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FOREWORD


This book, founded on investigations by a group of child analysts supervised by Donald Meltzer in the mid 1960s to early 70s, is a pioneering work in many ways: first and foremost in its clinical description of the nature of childhood autism (then little understood), but also in the fundamental shift posited in the psychoanalytic view of the mind in general, particularly with reference to aesthetic experience and the development of language. The struggle to understand the emotional impact of the children's transference enabled a special use of the new ideas of Esther Bick and Wilfred Bion about dimensionality and mindlessness which amplified Melanie Klein's vision of the psychic reality of the inner world and its objects. Meltzer did say later that in subsequent years the definition of autism became widened and perhaps also diluted, but that the original picture of autistic and post-autistic states in specific children who are acutely sensitive to sensory bombardment, made it possible to generalise about potentially ubiquitous mental processes of dismantling and two-dimensionality, in the sense of being part of everyone's mental equipment (or its disabling).


Meltzer's own countertransference to the group of children documented in this book, he says, was to a ‘compound individual’ at different stages of an autistic illness; and this is how the clinical cases are presented and indexed, to illustrate the economics and dynamics of the autistic state as exemplified by children of very different personalities. These findings are then extended to clinical work with adults, in the service of exploring problems of language and communication: the mutism or speech deficiencies that are intrinsic to autism – owing to the incapacity to internalise a ‘speaking object’ with whom they desire to communicate – have parallel manifestations in adults, as does the expanded insight into special types of obsessionality, as distinct from ordinary narcissism.


Meltzer disliked the quest for causes of psychopathology (which he considered a quasi-scientific illusion) but he points out that the focus on the cases of these children suggests that autism is more constitutional than environmental, and pertains to characters who are innately vulnerable to catastrophic depressive experience, adhesively possessive of their object to the extent that no separation (hence sense of time or space) is tolerable, hence no internalisation; who are by nature non-sadistic so instead of achieving splitting-and-idealization they turn to dismantling of their own mental structures, something that is experienced in the countertransference as the equivalent of a petit-mal attack on communication, a suspension of mental life, rather than of a move to a different level of transference communication. It is also, suggests Meltzer, at the root of substituting ‘transitional objects’ for real ones. Such children, or child-parts of the self, avoid anxiety and despair by allowing themselves to temporarily fall apart whilst remaining adhesively identified with their object in a non-conflictual arrangement. This involves an unusual degree of dependence on the functions as well as the services of the object, something which may in fact compound the problems faced by the mother figure, exacerbating the situation. These children, in their non-trustful obsessionality, have a sense of permeability, and of the permeability of their object. Essentially they have difficulty in building an internal world of phantasy in Meltzer's sense of a ‘theatre for the generation of meaning’. Hence the frequent impression of premature oldness, of having achieved a Wordsworthian recollection-in-tranquillity at a time of life that should be ruled by emotional turbulence, and when there has not been enough experience to recollect, tranquilly or otherwise.


Yet the reader, affected by the vividness of the analysts’ depictions of their experience, will also empathise with the ‘heroic’ impression made on Meltzer by these children who refuse to fight and activate whatever ‘germ of greatness’ lies within them, through a potential Kierkegaardian leap in the dark; and with their ingenious methods of avoiding immersion in the conflictual human condition. They have not yet realised that there is no solution other than to develop ego-strength, something which according to Meltzer has only become comprehensible in psychoanalytic terms since the advent of Bion's concept of container–contained and Bick's of the skin-container function (although he differentiates autism's ‘spacelessness’ from ‘second-skin’).


I would like to reinforce this brief and informal preface (by a non-practitioner) with quotations from reviews by some of the clinicians outside this book who worked with Meltzer in the course of treating autistic or post-autistic children. Carmo di Sousa Lima (of the Portuguese Psychoanalytical Society) writes about dimensionality and the dynamics of the transference:


Explorations in Autism is a turning-point in both the understanding of and the clinical approach to autism. The clinical material gradually unveils the geography of the internal mother (which proved crucial for the development of Meltzer's ‘claustrum’ theory) and allowed him to draft, for the first time in psychoanalysis, a theory of the dimensionality of mental life. The book, furthermore, is a moving journey through the dynamics of the transference–countertransference, revealing what Meltzer calls ‘the essentials of humanity’. It should be part of the training of every analyst and I believe it would be a revelation to many philosophers of the mind.


Didier Houzel (of the French Psychoanalytical Association) writes of the expanded model of the mind:


The rigorous exploration reported in this book has shed a totally new light on the subjective experience of autistic children and hence on the primitive developmental phases of every human mind. A new metapsychological model of the psyche stems from the description here of fundamental concepts like primal depression, dismantling, adhesive identity, dimensionality as a parameter of mental functioning. These concepts refer not so much to a theory of conflict as in classical metapsychology, but rather to a theory of gradient which will lead to Meltzer's theory of the aesthetic object. This book displays brilliantly the creativity of psychoanalytic work applied to a new psychopathological field, both in helping the patients recover their mental health and also in understanding new layers of the human mind.


