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PROGRESSIVE AND REGRESSIVE ELEMENIS IN THE MAKING OF PROMISES *
By Herbert J. Schlesinger, FPheD.
The Menninger Foundation
" Topeka, Kansas

On first hearing, my.topic , "The Making of Promises," might seem
a rather specialized one, suitable for a paper which is written to throw a little
light on a hitherto néglected but perhaps interesting corner of human psychology.
But when oné reflects that the making and keeping of explicit promises; or the
living up to implicit promises, is probably the single most characteristic
behavior of matuzje human beings, and that there is no aspect of our lives which-
is not iégula’ced by explicit or,‘_;mplic:l.t promises, then the topic becomes no
"corner brightener" but so broad as to be presumptﬁous. Wby not call it "The
Psychology of People?" - |

The double-take I have Just attributed to you is a projection. For
it marks & twm in my thinking vhen I first became intrigued with the topic of

=
«

promises that are broken. .
The paths of_oui' patients through life are stre_wn with broken promises

and thwarted expectations and the courses of their treamen‘g are no less littered.
with disappoin’anents. In fact, the unfulfilled promise and the broken commitment -
are such common clinical phencmena that for the seasoned, or shoiﬂ.d I say hardened,
psychoang.‘l.yst they occasion meither surprise nor indignation. Soft-hearted (or
soft-headed) as we may be to devote ourselves to restoring a few broken individuals
to & more effective place in society, we are hard-headed (and hard-hearted) in
regard to promises. We rarely make promises to our patients, and almost as rarely
.solicit promises from them. qu are we inclined to put ‘much faith in the promises

Subs‘bantially as - .
' #/Presented to the los Angelea Psychoanalytic Society, January 17 , 1963¢-A section
of “A Contribution to a Theory of Promising The Ma.king of Promises; Primary

- and Secondary Promises." . _ |
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they quntaneously make-to us. As a group, for all our willingness to listen
intently, we are inclined to hold that actions épeak louder then words.
~No doubt it has occurred to you, also, that the "hard-boiled" attitude

I have been describing owes something to a defense against being disappointed
by the patient. Surely each. of us has had that painful experience with chronically
promising and chronically unredeeming patients. Perhaps not all have been as
fortunate as I to ﬁave had a patient who combined the traits that we swmarize with
the expression, "a very promlsing person"--one of whom peol;le were aiso continually
observing tbat he did not li\(e up to his promise , aﬁd wh?/fn:de gratultous explicit
promises which, often as not, shared the fate of the implicit expectations he
aroused.in others. So i1t was that I was led to look behind the mere fact of
promises kept and promises broken into the psychology of promising, the develop-
ment of prbmising as a psycholo&ic’al act and its significancewin infantile and
adult'-iil.ife and in certain forms of psychopathology. ‘

The general thesis I will try to make plausible to you in this paper
is that the act that we call promising, with its overtones of commitment, m&?ality,
and honor is a relatively mature é.chievement_ of the growing personality. Preceding
it in developmental sequence is a stage in which the act of promising is complete in
"~ itself and is not merely & prelude to a later act of fulfillment. I shall call
this earlier kind of promising "primary promising" to distinguish it from the more
usual kind of promising which I shall refer to as "secondary promising."

When we encounter an adult offering promises s whether these promises be
.implicit or expliecit, but not fu.'l.fillihg them, we usually assume that he simply
fails to keep his word., with all the implications that follox} from this of untrust-
worthiness, dishonor, and immorality. We are unpleasantly reminded that promises
can be broken as well as kept.  But perhaps what‘ire may be seeing is promising

-in the primary sense,:'in some way anachronistically still functioning for this person.
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I hope to demonstrate that this is possible perhaps more frequeﬁtly than we
may expect and particularly among our patients. . '
Here is g.commonplace example of the way in which promises serve not as
preludes to action, but as substitutes for action.
A patient accumulated & considerable debt for his analysis. He was
paying his current bill and something on his old debt, but the "sométhing"
. was far less than he could have paid had he been intent on paying the debt
as quickly as possible. During an hour when he was describing certain long
- overdue expansive and expensive moves in his life, he spoke of his trepidation
aboﬁt moving from his small, dingy apartment (one which was in fact inappro-
priate for his current station in life) to a more suitable one. He mentioned
as-well his desire to reduce his analytic indebtedness.
. When the,anélyst indicated in a non-specif;c way that he, too, was
aware that the same fun@s with which the patient was planning to raise his
étandard of liviné could be applied to lowering his debt, the patient reacted
with a great show of guilt. He said he had voiced the same opinion to a close
friend who, it developed, deserved the full credit or blame for the change
of apartments. He emphasized that he told the friend ggzgg_movingAto the new
apartment, that he was appalled b& thé amount of money this new way of living
was going to cosf him and that he felt hé really ought to move into a cheaper
apartment, in fact, back to the old one in order to save money so that he
could pay off his-debt. He added that his friend had told him this was a
lot of nonsense. § |
In the hour he repeated his promise and offer to move out of the néw

apartment, since he could not afford it, and since he should be reducing

~

—

his debt. The analyst merely commented upon the emotional intensity with

which the patient made thesé declarations. He then very quickly quieted

down, hls intense invoiyement in the subject faded and he was soon talking

) . . .
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about something else. When the analyst pointed out the change of subject
and the loss of intense emotion to the patient, he was surprised.

