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INTRODUCTION


Meg Harris Williams


The working title for this book was Clinical Uses of the Aesthetic Conflict – ‘uses’ being preferred to ‘applications’ (although envisaged as a kind of parallel to Meltzer's Studies in Extended Metapsychology: Clinical Applications of Bion's Ideas), since in literary criticism, I have always disliked the term ‘applied psychoanalysis’ which infers reading from the outside in, rather than from the inside out. Clinical practice too has to read from the inside out – but which concepts are actually useful in this kind of reading, and can serve as the string to the Minotaur's cave?


Like Keats’ truth–beauty equivalent, the concept ‘aesthetic conflict’ encompasses all you know and all you need to know about psychic development and its antithesis, psychopathology (retreat from aesthetic conflict). It is the umbrella concept that finally links psychoanalysis with the ancient traditions of philosophy and the arts in their quest to discover meaning in the inner and outer worlds. Any other formulations and mechanisms constitute subdivisions, if true to life (or if not, misconceptions). It is the concept that corresponds to Money-Kyrle's layout of the three innate preconceptions at the core of the human being: the good breast, parental intercourse, and death (deity, creativity, and time). These preconceptions are reactivated time and again throughout life, each time a new experience is confronted; and aesthetic conflict describes the emotional dynamics by which the experience is worked through. Meltzer writes:


If we follow Bion's thought closely, we see that the new idea presents itself as an emotional experience of the beauty of the world and its wondrous organisation. (1988, p. 20)


It is the capacity to see beauty that drives the mind to seek knowledge of the world and of itself, despite its hatred of the ugly fact of death at its core. Beauty is the mediator between the world of ideas and the world of the mind. The poets have always been distinctly clear about this; in Milton's words:


Not so diligently is Ceres, according to the Fables, said to have sought her daughter Proserpina as I seek for this idea of the beautiful, as if for some glorious image, throughout all the shapes and forms of things (‘for many are the shapes of things divine’); day and night I search and follow its lead eagerly as if by certain clear traces. (Letter to Charles Diodati; cited in Williams, 1982, p. 76)


Sometimes ‘beautiful’ is translated (from Milton's Latin) as ‘moral excellence’ – the same thing in Plato – which corresponds to Money-Kyrle's association of ethics and aesthetics. The poets adopted Plato as their philosopher and were not bothered about his banishing them from his republic, since they understood his internal split only too well – the moralist versus the truth-seeker (true ethics).


For instinctively we resist the spirit of development which has death as its inevitable conclusion. Bion emphasised the turbulence of the developmental process of mind-building, the ‘catastrophic change’ in the existing state of the personality that each new idea entails, hence the difficulty that we have in permitting an idea to find ‘psyche-lodgement’ in the smooth surface of our existing mental structure:


Love, hate, dread are sharpened to a point where the participating pair feel them to be almost unbearable: it is the price that has to be paid for the transformation of an activity that is about psychoanalysis to one that is psychoanalysis. (Bion, 1970, p. 66)


Whenever a thought is sensed on the outer fringes of the mind – a tiny piece of knowledge that has filtered down from the platonic realms of the unknowable – the personality is flooded with the emotional tensions of love, hate, and dread (or awe), known by the poets as inspiration. This ‘sharp’ tension between linked emotions is what distinguishes ‘knowing about’ from introjective ‘knowing’ that becomes an integral part of the self. Ambivalence cannot be circumvented. In the presence of such turbulence, the instinctive reaction of the personality – the conservative infant-self – is (says Bion) to ‘kill it or find out about it’, or in other words: ‘Wisdom or oblivion – take your choice’ (1991, p. 576).


It is the spirit of development that is beautiful. We are confronted with it first in sensuous form, via the mother–baby relationship, with an infusion of life that Meltzer calls ‘the dazzle of the sunrise’ and Bion a ‘blush on the walls of the uterus’ (since his conjecture is that aesthetic experience goes back to the meeting between sperm and ovum, reflecting the original platonic sphere). Then we learn to also appreciate its nonsensuous form, the inner mystery or meaning that lies within or beyond the sensuous manifestation (its ‘moral excellence’). Based on the quality of its original sensuous apprehension of beauty – its natural inheritance on entering the world – the psyche-soma now has a parallel response to the nonsensuous beauty of the idea that, like the mother, embodies its means of development, its own beautiful identity. It is aesthetic reciprocity with the object, Meltzer explains in his generic religious language, that gives the infant-self the strength to choose to find out about the developmental idea rather than to kill it in the delusion of attaining ‘safety’ – rather than ‘security’ (safety being an illusion of the claustrum; security a feature of the temporarily held depressive position.)


