
[image: On Giving Up]


By the same author

Winnicott

On Kissing, Tickling and Being Bored

On Flirtation

Terror and Experts

Monogamy

The Beast in the Nursery

Darwin’s Worms

Promises, Promises

Houdini’s Box

Equals

Going Sane

Intimacies (with Leo Bersani)

Side Effects

On Kindness (with Barbara Taylor)

The Concise Dictionary of Dress (with Judith Clark)

On Balance

Missing Out

One Way and Another

Unforbidden Pleasures

Becoming Freud

The Vulgar (with Judith Clark)

On Wanting to Change

Attention Seeking

On Getting Better

The Cure for Psychoanalysis

EDITOR OF

Charles Lamb: Selected Prose

The Electrified Tightrope: Selected Psychoanalytic Papers of Michael Eigen

Richard Howard: Selected Poems (with Hugh Haughton)

John Clare in Context (with Hugh Haughton)

The Book of Interruptions (with David Hillman)

General Editor of the new Penguin Modern Classics Freud translations




Adam Phillips



ON GIVING UP

[image: Penguin Random House]




Contents


	Cover

	About the Author

	By the Same Author

	Title Page

	Dedication

	Epigraph

	Prologue

	On Giving Up

	Dead or Alive

	On Not Wanting

	On Being Left Out

	On Not Believing in Anything

	The Pleasures of Censorship

	On Loss

	Epilogue

	Acknowledgements

	Copyright






	ii

	v

	vii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143






	Cover

	Frontmatter

	Contents

	Begin Reading






In memory of Leo Bersani and John Forrester





Another way of saying this would be, what are the conditions of life that make possible the desire to live?

Judith Butler, What World is This?

As I realized the magnitude of the patient’s difficulties I became increasingly depressed. I mentioned this to Bion, who said, ‘What does it make you want to do?’ I said, ‘Give up?’ He said, ‘That is what the group with the part of themselves that has no intention of changing wants you to do …’

E. Trist, ‘Working with Bion in the 1940s: The group decade’

The Mind is at every stage a theatre of simultaneous possibilities.

William James, The Principles of Psychology

But distinctions are there to be made.

Philippa Foot, Moral Dilemmas






Prologue

When people say, in the ordinary way of things, that they are giving up, they are usually referring to something like smoking, or alcohol, or chocolate, or any of the other anaesthetic pleasures of everyday life; they are not, on the whole, talking about suicide (though people do tend to want to give up only their supposedly self-harming habits). Giving up certain things may be good for us, and yet the idea of someone just giving up is never appealing. Like alcoholics who need everybody to drink, there tends to be a determined cultural consensus that life is, and has to be, worth living (if not, of course, actually sacred). There are, to put it as simply as possible, what turn out to be good and bad sacrifices (and sacrifice creates the illusion – or reassures us – that we can choose our losses). There is the giving up that we can admire and aspire to, and the giving up that profoundly unsettles us. What, for example, does real hope or real despair require us to relinquish? What exactly do we imagine we are doing when we give something up? This book, then, is about the essential and far-reaching ambiguity of a simple idea. We give things up when we believe we can change; we give up when we believe we can’t. And so this book is also about the assumption – or the presumption – that life is by definition always worth living.

All the new thinking, like all the old thinking, is about sacrifice, about what we should give up to get the lives we should want. For our health, for our planet, for our emotional and moral well-being – and, indeed, for the profits of the rich – we are asked to give up a great deal now. But alongside this orgy of improving self-sacrifices – or perhaps underlying it – there is a despair and terror of just wanting to give up. A need to keep at bay the sense that life may not be worth the struggle, the struggle that religions and therapies and education, and entertainment, and commodities, and the arts in general are there to help us with. For more and more people now it seems that it is their hatred and their prejudice and their scapegoating that actually keeps them going. As though we are tempted more than ever by what Nietzsche calls in On the Genealogy of Morals ‘a will to nothingness, a counter-will to life, a rebellion against the most fundamental presuppositions of life’.