When we reviewed the events of the hour, it became clear that the
patient had heard the ana;yst's comﬁent about the intensity of his feelings
as 1f it had really echoed what his friend had said, 1.e., "Nonsense, " to
his offer to give up the new apartment. Having dffered to make this sacrifice
and having had the offer rejected; the incident was closed so far as tne
patient was concerned. The offering, or the promisiné, was‘sufficient‘to
aésuage his feelings of gullt and apparenﬁly, by the same tdken, to satisfy
the transference object for whom the analyst stood.

Tt was relatively easy to help the patient see that the very extravagance
of his offer which brought forth the quite justified comment of "Nonsense"
from his friend, and which he expected would be met in the same way by the
analyst, was indeed intended to have no other purpose than to bring about
its rejection. The offer represented no intentiop to do anything additional
about his debt or to apportion his finances in a better way and the unrealistic
promise was not succeeded by a more realistic counteroffer. It was, in itself,
the act that was sufficient to assuage the angry and demanding parent-figure.

The incident mirrored in its construction the patient's first interview

in which he begged néﬁ to ﬁe forced to lie on the couch and at the same time literally
"promised his life" if only the analyst would relieve him of his intense anxiety.
Needless to say, while the analyst worked to.fulfill his part of the bargain, the
patient reﬁeged on his; nor did he have any expectation that the analyst would
attemp‘b‘to collect., But it remained to be discovered that this wifulfillsble

promise was only one of many that were to be considered by the patient as "payment

in £ ?"
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Let us turn from clinical examples for a while to consider whet is
necessary, in the way of psychological structure, for one to be able to offér a
promise which is intended to be kept and to subsequently keep that promise. One
must first of all have a well-developed éense of time and of continuity of one's
self over time. One must be awére that something stated now may have consequences
at a later time, even when the need or other circumstances that prompted -the original
gtatement may have subsided. One must be able to anticipate the future, and.to
 foresee the possible situations one might be in at the time set to redeen one's
word. One must, of course, have the capacity to defer action as well as the
ability to remember value received vividly enough to be willing to pay for it at
& later time. Or, in the case of a situation of both deferred pleasure and
deferred_payment, one must be able to invest oneself sufficiently in a future -
contingency.

ﬁasic to these preconditions, one must have an awareness of objects apart
from oneself and that one exists in a condition of mutual dependence with these
objects. Also important, in a different but related developmental sequence, is that
’one‘be able to distinguish between, and deal separately with, thought and action.
The'other achievements thaf mark the growth of relatively autonomous structures
for cognition apd action are no less important.

. Plaget (2)‘15 oné of the few writers who has commented upon the develop-
ment of the experience of time, its passage and the anticipation of future states
in a way that has relevance for an gndergtanding of promising. Piaget's thesis
is, to oversimplify it, that the early eﬁperience of the passage of time is in
terms of concrete events. To be told that, "You cén golin ten minutes," signifies
1ittle to the young child, whereas being told, "You caﬁ go when the big hand of
the clock moves from here to here," i1s at least potentially meaningful. Even

more meeningful to the child, in Plaget's terms, would e, "You can go when all

3
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your blocks are picked up."” In short, the perception of time in early childhood
is in terms of the occurrence of observable events and is not yet an abstract
notion. The general correctness of this statement is apparent to anyone who
has committed the folly of telling a young child that his fav&rite TV progran
will be on in just an hour. Unless the child .is distracted there are certain
toAbe thirty to sixty gueries about when the hour is going to be up.

The significance of Piaget's Sbservations for our present purpose is
simply that they underline the psychological unreédiness of young children to
make promises as these are commonly understood by adults, 1f only because children
have no clear awareness of the future. '

To reiterate, making and carrying out & promise in literal terms is an
achievément of secondary process functioning of the highest order and requires a
péychological structure of considerable maturity.* By contrast, however,'the
’ability to‘make use of the verbal forms in which promises are couched, seems to
precedé the maturation of psychological structure to this point.

We often hear from children verbalizations couched as promises, and
vhich adults sometimes tend to accept as promises, which are the everyday, or
secondary, sense not promises at all. Our children &t a very tender age ére
asked to promise; or learn to volunteer promises to be good, to.behave themselvgs

at the table, to go to sleep without fussing, to call mother the next time a

*This blanket statement can be qualified somewhat by taking account of the length of
time between the making of a promise and its fulfillment, the similarity of the
settings, particularly the emotional climate, at the time of promising and at the
time of fulfillment, and the degree to which the fulfilling of the promise-is in
tself importent to the promiser. Thus, & promise fulfilled by a child to pick
.up his toys in order that he be permitted to watch his favorite TV program,
obviously requires less maturity than to carry out a promise to pick up his toys
next week so that mother and father can go out to dinner earlier. Of course, primary
and secondary are not to be thought of as denoting mutually exclusive or even as
discrete categories but rather as poles on & comtinuum along which any act can be.
placed and judged as having had greater or lesser contributions from primary end

secondary processes.
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toilet need devélops, and so forth. Our children, in short, soon learn thet
this is & world in which special value is attached to statements cast in ﬁhe
form of promises and they quickly come to appreciate the pragmatic usefulness
of these verbal formulae, even if they remain for a considerable time unable to
grasp the total significance tﬂat these statements have for adults. Vaen a caild,
under the threat of loss of the parents' love, "promises" we tend to accept this
token of surrender or submission and allow him back into communion with us. His .
"oromise" has served its purpose, has done what it was intepded to do, to repair
the breach between his parent and himself and ward off the threatened loss of
love. No other intention is harbored in the young child's promise. Certainly
the young child has no clear idea what it means to be "good" other than to do
what mother wants him to do at any given moment and he is incapable of truly
piedging a future of which he has no conception and over which he has even less
control. | |

I would like to paraphrase an idea of Ella Freeman Sharpe (3) about
cautionary tales, those little stories with a moral about children who have
through disobedience or carelessness invoked sémg disaster.
She points out that these stories couched in the past tense are meant to control
the future behavior of the child. I suggest that we could use the term
"propitiatory tale" to identify those little "stories" (that is promises) that

children tell us which are couched inthe future tense but which are intended,

like an apology, to correct the past, that is to undo a misdemeanor and the

resulting alienation of his parents.

