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         Continuing in the vituoso style of On  Kissing,  Tickling  and Being  Bored, On  Flirtation  is a set of essays on a wide range of subjects – Accidents and Cross-Dressing, Love and Depression, Guilt and Success, among others – using psychoanalysis as a critique of dogma as opposed to a new version of it.
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            No truth is so sublime but it may be trivial tomorrow in  the  light  of  new  thoughts.

            Emerson, ‘Circles’

            
                

            

            
                

            

                           Experiment escorts us last –

                           His  pungent  company

                           Will  not  allow  an  Axiom

                           An  Opportunity

                                          Emily Dickinson

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Nothing  will  fit  if  we  assume  a  place  for  it.

            Robert Creeley, The  New  Writing  in  the  USA

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Who  can  say  we  are  wrong  to  fail  the  circuit  of  guesses –

            Alvin Feinman, ‘Relic (2)’

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Preface

         

         It can be easy for the psychoanalyst and his or her ‘patient’ – not to mention the readers of psychoanalysis – to forget that they are there for pleasure (even if pleasure is sometimes a complicated and various thing). So R. D. Laing’s comment, appreciatively quoted by Nina Coltart in her book reviewed here (see chapter 13), can stand as a coda to this book, and to the kind of psychoanalysis that I have confidence in:

         
            Let us try to celebrate and enjoy ourselves – I am really only interested in trying to entice people with all the skills at my disposal to live in that sort of way if they possibly can.

         

         Despite the work of Winnicott, Lacan and Bion, amusement is always secondary to instruction in psychoanalytic writing, but there is no good reason for this. Freud showed us – if we needed showing – that it is not more truthful to be serious. Psychoanalysis with a light touch, so to speak, need not be a contradiction in terms.

         For me, psychoanalysis has always been of a piece with the various languages of literature – a kind of practical poetry – taking its life, as theory and practice, from a larger world of words. Indeed, one of the pleasures of child psychotherapy is that it is, as it were, psychoanalysis for a non-psychoanalytic audience. Psychoanalysis, as some of the essays here suggest, has been stifled by keeping itself to itself, by being over-committed to its own language and audience. And by the same token psychoanalytic writing has become a way of making or joining clubs. This book is about the virtues – in psychoanalysis, and not only there – of being uncommitted, that Freud referred to with his notion of free-floating attention. With his description of the unconscious – and particularly of the dream-work – Freud radically revised our sense of ourselves as creatures of conviction (you can no more believe in the unconscious than you can quote from it). Free association itself is the psychic act of relinquishing, as far as is possible, one’s slavish devotion to internal censors. It is one of the advantages of flirtation that it can protect us from idolatry – and its opposite – while acknowledging the draw of such grand absolutes. Flirting, in other words, is an often unconscious form of scepticism. States of conviction conceal the sense in which we are continually making our minds up.

         In any shift of allegiances, in any transition, there may have to be some flirtation. But flirtation in itself, as a relationship to people and ideas, has always had a bad press. Psychoanalysis, however, has been able to give us good descriptions of what we are doing when we regard something as trivial; the ironic sense in which we dispense with things according to their value. Michael Wood wrote recently of Genet, in the London  Review  of  Books, that ‘unlike many other literary players in the world of politics, Genet remembered the irremediable; or better, it dogged him and he flirted with it, and so got to know it better than those who marry it or forget it or bury it in easier dreams of liberation’. This expresses eloquently the kinds of relationship – the uses of flirtation – explored in this book. Each of the writers discussed in section 3 are provoked by these questions of commitment. Flirtation keeps things in play, and by doing so lets us get to know them in different ways. It allows us the fascination of what is unconvincing. By making a game of uncertainty, of the need to be convinced, it always plays with, or rather flirts with, the idea of surprise. In the terms of this book flirtation is among other things a way of acknowledging the contingency of our lives – their sheer unpredictability, how accident-prone we are – without at the same time turning this unpredictability itself into a new kind of master-plot. Flirtation confirms the connection between excitement and uncertainty, and how we make uncertainty possible by making it exciting. Philosophers often make us doubt that scepticism is erotic.

         Apart from chapter 5, ‘Besides Good and Evil’, all of these lectures and essays were written originally for non-psychoanalytic audiences; and I have kept them to their occasions, which can be found in the Acknowledgements. This may only be obtrusive, if at all, in the lecture ‘On Success’, which was written for an audience of student counsellors. All writing, like all flirting, is occasional (though some writing may depend upon concealing its occasions). The few repetitions in the book, of quotations and phrases, indicate preoccupations and so have been left as such.

         I have been fortunate in having the following people as the immediate audience for the pieces that I have written: Lisa Appignanesi, Jane Brodie, Alex Coren, John Forrester, Glenda Fredman, Paul Van Heeswyk, Mary Mackintosh, Morian Roberts, Fiona Shaw, Sarah Spankie, Geoffrey Weaver, Kate Weaver, and Peter Wilson. The enthusiasm and interest of Frank Kermode, Dick Poirier, Suzanne Hyman, Michel Gribinski, and J.-B. Pontalis have sustained my writing of psychoanalysis; and Ed Corrigan, who has a way of making things possible, has sustained my talking about it in America. The conversation, and writing, of Christopher Bollas, Michael Eigen and Harold Boris have kept my mind changing on the subject. Andrew Motion, by seeing there might be a book on this subject, made it possible; Julian Loose, my editor at Faber, has been consistently full of improving suggestions.

         I am also grateful to my colleague Peter Reder, who has always promoted and sustained as far as possible in our department at Wolverton Gardens a professional ethos committed to writing and research; that is a rare thing now, and it makes a good deal of difference.

         Hugh Haughton and Jacqueline Rose brought out the best in this book; I have gained a lot from the quality of their attention. 
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            On  Flirtation:  An  Introduction

         

         
            … hurrying in pursuit of their schedules, loitering in flirty talk …

            Christopher Isherwood, A Single Man

         

         I

         The fact that people tend to flirt only with serious things – madness, disaster, other people – and the fact that flirting is a pleasure, makes it a relationship, a way of doing things, worth considering. But our preference for progress narratives can make flirtation acceptable only as a means to a predictable end; flirting is fine, but to be a flirt is not (it is one of the many curious and telling things about flirtation that, despite the impossibility of flirting by yourself, flirts are traditionally considered to be women). Flirts are dangerous because they have a different way of believing in the Real Thing. And by ‘believing in’ I mean ‘behaving as if’ it exists. Critics of flirtation tend to assume that there is a self which is not, by definition, elusive.