The abiding disillusionment with politics and personal relationships, the demand for and the fear of so-called free speech, the dread and the longing for consensus and the coerced consensus of the various fundamentalisms has created a cultural climate of intimidation and righteous indignation. It is as if our ambivalence about our aliveness – about the feeling alive that, however fleeting, sustains us – has become an unbearable tension and needs to be resolved. So even though we cannot, as yet, imagine or describe our lives without the idea of sacrifice, and its secret sharer, compromise, the whole notion of what we want and can get through sacrifice is less clear; both what we think we want and what we are as yet unaware of wanting. The formulating of personal and political ideals has become either too assured or too precarious. And the whole notion of sacrifice depends upon our knowing what we want.

Giving up is always sacrificing something in the service of something deemed to be better. The question, whenever we want to do anything, whenever we make a choice, is unavoidably: what will we have to give up? Choice is, by definition, exclusionary, and reveals preference. There is always, that is to say, some imaginary exchange at work; something is given up with a view to something being given back. Whether we are giving up on confidence, or on free speech, or on sociability, or on wanting, or on meaning, or on life itself – as each of the chapters in this book addresses in different ways – it is, as it were, the return we have in mind, however unconscious we are of the deal being brokered. What we want from any given sacrifice is always worth discussing. Sacrifice and its discontents is what there is to talk about. Giving up, or giving up on, anything or anyone always exposes what it is we take it we want.

So giving up, in its myriad forms, we need to remember, whatever else it is, is a gift-giving (and it is always up and never down, as though to some higher authority). To give something up is to seek one’s own assumed advantage, one’s apparently preferred pleasure, but in an economy that we mostly can’t comprehend, or, like all economies, predict. As though at certain moments in our lives we are given the order ‘Give up!’ or ‘Give it up!’ and so begins an obscure kind of wishing and hoping and bargaining. We calculate, in so far as we can, the effect of our sacrifice, the future we want from it (it is never clear, for example, whether a sacrifice is a plea or a coercion or both, a manipulation or a forlorn surrender or both). As though at certain points in our lives we are asking what we have to do to get through to certain people, or to get through to ourselves: to get through to the life we want. We are asking what we are going to have to lose to gain what we think we want. These are sometimes the moves, of course, of an omniscient animal who claims he can know what he wants, and for whom knowing his wants, and having good ideas about how he may gratify them, is the only thing he can imagine doing. Sacrifice, giving up, that is to say, is a form of prediction.

Children are given up for adoption, armies give up – surrender – in wars once they are defeated, and giving up the ghost is what some people do when they die. And in each of these disparate examples it is as if something is handed over, a necessary deal has been struck, a point has been reached, a crisis has occurred, an exchange has been entered into. As though giving up may be as much about transition and transformation as about success and failure (the whole idea of giving up is a magnet for moralization: we can never resist assessment, evaluation, when giving up becomes an option). We give up, or give something up, when we believe we can no longer go on as we are. And so a giving up is always some kind of critical moment, however tempted we are to minimize it. But giving up as a prelude, a precondition for something else to happen, a form of anticipation, a kind of courage, is a sign of the death of a desire; and by the same token it can make room for other desires. Giving up, in other words, is an attempt to make a different future: but, of course, in the knowledge that the consequences of our actions can be incommensurate with our intentions (giving up is at once a risk and a prediction).

The pragmatist in us can only wonder whether any given sacrifice – or whether sacrifice in itself – will get us the life we want, or don’t know that we want. And the pragmatist may also wonder why we put it like this, why ‘giving up’ is the phrase: what is the use of this particular description of something we find ourselves doing but seem unable to redescribe? Because if giving up is simply, say, changing our mind, or revision, or reconsideration, or having a second thought – or even another phrase for redescription itself – it is a way of getting things to look different. And by looking different to have different consequences. We may not, say, need to think of our lives in terms of losses and gains, or profit and loss, as the phrase ‘giving up’ induces us to do, thereby reinforcing a much-cherished cultural norm. We may not need to lose our lives in order to find them; we may just be able to go on finding them (mourning may not be the thing we most want to do, or the only thing we can do, or the thing we must do). We may have underestimated our temptations. We may have been distracted by an analogy.

