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Preface

Certain ancient Chinese philosophers used to say that what we needed to get right were our words. If we got our words right, then everything would be right.

Getting our words right is not just a matter of naming things, of pointing to objects and saying sounds like land  tree  house  politician  virus  atom. It is a matter of putting words into sentences. Getting our sentences right is for all of us a matter of life and death.

Words simply point. Sentences create meaning, and it is in meaning that we live. (We cannot step outside our world of meaning. Even the sentence This is meaningless has meaning.) The word land is no more than the word land, but the sentence That land is mine has a meaning which is significant in itself and which connects to other peoples sentences. It could connect to one persons sentence I shall inherit that land, and thus to a life of peace and security, or to another persons sentence That land was stolen from me, and to a life of war and suffering.

We need to create our sentences with great care, making them as close to the truth as we can manage.

With some of our sentences we are very careful  sentences like Three plus three equals six, Two atoms of hydrogen and one of oxygen combine to form water, Youll need two eggs and eight ounces of flour to make that cake, This is the setting you need for the points to get the best performance out of your car, One tank division should be sufficient to hold the line.

With other sentences, indeed most of our sentences, we have great difficulty in getting them right, so much difficulty that all too often we do not bother to try. These are the sentences about ourselves, how we think, feel, imagine and act.

We use these sentences to lie to others. We say, Im so glad you phoned, while thinking, Why does she always phone when were having dinner? We use these sentences to lie to ourselves. We say to ourselves, I love my family totally, and deny the murderous rage that families, in the ways they frustrate us, can arouse in us.

It is hard to get our sentences right because we are, at every moment, in the midst of all our thoughts, feelings and actions. When we want to make sentences about how objects work (this includes people whom we treat as objects), we can separate ourselves from the objects, but we cannot separate ourselves from our thoughts, feelings and actions. Moreover, sentences about how objects work follow a simple logic. Objects are or they arent. A cannot be not-A. A motor car isnt an elephant. A house standing in Birmingham is not also located in Rangoon. Two plus two is four, not five or sixty-four. You cant have your cake and eat it too. This kind of logic is called Aristotelian, named after the ancient Greek philosopher who first described it.

However, sentences about ourselves follow a different logic. In this other kind of logic two opposites can merge together. We can say, The people I love I also hate, or, I want to be close but separate, or, I want to live forever and to die. In Aristotelian logic two things which are similar are never regarded as being identical, but in the logic of our personal experiences similar things can be perceived as sharing an identity. We can say, That man is just like my father, and behave towards that man in the way we behaved towards our father. Indeed, it is very difficult not to perceive a new experience as being the same or very similar to an old one, for all we can bring to a new experience is our old experience, and so we interpret every new experience in terms of our old experience. Similarities stated as identities are called metaphors, and such metaphors operate very powerfully in our lives. It is hard to construct sentences which merge opposites, or which use similarities as identities, which also truthfully reflect the subtleties of our experience. Such sentences connect to other sentences in all sorts of complex ways. It requires a special kind of intelligence to get these sorts of sentences right.

In using the sentences of Aristotelian logic about objects, we are remarkably intelligent. Out of these sentences we have constructed a vast science and technology. Even those of us who grew up without being educated in Western science and technology have the ability to construct such sentences and apply them successfully to our environment. Every race and culture has developed a science and technology appropriate to its situation and its needs. When we speak of ourselves as Homo sapiens, the sapiens (the Latin means wise, sensible, prudent, judicious) actually refers to this kind of intelligence which puts us at the top of the hierarchy of all living things.

However, if anthropologists had classified us according to the second kind of sentence-making, sentences about our thoughts, feelings and actions, they would have had to call us Homo stupidus and put us at the bottom of the hierarchy. No other species wreaks so much death and suffering on itself and on one another as we do. In caring for ourselves we are remarkably stupid.

Science and technology, using Aristotelian logic and the associated logic of mathematics, have transformed the way most of us live. Within my lifetime I have seen enormous improvements in how we can feed, clothe and shelter ourselves, how we can travel and keep in touch with one another. Yet such improvements are enjoyed only by relatively few, and there has not been one improvement which has not brought other problems in its train. I remember how excited my family were when electricity finally reached my grandmothers home in the bush, and now I read of the damage that the manufacture of electricity has done to our planet. Forests have been drowned and razed to build hydroelectric generators, coal-fired power stations create acid rain, nuclear power stations spread radiation.

Sentences which follow the rules of Aristotelian logic have enabled us to change our world and the way we live. Sentences about ourselves have not. We go on behaving as we always did.

My first awareness of the world outside my country was of watching newsreels of French and Belgian families, looking just like my own family, being machine-gunned by the German air force. In Australia we waited for a similar fate as the Japanese army advanced towards us. At the end of that war my side was supposed to have won, but in fact all that happened was that the war shifted to other places  Malaya, Korea, Vietnam, India and Pakistan, Africa and the Middle East. The wars have never ceased. It has been calculated that in the twentieth century there have been 207 wars in which 78 million people have died.1

Nor have the cruelties inflicted in the name of politics and power ceased. These have actually got worse, since technology can be used as torture. Electricity, which lit my grandmothers home and which now keeps me warm, is also used to reduce a human being to nothing but a blob of pain. The technology of torture has become big business from which many respectable people profit,2 just as in past centuries respectable people profited from slavery.

