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        All have the potential for self-knowledge and sound thinking.

        HERACLITUS

      

      

      

      In my work as a psychiatrist, I help to treat mental disorder—and, I’m delighted to say, most of the people I see do get better.

      But why stop here?

      I believe that there is much more to mental health than the mere absence of mental disorder.

      Mental health is not just about surviving, but about thriving, about developing and expressing our highest, fullest potential as human beings.

      Before Christianity, there were, of course, the pagan gods, Zeus and Jupiter and their ilk. But, especially for the high-minded, there were also a number of philosophical schools, the major ones being cynicism, stoicism, skepticism, and epicureanism. Although each with its own outlook and method, all four schools aimed at the attainment of mental tranquillity and mastery, or ataraxia—making them, in my view, much more similar than different.

      Ataraxia [Greek, ‘lack of disturbance or trouble’] is also the guiding principle of this series, with each book, like each philosophy, adopting a distinct but complementary approach to peace of mind: exploring the deep origins of our distress in The Meaning of Madness; guarding against the demons of self-deception in Hide and Seek; refining our emotions in Heaven and Hell; regulating our relations with others in For Better For Worse; developing our thinking skills in Hypersanity; and, finally, redefining our concept of success in The Art of Failure.

      Although the series is numbered, each book can happily stand on its own—meaning that you can read just one or all six, and in whichever order you like.

      Ataraxia is closely linked with eudaimonia, which is often translated as ‘happiness’ but which is, in fact, a much deeper, fuller, and richer concept, sometimes articulated in terms of flourishing, or living a life that is worthwhile and fulfilling.

      The stakes could not be higher.
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        Above all, don’t lie to yourself. The man who lies to himself and listens to his own lie comes to a point that he cannot distinguish the truth within him, or around him, and so loses all respect for himself and for others. And having no respect he ceases to love.

        DOSTOEVSKY

      

      

      

      Self-deception is common and universal, and the cause of most human tragedies.

      Of course, the science of self-deception can help us to live better and get more out of life. But it can also cast a murky light on human nature and the human condition, for example, on such exclusively human phenomena as anger, depression, fear, pity, pride, dream making, love making, and god making, not to forget age-old philosophical problems such as selfhood, virtue, happiness, and the good life.

      Nothing, in the end, could possibly be more important.

      At the same time, I should issue something of a health warning. Some people may find Hide and Seek difficult to read, more so even than the other books in the Ataraxia series. These books, it is true, can be intellectually demanding, but they are above all emotionally challenging, especially to those who have seldom had the opportunity, strength, humility, or misfortune to delve into their deepest thoughts and feelings. All the books in the series can provoke violent reactions, but this one all the more for being about the violent reactions themselves.

      But the price, higher for some than for others, is certainly worth paying.

      In the words of the philosopher Bertrand Russell (d. 1970):

      
        
        A certain kind of resignation is involved in willingness to face the truth about ourself; this kind, though it may involve pain in the first moments, affords ultimately a protection—indeed the only possible protection—against the disappointments and disillusionments to which the self-deceiver is liable.

      

      

      More than that, by tying herself up in her own head, by losing herself in a labyrinth of her own making, the self-deceiver is, at the same time, missing out on the colours, shades, and nuances of life, missing out on life itself. Far from the purifying sunlight, deep in Plato’s cave, she becomes incapable of vulnerability, authenticity, and love—incapable, in a word, of living, or living as a full and free human being.
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        * * *

      

      Although the search for self-knowledge goes back to Socrates (d. 399 BCE), most of this book’s chapters are constructed around the ego defences identified by Sigmund Freud, his daughter Anna Freud, and others following in their footsteps.

      I have chosen to discuss self-deception in terms of ego defences because most of the thinking on the subject has been carried out in those terms. This, happily, is just as it should be. In the final analysis, all self-deception can be understood as a means of protecting or enhancing the ego. For example, a man who buys a $10,000 watch instead of a $1,000 watch because ‘you can really tell the difference in quality’ is not only hiding his (unacknowledged) craving to be loved, but also trying to pass it off as a virtue, namely, a concern for quality.

