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“There are poetic reversals like this in life, is my point. There are pauses
between knowing and understanding. Pauses in which we wait for
delayed news about ourselves to spark along the sagging wires.”
—Amity Gaige, Schroder

Amity Gaige’s novel features a character, Schroder, who is interested in the various words that demarcate gaps between ongoing
links of thought. Periods, for example, mark the end of a sentence
where a reader digests what has been said and prepares for a new sentence. In particular instances of speech, one can notice a longer gap
between sentences. Here, in this longer gap, we may describe our
recognition of a pause. Pauses reveal a certain slowness in the digestive process of thought. Pauses are not gaps marked by periods but
by temporal delays in the mind’s assimilation of thought. Pauses,
though they are empty spaces, may in fact be meaningful in and of
themselves. Pauses introduce the idea that something additional is
going on between two linked sentences. Something more is present
to a thinking mind than the verbal representation of the sentences
might suggest. In addition to pauses, there are gaps still longer and
more potent. A long pause becomes at some point registered as a
“silence.” When we notice silence, it often speaks volumes. Silence
can be “telling,” but it can also be invisible.
This book is an attempt to make visible what is often invisible in
those “pauses in which we wait for delayed news about ourselves to
spark along the sagging wires” (Gaige, 125). Between “knowing and
understanding” are complex and usually invisible processes of mind
that allow “knowing” to become marked as “understanding.” This
book is about something I have termed “the emotional assimilation
of thought,” and its opposite “the desire not to know.” I am not
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happy with the terms I have chosen, but I am seeking a language to
slow down and observe what may not be seen.
Some sentences and their busy ideas connect quickly and easily.
It can be a joy to read lively prose, with its rich implication of more
enjoyment to come. Some words, however, make us pause. They
require “emotional work.” Some sentences stop us in our tracks. The
emotional work of these thoughts may seem unbearable. This book
is an attempt to honor and give respect to these last two categories.
The pause between knowing and understanding may be small,
almost imperceptible in recognition. And yet often everything
depends on this link—a link that may well fail rather than succeed. Michelle Masse has recently argued that teachers must learn to
work “within the suspended liminal time of knowing/not knowing”
(Masse, 2011) This book offers approximately 200 pages of commentary that seeks to understand and more carefully attend to this
suspended liminal time, a time of pauses, silences, and reverie.

A c k now l e d gm e n t s

This book reflects the influence of many people in many places over
many years. I want to express my heartfelt thanks to those close to
memory, whose thinking has become interwoven with my own. In
large measure the book is the result of almost 20 years of spirited
engagement with the Association for the Psychoanalysis of Culture
and Society. My good friend Mark Bracher and I cofounded the
organization in 1994 with the late Claudia Tate. In the last 20 years
(almost) our group has been renewed by an energetic leadership featuring Marilyn Charles and Michael O’Loughlin, Elizabeth YoungBruehl, Fred Alford, Robert Samuels, Jean Wyatt, Lynn Layton,
Peter Redman, Michelle Masse, Rico Ainslee, Simon Clarke, John
Bird, Jan Haaken, Karl Figlio, Esther Rashkin, jan jagodzinski, Todd
McGowan, Hilary Neroni, Henry Krips, and Jennifer Freidlander. I
am lucky to be able to spend time with so many smart, capable, and
dependable people and to have been able to do so over so many years
of conferences, meetings, dinners, and emails.
I am also much indebted to participation in the Washington
Psychoanalytic Society, first as a research candidate and then later
as an active teacher and committee member. I would like to thank
my analyst Judith Chused for five years of dedicated work. I would
also like to thank my former teachers and now colleagues: Bob
Winer, Rick Waugaman, Dick Fritsch, Art Blank, Marc Levine,
Don Ross, Doug Chavis, Kathy Burton, Kathy Brunkow, Don
Ross, David Cooper, Sharon Alperovitz, Liz Hersh, Karyn Messina,
Nydia Lisman-Pieczanski, Lindsay Clarkson, Carla Eliot Neely, Pat
Crowe, Tony Hani, David Levi, J. David Miller, Stephen Paly, Scott
Twentyman, John Kafka, John Zinner, Ernie Wallwork, Al Leblanc,
Cornelia Lischewski, Derek Hawver, and Susan Lazar.
I have spent much time engaged with our Washington, DC
Lacan study group, now formalized as the Lacanian Forum of