Virginia Ungar (of the Buenos Aires Psychoanalytical Society), also looking forward to further work on the aesthetic dimension, writes:


While we accompany the author on his journey (which he says is more like a traveller's tale than a scientific report) we can clearly perceive how, alongside the rich and evocative clinical descriptions, a complete picture emerges of certain modalities of mental functioning. These modalities observed in autistic children have a more general scope than in psychopathology and even lead us to rethink certain basic concepts in psychoanalysis. The research recorded in this book allowed Meltzer to come into contact with children who were unable to form an object containing a space to be used in their mental development. Later, using conclusions drawn from this work, Meltzer went on to formulate the ‘aesthetic conflict’ in a book which pairs with this one: The Apprehension of Beauty (1988).


And Maria Rhode (Tavistock Clinic, London), focussing particularly on language development, says that Meltzer ‘was so far ahead of his time that we are only beginning to realise how he anticipated recent developmental research…extending the scope of psychoanalysis to wide new fields of thought.’


Marisa Pelella Melega (of the Brazilian Psychoanalytical Society, Sao Paulo) writes of work with a post-autistic patient:


Donald Meltzer's brilliant ‘lessons’ supervising my analysis of a post-autistic boy have increased my psychoanalytical instruments for investigating the transference and countertransference: how to observe emotional and behavioural facts during the session (not only verbalizations), and how to seek out my own dream images in order to carry on with the analysis.


Indeed, Meltzer suggests that it is with the post-autistic child that psychoanalysis comes into its own, with its special capacity to describe hindrances to personality development –which has in a sense not even started with the child locked in autism proper, a mysterious condition for which psychoanalytic terminology offers just one formulation or approach out of many equally valid ones. Hence the book's subtitle: ‘A Psychoanalytical Study’.


To conclude, this book documents the basis for a significant expansion of the psychoanalytic model of the mind, going beyond ambivalence to include the mysterious concept of mindlessness (which Meltzer derived from Bion's ‘proto-mental’, the paradoxical possibility of the mind having a non-mental level of existence): an expansion which is expressed by Meltzer autobiographically as a kind of revelation:


And so they came together: the key of alpha-function and the lock of two-dimensionality;…The problem area that the key of symbol formation was called into play to open, was the enigma of the inside and the outside of the aesthetic object. Its power to evoke emotionality was only equalled by its ability to generate anxiety, doubt, distrust. While the sensual qualities of the aesthetic object could be apprehended with some degree of confidence, its internal qualities, being infra- or supra-sensual, carried no such comfort. (Studies in Extended Metapsychology, 2018 [1976], p. 248)


We need look no further for a plausible explanation of the psychological roots of these highly sensuous children's preference for evasion of the aesthetic conflict entailed in object relations; and what mother could cope with the weight of responsibility devolved in the face of even the slightest mismatch in aesthetic reciprocity?


Meg Harris Williams
(editor)













SECTION A


THEORY













CHAPTER ONE


Aims, scope and methods of the investigation


Donald Meltzer


This small book is not intended as an exhaustive study of a particular pathological syndrome. It is perhaps more like a traveller's tale than a report of scientific inquiry. We can give the compass bearings we followed, the equipment we took and the experience of past travels which served as the basis of our judgments. The rest is all description of the terrain and in habitants, flora and fauna, and the adventures along the way. Furthermore it is all hindsight, for we planned nothing of the sort in advance and only thought to organize ourselves as a group for the purpose of review, and later for the writing up and publication of our experiences.


In fact the children being described in later chapters were among the most interesting of a somewhat larger group of children treated by the psychoanalytical method in private or in clinics over a period from 1960 to 1970. The two items which the various cases had in common were (a) the therapists had all been trained in the psychoanalytical method of child therapy as developed by Melanie Klein; and (b) they all came into supervision from time to time with one of us (D. M.) because he was known to have a special interest in autistic children and to have had some experience of their treatment by the psychoanalytical method. As the clinical work progressed at its own pace and new realizations made their appearance in one child's treatment after another, it began to become apparent that a definitive view of autism was taking shape which differed greatly from anything previously suggested in the literature of psychoanalysis or child psychiatry. The Melanie Klein Trust then gave us a grant to review the experience as a research group in 1967, which injunction we carried out for three years in bi-weekly seminars. The fruits of this work trickled into print in several papers, to a congress of paediatric psychiatry at Rome (D. M.), to the British Psychological Association (D. M.), to the Association of Child Psychotherapists (S. H.), to an international congress of psychoanalysis (D. M.). But the bulk has been fairly laboriously gathered together to form a book which we believe has a very compelling internal logic and sequence.


