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Foreword

Ross Clarke

It’s 1942, the world is at war and on a knife edge. On the ground—the 
battle for Stalingrad, in the skies—the Blitz, the battle for London, 
both at their height. In Poland the second camp at Auschwitz is 

under construction for the final solution, in America the Manhattan 
Project had just been launched. There are many films that recount this 
pivotal year from McQueen’s Blitz and Nolan’s Oppenheimer through to 
Pearl Harbor and The Pianist. Two of the essential films of the cinematic 
canon of sacrifice—Casablanca and Bambi—were released in American 
cinemas too. The year was a turning point for the world.

My father, Graham Stuart Clarke, the author of this book, was born 
into this world at war in Colchester, Essex where he still lives now, with 
his wife, best friend, and long-time reader Sandra some eighty-two 
years later.

Only one of the cultural objects mentioned in this book existed at 
that dark moment, the creator of which—Bronzino—was some 370 years 
dead. Sigmund Freud was recently buried in Hampstead, Dennis Potter, 
just seven, was deep in the Forest of Dean, Miyazaki, a baby—at one 
year old he had yet to see the bombed-out cities of Japan which would 
influence his work. June Kwan, mother of one half of the Daniels had 
not been born, but Ronald Fairbairn, the main subject of this book 
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and a member of the independent group that grew out of the death of 
Freud—neither of them followers of Anna Freud or Melanie Klein—was 
very much alive and working in Edinburgh on “The repression and the 
return of bad objects” (1943). This was the third of five key works in his 
oeuvre that he published before his death in 1964. Fairbairn was a man 
of the early twentieth century who helped define and refigure nascent 
psychoanalysis, particularly object relations theory.

Sometime soon after the war ended, Graham travelled with his family 
by boat for six weeks across the world to Australia. In Oz, Graham lived 
in the suburbs of Sydney for some seven years, returning to the UK as a 
barefoot runner known at his new school in Clacton-on-Sea as “Aussie” 
Clarke—a rebel without a cause that would later find one. This is also 
the school where he met my mother and the same school my sister and 
I later attended in the 1980s.

Graham has spent much of his life an intellectual polymath studying 
at UCL, Tavistock, Hatfield, and Essex, working at Marconi’s—architect, 
systems analyst, agitator, intelligent buildings and early AI researcher, 
occasional published poet, playwright, artist, cineaste, and finally landing 
at Essex University where he devoted much of the second half of his life 
to championing and expanding upon the work of the aforementioned 
Ronald W. Fairbairn, a largely marginalised Scottish psychoanalyst.

Before this book, he has written and edited four other works on 
Fairbairn, organised a conference at the Freud Museum London on 
Fairbairn, as well as contributing numerous papers for the International 
Journal of Psychoanalysis and other psychoanalytic journals. His recent 
chapter “A psychoanalytic approach to the singularity: Why we cannot 
do without auxiliary constructions”, in The Technological Singularity: 
Managing the Journey edited by Victor Callaghan, James Miller, Roman 
Yampolskiy, and Stuart Armstrong (Springer Nature, 2017) is, in my 
opinion, the strongest argument for biology over technology, humanism, 
and a necessary riposte to the populist singularity imagined by the 
world’s second most dangerous American, Elon Musk, and others in his 
google-ised billionaire entourage.

Graham has explained the world of cinema, art, and novels—
cultural objects through the interpretation and redeployment of 
Fairbairn’s object relations theory to some great effect—over this 
work. His first book was called Personal Relations Theory: Fairbairn, 
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Macmurray and Suttie (Routledge, 2006), which outside the cultural 
work summarises well the importance of Fairbairn to the interper-
sonal and the community at large, allowing us to be human, as well as 
to the internal object relations work.

This book represents a synthesis and engagement that one might 
describe by my father’s standards as populist (but not in that way). 
Fairbairn’s work is not easy, least of all for the son of a Fairbairnian. But 
it bears fruit over time and perseverance and has a lot to say about the 
internal and external struggles of our lives. It clearly remains a sadly 
neglected branch of thinking, partly due to geography and partly to 
complexity, I believe, among the psychoanalytic community then and 
today and deserves eloquent champions like my father.

It is eighty-two years since Graham was born and we all live in a 
completely different world from Spitfires, Camp coffee, early radar, 
and landlines—a world of iPhones, ChatGPT, exploding pagers, drone 
warfare, tactical nuclear weapons, neoliberalism, surveillance capitalism, 
social media, Putin, Trump, rolling news, and a rebirth of populism 
more commonly known in his birth year, 1942, as fascism. Such radical 
and increasingly rapid technological advances change the way we think 
but not the ideologies we fail each other by, so it seems.

All of this biographical detail is not just one of those things. That 
would be the point of Fairbairn’s work. Of my father’s work. To show 
us the connection between the things in our head—the relationship 
between cultural objects and our world and the way we see things, the 
way we relate.

The four pieces examined through Fairbairn’s prism herein radically 
changed the way we see things—The Singing Detective feels like the 
Golden Age of Television long before The Sopranos and The Wire, a radical 
piece of work that burst onto our screens in the UK in the mid-1980s 
at the height of Thatcherism. It catapulted its author, the acerbic genius 
Dennis Potter, to a status where he could sit and presciently tell the 
world as he died, “I call my cancer Rupert.” Don’t we all, these days.