Nor have the cruelties inflicted in the name of the family decreased. Despite the invention and vigorous prescribing of psychiatric drugs and the burgeoning of psychotherapy and counselling, the incidence of mental illness, suicide, addiction, child abuse, murder and violence as measured by statistics has not decreased. True, these matters are talked about more now than when I was a child, but there is still a great reluctance on the part of most people to see a connection between childhood experience and adult life. The beliefs that children forget and I was beaten as a child and it never did me any harm still allow adults to inflict on children the suffering that they experienced as children.

There has, in my lifetime, been a great increase in the number of people involved in helping other people. Members of the helping professions (or professional do-gooders as those envious of the people being helped call them) are supposed to have had special training in understanding themselves and other people. Some of them are very good at this and use the second kind of sentences very intelligently. However, such people are in the minority. The following two anecdotes are, in my experience, typical. They come from two articles printed on the same day on the Health page of the Independent. The then editor of this page, Oliver Gillie, was always very concerned that the page should be balanced, fair and report the facts, so these anecdotes cannot be considered to over-represent a certain point of view.

The first anecdote is from the beginning of an article by Linda Valins about how she came to understand and so deal with a particular kind of fear which quite a number of women feel and which expresses itself in a particular way. She wrote:


         I was lying on the gynaecologists examination couch. I felt terrified, even though the doctor was a woman. She told me to relax, and then produced a speculum  a shiny metal instrument which looked like a ducks beak. I was trembling and felt nauseous.

            As she came towards me to introduce the speculum into my vagina I instinctively clamped my knees together and withdrew to the top of the couch. I had come to see the doctor because I had a deep fear of penetration and her answer was to attempt the very act I feared most. For a woman who suffers from the condition known as vaginismus to the degree that I did, even the idea of a fingertip penetrating her vagina is unbearable.

            The doctor tried to part my legs. I wanted to help her but they remained clamped tightly shut and beyond my conscious control. She became extremely irritated with me, as if I was trying to prevent her from doing her job. She had forgotten that I was the one with the problem.

            Without giving me time to think she injected Valium directly into a vein, which immediately knocked me out. When I awoke she told me that she had succeeded in passing the speculum. I felt I had been raped in my sleep. Her assurance that there was no reason why I could not have intercourse was of no comfort  I had no memory of the speculum entering my body and so could not believe that she had really done what she said.3



The second anecdote comes from an article by Colin Wheeler about his severely handicapped daughter. He wrote:


         A printed card arrived in the post one morning telling us that our daughter was severely subnormal. The only human touch was a tick in a box, and that indicated that her subnormality was graded as severe. The card told us what we were slowly beginning to realize. Our daughter, Andre, then four, could not speak or understand speech. She would never be able to go to a normal school or live an independent life 

            [Twenty-one years later] it is hard for us not to feel prejudiced about health, education and social services after our experiences of them. After several unhappy early incidents, we have always tried to avoid involvement with doctors, community nurses, social workers and local authority bureaucrats. We feel that most of the services they provide are organized more for the convenience of staff than for the mentally handicapped and their families.4



Of course, there are people who would not be so insensitive and behave so cruelly.

In every generation there are some people who do possess the second kind of intelligence. They believe that it is of prime importance that we strive to understand ourselves and other people. They see people as people; not as objects to be organized, used and abused, but as persons to be treated with respect and dignity. They see individuals as having the right to know and to express their own personal truth. They try to enlarge the ways in which each of us can increase our understanding, and explore and develop our talents and become all the person that we might be. In different times and places, these people have expressed their intelligence. In the centuries when the Church claimed domination over all, such people insisted on the right of each individual to find and express his or her own religious truth. When the State, in the guise of emperors or kings, plutocrats or dictators, or those who claim to know what is best for everyone, assumed total power, these people insisted on the right of each individual to freedom and self-determination. In this century such people have protested against war, against the destruction of the resources of the planet, against genocide, torture, starvation, poverty, homelessness, and against the cruelty inflicted on individuals by governments, institutions, and those who lack this intelligence about people.

Curiously, the activities of the possessors of this intelligence about people are not appreciated by those who lack it. With regard to intelligence about objects, those with much of this intelligence and those with a moderate amount get along reasonably well. True, the possessors of much of this intelligence and little of the intelligence about people usually seize and hold power, and feel contempt for those who do not share the same amount of intelligence about objects, while the possessors of a limited amount of intelligence about objects often denigrate and envy those whom they see as their intellectual superiors, but they do not usually persecute and seek to destroy those who possess much of the intelligence about objects.

By contrast the possessors of intelligence about people have always been persecuted by those who lack this intelligence. A history of the possessors of intelligence about people would be a history of persecution, imprisonment, torture, execution, murder, slander, censorship, hatred and contempt. Typical of the lives depicted in such a history would be that of Saint Zapata, as described by Voltaire, himself no stranger to such persecution.


         He isolated truth from falsehood and separated religion from fanaticism. He taught and practised virtue. He was gentle, benevolent and modest, and was roasted at Valladolid in the year of grace, 1631.5



Each of us is born with the potential to create the sentences which indicate both kinds of intelligence, but the education we receive allows each of us to develop only some parts of our potential and inhibits and destroys other parts. Thus, in using our intelligence about objects, some of us are good with figures but find putting words on paper difficult, while others can handle words with ease but find machines a mystery. Similarly, in using intelligence about people, there are many people who have been allowed to understand that people who share their sex/nationality/race/class/religion are human and have feelings similar to their own, but there are some who have been allowed to understand that the people who do not share their sex/nationality/ race/class/religion do not have feelings or are, indeed, not human beings at all.

