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As a psychoanalyst without specifically religious beliefs, how might I 

contribute to this discussion? I go along with Christian Aid’s slogan ‘We 

believe in life before death’; but what sort of life before death? 

 

Psychoanalysts are brought up to believe that zeal on behalf of one 

outcome rather than another is damaging to our work. Freud wrote 

(1912): ‘If (the analyst) follows his expectations he is in danger of never 

finding anything but what he already knows; and if he follows his 

inclinations he will certainly falsify what he may perceive… He should 

simply listen, and not bother about whether he is keeping anything in 

mind … The most successful cases are those in which one proceeds, as it 

were, without any purpose in view, allows oneself to be taken by surprise 

by any new turn in them, and always meets them with an open mind, free 

from any presuppositions’.  

 

If by ‘the good life’ we mean a morally and ethically good life, Freud 

seems to be suggesting that this is not our domain. We are to leave values 

to the patient. We are to eschew presuppositions.  

 

As for the good life in the broader moral sense of living well, to our own 

deeper satisfaction, what might we psychoanalysts have to offer? Freud, 

notoriously, said “I do not doubt that it would be easier for fate to take 

away your suffering than it would for me. But you will see for yourself 

that much has been gained if we succeed in turning your hysterical misery 

into common unhappiness. With a mental life that has been restored to 

health, you will be better armed against that unhappiness.” [Studies on 

Hysteria (1895), (co-written with Josef Breuer).]  

 

An unduly modest aim, one might think. But Freud makes use of a 

concept of ‘mental health’, which is to be sure value-laden, along with 

‘hysterical misery’ and ‘common unhappiness’.  

 

I would argue that psychoanalysis has strong value-laden underpinnings. 

We believe that on the whole self-knowledge is better than ignorance or 

distortion, that we avoid ‘hysterical’ or other neurotic misery if we are 

able to live with our emotional life rather than deny, disrupt or deform it. 

https://www.bookdepository.com/Studies-in-Hysteria/9780141184821/?a_aid=dbclub
https://www.bookdepository.com/Studies-in-Hysteria/9780141184821/?a_aid=dbclub


Whatever else is required for a good life, one vital element is that the life 

we live should be our own life. And truth, as psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion 

put it, is food for the mind.  

 

Moreover, I think we also recognise that there can be too much of a good 

thing, as the phrase has it. Truth is good for the mind, but not any amount 

of truth, at any moment. We need our defences too. Odysseus knew that, 

if he and his crew were to survive the encounter with the irresistible 

Sirens, he had to put beeswax in their ears, and get himself tied to the 

mast. Bion, again, suggests that Oedipus was arrogant in believing that he 

could face any outcome of his enquiry into the blight that had settled on 

his city. The tree of knowledge has its insinuating dangers. 

 

 

I want to talk about two types of restriction to good lives encountered in 

our work. Both involve a shut-down on self-knowledge. In one scenario 

people over-complicate their lives and relationships, becoming caught up 

and entangled with others. They find it difficult to live their own lives, to 

separate themselves from others, to ‘be themselves’.   

 

I will contrast their situation with that of some who deaden themselves, 

attack and cut off from people in their lives, and thereby restrict their 

emotional life and their inter-personal interactions.  

 

 

At first I saw the contrast as to do with the degree of projection and 

introjection involved. By projection, I mean not only construing others as 

having qualities that belong to ourselves, but also as inviting or lassoing 

them to live them out. By introjection I mean taking in the other, for good 

or ill.  

 

But I don’t think this is the crucial factor of difference. It is more a matter 

of the kinds of engagement and disengagement. Members of the former 

group are anything but disengaged. They find it hard to stand back and 

see what is going on. The latter are so detached as to be cut off from life 

and from others. Paradoxically, though, they get under people’s skins, 

disturbing and enraging them.  Their apparent inertia has a powerful 

impact; cutting themselves off may express triumph over others and over 

the latters’ efforts to reach out to them.  

 

 

Here, then, are two ways of not living a good life, ways that we all have 

tendencies towards, and may need help to alleviate or modify. 



 

 

 

1. STRINGS ATTACHED 

 

I start with a patient who is really working on and struggling with a set of 

problems that could be summed up under this term ‘entanglement’. His 

mind gets confused, and relationships are spoiled. 

 

Norman has been struggling not to be too controlling with his wife, Jesse. 

