











By the same author

Winnicott

On Kissing,Tickling and Being Bored

On Flirtation

Terror and Experts

Monogamy

The Beast in the Nursery

Darwin’s Worms

Promises, Promises

Houdini’s Box

Equals

Going Sane

Intimacies (with Leo Bersani)

Side Effects

On Kindness (with Barbara Taylor)

The Concise Dictionary of Dress (with Judith Clark)

EDITOR OF

Charles Lamb: Selected Prose

Walter Pater: The Renaissance

Edmund Burke: A Philosophical Enquiry

The Electrified Tightrope: Selected Psychoanalytic Papers of Michael Eigen

Richard Howard: Selected Poems (with Hugh Haughton)

John Clare in Context (with Hugh Haughton)

The Book of Interruptions (with David Hillman)

General Editor of the new Penguin Modern Classics Freud translations





On Balance

ADAM PHILLIPS

HAMISH HAMILTON

an imprint of

PENGUIN BOOKS





HAMISH HAMILTON

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA

Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3 (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)

Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd)

Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd)

Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi – 110 017, India

Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd)

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

www.penguin.com

First published 2010


Copyright © Adam Phillips, 2010

The moral right of the author has been asserted

‘Brief Reflection on Maps’, by Miroslav Holub (trans. Ewald Osers), taken from Poems Before and After (Bloodaxe Books, 2006); lines from After Nature, by W. G. Sebald (translation copyright © Michael Hamburger, 2002), used by permission of Penguin Books Ltd and the Wylie Agency on behalf of Eichborn Verlag; ‘Tight Connection To My Heart (Has Anybody Seen My Love)’, lyrics by Bob Dylan, copyright © Special Rider Music, 1985. Administered by Sony/ATV Music Publishing. All rights reserved. Used by permission.

Every effort has been made to trace copyright holders and to obtain their permission for the use of copyright material. The publisher apologizes for any errors or omissions and would be grateful to be notified of any corrections that should be incorporated in future editions of this book.

All rights reserved
Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-0-14-196321-1





For Michel Gribinski and Michael Neve








… what counts as an accurate report of experience is a matter of what a community will let you get away with.

Richard Rorty, ‘Cultural Politics and the Question of the Existence of God’


Underneath the disability my inability was intact.

Adam Mars-Jones, Pilcrow


People unused to upholstered furniture do not have a desire for it.

Keith Thomas, The Ends of Life
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Preface

‘There seems to be something singularly captivating in the word balance,’ John Stuart Mill said in a talk to The Mutual Improvement Society in 1834, ‘as if, because anything is called a balance, it must, for that reason, be necessarily good.’ When we want a balanced economy, or a balance of power, or want people to make balanced judgements; when we describe disturbing people as unbalanced, or assume, as we are likely to do these days, that anyone who is troubled by anything is suffering from a chemical imbalance, we are promoting the image that Mill wants us to be wary of. That it is an image – a picture of something, of somebody creating a kind of order – and that we are beguiled by it is worth noting. Justice with her scales is infinitely reassuring; the man walking on wire between the Twin Towers is both horrifying and fascinating; and children, so soon after learning to walk, loving to go round and round in circles until they fall over is puzzling (the advantage of lying on the floor, Kafka remarked in his diary, is that there is nowhere else to fall). Balance, like all our fundamental things, is something we can find, keep, lose and use; it is something we often want. Because it is ‘singularly captivating’, Mill suggests, we think it must ‘be necessarily good’. There is indeed nothing like it; but Mill thinks we should be suspicious of anything that might confine us by lulling us into a state of inattention.

We wouldn’t put it quite like that now, but the people we fall in love with we find singularly captivating, as are any of the people (or ideas) that inspire us, for better or for worse. What is strange about Mill’s simple observation is that it is the singularly captivating that tends to make us lose our balance. Mill intimates with his peculiar logic that the idea of balance can unbalance us. And yet in one traditional version of the moral life, as Mill knows, it is balance that is sought. Indeed, it was part of Mill’s liberalism to believe that we should be able to ‘enter into the mind and circumstance’ of those with opposing views to our own. When the dramatist Mark Ravenhill writes that ‘Art that isn’t driven by this basic impulse to create an unbalanced view of the world is probably bad or weak,’ we are not shocked by this, partly because after Romanticism we take it for granted that this is the province of art; elsewhere it is balance that is required. Art, ideally, is where the unbalanced views should be kept, as far away from religion and politics as possible. If we want art to be an isolation ward it is because we know just how contagious these so-called unbalanced views of the world can be (fascism, racism and sexism in modern liberal societies are unbalanced views, but liberal democratic values are not). It is of some significance that when we talk about many of the things that matter most to us – as the essays in this book on excess, on fundamentalism and on schooling suggest – we soon lose our so-called balanced views. So we should not, perhaps, underestimate our wish to lose our balance, even though it’s often easier to get up than to fall over. Indeed, the sign that something does matter to us is that we lose our steadiness.

The first psychoanalysts, who wanted to think of themselves as scientists, considered psychoanalysis as a kind of laboratory for the study of unbalanced views; it wasn’t long before they began to believe that everyone, including themselves, hadn’t merely lost their balance, they had never had it. And that everyone, by nature, as it were, was in disarray, was riven with conflict. (They also tended to believe that psychoanalysis was unequivocally a good thing when, on balance, it is something about which we should always be divided.) Like Mill, they began to realize that balance – or more specifically the idea of the balanced mind – was no longer a useful picture for modern people. They asked us to ask why anyone would want to be a well-balanced person: what were the conditions – familial, political, economic – that might produce this as an ideal? So the essays in this book are about the balancing acts that modern societies involve us in. Secular, liberal societies encourage their citizens to believe that they might have some choice about what they find singularly captivating, and that they are capable of making balanced judgements. One of the things that psychoanalysis does is add something new to the long cultural conversation about what the phrase ‘singularly captivating’ might mean, and what judgement might be, balanced or otherwise. (It can also show us why there is often nothing more unbalancing than the demand for a balanced view.) We can only be really realistic after we have tried our optimism out. It is not always clear in which areas of our lives it is realistic (or even optimistic) to aspire to the balanced view; or indeed in which parts of our lives the balanced view helps us to get the lives that we want. Balancing acts are entertaining because they are risky, but there are situations in which it is more dangerous to keep your balance than to lose it.

Psychoanalysis has been good at giving us pictures of childhood that we can use in adult life; it shows us that the lives we did and didn’t live as children are clues to the lives we want as adults and it also shows us that, beyond a certain point, being a nice person – just like being a nasty person – means being too fearful of one’s own nature. It tries to persuade us, for example, that we sometimes get our picture of morality from the child’s struggle to be continent. We tend to think of morality now as more to do with self-control than poise, more about holding back than going forward, more about discipline than about tact. Gravity, after all, is about what we have to touch. But it is worth wondering whether we could learn better things about morality from the child learning to walk, say, than from toilet-training. Or whether, as Mill intimates, balance is an analogy we shouldn’t pursue. Or indeed whether balance, in any of its many senses, is a necessary good (or, as in, say, gymnastics, should balance be a means but not an end?). When it comes to morality, or the making of decisions, or to walking, what are the alternatives to balance?

What we do when we are off balance tends to be more morally interesting than what we do when we are unbalanced. Children may sometimes love making themselves giddy, but adults hate falling over. We want our judges and our juries to make balanced decisions, but we always need our parents to decide in our favour. Siblings never get the same from their parents; it never balances out, despite the parents’ wishes. A lot can hang on what we use balance to do, on when our balancing acts are in order.