We each develop a combination of both kinds of intelligence. Those of us who develop both kinds of intelligence to some degree lead lives very different from those who develop only intelligence about objects. There are a great many people who develop only intelligence about objects, and they are the ones who seek power over others and who, often in the guise of doing good, act selfishly and cruelly.6

The possessors of intelligence about objects have changed the world in which we live, but the possessors of intelligence about people make only modest gains, each insecurely held and needing to be fought for in every generation. The possessors of intelligence about people have survived and flourished only in very small parts of the world and for a very limited time. Yet their message, though expressed in a multitude of ways, has always been one which offers safety, happiness, courage and hope. It is, If we respect and care for one another as equals and if we respect and care for our world, we can discover ways of living together safely, peacefully, and contentedly.

Why has this message always been rejected by those who do not possess this kind of intelligence? Those who lack intelligence about objects do not reject what the possessors of this intelligence create. Such people happily use the radios, cars and washing machines that derive from the application of intelligence about objects. Yet, even though the failure to accept the creations of those with intelligence about people means that we are now facing the extinction of our species in the next few brief decades, the message is still rejected, still not understood.

How is it that we can all use, understand and applaud the sentences which emanate from intelligence about objects, and so many of us fail to understand and consequently denigrate the sentences which emanate from intelligence about people?

Why is it that we are so aware and intelligent using the first kind of sentences, and so unaware and stupid in using the second kind?

Often, as I listen to a client or a world leader uttering sentences which can result only in pain and disaster, I feel that such stupidity is as inherent in us as our need for air to breathe, and that as our nature it is our doom. Then I remind myself about our understanding of intelligence about objects.

When I began studying psychology in the middle of this century I was taught that each of us was born with a lump of intelligence. Some of us had large lumps, some of us had small lumps, and some of us had hardly a lump at all. Psychologists could measure these lumps with tests which were made up of sentences about objects and which required the person doing the test to apply Aristotelian and mathematical logic. The score the person got on this test was called his Intelligence Quotient. Psychologists believed that a person could no more change his IQ than he could change the colour of his eyes.

However, in the sixties other psychologists began suggesting that perhaps the IQ is not immutable. Now we know that our ability to use sentences using Aristotelian and mathematical logic is connected not just to what food we eat and what homes we grow up in, but whether our family and teachers think we are intelligent. If people treat you as if you are intelligent, you will be intelligent.

So perhaps our stupidity with the second kind of sentences is not immutable either. Perhaps we can learn to construct better sentences so that we no longer cause ourselves and others so much pain and suffering.

I could say that if I did not believe that we can improve our intelligence about people I would not go on writing books about this second kind of sentence. But I would go on writing, because by writing I sort out and improve my own sentences. I gain greater clarity, and even if no one else shares my clarity (but I suspect there are some who do) I shall go on because I enjoy doing so.

This book, like all my previous books, is about the sentences we use about our thoughts, feelings and actions. It is about the logic that applies to such sentences, and how we get confused in our use of that logic. Especially, it is about how certain people deliberately confuse us in our use and understanding of these sentences. It is in the interests of those people in power  the people who make up the top of the hierarchy of the State, the Church, and the large financial institutions  that we should not develop and use our intelligence about people, for then we would question and seek to change the organization of a society, whether capitalist or Communist or theocratic, which deprives most people of an adequate living and which gives to a small group of people power, wealth and prestige. So such people impose on the rest of us an education which bamboozles us, preventing us from seeing and understanding what is being done to us. But they, too, are products of such an education. They, too, are bamboozled. They are stupid and they treat us as if we are stupid, and we become stupid. But we need not remain so.

Because when we are in our mothers womb all our needs are met, we come into the world with a wordless, inchoate belief that, wanting everything, we can get everything. Our education at the hands first of our family and then of society shows us that we cannot have everything, but deliberately confuses us about the things we cannot have simply because of the way we define ourselves and our world  Boys who play with dolls are cissy, Girls who are assertive wont be loved  and the things which we cannot have because of the nature of life  Time passes, theres no going back. We grow up confused and not understanding how we think and feel, and not understanding that we do not understand; that is, we grow up lacking the intelligence to understand ourselves and other people. But our wanting everything does not dissipate. We go on trying, and failing, to get everything. Many people try to get everything by becoming powerful, and others try to get everything through greed, envy and total selfishness. Others, convinced by their education that it is wicked to want something for yourself, try to deny their wanting everything while trying to get everything by taking on responsibilities which need not be theirs, and by seeking martyrdom and revenge. However, in whichever of these ways people try to gain everything, they fail because they do not understand the terms under which we live our lives; that is, they have failed to develop their intelligence about people.

This need not happen. We can learn how to use this second kind of intelligence so as to turn our wanting everything into our getting everything.

DOROTHY ROWE

Sheffield, 1990



I want to be rich and famous. I want to be Queen of the World.

FAY WELDON



We all want to be famous, admired, universally loved, immensely powerful, honoured, revered, immortal and remembered forever. We want to be the most important person in the universe for all time, the admired cynosure of all eyes, the acknowledged font of all wisdom, the model of perfection for all to follow. We want to live our lives independently and freely, making our own decisions, unimpeded by others, at the same time as we are utterly dependable, unlimitedly generous, devoted to and caring for all others, while being loved, wanted, needed, cosseted and cared for by everyone we encounter. All skills, all possessions, all experiences we believe can be ours if we so desire. We want to have everything.

Our tragedy is that we cant have everything.

Or can we?





1

I Can Have Everything


At the end of my long life I realize that what I was looking for I had at the beginning.
 MARCEL PROUST, Remembrance of Things Past



How sad we all are! Sure, there are times when we laugh and shout for joy, but most of the time we are so sad. Look about you on the subway in London or New York, on the streets of Tokyo or Sydney or Moscow, and what do you see? Silent, grim-faced people. Talk to them, and what do they talk about? Their troubles, of course. Sometimes they talk about their pleasures and their joys, but mostly they talk about what worries them.