Yet perhaps even ‘choose’ is too deliberate a term. The choice is made for us by our own internal objects, clearly already present even at the moment of birth (‘trailing clouds of glory’), those evolutionary gods whose knowledge is always in advance of the infant-self and who are, as Meltzer said, ‘the fountainhead of our creativity’ (1992, p. 59). Retreat from development occurs when this link fails: ‘The psychopathology which we study and allege to treat has its primary basis in the flight from the pain of the aesthetic conflict’ (1988, p. 29). It is the ‘growth-stimulating objects’ themselves, says Bion, that tempt our envy and negativity – that is, the very fact that they are growth-stimulating, since part of ourselves prefers to ‘know no more’ (as Milton put it). The only solution is to seek ‘an activity that is both the restoration of god (the Mother) and the evolution of god (the formless, infinite, ineffable, non-existent)’ (Bion, 1970, p. 129) – of which psychoanalysis is one example.


This activity entails working through the aesthetic conflict, never losing its original apprehension of ‘the beautiful way’ and its sensuous roots. The hopeful thing is that nothing is predetermined, since the objects are themselves in a state of evolution in relation to those platonic realms, and if they have sufficient vitality, can pre-digest intuited emotional experiences, pelican-style, on our behalf. We rely on maintaining our link with internal objects in the hope or faith that their contact with truth is more advanced than our own. Such is the aim of psychoanalysis, bearing in mind that the pelican is not the analyst alone, but rather, the collaboration or ‘conversation’ (Meltzer) between the internal objects of both participants in the transference process – which is the ultimate aesthetic object: ‘It is more than analogical to say that analysts have the same type of aesthetic conflict in their love affair with the psychoanalytical method…[which is] unequivocally an aesthetic object’ (1988, p. 22).


The contributions


The contributions in this book range over a period of time, including some authors who worked with Meltzer, and others interested in his work or ideas; a significant number describe work with children, an area in which perhaps aesthetic conflict is particularly clear. These are all stories of the transference–countertransference; so as editor I am grateful to both the authors and the analysands, of all ages, who share with the reader their exploration of their experiences in the light of the aesthetic conflict, and who have tackled its difficulties or even the slight change of perspective that it may sometimes entail. In general, in this book, a familiarity with Meltzer's concept as formulated in The Apprehension of Beauty is assumed, although it is used in an individual way by analysts, and is linked with a variety of related theories or formulations.


The book begins with Didier Houzel's clear exposition of the concept in ‘Seduction and aesthetic conflict’; the author's title refers to Freud's theory of seduction as having being abandoned as an aetiological theory of neuroses, but never completely laid aside in psychoanalytic thinking. Using as illustration the psychoanalytic treatment of an autistic child, he compares Meltzer's picture with that of Jean Laplanche, and puts forward his own version of the theory of seduction focused on precipitation anxieties.


The next chapter, ‘Love in the countertransference’ by Mariza Leite da Costa, describes the author's own wonder at the exceptional intelligence of a six-year-old boy who had been causing concern at school with his apparent backwardness, yet who responded wholeheartedly to the therapy in a context in which he began to internalise parents who could see their baby as an aesthetic object.


In a similar vein, Izelinda Barros discusses the ‘Aesthetic transference’ with a three-year old-boy whose communication difficulties indicated autism, yet who at a certain moment evoked an experience of aesthetic impact that was mutually felt by both child and therapist in the transference–countertransference, evoking Klein's ‘memories in feelings’ and making clear core of liveliness in the autistic shell.


Marina Vanali, in ‘A fox in a castle of words’, describes the difficult management of a secretive, insincere teenager with perverse tendencies who nonetheless responded to recognition of the inner inquisitive child and to a mutual interest in music which he had kept under tyrannical control; a battle over his attempt to miss a session resulted in a specific moment of change and genuine aesthetic recognition.