Seen in this way, the:"promise" as a “propitiatory tale" can be sald
to0 occupy & similar place with respect to seéondary.narcissism as the infant's
cry has to primary narcissism. Crying, we theorize, although originally an
expression only of the infant's discomfort, comes through its signal value to

the parent to be the méans of relieving discomfort. The cry magically brings
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back the parent and thé parent-infant unity is restored. Similarly the "p?omise"
comes to have the magical significance of restoring the somewhat older child .
to his parents' graces and assuring the continuation of their love for him.

We should not assume that because a primary proﬁise implies nro later}
fulfillment that it is - valueiess; At least during early childhood, such
primary promises as, "I'll be good," are welcomed by parents. For parents, too,
are eager for peace, and are most usually glad not to have to act on their hurt,
angry, or disappointed feelings toward the child; The token which is offered to
them in the form of a promise may thus be sufficient to clear the air and to put
an end to the mutually unsatisfying state of disharmony between them and their
child. The enlightened or intuitive parent, if I can assume for a moment that
such paragons ever.get into these predicements, does not
hear the child's promise as anything more than a bid for peace, and especilelly
with younger children does not construe the promiée td be a forerunner of a later
act of fulfillment.

An incident from the kindergarten suggests that children, too, soon
develop an awareness of the uses to which adults put promising. |

The kindergarten teacher dismissed her class early one day after

warning the children that other classes were still in session and they
must be quiet going through the corridors. All the children, save Tommy,
took the warning to heart and tiptoed through thg halls. But no sooner
was Tommy outside his own classroom than he delivered a war whoop that
resounded in the stillness. The teacher angrily summoned Tommy back to
the classroom and with him came little Teddy, Tommy's bosom pal, who
customarily walked home with him. Teddy waited pétiently waile the teacher
. scolded Tommy, reminded him qf her explicit warning and otherwise vented

her hurt and angry feelings about his misbehavior. Tommy stood silently,
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taking his punishment, tears welling in his eyes. Tne teacher quickly
cooled off and saw that her reaction was more intense than the situvation
called for. I presume that in an effort to salvage her dignity, she

. asked Tommy to promise that he would henceforth be quiet in tne corridors.

fo ]}

But Tommy, wnho had been crushed by the scolding, just continued to staz
silent and te#rful as the teacher successively softened ﬁer dewends Tor
a proﬁisevuntil they amounted to a plea that he promise so that the incident
could be closed. Finally Teddy, who had been growing impatient, and
intultively sensing the teacher;s dilemma, urged Tommy, "For gbodness'sgge;
promise her so we can go home!"

I am happy to report that this "i{nterpretation" was sufficient for the
teacher 4o realize thaﬁ the preservation of her dignity did not require Tommy's
promise and she sent the boys home without further ado.

Sometimes the child's "promise" is not offered under the duress of the
parent's displeasure. But I think many parents will agree that they intuitively
wnderstand Qven the child's unsolicited promise to be "good" in much the same way
as they earlier understood his crying, as a bid for attention, for reassurance
that ti;e child is indeed lovable.

For the promise, as a propitiatory gesture, seems to have its roous

in the child's spontaneous offerings of its love and its acknowledgement of

dependency upon the paxéht. iSuch'gestures'are also highly valued by parents, .
and for a considefable tire they‘ﬁiovide one of theAmajor reinforcements for
continuing to supply the child's needs.

Parents cdntribuxe innécently in yet another way to the primary establish-
ment of "promising" as an act of magic. Waen we soothelthe frightened child at
night and promise him that the bears won't eat him or promise him that we won't
. go away and leavé him, our pledge t0 the child is a primary promise in that it

. is not so much a statement about future events in reality as a reflection of our
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avareness of the child's need for reassurance at this moment. And we give
reassurance freely while respecting the child's metaphor in which our reassurance
must be cast in order to be-effective.

I can draw an example from an ... experience with ry younger chrild
av & time when he was beginning to learn from his older brother avout the wonderful
world of trucks, airplanes, and other mechanical equipment and when he wanted to
Join in the conversation between the oléer boy and myself, whica at theltime had
chiefly to do with such matters. iHe developed a stereotyped parase witn waich |
he would.often try to gain my attention, "Some day we have a steam roller?" or .
"Some day we have & big airplane?" As I rapidly learned, these guestions céuld
not be answered with a well-reasoned statement about the impracticapility of
his prbposals and any such attempt weas met with a clear indication that I had
quite missed the point. But it proved quite sufficient to answer, "Yes, some
_ day we have a steam roller." This satisiied Bobby and apparently ended the
matter. At least no more was heard about the steam roller. I shall not speculate
on all the possivle meanings of the child's request; it is enough to convey nmy
understanding that through it the child told of his need to be included in his
fathef;s orbit and to share in these esoteric conversations. I believe he under-
stoédfmy primary "promise" as acknowledgement that his need was recognized and
that he could "h;ve a steam roller" right now in phantesy with me. Tae verbal
fo?mula "some“day" seems to serve for him much as does "once upcn a time" for
the older child, that is, as a sigral that we are about to share a phantasy.