Of course many people do have things to worry about  how to feed themselves and their families, how to preserve their lives and the roof over their heads. However, having ample to eat and a secure place to live does not make people cheerful. Indeed, not having to worry about basic necessities seems to free people to worry about everything else.

The word worry implies some conscious thoughts. The world is full of expert worriers, able and ready to turn every benefit and pleasure into a danger and a misery. Some people say they dont worry, but this is chiefly because they are continually doing the things which will stop worries from arising  working hard, being responsible, pleasing other people. In all these people, under the worries and the thought and the action to avoid worries is a deep rhythm of sadness.

In some people this sadness shows through as wistfulness. They are like children for ever locked out of a secret garden, not knowing for sure what the garden contains, but knowing that what is there would make their heart expand in complete and absolute joy, and knowing that what the secret garden contains can never be theirs. They say to themselves, It cannot be, and try to comfort themselves, but the sadness remains.

In other people the sadness comes through as bitterness and resentment. They blame and they envy, and they want more. If they cannot have more, if the fruits of their labour bring them only modest rewards, they turn their bitterness and envy on those who might take away what little they have. They denigrate and perhaps attack those who are of a different race or nationality or religion or class or are not family members. If they can have more, if they can use their wealth to create more wealth and possessions, they try to assuage their bitterness and envy by acts of conspicuous consumption, but even as they do, they discover that the hunger of sadness can never be satisfied. The more they have, they more they want.

Why Are We Sad?

Where does this sadness come from? Of course in the lives of every adult there are some things to feel sad about  opportunities lost, love denied. But the sadness we feel is more powerful and more pervasive than these events alone would provoke. Even when other events in our lives might be regarded as more than compensating for these disappointments and losses, the act of counting ones blessings does not dissipate the sadness. Nothing, it seems, can compensate for what might have been.

What has been lost? I have pondered about finding this sadness in me when I had reached a point in my life where all the disappointments and losses I had suffered had proved in fact to be very beneficial. I was now leading the kind of life I had dreamed of when I was an adolescent  writing, travelling, with family and friends, my own delightful home, a good income, and healthier than I had ever been. As well, I had been successful in excluding from my life quite a number of things which I did not want to do and which I would, when I was younger, have felt obliged to do (like being responsible for a husband, or devoting precious time to civic or charitable affairs, as many women my age, but less selfish than me, do). I had also relieved myself of the burden of worrying about whether people approved of me. I had decided that wise, perspicacious people approved of me, and anyone who didnt wasnt. Most of the time I felt extremely happy, but every now and then I would find myself feeling sad.

I thought about this, and I thought about my daydreams.

When I was young I imagined that as we get older we daydream less and less, because the alternatives open to us become less and less. (I think this idea came from a song, When I Grow Too Old to Dream, which my grandmother would get me to sing to her.) As adolescents we can dream of doing many things and falling in love with many different people, but with each passing year, I thought, the range of possibilities gets less and less, so that in old age there is nothing left to dream about.

I now know that this is not the case. We go on daydreaming, trying to dress up dull reality in fancy clothes. We go on telling ourselves stories to comfort ourselves and to view the future with hope. Even those last moments of thought which people in near-death experiences have reported seem to be daydreams about a heavenly future.

So I still daydream a lot, and these daydreams, like the daydreams of my youth, are about wanting everything and getting everything. I want to have it all. My sadness is because I do not have it all.

When I was comparing notes with Fay Weldon about what we each do when we are not writing, I found that we are busy publicizing our books and ourselves as a means of acquiring it all. Fay flies to New York to talk on television, to Moscow, or Melbourne, or Tokyo to talk to her readers, while I speak at Mental Health Association Annual General Meetings in Harlow or Rochdale, or answer listeners questions on local radio phone-in programmes. Fay and I do these things rather well and are helpful to the people who invite us and to some of the people who listen to us, so we can feel a glow of virtue if we wish. But we are honest enough to admit, at least to one another, that we actually do these things as a way of gaining our end, which is to have it all. Fay, I am sure, is only a few steps away from being the Queen of the World.

Fay and I are not two megalomaniac aberrations in the female sex where normal women eschew power, wealth and fame, and live lives of selfless devotion to others. Fay and I are just like all other women in wanting it all. It is just that so far we have been luckier than most. I know that women, like men, want it all because over the years so many people have talked to me about their fears and sadnesses, and there, under the sadness about all the terrible things that have happened to them, lies the sadness of wanting it all and not getting it all.

Usually, when a person first comes to see me we talk about the terrible, mysterious feelings to which he or she has fallen victim  the painful isolation of depression, or the heart-stopping panics, or the ridiculous, undisobeyable obsessions, or the irresponsible, ceaseless activity, or the strange thoughts and visions. These experiences seem to the person to have no connection with anything else in his or her life, and my first suggestion that there is a connection between the events of our childhood and ourselves as adults is usually rejected, for this would imply that the persons parents had not always acted in his or her interests. (One of the most striking examples of our capacity to believe two incompatible things at one and the same time is the way in which many people believe that if a child learns that it is pleasant to clean his teeth each day this knowledge will stay with him for the rest of his life, but that if a child learns that it is not pleasant to be beaten, humiliated, abandoned, betrayed, bereaved or used as a sexual object, this knowledge the child soon forgets.)