      The book’s forty chapters, some longer than others, are arranged into five parts, with each part corresponding to a family of ego defences clustered around a basic operation for defusing threats to the ego, or defusing the fear and anxiety that arise from those threats.

      I have called these five basic operations, and so the five parts of the book:

      
        
          	
        Abstraction
      

      	
        Transformation
      

      	
        Evasion through fraud or fantasy
      

      	
        Evasion through people or the world, and
      

      	
        Projection.
      

      

      

      I have not discussed every ego defence ever identified, but only the most important or interesting ones. In any case, many if not all of the ego defences that I have left out can be understood as subtypes of other, more generic ones that I have, of course, made sure to include.

      Nothing, said Russell, is more fatiguing nor, in the long run, more exasperating than the daily effort to believe things which daily become more incredible. To be done with this effort is an indispensable condition of secure and lasting happiness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      In psychoanalytic theory, ego defences are unconscious processes that we deploy to diffuse the fear and anxiety that arise when who we think we are or who we think we should be (our conscious ‘superego’) comes into conflict with who we really are (our unconscious ‘id’).

      For instance, at an unconscious level a man may find himself physically attracted to another man, but at a conscious level he may find this attraction flatly unacceptable. To diffuse the anxiety or tension that arises from this conflict, he may deploy one or more ego defences.

      For example, (1) he might refuse to admit to himself that he is attracted to a man. Or (2) he might superficially adopt attitudes and behaviours that are diametrically opposed to those of a stereotypical homosexual, such as going out for several pints with the lads, banging his fists on the counter, and peppering his speech with loud profanities. Or (3) he might transfer his attraction onto someone else and then berate him for being gay.

      In each case, he has used a common ego defence, respectively, (1) repression, (2) reaction formation, and (3) projection. Let’s go through each of these in turn.

      Repression can be thought of as ‘motivated forgetting’: the active, albeit unconscious, ‘forgetting’ of unacceptable drives, emotions, and ideas. Repression is readily confused with denial, which is the refusal to admit to uncomfortable aspects of reality. But whereas repression relates to mental stimuli, denial relates to external stimuli, to things that are ‘out there’.

      Repression can also be confused with distortion, which is the reshaping of reality to suit one’s inner needs. For instance, a person who has been beaten black and blue by his father no longer recalls these traumatic events (repression), and instead sees his father as a gentle and loving man (distortion). In this example, there is a clear sense of the distortion building upon the repression, and at the same time buttressing it.

      Reaction formation is the superficial adoption—and, often, exaggeration—of emotions and impulses that are diametrically opposed to one’s own. A possible high-profile case of reaction formation is that of a certain US congressman, who, as chairman of the Missing and Exploited Children’s Caucus, introduced legislation to protect children from exploitation by adults over the Internet. The congressman resigned when it later emerged that he had been sending sexually explicit messages to a teenage boy. Other, classic, examples of reaction formation include the covert alcoholic who extolls the virtues of abstinence, and the privileged student who attends and even organizes anti-capitalist rallies.

      Projection involves the attribution of one’s own unacceptable thoughts, feelings, and impulses to others. Like distortion, projection involves repression as a first step, since unacceptable thoughts, feelings, and impulses need to be repudiated before they can be re-attributed. Classic examples of projection include the envious person who believes that everyone envies them, the person with fantasies of infidelity who is convinced that their partner is cheating on them, and the covetous person who lives in constant fear of being dispossessed.

      Just as common is splitting, which involves the division or polarization of beliefs and people into good and bad by perceiving only their positive or negative attributes. This is often seen in politics, for instance, when left-wingers caricature right-wingers as selfish and narrow-minded, and right-wingers left-wingers as hypocritical and irresponsible—or, nowadays, ‘deplorables’ and ‘elites’. Other classic examples of splitting are the religious zealot who divides people into blessed and damned, and the child of divorcees who idolizes one parent while shunning the other. Splitting diffuses the anxiety that arises from our inability to grasp a complex and nuanced state of affairs by simplifying and schematizing it and making it easier to process.

      Similar to splitting is the ego defence of idealization. Like the positive end of splitting, idealization involves overestimating the positive attributes of a person, object, or idea, while skirting over its negative attributes. More fundamentally, it involves the projection of our needs and desires onto that person, object, or idea.