When Shylock demands his ‘pound of flesh’ in the fourth act of The Merchant of Venice, and Portia, disguised as a judge, replies in kind, ‘Are there balance here to weigh/ The flesh?’ we are naturally horrified by the literalness of the question, to which Shylock replies straightforwardly, ‘I have them ready.’ Running together the scales of the merchant and the scales of justice, Shylock’s insistent demand for his ‘pound of flesh’ from Antonio – ‘that phrase,’ the critic Marjorie Garber writes, ‘that floats so oddly through modern language as if it were only and entirely a figure of speech’ – reveals just how unbalanced the balanced view can be (and, indeed, what is at stake in the balancing acts of everyday life: in the making of comparisons and the wreaking of revenge). If balance is not the thing, what is? If a balanced view is not what we seek, what are the alternatives? It is what Hazlitt called the ‘hard, impenetrable, dark groundwork of the character of Shylock’ that makes us ask these questions, and that makes The Merchant of Venice such a disturbing play. On balance; in the words of Antonio, ‘Is that anything now?’




Five Short Talks on Excess*



It is very stretchy.

Kay Ryan, ‘The Fabric of Life’



I In Excess

Nothing makes people more excessive than talking about excess. We tend to become either extremely disapproving or unusually enthusiastic and excited about the most recently reported celebrity orgy, or managing director’s pay rise. No one can be indifferent to binge drinking, or the amount of pornography on the internet; everyone knows someone now who has a so-called ‘eating disorder’, and everyone knows about the huge numbers of people in the world who are starving. Excess is everywhere now – excesses of wealth and of poverty, of sex and greed, of violence and of religious belief. If the twentieth century was, in the title of historian Eric Hobsbawm’s book, The Age of Extremes, then the twenty-first century looks like being the Age of Excess. When people are being extreme they push things to their limits; when they are being excessive they push things beyond their limits.

I want here to explore our fear and loathing, our fascination and craving for excess in all its forms. And I want to bear in mind something very strange about excess, something best pictured perhaps by the extraordinary consumerism of Western societies, or by the religious and anti-religious fanaticism in contemporary culture; and that is that excess is contagious. Nothing makes people more excessive than talking about excess.

Like a lot of the words we use very easily, ‘excess’ is older than we imagine. The Oxford English Dictionary dates its earliest, most literal meaning of ‘the action of going out or forth’ to the fifteenth century; ‘excess’, in its original use, being the opposite of ‘access’. And this, too, I think is something we should bear in mind: access, if you like, is the freedom to go in; excess is the freedom to go out. But when we are excessive what are we going out from?

Here, again, the dictionary can help us, and this time into more familiar territory: when we are excessive we ‘depart from custom [or] reason’, we ‘overstep’ limits, we go beyond our ‘rights’; we are involved in what the dictionary calls ‘extravagant violation of law, decency or morality’, we are guilty of ‘outrageous conduct’. When we are excessive, in whatever way, we depart from what is considered appropriate behaviour; we go out from, we abandon, the version of ourselves we are supposed to be. And where do we get our standards of appropriate behaviour, our pictures of ourselves as we are supposed to be? From the societies we grow up in. Excess, the dictionary reminds us, is not simply the violation of law, decency or morality, it is the ‘extravagant violation of law, decency or morality’. So excess covers a whole gamut of experiences from exaggeration to breaking the law, from boasting to genocide. The anorexic and the suicide bomber, the attention-seeking child and the compulsive gambler, the person who has more money than he needs and the person committed to celibacy are all involved, in their different ways, in extravagant violations of law, decency or morality; even though, of course, they may not see it this way. And this, too, is important when we are thinking about excess: what is excessive to one person may be to another person just an ordinary way of life. The devoutly religious are not, in their own view, overdoing it; terrorists are not, in their view, overreacting to the injustices they feel they have suffered. Indeed, one of the ways of describing many of our personal and political and religious conflicts is that someone is trying to persuade someone else that they are being excessive: excessively cruel, excessively disrespectful, excessively unjust. So we need to remember just how much can hang on our definitions of excess. I want to consider here what might make us feel, in any given situation, that someone is being excessive; and what, when we feel people are being excessive, we want to do about it. Our knee-jerk reaction is often to want to punish them, and often excessively. And yet people usually punish each other when they don’t know what else to do; which is why punishment is so often beside the point, an excited failure of imagination. Punishment is despair about the rules, not their enforcement. So it isn’t just that excess is contagious, but that other people’s excess permits us, or even frees us, to be excessive ourselves. Our reactions to other people’s excesses – of violence, of appetite, of belief – are, as we shall see, extremely revealing. ‘All truths,’ the philosopher Alain Badiou writes, ‘are woven from extreme consequences.’ There are also truths woven from excessive consequences.

But perhaps one thing we shouldn’t lose sight of is just how reassuring the whole idea of excess can be; when we are not permitted to take excess baggage on the plane it is because somebody is keeping an eye on our safety, somebody knows how much the plane can take. In other words, what is reassuring about the idea of excess – about our being able to think that someone is being excessive – is that it implies that we know our limits, that we have a sure sense of the proper way to behave, that we know what is appropriate and right. Every time we have the moralistic version of the excess experience – the righteous indignation, or rage, or grief about the transgressions of other people – we relocate ourselves, firmly and safely, within the rules, the protective walls, of our societies. In these moments we are reminded of how the world should be, and that someone who knows the rules and can enforce them is looking after us. The child who has a tantrum is trying to find out if his parents are robust, whether they can withstand his hatred and rage and frustration. In this instance excessive behaviour is an opportunity for the parents to remind themselves, or for society to remind itself, of established rules and regulations. It reassures us to see that we clearly know what the rules are because we are outraged when they are broken.

If we are so good at spotting excessive behaviour when we see it – excessive eating, excessive sex, excessive shopping, the excessive beliefs of religious fanatics – then we must know, or think we know, what just the right amount of these things is. If we can recognize greed when we see it, we must know how people should eat; if we can be appalled by the sexual excesses reported in the tabloids, we must know what kind of sex people should be having, and how often they should be having it; if we are full of righteous indignation about people we think of as ‘religious fanatics’, we must surely have very strong ideas about how much people should believe things, about what people should believe in and what their beliefs should drive them to do. But what is the right amount of belief? How do we know when someone’s grief is excessive? Perhaps when it makes us feel something more excessive than we would like to feel?

There is an obvious irony here: many of the things that matter most to us – like love, or grief, or appetite, or violence, or political and religious belief – cannot be measured; and yet one of the things we are most alert to, one of the things we speak about with the most passionate conviction, is when we feel these things have become excessive. It is as if we have our own internal measure of these things that can’t be quantified; and this internal measure is one of the most important things about us. How could we live without a sense of what is excessive? Indeed, as I have said, is it not striking how excessive we can be in our reactions to other people’s excesses? Nothing makes us more excessive than excess; nothing makes us more disapproving, disgusted, punitive – not to mention fascinated, exhilarated and amazed – than other people’s extravagant appetite for food, or alcohol, or money, or drugs, or violence; nothing makes us more frightened, more furious, more despairing than other people’s extreme commitment to political ideals or religious beliefs. It is, one should notice, almost always other people who are being excessive in their belief, not oneself. ‘One is never, in any way whatever, overwhelmed by another person’s excesses,’ the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan once said, ‘one is only and always overwhelmed because their excesses happen to coincide with your own.’ From a psychoanalytic point of view other people’s excesses disturb us, get us worked up, because they reveal something important to us about ourselves; about our own fears and longings. Indeed, other people’s excesses might reveal to us, at its most minimal, that we are, or have become, the excessive animals; the animals for whom excessive behaviour is the rule rather than the exception (there are laws of human nature, but not for us). You only have to read the newspapers to realize that this is a plausible possibility. Our excesses may be in excess of our capacity to understand and to regulate. And if we have become the excessive animals we may have to do more than merely aspire not to be.