I recently‘founé an unexpected confirmation of my thinking about explicit
promises of a primery character that parents make to children in an article by one
of John N. Rosen's students, McKinnon (}). She describes Ro;eq in the heat of

his intense exchanges with regressed schizophrenic patients promising to marry

them, to adopt them as his own.children, to give them all the money they would
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ever need, etc. As these interactions are described, the patients do not reject
his "promises" as preposterous which, from the point of view of reality, they are.
Rather they accept them with obvious appreciation for the immediatie gratification
they offer as communications of a badly needed sense of reassurarnce.
promises are translatable into secondary process language, I velieve thelr
approximate meaning would be, "Yes, gratification is vossible," or "I understand
how deeply you need to feel loved and protected.” Rosen's "promises" seem to
serve as a concrete expression of his empathy with the patient in a state of need,
and his éwareness of the patient's regressed condition and hence limited acces-.
sibility to more abstract communicatlon. These "promises" further exopress Rosen's
wish to gratify the patient's needs and hint, in primary process terms, at his
ability to do so. McKinnon reports that when Rosen's patients remit from their
deeply regressed states they remember thet such promises were made to.them and
they seem fo wderstand that they were meant as a way'of communicating with then
in their regressed states and that they received the value of them &t that time.
They are said to give no indication of winting to hold the therapist to the
literal terﬁs of thg prpmises either waen they are in the regressed stuate or

when they have recovered.” %

.

.

Perhaps I have sketched enough of tne. common phenomena of primary
promising to permit reconstructing the line of development which has as its
goal the development of mature or seconéary promising behavior. Tae earliest

" precursor of promising might be placed in the primitive experiences of regularity

# That these paenomena must refer to a very special emotional climate can de attested

+o by any who have worked with schizophrenic patients and have experienced how
sensitive they often are to the least hint of unreliability in the therapist,
especially & broken promise. o
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in wish fulfillment. The familiar sequence of hunger, enbicipation, a pericd of
delay during which perception and registration of signals relating to fuifillirent,
and firzlly fulfillment itself, would seex to be at the roots of pronising a3 It-is
for most other eccomplishments of tnOdGhv. As the pericd during wzich primery
process holds sway goes through its develogmental parabola, the veried expressicas
of wisﬁes end the exverience of fulfillment establish primitive notions of
ceusality. Toe regular arrivel of satisfaction following ve:bal erd otrer Indiceatlczs
. of parentel preparations to deliver what is reeded help to esteblish firmly that
certain signals tend to be reliable indices of pending satisfecticn.
As reality graduelly intrudes upcn the state of primary nercissisn and

the child is forced to recognize objects epart from himself, he will be cériven to
assure himself of the continued loving atiention of these objects through effoxrts ©o
appease and propitiate them. The means he will use "include the primery prozises of toe
Xind I have descrlbed. Taus, regulerity in the experiencing of fulfillxent following
its entvicipation is first gained with regerd to the behevior of others, the nurturing
figures. Long before chi;dren are ready to live up to their own promises in eny’

consistent way, they seem to develop a remerkable escuteress to the promises made

4o them by adults and demand specific and lﬂmedlate fulfiliment. Children in
this phase also tend to construe even the vaguest kind of asseal as cozzitzent
to make speéific delivery of whet emounts to the child's own phentasy ebout whose
deteils the aduwlt may only have beea partly, if at 211 swere. Tne mixture of
primary end secondery fuactioning in such phantasy is poignantly evideant woen a
child, for instance, approaches his parent wko, engrossed in nis newspaper, Lay
grant in en unspecific way To an unheard question only to be stertled by the
child's expressions of delight because he hes unwitiin gly "promised"” that the
will go on a picnic the next dey. This phencmenon is partly to be understocd

in terms of the projection of the child's infantile sense of omnipotence to tke
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parent, whose word or &lmost silent assent then becomes sufficient to make phantasy
into reality. Another contributing factor may be the tendency of preoccupied
parents to say "yes" in a vague way by which they mean not agreement but only
a wish to put a temporary end to the child's nagging. Such a circumstance,
of course, would also be an example of promising of the primary sort, part of
the psychopathology of everyday life.

During this time the groundwork for the next phase is laid as, with an
increasing sense of reality, the child first sharpens the accuracy of his perceptions
and then the appropriateness of his anticipation of his parents, developing "rules"
for parental behavior which include the senctity of literal promises--their promises.
The child does not yet extend these rules to his own behavior, and indeed one can
see in this double standard a realistic gppreciation of the child's awareness of
his continued dependence upon his parents. He must be able to count on his parents
much more than on himself. The child's sense of omnipotence, both in its native
form and as projected, is gradueally displaced by more realistic notions of
cauéality. One of the results of this process together with the processes of
identification with the parents is the formation of ego idezl and super ego. In
the course of these developments, the regularity first sought and required of the
parents’ behavior towerd the child beccmes expected by both parents end child in
the child's own behavior as well. Thus, in coming to see his parents as being
bound by their words, the child himself becomes so bound. I have implied
earlief that we might consider this state the end-point of the development of
promising behavior. But I can conceive of an ideal state beyond being

able to make and keep an explicit promise. That is the state to which
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+0 feel bound to a course of honorable action whether or not one has speciii
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vosT-proemising morality oze lives up to ozz's
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prozised to o so. In this kind of
sense of integrity rather tkan being bound by specific proz:ises.