The scope then of these investigations is narrow indeed. We have carried out some psychoanalytical therapy on various children believed to fall into the general category of Early Infantile Autism, but in very varied stages of evolution. The aim has been a purely descriptive one; to find a language as free from jargon on the one hand and ambiguity on the other to communicate the unusual quality of human relations, view of the world and processes of development presented by these children in the special setting of the psychoanalytical playroom. The method of therapy has been not in any way different from that employed in the treatment of neurotic or psychotic children, as described by Melanie Klein in The Psychoanalysis of Children and exemplified in the Narrative of a Child Analysis. The core of the method is a systematic and uncompromising investigation of the transference. The material to be described and discussed in later chapters will be seen to owe very little indeed to any other source of information, and certainly the theoretical formulations which we have reached for unifying our descriptions are based entirely upon the observed transactions in the transference between child and analyst.


But it must not be thought that, in speaking of ‘description’, we claim objectivity; that, in attempting to free our language from jargon, we believe that judgment has been reserved. On the contrary, we would assume that the psychoanalytical method is subjective, introspective, constantly employing differential judgments and based upon a system of preconceptions which embraces the whole life-history of each individual therapist. The position we claim, of having been able to unify, simplify and harmonize these individual experiences, is either quite extraordinary or blatant self-deception. But we do in fact believe that several years of struggle with one another, the material, the inadequacy of language and the near-exotic quality of the children has borne such fruit, enough at least to overcome our trepidation at making the findings public.


Nonetheless it will be a disappointing book to the reader, for it cannot make therapeutic claims or announce a solution to anything. In fact it will soon be clear to a discerning reader that we are in the business of locating problems rather than of solving them. This is probably really the fundamental truth about the human sciences in general and psychoanalysis in particular. Thus we believe we have located some very mysterious phenomena of the mind by recognizing them operative in very condensed form in the children treated. These phenomena, of dismantling, impairment of spatial and temporal concepts, employment of mindlessness as a temporizing move – all these seem to us to throw a very bright beam on modes of thought and relationship discernible elsewhere, in normal or ill people, in the analytic consulting room as in everyday life.













CHAPTER TWO


The psychology of autistic states and of post-autistic mentality


Donald Meltzer


In this chapter we wish to describe in outline. a formulation of the findings which are subsequently to be described in detail by the individual therapists. We have all been somewhat surprised by the complexity of the ideas which have evolved among us during the years of working together. There can be, of course, no apologizing for such complexity except in so far as we must leave unanswered the question of whether it is a manifestation of our inability to reach simple, more comprehensive, more precise formulations and modes of expression, or whether the complexity does indeed reside in the nature of the material itself.


The main aspect of this complexity is the view which tends to divide the autistic state of mind proper from qualities of mentality in general which appear in these children during the course of development, and are in a sense outside the autism proper - what we see as the residues of the autism. This in itself does not appear to be a very complicated idea, having a rather ordinary medical heritage in the concepts of disease and sequellae; the complexity rather resides in the actual interweaving of the two in any particular child during any particular period of observation. This will be most clearly exemplified in the material of Timmy (J. B.), with whom observations lent themselves to a most convincing mode of study. Over a period of months it became clear that certain forms of behaviour which appeared in great abundance constituted Timmy's autistic phenomena; and by culling out of the record those items which seemed clearly outside this category, and linking them together like pearls on a thread, we were able to construct sequences (sometimes covering several sessions) which could then be interpreted as if they had been indeed quite consecutive. The result was something akin to the cinematic photography of the blossoming of flowers, taken at one frame every few minutes, in which the balletic unfolding and growth describes a pattern unseen by the waking eye.


But perhaps even more important than the individual revelation about Timmy was the assurance we gained from this observation regarding the degree of isolation in which the two categories of phenomena were held in the child's mind. It is of course no great novelty that different parts of the mind should be held at a distance, implying non-recognition of one another; this is a commonplace aspect of repression, splitting processes, delusional systems. But what appeared as a great novelty and as a dazzling display of the speed and complexity of the mental apparatus, was the way in which the two categories of phenomena were interwoven and interdigitated. In this juxtaposition of mental states the autistic phenomena could be seen to stand in the same relation to the transference material as do ordinary play disruptions in child analysis. But while a play disruption involves a switch to a different level or aspect of the transference situation, the autistic disruption gave quite a different impression; it seemed more like the intrusion of a petit mal attack into the conversation: as if, had these been talking processes, the sentence interrupted would have been subsequently completed, once the autistic ‘noise’ ceased. A much older child, Barry (D. W.), developed a pattern of sleeping in the session which gave much the same impression of suspended mental functioning.


The point about this suspension of the transactions in the transference is that it gradually appeared to us to be the key to the comprehension of the central problem in autism: namely the quality of the autistic state, and its special impingement on personality development. The problem of finding language with which to describe our realization of this state is quite insurmountable if we are to avoid a tautological coil of words that would gradually tighten into a strangling knot of jargon.