When Lacan suggests that we are only overwhelmed by other people’s excesses because they are the same as our own he is not simply saying, for example, that our horror about drug addiction means that we are secretly tempted or prone to become drug addicts; but that drug addiction may be a picture, say, of how fearful we might be generally of our own dependence, how terrified we are of becoming enslaved to the people we need. And drug addiction can also be a picture of how tempted we are to try to become everything that the person we love needs; to become, in a way, their drug of choice. In other words, Lacan’s point is that our reaction to other people’s excesses is an important clue to something vital about ourselves; our reflex response to other people’s excessive behaviour – the thrill of righteous indignation, the moral superiority of our disgust – is more complex and more interesting than it at first seems. If other people’s excesses reveal the bigot in us, they also reveal how intriguing and subtle the bigot is. There is nothing more telling, nothing more revealing of one’s own character and history and taste, than one’s reaction to other people’s excesses. Tell me which kinds of excess fascinate you, tell me which kinds of excess appal you, and I will tell you who you are. This would be one, excessive, way of putting it. Or one could more sensibly say: notice which excesses you are drawn to (and there is, of course, an excess of excesses to choose from now – road rage, fundamentalism, self-improvement, shopping), the ones you can’t stop complaining about, the ones that make you speak out, or the ones that just give you some kind of secret, perhaps slightly embarrassing pleasure, and try to work out what about them is so compelling.

Excessive behaviour, it seems obvious to say, attracts our attention; what is perhaps less obvious is why it should do so. We are excessively interested in the excessive behaviour that interests us; and to be excessively interested is to be more interested than we would like to be. So even though it would be silly to say that our reaction to other people’s excesses is the key to our nature – because there is no key to our nature – it is true to say, I think, that our reactions to other people’s excesses reveal to us what our conflicts are. I don’t want to be a drug addict, but I do want to be free to need someone; and I don’t want to lose my life when I do need them. I don’t want to be a suicide bomber, but I may want to have something in my life that is so important to me that I would risk my life for it; or I may simply want to be aggressive enough to be able to protect the people I love. Or I may even want to have the courage of my despair. The excesses of other people, and of ourselves, can make us think, rather than merely react. Indeed, something as powerful as excess might – if we can suspend our fear – allow us to have thoughts we have never had before. After all, inspiration, falling in love, conversion experiences, a sense of injustice – the most radical transformations that can occur in a life – are traditionally overwhelming, excessive experiences. Even though we often want to get over them, to get back to normal as quickly as possible. ‘For the doctrine of conversion,’ the Victorian classicist Benjamin Jowett wrote, ‘the moralist substitutes the theory of habit.’ And nothing, of course, is more excessive than a habit.

So perhaps when the poet William Blake wrote in his ‘Proverbs of Hell’ that ‘The road of excess leads to the Palace of Wisdom’ he wasn’t joking? We don’t tend to look to anorexics or gluttons, to the extravagantly rich or the promiscuous, for wisdom; we don’t think of drug addicts or mass murderers as necessarily enlightened. So perhaps Blake was being ironic; they are, after all, ‘Proverbs of Hell’. Perhaps the road of excess, through the very disillusionments it produces, is a source of wisdom; that it is not the alcoholic but the recovering alcoholic who has something to tell us. Perhaps as part of growing up we need to be excessive – to try to break all the rules just to be able to find out what, if anything, the rules are made of, and why they matter. Perhaps only the road of excess can teach us when enough is enough. (And perhaps ‘perhaps’ – like all our cherished rhetoric of self-doubt – is one way we temper our excesses in language.) As Blake says, in another of his proverbs, ‘You never know what is enough unless you know what is more than enough.’ Either certain kinds of excess are not simply good for us, but essential to our well-being; or we need to go through excessive experiences to discover what they can’t do for us, to discover just how much of something we really need. But what is a Palace of Wisdom? And why would that be a good place to go to?

II Enough is Enough

When the novelist Thomas Mann was a child his father contrived an experiment to teach him and his siblings a lesson about appetite. ‘Our father assured us,’ Mann writes, ‘that once in our lives we could eat as many cream puffs … and cream rolls at the pastry shop as we wanted. He led us into a sweet-smelling Paradise, and let the dream become reality – and we were amazed how quickly we reached the limit of our desire, which we had believed to be infinite.’ Here the road of excess does lead to the Palace of Wisdom; what the young Thomas Mann discovers, reassuringly, is that his appetite has a natural limit; in anticipation his youthful hunger may be excessive, but when it comes to it he is amazed how quickly, as he puts it, ‘we reached the limit of our desire’. We only need to experiment with our greed to discover that it is only in our fantasies that we are excessive; in reality our appetite is sensible; is, as we like to say, self-regulating. We know when we have had enough.

But it is, of course, still worth wondering why, in our fantasy lives, we tend to be so excessive; why, at least in fantasy, excessive appetite and its satisfaction is so appealing to us. When the singer Neil Diamond was asked how he felt about being rich, he said, ‘You can’t have two lunches.’ It would be a relief to believe that excess is just something we imagine; that if we were very rich, if we could eat as much as we liked, we would discover just how reasonable we really are.

You may not be able to have two lunches, but you can have one very long lunch; and children, as we know, given half a chance, can all too easily make themselves sick by eating, say, too much chocolate. Clearly we would like to believe that we are not by nature excessive creatures; that excess is a sign of something being wrong. Excessive appetite, we might say, is a symptom. And Thomas Mann gives us a clue about what it might be a symptom of in the way he tells his story. ‘Our father assured us,’ he wrote, ‘that once in our lives we could eat as many cream puffs … as we wanted’; but why only once? No reliable scientific experiment is performed only once. It is as though the father knew that once would be enough. Perhaps the experiment was a set-up to prove the father’s authority – or perhaps Mann was suggesting in this story that there is only one thing more excessive than appetite, at least for a child, and that is his excessive belief in his father’s authority. What the experiment proved was how much the children wanted to be what their father wanted them to be; it proved that they were not really greedy but well-behaved. History would prove that in Thomas Mann’s Germany it was the appetite for authority that was excessive; people would do literally anything for their Fatherland, for their Führer.

We might say, then, that excessive behaviour reveals a failure of authority; that only children with weak parents are excessive. From a psychoanalytic point of view we might even say – in support of the law-and-order lobby – that when young people are being excessive they are unconsciously – without realizing it – trying to find strong, containing parents. Unruly adolescents, for example, can be thought of as needing to find out just how reliable, just how robust and impressive, the authorities really are. And even though this is an often useful account – that children are only as powerful as their parents let them be, and that there is nothing the child is more frightened of than being too powerful – there is something in this view that we need to notice. Excess, as I have argued, is contagious. We always meet one kind of excess with another. In this case an excessive belief in authority is taken to be the cure for excesses of appetite. At its crudest this translates as: greed is simply a need for authority, and the greedy need to be intimidated or blackmailed. In this cartoon the authorities say: if you curb, or even renounce, the excesses of your appetite, we will love and protect you, and even, in some religions, reward you with eternal life. But if you don’t, we won’t. These are desperate measures. We seem to be the only animals for whom appetite is excessive, the only animals who eat more than they need, and we have settled into this view. Most of us live now as if we are more or less reconciled to the fact that too many people are starving while too many people are eating too much.