xii / Acknowledgments

Washington, DC. Our membership is Wilfried Ver Eecke, Macario
Giraldo, Devra Simiu, Brian Casemore, Edmond Degaiffier, Gabriela
Zorzutti, Nora Gabbert, Jennifer Braun, and Stephen Whitworth.
Our group has been much enriched by generous visits from Collette
Soler, Luiz Izcovich, and Sol Aparaicio
I have profited greatly from my Washington Psychoanalytic
Institute Book Group. Our membership is Bob Winer, Bo Winer,
Rick Waugaman, Elizabeth Waugaman, Art Blank, Alex Smirnov,
Mary Jo Pebbles, Chris Keats, Denise Forte, Jim Hutchinson, and
Chris Erskine.
My thinking has been enlivened by participation in the Washington
Forum on Psychiatry and the Humanities. I would like to particularly
thank Gordon Kirschner and the group, Stanley Palumbo, Wilfried
Ver Eecke, Macrio Giraldo, and Joe Brent.
I appreciate the continuing support I have received from my
department at George Washington University. I would particularly
like to thank Jeffrey Cohen, Gil Harris, Tara Wallace, Gayle Wald,
Jim Miller, Tony Lopez, Jennifer James, Judy Plotz, Kavita Daiya,
Jenny Green-Lewis, Tom Mallon, David McAleavey, Chris Sten, Bob
Combs, Bob Ganz, Jane Shore, and Faye Moskowitz in the English
department. And friends in other disciplines—Alf Hiltebeitel,
Andrew Zimmerman, Brian Casemore, Gail Weiss, and Peter Caws.
In recent years I would like to thank in particular a group of
students and professors who have worked with me on the study of
trauma and neuroscience—Dmityi Galkin, Patrick Cook, Evelyn
Schreiber, Patty Chu, Anton Trinidad, Marilena Zacheos, Jen Cho,
Michael O’Neil, James Francis, Amy Baily, Ilya Kavalerov, and
Bridget Williams.
The main bulk of this book was written in the mountains of
North Carolina in the summer of 2012. I am indebted to my good
neighbors there, Jill Holmes and Sally Jacobson, Terry and Cindy
Murphy, John and Brenda Czipri for warm homes and good cheer.
As I grow older I increasingly appreciate the accidents of my
birth. I have learned and continue to learn from my two brothers,
Patrick Alcorn, SAS, and Col. David Alcorn, USAF. Many years
of discussion with them have helped me appreciate the thinking of
smart people who have worked in endeavors very different from my
own. The three of us have taken on unusual tasks. Our meetings
always remind us of what we share. I appreciate the learning skills

Acknowledgments / xiii

each of us have developed in managing different life tasks. I thank as
well my sons, Skye Alcorn and Sean Alcorn, who have contributed
significantly to this book with ongoing conversations over the last
ten years. I am proud of their achievements and grateful for their
company.
I owe particular thanks to people who read earlier, largely unreadable portions of this manuscript. They all offered suggestions and
were generous with advice and encouragement. Thank you, Chris
Erskine, Mark Bracher, Fred Alford, Jean Wyatt, Patrick Cook,
Jim Hansell, and Michelle Masse. I am also greatly indebted to my
friends Brian Casemore, Peter Filene, and Mike O’Neil, who read
and helped to fine-tune near-final drafts of the chapters. I owe, in
addition, special thanks to my friends Terry Rizzuti and Wil Scott,
who have helped me understand the particular nature of combat
trauma memory, and information assimilation.
Finally I wish to express thanks to my wife, Christine Erskine,
who has contributed to and enlivened (for me anyway) this project in countless ways. Shared intellectual projects are much happier
than solitary ones.
Washington, DC
March 1, 2013