Once the person realizes that to understand ourselves we need to see our lives as a connected whole, we can then begin putting together a picture of his past, present and future. At first the picture is one of a small child in the hands of powerful adults who, by simple neglect, or cruelty, or, most frequently, by wanting to make the child be good, have taught him that he is bad. Later, when he realizes that he is not intrinsically and really bad but just defined as bad, and that he can just as easily define himself as good, the picture changes to something more benign. He can see the adults who so affected him in childhood, not as the large, looming, mysterious and dangerous giants of his childhood, but as ordinary, fallible, ignorant human beings. His story has changed from I cant understand why I am like this. I couldnt have had a better childhood, through If my parents had treated me better I wouldnt be like this, to My parents did the best they could in the circumstances. They didnt know any better. I cant change what happened, but I can change how what happened affects me.

This progression of understanding brings enormous changes in the way people live their lives. I have now seen many people make this progression and go on to live rich and fulfilling lives. They not only do things differently but they enjoy what they do.

And yet, underneath this joy and freedom, there is still sadness.

Many depressed people believe that people who are not depressed are happy all the time. They envy people who are not depressed, and when they themselves give up being depressed they are disappointed to discover that they are not totally and completely happy. Dropping the defence of being depressed means facing up to what is actually going on in your life. As one woman said to me, My description of being depressed would be of a television set turned off. It is amazing how you can completely ignore quite important events by being depressed.

Dropping the defence of being depressed also means discovering the underlying sadness.

Alice Miller has described how ceasing to be depressed requires the discovery of the ability to mourn those events of childhood for which there is no recompense or reward.1 As children we are taught that if we are good nothing bad will happen to us, and children who are not canny enough to recognize that this is a lie grow up believing that if they work hard and give up their own selfish wishes and consider the wishes of others they will be rewarded. They manage to ignore the manifest unfairness of the world until compelled to do so by some event in their lives. It may be a sudden tragedy or the slow accumulation of misery in an unhappy marriage or an unsatisfying job. They can stave off disappointment, bitterness, sadness, and fear caused by the threatened collapse of the structure of their self2 by clinging to the illusion that the world is just, by saying to themselves, I am bad and deserve such punishment. However, defining oneself as bad leads inevitably to attitudes of fear and distrust towards other people and to life itself, attitudes which place the person in that peculiar isolation which we call depression.3

Horrible though depression is, there are many people who prefer to be depressed rather than confront two difficult truths.

The first of these truths is that whatever system of causality governs this universe, that goodness prevents disaster is not part of it. Being good does not necessarily either keep us safe or bring us rewards.

The second truth is that even good, kind, loving parents lie to their children. When parents say to their children, If you are bad you will be punished, they are not lying, for so long as the child wants the parents love and approval the parents have the power to punish the child. But when parents say, If you are good you will be rewarded and you will be safe, they are lying. No parent can guarantee their childs safety, and while they can reward the child with their love and approval, they cannot guarantee love and approval by other people.

To recognize these truths for the first time in adult life means recognizing that we have wasted time in fruitless effort and have been betrayed by those we trusted. Lost time cannot be regained, while those who betrayed us are usually by then dead and gone, or old and frail, and while an apology from a parent might be comforting, we may not want to demand it, for such an apology requires the parent to make the painful discovery that he has erred and that his error cannot be put right. We then find that we have suffered a loss for which there is no recompense, and so we mourn.

Mourning can be a static, enduring state, or a process of feeling, thinking, discovering and learning. I have known many people who, having confronted the two truths, treated their mourning as a process through which they deepened their understanding of themselves, gained greater wisdom and drew closer to other people. Out of such a process of mourning came forgiveness. (Forgiveness is not something we can choose to do, although we often talk as if it is. It is spontaneous, like love.4) Such a mourning process is easier when the persons life offers new opportunities and the possibility of other rewards.

Once we have got over the shock of realizing that goodness is not necessarily rewarded, we can abandon the burden of trying to be good. Instead we can be good simply because it pleases us to be good. Elizabeth,5 having discarded her disappointment that her efforts to be especially good as a wife and mother had not been rewarded, said to me, I like being good. I like feeling that Ive got things right and I have done things well. I am a naturally good person. Free though she is now to enjoy her natural goodness, Elizabeth does not see herself as young enough or sufficiently independent of family responsibilities to set about doing all the things she would have done had she not been so busy working hard at being good. Whereas June6 was young enough and sufficiently free from family responsibilities to abandon her depression and her good job and set off for America.

Like Elizabeth and June, many people have gained a considerable measure of wisdom and reconciliation. Yet, even so, some sadness remains.

A Sense of Loss

A sense of sadness comes from a sense of loss.

We feel a sense of loss only when we have lost something which we owned and valued, or something which, while we might not have owned it, played a valued part in our lives, or something which we believe we might have owned had we been given the opportunity.

For instance, some of my possessions I have been glad to lose, for without them my life is simpler. I treasure some ornaments for they were given to me by friends, but I am pleased when certain other ornaments are broken, for that means fewer objects to gather dust. I can read of the theft of art treasures from a private home or museum and feel no loss, but if I found that the Usher Art Gallery at Lincoln had lost a large painting called The Return of the Prodigal Daughter I would feel a sense of loss, for that painting has afforded me much gentle amusement.

We think of ourselves as owning time, or at least that portion of time between our birth and our death. When we engage in an activity which yields neither pleasure nor profit, we say with regret and sometimes anger, I have wasted my time, or That person used up my time. We think of ourselves as owning all those aspects of ourselves which never actually came into being. We can say, I wanted to be a ballet dancer, but my father didnt approve. He wanted me to be a teacher, and thats what I did, and feel that myself as a ballet dancer as something owned and lost.

