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Introduction

Putting aside “the unconscious,” “anxiety” is perhaps the most central concept in both the theoretical and clinical foundations of psychoanalysis. The dysphoria of vague apprehension has been variously regarded as the result of symptoms, cause of symptoms, or the emotional overflow left over despite the formation of symptoms. Its origins have been traced to accumulation of sexual tension, insufficient psychical working over of somatic excitements, and real or imaginary dangers associated with the expression of unruly id wishes. Attempts to create an ontogenetic hierarchy of the forms and intensities of anxiety have led to the concepts of psychotic and neurotic anxiety. Also related are the notions of annihilation, separation, and castration anxieties, with the latter receiving a vehement push-back from feminist psychoanalytic perspectives. Yet another development noticeable in this realm is the mushrooming of the lexicon pertaining to this emotion, with myriad prefixes (e.g., abandonment anxiety, performance anxiety, separateness anxiety) getting attached to the core concept. The study of anxiety—be it through its checkered history, or its connections with various developmental phases of childhood, or its role in embellishing natural fears into phobias, or its mobilization of ego defenses, or its acting as a force driving an individual to seek treatment—is, in effect, the study of psychoanalysis itself.


Our book makes a painstaking and earnest effort to cover this challenging terrain. It opens with two chapters that lay out the groundwork for things to come; one elucidates Freud’s changing views of anxiety, and the second offers succinct definitions of the plethora of psychiatric and psychoanalytic terms pertaining to this emotion. These chapters are followed by independent discourses on separation anxiety and castration anxiety that attempt to describe, critique, and update these well-established notions. A section on cultural matters follows and includes essays on performance and climate anxieties. The book then moves on to the clinical process and provides three pithy discourses on the entanglement of anxiety with enactment, aging, and trauma. Rounding off these contents are the two pieces on the analyst’s clinical and professional anxieties.

The book’s scope is panoramic, and its approach arises from a multiplicity of perspectives. Its aim is to strengthen theoretical moorings, enhance clinical empathy, and help sharpen technical skills of all psychoanalytically oriented therapists.







Part I

Conceptual terrain








CHAPTER 1

The formidable lexicon of anxiety

Salman Akhtar

The concept of anxiety lies at the heart of psychoanalytic theory and technique. In its “sub-clinical” form, anxiety is the motivator of all intrapsychic defenses. In its “felt” form, it is the catalyst for help-seeking. In its “implosive” form, it is an instigator of formal regression and structural breakdown. All in all, encounter with anxiety is ubiquitous in clinical practice of psychiatry, psychotherapy, and psychoanalysis. At the same time, there exists a certain ambiguity about its precise nature. The boundaries between anxiety and related experiences of fear and phobia also remain ill defined. Further conundrum is caused by the plethora of essentializing designations (e.g., separation anxiety, castration anxiety, annihilation anxiety) that have cropped up since the publication of Freud’s (1926d) seminal monograph Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety 100 years ago. The bloated nosology has led to marked imprecision in the use of the term “anxiety” by mental health professionals. It has also blurred the fact that the etiologic foundations of anxiety might be far fewer than the rooms in the mansion of its phenomenology. A thorough and critical reconsideration of such matters is thus long overdue.


The nature of anxiety and its distinction from fear

Anxiety is an unpleasant emotion that is generated from within the individual. It is not caused by external events though it can certainly be triggered by them. As a result, the correct psychoanalytic rendering of “I became anxious when my mother-in-law moved into my home” is “I became anxious due to impulses and fantasies stirred up in my mother-in-law moving into my home.” The intrapsychic locus of anxiety’s origin is pointedly underscored by Moore and Fine (1990) in their statement that anxiety is:

… an unpleasurable affect or emotional state characterized by feelings of unpleasant anticipation—a sense of danger. Anxiety has both physiological and psychological correlates; common physiological manifestations are acceleration of heart and breathing rates, tremor, sweating, diarrhea, and muscle tension; psychologically, anxiety is experienced with apprehensive self-absorption, as a feeling of being powerless when faced with an impending danger that is vague or unknown. The feeling may be accompanied or entirely replaced by the bodily sensations. Anxiety, which is related to a danger that is unconscious, should be distinguished from fear, which is a response to a consciously recognized external and realistic danger. (p. 24, italics added)