Miyazaki’s style and work was defined for the world by the success 
and legacy of his greatest film, Spirited Away, a complex and beautiful 
ode to childhood and the strange homes we find ourselves in.

Meanwhile the Daniels created a film for A24 that captured the 
zeitgeist as much as any twenty-first-century film had—critically and 
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commercially successful and an Oscar winner to boot, it continues to 
capture the current moment in both form, spectacle, and narrative.

To return to the biographical—the personal—it is fair to say that 
Graham is very much a child of the 1960s, a veteran of ’68 Vietnam 
protests in Grosvenor Square and of CND and miners’ marches in the 
’80s. I say this as someone who mourns the loss of his generation (the 
bizarrely named Silent Generation who had so much of interest to say). 
A generation of radical intellects from Derrida, Debord, Lyotard, and 
Foucault in France to Tony Benn and E. P. Thompson in the UK and 
Fred Jameson, Mike Davies, and Paul Auster in the US. All those greats 
are now sadly dead (Spivak and Butler survive them) and it is hard to see 
who follows behind.

My father forms part of this tradition—looking inwards to the object 
relations of Fairbairn and outwards to their cultural mirrors in Bronzino, 
Potter, Miyazaki, the Daniels, and beyond. My generation X, and those 
that follow the Zs, Millennials, and on, struggle to read or digest more 
than 140 characters. The big ideas are populist or conspiratorial. Theory 
is sidelined, and only the worst aspects of the grand narratives have 
returned.

The choice of Everything Everywhere All at Once is a stroke of genius 
as is the inclusion of the Daniels’ SXSW talk about their “process” in 
creating a film so of its time—its title alone sums up the current problem 
and our fractured echo chamber nightmares. We live in multiplicity but 
are ill-equipped for it and OR goes a long way towards explaining the 
power of integration and wholeness.

Fairbairn’s most famous quote—“it is better to be a sinner in a world 
ruled by God than to live in a world ruled by the devil”—describes 
the way in which a child can be tied to a bad object in order to 
survive. My grandfather Phil, his father, the sailor, like many parents, 
wanted a particular reflected glory from his son; he, orphaned by 
World War I, conservative at heart, was also a product of his time. 
Phil’s grandfather was an Anglican minister and Phil somehow went 
to his grave still believing my dad, a devout atheist, would end up 
building churches.

Strangely, I think he was right.
Like the greats listed above, Graham, my father, constructs churches 

with extreme care and attention in our minds. This book represents a 



	 FOREWORD	 xv

significant continuation of that work—a steeple of some sort. Long may 
it abide.

I should add, finally—although he would not want me to.
Graham completed this book during chemotherapy and after a 

gruelling but successful twelve-hour operation for oesophageal cancer. 
I  was reminded of his favourite playwright, Beckett, throughout this 
year-long trial by cancer and wondered if this might be my father’s 
equivalent to Krapp’s Last Tape …

I cannot however imagine my father, unsurprisingly angry at his fate, 
saying as Krapp does—“Perhaps my best years are gone … but I wouldn’t 
want them back. Not with the fire that’s in me now.”

Krapp is a lonely artist who has burnt bridges in life, but as the 
successful operation and treatment showed, my father is not. He was 
surrounded and supported throughout by Sandra, my sister, stepchildren, 
my cousins, grandchildren, and friends who buoyed him on otherwise 
lonely treacherous seas.

I went to visit him post-op—unsurprisingly weak, tired and hangdog, 
thin to the bones—but clearly grateful to be in this world. Dad spoke of 
the many nurses, doctors, specialists from all over the world who had 
tended to his needs during this ordeal and as he did, he began to cry. 
We as a family knew, along with our close-knit support, that the NHS, 
a great idea from the 1940s, had saved his life—extended it for some 
considerable time, we hope. This family of humans, a wider community 
of care of which Fairbairn writes so passionately while delving inter-
nally, was key to his life and ours.

Just last week Graham spoke of a new project—I for one look forward 
to reading it “with the fire that’s (still) in him now”.

In the meantime, this book might help explain the world we’ve always 
been in and the specifics of where we are now in 2025—another pivotal 
year it seems. Unsurprisingly, it is both edifying and difficult but worth-
while. I commend it to you as an acolyte of that great art form of the 
twentieth century—cinema—and as a student of the internal inconsis-
tencies of what it is to be human in the twenty-first century.
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Object relational approaches to cultural objects are quite rare as 
we shall see, and Fairbairnian object relations approaches to 
cultural objects are even rarer but the hope remains that they 

can generate more light than heat in this inflammatory world.
In an age of almost constant war, after a global pandemic, in the 

middle of a cost-of-living crisis and with the immediate possibility of 
the return of Trump as the American president, we are all in need of 
some guidance as to how we might understand the social cultural world 
in preparation to changing it and avoiding the “true lies” of the totally 
spun world of contemporary political commentary.

In a recent book called Shattered Nation (2023) Danny Dorling illus-
trates in horrific detail the consequences of the move to neoliberalism 
for the United Kingdom, kick-started by Margaret Thatcher and Ronald 
Reagan. He does however hold out the hope that something can be 
done to change things and it is this belief rather than succumbing to 
total pessimism in the light of the contemporary world that needs to be 
grasped and reinforced.

The last object in Pandora’s box was Hope and, as Marcuse (1964) 
wrote, quoting Walter Benjamin (“At the beginning of the fascist era”), 
“It is only for the sake of those without hope that hope is given to us.”