As in any other sketcha of a line of development frex The ssychozncldytic
point of view, it is rot implied that tic stages or phases succeed each otrer lilke
cLoCLWOrkK. tber the sequence is graduel aad the rate uneven. INor are tre foris
of primery promising ever wholly supplarted by thelr secondary process sSRCCESSOrs. £3
we know to our common sSorrow, the attainvent of meturity in thinking is not alweys
fully achieved aﬁd rexnants of mazical thinking are tobbe found in a2ll of us.

ften earlier and later forms seem to exist side-by-side and witk more or less
interection between them. Tnis stete of affairs mey even obtain culiurel sanculon,
as tourists in certain countries in which a premium is placed upon the outward
forms of politeness cen teétify. Trey often beccze exasperated with natives wio
out of a wish not to diseppoint the visitor will prcmise all sorts of thizngs waich

S S

they have neither intention nor even copacilty to carry out. Yet at the sexz tire

these countries ere involved in a modern econcmy which depends as much 2s ours upon
the orderly fulfillment of prcmises. I could cite similar exexples closer to hems

of hard-beaded people who in certain matlters are quite credulous and eazer o

believe promises wiether mede to them by promoters of watered securities, by
guack healers, or by the spoxeszeld of certain of the more optimistic faiths. Also,

perhaps soze of the comventional Insincerities with wikich we lubricate our social

Thus far, in support of my contention that there is a drima -megical
2 "~ & “ry LY
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forn of promising that precedes the more familiar secondary form, I have cited

ures toward adulis and the more
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irstances of young children’s propitiator)
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or less self-conscious Use of reassurances that sound like promises by mosi
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may, with the proper preconditions and under the pressure O regression, reappear
in adult life. In what follows, I snall draw upon the treatment of a patient in
psycnoanalysis to demonstrate the iusortance and the varied appearances of
pfomising and disappointing in his psychopathology as well as the ways in which
the form of primary promising complicated tae picture.

| The not-so-peaceful coexistence of forms of primary proxzising eaxnd
secondary promising wes a prominent characteristic of this patient who had <he
feculty of erousing great expectations in those around him. He had sometning of
a truly heroic quality about him, for from extremely humble beginnings he nad,
through.a few strokes of good luck, a capacity for umbelieveobly hard work under
adverse circumstances, a strong physical constitution and en unfailing will to
survive, managed to overcome a series of near-fatal handicaps and ©o arrive at &
station of leadership in' his c6mpany in a manner which was stetistically nignly
improbable. His life was in many weys 2 fulfillment of the American dreem of
rags to riches. He combined <he paradoxical traits of a sure business judgzent

during the working day with exceedingly poor judguent both in his leisure time

sctivities and in his choice of companions. He was, and felt himself, constantly

in danger of being exposed, of having his obusiness reputetion ruineé by his inten
perate use of alconol and the resulting sociel indiscretiocns. In addéition he Zell
nighly dissatisfied with his life. though he was not lacking in material ‘success,

ne found himself unable to commit himself solidly to any course of action, to otker

‘persons or even to any single identity; one could descrive him as having gone Throug:a

1life with his fingers crossed.

" Waile his attainments were real and many, they were soxehow exploited

oy nim to imply endless promise rather than solid achievement. IHis pattern of

arousing expectation through implicit or explicit promising was pernaps more clearly

seen in his relations with women. Although he was divorced and had had many.
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Vsubseqpent companions and therefore had‘the something of the reputation of =2
wolf, he nevertheless succeeded in arousing expectations in the woman, or in
_each of the two or three wamen, with whom he might be involved et any time, that
rzgig relationship was something special. He not only tehaved in & promiszing uanrer,
he often made gratuiltous explicit promises, promises wnich he did rnot usuzally keep.
Hie tended to mske such promises when it seemed to him that nis periner’s interest
in him was flagging.
He had been married for several years. His wife, who was long-suffering,

had left him finally, fed-up with the repetitive disepodintments she sufiered at
his hands. gis indecisiveness at home, his unwillingness to live a regular and
predictable life away from the office and his drinking left her always uncertain
as to wPether she could count on him or not. More and more and in spite of herself
she found nerself drawn into a nagging and reproachful relationship witn thre patient'
| to which'the patient would respond with a mixture of hurt and anger that would
lead to sulking and oxrgies of self-pity, or to professions of love and entreaties
that she not leave him. These led typically to tender scenes of reconciliation
with promisés by the patient to do better which were forgotten not long after
they were. made. When she left him, the wife still felt he was a man of great
promise who could "give so much if he only would let himself.” In addition to his
characterological difficulties, which did not bother the patient particulerly, the
patient suffered intermittently from a variety of symptoms including paralyzing
anxiety attacks during which he was sure he would die. There were also a nuxber
of obsessive fears, for instanc& that he would drive into head-on collisions, and
also transitory phoblc formations, and hypochondriacal preoccupations. I wes
the sum of these painful symptohs that drove the patient unwillingly to treatment.

© As one might expect from this vignette, the patimt's analysis pfévided

mapy opportunities to see his trait of promising and disappointing in action. It

3
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waes nost evident during one prolonged phase of the analysis when the patient
attempted to present himself as the hapless victim of his drives. He wanted
to be "good," to stay dry, to find a woman whom he could love erouga that e woulé

not need to drink. But though he insisted that the spirit was firu, the urgés

of the flesh invariably proved stronger. Again and again his promises ©o0 be

=

tenperate and diécreetwwere followed by mournful'accounts of failure. Toe

_patient expected that the analyst would’be angry and disappointed, that pe would

refuse to appreciate the patient's own despair and disgust with himself at failing

and further that he would disbelieve the "genuineness" of the patient’s intentionus.
As a first approach to this syndrome, the analyst commented.on

the repetitiveness with which the patient offered unsolicited promises that he

had evexry reason to suspect he would not keep. The patient, seeing the repetitive-