The excesses in our world may be shocking, but we adapt to them remarkably well. We take excess for granted now, and are horrified by it at the same time. (Or, rather, we need to distinguish between the excesses we can too readily adapt to, and those we cannot.) We need to consider the possibility that we are addicted to the picture of ourselves as the excessive animals, excessively impressed by it. Is there more to say than that we are born greedy and need, one way or another, to learn to control ourselves? Clearly discipline, control and punishment matter so much to us because we see ourselves as excessive (and because, of course, they give us so much insidious pleasure); but if the road of excess leads to the Palace of Wisdom, this is pretty thin wisdom – that we are born out of control, born too hungry, and need to pull ourselves together; that life is about learning to be sufficiently contained. That the very thing our survival depends upon – our appetite – is the one thing that is too much for us. We need to go back to a beginning – not the beginning, but a beginning – and ask some simple questions.

Why, if we wanted something, if we loved something – like cream cakes, or particular people – would we want too much of it? And, by the same token, why, if we wanted something, if we loved something, would we want too little of it? All these dilemmas, unsurprisingly, start in childhood. At the very start of our lives our mothers, or the people who care for us, are food, and everything associated with food – comfort, safety, reassurance, excitement: a mother feeding a child is a picture of someone understanding someone else’s need and, ideally, of someone wanting to satisfy someone. Being fed relieves one’s suffering, and meets one’s excitement. In most so-called ordinary development most mothers and babies find a way through to this good experience. Greed, what we think of as excessive appetite, mostly turns up in older children; and all children, as they grow up, develop conflicts about eating. In this sense it is normal for children to have ‘issues’ about eating, and these issues are always about too much and too little. Growing up is the discovery of one’s appetite; and it is one’s appetite that links one to other people.

So, to return to our questions: why, from a psychoanalytic point of view, if we wanted something, if we loved something – a mother or a cream cake – why would we want too much of it? Well, we might fear losing it and never having it again, so we might believe that we need to take it all and hoard it for ever; that because it could go away, or run out, or someone else could take it, we had better get as much as we can. Or we may become greedy because what we are getting is not quite what we want: it’s failing to satisfy me so I begin to believe that more is better, that if one cream cake isn’t doing the trick, three will, when in fact it isn’t a cream cake that I really want. Or I might become greedy out of envy: I realize that the cakes and the mother that I love don’t actually belong to me, but I depend upon them being available; and because I can’t bear the fact that I actually depend upon them I would rather destroy them with my greed. There is always a magical belief that by destroying the thing that we love we destroy our need for it. And, finally, greed is a way of avoiding making choices: if I have everything I don’t have to choose what I want. And choosing what I want means giving up some pleasures for other pleasures.

We are greedy, then, because we fear losing what we need; because we fear that it isn’t the right thing; because we fear depending on something that doesn’t belong to us; and because we fear making choices. When we are greedy, the psychoanalyst Harold Boris writes, we are in a state of mind in which we ‘wish and hope to have everything all the time’; greed ‘wants everything, nothing less will do’, and so ‘it cannot be satisfied’. Appetite, he explains in a useful distinction, ‘is inherently satisfiable. It goes after what it wants and yet is receptive to what it gets. It makes do, not letting … the better stand in the way of the good … Greed … cannot be satisfied.’ So the excess of appetite we call greed is actually a form of despair. Greed turns up when we lose faith in our appetites, when what we need is not available. In this view it is not that appetite is excessive; it is that our fear of frustration is excessive. Excess is a sign of frustration; we are only excessive wherever there is a frustration we are unaware of, and a fear we cannot bear. An addiction is an unformulated frustration.

And so why, if we wanted or loved something, would we want too little of it? What would make us become either literally, or metaphorically, anorexic? What would make us refuse the very things that sustain us? I remember asking a nine-year-old child in therapy why he would never, as his mother put it, ‘finish his plate’. He said, quite sensibly, ‘If I finish it there won’t be any left,’ and then he paused and added, ‘I’ll be hungry for ever.’ I said, ‘So eating is like killing Mummy,’ and he grinned and said, ‘Killing her for ever.’ For this boy, eating enough was eating too much; and eating too much was linked in his mind with losing his mother. He always asked his mother to keep the food he left ‘for tomorrow’.

As it turns out, we eat too little for the same reasons that we eat too much. The child, the psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott writes, can ‘use doubt about food to hide doubt about love’; doubt about love is doubt about resources. And it would make sense that the child who has some doubt about whether what he needs is available – which is, of course, every child to some extent – will try to wean himself off his needs, will try to make himself self-sufficient, independent of other people. But once again excess – here, excessive deprivation – is born of mortal fear. Excesses of appetite are self-cures for feelings of helplessness. And if this is true, or at least sometimes true, it means that when we are punishing people for their excesses, we are punishing them for their helplessness. Perhaps it is our excessive helplessness, our relative powerlessness faced with the difficulties of living, that we are trying to abolish? Punishing people, after all, can make us feel excessively powerful. But the one thing we tend not to notice about punishment is how rarely it works.

What we learn, then, from the road of excess, is about our frustration, and about how difficult it can be for us to locate what it is that we do need; and consumer capitalism has taught us to be phobic of frustration. Whenever we have too much, it is because there is too little of what we need; whenever we have too little it is because there is too much of what we don’t need. We are what we think of as excessively hungry when we have waited too long to eat, or when what we have eaten hasn’t satisfied us. Excess, in other words, is always linked to some kind of deprivation. So it may not be certain kinds of excessive behaviour we hate, whether we express this as a terror of our children becoming anorexic, or a prejudice against fat people, or disgust that there are celebrity chefs in a world of starving people; it may be that we hate excessive behaviour because it reminds us of our own and other people’s deprivations. That the bad news which greed brings us is not that we are the insatiable animals who need to control ourselves, but that we are the frustrated animals who can’t easily identify what we need, and who are terrified of the experience of frustration. Excessive behaviour is the best way we have come up with so far for dealing with frustration: or, rather, excessive behaviour gives us the illusion that we have got rid of our frustration, that we have forgotten that we were ever frustrated.

It would be comforting to think that if we could only locate our real needs and get them met we would no longer need to be the animals that we are: excessive in our appetites, and excessive in our refusals of appetite. And yet it seems more likely that we are always going to have only a limited capacity to recognize our needs; and that there will always be a scarcity of resources (and, of course, when we are being greedy we can forget that there is not unlimited food). It is clearly good for us to try to get a better sense of what our needs might be, and good for us to be as inventive as we can be to increase our resources. But the other thing that might be true is that we have become excessively frightened of feeling frustrated; why else do people in affluent countries eat so much more than they need – indeed, make a cult of eating? Is it because we have become, have been encouraged to be, phobic of frustration? As though satisfaction is more enlivening, more interesting, more revealing than frustration. We can only be truly satisfied if we are truly frustrated. Excesses of appetite are the ways we conceal from ourselves what we hunger for. As Kafka’s ‘A Hunger Artist’ – the man in the story of that name, who does performance-fasting for a living – replies when asked why he has devoted his life to starving himself in public; he couldn’t help doing it, he says, ‘because I couldn’t find the food I liked. If I had found it, believe me, I should have made no fuss and stuffed myself like you and everyone else.’ But what if satisfaction is rather more elusive than this suggests, or indeed that our pictures of satisfaction are radically misleading and distract us from our wanting? If sex, for example, didn’t have to satisfy us it might give us more pleasure.