Time present and time past

Are both perhaps present in time future,

And time future contained in time past.

If all time is eternally present

All time is unredeemable.

What might have been is an abstraction

Remaining a perpetual possibility

Only in a world of speculation.

What might have been and what has been

Point to one end, which is always present.

Footfalls echo in the memory

Down the passage we did not take

Towards the door we never opened

Into the rose-garden.7

What makes the loss of what we might have been so poignant is our knowledge that we shall die. If we did not die, if we lived for ever and had unlimited time, we could bring into being every possible aspect of ourselves. But we do die, so our time is limited, and we have to choose. We can try to extend our sense of how much time we have by believing in a life after death, but as we usually see the quality of our life after death as being dependent on our degree of goodness, a belief in a life after death is likely to reduce the range of possibilities of what we might be.8

For instance, if your religion teaches that you must be sexually abstinent or should marry in order to avoid burning in hell, then you have to abandon a vast range of possibilities for yourself and intimacy.

The belief in life after death is one example of how we use our imagination to escape from the petty limitations of our lives. If we had no imagination we could simply attend to our duties and, when the time came, lie down and die with as little anguish as we imagine animals feel when they die. But our imagination takes us far beyond the duties of our lives, and we can always see ourselves doing and being many more things than our lives allow.

Thus we can always feel a sense of loss for what might have been. It is this sense of loss which prevents us from making the most of what we do have and could have.

Our sense of loss is great, for what might have been is everything, because once in our lives we were sure that everything was ours.

When Everything Was Ours

We began our life in a warm, safe place where our every need was met. Our mothers body was organized to protect and support us and help us grow, and if it functioned efficiently we emerged into the world with our first impressions of life clearly fixed. We knew what it was like to be held and loved in perfect peace and security. We knew this in images of sight, sound, touch, taste and smell. We knew what it was like to have everything.

We come into the world expecting that we can have everything and seeing no reason why we should not have everything. We know nothing of the limitations of time and space, nor of death. We know nothing of the people who claim to do us good by preventing us from having what we want, nor of the hosts of envious, greedy people who will compete with us, attack us and try to take from us what little we might have.

We come into the world not knowing that we have been given all that we needed. Having no knowledge of other people, we experience the satiation of our needs as power, and for the first few weeks we experience ourselves as all-powerful. We feel the pangs of hunger and fantasize food, and food appears.

This practice of fantasizing food remains with us for the rest of our lives. A starving person has visions of food which tantalize with their realistic solidity and aroma. In ordinary life we use our ability to fantasize food to help us choose what we want to eat. What do you fancy for lunch? we might be asked. We pause to try out alternative fantasies of food, and answer, Just a salad, I think, or, I could murder a steak. As adults we know that we, perhaps with the aid of someone else, have to do something to bring our fantasy into being, but when we were babies we thought that we had created the food that appeared. As babies too we would miss the comforting support of the womb, and imagine it, or something like it, into being: we cried, and we were held.

If we are lucky enough to be born to a mother who is sensitive to our needs, we find for a few weeks or perhaps even longer that our wishes are answered so quickly and so well that we do not experience them as wishes but as successful commands. We have only to imagine something and it appears. We have everything.

But even the best of mothers make mistakes, and the most loving of mothers cannot always provide the food or the dry nappy as soon as it is needed. We wish, and the wish is not fulfilled. We give vent to our frustration and rage, and still our wish is not fulfilled.

We no longer have everything. We have discovered loss.

Now we need our imagination to save us from being engulfed and annihilated by our sense of loss.

Fantasy as a Way of Having Everything

Just as we use fantasy to conjure up the things that we want, so we use fantasy to comfort ourselves when we fail to get what we want. Long before we have words we create comfort fantasies in our play. Little games like Peek-a-Boo excite and satisfy us, for they reassure us that what is lost will be found, that Mummy might disappear, but that she will reappear.

As we get a little older, Mummy might not fail to reappear and so disappoint us, but she might still disappoint us by not being what we want her to be. Indeed, our whole family might be a disappointment to us. We puzzle over the discrepancy between the time when we were monarch of all we surveyed, with every wish fulfilled, and now, when people tell us that we are a mere child, insignificant and unimportant.

Some of us deal with this discrepancy by creating the fantasy that a mistake has been made about us and our position in life. Kenneth Williams, born the son of a strict Methodist who lived near Kings Cross, once said, But I really didnt belong in the Caledonian Road with the whelk stalls. I always used to think I was the unclaimed son of a prince.9 If in later years we fail to recognize such a fantasy as fantasy and instead treat it as the literal truth, we can go very much astray in our lives. John Stonehouse, the Labour Member of Parliament who faked his own drowning and who, on being discovered alive in Australia, returned to England and served a gaol sentence, said, During all those years as a politician, when I was striving to be successful, the opportunity of seeing myself as an ordinary human being eluded me, through my own fault.10 With the humour that made him a most loved and successful comic actor, Kenneth Williams remembered his childhood fantasy as a fantasy. John Stonehouse refused to see that his childhood fantasy was a fantasy, insisted on trying to make it reality, and thus, being unable to judge his actions with an adult, critical eye, wasted his talents and earned from his fellows not admiration but scorn.

Like most children who find themselves suffering at the hands of their parents, I explored the fantasy that I was not my mothers child. If I was her child she wouldnt treat me like this, I thought. However, my observations of reality prevented me from holding on to this fantasy. The physical resemblance between my mother and me I could not deny. So I sought respite and comfort in fantasies about the bush. I could, physically, escape into the bush from my grandmothers home in the countryside and from my own home which was on the edge of the suburbs of Newcastle. The bush in both places was, I suppose, quite unremarkable, but I invested it with a magical beauty. Walking in it, or even just when thinking about it, I felt myself to be myself, safe and accepted, and ready to face the possibilities of exploration and adventure.