In her remarkable and orientating book A Life of One’s Own – a book really about how we might sustain our aliveness: the aliveness, the being enlivened, that is the true antidote to giving up – the artist and psychoanalyst Marion Milner describes her attempt to ‘decide what [her] aim in life was’:


… I found that I had no idea about this. I decided to keep a diary and write down what I thought was the best thing that had happened during the day, in the hope that I might find out what it was that I really wanted. I had also been stimulated by reading Montaigne’s Essays and his insistence that what he calls the soul is totally different from all one expects it to be, often being the very opposite.



She begins, as a modern person, by trying to work out what she wants and then, by way of qualification, she refers to Montaigne, for whom ‘what he calls the soul is totally different from all one expects it to be, often being the very opposite’. She thought that her essence, her soul, was to do with what she really wanted, with what made her happy; she assumed that she must have an aim in life, even if she didn’t as yet know what it was. But then Montaigne reminds her that there is a part of herself – perhaps the most important part – that is totally different and may even want the very opposite of what she assumes she wants (that every essence suggests another one). That would mean, in this context, that she also doesn’t want an aim in life; that what makes her happy and what she wants may also not really matter to her. Or there may be other things that matter more to her. The idea that life has an aim, or that happiness is what we want, may be simply a way of narrowing one’s mind, of oversimplifying oneself.

In this extraordinary project, Milner makes a discovery. She realizes that for her there seem to be two kinds of attention, Narrow Attention and Wide Attention. It is worth noticing that she needs only ordinary language for what she wants, and wants to say; and that it is attention that has attracted her attention:


	Narrow Attention. This first way of perceiving seemed to be the automatic one, the kind of attention which my mind gave to everyday affairs when it was left to itself … this kind of attention has a narrow focus, by this means it selects what serves its immediate interests and ignores the rest. As far as I could see it was a ‘questing beast’, keeping its nose close down to the trail, running this way and that upon the scent, but blind to the wider surroundings. It saw items according to whether they served its purposes, saw them as a means to its own ends, not interested in them at all for their own sake. This attitude was probably essential for practical life, so that I supposed from the biological point of view it had to be one which came naturally to the mind …

	Wide Attention. The second way of perceiving seemed to occur when the questing purposes were held in leash. Then, since one wanted nothing, there was no need to select one item to look at rather than another, so it became possible to look at the whole at once. To attend to something and yet want nothing from it, these seemed to be the essentials of the second way of perceiving … if by chance we should have discovered the knack of holding wide our attention, then the magic thing happens.



The ‘magic thing’ is to ‘make boredom and weariness blossom into immeasurable contentment’; the second kind of attention ‘brought a quality of delight completely unknown to the first kind’. Wide Attention re-enchants the world, Narrow Attention can diminish it. Narrow Attention creates a certain kind of person – is a way of overdefining oneself; Wide Attention provides alternatives, alternative ways of seeing ourselves and others. Clearly what Milner is describing here as Wide Attention is a form of attention purged of aims and wants and conventional satisfactions (it is a version of forgetting oneself); and she describes in vivid detail her struggles to attain this Wide Attention, freed as it seemed to be of Darwinian and Freudian and indeed acquisitive purposes. It is a version, as she acknowledges, of what Blake called ‘vision’. It acknowledges that any ideology of virtue can only ever be a provocation.