III Sex Mad

One of the more interesting mysteries about growing up is how we get from being creatures with an appetite for food to creatures with an appetite for sex. They are, we might say, two stages in the quest for love, or at least for some sort of satisfaction; and from a Darwinian point of view they are the preconditions of our existence: the first project is survival, the second project is reproduction. And yet one of the striking things about human sexuality is just how apparently self-destructive it can be, and how much of it, to all intents and purposes, doesn’t seem to be in the service of reproduction at all. Whereas other animals’ sexuality is entirely governed by a reproductive cycle, ours is not. And nothing seems to destabilize us more – nothing seems to make our lives more difficult from adolescence onwards – than our sexual desire. ‘It is terrible to desire and not possess, and terrible to possess and not desire,’ the poet W. B. Yeats wrote. Falling in love and falling in lust irredeemably exposes just how excessive we can be. The whole of Western literature is about what people do for love; for love of something or someone. For love of love.

But what is most striking, and begins with puberty, is how sexuality makes fantasizers of us all; and whether the fantasies are pornographic or romantic, intensely exciting or mildly distracting, they are very often excessive in the satisfactions that they promise. Why, again, in our fantasy lives do we tend to be so excessive, even if in so-called reality we are more measured, rather better behaved? A simple answer would be that in our fantasies – in what D. H. Lawrence called our ‘sex in the head’ – we can have things exactly as we want them. That when our fantasies are excessively satisfying there is no frustration in them; they reveal, in other words, a fear of frustration. And yet, of course, we quite literally can’t bear hunger beyond a certain point; and while we may despair without sexual satisfaction, we can survive. One of the differences between hunger and sexual appetite is that we all began with somebody appointed, as it were, to feed us; we do not, in any sense, begin with someone appointed to have sex with us. If we have been lucky, and had good-enough early care from our parents – if, that is to say, they have been sufficiently reliable and available – we will discover, in adolescence, that the objects of sexual desire, the people and the experiences we want, are surprisingly elusive. Mostly, when we cried with hunger we were fed. When we desire someone, when we long for someone sexually, as adults, it is never that simple. The excesses of fantasy – the fundamentalism of fantasy – keep us hopeful in a very uncertain world.

When it comes to sexuality, once again, excess is the sign of the fear of scarcity, a way of keeping our spirits up. But there are, of course, drawbacks to just how satisfying, just how pleasurable, sexual and romantic fantasies can be. Because fantasy formulates the mismatch between what we want and what is there. As Anna Freud once famously said, ‘In our dreams we can have our eggs cooked exactly how we want them, but we can’t eat them.’ So satisfying are our fantasies that they can become a refuge, a retreat from reality; if real sexual relations are too difficult – too frustrating, too pleasurable – in our fantasies we can have our relationships cooked exactly as we want them. Our fantasies, in other words, may reveal that we are not excessively sexual, but excessively frightened of other people. That our fantasies at once formulate our desires – often in disguised form – and render them reassuringly impossible to realize. It is not that reality is disappointing, but that fantasies, in their very excess, are unrealistic.

‘Our desire,’ Freud wrote, ‘is always in excess of the object’s capacity to satisfy it.’ We always want more than we can have; but we are more inclined to blame the world for letting us down than to notice just how unrealistic our desires are. But why would our desire be excessive? One reason might be that our disappointment keeps us going; that we keep ourselves desiring by hoping for a satisfaction that will never come; or that we must ensure will never come. Because we are frustrated we keep on wanting. And this does make sense; wanting more means never giving up, as though one of the temptations we are always warding off is giving up; the very excesses of our sexual desire, our insistent quest for love and satisfaction, keeps this hopelessness at bay. Or perhaps, as Freud among many others also suggests, we are simply excessively, insistently, unavoidably sexually-driven creatures. Our desire for love and sex is insatiable. It’s not the problem, it’s the point.

It is as though we have two choices: either we think that some people quite explicitly, or all people rather more secretly, are obsessed by sex; or we think, as excess tends to make us think, that sexual excess is a symptom of something. What, we can ask, are people who are having too much sex, having too much of? Or, what are people who want too much sex – who are, as we say now, in the Age of Diagnosis, sex addicts – avoiding? Does too much sex mean too little so-called relationship? Are sex addicts frightened of what we call intimacy? When the Christian Right described AIDS as God’s punishment of homosexuals the implication was not only that they were being punished for being gay, but that they were also being punished because being gay supposedly meant having too much sex. Beyond a certain point, beyond a certain amount – though it is always unspecified – too much sex, one way or another, is bad. In our world of weights and measures, too much of one thing is always assumed to be too little of something else; too little of something else that is better.

Too much sex, broadly speaking, means too little concern for other people. It means sex that harms people who haven’t consented to being harmed. And yet too much sex can also mean more sex than I am having and would like to have. When it comes to the excesses of sexuality we can’t always tell whether our morality is a cover story for our envy, or simply a rationalization of our fear; we would like to be that excited, that promiscuous, that abandoned, but it is too much of a risk for us. The two ‘Proverbs of Hell’ that follow Blake’s ‘The road of excess leads to the Palace of Wisdom’ are: ‘Prudence is a rich, ugly old maid courted by Incapacity’ and ‘He who desires but acts not, breeds pestilence.’ We don’t, on the whole, tend to envy other people’s appetite for food, but other people’s appetite for sex – especially in a society in which sex represents health, vitality and youth – gets to us. Nothing makes people more excessive than talking about excess. People are even more excessive when they talk about sexual excesses. The person who haunts us is the person who is having more pleasure than us. Our tantalizing double.

We have a set of equations that we have been educated to live by: a good sexual appetite equals aliveness, but because sex can be excessively pleasurable and excessively frustrating we fear it, so sex also equals inhibition (we never feel quite as free sexually as we could be); but a good sexual appetite also brings with it the possibility of promiscuity, of infidelity and betrayal, and all the suffering involved, so sex also equals havoc and torment. So a freer sexuality equals a fuller, more uninhibited life, but by the same token, a life in which more harm is done. The excesses of our sexuality, as everyone knows, bring with them an excess of what we have learned to call problems. It is, as we say, all too much. We can affect a breeziness about sexuality – a sex-is-fun blitheness – but we take these positions only because we know how much is at stake. ‘There is no sex without love or its refusal,’ the writer Paul Goodman once said. When we speak of what we think of as excessive sexualities we either become earnestly moralistic or overly casual. It is indeed worth noting that excesses – and excessive sexual behaviours are a good example of this – tend to polarize people, to narrow people’s minds. As if we don’t quite have the equipment, the vocabulary, for dealing with our own excesses; as though language itself is not suited to excess, is not made for it. Our attitudes to these extremes of sexuality tend towards the moralistically permissive, or the moralistically prohibitive – both equally dogmatic positions. Perhaps we have to find a way of resisting being excessive when we talk about excess; or of being excessive in more intriguing ways. And sex might be a good place to start.

‘The construction of erotic excitement,’ the way in which each of us gets sexually excited, the psychoanalyst Robert Stoller writes, ‘is every bit as subtle, complex, inspired, profound, tidal, fascinating, awesome, problematic, unconscious-soaked, and genius-haunted as the creation of dreams or art.’ This, one might feel, is excessive, but it is the kind of excess that opens up the conversation rather than closes it down, as the extreme moral positions do. It says, at its most minimal, that sexual excitement – sexual desire and its enactment – is far more interesting, far more complex, and far more revealing than we might have imagined. By comparing our erotic lives to works of art, Stoller is reminding us that there may not be quite as much difference as we think between a vocation, a passion and an obsession; all are forms of excess, but we don’t call artists art addicts, or religious people God addicts. In other words, the excesses of our sexuality, so enthusiastically evoked by Stoller, may be more akin to more culturally sanctioned, more highly valued kinds of cultural activity than we would like to imagine. Stoller suggests that we should talk about people’s erotic life more as art critics talk about art; and what he means by this is that we should be working out what our sexuality may be about, and what the experience is like – what it aspires to tell us about ourselves and others – rather than judging it pre-emptively. Excess makes us judge things before we find out what they are.