         Exploiting the ambiguity of promises – the difference, say, between someone being promising and someone making a promise – flirtation has always been the saboteur of a cherished vocabulary of commitment. In so far as we value reliability and the relatively predictable, it is inevitable that flirtation – the (consciously or unconsciously) calculated production of uncertainty – will be experienced at best as superficial and at worst as cruel. Flirtation as sado-masochism with a light touch is a modest exposé of excitement as inextricable from tantalization; of desire as desire for a certain kind of torture, an enlivening torture, so to speak (in the original myth, Tantalus is named after his punishment; like Sisyphus, the other anti-hero of flirtation, he is taught the rigours of incompletion). The generosity of flirtation is in its implicit wish to sustain the life of desire; and often by blurring, or putting into question, the boundary between sex and sexualization. Flirting creates the uncertainty it is also trying to control; and so can make us wonder which ways of knowing, or being known, sustain our interest, our excitement, in other people. What can be dismaying about flirtation – or exhilarating, depending on one’s point of view – is what it might then reveal about the nature of people’s interest in each other; an area that psychoanalysis has often been too quick to pathologize (or standardize). Wherever psychoanalysts pathologize, they are describing a counter-culture, even if it is one of suffering and cruelty.

         The fact that children make and need attachment objects has been used in much psychoanalytic theory as a guide, or blueprint, for adult sexual relations. But this model brings with it the idea that the value or quality of a relationship is measured by its duration and fidelity. ‘Good’ relationships become those in which people can tolerate a lot of frustration, as children, indeed, have to do (people who are good at waiting may just have nothing better to do). In psychoanalytic stories it is as though the adult is always succumbing to the child within. But it is one of the advantages of growing up that one can extend the repertoire of possible relationships: one’s initiative has more scope, because adults are also very different from children. There is only one mother and father in the world, but there are a lot of men and women. It was this that Oedipus was unable, or unwilling, to believe (psychoanalysis is about why we resist this radical shift of perspective). He couldn’t find or, rather, desire anyone other than his parents. Oedipus, in other words, interpreted his own myth too literally. In some contexts, of course, such literal interpretations are called Destinies or a commitment to Truth.

         To be committed to something – a person, an ideology, a vocabulary, a way of going about things – one has first to be committed, perhaps unconsciously, to commitment itself. The question need not be: should we dispense with our capacity for commitment? But, what does commitment leave out of the picture that we might want? If our descriptions of sexuality are tyrannized by various stories of committed purpose – sex as reproduction, sex as heterosexual intercourse, sex as intimacy – flirtation puts in disarray our sense of an ending. In flirtation you never know whether the beginning of the story – the story of the relationship – will be the end; flirtation, that is to say, exploits the idea of surprise. From a sadistic point of view it is as though the known and wished-for end is being refused, deferred or even denied. But from a pragmatic point of view one could say that a space is being created in which aims or ends can be worked out; the assumed wish for the more or less obvious sexual combinations, or commitments, may be a way of pre-empting the elaboration of, making time for, less familiar possibilities. Flirtation, if it can be sustained, is a way of cultivating wishes, of playing for time. Deferral can make room.

         II

         In 1915, soon after the outbreak of the First World War, Freud wrote two essays entitled ‘Thoughts for the Times on War and Death’ in which he tried to understand the ‘mental distress’ caused by the catastrophe. The sense of disillusionment brought about by the war-‘no event has ever destroyed so much that is precious in the common possessions of humanity’ – is, he intimates, like a second Fall. ‘I attribute our present sense of estrangement in this once lovely and congenial world,’ he begins the second essay, which was presented to the Jewish B’nai B’rith club in Vienna, ‘to the disturbance that has taken place in the attitude we have hitherto adopted toward death.’ It is unusually pastoral of Freud to describe the world as lovely and congenial. Paradise is not a psychoanalytic concept; and there was certainly very little in psychoanalytic theory suggestive of such delights (within two years of the war, in Beyond  the  Pleasure  Principle, Freud was to introduce the daunting idea of a death instinct). His version of paradise lost here involved him in a parodic version of the Fortunate Fall. In Milton, Adam and Eve garden before the Fall; in Freud, as we shall see, they flirt. Surprisingly, it is thoughts of war and death that bring flirtation to his mind.

         Before the war, in Freud’s view, there had been a disturbing contradiction in people’s attitude towards death. On the one hand everyone acknowledged that death was ‘natural, undeniable and unavoidable’; and yet, as he says, we ‘behave as if it was otherwise’, putting death ‘on one side’ (in one sense, where it has always been) and living as though it is nothing to do with us, so to speak. Since, after all, it is death that expels us it is as though, by a piece of mimic (or mock-) mastery, we  have expelled it.  In this fool’s paradise or, as Freud puts it, ‘in the unconscious every one of us is convinced of his own immortality’. Every man, Borges wrote, runs the risk of being the first immortal; every man, in Freud’s view, runs the risk of being the first mortal. We are all the same age – very young – in our relationship with death.

         ‘The civilised adult,’ Freud writes, unlike most children ‘can hardly even entertain the thought of another person’s death without seeming to himself hard-hearted and wicked.’ Death is the catastrophic knowledge, the truly forbidden thing, that everyone has to be protected from because no one can be. And yet, as Freud shows, this protection racket – like all protection rackets, and particularly the ones arranged with oneself – leaves us radically unprotected. ‘The complement to this cultural and conventional attitude toward death is provided by our complete collapse when death has struck down someone whom we love … our hopes, our desires and our pleasures lie in the grave with him, we will not be consoled, we will not fill the lost one’s place.’ There is heartfelt insistence in this. Death confronts us with the fact that, despite the capacity for substitution that development, in psychoanalytic terms, depends upon, there are no substitutes (or, as Freud intimates, we may need to refuse the possibility that there are). His ‘once lovely and congenial world’ must, then, have been a world without death. But it is the paradox of nostalgia that it always tries to recapture a world without loss.

         A world without loss, however, is a world without morality. Life is only of value, Freud asserts in this essay, because, or when, we can risk it. It is worth having – and Freud here inserts the notion of choice – because we can live in a way that endangers it. In war, for example, or love:

         
            Life is impoverished, it loses in interest, when the highest stake in the game of living, life itself, may not be risked. It becomes as shallow and empty as, let us say, an American flirtation, in which it is understood from the first that nothing is to happen, as contrasted with a continental love-affair in which both partners must constantly bear its serious consequences in mind.