This last point cannot be overemphasized since anxiety and fear share many characteristics. Both evoke a sense that something bad is about to happen. Both are unpleasant and undesirable experiences. Both can serve as alarms to protect one from harm. However, as noted above, fear is a response to external dangers whereas anxiety is a response to dangers from within. One can run away from fear, not from anxiety. Such surgical distinction is shattered in the situation of phobias, however. A phobia, typically, is formed by the overlay of anxiety upon an external object or situation that is potentially dangerous in itself. For instance, the phobia of heights might combine the actual, hardwired fear of falling from an elevated surface with the anxiety over unconscious, guilt-ridden impulses to jump and commit suicide. Or, the phobia of fear of small enclosures might reflect the intermingling of the animal fear of places that can become traps with unconscious but dreaded longing for being in the maternal womb all over again. And, so on.


On a finer level, anxiety itself might have linkages with actual painful experiences of the early infantile period. Freud (1950a) underscored this as an essential feature of “unpleasure.” He wrote:

If the mnemic image of the (hostile) object is freshly cathected in some way—for instance, by a fresh perception—a state arises which is not pain but which nevertheless has a resemblance to it. It includes unpleasure and the inclination to discharge which corresponds to the experience of pain …. It only remains to assume, therefore, that owing to the cathexis of memories unpleasure is released from the interior of the body and freshly conveyed up. (p. 320)

Thirty years later, Freud (1926d) published his major work on anxiety and restated this thesis. However, this time he linked the cathexis of previous traumata and their memories to the specific affect of anxiety. He stated:

Anxiety is not newly created in repression; it is reproduced as an affective state, in accordance with an already existing mnemic image. If we go further and enquire into the origins of that anxiety—and of affects in general—we shall be leaving the realm of pure psychology and entering the borderland of physiology. Affective states have become incorporated in the mind as precipitates of primeval traumatic experiences and when a similar situation occurs, they are revived as mnemic symbols. (p. 93)

In the same contribution, Freud also delineated the cardinal “danger situations” causing anxiety: (i) loss of a love object, (ii) loss of a love object’s love, (iii) castration, and (iv) moral condemnation from within oneself. “Each situation or danger corresponds to a particular period of life or a particular developmental phase of the mental apparatus and appears to be justifiable to it” (p. 146). Some “danger situations” lose their evocative power as the individual matures while others survive by acquiring more up to date meanings. Still others (e.g., the superego’s attack) accompany people throughout their lives. “Danger situations” mobilize anxiety and set ego defenses into motion; this level of anxiety is called “signal anxiety.” It contrasts with “automatic anxiety,” which results from the ego being overwhelmed by threats from within.


The feeling in anxiety that something bad is about to happen is due to the ego’s sense that it might give in to an id impulse that is morally forbidden, shame inducing, or physically unsafe. Since such impulses are invariably repressed, the nature of the danger felt remains vague. This explanatory model applies to “neurotic anxiety.” A second model evident in later parts of Freud’s (1926d) monograph is that of the dread felt upon a needed love object distancing itself from the subject. This explanatory model applies to “separation anxiety.” Neither of these models addresses the anxiety that emanates during the infantile era where a coherent ego and hence a wishful intentionality are not yet in place. In such anxiety, the dread is not one of an instinctual breakthrough but that of complete psychic breakdown. This is generally referred to as “psychotic anxiety.” However, these three categories of anxiety do not exhaust the concepts in this realm which has mushroomed into a truly baroque panoply of terms and designations.

