infant’s and child’s life to be able to evoke concern and interest, to have another person available to worry about him. What we think of in psychoanalysis as a symptom is often in children a way of making someone worry and therefore of making someone think. Winnicott writes in Deprivation and Delinquency, for example, of the ‘nuisance-value’ of the symptom. The parent’s worry can signify a hidden preoccupation in the child, a loss of contact through a breakdown of understanding and an excess of pain. In adolescence we see a different stage of this in the use of what can be called symptoms – but are often bemusing forms of privacy – to get out of the parents’ orbit even while maintaining sufficient contact with it. Parents keep the necessary link alive through worrying. It is curious, in this light, that worrying tends almost always to be talked of pejoratively. It may be part of our terror of dependency that we never hear anyone described as a good worrier.

We were once, even if we are not now, the object of someone else’s worry. And, clearly, the way one was worried about – the quality of the worry we received – will to some extent be reflected in the way one worries about oneself. In object-relations theory, worrying can cover the whole spectrum from ordinary self-care to a thwarted conversation with an unlocatable object. How one uses other people in the process of worrying – to whom one tells what, and when, or whether one keeps one’s worries to oneself – will be a repetition, with variations, of earlier relationships or transactions with objects. In other words, what worries are used for – what kind of medium of exchange or currency they become in one’s relationship with other people and oneself – may be as revealing as what prompts them. (The question may not be ‘What are you worried about?’ but ‘Whom is this worry for?’) What one finds preying on one’s mind, or, rather, what worries are made of, may be related to what and for whom they are made. It is, of course, easy to forget that worries are imaginative creations, small epics of personal failure and anticipated catastrophe. They are, that is to say, made up. And like inverted masturbation fantasies, they are among our most intimate inventions. It is almost as though we recognize ourselves too well, are perhaps overly familiar with ourselves, as worriers. Indeed, one’s own personal history of worrying – the subjects chosen, their modification over time, the people involved, the relative pain and pleasure of the experience – all this would seem to be a potentially lucid revelation of character. But Freud, of course, made us unusually suspicious of the foreground; and worries, when they are there, crowd to the front of the stage.

II

Don’t worry; it may never happen.

Traditional saying

We can be both the subjects and the objects of our own worries. Worrying, like being concerned, preoccupied, or absorbed – but unlike dreaming, thinking or feeling – can be done to us, according to ordinary usage. I can say ‘It worries me’ and also ‘I am worried about something.’ I can say ‘I dreamed about something’ – although this, as we shall see, is different – but not, as perhaps I should, ‘It dreams me.’ So in relation to my worries I can be – in the language of a traditional mystification – both active and passive. I can be their victim and I can try to master them. Worries, unlike dreams, thoughts and feelings, are something to which we give agency. We can, with the irony that characterizes the defences, allow them to be beyond omnipotent control, whereas for dreams we claim authorship. We can be worried, but we can’t be dreamed.

The history of the word ‘worrying’ is itself revealing. Deriving from the Old English ‘wyrgan’, meaning ‘to kill by strangulation’, it was originally a hunting term, describing what dogs did to their prey as they caught it. The Oxford English Dictionary has, among several meanings from the fourteenth to the early nineteenth century: ‘To swallow greedily or to devour … to choke a person or animal with a mouthful of food … to seize by the throat with the teeth and tear or lacerate; to kill or injure by biting or shaking. Said, e.g., of dogs or wolves attacking sheep, or of hounds when they seize their prey.’ Johnson’s Dictionary of 1755 has for ‘worry’: ‘To tear or mangle as a beast tears its prey. To harass or persecute brutally.’ A worrier for Johnson is someone who persecutes others, ‘one who worries or torments them’. Two things are immediately striking in all of this. First there is the original violence of the term, the way it signifies the vicious but successful outcome of pursuing an object of desire. This sense of brutal foreplay is picked up in Dryden’s wonderful lines in All for Love: ‘And then he grew familiar with her hand / Squeez’d it, and worry’d it with ravenous kisses.’ Worrying, then, is devouring, a peculiarly intense, ravenous form of eating. The second striking thing is that worrying, until the nineteenth century, is something one does to somebody or something else. In other words, at a certain point in history worrying became something that people could do to themselves. Using, appropriately enough, an analogy from hunting, worrying becomes a consuming, or rather self-consuming, passion. What was once thought of as animal becomes human, indeed all too human. What was once done by the mouths of the rapacious, the desirous, is now done, often with a relentless weariness, by the minds of the troubled.