It is very common these days for men to come for psychoanalytic treatment with problems of commitment. ‘Commitment’ itself, of course, has an interesting double meaning; a commitment is both an order to send someone to prison or to a mental hospital, and it is also an obligation willingly undertaken. People are committed to their partners, and can be committed to hospital. These men with so-called commitment problems are either more promiscuous than they want to be, or more celibate than they want to be. But what do the excessive forms that their sexuality has taken tell them if we drop the prevailing assumption that they are simply more Men Behaving Badly? The psychoanalyst has a simple choice faced with these excesses: he can either try to find a way, with all the techniques and intuitions at his disposal, to get the man to behave better. And if he takes this option he must, of course, already know what it would be for such a man to be better; and in all likelihood this would be conformity with one of the several cultural norms available. If the treatment works the man will be more considerate, less hurtful, more responsible and concerned about the meanings and the consequences of his actions. Even though, as Blake wrote, ‘He who desires but acts not, breeds pestilence,’ the man may discover that acting on too many of his desires also breeds pestilence. In a certain sense, of course, this is a caricature; but in this version the cure for excessive promiscuity or excessive celibacy could be described as excessive conformity. This man might become loveable to those people who share this morality, this view of what relations between the sexes should consist of. What could an alternative option be? If we don’t regulate, discipline or punish sexual excesses, what are we going to do? And we have to answer this question mindful of the fact that just wanting to explore and understand excessive, bad behaviour can be a kind of complicity. An excess of understanding and curiosity and empathy might just be more of the problem.

You will notice that in the supposed cure of these sexual excesses – as in the disciplining and the punishing of them – there is no news; the excesses of these men’s sexuality brings nothing new to the Palace of Wisdom. Even the analyst intent on understanding is likely to be able to understand only those things he already knows. ‘Literature,’ Ezra Pound said – though he could have been speaking of all the arts – ‘is news that stays news.’ If erotic life is seen as a work of art, then the alternative to reassuring conformity is to have an ear for the new, for the surprising, for the unexpected. We don’t have relationships to get our needs met, we have relationships to discover what our needs might be. Good descriptions of our sexuality allow for their being news about it. You can’t be a know-all about sex. Our often unconscious assumptions about sexuality stop us having new thoughts about it.

Perhaps our excessive sexualities – and the excesses in our so-called normal sexualities – are showing us something we haven’t already thought about ourselves. When we are sexually excessive we are like people who have to shout, people who have to insist, people who have to force themselves on our attention because no one – including ourselves – has been able to hear what they are saying (the speaker one tends not to listen to is oneself). We are pushy only when we assume people won’t cooperate, won’t get what we are on about. Our sexual excesses reveal just how enigmatic our erotic lives really are – and how much we use our sexuality to say other things about ourselves. When we talk of our sexuality as being excessive we should be asking, excessive compared to what? Compared to our fairness, compared to our reasonableness, compared to our wish to know ourselves? The question may not be: how can we be less excessive? but which of our excesses brings us the life we want? And, of course, how are we going to find this out?

IV On Being Too Much for Ourselves

It is not unusual for us to feel that life is too much for us. And it is not unusual to feel that we really should be up to it; that there may be too much to cope with – too many demands – but that we should have the wherewithal to deal with it. Faced with the stresses and strains of everyday life it is easy now for people to feel that they are failing; and what they are failing at, one way or another, is managing the ordinary excesses that we are all beset by: too much frustration, too much bad feeling, too little love, too little success, and so on. One of the things people most frequently say in psychoanalysis is, ‘Perhaps I am overreacting, but …’; and one of the commonest complaints today is about feeling too much or feeling too little. I want to suggest that we are simply too much for ourselves, but that this too-muchness is telling us something important. I want to begin with a simple proposition, and see where it takes us. My proposition is that it is impossible to overreact. That when we call our reactions overreactions what we mean is just that they are stronger than we would like them to be. In other words, we sometimes call ourselves and other people excessive as a way of invalidating or tempering the truths we tell ourselves or that other people tell us. It is impossible to overreact.

One of Freud’s now famous examples of the overreaction is the Freudian slip, when we say more than we intend. A person I was seeing in psychoanalysis once said to me, ‘Don’t you think Fraud is rather overrated’; he had of course meant to say ‘Freud’, and he blushed. Embarrassment, blushing, is of course a sign of excess, the excessive bodily reaction to excessive self-exposure. In that moment he had said both what he wanted to say, and rather more than he wanted to say. When we make Freudian slips we try to cover our tracks by claiming that we have said more than we mean, when in fact we have meant more than we had wanted to say. This man also thought that Freud was a fraud, and that, of course, is something worth considering; as is the idea that fraud is overrated. When we make Freudian slips we may feel like we are saying too much, but we may be saying just the right amount; adding things to the conversation that are worth talking about and trying out. We can’t decide not to make Freudian slips; but even when we use ordinary language intentionally, we often say more than we intend. If I say to you that I am a great admirer of your work, I am telling you about my greatness as well as yours; when I say, ‘See you tomorrow,’ I am assuming I know what isn’t going to happen in the interim. Our language, without which we couldn’t imagine our lives, is too much for us in the sense that it can surprise us: we hear in it – and we say in it – more than we intend to. And more than we attend to.

We spend our earliest years looking and hearing and touching and smelling before we can speak; language comes to us, in a sense, quite late in the day. And these so-called early years are, to put it mildly, years of intense feeling. What the critic Lee Edelman calls, in a usefully provocative phrase, ‘the fascist face of the baby’ captures something of the sheer power of the child’s feelings, and their effect on the people around them. If the cry of a crying baby wasn’t, in some sense, too much for us – something we have to respond to, something we need to stop, if possible – the baby wouldn’t survive. And all parents at some time feel overwhelmed by their children; feel that their children ask more of them than they can provide. One of the most difficult things about being a parent is that you have to bear the fact that you have to frustrate your child, have to make your child suffer more than he wants to: and this means every parent has to bear being hated by their children, and hatred between parents and children always feels excessive.

We have all had the experience, as children, of being too much for someone; of making someone feel things that they didn’t want to feel. Before you have children, the novelist Fay Weldon once said, you can believe you are a nice person: after you have children you understand how wars start. Everyone starts with the experience of being too much for someone else; not only with that experience, but with that experience somewhere in the mix of who one is. Before we acquire the limiting and limited excesses of language we have lived with the excesses of need. If, even only occasionally as a child, you are too much for your parents – which then means you are too much for yourself – what can you do?

We call someone’s behaviour excessive when it does harm that seems unnecessary to us, or when it inflicts more suffering than we think it should. The child who experiences himself as being too much for his parents – all children to some extent – experiences himself as in some way harming them. And as the child’s survival depends upon his parents, or those who look after him, this puts him in mortal danger. For this reason alone it is very difficult for the child – and for the adult that he will become – to think of his too-muchness as anything other than a problem. And yet, of course, parents are there to absorb, and be absorbed in, their children’s excesses (and vice versa). Indeed, people know that they are in a relationship when they become a problem to each other (or, to put it slightly differently, if you want to have a relationship with someone you have to become a problem for them). How could being too much for other people and for oneself be anything other than something one needs to get over? How can making the people you love suffer be, in any sense, a good thing? We can begin to make some sense of this, perhaps, by asking a simple question: why do people exaggerate?