It is not always easy to recognize our childhood fantasy as fantasy, because what we construct in our own individual way is in fact a version of one of the popular fantasies in our society. What begins as a private individual fantasy becomes absorbed into and reworked by the myths of our society.

If anyone had said to me that the bush was my Garden of Eden I would have rejected this, for to me the Garden of Eden was a boring story told in Sunday School. However, now I can see the similarities between the stories I told myself about the bush and the story of the Garden of Eden. In the Bible the focus is on the expulsion from the Garden of Eden, whereas I concentrated on life in the Garden where everything that was most wonderful was there to be enjoyed.

The Garden of Eden fantasies which children create are both a memory of the time when wanting was the same as getting, and an escape from a reality where wanting means getting very little. Many people carry these childhood fantasies into adult life as the desire to go home to die or to return to the good old days when children were well-behaved, and everyone was honest, and families and neighbours helped one another. Such fantasies ignore the fact that dying is an uncomfortable and lonely business wherever we are, and that history books fail to reveal a time when people did not treat one another badly. Though I still find the bush very beautiful and am busy trying to grow eucalyptus in my north-England garden, I have abandoned my fantasy of the bush as the Garden of Eden. I should hate to die in the bush with the flies and the heat; the currently popular romantic tosh that the Aborigines lived in blissful communion with the rugged Australian terrain ignores just how harsh and difficult that life was. Women and babies suffered, for women were considered to be of lower status than the men, and babies were killed so that the tribe would not multiply beyond what the available resources could support.11

Of all the fantasies that children can create in order to comfort themselves, the most popular one and the one which most commonly persists into adult life is that our parents are perfect.

This fantasy is an outcome of the way we were taught that we cannot expect to have everything because we are not good enough to have everything. When we were babies we never questioned our right to have everything, but once we could crawl or toddle we found that when we tried to claim this right we were frustrated. If our parents understood and loved us, they accepted our wanting and tried to distract us by directing our attention elsewhere. No, you cant eat that, but heres an interesting toy to play with. If they did not understand and accept us, they punished us.

Sometimes our punishment was our own distress, perhaps when we wanted our mother to be with us and instead she disappeared for aeons of time. Sometimes our punishment was humiliation, when we tried to gain what we wanted, and our parents laughed at our attempts and our frustration.12 Sometimes our punishment was confusion and fear, when we wanted a cuddle and a kiss from Daddy, and instead we found him to have become a stranger who twisted and rent our small body. Sometimes our punishment was terror when we wanted to pursue our own desires and instead found ourselves alone, locked by our parent in some strange and seemingly dangerous place. Sometimes our punishment was vast physical pain, when our wanting, or perhaps simply being, caused our parents to rain blows upon us.

From such situations a small child cannot escape. Though he may not have the words to describe his situation to himself, he knows that he is in the greatest peril, for the very people on whom he depends are showing themselves to be wicked and dangerous. There is one way he can give himself the illusion of safety. He can redefine this perilous situation. He can change his sentence I am being unjustly punished by my bad parent to I am bad and am being justly punished by my good parent.13 Most of us go through this process of defining ourselves as imperfect in order to fulfil our desire for our parents to be perfect.

Thus the child sacrifices his sense of self-worth for the illusion of security with a good parent, and with that his belief in his right to have everything. Being bad, he does not deserve everything. Indeed, many people grow up with the belief that they do not deserve anything, not even the right to exist. That they have to earn, day by day, by working hard to be good.

An essential part of this sacrifice of our sense of self-worth is to forget that we have done this.14 All that we allow ourselves to remember is that the most sacrificing of people were our parents who brought us into the world and cared for us, and to whom we must always be grateful. Thus we become adults who cannot see a connection between our childhood experience and our adult life. Inexplicable depression and anxiety descend upon us without warning, and our children grow up to be adults we neither know nor understand. We accept without question the belief promulgated by psychiatrists that all aberrations of behaviour and experience are no more than aberrations in our bodys functioning. Then we can fulminate against psychologists who, we say, blame the parents. Such fulminations, however, do not prevent us from taking the credit when our children turn out well. In the logic of fantasy we can believe two opposite things at one and the same time.

In our fantasies, believing that two opposites are true is fine, so long as we do not try to connect our fantasy to our lived reality. Once reality enters our fantasy we either have to acknowledge that our fantasy is fantasy and so change it, or we have to keep piling fantasy on fantasy in a desperate attempt to deny the reality that we know.

If we know that something is absolutely true, we do not spend time thinking about it. For instance, if we believe that it is necessary for us to breathe we do not spend time wondering whether we ought to breathe. However, if we want to believe that something is absolutely true, but if there is at the back of our mind a doubt about this, we spend a good deal of time proving to ourselves that what we hope is true is actually true.

We might have gone through the process of defining ourselves as bad in order to preserve our picture of our parents as good, and we might have consigned the memory of all this to the vast black trunk of our unconscious, and would swear with our hand on our heart that we had perfect parents and a perfect childhood (a few imperfections are admitted, but these we define as unimportant or character building), but all the time we know that the black trunk is there and that there is something in it. As much as we try to make it so, our truth is not absolute. We have to go on working on it, creating fantasy after fantasy, and trying to prove these fantasies to be reality by putting them into practice (like visiting your mother Sunday after Sunday, hoping against hope that the next visit will be the one where she declares that she loves you more than anyone else in the world, and after each visit excusing her crabbiness with Shes not well, and resolutely putting out of your head the thought that she is taking advantage of you and why doesnt your brother take some responsibility for your mothers care).