In ‘Rekindling the spirit of growth’, Ellie Roberts illustrates the process of recreating the earliest aesthetic encounter in two children: first in a small girl born into an abusive environment who needed to symbolise the complex emotions of parting with her mother, and then in a mixed-race boy struggling with splitting off parts perceived as shameful and working towards a clearer evaluation of his ‘daddy’ by means of an almost archaic, richly symbolic roleplay, enabling him to recover the aesthetic object and his sensitivity to beauty.


The role of infant observation was noted in relation to child psychotherapy in this chapter; and in the next, ‘Aesthetic conflict and infant observation’, Deborah Morley uses experience learned as an infant observer in work with two adult patients: one fearing an intrusive, abandoning internal mother, and the other with no sense of space to develop an inner self who at a certain point achieves a transformative dream-symbol.


Jennifer Kunst, by contrast, in ‘The aesthetic conflict in everyday life’, describes a normal situation of jealousy in a toddler, not in a clinical context but in one of special time given to older children whilst their mothers are in a group of their own with newborns. Having the space and acquiring the patience to interact with the child in her ordinary, intense struggle with love, hate and knowledge, became a formative experience for the analyst.


In ‘A child's vicissitudes over the aesthetic conflict’, Marisa Pelella Mélega relates a period in the therapy of a sad, unmotivated yet aggressive eight-year-old boy, during which he made significant strides, moving from punching and denigrating his combined-object analyst through guessing games, to an exploratory curiosity, working through his aesthetic conflict through proper symbol formation.


Gianna Polacco Williams investigates ‘The role of the paternal function in the aesthetic experience’, focussing separateness as an essential condition for the aesthetic experience to take place. The paternal function, not necessarily performed by the actual figure of the father, is seen as providing a third element, a space, between the mother and the infant, the analyst and the patient. In this context the cases of an adolescent boy and a small girl are discussed who each in a different way, initially lacked the support of a paternal ‘function’.


Following this, Irene Freeden illustrates ‘The beauty of development and the ugliness of stagnation’, focussing on the analysis of a teenage girl in the process of shedding her ugly autistic skin and being helped to refrain from dismantling herself, an impressive and courageous struggle which clarified for the author the turbulence of the threshold of the depressive position and its attendant aesthetic conflict.


The next chapter, by Dorothy Hamilton, takes its title ‘I see, not feel, how beautiful they are’ from Coleridge's ode on ‘Dejection’, and uses this distinction to delineate the struggle of a patient to make meaningful in terms of self-knowledge his strong aesthetic sensibility, which could also result in a sense of alienation, and lacked an answering reciprocity to root it in emotional reality. She also discusses the strains and hence the recoil that beauty can invoke owing to the ambiguity of its meaning, in the transference–countertransference.


Neil Maizels also, in ‘Narcissus rejects: the surrender to beauty’, emphasises beauty's merciless quality and the recoil from ‘aesthetic doubt’, as illustrated clinically by two patients who in very different ways had resisted or covered over its impact, further illustrated by a discussion of the film The Comfort of Strangers; he concludes with a dissection of factors involved in the struggle to confront aesthetic impact and to reject narcissistic deadness.


In ‘How the aesthetic conflict comes to life’, Lennart Ramberg tells the story of a borderline patient through his dreams, following his struggle towards experiencing this conflict as he begins to relinquish control of his internal objects in such a way that moments of beauty become revealed; and finally the pain of finishing analysis, an aesthetic object in itself, thus enabling a more free and vital relation to these internal objects and consequently also to the outside world.


Dawn Farber too, in ‘Nobody's boy: the love of beauty as an element in psychic recovery’, traces the psychic development of a patient, as an impasse in the treatment that had been inhibiting both partners is confronted and overcome; she uses several models and concepts in this ‘rescue attempt’ and finds that the need for at-one-ness and primary communion, and mutual falling in love, are key to an effective therapeutic relationship that will have long-term benefit.