         

         Freud’s attitude to America was consistently, and insistently, disparaging (‘I don’t hate America,’ he wrote famously, ‘I regret it!’) – second only, perhaps, to his prejudice against religions. America seems to have represented for him both passionless conformism (‘sexual morality as defined by society, in the most extreme form that of America, strikes me as very contemptible. I stand for an infinitely freer sexual life’) and impoverished materialistic ideals (in America, he wrote to Ernest Jones, ‘success means money. Can an American live in opposition to the public opinion, as we are prepared to do?’). Repeating a conventional opposition between the Depth of Europe (more history and high culture) and the Superficiality of America (‘they have no private resources apart from their profession,’ Freud wrote revealingly to Jones, ‘no hobby, games, love or other interests of a cultured person’), he turns to the New World for an example of the shallow and empty life; and – strangely in this context – to flirtation, in contrast to the real thing, a continental love affair (interestingly, in Daisy  Miller  (1879) Henry James had used the idea of flirtation to dramatize and ironize, a similar preoccupation; flirtation confusing the relationship between innocence and experience, between the Old World and the New World). In an American flirtation – Freud uses the term collusively as though ‘we’ all know exactly what he means – like Adam and Eve before the Fall, nothing is to happen. No real choices are being made. As the German sociologist Georg Simmel wrote in his remarkable contemporary essay ‘Flirtation’, ‘Every conclusive decision brings flirtation to an end.’ Perhaps for people who can’t make choices, death is the exemplary decision. In flirtation one does not take risks, one only sustains their possibility.

         For Freud this ‘empty’ American alternative is an act of trivialization; it represents a failure of commitment or seriousness in the stakes of life. But it is always of interest in psychoanalytic theory (and practice) where the psychoanalysing stops; the points in the story where it is assumed – or rather, wished – that no further interpretation needs to take place, or where it seems irrelevant to bother; the points, that is, where the ‘god-terms’ – like ‘Oedipal’ or ‘desire’, or ‘dependence’, for example – creep back in. What Freud does not analyse here but asserts – and it is usually in these moments in his writing that we imagine we get to know him – is the essential value of risk, and of the continental love affair with its serious consequences (flirtation, of course, stops when you take it seriously). But every statement of preference is implicated in a wider context of values. The comparison Freud uses to illustrate what he thinks of as ‘the highest stake in the game of living’ brings a world with it (call it: that world organized around the heroism of passion). Freud assumes that flirtation tells us nothing about the nature of passion; what he is actually telling us is what his story of passion needs to exclude. Psychoanalysis has always shown us the ironic sense in which definitions are sustained by their exclusions.

         Flirtation, as the ‘easy’ or much maligned double of things done properly, might simply describe a different kind of relation, another way of going about things. Assuming a hierarchy, as Freud does here, can be a way of pre-empting interest in the diminished thing. In our erotic life – and not only there, of course – hierarchies and putative oppositions can be used to constrain the possibilities of difference, compelling us to make moral and erotic choices before we have been able to find out what there is to choose from (and whether the repertoire itself is sufficient). Flirting may not be a poor way of doing something better, but a different way of doing something else.

         The contrast in Freud’s example works because flirtation, as a relationship – a form of exchange between people – is only available in its malign or trivial aspects. But it may be important that aspects of a thing – a person, an idea, a relationship – are not used to blank each other out. Apparent opposites can be ingredients of each other; flirtations and continental love affairs may be more compatible than Freud wants us, or himself, to think. In fact psychoanalysis can be a good way of finding out how complicated we can allow ourselves to be (in this sense, psychoanalysis is only in its beginnings). For Freud, who did so much to incite our moral curiosity – and to do interesting justice to the complexity of our erotic lives – flirtation was the relationship for those who were too fearful of death, those who must agree to make nothing happen. But like the continental lovers, of course, they cannot agree not to die. Defiance can be a form of acknowledgement. Freud’s very misgivings suggest a different reading; flirtation keeps the consequences going. By keeping the future open, it acknowledges something about the future.

         III

         When Philip Larkin writes of Sylvia Plath’s Collected  Poems  – one of his three 1981 Books of the Year in the Observer – that it ‘enabled the reader to chart her long flirtation with instability in language’, he makes us wonder, as flirtation does, where the instability is (and how she kept it up). And, of course, what kind of praise, what kind of recommendation, this is. What would it have been for her not to flirt with ‘instability in language’? What else might she have done with it?

         The word in a text, like the performance itself, creates an atmosphere of uncertainty. Disfiguring the difference between innocence and experience, intent and opportunity, flirtation does not make a virtue of instability, but a pleasure. It eroticizes the contingency of our lives by turning doubt – or ambiguity – into suspense. It prevents waiting from becoming a useless passion. So it’s not surprising that flirtation – the art of making ambivalence into a game, the ironic art of making it a pleasure (or at least an excitement) – begins in childhood. Flirting is, in a sense, all  children can do sexually with their parents, assuming the parents maintain the Oedipal prohibition. And by doing this they nurture the child’s sense of possible and future selves. But the child’s uncertainty, in fantasy, about what might happen must be met by the parents’ definition of what will happen. The child finds limits by provoking them. Most of the rules of childhood are made by being broken; the incest taboo – at least in theory – is made by being broken only  in  fantasy.  Teasing is the child’s cure for scepticism: a way of discovering the incest taboo by trying to sabotage it. (Ideally, in this sense, an adult is always a child who has failed.) Flirtation is the game of taking chances, of plotting illicit possibilities.

         The flirtation of childhood – the often delightful attempts by children to seduce and rival the parents of both sexes – produces in the child, providing it can be enjoyed but ultimately withstood, a mixture of pleasure, frustration and relief. If, as Freud said, one of the child’s strongest wishes is to be big like the grown-ups, he or she will find, as they get bigger, that this is the mixture they cannot shake off; the mixture on which their development depends, as much as it depends upon their trying to find ways round it. In the Oedipal flirtations of childhood, that are a blueprint for the future, one person, the adult, is certain that nothing will happen, and one person, the child, urgently wants something to happen but can’t be sure what it is (and is not yet equipped to deal with it). The two adolescents or adults, who will be able to flirt with each other on equal terms, will both be bringing this bemusing childhood experience to the encounter. From the child’s point of view – and it is a scene which will haunt him or her through life – one person knows and is certain, and one person wants but doesn’t know what to do (is working out what to do). This inevitably unstable relationship then becomes internalized as one of the primary relationships one has with oneself. Adults flirt with their own (spurious) authority. Doubts flirt with convictions. Scepticism is always a provocation, though the person being provoked may be difficult to imagine (to remember or reconstruct).

         Flirtation is an early version of the experimental life, of irreverence as curiosity. And yet it reveals an essential perplexity at the heart of the Oedipal dilemma: does flirtation merely enforce the rules it claims to disavow? Is it an area of (erotic) freedom that simply confirms the trap, a competence for the disempowered? Something, in that curious phrase, ‘to grow out of? Is flirtation, in other words, just a refusal to acknowledge that the repertoire of possible relationships is foreclosed, that three (or more) into two won’t go? ‘If only,’ Bob Perelman wrote in his poem ‘Anti-Oedipus’, ‘the plot would leave people alone.’