ness of.his behavior, resolved to correct matters by promising not to proxise,

wnile construing the analyst's intervention to mean that he was expecting too

much of himself in the way of self-denial. Thus.he continued much the same

pattern of misbehavior with the exception that he preceded each eplsode with

his hopes, not his prémise, that he would not fail again. When the analyst observed

that it seemed that his promised temperance was somehow assumed to e for the

analyst's benefit, we struck a snag. While the patient conceded that the observetion

was more fhan partially correct,.he refused to accept the idea that such a goal

could be solely his own. For did the aralyst not himself stand for the values

toward which the patient waé striving? How could he then dissociate himsell

from them? 'The patient made it clear that in his mind I; as his analyst, had

‘no choice.bux to ldentify myself'wholiy with his efforts to be fgood" and to

have my hopes and expectationé rise and fall with his promisés, successes

and failures. I could not permit him to "get away"
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vith his misbehavior. Nor, like a proper mother, could I totally disown him in the
face of his promises to do better. Rather, I ought to be angry and he ought to be
anxiously uncertain: Would I finally get fed up and throw him out of treatment or
could he once more promise his way beck into my good greces? Gradually it became
clear that the point of this whole sequence of behavior was the erotization of
the sense of anxious uncertainty which mede him feel "alive” and which culminated
in a feeling of varmth and blies vhen he felt he had won my forgtveness. ‘

It takes only a mament's reflection to see the suitability of the pattern |
of proafoing ad dlseppointing to express the 1ibidinel end ageressive relationships ﬁ‘
of child and mother during the anal phase. The child promises and disappoints.
The mother is forced to reproach, urge, and cajole to get the child _to deliver

on its promise. By withholding and disappointing, the child guarantees the intensity

[ PP,

of the mother's interest in him and guarantees her continued participation in getting
him to deliver the goods. It was not hard to reconstruct in the foregoing case

how the mother's reproaches became 1ibidinized by both parent and child and,

vhen delivery vas finally made es it {nevitably had to be, vhen the promise ves
f\llﬁlled, how delicious vas the reconciliation betwveen the two.

As one could expect, the pmdominmt tramferem paradign during this
period vas a sado-masochistic relationship in which, as the patient saw it, he and
his analyst were bound together with bonds of bhateful dependency. To use an image
oron'eorfz"his dreams of this period, it vwas as if he and the mlyat stood on the

bankofarushinariver, oachmthepositiontopushtheotherin, but only at
the e@enoe of beina dragged m himaelf, and each of us was avare that neither of

us could' gwm.
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Clearly, the main purpose of the total pattern of promising oo
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disappointing® was neither a primary mendaciousness nor a basic desir
through deceit, but rather to repeat an infantile method of malmtainlng nis motkeric .
interest in him. While his misbehavior. did bring him some pleasure, this was szort-
lived end far less in qua:n‘city then the distaste and lowered self-esteem tzav ze
suffered in consequencé of it. Yet his concept of himself during a long reriod
of his treatment was such that he could not conceive that his amelyst (mo;ber)
could possibly be interested in him as such. Ee would attex_apt t0 raticnzlize his
failure to live up to his promises by regarding the analysv as interested oxnly
in his own success or failure in curing the patient,v or interested, in a
scientific and impersondl way, in the museum of symptoms the patient could muster,
or perhaps willing to treat him for other selfish reasoms. 3By stretching matters,
he could concede that the enalyst might have some general humenitarien concern aoouv
the acute suffering of a fellow'gu'inan being. The emergency with which the patlexnt
began his treatment can be seen, in this context, to have the meening, "It is f.o‘c
I vho ask for treatment fér myself, rather the pain and suffering speek for
~

themselves. | They, not I, demand attention, and I am here under tkeir duress."

Two facets of this manﬁer of beginning proved to be important. First thav
he did not feel worthy emough to seek treatment for himself, and secoad, that nov
having asked for anything for himself, he need feel under no obligation o tke

enelyst. The analyst itreated the exergency--let the emergency pay for it. 4s

with the burghers of Hamlin, once the rats were piped out of the city the velue of

the piper's services diminished sharply. Udlike the burghers of Eemlin, our patiext’
_ off
reluctance to "pay," es distinguished from the act of promising itself, was motivale

%I.e,, I mean nov not simply the act of primary promising elone, wnich, of courss,
does not contemplate the future event of noa-fulfillment, but the behavior patterzn
which came to be built upon the act of primary promising in part because of the
parents' intense reactions to his efforts at propitiation.

1
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primarily by the wish to intensify the relationship with the enelyst vie the
anticipation of his anger and reteliation and was movivated only secondaril&
and to a lesser extent by enticipation of personal gain.

This pattern of meking promises that are their cva fullfiilrenv ezoeared
not only in the patient's behav:.or, but in his phantasies and memories &l Weii. Cue
such memory recurred repetitively during the course of “reatment, always witz 2
nostalgic affect si@aling & wish to regress to that less complicated tizme in tke
patient's life when good intentions vere sufficient. The memory, apperenvly
drawing upon & romentic tale for children, has its scene in a village square. A
villager has somehow outraged the conz:nunity 2nd has brought down upoa himsell the
judgment that he pay with his life. With full public ceremony the oZfender is
brought to the scaffold where a; pot of molten leed has elready been prepared.
0a bis knees, the condemned men is resdied to have the molten lead poured dowa
h:.s throau. Ee is resigned to this awful end and does not struzgle. Demons‘cratf.ng
bis willingness to die for his crime he opens his mouth to receive the seaxring

fluid. After a moment of anxious horror during which, with eyes closed, he rears

the preparations of his executioners , he feels some thing poured into his moutia--

not hot, but cool; not lead--but honey. With eamazement end hope he opens his
eyes ‘to behold the smiles of his erstwhile executioners and finds bimsel? welcozed
back into the community. His willingoess to die in atonement was ell that was
dem'anded of him, it was not necessary actually to pay the forreit.