If you fear not being listened to, if you assume that you are easily forgotten or can’t find a place in other people’s minds, you are going to have to do something extreme to hold their attention. I am more likely to get a seat on the bus if I say I have a heart condition than if I say I don’t like standing up. Exaggeration is an attempt to capture someone else’s imagination, to get a hearing. People are histrionic to get people thinking about them. We are excessive when something about ourselves needs to be recognized and we need other people to help us work out what it is. We are too much for ourselves because there is far more to us – we feel more – than we can manage. People didn’t overreact to the death of Diana; through the death of Diana they recognized just how much grief they were bearing, how much loss they had suffered in their lives, how they felt about the fate of young women in our culture. Indeed, grief, rather like sexuality, reminds us just how much we are too much for ourselves, how intense our loves and longings really are. How would we know, who could tell us, whether we were overreacting to someone’s death, or, indeed, when our grieving is excessive and should come to an end?

We are too much for ourselves – in our hungers and our desires, in our griefs and our commitments, in our loves and our hates – because we are unable to include so much of what we feel in the picture we have of ourselves. The whole idea of ourselves as excessive exposes how determined we are to have the wrong picture of what we are like, of how fanatically ignorant we are about ourselves. We describe people as excessively violent not when they are being more violent than they really are, or should be, but because they are being more violent than we want them to be. They are showing us what people are capable of: we may want to think that people who torture others, people who are committed to ethnic cleansing, people who will kill themselves and others for their beliefs, are the exceptions that prove the rule; but actually they reveal to us what certain people in certain situations, certain predicaments, want to do. Excessive behaviour tells us more than we want to hear about who we are, about what we want to say to each other, and what we might be capable of. And adolescence – when children begin to have the physical capacity to murder and conceive – is our more conscious initiation into those very excesses that make us who we are; and, of course, who we might become. Adolescents are excessive compared with the children they once were and the adults they are supposed to become. But adolescence, at least for modern people, seems to be peculiarly difficult to grow out of. Indeed, one of the biggest problems that adolescents now have is that the adults often envy them; and what contemporary adults tend to envy about adolescents is their excessive behaviour. The contemporary idealization of adolescence is telling us something about how we manage our complicated feelings about being too much for ourselves.

We secretly believe adolescents are having more fun, more pleasure, more passionate intensity than we are; and more publicly we talk about how they need to be disciplined. We talk about stamping out knife crimes, but not about how frightened someone might be if they feel they need to carry a knife, nor indeed about how exhilarating and potent a young person might feel carrying a knife. We talk about fear of teenage pregnancy, but not of the intense excitements of discovering sex and being able to experiment with it. Nor do we talk much about the fear and confusion and grief that sexuality brings in its wake because it is so pleasurable, or not pleasurable enough; because it is such an essential part of who we happen to be. With adolescence there is always what the adults think of as excessive behaviour around: excessive isolation, excessive gregariousness, excessive moodiness, too much drink and too many drugs. The adolescent, in other words, tends to meet excess with excess: excessive boredom is cured by excessive excitement, excessive despair is cured by excessive idealism, excessive uncertainty is cured by excessive conviction. But then how do you start to look after yourself after you have been looked after for so long? Human beings, after all, are excessively dependent animals, relying on their parents far longer than any other mammal. And what do you do when you are quite patently more than your parents can cope with, when you (and they) finally cannot avoid the fact that you are too much for them? If, in adolescence, the road of excess leads to the Palace of Wisdom, then the palace of wisdom must be adulthood.

Adolescents are not overreacting to puberty and the world they find themselves in, any more than the parents of adolescents are overreacting in their extremes of rage and delight and despair. Adolescents, and their parents who were once adolescents, are simply experiencing two kinds of helplessness, the helplessness born of experience, and the helplessness born of lack of experience. The adolescents are too much for their parents, and too much for themselves. Parents are just people who have spent more time being too much for themselves. Because adults, of course, are not less excessive in their behaviour than adolescents. Concentration camps were not run by adolescents; adolescents are not mostly alcoholics or millionaires, because they haven’t had the time. Excessive behaviour, in other words, is not so much something we grow out of as something we grow into.

We seem only to overreact to the most ordinary things in the world: birth and death, hunger and sex, love and loss, and, of course, ageing. The more we think about the road of excess – of just how excessively excessive we are as animals – the question becomes not, why are we so excessive? but how could we not be, given what we have to deal with?

Perhaps ‘excess’ is a word we use to reassure ourselves that we can be something other than excessive. If we start off by being, at least some of the time, too much for other people, and become, in adolescence, definitively too much for other people, so much so that we have to leave them, and then become adults who are unavoidably too much for ourselves, what is to be done? Well, one thing that can be done is to find someone we are not too much for, and this, when it isn’t an institution or a leader, sometimes has to be a god.

V Believe It or Not

After Adam and Eve have eaten the fateful apple we find them, as Milton writes in Paradise Lost, ‘bewailing their excess’. By calling the Fall an excess Milton means that it was both a transgression – the breaking of an absolute rule – and an act of greed: by eating the apple they were quite literally, in God’s view, eating more than they needed to. Perhaps this is what Blake was alluding to when he writes, in his ‘Proverbs of Hell’, that ‘The road of excess leads to the Palace of Wisdom.’ Through their excess Adam and Eve discovered something essential about their own nature that was, perhaps, more than they had wanted to know; that they were, unlike the other animals in the garden, transgressive creatures. Through their excess they discovered much more about themselves and about God; they found out what He does when you break His rules, and they found out that they could indeed break His rules; they realized how free they were, and what kind of Creator their God was. Their only hope after the Fall, they are told by the archangel Michael, is to ‘well observe/ The rule of not too much’; they must, from now onwards, seek ‘due nourishment, not gluttonous delight’. In a sense it is a simple story: what we must learn from our excesses is the rule of not too much; but Milton gives us pause by opposing sober and sensible ‘due nourishment’ to the rather more enticing pleasures of ‘gluttonous delight’. Do we want to be measured or daring, good and sensible or delighted and excited? In a recent survey a group of old people were asked if they had any regrets about their lives, and the majority of them said they regretted that they had been so virtuous.

We can’t talk about religion without talking about excess; which doesn’t mean, of course, that everyone who is religious is a fanatic. But it does mean that religious beliefs of any significance matter a great deal to those who hold them. Indeed, they will sometimes sacrifice their lives and the lives of other people for them; their relationship to their gods can be the most important thing in their lives. By definition these gods must be more powerful than the people who believe in them; they are often deemed to be both omniscient and omnipotent. So by human standards gods are excessively powerful, though we are more inclined to think of other people’s gods as excessive, and of our own as having just the right amount of power. Once you begin to imply, as Milton sometimes does in Paradise Lost, that God may be excessively punitive, you put yourself in the odd position of judging God. It was originally the function of deities to make the rules, which means that it has been traditionally the function of deities to decide what is excessive. There is something God-like, in other words, about describing someone’s behaviour as excessive; God knows an excess when He sees one; indeed, He is preoccupied with, if not actually obsessed by, our excesses. Ordinary life for the religious person has to be led, the philosopher Charles Taylor writes, ‘in the light of God’s ends, ultimately to the glory of God. This means, of course, that one fulfils God’s intentions for life, avoiding sin, debauchery, excesses of all sorts … it means that one lives for God.’ God is the one who is supposed to know what counts as excessive, and what the punishment must be for these transgressions. At its starkest the religious life consists of God and the excesses of His creation. And when we judge other people as being excessive we have got this knowledge from Him if we are believers. God, by definition, is not excessive, only we are.