         Flirtation, though, is more than a trivial nostalgia for a world before the war. like all transitional performances it is an attempt to re-open, to rework, the plot; to find somewhere else, in the philosopher William James’s words, ‘to go from’. Oedipus, after all, had never had the opportunity to see Oedipus  Rex;  and Freud himself found a new place in our lives for the story, as, again, did Melanie Klein. (So we might wonder what the impact is on our lives – and on the myth itself – of our ‘knowing’ about the Oedipus complex, how we act accordingly.) From a psychoanalytic point of view the Oedipus myth is a story about the origins of virtue. But it is one of the virtues of the Oedipal plot that it makes us want to out-plot it (the ways we try and get round our Oedipus complex is our Oedipus complex). And it is one of the virtues of flirtation that it avoids making a necessity of virtue. By unsettling preferences and priorities flirtation can add other stories to the repertoire by making room for them. But flirtation is notoriously difficult to sustain: at least, between two people (though one can, of course, endlessly flirt with oneself).

         ‘Only in the realm of fiction,’ Freud writes in ‘Thoughts for the Times on War and Death’, perhaps with some relief, ‘[do] we find the plurality of lives which we need.’ It is worth considering the plurality of lives we want, and our assumptions – our unconscious beliefs – about the only places they can be found.

         When the American poet James Merrill said of his extraordinary poem ‘The Thousand and Second Night’, ‘I don’t know what the main subject is – the poem is flirtatious in that sense’, he also said something unambiguous about flirtation. There is always another story, one we haven’t necessarily bargained for. 
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            THE USES OF THE PAST
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            Contingency  for  Beginners

         

         I

         
            If one considers chance to be unworthy of determining our fate, it is simply a relapse into the pious view of the Universe which Leonardo himself was on the way to overcoming when he wrote that the sun does not move.

            Freud, Leonardo da Vinci, and a Memory of His Childhood

         

         A fifty-five-year-old woman, whose coming to see me was prompted by the death of her mother, began, after about a year of treatment, to pick up a theme that she described as ‘something she had never been able to unpuzzle’. I wasn’t sure whether ‘unpuzzle’ meant talking the puzzle out of something – stopping it from being an enigma – or just taking the puzzle apart like a jigsaw so one could redo it. When I asked her about this we realized that there was an instructive uncertainty in her as to whether she was inviting me to help her keep the puzzle, albeit in different terms, or help her get rid of it. And this related to one of her dilemmas about mourning her mother; do you keep someone by getting rid of them, or do you get rid of them by keeping them?

         The puzzle that she was constantly preoccupied by – and which was clearly linked to the death of her mother – was that whenever she had fallen in love with a man, or even made an enthusiastic friendship, she was haunted, indeed obsessed, by the other person, but he (and occasionally she), though usually keen on her, did not seem quite so distracted. She described herself as someone who ‘always took her chances’, and she was clearly someone people were much attracted to. But in these relationships it was as though the continuity of her life was ruptured, whereas the continuity of the other person’s life was simply enriched. She described this predicament often as ‘just her luck’, and I was struck by the paradox of her having so often personalized her luck (one can often reconstruct very interesting bits of people’s histories from their accounts of their luck); but of course her ‘puzzle’ seemed a dismayingly common, indeed banal, one. She had discussed this inequity in her relationships – which had begun, she knew, with her mother – with various friends and lovers over the years, and there had always seemed to be a kind of consensus that this was one of the differences between the sexes, and therefore one had to learn to manage this piece of alleged reality as a piece of biological bad luck. However, she had never been fully convinced by all this ‘truth’ and its relevance to her particular life, and so she had evolved a double-life attitude to it all: one part of her acknowledged the dispiriting sense of the conventional view, which at least simulated a solidarity with fellow-sufferers, but another part of her was keeping her ears open for a better story. The death of her mother had given renewed urgency to the question of her relationship to her own luck.

         Since the asymmetry of the psychoanalytic situation – and of the mourning process – is one of its defining characteristics, we could obviously discuss her puzzle in terms of the transference, and this could be linked to the bewildering dissymmetries of the child’s relationship with the parents, and the survivor’s relations with the dead. But because this puzzle was such a crucial issue for her – it had become, as she put it, ‘like a favourite walk’ – she was very skilled at tolerating all the false leads and bits of folklore people could come up with when they talked about it with her. I suggested to her that she would recognize – register in some way through a stirring of curiosity – what was of interest to her, and she should let herself be ruthless with my contributions if they seemed irrelevant. Her evident relief at this showed me how much Wisdom she had had to endure in the past.

         I should add by way of a parenthesis here that I think of these very idiosyncratic recurring personal preoccupations like this woman’s puzzle – that often seem banal – as being (or being like) interpretations of a dream that a person has forgotten. So these insistent and consciously formulated issues put the patient and the analyst in the paradoxical position of having to reconstruct a dream from an interpretation. Or to put it another way, for people with these organized life-questions the aim of the analysis is not insight so much as reconstruction of the material out of which interpretation by the patient can be remade. It may be worth wondering why the idea of reconstructing dreams is so much more unthinkable than the idea of reconstructing personal histories. Even though we make our dreams, we think of them as beyond our own devices. We cannot – and this is integral to my subject – arrange to have dreams, or to have a dream again. (Nor, of course, can we arrange to have our histories again; we can only arrange to reconstruct them.) Analysis may be more of a search for dreams than of a search for insight. The fact that we may be able to interpret dreams does not make them any less contingent than the day residues they use (dreams are accidents of desire).

         As we worked on this puzzle over several months, my patient stopped remembering her dreams (previously it had been ‘her luck’ that she could always remember what she dreamed). Our conversations ranged from a version of common sense (people metabolize emotional experience in different ways) to the more distinctively psychoanalytic (that through projective identification there was a division of emotional labour in her relationships: she would be obsessed, they would be relatively uninterrupted). She was unable to hold inside her a more ruthless, taking-it-and-leaving-it relationship to a love object, so she gave that bit to her partner; she was then swamped and sustained by the illusion of her partner’s permanent presence within her. We talked of the pleasures of being swamped, and the terrors of not being dependent on someone one loves. Some of this fitted with and evoked some of her sense of her childhood, but none of it was enlivening enough to make her really thoughtful, or to make her fall back inside herself. Meanwhile I was aware of experiencing something in the counter-transference that began to be pertinent: a growing sense that I was always getting it a bit wrong, as though there was some rule I didn’t know about. I was being left with a conversation in my mind between an abject person and a thoroughly and impatiently competent one. At one point I said to myself in one of these internal conversations, ‘I can’t keep my side of this bargain!’