It is possible to infer frcm this story probable incidents in the eaxly

life of the pfatie‘nt involving being forced to swallow things for his own good, only

'to £ind that having svallowed the bitter, sweet things followed. Certainly we wowld

. be correc’c in inferring that whatever these incidents were, they reinforced en

overvaluation of masochistic surrender, or rather, the willingness to or promise to

do so, as a means of insuring parental love.
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I would like to consider these examples as prototypes of acts of exrlicit

bremising in which both the forms of primery promising and secondary promizing

participate. Taey form a kind of baseline in that they involve az exmlicii prezise
made to an existing other person. Departirng from tais baseline, I will dezcribe
sozme of the patient's behavior which had the seme basic structure as these prototyses,

but in which one or both of these elements of the tramsaction, tke cxplicit premize

and the existing other person are not present as such.

Explicit promises can be made not only to external objects wko are present,
but also to internal objectse. .An example of explicit promising in relaticn to an
internal obJject, which for the moment is externalized in phantasy, can te seen in 2
typical self-healing practice of 'the ebove mentioned patient when bitten by ramo’.:"se
and in a low mood, a not uncommon state of mind for him. EHe would then tend to
become preoccupied with the rather neglectful way in which he had treated his parents
and siblings and would dwell nostalgically upon the hardships thec taey had 211
shared during his childhood. Then he would phantasy himself in a farcy departzent
store picking out gifts for them, things which they had sorely reeded in the old
days and luxuries which in their wildest imagination they would not have desired Ior
the;nselves. Having selected gifts in phantesy, and given them to his Tamily, he would
elmost weep &t hils own generosity and at their touching surprise and gratefulness, and
thereafter. he would feel much better about himself.

This kind of phantasying hed its parallels In his analytic hours as well »

. waen on occasion the patient would feel a sense of warmtn toward the analyst or

Tind a feeling of gratitude stirring within him. He would speek of these emoticzzl

stirrings in such a way that one would have to listen sharply to penetrate The slaboralely

formulated subjunctive mode to understand that he was conveyirg how ke would feel or

how he would think of himself as feeling or, more directly, how he felt only

yesterday, but never, at that stage of his analysis, how he felt right then. EHis
telent for indirect expression occasionally took extravagent forms. For exazple,

in one hour during a period when the patient had been quite depressed and in much
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Pain, his depression yielded to vigorous interpretation by the analyst. Towars
“che.end of the hour the patient was feceling much better and he closcd the hour Witk
very pleasant phantasies of how he would like to tell the anelyst of his epdreciation
Tor what he had done for him, he would even f2ll on his knees and beg forziveness
for the nuisance he had made of himself, and so on. t in his neit nour thz patient
spoke about these phantasies and their continuation with quite muted afféct.

It became clear, as all was pieced together, that what wes teing offered

was not the expression of thankfulness that had been promised, but orly & repors

of yesterday's phantasies about it. This was offered as a bit of historical narrziive
with no sense of active giving. When the analyst commented upon this, the patient
could see what his offering was and what it was not and could relate this event to
his by now growing awareness of his genersl character pattern. Still he could no:
help but feel that the analyst misunderstood him, that his good intentions hed been
rejected and scorned and that for his desire to express gratitude he was teing
reproached end criticized. This hurt and angry reection, which was typical of the
paﬁien‘o's first responses to most interpretations in this area, was the bridze to the
important adaptive style that this way of promising and dissppointing hed come <o
serve.- For it became clear that the patient felt resentment and anger toward the
analyst welling up even as he could see quite clearly that he hadn't really offered
anything, not even the thanks that would have been appropriate for him to offer, and
furtoer, that he vas from the beginning expecting reproech end criticisz from the
analyst (mother).

As this paradoxical situation was explored furi:her, it greduelly baceame
clear that the pattern of promising which hed originelly served to propitiate tze

mother, to magically neutralize her anger and ward off the possibility tkat skhe

would abandon the child to starva tion, served as ‘effectively but in a different wey

a’c the ansal stage to guarantee the integrity of the relationship with the motrar.
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In addition, by anticipating the indifferent reception that hic "pronizes
would receive, promises that were enpty in thé secondary sense but rick in prizary
meaning, the patient was able to nourish his deep conviction that he was treated
unjustly and that he, therefore, had a claim against the world to be indexziied Tor
his wawarranted suffering. BEe could thus justify his feeling that he should be an

cigl irndulgences
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"exception," free of customary human obligations end entitled to sp
on account of the mistreatment be had endured.

Another form of "promising" that was much less explicit could be detected in
certain phrases that the patient used repetitively during one phase of his‘ treatzent.
When an interpretation was finally understood and some affect was released, the
patient almost invariably reacted by saying, in a marvelling tone, "This is tke
first time I really felt so warm toward you," or "so sad," etc. The patient would
repeat this phrase severdal times as if he were pethetically eager to be believed,
while not a'.‘c'ell sure that the analyst would really believe him. Tkhe source oI the
repetition was the experieﬁce of the child who had diseppointed his parents c=o '
often and who had every reason to know that on the basis of his pest behavicr, ti
parents’? laci: of confidence in him wes fully justified. Thus, at the mozent when
he did experience a genuine feeling, he had to dissociate himsel? entirely froxz his
reputation and to insist that what he fell now was bz_'and. new, hoping in this way to
convince us that we should have more faith in his future then we had had in bis past.
The statement, "This is the first time," wes in short en implicit promise thet,

"From now on things will be different, now that I have actually felt this way. N
A similer phenomenon is, of course, commonly seen in the "morning-after" vows of
alcoholics.