He has pressured her into having his aged and now dementing father stay 

with them, much of whose care has devolved onto her. Norman has 

insisted that his wife act almost as his personal assistant in work matters; 

she has to be available for him in this way, as well as keeping the home, 

and his father, going. He is hyper-critical of his wife’s lack of academic 

or intellectual interest. He phones her several times a day. He tries to 

restrict contact between Jesse and her family, especially with her talkative 

mother, whom the patient can’t stand. Through the therapy, Norman has 

recently become more aware of his controllingness, and has been 

attempting to modify it. He is also becoming aware of how lonely and 

dependent he feels when he is not in touch with her.  

 

 

In a session after a short break, he told me that ‘things have gone alright 

over the past few days’. He has been thinking about the fact that it is 

often when he is at a loose end, or when he has just left one work meeting 

but has not yet reached another, or is moving between tasks, that he 

phones his wife. Over the previous few work-days, he has refrained from 

phoning her. He feels more lonely and anxious as a result, but OK. ‘She 

did phone me once herself’, he says, ‘and we had a good conversation. 

And we were pleased to see each other when I got home from work each 

day.’ He also reports that he watched one of her favourite TV 

programmes with her – a rare event. 

 

He continues: ‘My wife told me about her shopping expedition, in which 

she bought herself a smart outfit, and me a cashmere pullover. I thought 

of asking her how much it all cost, but refrained’. There has always been 

a feeling that it is his money that she spends.  

 

I notice these shifts in his attitude. It seems to me also that he has been 

listening to me, and taking something in from me, not insisting on being 

in control of the psychoanalytic enterprise. The phrase ‘no strings 

attached’ came to my mind, as did the words: ‘his wife is under no 



obligation’. I note the link in both phrases to ties – the derivation of 

‘obligation’ is to do with being bound or tied, as in ‘ligament’ or 

‘ligature’: and, of course, string.  

 

I interpret this effort on his part to untie himself from his wife, which 

leaves him feeling ‘a bit lonely, but OK’.  

 

My patient then tells me about his wife’s plans for her mother’s birthday. 

He seems more accommodating to this, more willing to play his part. He 

tells me that he also went out to a work event on his own one evening. 

Again, he had felt that he was somehow incomplete, but it was 

manageable. He had had a dream, in which a man with snow on his head 

was tied up in a corner - a reference, I thought to my white hair, 

suggesting some unconscious knowledge of how controlling of me he has 

been, as of his wife.  

 

I find myself also thinking of my patient’s relationship with his brother, 

Colin, several years older than himself. Norman has always seen him as 

more experienced, more talented, more forceful than himself. As a late 

adolescent, he had moved in with Colin and was supported by him. He 

followed in the latter’s footsteps when it came to a career; Colin had been 

the more prominent of the two in their mutual field. 

 

In recent sessions, the patient had described moments of coolness in his 

brother towards himself, in varied ways. Norman found this painful. 

Colin had shown no pleasure at recent successes of his, in fact had 

ignored them. My patient had felt uneasy and confused about this 

unconcern or lack of generosity. Not only did he feel let down and 

abandoned, he was also somehow ashamed and guilty, as if he himself 

had been at fault, that he had caused his brother’s coolness.  

 

Gradually I had come to suspect that Norman was over-respectful to his 

brother, idealizing him, taking it for granted that Colin was the prominent 

one. I had suggested that it was possible that Colin was envious of him, 

rather than the reverse. Perhaps Colin’s reactions said more about Colin 

himself than about Norman. He had seen what I meant, and it made sense. 

Gradually Norman had begun to feel angry rather than vaguely 

responsible. He had come to see that he had lost access to his pride and 

independence, which he had located in and off-loaded onto his brother, so 

that he himself was left with a sense of inferiority and envy. When this 

situation began to change, and he was less dependent on his brother’s 

good opinion, he experienced loss; he no longer felt so reliably close to 



and entwined with his brother. But he also felt more authentic and 

separate. His self-esteem improved.  

 

My patient came to see that it was unthinkable to Colin that he, Colin, 

should have to learn from, admire, or look up to, his young brother. Part 

of Norman’s job in the therapy was, I came to think, to learn to refuse to 

accept this projection, and especially to learn not to encourage it by 

continuing to put his brother on a pedestal, and himself on a low stool.  

 

With his wife, he, Norman, was the controller, the one who kept his eye 

on the purse strings. With his brother, the situation was reversed. His 

brother was the powerful one, the one who controlled him. In each case 

there was a basic pattern: one person tied the other down. In the 

relationship with me, I think the two versions alternated. At times I was 

the one whom he idealised and fawned upon, but there was also an 

element of him tying me up in a corner, as in his dream. 

