

Adam Phillips



ATTENTION SEEKING

[image: ]



About the Author

Adam Phillips, formerly Principle Child Psychotherapist at Charing Cross Hospital, London, is a practising psychoanalyst and a visiting professor in the English department at the University of York. He is the author of numerous works of psychoanalysis and literary criticism, including most recently In Writing, Unforbidden Pleasures and Missing Out. He is General Editor of the Penguin Modern Classics Freud translations, and a Fellow of The Royal Society of Literature.




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)

In Writing

EDITOR OF

Charles Lamb: Selected Prose

Walter Pater: The Renaissance

Edmund Burke: A Philosophical Enquiry

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




For Marianne




What we mean by feeling ‘interest’, I think, is the free acceptance of the gift of pleasure.

Robert Pinsky, ‘Poetry and Pleasure’

I needed the sort of accomplices who were either completely faithful to the idea that what I was doing was legitimate, or else were not entirely aware of what my plan consisted of.

Muriel Spark, Loitering with Intent

… the romance of motifs without the banality of motives.

Matthew Bevis, ‘My Coincidences’

Self-consciousness anticipates an excess of seeing.

Jenny Xie, ‘Visual Orders’
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I


It is awfully important to know what is and what is not your business.

Gertrude Stein, ‘What is English Literature’



Everything depends on what, if anything, we find interesting – on what we are encouraged and educated to find interesting, and what we find ourselves being interested in despite ourselves. And when we are interested, we pay attention: sometimes, at considerable cost. There is our official curiosity and our unofficial curiosity: our official curiosity is a form of obedience, an indebtedness to the authorities. In our unofficial curiosity we don’t know who we want to be judged by. It is the difference between knowing what we are doing, and following our eyes.

It is through both kinds of interest that we tend to recognise and characterise ourselves and other people. ‘We get hooked,’ the critic Aaron Schuster writes in The Trouble with Pleasure,


on certain things, impressions, patterns, rhythms, words that give a warped consistency to our world, the grain of madness that provides us with our style and character, our secret coherence – whether this saves us or drives us to our doom.



Our attention is attracted, and we attract attention, in very specific, idiosyncratic ways. We are not hooked by anything and everything; we don’t desire everybody; only particular people, images, things, patterns, rhythms and words affect us. Indeed, what is striking, as Schuster suggests, is just how selective we are, and how much we assume our coherence, however secretly; as though everything about ourselves could be connected if only we had the wherewithal. Whether or not it is a grain of madness that provides us with our style and character, this assembling of our selves through what we notice, through what, as we say, attracts our attention – both consciously and unconsciously – and just how surely we limit the repertoire of what we do notice, smacks of addiction (‘we get hooked’); and of a fundamental unknowingness about how we make ourselves up. As though what we call our identity, which is to do with what we notice, is a kind of fixation, an obsession with certain ideas about ourselves. What we might call our taste, or more simply our preferences, becomes a type of fate, or a preferred picture of ourselves (which ‘saves us or drives us to our doom’). The famous surrealist motto, ‘Tell me what you are haunted by and I will tell you who you are,’ all too easily translates into ‘Tell me what you are interested in and I will tell you who you are.’

There is an assumption in psychoanalysis, as in the wider culture, that we are by nature interested creatures, driven to pay attention (at least once we have learned what it means to pay). That growing-up, ideally, means discovering one’s interests; initially our apparently innate interest in our own survival, and our imaginative elaboration of this; and then, depending on our affluence and our inventiveness, our following of our curiosity as far as we are able. We may think of our attention as inspired by need, and formed by nurture (attention as another word for appetite). Babies and young children are, as we know, very intent on what they want, very intolerant of frustration, and very troubled by being bored, by losing interest in things. So we are prone, as adults, if we are lucky enough, to take our interests for granted, rather than be unduly bothered by them. Only when they become in some way disturbing do we become interested in our interest (‘interest’ then being a word for phobia, or obsession, or perversion, or addiction, or ideology, or hobby, or discipline). Our so-called symptoms narrow our minds by forcing our attention; and reveal, by the same token, just how much it is forced attention that we suffer from (so-called sexual perversions confine our interest in sex; anxiety and depression over-focus our attention; and this may be part of their function). It is, though, one of our projects to circumscribe the range and intensity of our curiosity; as though our capacity for interest was itself threatening, by being so potentially promiscuous, or unbounded, or unpredictable. As though we always have too much or too little appetite, too much or too little danger. Our interest in anything or anyone threatens to become excessive, or not excessive enough.

Whatever or whoever it is that does interest us, like the appetites that prompt our interest, effectively organises our lives for us; we follow, and/or avoid following, our attention. Our interests are what we do, who we listen to, where we go. Psychoanalysis redescribes interest and attention as sexual desire, and takes this to be the informing force and purpose of our lives; and clearly sexuality can be used, if only by analogy, as a way of seeing how interest and attention might work (any presumed life force, or essence, is always an explanation of attention and interest). So when one of the early psychoanalysts, Ernest Jones, introduced the Greek term ‘aphinisis’ (disappearance) into psychoanalysis, he was addressing one of our fundamental terrors: the ‘primal anxiety’ of having no interest, ‘losing the capacity or opportunity for obtaining erotic gratification’, loss of desire as loss of life; a predicament, in other words, in which satisfaction is impossible: in which nothing is of interest, nothing engages us, and we are not drawn to anyone (it is perhaps akin to the nineteenth-century fear of the sun going out). Contrasting it with what he calls ‘the artificial aphinisis of inhibition’, real aphinisis is the ‘total extinction’ of ‘sexual capacity and enjoyment as a whole’. Desire might feel or have been made to feel so unbearably conflictual that it has to be abolished; a person is then left living in a world in which there are, to all intents and purposes, no objects of desire. What can we do with ourselves when, or if, nothing is of interest? And what would we have to have done, or what would have had to happen to us, for our interest in life to disappear?

We need to wonder, then, why we would ever want to accuse anyone of being attention-seeking. Attention-seeking is one of the best things we do, even when we have the worst ways of doing it. In its familiar sense, it is a way of wanting something without always knowing what that is. And it is, by the same token, a form of sociability, an appeal to others to help us with our wanting. Whether it is a cover story for the straightforwardness of desire, or a performance of the perplexity of demand, we seek attention without quite understanding what the attention is that we seek, and what it is in ourselves we need attending to. It is out of this complexity that people get together, to find out what is possible (sociability depends on attention-seeking). Part of the apparent relief of acquiring language is that it seems, occasionally, to clarify the obscure exchanges we make our lives out of.

We are attention-seeking, in both senses – throughout our lives, and not only as children – partly, as I say, because it is not always clear what we are seeking attention for, and what we want to pay attention to: what in ourselves, and outside ourselves, needs attending to, and what we hope will be the consequences of securing the attention we seek. Because attention-seeking is not generally prized, it has to be disguised as something else – as art, say, or manners, or prayer, or success – so
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