The autistic state of mind


Let us, as Whitehead (Adventures of Ideas, 1933) suggests, think of past, present and future in its most immediate form stretching over the miniscule gulf of (say) two-tenths of a second: now, one-tenth of a second ago, one-tenth of a second to come. Consider life to be posting ahead on this wave-like motion, the present being forwarded like the surf-rider on the crest of revolving events as the present moment passes into recollection and the anticipated moment arrives to sustain the present experience. This present moment would be non-existent, crushed between past and future, achieving merely a precarious psychic reality in the organization of recollection. It would be truly retrospective, even if only by one-tenth of a second.


If we then conceive this thread of time to have strung upon it those pearls of recollection of which we have already spoken, we may tentatively take mental life to be so defined as to differentiate it from the linear sequence of neuro-physiological events in the brain, concrete, disparate, joined end-to-end. Mental events would thus stand in relation to neurophysiological ones in a logical way akin to that of a frequency modulation to its carrier band, as a model. Such a model is fairly central to any conception of the autistic process proper which will view it as essentially a suspension of mental life. By delineating it in this manner, we place its events outside the stream of aggregated and, eventually, organized recollection. Comparing it with the event of a petit mal attack suggests the possibility of neurophysiological factors, which we would wish to leave open for investigation by other methods; our psychoanalytical method, which depends so heavily upon the observation and interpretation of the transference, can make nothing of the longitudinal content of the autistic state proper. But of course, like any other observer of behaviour, we are in a position to formulate some cross-sectional concept of its structure and dynamics. This formulation, which we now wish to present in outline, will be exemplified particularly in the clinical material of Timmy (J.B.), but its details have been drawn from two sources: the first is that already mentioned, namely direct observation of the autistic phenomena; the second, to which we owe much of the conviction we feel about the first type of data, is a reconstructive matter: by recognising the qualities of mind which are peculiar to the states and functioning of such children outside the realm of the autism proper, we are able to see, separately deployed, several tendencies which, when exercised in a consortium, produce the autistic state.


What then are the mental tendencies that we would list as characteristic and, in that sense, prerequisite to the appearance of autism as a pathological condition? It will become apparent that such a descriptive undertaking, however determined to stay within the confines of metapsychology, soon finds itself in such a misty and boggy landscape that it runs out of well established technical terms, and is forced back upon a mixture of poetic description and philosophic abstraction. What we will try to do above all, is to avoid neologism and pseudo-precision. For the sake of psychoanalytic tidiness, we will discuss the factors under the headings of economics, structure, dynamics and genetics.


Economic factors


The children studied appear to us to be highly intelligent. What do we mean by this, and how have we reached such an assessment? Their mental processes operate at great speed. Even when dominated by repetitiveness, the rapidity with which new combinations and permutations of the same basic configuration of phantasy are evolved, is quite dazzling. Their accessibility to sensory data both from the body and from the outside world gives the impression of an apparatus naked to the wind. Consequently their discrimination of the details of the environment and of alterations in these details is quite intimidating. The complexity of their mental functioning taxes the therapist at every point. Added to this there is a subtlety of emotive response and sensitivity to the mental and physical state of the therapist which far exceeds that encountered in child analysis generally, and certainly is in quite a different category from the atmosphere of the adult consulting-room.




Added to this intelligence and the factors of perceptual sensitivity connected with it, the children present an emotional sensibility which we would wish to describe as a kind of gentleness of disposition. Their awareness of the mental states of the person to whom they feel intimately related does seem to contain a predilection for depressive concern that is not the same as identification; it is in the nature of a primitive permeability to the emotions of others – another aspect of the ‘nakedness’ mentioned above. But it is clear that they also tend to experience their objects as similarly permeable and likely to be bombarded with awareness of the pain of others; and evidence to the contrary would seem to be interpreted by them as tokens of rejection rather than as signs of incapacity in the object.


This tendency to be bombarded by awareness of the pain in others, coupled with the inclination to interpret emotional obtuseness in others as rejection, makes for a very special vulnerability to catastrophic modes of depressive experience; this will be most clearly seen in the material of John (I. W.).


The likelihood that this liability to depressive pain is related to the special nakedness to the emotional winds emanating from others seems further suggested by the very minimal intensity of persecutory anxiety to be observed. This would also link with the impression of gentleness of disposition, given in terms of minimal sadism: for what often appears as a ruthless cruelty to ‘the mother's other babies’ is not dictated by sadism seizing upon rivalry as the justification for its expression, but does rather emerge in the service of an uncompromising possessiveness of the maternal object. The autistic children wish unequivocally to be rid of all rivals, for every deprivation or disappointment seems to be directly experienced in this framework. They are not particularly intent upon inflicting pain, nor is sadistic glee a prominent feature of their emotionality. While triumph is a regular ingredient of their pleasures, its quality is predominantly joyous rather than sadistic, until splitting-and-idealization becomes established in the post-autistic development.