         The first thing that really redeemed her curiosity was something that gradually began to occur to me quite late in the treatment, although it seems in retrospect, as it always does, that she had repeatedly been giving us both clues, not the least of which was several sessions spent talking about marriage certificates and death certificates. I suggested to her that when she was interested in someone, or fell in love, she instantly drew up from the past a secret contract with the person about the nature of the emotional experience they were going to have. Although she herself was unaware of the contract, she was compelled to abide by it. So if she was not obsessed and haunted – which was her side of the furtive agreement, derived from earlier contracts in childhood – she would not only be letting herself down but letting her partner down as well. Thus she was, in a sense, tyrannized by her own integrity. The irony of the situation, if irony is the right word, was that neither of them had ever consciously seen the contract. Immediately alive to the complications, the potential for farce in these kinds of pact, she said, ‘It’s like a peace treaty signed in secret by only one side.’ We went on to discuss the kinds of war she was always unconsciously wanting her relationships to be.

         Of course it is not news, from a psychoanalytic or a family-therapy point of view, that people engage in unconscious contracts with each other, though the extent of these contracts – the small print, as it were – should never cease to amaze us (not to mention those even more hidden and binding contracts we enter into with ourselves). Given the number of contracts we enter into without apprising ourselves or other people that we are doing so, it is not surprising that our more official social contracts – rule-bound games, legal arrangements, socially sanctioned rituals – as attempts to organize or put a frame around our luck, can be so reassuring. The psychoanalytic contract for treatment is unusual because at its most radical it disfigures (or even dismantles) the possibility of contract. It provides a transition between the world of contract and whatever it is that the world of contract tries to exclude. In fact, the psychoanalytic contract is kept in order to show, but not to enact, what it is that contracts, indeed all agreements and connections, are always vulnerable to – that is, the unconscious and the unknowable future. People can never know in any situation exactly what they are agreeing to because the agreement includes at the very least the unconscious history and desire of the participants and, in that bizarre phrase, whatever the future holds. So Don Juan is the anti-hero of my paper, for he is the parodist of contract who pretends to master contingency by identifying with it. It is surprisingly difficult, as the Jewish proverb suggests, to make time for time. No one can be exempted from chance. Even though our wishes try to convince us otherwise, the future is not available to be repressed. It is not only the home of wishes but also the resort of accidents. We can only think of our lives as a progress narrative through time – in terms of development – because we happen by accident to have heard of the idea of development.

         The wars that my patient had unconsciously been wanting to turn her relationships into represented a wish for more abrasive forms of contact, more action. War was a way of getting uncertainty back into the picture. Indeed, what was especially striking about her particular kind of unconscious contract was not only her difficulty in acknowledging the separateness of her partner, and her pervasive assumption, derived from a grievance with her mother, that the partner’s emotional experience should be symmetrical with hers; it was also the way in which the unconscious contract was used (as Claude Lévi-Strauss said of dreams) as a machine for the suppression of time. My patient’s unconscious contract, much like a pornographic image, was an attempt to seclude herself and her partner from luck – the good and the bad luck, the accidents and chances we are negotiating and using all the time. The contract was like an emotional spell cast over the relationship at the beginning to exempt her from contingency, to pre-empt the inevitable uncertainties of evolving time. I began, in other words, to find it useful to listen for clues about her relationship to time. In fact, I began to think of the transference as a re-creation, or repetition, of three early relationships that were distinct and overlapping: the relationship to the mother, the relationship to the father, and the relationship to time. The unconscious contract was an attempt to encapsulate time, to seal it off and isolate it like a part-object.

         It was by analysing her transference to time – which meant her rinding out what kind of parent it was for her, and her allowing herself to experience it as no kind of parent, just the matrix of chance – that my patient began to find in herself more flexible forms of exchange with other people, a repertoire rather than a fate.

         My conversations with this woman left me preoccupied with a range of rather obvious, and clinically pertinent, questions. What kind of love affair is a person having with time, and what kind of object is it for them? Is it, for example, something that needs filling or something that tends to get wasted? Is there never enough or does a lot of it have to be killed? What makes us feel there is plenty of it or that it is running out? If we spend so much time planning to use it, what is the risk of leaving things to chance? Entrusting oneself to a person is quite different from entrusting oneself to time.

         In his novel Foe, the South African writer J. M. Coetzee describes it like this:

         
            In a world of chance is there a better and a worse? We yield to a stranger’s embrace or give ourselves to the waves; for the blink of an eyelid our vigilance relaxes; we are asleep; and when we awake we have lost the direction of our lives. What are these blinks of an eyelid, against which the only defence is an eternal and inhuman wakefulness? Might they not be the cracks and chinks through which another voice, other voices, speak in our lives? By what right do we close our ears to them?

         

         Perhaps it is not surprising that a novelist who grows up and writes under a totalitarian regime is alert to the voices of chance, the voices that cannot be coerced.

         I want to suggest that in developmental terms the recognition of contingency, of what Coetzee calls ‘other voices’ – recognition of one’s life turning on a series of accidents in time, of events beyond one’s power – is every bit as problematic as and different from recognition of the object, and less amenable to psychoanalytic description. In fact, I want to offer here for consideration the hypothesis that the preoccupation in developmental theory with recognition of the object can be a defence against the full acknowledgement of contingency. It is one thing to recognize the object – another person – as separate and to make him or her available for use, and quite another to live in time and make accidents available for use. If it has been useful in psychoanalysis to think that there is an instinct-driven self, we may need to add to this a self immersed in its contingency. We talk, in the bizarre language of property relations, of owning our instincts as personal intentions, but we talk rarely, if at all, of the more paradoxical idea of owning the contingency of our lives. Another way of saying this is to wonder why it is so difficult for us to believe – to live confidently as if – our lives are subject to accident.

         The OED  defines the once philosophically fashionable word ‘contingency’ as, ‘liable to happen or not … happening or coming by chance … subject to accidents’. Given the obvious contingency of much of our lives – we do not in any meaningful sense intend or choose our birth, our parents, our bodies, our language, our culture, our thoughts, our dreams, our desires, our death, and so on – it might be worth considering, from a psychoanalytic point of view, not only our relationships to ourselves and our relationships to objects, but (as the third of the pair, so to speak) our relationship to accidents.

         Psychoanalysis began, after all, with links being made by Freud between instinctual life and the ‘accident’ of trauma, with remarkable descriptions of lives being lived with unchosen desires in unchosen families and unchosen wars. But in Freud’s work a whole range of accidents began to be redescribed as unconscious intentions; in psychoanalytic theory bodies were bled of their contingency. Indeed one of Freud’s most popular and immediately appealing ideas was the parapraxis: the accident that dared not speak its name until Freud authorized it. The Freudian slip – whose very name is a giveaway – is the accident that is meant to happen.

