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‘More than a summation of the work of the most remarkable 
psychoanalytic writer of our time, the subtle clarity and  

incisive tact of this book about what Bollas calls “collaboration 
with one’s unconscious”, “our joy in being a self” shows us what 

it is and what it might be to be in quite new kinds of rapport 
with ourselves and others. Our assumptions will never be  

quite the same again.’

Adam Phillips

‘In the process of making art, there are many moments.  
There is the desire of what one wants to see, there may just  

be a sense of this, it may be discovered along the way.  
There is allowing accidents to happen, to be intensely focused, 
to discover what is forming, to stand back. Don’t think it, let it 
emerge – then think it, then watch. It is a receptivity to what 
is emerging within and without, a dialogue with the work and 

with oneself, a “self” that surely is formed in the processes 
Bollas describes in these pages. The receptive unconscious 
of infancy, the return of the repressed; it is feeling, it is the 
assumed, it is the unthought known, it is our own personal 
idiom, and all that we have experienced. All these states 

coagulate in the making of the work. Bollas offers us a careful 
analysis of the inner process to the unmade – unthought from 

which we emerge and perchance begin the journey back to  
the sea of maternal beginning.’

Anish Kapoor
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I think a poem, when it works, is an action of the mind captured on a 
page, and the reader, when he engages it, has to enter into that action. 
His mind repeats that action and travels again through the action, but 
it is a movement of yourself through a thought, through an activity of 
thinking, so by the time you get to the end you’re different than you 

were at the beginning and you feel the difference.

Anne Carson

Being conscious of the unconsciousness of life is the most ancient tax 
on intelligence. There are unconscious intelligences … flashes of spirit, 

currents of understanding, voices […] and philosophies that have 
the same kind of understanding as the physical reflexes—gestures, 

or the way the liver and the kidneys secrete their juices.

Fernando Pessoa

It is well known that whole trains of thought sometimes pass through 
our brains instantaneously as though they were sensations, without being 

translated into human speech, still less into literary language.

Fyodor Dostoevsky

It is certain that we do talk to ourselves … we talk, speak, cry out to 
ourselves without breaking the external silence. There is a great tumult; 
everything speaks within us, excepting the mouth. The realities of the 
soul, even if they are not visible and palpable, are nonetheless realities.

Victor Hugo



AXIOMS OF MIND AND  
LIVED EXPERIENCE

On Character and the Assumed

Christopher Bollas



First published in 2026 by
Karnac Books Limited
62 Bucknell Road
Bicester
Oxfordshire OX26 2DS

Copyright © 2026 Christopher Bollas

The right of Christopher Bollas to be identified as the author of this work has 
been asserted in accordance with §§ 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and 
Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in 
a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written 
permission of the publisher.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A C.I.P. for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-80013-479-9 (paperback)
ISBN: 978-1-80013-480-5 (e-book)
ISBN: 978-1-80013-481-2 (PDF) 

Typeset by vPrompt eServices Pvt Ltd, India

www.firingthemind.com



v

Contents

Acknowledgements� vii

About the author� ix

Prelude� xi

CHAPTER 1
Getting to this point� 1

CHAPTER 2
The assumed� 9

CHAPTER 3
Sanity and the assumed� 13

CHAPTER 4
A comfortable companionship� 19

CHAPTER 5
The maternal order� 27

CHAPTER 6
Daydreaming� 33



vi    CONTENTS

CHAPTER 7
Making love� 41

CHAPTER 8
Free association?� 53

CHAPTER 9
Obliged to assume� 65

CHAPTER 10
Constellations of thought� 75

CHAPTER 11
The feel of thought� 85

CHAPTER 12
Losing one’s mind� 91

CHAPTER 13
The unthought known� 97

CHAPTER 14
Psychic genera� 103

CHAPTER 15
Who is speaking to whom?� 107

CHAPTER 16
Self by day, self by night� 111

CHAPTER 17
A matter of technique� 115

CHAPTER 18
Character analysis and axiomatic change� 129

Notes� 141

Index� 149



vii

Acknowledgements

I am grateful to several people for reading parts of the 
manuscript and providing their response. I thank Arne 
Jemstedt, Ken Bruder, Jacqueline Rose, Ken McMullen, and 

Maggie Murray.
I thank Leslie Gardner of Artellus for her astute advice and 

occasional interventions; at Karnac Books, Kate Pearce, for 
her patience, support, and encouragement, Anita Mason, and 
Izzy  Da  Silva; Nick Downing for his copy-editing; and Leonard 
Rosenbaum for his index; and Gilbert Courbanally for his cover 
design. I thank Steven Groarke for his constant support and 
comments.

I am grateful to Elise Ficarra for her thoughtful and intelligent 
editorial help, especially in the closing days before submission of 
the manuscript.

And to Suzanne King, who read differing versions of the work 
over the last two years and provided astute critical help, I am most 
grateful.



ix

About the author

Christopher Bollas is a psychoanalyst and Fellow of the British 
Psychoanalytic Society and the Los Angeles Institute and Society 
for Psychoanalytic Studies.



xi

Prelude

This work proposes the addition of the term—the assumed—
to identify select unconscious processes.1

The assumed—a word akin to the unconscious in its 
scope—is a form of the unconscious but distinctive enough to 
warrant identification. This will allow all those interested in 
psychoanalytic theory to see it expanded, enabling practitioners 
to focus on techniques that can facilitate psychic change and 
improve lives.

Freud’s topographic model was composed of three essential 
domains: consciousness, the preconscious, the unconscious. 
In  addition, it had two main forms of thinking: the primary 
process and the secondary process. His theory of ego psychology 
divided the self in three parts: the id, the ego, the superego.

The assumed identifies three interrelated unconscious pheno
mena. First is the self ’s assumption that consciousness compre-
hends the stream of unconscious contents passing through it in the 
here and now, which is impossible. The false trope is, however, 
essential to the self ’s ability to think and function without being 
otherwise overwhelmed.



xii    PRELUDE

The assumed also refers to mental “constellations”, forms of 
memory that collect into a dense inner object, a “feeling” unique 
to said constellation—a type of “metaphysical sensation”2—so that 
when the self thinks about one aspect of the constellation, the 
entirety of its components feels as if it is there. A form of synec-
doche, a part (mental or affective or somatic) evokes the whole 
unconsciously and, doing so, gives off its feel: an emanation that 
is the spirit of this particular object formation.

The assumed also refers to those forms of knowledge derived 
entirely from the “unthought known”: the knowledge that arrives 
out of actions and interactions. The infant brings his or her DNA 
into existence and is forming axioms about life from the begin-
ning. The mother—the figure identified with the maternal order—
brings highly complex acts to the relation, each of which bears 
an axiom which the infant either accepts or changes to form the 
realm of the unthought known. As actions become axioms the ego 
emerges after some years as autonomous and driven by millions 
of axioms that constitute human character: the assumptions that 
determine the way the self thinks and behaves.

The assumed is a theory of unconscious assumptions that are 
crucial to human thinking and behaviour. Identifying this realm 
offers useful perspectives on the self and how one can adjust 
one’s practice to enable analytical work in these areas. When the 
assumed is weakened or breaks down, we are witness to psychotic 
processes, and restoration of mental well-being is a crucial 
priority; one that must precede the search for meanings that will 
follow such rehabilitation. In addition, identifying pathological 
axioms that harm the self leads to “objectification”, a step in the 
direction of dis-affiliation in which the analysand renounces a 
disturbing axiom, liberating the ego and the self from constricting 
or destructive frames of mind and lived behaviour.