In ‘Transference-love and its vicissitudes’, Avner Bergstein presents material from two analyses that represent different facets of the difficulty for the analyst in bearing ‘love’ from the patient: how in one instance, the analyst feels a bewildering mixture of warmth and persecution, and in another, found it very hard to be receptive to what came across as an adhesive and intrusive attachment; yet he finds that if the object is experienced as inaccessible to such kinds of primitive love the result may be a defensive recoil into autistic encapsulation or an even greater intrusive penetration.


David Brooks in ‘The barbed-wire hole of despair’ explores the clinical implications for a young man of an ‘imprisoned pain’ traceable back to an early lack of aesthetic resonance, leading to a retreat from aesthetic conflict; the analyst found himself confronted with protomental states of ‘sensation presentation’ whose despair was hard to transform, and for which the traditional idea of the death instinct proved unhelpful, since it was necessary to distinguish more minutely between apparent destructiveness (but a live love-hate constellation) and actual destructiveness (minus L, H, K).


Renato Trachtenberg, in ‘Passion and anti-passion in the Bion-Meltzer ethical-aesthetic model’, illustrates a struggle with negative links formed against the impact of aesthetic conflict, through a type of intrusive looking that thwarts the ‘babies’ of new knowledge; and then by contrast, an example of how vision may be corrected by means of a passionate response to previously split internal objects, a new aesthetic reciprocity with the analyst, and a dream that is in itself an aesthetic object.


Maria Haydée Castellaro de Pozzi, who sadly died before her chapter could be completed, focuses on the essential nature of ‘Aesthetic reciprocity’ without which the analytic transference could not become a real exploration.


The next chapter, ‘Aesthetic conflict in couple psychotherapy’ by Barbara Bianchini, deals with the complexity of the turbulence of aesthetic conflict when working with couples who each have their own conflicts, in addition to the conflict which is aroused between them and is projected onto the therapist; she concludes that despite the additional scope for disharmony, it is necessary for all the participants not to shy away from aesthetic conflict if a useful container–contained relationship is to function.


In ‘The aesthetic impact of transference spaces’, Lucía Rey de Castro describes a young woman who moves between moments when her words suggest confusion and fragmentation, and increasingly, times when her state of mind finds vivid verbal expression even when she feels confused. She expressed herself through relating incidents from her work with children, or through recalling significant spaces and dream-images, gradually building up a common language with the therapist that came to focus on the internal representation of a giving-or-tormenting mother who seems linked to the patient's image of herself as the survivor of a lost prenatal twin.


To conclude this compilation, David Mayers, in ‘The Lamb and the Tyger: aesthetic experience and the K-link’, relates Blake's contrasting worlds of the Lamb and the Tyger to the aesthetic conflict in a patient struggling between retreat into comfortable confusion, and tackling the penetration of enquiry; he recounts how the sudden revelation of the idea of the crucifixion lying behind the tiger metaphor in Blake's poem enabled a new vertex on the clinical situation.













CHAPTER ONE


Seduction and aesthetic conflict1



Didier Houzel


Psychoanalysts return over and over again to seduction. Contemporary theoreticians of psychoanalysis have taken up and developed Freud's legacy concerning seduction. In the 1980s, in spite of being distant from each other both in terms of their filiation and their theoretical orientations, two authors reinstated, almost at the same time, and each in their own way, a theory of seduction. Donald Meltzer was the first to introduce, in 1984, a new form of the theory of seduction with his hypothesis of aesthetic conflict. A little later, Jean Laplanche (1987) renewed Freud's first hypothesis by proposing his theory of general seduction.


The theory of aesthetic conflict


It is worth remembering that Meltzer calls aesthetic conflict the intense emotional experience, of an aesthetic nature, that the baby has at birth when faced with the external world that he is discovering, and which for him is the source of sudden sensory stimulations of an intensity for which his intrauterine life had not prepared him. In the external world, the chief source of stimulation for the infant is his mother and, more specifically, the mother's breast, an object that meets his preconception in Bion's sense, and which he cathects in the mode of wonder. But this wonder is accompanied by anxiety linked to the unknown nature of the internal psychic qualities of the mother. Meltzer summarised the problem the baby is faced with by attributing him with these words: “Is it just as beautiful on the inside?”