The alphabet of apprehension

Based upon a meticulous search of entries in six major psychoanalytic glossaries (Akhtar, 2009; Auchincloss & Samberg, 2012; Eidelberg, 1968; Laplanche & Pontalis, 1973; Moore & Fine, 1990; Rycroft, 1968) and in the indices of the collected works of Freud, Klein, and Winnicott, I gathered a list of terms related to anxiety. I added to this list by consulting Fenichel’s (1945) encyclopedic summary of early psychoanalysis and Guttman, Jones, and Parrish’s (1980) concordance to Freud’s writings. My familiarity with psychoanalytic literature at large also came in handy as did the PEP-Web, the electronic compendium of psychoanalytic publications containing over 190,000 papers and the texts of nearly 125 psychoanalytic books. The information I thus gathered resulted in the following alphabetized and annotated list of terms and concepts with “anxiety” as a suffix. Before its perusal, it should be kept in mind that the nosology delineated here has no single and consistent parameter of categorization. Some terms (e.g., stranger anxiety) refer to situation-specific and transient matters, whereas others (e.g., separation anxiety) might pertain to a given developmental context but can become lifelong phenomena. Some (e.g., signal anxiety) are hypothetical, others (e.g., depletion anxiety) clinical, and still others (e.g., civilizational anxiety)

are politico-philosophical. The list, as a result, is just a list and lays no claim to being a classification.

Abandonment anxiety (Guex, 1950): Refers to the feelings of great insecurity and unlimited need of love that leads to fear of abandonment and dependent clinging to supportive figures in the environment. This is not necessarily a consequence of actual abandonment in childhood and can reflect the loss of personal security due to markedly inattentive and neglectful parents.

Access anxiety: see “Female genital anxiety.”

Acculturation anxiety (Akhtar, 2011): A term derived from Prathikanti’s (1997) concept of “acculturation gap” (the difference between immigrants’ parents and their native-born children in the speed and extent of accommodation to the culture of their new land); “acculturation anxiety” refers to the vague sense of apprehension that accompanies each new post-immigration psychic change, be it in the form of drive expression, enhanced ego freedom, superego relaxation, or departure from hitherto upheld values and ideals.

Annihilation anxiety (Freud, 1923b): Implicit in his comparing the experience of anxiety to the impact of facing a “mortal danger” (1916–1917, p. 396), the notion of “annihilation anxiety” became explicit in Freud’s (1923b) declaration that what the ego fears most from external or internal overstimulation is “being overwhelmed or annihilated” (p. 57). Other metaphorical ways to describe such dread include fears of falling apart, going to pieces, going crazy, getting fragmented, being imploded from within, and so on. Klein’s (1948) “psychotic anxiety”; and Winnicott’s (1962) “unthinkable anxiety”—both of which are described individually in this glossary—are concepts of the same ilk. In a comprehensive review of literature, Hurvich (2003) highlights six characteristics of “annihilation anxiety.” These include (i) its origin in early infancy, (ii) the possibility of it being evoked by later stressful events, (iii) it being the result of severe ego fragility owing to both constitutional factors and early frustrating experiences, (iv) its essentially nonverbal nature, (v) its association with psychotic propensities but also with psychosomatic and

perverse formations, and (vi) its mobilizing defenses that are particularly recalcitrant.

Automatic anxiety (Freud, 1926d): The spontaneous reaction of helpless dread in the face of an overwhelming situation. “Automatic anxiety” is different from “signal anxiety” (see below). The former results from encountering a dangerous situation and the latter from anticipating it. “Automatic anxiety” is more evident during infancy, since the ego capacities at that time are rudimentary. However, at an instinctive and experientially raw level, the concept of such anxiety is also valid for adult life.

Basic anxiety (Horney, 1939): A term denoting a feeling of helplessness toward a potentially threatening and hostile world. The concept of “basic anxiety” contends that the environment is dreaded as a whole because it is felt to be unreliable, mendacious, unappreciative, unfair, unjust, begrudging, and merciless. According to this concept the child not only fears punishment or desertion because of forbidden drives, but he feels the environment as a menace to his entire development and to his most legitimate wishes and strivings.