This joyous possession of the maternal object constitutes a primitive form of love which is both tender and highly sensual. The surface, skin-to-skin intimacy they seek, tends to be in satiable and to resent, and resist, the impact of time. It is from this factor, rather than from either the inroads of persecutory anxiety or the importunate thrust of raw instinct, that the children's strong compulsion to repetition appears to arise.


This rather impressive list of dispositional items, all contributing to the economic tendencies of the personality, appears to us to be ubiquitous within the group, and may even be taken as prerequisite. To recapitulate, the factors are: high intelligence, sensitivity to the emotional state of others, liability to depressive pain of a massive sort, minimal sadism and consequently minimal persecution; possessive jealousy; the children are highly sensual in their love, and prone to endless time-arresting repetition of the joy and triumph of possession.


Structural characteristics


As we have indicated, we are taking the view that the autistic state proper can be separated from the states of mind in the same child which reside outside the autism. The ways in which the one influences the other will be described later. At this point we must face the difficult task of trying to define a structure of the autism proper, which is both a mental one, and yet at the same time is essentially mindless. And as we have said, the key to the situation is seen to lie in the temporary suspension of the recognition of time passing; but it is something quite different from the various types of denial of time, the circular concept, the oscillating concept, or fragmented time of other sorts. We wish to envisage a structure, the ego–id–superego-ideal, being dismantled in a manner that has the following qualities: it must be accomplished in a moment; it must be reversible almost effortlessly, as if drawn once more together by the inertia of mental springs; its transactions must be of a quality which disqualifies them from linkage with other mental events. To express this latter quality, we would like to make a distinction between ‘event’ and ‘experience’, assuming that ‘events’ are discrete, unavailable for linkage and thus fundamentally unavailable for recollection.


The events, then, which represent themselves in the forms of behaviour described by us as the phenomenology of the autistic state proper, do not lend themselves to apprehension by the child as experiences, with their characteristic structure of the infinitesimal point of the present compressed between recollection and anticipation. How docs this take place? We have employed above the term ‘dismantling’, to which we must now give precise significance in order to differentiate it from splitting processes.


These latter processes are understood to employ destructive impulses in order to make attacks on linking. These attacks are, in the main, directed primarily against objects, and have only a secondary consequence of splitting the ego, or, more correctly, the self. This secondary splitting seems to be a consequence of the division in the object, much in the way that a split in the territory of a disputed region between two contending nations would galvanize a polarization of the population involved: being confronted by a split in the object, incompatible loyalties within the self causes it to fall into similar (in the geometric sense) bits. It is for this reason that the primal splitting-and idealization of the object is prerequisite to the division between good and bad in the self and its impulses.


We envisage ‘dismantling’ as a very different sort of process with very different implications. In the first place it seems to us to occur in a passive rather than an active way, somewhat akin to allowing a brick wall to fall to pieces by the action of weather, moss, fungi and insects, through failing to point it with mortar. Dismantling occurs by a passive device of allowing the various senses, both special and general, internal and external, to attach themselves to the most stimulating object of the moment. It would be a mere coincidence if the most highly coloured, arrestingly shaped, most odoriferous, noisiest, tastiest, softest, warmest sensations of the moment, were all emanating from the same real external object. Except for the baby at the breast, such sensa are highly likely to be emanated by a variety of objects at any one moment; and with the exception of the most charismatic objects of art or qualities of personality, most objects have attention ‘paid’ to them. We are inclined to experience this deployment within ourselves as an active process. It is uncertain whether Western man has, in general, retained the capacity to suspend attention, as the yogi guru claims to do through extreme concentration on nothingness. What we usually call ‘inattention’ is really wandering of attention, either in the sense of diminished focus, or turning inward in rumination or daydream.




We are suggesting, then, the existence of some capacity (whose mechanism we will attempt to investigate later) for suspending attention, which allows the senses to wander, each to its most attractive object of the moment. This scattering seems to bring about the dismantling of the self as a mental apparatus, but in a very passive, falling-to-bits way. There are toys which represent a dog (say), made of wooden beads and held together by strings which pass through holes in a board and are fastened to a ring. A child holding the little board with his finger in the ring can make the dog stand up by exerting a tension on the ring, or allow him to collapse into a reclining posture by relaxing the tension; and we are envisaging attention as the strings which hold the senses together in consensuality. This ‘common sense’ as Bion wryly calls it, apprehends objects in the multifaceted way which is essential to mental acts, as opposed to neurophysiological events. We are employing a structural concept of attention which is similar to Freud's delineation of consciousness as a mental ‘organ’.