The question of the match or fit between the intrinsic qualities and the surface qualities is resolved gradually by the formation of symbols and the development of thought.


Meltzer suggests reversing the order of the positions described by Melanie Klein: the paranoid-schizoid position no longer comes first, but second, and is seen as a means of escaping the violent impact of the aesthetic object by degrading this object. He defines degradation as an active splitting of the whole object into part-objects, and then into inanimate objects. It is a matter of degrading the beauty of the object and the capacity to experience the aesthetic impact of the object on the self The possibility of tolerating this impact is linked to the relationship of intimacy between the baby and his mother which is based on aesthetic reciprocity: a sufficiently beautiful mother with a sufficiently beautiful baby, a relationship in which each partner chooses the other as an aesthetic object.


The theory of general seduction


In 1987, Jean Laplanche introduced his theory of general seduction as a development of the theory of restricted seduction which had been Freud's starting-point.


The central hypothesis of the theory of general seduction is that, in this asymmetry that is constitutive of the mother/baby dyad, where the baby seeks the satisfaction of a bodily need (hunger for example) the mother, or the maternal part-object – the breast – seeks to satisfy sexual desires, not so much consciously as unconsciously. The adult partner cannot help addressing enigmatic messages to the baby because they convey sexual significance which by nature are completely obscure for him/her.


It is striking that although both Donald Meltzer and Jean Laplanche start out from very different premises, each of them summarises his thesis by attributing a question to the baby about its object: ‘Is it just as beautiful on the inside?’ asks the Meltzerian baby of the maternal breast; and, ‘What does it want from me?’ asks the Laplanchian baby of the same part-object, the breast.


Aesthetic conflict and precipitation anxieties


The aesthetic conflict, as Meltzer presents it to us, does not seem to make room for the point of view that seems essential to me in psychoanalysis, namely, the dynamic point of view. I think it is necessary to complete it on this level.


In Meltzer's description, rather than conflict, there is rather a gradient of known or unknown between what the infant perceives of the external qualities, of the object's surface qualities, of its sensory qualities, and what he knows about the internal qualities, the psychic qualities of the same object. I think that the most archaic source of anxiety is not an externalised or internalised conflict, but a gradient, towards which the self feels irresistibly attracted and with a violence such that it feels threatened with destruction or annihilation. If there is a conflict, it is because the early ego has secondarily deflected towards an external object part of the destructiveness that threatens it (externalised conflict) and secondarily internalised the object that has thus become threatening (internalised conflict). This leads me to distinguish between a gradient dynamic and a conflictual dynamic.


I think that the problem tackled by Meltzer in his theory of aesthetic conflict is one of a gradient dynamic and not of a conflictual dynamic. The problem, it seems to me, is that of the attraction by the object of the emerging self of the infant. In other words, the aesthetic object is not only beautiful: it is also attractive, seductive. The relationship with the object is experienced initially as a sort of vertigo attracting the self into a bottomless precipice where it feels threatened with destruction. This is the reason why I give the most archaic anxieties, which correspond to this level of experience, the name ‘precipitation anxieties’. Each encounter between infant and mother creates a level of stability which gradually sculpts the precipice of the relationship to the other into an attractive and practicable landscape. Think, for example, of the meeting of the infant's mouth-tongue with the mother's nipple-breast, or of eye to eye contact, of whose importance in the baby's experience in the very first months of life we are now aware.


The gradient dynamic that I have just described is necessary for establishing the object relationship. Without a gradient, nothing would happen; there would be neither a subject nor an object, but a primitive confusion, a total lack of differentiation. It is thus impossible to escape the problem raised by the necessary introduction of the gradient dynamic.


Clinical illustration: an autistic child


I would like to provide an illustration of my thesis by citing aspects of the material of a psychoanalytic treatment with an autistic child. I will underline in passing the moments that seem to me to be interpretable in terms of precipitation anxieties which, as I have tried to describe above, represent my interpretation both of Meltzer's theory of aesthetic conflict and of Laplanche's theory of general seduction.