      A paradigm of idealization is infatuation, when love is confused with the need to love, and the idealized person’s negative traits are glossed over or even recast into a positive light. Although this can make for a rude awakening, there are few better ways of relieving our existential anxiety than by manufacturing something that is ‘perfect’ for us, be it a piece of equipment, a place, country, person, or god.

      If in love with someone unavailable or unattainable, it may be more convenient to intellectualize our love, maybe even by thinking of it in terms of idealization! In intellectualization, uncomfortable feelings associated with a problem are repressed by thinking of the problem in cold or abstract terms. I once received a phone call from a junior doctor in psychiatry in which he described a recent in-patient admission as ‘a 47-year-old mother of two who attempted to cessate her life as a result of being diagnosed with a metastatic mitotic lesion’. A formulation such as ‘…who tried to kill herself after being told that she is dying of cancer’ would have been much better English, but all too effective at evoking the full horror of this poor lady’s predicament.

      Intellectualization should not be confused with rationalization, which is the use of feeble but seemingly plausible arguments either to justify something that is painful to accept (‘sour grapes’) or to make it seem ‘not so bad after all’ (‘sweet lemons’). For example, a person who has been rejected by a love interest might convince himself that she rejected him because she did not share in his ideal of happiness (sour grapes); and also that her rejection is a blessing in disguise insofar as it has freed him to find someone more suitable, or ‘play the field’ (sweet lemons).

      While no one can altogether avoid using ego defences, some ego defences are considered more ‘mature’ than others: not only because they involve some degree of insight, but also because they can be adaptive or useful. If a person is angry at his boss, he might go home and kick the dog, or he might instead go out and play a good game of tennis. The first instance (kicking the poor dog) is an example of displacement, the redirection of uncomfortable feelings towards someone or something less important, which is clearly an immature ego defence. The second instance (playing a good game of tennis) is an example of sublimation, the channelling of uncomfortable feelings into socially condoned and often productive activities, which is a far more mature ego defence.

      There are a number of mature ego defences like sublimation that can be substituted for the more primitive ones. Altruism, for instance, can in some cases be a form of sublimation in which we deal with our anxiety by stepping outside ourself and helping others. By concentrating on the needs of others, people in altruistic vocations such as medicine, nursing, and teaching may be able to permanently push their own needs into the background. Conversely, people who care for a disabled or elderly person may experience profound anxiety and distress should this role be removed from them.

      Another mature ego defence is humour. By seeing the absurd or ridiculous aspect of an emotion, event, or situation, we are able to look at it in a less threatening light. If laughter is proper to man, this must be because we, of all animals, have the most developed unconscious. The things that we laugh about the most are: our errors and inadequacies; the difficult challenges that we face around personal identity, social relationships, and death; and incongruity, absurdity, and meaninglessness. These are all deeply human concerns: just as no one has ever seen a laughing dog, so no one has ever heard of a laughing god.

      Further up the maturity scale is asceticism, which is the denial of the importance of that which most people fear or strive for, and so of the very grounds for anxiety and depression. If fear is, ultimately, for oneself, then the denial of the self removes the very grounds for fear. People in modern societies such as ours are much more anxious than people in traditional or historical societies, no doubt because of the strong emphasis that modern societies place on the self as an independent and autonomous agent, that is, as an ego or ‘I’.

      There are a great many ego defences, and the combinations and circumstances in which we use them are a reflection of our personality. Indeed, one could go so far as to argue that the self is nothing but the sum of its ego defences, which are constantly shaping, upholding, protecting, and repairing it.

      The self is like a cracked mask that is in constant need of being pieced together. But behind the mask there is nobody at home.

      While we cannot entirely escape from ego defences, we can gain some insight into how we use them. This self-knowledge, if we have the courage for it, can awaken us to ourselves, to others, and to the world around us, and free us to achieve our fullest, highest potential as human beings.

      The greatest oracle of the ancient world was at Delphi, and there, inscribed on the forecourt of the temple of Apollo, was a simple two-word command:

      
        
        Γνῶθι σεαυτόν

        Know thyself.
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