If this is a reasonable approximation of the process that induces the autistic state, namely that by suspending attention the child is able to let his mental organization fall passively to pieces, it would seem quite certain that neither persecutory anxiety nor despair would result from this mode of withdrawal from the world, since violence to neither self nor object is in involved. This implies that the reinstatement of the pre-existing organization would have no gradient of mental pain (Bion's Ps↔;D) to overcome. A social equivalent to it would be, for instance, the famous story about ‘Captain’ Abraham Lincoln as a young man during the Black Hawk War of 1832, as told by Carl Sandburg: ‘As their captain was drilling them one day with two platoons advancing toward a gate, he couldn't think of the order that would get them endwise, two by two, for passing through the gate. So he commanded, “This company is dismissed for two minutes, when it will fall in again on the other side of the gate”.’


Dynamic aspects


Our idea then is that the sensory components of the self, which have been dismantled in order to pass through the autistic ‘gate’, can also effortlessly ‘fall in’ on the other side. By now we have probably multiplied our models beyond any gain in clarity, and will profit more by turning to the dynamics of the process. Here we are confronted with the compulsive tendency which is so marked in these children, and find ourselves surprised to discover certain primitive aspects of compulsivity which are not easily discernible in more sophisticated forms of employment. The most arresting feature of compulsivity generally is the repetitiveness of the act, or thought underlying it, in a potentially endless series, which then, as mysteriously as it commenced, comes to rest. Investigation of the neuroses has shown us clearly the factors operative within it; how omnipotent separation and control of objects induces either. persecutory or depressive anxiety, depending on the degree of cruelty in the motivation. The compulsive repetition can be seen to express the need for repeated monitoring of the objects because of their tendency to reunite; and on the other hand it expresses the necessity of serving and nurturing them, since the separating (by interfering with processes of reparation) tends to result in dilapidation.


Thus an interplay of primary and secondary motives of defence against anxiety is evident in obsessional states. This emphasis on the role of defence against anxiety, oedipal in the first place and then persecutory or depressive, results in a picture of compulsivity as a mechanism of defence but obscures its more primitive roots in the repetition compulsion. What Freud could refer to as the timelessness of the system-unconscious (uncs.) in his earlier period of formulation, the ‘topographic’, would need to be referred to the id in ‘structural’ theory. Apprehension of time is certainly an ego-function, as we have already described at some length. The compulsion to repeat is the overriding economic principle of the id, as the pleasure-pain-reality principle is of the ego in its relation to id and external world, and as the paranoid-schizoid-depressive positions are in the ego's relation to superego-ideal.


Freud's investigation of the compulsion to repeat, as undertaken in ‘Beyond the pleasure principle’, is perhaps too speculative and cosmological to be of immediate use in clinical investigation. A more neurophysiological grounding of our conception is required. It is when we attempt to comprehend the nature of the id that psychoanalysis makes its rapprochement with work in other fields of psychology such as conditioning of reflexes, the perceptual processes studied by the Gestalt school, ethological studies and neuropathology. When the self is dismantled into its sensual components by the suspension of the ego-function of attention, a coherent ego ceases temporarily to exist; each fragment, or rather component, is reduced to a primitive state dominated by the id and its economics and dynamics. This primitiveness is, we suggest, essentially mindless. Its events cannot be considered as mental acts, and they cannot be experienced in any way which allows for integration in the continuum of recollection, nor as a basis for anticipation.


But the mystery that appears in the study of compulsivity in the neurotic, namely what circumstances can terminate the potentially endless repetition, does find some tentative answer in the observation of autistic states proper. Both John (I. W.) and Timmy (J. B.) illustrate very clearly the high degree of sensual apprehension of the therapist which characterized the transference relationship. It became apparent fairly early on in our work that it was necessary for the therapist to be able to mobilize the suspended attention of the child in its autistic state, in order to bring it back into transference contact. To this end, continual interpretation was required, of the transference-state before the lapse into autism, along with more intuitively learned techniques of voice employment, attentiveness, and posture. The latter included a degree of permissiveness with regard to physical contact, in touching, looking, smelling and tasting, that one would not easily allow in the course of child analysis ordinarily.


This direct bodily availability of the therapist seemed to have its charismatic effect because of the overwhelming oral sensuality of the children. Timmy (J. B.) would put his mouth near the talking mouth of the therapist and concretely eat the emerging language. John (I. W.) would look into his therapist's eyes or down her jumper exactly as he peered through the glass rose of the window on the stairway. The breast significance of the therapist as a part-object in the transference became established early in the treatment and in a primitive sensual way, long before it could be seen to take on a more abstract significance; and of course surprisingly early compared with the long and difficult struggle toward it in the course of analysis of the neurotic patient, adult or child.