I began a psychoanalysis with Cyril when he was three years old, on a basis of three sessions a week. He was suffering from an autistic syndrome. He is the eldest of two boys: his little brother is two years younger than him. Both his parents have an excellent socio-cultural level. The father is in an intellectual profession, while the mother, who did higher education, does not work outside the home. She has a uterine malformation which made her pregnancies difficult. She became pregnant with Cyril after three spontaneous miscarriages. She had to remain in the lying position throughout her pregnancy, which unfolded in an atmosphere of great anxiety. In utero, the child moved very little. His mother had the fantasy that, by staying immobile, he was protecting himself from the contractions that she felt were threatening for him, given the small amount of space he had. From the outset, then, we can see that the mother has difficulty in experiencing herself as a good container for her baby; she even had the impression that she was a danger for him, from which he had to protect himself.


At birth, Cyril did not cry immediately, but only after several minutes during which he had to have his lungs cleared. Cyril was a calm baby. He quickly settled into a regular sleeping pattern. His mother breastfed him for six weeks, but she had to stop breastfeeding him suddenly due to lymphangitis. No one noticed anything unusual at this moment of precipitated weaning. Cyril's psychomotor development was delayed: he was only able to sit at the age of one, and could not walk until he was 22 months old.


The mother's second pregnancy began when Cyril was fifteen months old. It was complicated by a danger of giving birth prematurely during the last trimester, a danger that obliged the mother to remain in bed and even to become hospitalised during the last month.


The parents’ concern about Cyril manifested itself in connection with his delayed psychomotor development and particularly when he failed to develop the ability to speak. Moreover, they noticed forms of behaviour which they described as ‘strange’. Cyril would bang his head on the ground or against walls, and exhibited anteroposterior swaying movements. Around the age of 20 months, he gave his parents the impression of withdrawing from the world and of being ‘in his bubble’; he showed restricted interests such as opening and closing doors and listening to music; he did not develop any symbolic play and very little pretend play; finally, he would take hold of an adult's hand to obtain what he wanted and did not point.


Extracts from the psychoanalytic treatment


After having played, in the first sessions, at scattering everything that was in the room – crayons, paper, toys, etc. – Cyril was quickly concerned to gather up the objects and to control the containers. In particular, he was very interested in the boxes of modelling clay which he had in his material and in the lids for closing them. He soon said the word ‘lid’.


After two months, he began to be interested in water. In particular, he played with hot water and he said ‘hot’, then, ‘it's hot’, touching the water with his hand. I gave him an interpretation, saying to him that it was hot each time we saw each other again. He played in the following sessions at spraying the room with water; he tried to suckle the tap, which he could not reach with his mouth, but he said ‘Mummy’ several times while playing with water or while looking at it. One day, after playing with water by trying to get hold of the water jet, he came and put his head against my belly, which I interpreted to him as a wish to enter my belly and to be like a baby in his mother's womb. After this interpretation, he leant backwards and I had to restrain him to stop him from falling (this evoked a fantasy in me of a precipitate birth). Then he turned round and put his back against me, as if to have some support. After that he emptied the boxes of modelling clay of their contents and, once again, he wanted to leave. I interpreted to him that he had perhaps felt that he had made me completely empty by taking everything that I had in me (in taking notes, I realised that this could correspond to a maternal depression after birth, as if the birth had emptied his mother) and so he wanted to leave because he felt he was dangerous and also that I was dangerous.


In the first sessions, we can see Cyril creating for himself a transferential containing maternal object. It is of course the attention, regularity, and availability of the therapist that constitutes this container. But the child needs to be able to imagine it very concretely in a state of physical closeness that evokes a fantasy of returning to the womb. I must emphasise that he was only able to do so after the repeated interpretation of the ‘hot’ or ‘very hot’ experience of the encounter, which suggests not so much a deficiency of the maternal container in his past history, but rather an excess of violence that makes access to it impossible because it is too dangerous. After these interpretations, Cyril inundated the room, as if to create for himself an amniotic space to match his needs, that is to say, without limits, in an atmosphere of excitement. But soon destructive fantasies appeared which seemed to threaten the integrity of the maternal container, as we saw earlier concerning the interpretation of the emptied, and therefore dangerous, maternal womb.