 

Over this period, he was beginning to notice some of these patterns of 

thought and feeling in statu nascendi, in the moment of their being born. 

He was able to hold back with his wife. He was able to feel more 

independent and annoyed with his brother, rather than subservient and 

ashamed. He was ‘a bit lonely’ but less tied to other people. One reported 

result was that Colin became more friendly again, even willing to show 

Norman signs of his, Colin’s, vulnerability. 

 

Norman needed to detach himself from these ‘strings attached’ 

relationships, and much of our work focused on this issue. 

 

 

 

Buddhism advocates detachment as a key to peace and serenity, as part of 

the route to nirvana and to the defeat of suffering. Anxiety may be 

transmitted by others; but are we bound to take it on? Or can we re-frame 

these scenarios in such a way as to refuse to have our well-being 

shattered unnecessarily?  

 

A story is told of the Buddha’s response to an intemperate attack on him 

when he was giving a lecture:  

‘A Brahmin got up and began insulting him. He raved for a while, 

and when he had finished the Buddha said, “If somebody laid out a 

banquet in front of me, to whom would it belong?” “Obviously it 

would belong to the person who put it there,’ replied the Brahmin. 

“And if the person offered it to me”, said the Buddha, “and I 



declined to accept it, whose would it be?” “Well, obviously it 

would remain the property of the person who put it there”, replied 

the Brahmin. “Just so,” declared the Buddha, “just so”.’ 

 

That is: the Buddha refuses the projection, the meal offered by the 

Brahmin. The anger and combativeness is not his, and he refuses to be 

drawn into a fight. He ‘declines to accept’ what is the property of the 

other. My patient Norman was beginning to do something similar with his 

brother.  

 

 

There are situations in which we have to learn to disentangle ourselves 

from others, from over-involvement, from receiving projections from 

them, or projecting into them. We learn gradually to become more 

separate, less complicatedly attached.  

 

By the same token, we become less tied up inside. There is a poem by 

Hillaire Belloc: 

Henry King 

      The Chief Defect of Henry King 

      Was chewing little bits of String. 

      At last he swallowed some which tied 

      Itself in ugly Knots inside. 

 

      Physicians of the Utmost Fame 

      Were called at once; but when they came 

      They answered, as they took their Fees, 

      “There is no Cure for this Disease. 

 

      “Henry will very soon be dead”. 

      His Parents stood about his Bed 

      Lamenting his Untimely Death, 

      When Henry, with his Latest Breath, 

 

      Cried, “Oh, my Friends, be warned by me, 

      That Breakfast, Dinner, Lunch, and Tea 

      Are all the Human Frame requires”... 

      With that, the Wretched Child expires. 

 



The knots we tie in relation to others do internal damage as well as 

external. The reverse is true too: tying ourselves in knots also damages 

our relationships. We can’t sort out what we really feel, we’re uneasily 

confused between what we imagine others expect of us, even demand of 

us, and what we push into others. We need a good plain emotional diet, 

breakfast, dinner, lunch and tea, no taking in unnecessary, complicating 

and non-nourishing snacks. We need to stop chewing little bits of string.  

 

A sense of not belonging may well have been a causative factor in 

Norman’s finding his particular ways of protecting himself against it. 

And as I’ve said, any new clarity and separateness, any shift towards 

authenticity and individuation, away from entangled and spurious  

belonging, comes at a price of loneliness or isolation, at least in the short 

term. Something has to be given up in psychic change. It will take time to 

mourn this loss, and to become accustomed to and work through the 

consequences of a more vigorous, more separate way of being. It is part 

of the problem of growing up, of individuation. What’s more, only 

through separateness can real love grow. There is truth in Robert Frost’s 

phrase ‘Good fences make good neighbours’.  

 

There are, then, forms of tie or link with others that buy us a connection, 

but at a cost. We take on others’ feelings or get rid of our own. We can’t 

easily recognize our own boundaries or fences. Our inner worlds too are 

confusing and complicated.  

 

Whatever else it might be, a good life has to be one’s own. We need, as 

Prospero suggests near the end of The Tempest, to own it: ‘This thing of 

darkness I acknowledge mine’, he says.  

 

 

 

  

2. ADDICTION TO NEAR-DEATH 

 

 

By contrast, here’s a poem by Roy Campbell, about young South African 

novelists:  

 

You praise the firm restraint with which they write.  

I’m with you there of course.  

They use the snaffle and the curb all right,  

But where’s the bloody horse?  