In contrast to the fear of castration, this fear is not fantasy, but is well founded on reality. In an environment in which the basic anxiety develops, the child’s free use of energies is thwarted, his self-esteem and self-reliance are undermined, and fear is instilled by intimidation and isolation. (p. 75)

Birth anxiety (Freud, 1900a): In The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud declared that “the act of birth is the first experience of anxiety, and thus the source and prototype of the affect of anxiety” (p. 400). In The Ego and the Id (1923b) too, he referred to “the first great anxiety-state of birth” and attributed it to “separation from the protecting mother” (both on p. 58). Such notions are quite different from Rank’s (1924) concept of “birth trauma” which suggests that all attacks of anxiety were attempts at abreacting the anguish of birth.

Bodily anxiety (Storring, 1937): Adapted from its first appearance in a German language psychiatric monograph as Korperlicheangst, the term “bodily anxiety” has been used frequently in psychoanalytic literature.

It is more likely to be found in the writings of analysts devoted to child development (Mahler, 1952; Mahler, Pine, & Bergman, 1975), psychosomatic disorders (McDougall, 1974), and female psychology (Balsam, 1996, 2012; Gilmore, 1998). It seems to be an all-encompassing term that subsumes concerns about somatic ego boundaries, body image, core gender identity, “female genital anxiety” (see entry below), and other dysmorphic worries including those pertaining to height, weight, skin color, and this or that particular body organ (e.g., penis, vagina, breasts, nose). “Bodily anxiety” is more marked during life-span phases that are accompanied by marked changes in size, shape, appearance, or function of the body; these include adolescence, midlife, and old age (Akhtar, 2022). Its existence outside of these periods and its inordinate intensity within these periods is indicative of psychopathology.

Castration anxiety (Freud, 1909b): This refers to the fear of loss of or injury to the genitals, especially the penis. Originally described by Freud in his report on Little Hans, the five-year-old boy with a fear of horses (1909b), the notion of “castration anxiety” was consolidated in his seminal, if currently questionable, paper titled “Some psychical consequences of the anatomical distinctions between the sexes” (1925j). Following proposals underlined such “consolidation”: (i) upon noticing the differences in their genitals, both boys and girls react with distress, (ii) the boy feels that the girl has been castrated and fears that the same could be done to him, (iii) the masturbatory and exhibitionistic pleasures afforded by his penis as well as the later emerging desires for his mother render such “castration anxiety,” in his mind, a talion punishment by the father, (iv) this leads the boy to renounce his longing for his mother and internalize his father’s authority as his superego, (v) the girl responds to the discovery of genital differences by feeling castrated, inferior, developing penis envy, and wanting to obtain a penis (or, as a substitute, a child) from the father, and (vi) since the girl does not feel the fear of being castrated, the internalization of a powerful father is less crucial, leading her to have a weaker superego. After a fairly long reign of acceptance, Freud’s ideas began to be questioned. The criticisms by the feminist (Balsam, 2012; Bernstein, 1983; Chodorow, 1989a, 1989b; Gilligan, 1982; Kulish, 2000) and transcultural (Akhtar, 2013; Gu, 2006; Kakar, 1989; de Klerk, 2003, 2004) contributors, especially

led to a relative marginalization of Freud’s “castration anxiety” related ideas. The term “castration anxiety” made its appearance in worldwide psychoanalytic publications 1,499 times during the decades of the 1970s and 1980s and only 847 times during the 2000s and 2010s, according to the PEP-Web.

Character anxiety (Jones, 1930): The deeply embedded and pervasive tendency of certain individuals to react to all stimuli with tension and to strenuously defend themselves against anxiety in all their relationships. Fenichel (1945) extended the concept by declaring such anxiety often underlies artistic and scientific sublimations.

Civilizational anxiety (Lear, 2007): A term for the widespread contemporary dread that civilization, as each large group knows it, is vulnerable. The emergence of deep divisions between Europe and America, between West and East, between secular and religious, and between various stripes of religious people are both the cause and result of “civilizational anxiety.” Lear states that “… there is anxiety about globalization overwhelming traditional culture, about secularization undermining religious values, about Islam overrunning Europe, and about Western culture overrunning Islam” (p. 294).