It is not until the early nineteenth century, a time of significant social transformation, that we get the psychological sense of worrying as something that goes on inside someone, what the OED calls ‘denoting a state of mind’, giving as illustration a quotation from Hazlitt’s Table Talk: ‘Small pains are … more within our reach: we can fret and worry ourselves about them.’ Domestic agitation replaces any sense of quest in Hazlitt’s essay ‘On Great and Little Things’. By the 1850s we find many of Dickens’s characters worrying or ‘worriting’. Where once wild or not-so-wild animals had worried their prey, we find Dickens’s people worrying their lives away about love and money and social status. From, perhaps, the middle of the nineteenth century people began to prey on themselves in a new kind of way. Worry begins to catch on as a description of a new state of mind. It is now impossible to imagine a life without worry. In little more than a century worrying has become what we call a fact of life, as integral to our lives, as apparently ahistorical, as any of our most familiar feelings. So in Philip Roth’s 1988 fictional autobiography, The Facts, it is surprising to find the word made interesting again in the narrator’s description of his hard-working Jewish father: ‘Despite a raw emotional nature that makes him prey to intractable worry, his life has been distinguished by the power of resurgence.’ The pun on ‘prey’ suggests the devotion of that generation of American Jews to a new god. But the narrator also implies that his father’s nature and history make him subject to his own persecution in the form of relentless worrying, and also that something about his life is reflected in the quality of his worry, its intractability, its obstinate persistence. A new kind of heroic resilience is required to deal with the worries of everyday life.

Even in this most cursory bit of philology we find ‘worry’ as pursuit and persecution, two things that in psychoanalysis tend to be associated with desire. But ‘worrying’, as the word is used now, is manifestly countererotic; no one says ‘I had a really erotic worry last night’, or indeed thinks of himself worrying his loved one’s hands with kisses. In A. S. Byatt’s novel Still Life one of the heroines is propositioned on a French train by a Frenchman, who offers her a ‘taste of Cointreau, Grand Marnier, Chartreuse’ in his sleeping compartment. ‘Frederica replied brightly that that would be very agreeable. This was despite a strong sense that the man was unduly anxious about the outcome of his overture: anxiety is a great destroyer of response, and Frederica had no taste for being closed in a sleeping compartment with a worried man.’ The strong sense here is that worrying is a form of insulation, that in the excess of worry something in the proposition, to the young heroine’s relief, is retracted. But Byatt alerts us to a distinction between anxiety and worrying that she cannot make. As in the seduction, something is implied and glossed over at the same time. The distinction we tend to make is that worry always has an object, that worrying is beyond displacement, whereas one can feel anxious without knowing what the anxiety is about.