But if we are not believers we are struck by two things: first, that deities seem to be by definition excessive – excessively punitive, excessively loving, excessively demanding and excessively in need of people’s devotion; and second, that religious believers, even moderate ones, seem to have excessive confidence in their gods, and are excessively eager to please them, not to mention excuse their apparent failings. The more extreme sceptics of religion, often in patronizing ways, find the whole thing rather childish; as if religious believers – that is, most of the people who have ever lived – are just people who have never got over being frightened of their parents, people who couldn’t bear the thought of losing their parents’ love and protection. But where do the sceptics get their knowledge of what is excessive from? How does anyone know what too much belief is? Isn’t the thing about religious belief that you can’t have too much of it? Just as the thing about being sceptical is that you can never be sceptical enough; in deciding what to believe we need to keep our wits about us. Do we believe too much in science now? We call people religious fanatics when they believe things that we don’t, and when they believe things in ways that we don’t. God is not called a religious fanatic by the people who believe in Him. Islamic fundamentalists think that we believe too much in democratic freedoms and consumer capitalism; we think they believe too much in Islam. It is the hope of modern liberals that we can all talk about the things that matter most to us without losing our tempers or killing people. Do we believe this too much?

What mattered most to most people, until very recently, was their relationship with their gods; and gods, traditionally, have been to die for; one of the things people have been able to do, in the name of religion, is sacrifice their lives and the lives of others. If we think this is excessive – if we are horrified by suicide bombers in the Middle East, or Buddhist monks setting fire to themselves in Vietnam – are we saying anything more than, this is absolutely unacceptable behaviour and we must do what we can to prevent it? In other words, are we using the idea of excess as a kind of rhetorical ploy to say we don’t want this to happen, that it makes us feel things we can’t bear to feel? What people use their religious beliefs to do – what they do in the name of their religions – might make us wonder not simply, what should we believe, but what kind of thing is a belief? Clearly a belief can be something that permits you to kill people. Our religious beliefs may be the tools we use to manage – to legitimate and contain – the excesses of our nature.

So, from a psychoanalytic point of view, we can’t only say, as Freud did, that religion is for people who are frightened of growing up. We must also say that we have delegated to a figure called God all the excesses we find most troubling in ourselves, which broadly speaking are our excessive love for ourselves and others, and our excessive punitiveness. God in this view carries the part of ourselves that asks too much of us, that is endlessly demanding, that wants us to be more or better than we are; that is, in short, excessively moralistic.

But God is also the figure for whom we are not too much. God provides the ultimate reassurance that our lives are not too much for us, not more than we can bear, which is something we are all prone to feel. So without God we can feel uncontained. If God is dead everything is permitted; this is a frightening thought partly because when God was alive everything seems to have been permitted. When Dostoyevsky wrote ‘if God doesn’t exist, everything is permitted’ he implied that without God we will be even more excessive than we have already been. God is there to set limits, so we must experience ourselves as potentially limitless, as too much for ourselves. It is as though we can’t bear the complexity of our own minds, with their competing needs and desires and beliefs and feelings. It could be something of a relief to imagine that one could narrow one’s mind, be more single-minded, more focused; become, in Wallace Stevens’s phrase, ‘the emperor of one idea’.

Adam and Eve were interested in two ideas: they were interested in God and obeying His law; and they were interested in the knowledge He had forbidden them (God, of course, may have made them excessively interested in this knowledge by forbidding it). What Milton called ‘their excess’, for the religious sceptic, was their way to freedom; for the believer it was their way to sin and death. Whether or not we are Christians, the fundamental problem of our own tendencies towards excess began by there being a religious solution. Religions are either what we have invented and recruited to deal with our excess, the excesses of our desire and our vulnerability met by the omniscience and omnipotence of our gods and their laws; or our religions have been more of the problem, rather than the solution. Instead of being tyrannized by our needs and the scarcity of our resources, we are tyrannized by our gods and our laws, and our belief in them; the cured alcoholic becomes addicted to Alcoholics Anonymous, one excess replacing another. So it is also worth asking what our excesses may be a solution to, or an attempted solution to: what is the problem that our excesses are trying to solve? And this, I think, is where what we call religious fanaticism is particularly instructive.

It is, of course, excessive in the most misleading way to suggest that all religious fanatics are the same, or even similar; even describing someone as a religious fanatic puts one in the position of supposedly knowing what the right way to believe is. A ‘fanatic’, the Anglican Oxford English Dictionary tells us, is someone ‘inspired’ or ‘possessed’ by ‘a deity or demon’, someone ‘frenzied’, someone ‘affected by excessive and mistaken enthusiasm’; clearly not our kind of person. I want to presume that religious fanatics are people who are willing to do whatever harm is necessary to protect and promote their religious beliefs, which are the things that matter most to them in their lives. What might make someone believe and behave in this way (many people, incidentally, feel similarly about their children, but they are not called ‘children fanatics’)? There are, I think, three possible ways of accounting for what we call religious fanaticism. First, that excessive belief is called up to stifle excessive doubt, as if the fanatic is saying to himself: ‘If I don’t continually prove my belief in this extreme way, what will be revealed is my extreme faithlessness, or despair, or confusion, or even emptiness.’ Supreme conviction is a self-cure for an infestation of doubts. We could call this ‘excess as reassurance’; where there are excessive acts there are excessive uncertainties. Or, second, excessive acts of belief are required to persuade other people, as if the fanatic is saying to himself: ‘What matters most in the world to me will not be listened to, or considered, or thought about or even noticed unless a dramatic statement is made.’ We could call this excess to ensure recognition; wherever there are excessive acts there are excessive fears about invisibility, excessive doubts about people’s attention. In both these accounts you will notice that the religious fanatic is described as a kind of strategist, as a person with a project; as someone who knows what they want to say, what they want to achieve. Being excessive in words or actions, in inflammatory rhetoric or violent actions, is a form of communication; conversion by other means. What the religious fanatic knows is just how contagious excess can be; excessive words and actions are haunting, they make one’s presence felt; they make people excessive in their responses. Priests, Nietzsche writes, ‘have shown almost inexhaustible ingenuity in exploring the implications of this one question: how is an excess of emotion to be attained?’ If you can make people excessively emotional you can manipulate them; and one of the best ways of making them excessively emotional is to do something excessive to them. Suicide bombers don’t convert people but they make the existence of their religion unforgettable, undismissible.

There is, though, a third possibility, the one that I want to end on because it seems to me potentially the most interesting, though perhaps the most daunting; and this is that the religious fanatic is someone for whom something about themselves and their lives is too much; and because not knowing what that is is so disturbing they need to locate it as soon as possible. And this is where culture comes in with its supply of ready-mades. Because the state of frustration cannot be borne – because, perhaps, it is literally unbearable, as long-term personal and political injustice always is – it requires an extreme solution, which is usually a fast one. How someone comes to believe something is more revealing than what they believe. In this account our excessive behaviour shows us how obscure we are to ourselves and how we obscure ourselves; how our frustrations, odd as this may seem, are excessively difficult to locate, to formulate. Wherever and whenever we are excessive in our lives it is the sign of an as yet unknown deprivation. Fanatics are people who have had to wait too long for something that may not exist. Wherever there is an excessive frustration there is a false solution; this would be an excessive way of putting it. Our excesses are the best clues we have to our own poverty; and our best way of concealing it from ourselves.
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