(A snaffle is a bit, in the horse’s mouth, the curb a strap from the bit 

around the horse’s jaw) 

 

The good life is not merely a standing back from action and engagement; 

not only a matter of judiciously occupying a third position. Standing back 

is sometimes a central feature of a person’s pathology, a chronic 

withdrawal from life and passion, paralysed and paralyzing. In some 

cases this is enacted through a deadly inertia; in others, through a 

butterfly-like mentality that flits away from commitments of all kinds. 

We retreat from life and from the experiencing and living of it. 

Detachment may be a form of cutting off from action, from contact with 

external reality including other people, and from internal reality. Freud 

wrote about the ‘nirvana principle’, with its aim of oblivion. 

 

 

Herman Melville’s character, Bartleby, in the short story ‘Bartleby the 

Scrivener’, is portrayed as someone in whom life, desire and energy are 

crushed and annihilated.  

 

Melville’s story is simple. The narrator, a New York lawyer, takes on an 

additional copyist, Bartleby. The latter, described at the outset as ‘pallid, 

thin, quiet and mechanical’, gradually ceases to do anything. His response 

to any request or requirement to work is; ‘I would prefer not to’. He 

hardly eats. Facing the ‘dead wall’ a mere three feet from the window 

beside his desk, he stands motionless. One might ask of him: ‘Where is 

the horse?’ Getting Bartleby to do something, or even feel something, 

may feel like flogging a dead horse. 

 

Occupying a small, screened-off area, he shares his employer’s office. 

Eventually it becomes clear that Bartleby sleeps there. He has moved in; 

he has become a parasite.  

 

The employer finds himself reduced to impotence by the passive 

aggression of Bartleby. He feels anger as well as pity. Increasingly, he 

finds the strange man who occupies not only his office but also his mind 

impervious to both kindness and reproach. He tries to get rid of him.  

 

As the story develops, Bartleby is more and more explicitly associated 

with death. He stands, as I say, at the ‘dead wall’. He is likened to the 

‘last surviving pillar of an ancient temple’ – scarcely human, an 

inanimate relic that no longer has a role. Eventually he is removed to 

New York’s place of detention, called (appropriately) ‘The Tombs’. The 

story’s final revelation is that in his previous job he had been a 



subordinate clerk in the ‘Dead Letter Office’, which dealt with envelopes 

containing, in the narrator’s suggestive words: ‘bank notes sent in 

swiftest charity for someone whom it would not relieve; pardon for those 

who died despairing; hope for those who died un-hoping, good tidings for 

those who died stifled by unrelieved calamities’.  

 

Bartleby has become anorexic to the point of death, both literally (he 

hardly eats), and metaphorically (like the posthumous recipients of 

charitable dead-letters he is unable to receive hope or sustenance from 

those who reach out, trying to help him in his needy state). But he is also 

powerful, arousing disturbing feelings in his employer, the naïve but 

initially well-disposed narrator. Bartleby rids himself of life, of its desires, 

guilt, agitation, anxiety; he has no compunction about loading the other 

with all such turmoil and responsibility. He provides an unforgettable 

image of a deathly negativity and refusal of succour: ‘I would prefer not 

to.’  

 

The story ends: ‘Ah Bartleby, ah humanity.’ We all, Melville suggests, 

have a Bartleby in us, a tendency to say no to life. Indeed, Bartleby’s 

occupation of his employer’s office, behind the screen, suggests a deeper 

reading: that Bartleby is also an aspect of the narrator himself.  

 

One way of conceptualising Bartleby’s reactions to life is to see them as 

exemplifying a form of the death instinct. Certainly he turns away from 

life and the living of it, and from others. If we are inclined to use the 

controversial concept of a drive towards death or destruction, this is a 

paradigm case of it. Except for his unconscious wish to make war on 

wanting, Bartleby annihilates desire. He reminds me of the patient in 

Betty Joseph’s paper, ‘Addiction to near-death’. It is not clear whether, 

with his anorexia and his negativity, his unconscious aim is actual death, 

or whether there is an interpersonal element in his way of being, 

involving keeping himself just alive enough to torment others, imposing 

on them his deadly presence, or presence in absence. 

 

This wonderful short story says nothing about Bartleby’s past or how his 

way of life might have related to his upbringing. It may be that, like the 

patient I’ll describe in a minute, he had found a way of surviving in 

relation to his actual or imagined parental figures, that this felt for him the 

only possible solution. Speaking generally, we may say that profound 

reactions to disappointment or trauma, or self-curative efforts to control 

or suppress states of anxiety or terror, may result in the person seeing 

withdrawal from life as being both safer and wiser than living it. The 

price paid for avoiding being overwhelmed is to be deadened.  