Interestingly, ‘anxious’, which we may think of as a nineteenth-century medical term, is in its conventional psychological sense an older word than ‘worrying’. The OED offers a seventeenth-century meaning of ‘anxious’ as ‘troubled or uneasy in mind about some uncertain event; being in painful or disturbing suspense; concerned; solicitous’. ‘Anxiety’, of course, immediately found a place in the language of psychoanalysis, while ‘worrying’ still has not. It has been subsumed by, or implicitly included in, a broad range of psychoanalytic categories, from obsessionality to phobic terrors. And this despite the rather obvious point that most adults who speak English come for psychoanalytic treatment because, in their own words, they are ‘worried about’ something. The children I see clinically are referred because someone, quite explicitly, is worried about them. It is worth wondering, I think, given that psychoanalysis is essentially a theory of censorship, why certain words that come to mind for patients are excluded by psychoanalytic theorists; or why there need be any disparity between the language of analysts and ‘patients’. Depression, for example, has been the subject of extensive psychoanalytic speculation, but not sadness; mania has been accounted for theoretically, but not the intense pleasure of erotic excitement. Despite increased psychoanalytic interest in adolescence, no one has written about crushes. It is a fact that no one worries in the Bible – the actual word does not occur – but it seems peculiar that the word cannot be found in the Index of the Standard Edition of Freud’s work.

III

I have a life without latent content.

Alexander Portnoy

In beginning to consider the worrying of everyday life as the product of an extreme form of secondary revision – a worry, that is to say, as a stifled, indeed an overprotected, dream – it may be useful to remember the possible implications of the etymology of the word itself. After all, even spurious etymologies were once a respectable source of psychoanalytic speculation. When we worry, then, what are we trying to eat? What is there to pursue or get rid of? How does one hunt for something in oneself – or, more ominously, prey on oneself – and what would it mean to devour what one caught? We are familiar with the notion of worrying away at a problem, like a dog gnawing a bone, but is it absurd to suggest that we are doing a kind of violence to ourselves when we worry? Worrying can, for example, be an aggression, a critique turned against the self. When we lie awake at night worrying, there may be a dream we are trying not to have. Certainly people are more often starved of dreams than of worries. And the ordinary worry that projects a catastrophe into the future can easily be seen as the equivalent in consciousness of what Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Principle called ‘punishment dreams’, which ‘merely replace the forbidden wish-fulfilment by the appropriate punishment for it: that is to say, they fulfil the wish of the sense of guilt which is the reaction to the repudiated impulse’. Worries, then, can be punishments for wishes, or wishes cast in persecutory form; in the familiar act of worrying we may wish to avert the catastrophe and also to precipitate it. Flirting with possibilities, we are both the hunter and the hunted. There are, one could say, elaborating Freud’s phrase, those wrecked by success, and those wrecked by anticipating failure; or, rather, those apparently wrecked by the wish to fail or the fear of success. Even if worrying is a covert critique of the fantasies of success in the culture, it is clear that worrying has an equivocal relationship with the wishing that in Freud’s view dominates mental life.

The unconscious, Freud writes, ‘consists of wishful impulses. These instinctual impulses are co-ordinate with one another … and are exempt from mutual contradiction … There are in this system no negation, no doubt, no degrees of certainty.’ Since worrying by definition implies conflict, we must infer that the unconscious doesn’t, so to speak, have any worry in it. We have to imagine, according to Freud, that there is a part of ourselves that has nothing to worry about, that is exempt from this most persistent form of self-doubt. Worrying, like dreaming, is born of conflict, and therefore of censorship. It involves the compromise of representation and derives from instinctual wishes. But the dream-work that Freud described is ingenious in its transformation of the forbidden into the sufficiently acceptable. Compared with the dream, the worry is almost pure, uncooked day-residue; indeed, it is addicted to reality. There is apparently little condensation or displacement; there seems to be no question of intelligibility, although there is a noticeable intensity of feeling. Worrying, that is to say, often has the appearance, the screen, that we associate with a certain version of reality.