Climate anxiety (Roszak, Gomes, & Kanner, 1995): Using American researcher Robert Greenway’s (1993) inception of “ecopsychology” as springboard, the historian Theodore Roszak (1995) coined the term “climate anxiety.” It referred to the preconscious, pervasive, and palpable concern current populations feel about the catastrophic impact of global warming on this planet and its future generations. Also called “eco-anxiety” (Lapaige, 1997), such dread is accompanied by expectations of melted glaciers, disappearing snow caps, massive floods, extinction of fish from oceans, insufferable rise in global temperatures, and its profoundly destabilizing impact upon all living creatures on Earth. Two points are worth noting here: (i) these “fantasies” carry a high degree of plausibility, and (ii) the focus of such apprehensions tends to be largely on one’s grandchildren and great-grandchildren. This betrays a conflation of a realistic estimation of the oncoming disaster, temporal displacement (I am not suffering now but will suffer

in future), and genuine altruism. A related term, “sostalgia” was introduced by the Australian environmental philosopher, Glenn Albrecht (2021) to denote eco-anxiety shorn of its future orientation; it referred to the existential and spatial disorientation felt in the here-and-now as the result of global warming and climate change. These ecological concepts have recently drawn psychoanalytic attention as well (Pihkala, 2024; Slater, 2023).

Cloacal anxiety (Gilmore, 1998): The “typically female fear that the genital is dirty, messy, and disgusting, and the feeling that sexual impulses are repellant, explosive, and out of control” (p. 447). Such anxiety is often associated with a feeling of shame. Its origins go back to the first three years of a girl’s life, during which the emergent sense of gender identity is impacted upon by anal phase conflicts of aggression and separation–individuation. Such early “cloacal anxiety” is reorganized under the influence of the oedipal phase and elaborated with further development. According to Gilmore, this anxiety is a typically feminine manifestation of a tension that is ubiquitous in human experience, namely the fear of intensity of instinctual drives.

Death anxiety (Freud, 1920g): Using the German word Todesangst, Freud described the unease felt by everyone at the thought of their demise. His 1920 proposal of “death instinct” clashed with his earlier pronouncements that “the fear of death has no meaning to a child” (1900a, p. 254) and that the unconscious “does not believe in its own death; it behaves as it were immortal” (1915b, p. 296). Viewing death instinct as present from birth onwards and as creating an unconscious threat of imploding the self from within leads to the notion of “death anxiety.” Klein (1948) elaborated these notions and stated:

If we assume the existence of a death instinct, we must also assume that in the deepest layers of the mind there is a response to this instinct in the form of annihilation of life … The layers arising from the inner working of the death instinct is the first cause of anxiety. (p. 29)

Subsequent analysts did not subscribe to the notion of death instinct and tended to view “death anxiety” as a regressive and disguised manifestation

of “castration anxiety” (see entry above). Freud (1926d) himself seems to have lulled them into this line of thinking by saying that “the fear of death should be regarded as analogous to the fear of castration” (p. 130). Still later, a proposal was forwarded (Anthony, 1940) that death anxiety was nothing but an exaggerated form of “separation anxiety” (see entry below). All in all, it seems “death anxiety” has been viewed in psychoanalysis in three different ways: (i) as a primary phenomenon reflecting the subjective reverberations of the death instinct which threatens life from within throughout the human life span, (ii) as a replication of the mortal terror lived through the early traumatic situations of birth (Rank, 1924) and prolonged separation from mother during early infancy (Freud, 1923b), and (iii) as a regressive disguise for castration anxiety, guilt, and other childhood fears that have become intensified due to traumatic experiences (Bromberg & Schilder, 1933; McClelland, 1964). A last point of note is the question whether the anxiety produced by the thought of death is understandable, hence normal, or whether such a response is a cultural artefact of the Western unease and denial of the finite nature of man’s existence. I have elsewhere (Akhtar, 2010) explicated this conundrum in detail by contrasting Freud’s views of death with those of the great Urdu language poet Mirza Asad-ullah Khan Ghalib (1789–1869).

Depletion anxiety (Cath, 1965): The sense of apprehension felt by the elderly that their psychosocial reserves are getting lesser and fragile. Their reliance on their bodies becomes shaky, their monetary status dips down, and their friends and siblings begin to die. A dread that no one will be around if and
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