         II

         
            His basic question was: ‘Can we ever find within determinism a way out of it?’

            Sartre, Mallarmé, or The Poet of Nothingness

         

         The  Psychopathology  of  Everyday  Life, first published as a book in 1904, has always been one of Freud’s most popular works – although it is perhaps more accurate to say that the ideas in the book are among Freud’s most popular, because most people find the experience of reading the book through rather wearing. But The  Psychopathology  of Everyday  Life – the Mistake Book, as I will call it, to bring it in line with the Dream Book and the Joke Book – has been through more German editions and foreign translations than any of Freud’s other books apart from the Introductory  Lectures  on  Psycho-Analysis.  And as Freud’s English editor and translator James Strachey tells us, it is like The  Interpretation  of  Dreams  and Three  Essays  on  the  Theory  of  Sexuality in that Freud added fresh material to virtually every new edition published during his lifetime. This seems particularly interesting given the fact that, as Strachey remarks in his introduction to The Standard  Edition, ‘Almost the whole of the basic explanations and theories were already present in the earliest edition.’ In fact, unusually for him, Strachey betrays some slightly bemused exasperation with Freud about this. ‘No doubt he felt particular pleasure,’ Strachey writes, ‘both in the anecdotes themselves and in being presented with such widespread confirmation of his views. But the reader cannot help feeling sometimes that the wealth of new examples interrupts and even confuses the mainstream of the underlying argument.’ Why then, in this book, subtitled Forgetting, Slips  of  the  Tongue,  Bungled  Actions,  Superstitions  and  Errors, are there so many examples? Why is so much evidence needed?

         In a way it is not surprising, given Freud’s professional allegiances and the uncertain status of his new and unusual science, that he should want to accumulate evidence as proof, even though in this case, as Strachey says, the quantity diminishes the quality. In so far as the Mistake Book is written in a specific genre – it was first published in a journal called the Monograph  for  Psychiatry  and Neurology – it observes the conventions of a certain kind of scientific treatise. If one answer to the question of the book’s excess has to do with genre, the equally obvious psychoanalytic answer would be that the insistence of the book betrays a doubt in Freud’s mind; that the material evokes a resistance both in the writer and in the imagined audience that requires tenacious overcoming. It is as though Freud is saying, ‘There really are lots of mistakes and accidents in life, and they really are meaningful, often in a sexual way.’ Given Freud’s interpretations of parapraxes, it is not surprising that he thinks we need persuading; but we all do, of course, know that life is full of errors and accidents. However, if the errors and accidents are meaningful in the way he proposes, they cease to be errors and accidents. With something akin to Freud’s logic of dreams, the book describes a large number of accidents to prove that there is no such thing as an accident. By the end of the book, if we get through it, we have been absolved of error and introduced to the psychoanalytic world of multiple plots. We are not continually making mistakes, we are continually making alternative lives. But why can’t we, as Freud suggested six years later in his book on Leonardo, consider chance to be ‘worthy of determining our fate’? It may not be that all accidents are meaningful, but that meaning is made out of accidents. Freud uses psychoanalytic theory to turn accidents, apparently chance events, into significant intentions. But the excessive evidence of the Mistake Book may also be to counter the anxiety that chance is determining our fate and the potential loss of meaning this could entail. Freud, after all, has managed to make accidents entertaining.

         The Mistake Book, a virtual encyclopaedia of errors and accidents, reveals with scientific sobriety the slapstick of everyday life; in which what Freud calls ‘seemingly accidental clumsy movements’, in all their minuscule violence and chaos, ‘prove to be governed by an intention, and achieve their aim, with a certainty which cannot in general be credited to our conscious voluntary movements’. ‘Falling, stumbling and slipping,’ he writes, ‘need not always be interpreted as purely accidental miscarriages of motor action.’ He reveals that we are not making fools of ourselves, but that on the contrary we are as competent as we dream we are. We are suffering from an excess of meaningful intentions. Accidents become, in Freud’s version, ways of securing unconscious gratifications, either self-punishment or other muffled fulfilment of forbidden wishes. And ‘there is no sphere,’ he writes, ‘in which the view that accidental actions are really intentional will command a more ready belief than that of sexuality.’

         Accidents become disowned intentions; other voices speak through our mistakes. So the idea of accident – of the apparently unintended, the contingent – gives us access to otherwise unavailable desires or parts of the self, depending on one’s language commitments. Accidents become the best way, indeed the only way, of doing some things. And conversely, without a notion of accident or contingency we would not be able sufficiently to disown them to make them known. Freud is showing us, in other words, not only that accidents are meaningful but how we use the idea of accident in the production of meanings that are most forbidden. Error is legitimate criminality. We are at our most transgressive when we fail. The Mistake Book contains, that is to say, both descriptions of what people use accidents to do, and what Freud can do by redescribing these accidents. And one of the many things he can then do by redescribing accidents in this particular way is to make them revelations of personal history. As psychoanalysis turns instinct into personal history, so there is no such thing as a mistake, only the continual disclosure of the past. If a parapraxis is a self-inflicted accident, why would one want to inflict such an accident on oneself? And Freud’s remarkable answer is: to gratify, in compromised form, a forbidden desire, but also to recover the past, to link us to our history. There is a history that our competence conceals.

         By way of concluding his book, Freud states:

         
            There is one thing which the severest and the mildest cases all have in common, and which is equally found in parapraxes and chance actions: the phenomena can be traced back to incompletely suppressed psychical material, which, although pushed away by consciousness, has nevertheless not been robbed of all capacity for expressing itself.

         

         Suppressed desires are suppressed histories, or suppressed histories that were in the making. Through psychoanalytic interpretation Freud takes the luck out of accidents and makes them available as non-mystical sources of meaning. What looked like accident or chance was in fact voices from the past pressing for recognition; there are lives inside us competing to be lived. We must assume from what Freud says here that the ‘suppressed psychical material’ wants to express itself – that there are personal histories inside us, in conflict but clamouring for recognition. Accidents are reminders of unfinished business, that we are living too few of our lives.

         III

         
            It is a matter of agreement between us and the baby that we will never ask the question: ‘Did you conceive of this or was it presented to you from without?’ The important point is that no decision on this point is expected.

            D. W. Winnicott, ‘Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena’

         

         Freud invented a method, a treatment, for the recovery of the past through reappropriation – to use the wrong word – of desire. Transformation, however circumscribed by the modesty of his therapeutic ambitions, involved the recovery through the transference of the possibilities of desire. But Freud also knew, because he was not an orthodox Freudian, that all sorts of experiences can remind us of who we are; that if chance is worthy of determining our fate anything might serve to transform one’s life; that the past, as Proust devoted nearly twenty years of writing to show, can return by accident. But the Proustian accident, unlike the Freudian accident, does not appear to come from inside.