The motivation for ou:é patient ‘s statement, as for his explicit -ow*“s;_c,
seemed to be his sudden awareness that uhere was the dan‘ser of losing the mom.e*‘s
love just at the poin‘b when he was experiencing something genuine toward her. In
order to keep her intetrest in him alive ’ to propitiate her a..d wverd off her retaliatory
withholding of herself from him, he felt impelled to try at &ll costs to arou'se

in ber the hope of something new and different in him.



T . W

Second Draft
noJoso ire

o December, 1962
wx&mmnievmmmwmmwmmmwt
-mor"muumumum, ves that all previous pretensions that he had
'mmsmwummtwmtm,mmmmumm
mmmmmmmmmmwummmmmm.

mgmmtyormsbemmmuma"mm"m
at least passing menticn. Msmﬁmwi&mmrumammu
emarytﬂ.ea mmgemwtmmr,umaamnmmmw
of iroatc Justice, has alvays secmod to me en exgessive punishment for baving given
amunm u:mmae,mmwMummmm
mmwmrmmm“;hwlmummmmm
Mns,mlytobed:lamwmmm ao:tmmwvmm
ymm,mwmmwmmmmnhmum,mm ® prizary
mwmwmﬁwmmtmwm. mmm
umn:mabwtwsagmnntm. mshwmmuboﬁom:
'mrthmamumtomwunm,hmmmam
uncertaint; mmmmmmmmmwhmadmmm
‘that 1f there were not o besic sense of lovo «d t1ust between mother
‘,‘uma,Mumdu.mmmalm«mm&.
‘nm, i




Draft
H.J.S.:rs
-25- December, 1962
There are some lessons in psychoanalytic technique to be learned from
experiences with promising and disappointing patients. The chief pitfall, I believe,
is the tendency for the analyst to be drawn into repeating the patient's childhood
neurosis with him, and there are some special difficulties with such patients that
rey meke acting out in the countertransference more likely than with the ordinery
patient. C(ne of these difficulties stems from the very procedure of psychoenalysis
which encourages the analyst to be silent when he has nothing indispensible to say.
After a few experiences with any patient who explicitly promises‘or
indirectly arouses expectations only to fail to live up to them, The analyst, like
the parents of the patient's childhood, will tend to react with irritation,
annoyance, reproaches and distrust. While the well-trained enalyst will herdly
yield openly to direct retealiatory acts, he will, if he is not alert to the tendency,
find an easy way to adhere to & sound, conservative, psychoanalytic technique and av
the same time by unduly prolonging his silences give the patient "what he deserves."
The silences, whatever their technical rationalizations, may also have the meaning
in the countertransference of "turning a deaf ear to the patient." Like the too-often-
burned shepherds of the "cry wolf" story, the analyst will be inclined to ignore the
patient's efforts at propitiation couched as promises and will, as effectively as if
he had actively reproached the patient, reinforce the patient's tendency to epproach
him in this way with increasing desperation. I do not propose that, as the shepherd
boy wished of the shepherds, the analyst should "come running" indefinitely, but
rather that a more active interpretive technique be employed. The interpretive
activity I advocate should stem from the analyst's awareness that at these times in
such cases protracted silence can amount to a quite "active" intervention indeed.
Cn the other hand, a too-ready acceptance of the patient as one from whom
no more than primary promises can be expected can be disastrous to the treatment.
For if my experience is at all typical, while the patient will in the first place be

at least secretly aware of his desire to placate the anelyst and will also be aware that
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he promises more than he can hope to deliver, he may not be zaware of the connecticn
between these ideas nor be aware of the degree that these promises have come to
represent a bid for the analyst's negative attention--that they are an cpening move in
a campaign to re-establish a sado-masochistic relationship with the parents of his
childhoogd.

Lest I leave the impression that all is pre-Oedipal, I should add here thet
the prominence of the pattern of promising and disappointing in the life of the
patient I have described owes not just to the strength of his pre-Cedipal fixeatioms,
which were indeed strong, but also to a strong regressive trend in the face of
Oedipal anxieties. This regressive defense could be verbalized as, "See, I am
harmless. I promise much, but deliver nothing, and I am, therefore, not to bte
taken seriously as an active phellic contender for mother. I only want to be her
little boy and to have her urge me to discharge my excretory functions. Without
her demands and permission I can produce little. And even with this facilitation ske
more than likely will be disappointed." Vith the analysis of this defense ageinst
Oedipal anxiety, a moderate amount of progress was made by the patient toward a more
mature acceptance of adult responsibility.

SUMMARY

The act of promising is not one that springs full-grown into late childhood
based upon the developed capacity to undertake and fulfill commitments with e mature
sense of their significance. Rather, a prolonged preparation for such mature secondary
promising occurs during early childhood before a clear concept of time has developed
end when the verbal forms of promising serve, like other verbal and nonverbal magic,
to restore the child to the safety of its mother's love. These magical, propitiatory
gestures which resemble mature promises only in their verbsl form, seem to be a
normel phenomenon of childhood. But through more or less special circumstances,

instead of being supplanted by secondary promising in the course of maturation,

primary promising can remain a significant mode of behavior, a character trait or a
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symptom in the adult. I have shown some of the multiple forms that such behavior

can take as well as one way in which the therapeutic problem such a behavior pattern

poses can be approached psychoanalytically.
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