As ‘questing beasts’, Narrow Attention is part of a known project, the project of somebody who apparently knows what she wants, and who takes wanting (and the desire for satisfaction) to be her defining feature. In a state of Wide Attention there can be no knowing beforehand what one wants, and no assumption that wanting is the thing, or that wanting is what one is doing, or the only thing one can do (in this sense all psychoanalytic writings should be read as accounts or experiments in sociability). As an account of predatory and non-predatory attention, Milner is providing us with two alternative points of view, two ways of looking. And it is worth noting that she acknowledges the need for both kinds of attention. Instead of urging us, or teaching us, or persuading us to sacrifice one for the other, she wants us to be able to use both kinds of attention for different things. It is not then a story about giving something up, it is a story about extending a repertoire; or about what the poet William Empson called ‘straddling the contradictions’. You can’t get the boon and benefit of a contradiction by taking sides.

Can we describe sacrifice without being unduly impressed by it, without glamorizing it as either tragedy or farce? Can we be alert to the distraction of inner superiority without the inner superiority of doing so? Or rather, can we talk about giving up – redescribe giving up – as a useful clue to our moral and emotional complexity, rather than merely as another of our favourite ordeals? This book aims to give giving up the Narrow and Wide Attention it by now may need.




On Giving Up


I’ll go on.

Samuel Beckett, The Unnameable



I

‘From a certain point there is no more turning back. That is the point that must be reached.’ This is one of Kafka’s Zürau Aphorisms, written during the war – between 1917 and 1918 – just after he received a diagnosis of the tuberculosis that would eventually kill him. ‘From a certain point there is no more turning back. That is the point that must be reached.’ Why? Because there is always the temptation to give up? Or, more suggestively, because there is always the temptation to turn back, to turn round: to go back, say, to the past, to the place from which one started, to retrace your steps; or simply to turn back to the time when you can choose to give up, or choose again what you really want to do; as though progress, or completion or commitment, depends on reaching the point from which there is no more turning back. At that point, it is implied, we have finally made our decision. The crisis of choice is over; we are no longer in search of exits and alibis; we are no longer seduced by alternatives and deferrals. It is the point at which we know what we want; we are no longer the complicated, conflicted creatures we were until this point. Our doubts are finally in abeyance. We are, in a certain sense, free. The point from which there is no more turning back suggests, of course, that there has already been a certain amount of turning back, or a certain amount of wanting to turn back. As though a desire to turn back is what we always have to contend with – as a temptation, or simply as a choice. As though we are also driven by a desire for uncompleted actions, by the pleasures of indecision and uncertainty and deferral, by the desire to give up. ‘He has the feeling,’ Kafka writes in another aphorism, ‘that merely by being alive he is blocking his own way.’

Kafka clearly wants us to think about our relationship with the opportunity, with the option of giving up; or with the giving up which turning back, or blocking our own way, can sometimes entail. And about the way the idea of giving up figures in our lives, as a perpetual lure and an insistent fear. The giving up that involves leaving ourselves out of what we had wanted, or thought we had wanted. The giving up that is linked to a sense of impossibility, or of possibilities running out, of coming to the end of something. Of needing to exempt oneself. Excluding oneself – perhaps because one lacks the wherewithal or the know-how or the courage or the luck – from a project one had taken to be one’s own. ‘A courageous person,’ Jonathan Lear has suggested, ‘has a proper orientation towards what is shameful and what is fearful.’ We tend to think of giving up, in the ordinary way, as a lack of courage, as an improper or embarrassing orientation towards what is shameful and fearful. That is to say, we tend to value, and even idealize, the idea of seeing things through, of finishing things rather than abandoning them. Giving up has to be justified in a way that completion does not; giving up doesn’t usually make us proud of ourselves; it is a falling short of our preferred selves; unless, of course, it is the sign of an ultimate and defining realism, of what we call ‘knowing our limitations’. Giving up, in other words, is usually thought of as a failure rather than a way of succeeding at something else. It is worth wondering to whom we believe we have to justify ourselves when we are giving up, or when we are determinedly not giving up.