         In the Overture to Swann’s  Way  Proust writes:

         
            One day in winter, on my return home my mother, seeing that I was cold, offered me some tea, a thing I did not ordinarily take. I declined at first and then for no particular reason, changed my mind. She sent for one of those squat, plump little cakes called ‘petits madeleines’ … no sooner had the warm liquid mixed with the crumbs touched my palate than a shudder ran through me and I stopped, intent upon the extraordinary thing that was happening.

         

         The extraordinary thing that was happening, brought on by the most famous cakes in literary history, was the memory of Combray, a crucial piece of his past. Proust conveys both the simplicity, the absolute ordinariness, of the event, and how it could easily have not happened. His mother needn’t have offered him tea, she might not have had those cakes, he needn’t have had any and so on. Proust makes us feel that in that moment of hesitation – ‘I declined at first and then for no particular reason, changed my mind’ – his life and the writing of his extraordinary book were in the balance without, of course, his knowing it. It was, from his point of view, an entirely gratuitous event.

         Secular epiphanies like this reveal the past, but one’s personal history is an elusive god. In the world of Proust’s novel there is always a tantalizing quality about people’s lives, as though time were flirting with them. Our recovery of the protean past, and the selves we have buried there, cannot be arranged. ‘There is a large element of chance in these matters‚’ Proust writes, ‘and a second chance occurrence, that of our own death, often prevents us from awaiting for any length of time the favours of the first.’ Proust’s writing, as an essential parallel text to Freud’s, provides an anti-psychoanalytic version of psychoanalysis. From a Proustian point of view the analyst is someone with whom one might, with a bit of luck, through the transference, stumble on a bit of the past. Proust writes:

         
            It is a labour in vain to attempt to recapture it, all the efforts of our intellect must prove futile. The past is hidden somewhere outside the realm, beyond the reach of intellect, in some material object (in the sensation which that material object will give us) of which we have no inkling. And it depends on chance whether we come upon this object before we ourselves die.

         

         ‘Depending on chance’ is, of course, an interesting phrase. For Proust there is no organizing, no technique, for securing access to the past. The past is disclosed by coincidences that are in themselves meaningless: a smell, a tune, a taste. And there is no knowing beforehand which or when it might be. Both Proust and Freud, in quite different ways, make us think about contingency, as they elaborate their instructive accidents. Proust’s accidental encounter with the madeleines – an encounter which in his view might never have happened – prompts an involuntary memory that transfigures his sense of himself and the shape of his life. It presents him with a new future. But the past that is inside us is not, for Proust, busily and furtively arranging for its own disclosure, is not seeking attention. It is not even, he implies, waiting to be found; though it is there, somewhere, in some ‘material object’, if we are lucky or unlucky enough to come across it. And we will probably only come across it when we are doing something else; we cannot organize a quest for the past, nor is the past pursuing us with its essential messages and unfinished projects.

         For Freud the accident disclosed a counter-intention; and this counter-intention is an insufficiently repressed desire, a piece of urgent personal history wanting to be lived out, even in its compromised form. But the desire is not wanting, so to speak, to be decoded as history; it is wanting some version of gratification. The desire seeks satisfaction, but the psychoanalyst makes history. Freudian interpretation aims to extend the realm of intention, and diminish the empire of contingency.

         Proust’s secular epiphany becomes, in Freudian terms, another piece of unconscious calculation. Endorsing a paper by Otto Rank, Freud writes: ‘Often not only losing objects but also finding them appears to be (psychologically) determined … It is obvious that in cases of losing, the object is already provided; in cases of finding it has first to be looked for.’ All finding in Freud is a looking for, and an already having seen, a refinding. What is intimated in the Proustian scenario and is repressed – indeed is nonsensical, from a psychoanalytic point of view – is the idea that we are not looking but that we may find.

         For the purposes of this paper I want to use Proust and Freud as figures for two possible versions of the self; so I don’t mean Proust and Freud in their real complexity but rather those aspects of them represented by my two examples. Staged in this way the comparison reveals, I think, an important omission or disavowal in psychoanalytic theory (though I think psychoanalysis has repressed the Proustian in Freud). I want to say that there are two versions of the self that psychoanalysis, despite its dualism and commitment to conflict, always tries to resolve into one. One version of the self, the Freudian, knows, in the psychoanalytic sense, what it wants and is always wanting; we can call this ‘unconscious desire’.

         But there is another version of the self – not defensive, indeed radically undefended – that is not about knowing what it wants or is wanting (and that brings with it the question: why is it so difficult for us to really believe that we don’t know what we want?). This version of the self – for which wanting is not the game – lives its contingency without contesting it. One could say it simply abides by its contingency. But in certain environments this version of the self can only be lived either as despair – my life is out of my control and that’s what’s wrong with it – or as scepticism – I don’t know what I want and therefore doubt my capacity to know anything. Acknowledgement of the contingent self – that self which has no contracts to make and that is linked with one’s own death in a way that the self of unconscious desire never can be – entails, I think, the belated recovery, or processing, of the earliest forms of experience.

         Early emotional experience may be imagined as being like a series of accidents – unarranged events like hunger or sleepiness – that are gradually redescribed as more than coincidence. A person’s relationship to coincidence – or to the idea of coincidence, or chance or luck – is a complicated link to this earlier self. Development in its non-progressivist sense means taking one’s chances. Coincidences belong to those who can use them.

         IV

         
            Something has to be done to get us free of our memories and choices.

            John Cage (interview)

         

         Coincidence simply means two things happening together, ‘occurrence or existence at the same time’. But from a Freudian point of view, discussion of coincidence is inevitably tainted with notions of the paranormal, or the kind of mystical animism that psychoanalysts tend to pathologize. Freud clearly could not have written a book called Synchronicity:  An  Acausal  Connecting  Principle.  The four pages on coincidence in the Mistake Book are a brief testament to Freud’s new-found ability to ‘resolve’ coincidences, like most other apparent accidents. That our lives might be simply a series or collection of coincidences seems peculiarly unacceptable (though it could, of course, be comforting). Indeed, the word ‘accident’ usually signifies something going wrong. If we began to think of Oedipus, for example, as just extremely unlucky, psychoanalysis would be a very different thing. The play, after all, is full of extraordinary coincidences.