For many of us the fantasy of perfect parents becomes the script by which we live our lives. The ambitions we create, the choices we make, are determined by our continued working on our fantasy. Because in childhood we have created representations of our parents inside us, we can, in fantasy, be our parents and do what they did, or do what we wish they had done. Many people decide to marry and have children in order to prove to themselves that their parents are and could have been the perfect parents they desired.

Some of us in later life see clearly the pattern which our fantasy has created. Joseph Needham, whose great work Science and Civilization in China15 is a bringing together of diverse ideas, as were his earlier scientific pursuits in biochemistry and embryology, told Ronald Eyre, My father was a physician and my mother was a composer. She had the artistic temperament and he had quite the scientific temperament, so they didnt get on at all well. Ive often thought that my desire to bridge over chasms was a result of my infantile experience of two people as parents who didnt really get on.16

Did you have to mediate between them? Ronald Eyre asked.

I didnt do so much of that line. I did my best, of course, but it was rather alarming. He went on, Bridge building is a marked feature of my intellectual career. As an undergraduate it was science and religion, and later it was the unification of morphogenesis and biochemistry, and then came China and the West, and that was the last of it.

Now, are you putting a left foot in one place and a right foot in another in order to take a third step? Here Ronald Eyre was likening Joseph Needhams use of his childhood fantasy as that process of thesis, antithesis and synthesis which is part of the essence of creativity and progress. We look at two opposing things and instead of dismissing one as untrue or valueless, as uncreative scientists are prone to do, or, instead of uncritically believing that the simple juxtaposition of opposites is satisfactory and profound, as uncreative fantasists do, we can search for a new and more expansive meaning which brings together these apparent opposites into a unified whole.

Joseph Needham smiled. You could say that. As an honorary Taoist, as he calls himself, he knows that the synthesis of opposites is always present in the ever-changing, ever-present Tao, and that we do not create syntheses but simply see them.17

By being aware of how our childhood fantasies become some of the important structures with which we perceive ourselves and our world, many of us are able to make wiser and more understanding responses to what confronts us. Many parents, wanting to reassure themselves of the goodness of their parents, and being aware of this desire, are better parents to their children than their parents were to them.

People who do not become aware of the persistence of their childhood fantasy of the perfection of their parents attempt to make their fantasy into absolute reality by doing what their parents did and claiming that this is the right and proper way to bring up children. I was beaten as a child, they say, and it never did me any harm.

The reason that many people cannot bring themselves to see their fantasy as fantasy is because then they would have to confront the possibility that perhaps their parents did not love them. They want to cling to the fantasy that under their parents lack of understanding, cruelty and indifference was a warm and genuine love. This is the secret of which Peter Biddle wrote:

My mother keeps a secret

Close to her heart.

She will probably never speak it,

But I knew from the start.



My mother may beat me

A hundred times a day.

She may poke me and pinch me and make me sit up straight

And tell me I cant and tell me I may.



She may slap me around the head

And tell me to talk proper.

She may tell me to eat nicely

And forbid gobstoppers.



She may threaten me with pokers

Fresh from the fire,

Or stick me down the cellar

For as long as she requires.



But beneath her empty smiles,

And beneath her fulsome hate,

My mother keeps a secret

And I will just dream and wait.



I am waiting to find that secret love

Which is under lock and key,

And the locks and chains are bound with ice

And the ice has frozen me.



But without love the child will die,

And I do not wish to expire,

So Ill remember the secret and forget the pain,

And forget the pain, and forget the child.18

Their persistence in the fantasy that secretly their mother did love them, and therefore she was the perfect mother, though she never or rarely revealed it, ruins peoples lives. To forget the child they forget their childhood experiences, or refuse to remember them from the childs point of view, and instead look at the child they once were without sympathy. I was a bad child and deserved to be punished. However, denying emotion is the most ineffective way of dealing with it. Denied emotions make themselves felt as physical pain and disability, and they return as apparently inexplicable fear, anger, envy and hate.

Such emotions can be so powerful that the person becomes unable to lead a life which is in any way ordinary, and so he (or she) may then find himself entering upon the career of a psychiatric patient from which, according to the usual run of this career, there is little chance of escape. Sometimes the person finds ways of keeping these emotions more or less under control, but the effort and attention required prevents him from paying adequate, realistic attention to the present, understanding other people, and forming good relationships with them. This way of living is the pattern of so many peoples lives.

A major part of the everything that we want is the love and admiration of everyone. We might be able to come to terms with the discovery that a few insignificant people are so stupid or so envious of us that they withhold their love and admiration, but what is hard to accept is that, when the audience in the world auditorium rises to applaud us, our mothers seat in the centre front row is empty.

We are born with a sense of self-worth, but to retain it we need to see it mirrored in the looks and actions of the adults who care for us. When such mirroring simply does not occur, as will happen to babies born in the midst of war and famine, or to mothers who are depressed, or when the mirroring includes hatred and rejection, the small child has to try to survive as best he can, creating more and more fantasies of what he needs and wants. Such fantasies become the staple of his life, the only certainty in a cosmos of uncertainty. Everything that happens to him he interprets within the context of, I am bad, and my good mother punishes me because she loves me.

A child in this situation has to cling to the certainty of his badness and his mothers love because the alternative explanations of his painful experiences are too terrifying. To say that these painful experiences occurred by chance only increases his sense of helplessness. If he allows himself to
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