Of course turning back and giving up are not always the same thing: turning back in a book one is reading is quite different from giving up on the book. Turning back on a walk can be quite different from giving up on the walk. When we want to turn back the clock we are not giving up on time. Turning back, in short, may involve reconsideration; giving up suggests abandonment (and if we really give up there is no turning back). Both are reversals of a kind, expressions of doubt about progress and desire, or at least about direction and purpose. So it is essentially an anxiety about intention that Kafka is alerting us to: the intention to sabotage our intentions, to doubt our desires, or our capacity to fulfil them. The temptation to give up may sometimes be different from the temptation to turn back, but each temptation tells us something about giving up, which is always a special case of changing our minds, of revising our intentions, of second thoughts, of destroying something. For our purposes, I want to read Kafka’s aphorism as ‘From a certain point there is no more giving up. That is the point that must be reached’; and to say that our relationship to giving up is as formative in our lives as, say, our relationship to being helped; and to suggest, by implication, that there can be a tyranny of completion, of finishing things, which can narrow our minds unduly. Our relationship to giving up and our relationship to being helped confront us with what we take our dependence to be; our dependence on what we need, and need to do, and on what we need not do, or are unable to do. When we give up, or undermine, our dependence on our ego-ideals – on our fantasies about the people we believe we should be – both our dependence and the nature and function of our ego-ideals is exposed. When our preferred versions of ourselves are not an inspiration, they are a tyranny (a tyranny with which we can humiliate ourselves). Our history of giving up – that is to say, our attitude towards it, our obsession with it, our disavowal of its significance – may be a clue to something we should really call our histories and not our selves. It is a clue to the beliefs, the sentences, around which we have organized ourselves. If giving up tends to be the catastrophe to be averted, what do we imagine giving up is actually like? Not to be overly impressed by giving up shows us what we do then value. We make a world out of it.

Heroes and heroines are people who don’t give up; they may sometimes turn back but they ultimately persevere. And as we shall see, tragic heroes are our catastrophic examples of the inability to give up. In that sense tragedy invites us to re-evaluate certain versions of giving up. Kafka’s heroes are often extremely tenacious: they very rarely give up, despite the many inducements to do so (what is heroic in heroism is precisely the resistance to giving up, or perhaps the phobia of giving up). To be arrested for no apparent reason, to wake up as a beetle: these things would involve, one might think, at least a strong wish to give up. But what is striking about Kafka’s heroes is how patient they are in their hopelessness and their helplessness. ‘There is hope but not for us.’ Rather tantalizingly, hope does exist; we just can’t have it ourselves. Logically we can then ask: in what sense does it exist? What relationship can we have with it? We might answer that it is something we want that eludes us: it exists only in our wanting it, which may or may not be good grounds for giving up on it. So to give up on hope would just mean to give up on wanting it, just as giving up is always giving up wanting something or someone, giving up wanting to be someone. What has always to be given up, in giving up, is the wanting. ‘There is a destination, but no way there,’ Kafka writes in another aphorism. ‘What we refer to as way is hesitation.’ We can’t give up on wanting a destination. Hesitation is integral to wanting, a moment of reconsidering giving up. We can’t give up, it seems, on having ego-ideals, on there being people we would like to be, places we would like to go; on there being always an as yet unattained self. There is something we want, or think we need (hope, destination, not turning back, satisfaction), but because we cannot give up wanting it we have to redescribe the process of wanting, how we go about wanting it (if there is hope but not for us we have to hope differently; if there is a destination but no way there we need a new attitude to destinations). The hunger artist never gives up on wanting to fast even though it is going out of fashion as a popular entertainment; but in order to go on fasting he
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	Keep dancing even though the point of the dance has been lost. The ritual continues, though no one can any longer say what the dance is for.

	Invent a new aim for the dance. The dance continues, but now its purpose is, for example, to facilitate good negotiations with whites, usher good weather for farming, or restore health to a sick relative.

	Give up the dance. This is an implicit recognition that there is no longer any point in dancing the Sun Dance.
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