Cyril then became interested in the crayons laid out on a little table, waiting for the moment when he could draw. He played at trying to get them to roll under the door of the room in order to put them outside. I commented by speaking of the dangerous crayons that he wanted to get rid of like aspects of Daddy that were ‘too hard’. He had said ‘Daddy’ with a worried look on hearing some noise outside, while he was excluding the crayons from the room, as if he was projecting the danger linked to the attacks against the maternal object on to a paternal object.


On several occasions, when there had been a longer interval between the sessions than usual, Cyril had difficulty leaving his mother to come to the session. I said to him then that we had not seen each for quite a long time and that he was feeling that I had become a ‘bad Houzel’, completely empty, and very dangerous. He calmed down and continued his session without crying and by being, on the contrary, rather joyful. He played a lot with water and, in particular, tried to catch the water that was running from the tap, saying that it was hot. I responded by saying that he wanted to take away with him ‘all the good-hot-Houzel’. He came towards me and threw himself against me as if he wanted to get hold of me and to squeeze me against him.


It was after this moving session that Cyril called me distinctly, and for the first time, ‘Zel…’. But then a new fear emerged: this ‘good-mummy-Houzel’ might become invasive and drown everything in an unending flow. Cyril played at filling a goblet with water and then knocking it over on the ground. To begin with he did this with some excitement. Then, he seemed frightened by the water that was pouring out of the goblet and came and snuggled up next to me as if to feel safe, to reassure himself. He suggested opening the window as we had done once before to dry the floor; then he picked up a towel and began mopping the floor. I gave him some interpretations about his fear of being all gone, all flowed out, like the water spread all over the floor, during the intervals between the sessions. I talked to him about his need to reassure himself with me that this wasn't going to happen, that we hadn't both turned into liquid like the water or that we weren't going to be drowned, invaded by the water that was flowing everywhere.


His mother had stopped putting on nappies in the hope of getting him toilet trained. This cost me a few sessions with pee and pooh until the mother decided to put nappies back on him again, thinking, no doubt quite rightly, that toilet training was premature. After a session in which he had drunk a lot of water from the beaker and immediately wet his pants, as if he had no means of sphincter control, the next time when I went to fetch him in the waiting room he cried and refused to follow me. After a moment when he had calmed down a bit, I took him in my arms to carry him to the treatment room. He cried and asked if his mother could come too. I resisted by blocking the door and telling him that he had been afraid that he had damaged me with his pee the last time and that I had become bad. Gradually, he calmed down. He picked up the modelling clay and spent a long time kneading it, separating it into two parts, and letting bits fall on the floor, etc. I had the impression that the modelling clay was of the right consistency, neither too hard – like the crayons, the door and the wall which he often talked about – nor too fluid, like the water. I think that he perceived me as being sometimes too hard and sometimes too fluid. I talked to him about the soft clay which he found just right; he began laughing out loud, while continuing to play with this modelling clay.


This material illustrates an aspect that I consider to be fundamental in establishing the object-relationship: the maternal object is attractive and seductive but it also threatens to engulf and annihilate the child. The first meetings, marked in the transference by the work of interpretation, make it possible for the child to escape from these fantasies and to open him/herself up to relationships and the world. But then it is the child's own destructiveness that is exerted against the object, a destructiveness that I do not conceive as having a different origin from the libidinal impulse, the driving force of the quest for the object. It is the very violence of the drive that is the source of destructiveness. It becomes necessary, then, to complete the gradient dynamic which enables the self and the object to enter into contact by a conflictual dynamic which opposes this primary destructiveness. The paternal aspects of the transference/countertransference help to guarantee the indestructibility of the object and of the relationship with the object, but at the price, of course, of castration anxiety.


Cyril continued to play with water, but I was able increasingly to reduce the inundations: I asked him to pour the water into the sink and not on the floor, and I put my hand in front of the goblet to prevent him from knocking it on to the floor. Each time I did that, he came and hit my hands vigorously and I told him that he was attacking my hands which were saying ‘no’. In one session he once again had phobic manifestations: he distanced himself from the tap that was running, as if he was frightened, and as if this excess of water had become so threatening that he needed to find refuge with me, whom he was undoubtedly putting here in a paternal transference role. I even heard him say ‘so afraid’. I talked to him about the water that went everywhere and that frightened him, and about his need for me to protect him like a daddy.