         It is, I think, of interest that in Winnicott’s description development begins with instincts experienced as contingent events, and their gratification as a coincidence (like the ‘overlapping of two lines’). For the infant, he writes, ‘the instincts are not yet clearly defined as internal to the infant, the instincts can be as much external as can a clap of thunder or a hit’. If the instincts feel to the infant like contingent events, then the mother’s task, in the Winnicottian picture, is the personalizing or humanizing of an original and formative contingency. Instinctual experience, through the complementary relationship with the mother, becomes a discernible process, with something like a beginning, a middle and an end, or at least, a pause. So the question of how one recognizes coincidences and comes to use them as such can be linked with Winnicott’s description of the process of illusionment. In Paediatrics  and  Psychiatry  (1948) he writes: 

         
            Initially there is a condition which could be described at one and the same time as absolute independence and absolute dependence. There is no feeling of dependence, and therefore that dependence must be absolute. Let us say that out of this state the infant is disturbed by instinct tension which is called hunger. I would say that the infant is ready to believe in something that could exist, i.e. there has developed in the infant a readiness to hallucinate an object; but that is rather a direction of expectancy than an object in itself. At this moment the mother comes along with her breast (I say breast for simplification of description), and places it so that the infant finds it. Here is another direction, this time towards instead of away from the infant. It is a tricky matter whether or not the mother and infant ‘click’. At the start the mother allows the infant to dominate, and if she fails to do this the infant’s subjective object will fail to have superimposed on it the objectively perceived breast. Ought we not to say that fitting in with the infant’s impulse the mother allows the baby the illusion that what is there is the thing created by the baby; as a result there is not only the physical experience of instinctual satisfaction, but also an emotional union, and the beginning of a belief in reality as something about which one can have illusions.

         

         For the infant, desire is of a piece with satisfaction. For hunger to be virtually synonymous with being fed is, from the infant’s point of view, no coincidence; from the observer’s point of view it is as though one thing, the infant’s scream of hunger, causes another, the mother’s wish to feed. As waiting becomes a processible and therefore a tolerable experience for the child, the question arises: is being fed the consequence of being hungry, like cause and effect, or is it simply coincidental with being hungry? The answer is that both descriptions are available but one is much harder to take than the other.

         At first, Winnicott writes, ‘there is an overlap between what the mother supplies and what the child might conceive of’. But once the capacity for illusionment has been secured through sufficiently attentive care, the mother has the ‘job’ of disillusioning the child. It is what Winnicott calls ‘the good-enough environmental provision’ that enables the child to ‘cope with the immense shock of loss of omnipotence’.

         This immense shock occurs whenever the mother’s presence is no longer coincident with the child’s need (which in absolute terms, of course, it never can be). Given good enough care the child accumulates a belief that he or she can create the coincidences he or she needs – what Winnicott calls ‘a belief in reality as something about which he can have illusions’. From the infant’s point of view, at the earliest stage, there is no coincidence because there are not yet two things to coincide; there is simply the infant’s need. But once there is a glimpse that well-being or satisfaction is a cooperative venture, then it might seem as if – or be reconstructed as if – the infant or child causes his satisfaction through the clamour of demand. The child is no longer just the site of contingent instincts, but the agent of their actual appeasement. But it is integral to the process of disillusionment, the immense shock Winnicott writes about, that the child has to get beyond believing that the consequences of his actions are commensurate with his intentions. Desire is not an insurance policy for satisfaction. The mother is not his machine and neither is his body. Desires and needs – like thoughts and dreams – are as contingent as their gratification. The extent to which we socially regulate hunger suggests that appetite was once experienced as something of a surprise. (Though we, in that absurd phrase, eat between meals, we don’t think between thoughts.)

         For the sake of this essay I want to over-simplify and abstract the familiar process of illusion-and-disillusionment that in Winnicott’s view organizes our lives. Infants, after all, have always been useful in psychoanalysis to attribute things to because they don’t answer back. I want to impute states of mind to infants as a figurative way of asserting something that I think is of interest. So, from a psychoanalytic point of view, in the process of disillusionment it is as if the infant – and later the adult – has three choices. Either the infant is omnipotent, or the mother is omnipotent, or neither of them is; with this third option, which we can call the Depressive  Position, there is, among other things, the acknowledgement that there is no such thing as omnipotence. People stop finding or being deities and have to do something else together. I want to suggest that there is a fourth choice – which looks as though it’s somewhere between belief in omnipotence and the abrogation of that belief – though in actuality I think it is something quite different. It is called acknowledgement of contingency. It can be called luck, fortune, accident, coincidence, and is sometimes experienced and described as a kind of non-intentional or random agency. There is actually nothing behind it making it happen – though we can personalize it by projection – and its presence, in and of itself, says nothing about our power. It neither diminishes nor enlarges us, but we can use it to do both. Because it includes both the body and whatever is felt not to be the body, it is neither internal nor external; a bit like Winnicott’s imagining of the infant’s earliest experience of instinct. It would sound absurd to talk of a stage of contingency, or a Contingency Position, because what I am referring to is the enemy of fixity (of reification) but is always there. But as with the Depressive Position, or whatever one’s preferred life-aim, psychoanalysis could be a process of understanding the obstacles to its full acknowledgement.

         What are the preconditions, in terms of early experience, that allow the contingent self to emerge as such? What kinds of defence (defences are essentially contingency plans) blind one to coincidence? What prevents us from living, to repeat my earlier question, confidently as though our lives are a series of accidents? What is the cost of not considering chance to be worthy of determining our fate? And what happens when what I am calling the contingent self is repressed or turned away from, since, from a psychoanalytic point of view, as Joseph Smith reminds us, ‘Whatever is turned away from is marked as a danger to be faced or a loss to be mourned’?

         Acknowledgement of the contingency of the self – and the contingent self that lives this acknowledgement – need not be exclusively a disillusioning or depressive experience, because somewhere one has never had illusions about it; in adult life it is contesting one’s contingency that is productive of disabling illusion. (Classical tragedy could never be the preferred genre of the contingent self.) This contingent self, for example, is unable to engage in that bemusing activity that Leslie Farber once called ‘willing what cannot be willed’. From the point of view of the contingent self, desiring – being drawn to someone or something – could only mean creating the conditions for a coincidence. (Or to put it another way: we cannot make our relationships work; we can only make our compromises work.) And the idea of the contingent self has interesting consequences for our moral sense, because it is through our morality, as Bernard Williams has suggested, that we often try to make our lives ‘immune from luck’. The contingent self enjoins us to imagine a life without blaming, a life exempt from the languages of effort and self-control.

         The contingent self ‘knows’ nothing in the conventional sense; this is not a deficit, though, but a definition; because in the conventional sense there is nothing for it to know. Or perhaps I am closer to what I mean by saying that the contingent self is a weak epistemologist because it knows only one thing, and it is a paradoxical kind of knowledge. It knows that emotional experience is new at every moment; and since all our equipment to prepare ourselves for the future comes from the past, it is redundant and ironic. That is, we are all beginners at contingency because it is the only thing we can be.
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