Genetic considerations


In short, it could be said that the maternal breast, as an object of high consensual attractiveness, seemed to function as the magnet or spring to draw together the dismantled self by commanding, one might even say commandeering, the attention. The autistic ‘attack’ could be seen to terminate by this sort of springing together of the self, which allowed the child then to continue the transference activity that had been temporarily suspended. It can well be imagined that the drift into autism as a developmental disturbance has a fine economic relation to the intensity of the breast relationship to the mothering person. When this withers, as it probably does when depression or other disturbance in the mother dries up her attentiveness, warmth, chatter and sensuality toward the baby, the dismantled self will tend to float away for longer and longer periods of mindless activity. It is conceivable that the degree of arrest in the development might well have a near arithmetic relation to the waking, and perhaps the sleeping, life-time spent in the state of autism proper. The therapeutic and prophyllactic implications of this are obvious. To this quantitative factor, must be added the effects upon development when those same tendencies which make the autistic state possible are not employed in consortium but more singly in the course of life experience and object relations. In this area we have learned most from the treatment of Piffie (S. H.) and Barry (D. W.).


Personality development in the autistic child


Formulations of the autistic state proper, such as the one above, cannot claim (as we have said) any methodological priority over other methods of observation or other systems of formulation. While the observations have been carried out in the analytical setting by analytically trained workers, they suffer as much from the limitations of that setting and training as they can be said to profit from it. But when we enter upon a description and formulation of the personality development of these children outside the autism proper, and in a sense post-autistic with Barry (D. W.) and Piffie (S. H.), we can claim to speak with the special insight that the analytic method alone, we believe, can afford in these matters. This special authority pertains, of course, only to the unconscious structure, dynamics and economics of the mind, and the special (and one-sided) view of personality genesis they make available.


We have already spoken of the general quantitative consideration, namely the loss of maturational mental lifetime which is replaced by autistic states proper. We must now turn to the specific interferences with development and the consequences that can be traced with the psychoanalytical method. These fall into two large categories: interferences with the achievement of personality structure, and the obsessional eccentricity of object relations. These two will later be exemplified in the clinical descriptions of Barry (D. W.) and Piffie (S. H.) respectively. In the theoretical formulation here we will stress the operation of unconscious phantasy in the children, since it is to this that our method of investigation gives us insights of a first order of validity. Just how these operations in the child dovetail with personality tendencies in the mothering person or in the organization of the nurturing milieu, we will leave for discussion in the final summing-up of the investigations, since it is reconstructive and therefore of a secondary order of validity.


Personality structure has two dimensions that go beyond the delineation of id, ego and superego as described by Freud. Indeed, this categorization has a certain biological validity which is somewhat different from the one which appears as the functional organization: namely the division into self and objects. In addition to this functional division, we can discern a second order of structuring relating to the organization of the life space: namely the geography of personality in its four characteristic regions – internal and external to the self, inside and outside of objects. The fifth area, the ‘nowhere’ of the delusional system, does not concern us here. Of these two general dimensions of personality structure, organization of the geography of the life-space and organization of the self and objects, the former appears to be of primary significance in the psycho pathology of the post-autistic personality (as we will henceforth call it, meaning both outside the autistic states proper and the sequellae of Early Infantile Autism).


(a) Organization of the life-space


We are inclined to think that the yield in understanding of the beginnings of the life of the mind is particularly rich in this realm of study with autistic children, revealing processes which are indeed so primitive as to be quite inaccessible to other methods or with other types of patient. These children seem to suffer from an absolute hindrance to progress in development because of difficulty in differentiating these four areas in the geography of phantasy. They experience a geographic type of confusion which far outstrips in complexity that induced by massive projective identification. How does it come about? Or perhaps the more correct question is the converse one: Why does the ordinary differentiation not come about? The answer we can offer is fairly complicated.


In order to explain this failure we must return to the disposition of the children, in particular to their high degree of orality, their intense possessive jealousy of the maternal object, their primitive sensuality and their tender, non-sadistic makeup, all of which disposes them to early and intense depressive experiences. The sensuality and possessiveness induce a strong trend towards fusion with their object, which is easily recognized in the playroom by such acts as burrowing into the therapist, appropriating the therapist's hands to accomplish manipulations, demanding to use the therapist's body as if it were furniture. But the very insistence upon control over the therapist's body reveals the failure to achieve any degree of projective identification. This surprising fact, and the extraordinary behaviour which makes it manifest, pertains just as well to the room, the house, underneath the table or inside the cupboard. The child cannot for any length of time experience the distinction between being inside and being outside the object. Looking into the therapist's eyes can be immediately transformed into looking out of the window. But the moment of triumph over (say) the birds in the garden as the excluded outside-babies, immediately turns into enraged fist-shaking and banging the head on the window, and then to burrowing and banging the head on the therapist's chest. The outside-babies have suddenly turned into the triumphant inside-babies, and the triumph of the child turns to puzzled rage.