In the following session, for the first time, he went and sat on a big chair, and said ‘sitting’, before going to sit on a small chair for a child. He also got up on to the small table, sat on it, and got off it again, several times. Then he climbed up on to my knees. I felt he was very close, very present. Once or twice he gave me the impression that he was testing the solidity of the supports that he was using, in particular, the little table. I talked to him about his need for solid things at Houzel's to lean on and grow up. He went around banging his fist against the furniture, including the cupboard, which made a lot of noise, and asked me to open all the exits, the window, the door of the room, but also the door of the cupboard. I talked to him about his desire to know what was in my cupboard. On several occasions, I thought I heard him say the first name of his little brother, Thierry.


I have been led to put forward the hypothesis that the child's interest in the contents of his mother's body, as Melanie Klein described it in the infantile transference, or his preoccupation with the internal qualities of the object, as formulated by Meltzer: ‘Is it just as beautiful on the inside?’, or alternatively the enigma that the encounter with the object faces him with, as expressed by Laplanche through the question, ‘What does it (the breast) want from me?’, that all these fundamental questions are derived from the quest of the emerging self for a containing object with the required qualities, and in particular the bisexual qualities which I think of as a limited maternal container supported by paternal buttresses. It is necessary, as it were, to sound out these qualities before embarking any further on the adventure of psychic growth for, if one does not find them, there could be a risk of annihilation.


In the course of the following sessions, Cyril spent most of his time putting the crayons on the floor, then picking them up again and putting them in my hands, which clearly served him as a container. He then took them back again in order to put them on the floor, before picking them up and putting them back in my hands. He said to me several times, ‘Look!’, showing me the crayons on the floor, and I think he talked to me about eyes. I talked to him about Houzel's eyes for gathering up and keeping all the thoughts. He again played a bit with water, but much less than before and only tried three or four times to put it on the floor.


His confidence in the containing object and in its bisexual qualities is increasing. Cyril can entrust precious contents to this container which he sees more and more as having its place within relationships, exchanges and sharing. This is how I interpret the reference he makes to the analyst's gaze, a gaze that must encompass and gather together without being engulfing. That is why I postulate that the maternal gaze must contain the mother's own parental identifications, maternal and paternal, and her relationship with the child's father. The analyst's gaze must refer to his activity of thinking, the fruit both of his analytic filiation and of his accession to a genitalised object relationship, which his own analysis should have enabled him, if not to discover, then at least to broaden and deepen.




Conclusion


Since the time when Freud invoked seduction, in a sense that is very close to what we today call sexual abuse, as the aetiology of the neuroses, the problem has shifted considerably. Everyone acknowledges the gravity of the mistreatment and sexual abuse inflicted on children and adolescents of both sexes: a problem, unfortunately, that is a burning issue throughout the whole world and that must not be minimised or trivialised in any way. But from the metapsychological point of view, the question of seduction has acquired a new significance. It is part of the paradox that in order to build an identity, it is necessary to submit oneself to relationships with others; in order to gain access to otherness, it is necessary to meet the other in a state of almost absolute intimacy and mutuality. Hegel left his stamp on the problem of otherness for Western thought as a whole, and some thought that they recognised in his theoretical speculations the same issues as those discovered through psychoanalytical exploration. And yet Hegel sees the other as the locus of alienation, whereas metapsychology recognises the full accession to otherness as a precondition of psychic maturity and an inalienable singularity.


French psychoanalysis, strongly marked by Hegelian philosophy after Jacques Lacan, tends to see the other as the source of all alienation. Jean Laplanche belongs to this filiation. The same is not true of the English school, of which Meltzer is one of the most original and creative representatives. In this filiation the other, the object, is the source of nourishment that is indispensable for psychic growth. Both schools, however, agree on one point. The encounter with the other, always inevitable, is full of risks, for it is marked by a seduction in the etymological sense of the term (to lead astray). The dynamic point of view which I have tried to defend and illustrate is there to show us how the paradox can be resolved for the mutual benefit of the self and the object.


___________


1 A version of this article was published as ‘Séduction et conflit esthétique’, Journal de la Psychanalyse de l'Enfant, 25 (1999): 109–130.
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