 

 

 Charles, a patient I heard about in supervision. was in some ways rather 

like Bartleby. He too ‘preferred not to’.  

 

As an adult, Charles had for years been living as a kind of foreign body or 

parasite inside the house of a family who had given him a room for a 

short time out of pity. There was no communication with the host family, 

just a sort of ghostly presence. He never complained but nor did he 

interact. Silent, he flitted in and out, almost anonymous. He was also 

anonymous to the state, having no proper status in terms of benefits or 

tax-requirements. (I don’t know how he managed this!) 

 

Charles described his mother as blank and neglectful. If her children 

made demands on her, she repeatedly threatened to leave the family. We 

came to the view that unconsciously he felt – and continued to feel – that, 

if he were not to lose something vital to his life and existence, he had to 

be utterly unobtrusive. He had found a way of surviving by ensuring, in 

the only way he felt he could, that his mother didn’t abandon him. Now 

too, as an adult, he felt he couldn’t afford to come alive. ‘Withdrawal’ is 

not quite the right term; it was more that, like Bartleby, he found a sort of 

burrow inside someone else’s home and mind to which he could retreat 

and in which he felt safe. He could feel relatively secure in this womb, 

buried inside. In his analysis too, he could become a sort of enigmatic 

spectre, occupying the mind of the analyst; again the analogy with 

Bartleby and his employer is plain. Charles regressed to complete 

passivity. At the same time, his occupation of his analyst was hostile, 

precluding help. His paying little for his sessions and for his rented room 

epitomized his offering little in return for the care that was on offer. He 

and his analyst were to content themselves with what is, for anyone 

outside a womb, merely a semblance or mimicry of intimacy. 

 

In this analysis, there was an early period with some contact, when hope 

was not entirely dead. But Charles became increasingly cut off. His 

motive for coming seemed increasingly to be reduced to having a space to 

occupy. His analyst felt alternately sympathetic towards this desperate 

person defending himself against the possibility of unbearable rejection, 

and at times furious towards this man who had no compunction in forcing 

his own desires - aggressive, needy and (broadly) erotic - into him.  

 

The patient could at times see the opportunities for life, but generally 

refused to take them. He dreamed of seeing a thriving plant in his 

landlord’s house, knowing that he could take a cutting and plant it 



himself, but declining to do so. In the dream he knew for certain he would 

never take the cutting. The analyst-landlord would, according to this 

dream, never be allowed to help.  

 

Charles’s overriding pattern of life exemplified psychoanalyst John 

Steiner’s concept of a psychic retreat. His orientation and positioning of 

himself protected him from persecutory anxieties (he could feel relatively 

safe from external danger in his burrow) and from anxieties about what 

might upset him from inside himself (from the dangers of 

disappointment, anger and guilt; if he never loved he could never lose, 

nor lose control. Nor did he have to acknowledge his passive aggression.)  

 

Charles reacted negatively to moments of liveliness in life. Hints of 

success provoked tremendous anxiety, so he pulled back his antennae and 

intensified his retreat.  

 

He did not, however, undo all hope in the analyst. But whether he would 

ever take the cutting, plant it and look after it when it seemed to founder, 

or perhaps especially if it started to grow, was doubtful.   

 

 

‘Insight’ (as in the dream) may, then, be used in the service of doing 

nothing. Charles was too terrified, or too superior and in control, to be 

able to follow up his dream-insight with its glimpse of a possibility of 

growth, or even to imagine that he might attempt this. This may also have 

been the best route he could find, as a child, having to cope with a ‘blank 

and neglectful mother’ (as it seemed). Charles was not living a good life, 

but he may have been living the best life he could envisage for himself, 

given his circumstances.  

 

 

 

3. SUMMARY 

Psychoanalysis offers the luxury of time, and a guarantee of a secluded 

space. These factors, along with the division of roles between analyst and 

patient, offer a peculiar and privileged opportunity for giving attention to 

the way the mind moves, consciously and unconsciously, under varying 

conditions of stress and security. I’ve described two such forms of life: 

one the busy intrusion of self into the worlds of others, combined with 

over-permeable boundaries to the intrusions of other people. The second 

the building up of thick walls round the self, even though aspects of the 

self insinuate themselves into the outside world and the other rather like 

secret spies. Neither is a state of mind conducive to a good life. Both are 



universal tendencies, in varying proportions. The good life is always a 

matter of the nudging and adjusting as we tip too far in one direction or 

another.  

 

Remember Samuel Beckett’s remark: ‘All of old. Nothing else ever. Ever 

tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.’  

 

 


