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‘This wide-ranging and profound book on homes and other human 
dwellings is well worth a read and a re-read. It is comprehensive in what 
it covers: childhood homes, marital homes, nostalgia for lost homes, 
orphanages, retirement homes, monasteries, and much more. Along with 
such breadth, the book delves deeply, through historical reportage and 
psychoanalytic deconstruction, into the external realities it considers and 
the internal state of affairs they embody and represent.’

JOSEPH FERNANDO, MD
Training and Supervising Analyst, Toronto Institute of Psychoanalysis

Author of A Psychoanalytic Understanding of Trauma

‘From the womb to the cemetery, this timely book explores the multiple 
facets of home. The three-year-old girl plays house, acting out all the 
characters in her family. The oedipal child makes forts out of pillows and 
blankets. The latency child decorates the room with multiple collections, 
dreams of growing up, and the adolescent isolates herself in her room 
where fantasies of leaving and building one’s own home seem both 
exciting and terrifying. This book contains all this and much more. It is 
extremely important at a time when so many in our country might lose 
their homes!’

ANN SMOLEN, PhD
Training and Supervising Analyst, Psychoanalytic Center of Philadelphia

Author of Six Children: The Spectrum of Child Psychopathology and Its Treatment

‘Attics and Basements explores the multi-layered meanings of the notion 
of “home,” from our bodily beginnings in the womb and infancy to the 
challenges of old age and death, from the development of a sense of 
internal stability to existential threats. The book explores actual physical 
locations, the challenges of homelessness, and the notion of a secure 
base. In addition, the volume is infused with poetry, both in the use of 
language in the chapters themselves, and in the multiple references to 
poets and their creations – Rumi, Bachelard, T. S. Eliot, and Akhtar himself. 
This is a gem of a book, a pleasure both to read and digest.’

JULIAN STERN, MD
Consultant Psychiatrist and Psychoanalyst, London, UK

Former Director, Adult and Forensic Services, Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust
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Introduction

That the individual psychic self has an ecological dimension also is 
by now a well-accepted notion (Akhtar, 2001; Spitzform, 2000). 
This dimension makes its appearance, in its most rudimentary 

form, with the infant’s acquisition of the animate-inanimate distinction 
along many vertices; these range from the most simple perceptual one to 
the far more complex one of conceptual and motivational interpretation 
(Lichtenberg, 1983; D. N. Stern, 1977). With increasing consolidation 
of this function, the capacity for “object permanence” (Piaget, 1936) 
evolves; the resulting stability of representations, initially restricted to 
the objects in the immediate surround, gradually spreads to cover a 
larger psychophysical terrain. Frosch’s (1964) “reality constancy” (the 
capacity to tolerate environmental changes without the destabilization 
of the core veracity of perception) and Pacella’s (1980) notion of “waking 
screen” (the background of expectation that scans, accepts, rejects, or 
modifies all new perceptions) now become important.

The “waking screen” at the deepest level, the “reality constancy” at the 
mid-level, and the “average expectable environment” (Hartmann, 1939) 
at the highest level form the triadic basis for the child’s relationship 
with the external, material world. The use of physical objects is at first 
for psychic integration and structuralization, then for ego-motivated 
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instrumentality, and only after these two modalities are established, it is 
for the containment, concealment, projection, and expression of drive-
related curiosities and fantasies.

Criss-crossing these intrapsychic developments is the growing child’s 
relationship with his or her or their homes. Dim, unintegrated, and 
unmentalized at first, this “relationship” later comes to include many 
psychosomatic realms: perception, imagination, fantasy, projection, 
primal scene, optimal distance, separateness, boundaries, smells, sounds, 
cloisters of intrigue and fear, and cabinets of curiosity and excitement. 
Side by side with such phenomena, the feeling of being “at home” evolves; 
this is at first anchored in the “thoughtless” entitlement over the parents’ 
minds and bodies and the physicality of the home itself, but soon begins 
to be internalized and give rise to the future capacity to feel “at home” 
most anywhere in the world.

Another dialectic now emerges. On the one hand, the childhood 
home is deeply incorporated in one’s psyche and persists, throughout 
life, as a fond prototype, an object of nostalgia, and—via the “second 
look” (Novey, 1968)—a source of ego-replenishment. On the other 
hand, that very home has to be left and with the passage of time new 
homes are to be found, formed, and left. Such “biography” of homes 
includes transient residences of youth, college dorms, first apartments 
and flats, marital and family homes, downsized residences of late middle 
age, retirement homes, nursing homes, hospices, and urns that contain 
our cremated remains and graves that house our buried bodies. Far 
from such linear progression are traumatizing homes, foster homes, 
and orphanages where searingly painful as well as defiantly triumphant 
scenarios of growth and development unfold. And, then there are 
monasteries which embody the human striving for detachment, silence, 
and contemplation in a turn away from a world of earthly relations to 
spirituality and transcendence.

Our book covers all such matters. Its approach is fundamen-
tally psychoanalytic but borrows significantly from anthropology, 
history, architecture, religion, and general psychiatry. The result is 
a harmonious gestalt of understanding the dialectical relationship 
between man’s internal world and his external reality, especially in 
terms of the four walls and a roof that provide him shelter and earn 
the designation of his home.
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Finally, an admission: our book’s title, Attics and Basements, is 
inspired by a letter of Sigmund Freud in response to a congratulatory 
message on his eightieth birthday by the renowned Swiss psychiatrist 
Ludwig Binswanger. In that letter, Freud wrote: “I have always lived on 
the ground floor and in the basement of the building—you mention that 
on changing one’s viewpoint one can also see an upper floor, housing 
such distinguished guests as religion, art, and others. You are not the 
only one; most cultivated specimens of homo natura think likewise. 
In  this respect, you are the conservative, I the revolutionary” (letter 
dated 8 October 1936, cited in Fichtner, 2003, p. 132). It is our sincere 
hope that our book on homes illuminates both the “attics” and the 
“basements” of the human experience in all its sadness and horror as 
well in all its splendor and majesty.

Salman Akhtar
Philadelphia, PA
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