Compared with the extraordinary invention of the dream, the ordinary worry seems drab. As remote as possible from the forbidden, the worry, unlike the dream, is part of the routine, the predictability of everyday life. A moment’s thought will tell us what, if anything, we have to worry about tomorrow. No amount of thinking will tell us what we will dream tonight. All of us may be surrealists in our dreams, but in our worries we are incorrigibly bourgeois. It may be worth considering, then, a glib Freudian paradox: that some of the most efficient forms of censorship are those that render themselves invisible. How would one begin, or bother, to think that a shopping list or a telephone directory was a product of censorship? To worry about one’s health, or about one’s children, about money, or being late, or losing one’s job, is not in any obvious sense enigmatic or puzzling. And yet it may be one of the functions of worrying to cramp and contain – to over-organize – more imaginatively elaborate or even violent responses to such very real predicaments. As a furtive protest, worrying is an attempt at simplification. It can give a local habitation and a name to a diversity of grievance and desire. A worry, one could say, is a muted dream, an overprotection of the self. But one could feel baffled, indeed radically misrecognized, if one’s ordinary worries were interpreted as a Freudian analyst might interpret a dream. There is no obvious reason, though, why our associations to any of the elements in a worry should not be revealing. It may not be the dream that is the royal road to the unconscious, but the style of interpretation it makes possible.

Nevertheless, from a psychoanalytic perspective, ‘What did you dream about?’ and ‘What are you worried about?’ are quite different kinds of questions. The answers to them confront us with our assumptions about interpretation – both what is subject to what we call interpretation and what, in the form of interpretation, we might pertinently say. Clearly, the demand, or invitation, in the answers to these questions are different. And when we answer the question ‘What are you worried about?’ we, in a recognizable sense, mean what we say; we have conviction about what we are referring to. But when I say that I dreamed about a green cat last night, I am giving a true report, yet we can assume that a process of substitution, of symbolization, has been in play. We infer that work has been done on the stuff of emotional life, that there is an overnight history of transformation that opens into a vast unconscious personal history, whereas worrying seems like a reaction to and not a reworking of our experience. By binding us to the present and the future it abolishes the past that is, so to speak, behind this particular piece of worrying, that existed prior to its appearance as a preoccupation. It seals time by encapsulating a sequence. When we worry, we look forward but are not tempted to look very far back. We are dutiful in the way Orpheus should have been.

Worrying implies a future, a way of looking forward to things. It is a conscious conviction that a future exists, one in which something terrible might happen, which is of course ultimately true. So worrying is an ironic form of hope. But dreams are always set in the past, both in Freud’s sense of their being the disguised fulfilment of a repressed infantile wish and in the more verifiable sense that you cannot, by definition, ask someone what he is dreaming because a dream is always a retrospective report, never the so-called thing-in-itself. And always the question ‘What did you dream?’ in its most straightforward sense is notoriously difficult to answer. The dream, or perhaps the dreaming subject, ‘fades’, as Lacan puts it, when the dreamer awakens. The dreaming subject is even more elusive – almost impossible to construct – than his or her product, the dream. ‘Who is dreaming?’ is clearly a less ludicrous question than ‘Who is worrying?’

What people do to their dreams effortlessly – that is, forget them – people have to try to do to their worries. To remember a worry is as easy as to forget a dream. Worries are present and tend to recur, and we are manifestly present in them. They show a coherent subject in an intelligible, if unsettling, narrative; they assume a pragmatic self bent on problem-solving, not an incurably desiring subject in the disarray of not knowing what he wants. We use worries to focus and are prone to use them to simulate purpose (just as when we are intimidated by possibility). When people describe a known task – passing an exam, paying a debt, being cured of an illness – they do not seem to allude to an unlocatable lack or, more absurdly, a certain death. As an integral part of a familiar internal environment, these specific worries can be very reassuring because they pre-empt what is in actuality an unknowable future. The worst thing that could happen is more comforting than the unimaginable thing.

Worrying tacitly constitutes a self – or, at least, a narrator – by assuming the existence of one; for how could there be a worry without a worrier? It is, of course, difficult to imagine a dream without a dreamer, but also to know what the dreamer looks like. A worrier has, so to speak, a familiar face; the iconography of the dreaming self is nowhere to be found. And it is exactly in this elusive area of inquiry that worrying focuses a contemporary dilemma in psychoanalysis. In what could
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