One child showed us the answer in a single stroke of creative intensity. For months he had drawn doors and gates, usually with complex wrought-iron grills. Then gradually rather Victorian gothic houses took shape. One day he painstakingly drew an ornate house seen from the front on one side of the page, a house in Northwood, while on the other side he drew a back view of a pub in Southend. Thus the child demonstrated his experience of a two-dimensional object; when you enter by the front door you simultaneously exit by the rear door of a different object. It is in effect an object without an inside.


But how does such an object come into existence? To answer this one has to reconsider the extremely insistent intrusiveness of these children in respect of the maternal object, and the way in which the primitive sensuality permits an easy shifting between animate and inanimate objects, much in the way that Winnicott's transitional objects arise – a subject which we will return to in the final summing-up. This easy substitution, even outside the autism proper, even when objects are being consensually apprehended, does support the omnipotence of the intrusive phantasies. In effect, as we shall see in Barry's material, the maternal object is experienced as patent, its orifices unprotected, devoid of sphincters, open to the weather and the marauder alike. Like ‘Tintern Abbey’, the distinction between inside and outside is not a fact, only an idea constructed by the imagination. It is of course tempting to think that these children have been exposed to some extraordinary degree of maternal preoccupation in their early months, the in-one-ear-and-out-the-other type of ‘yes, dear’ attention. Occasionally the history of severe depression in the mother post-partum seems to bear this out. But we are more inclined to seek the solution of the puzzle in the child himself, for surely every baby and child gets quite a lot of ‘yes, dear’-ing from busy mothers.


No, the transactions of the playroom strongly suggest that the insistent intrusiveness, the promiscuous sensuality and the intense possessiveness incline these children to experience an absolute possession of an unpossessable object, rich in surface qualities but devoid of substance, a paper-thin object without a delineated inside. This produces a primal failure of the containing function of the external object, and thus of the formation of the concept of self as a container. This serious defect does not seem to be precisely the same as that described by Bick as an inadequate skin for the self, since that does not appear to involve any deficiency of concept formation, but rather an inadequate function of containing under stress of anxiety. We do not see the characteristic spilling-out of parts of the self nor the secondary skin function that she has so clearly described.


On the contrary our impression is that the internal spacelessness of self and object in the post-autistic personality is a continuous defect unrelated to stress of anxiety. It also appears to have a differential relation to the various sensory modalities in keeping with the general tendency to looseness of consensual function. The weakest of these modalities, as regards containment, would appear to be the auditory one, with special regard to the language function. ‘In-one-ear-and-out-the-other’ seems, very concretely, to be the case. It is in this area of defect that we are inclined to look for an explanation of the apparent deafness which so often first attracts attention and arouses alarm in the parents. The relation of this to the mutism is, however, a more complex problem whose detailed consideration must wait.


This deficiency of containment related to internal spacelessness of the self produces a type of manic quality in the personality, which will be seen very clearly in John and Timmy. The inability to retain objects has an effect equivalent to the sadistic expulsion of them as faeces as seen in the manic disorders, but with a somewhat helpless, automatic quality that is quite distinctive and can suddenly result in the catastrophic depressive collapse into desperate sobbing. The material concerning Timmy's ‘squeezing’ will illustrate the struggle of the child to close his own orifices. But the child's openness is not only confined to the difficulty in retaining mental and therefore also physical contents. We are inclined to see these children as suffering also from a sensory openness which is experienced as a bombardment of sensa. This bombardment appears to com pound the difficulty in retaining, and renders the ordinary process of working over in phantasy (and therefore probably in dreaming) relatively inefficient for play, and thus for learning. The consequence of this is an unusual degree of dependence upon the mental functions, and not merely upon the services, of an external object.


This consideration, we think, accounts for much of the mental-defective-like quality in these highly intelligent children. Perhaps it would be worthwhile to elaborate a bit on this point, as it has important implications both for understanding the nature of the post-autistic personality and for guiding any therapeutic approach. Freud considered thought to be an economic form of trial action. When our internal equipment fails to cope with the complexity of representations involved in a problem, we have recourse to counters – an abacus, a chess board and pieces, paper and pencil and geometer's instruments, for example. In the same way a child uses toys, as counters for the objects of phantasy and thought. When the counters take on a life of their own and a value apart from that assigned in the representation, we say that the play or game has become concrete and that a failure of symbol formation is manifest.


The post-autistic personality does of course, along with all primitive states, present a degree of concreteness in thought and phantasy. But in fact this is not seen to nearly the high degree that the gross immaturity would lead one to expect. Instead one sees a somewhat more complicated process which involves the employment of the maternal object (or object of maternal transference) as an extension of the self for the performance of ego-functions. Where another child would climb onto the windowsill, John would simply make anticipatory movements to be lifted; when Piffie could not hold all the pieces and figures in his hand he naturally deposited them in the therapist's lap. In order to make toys disappear when they had become tainted by suspicion of having been handled by other children, Timmy would deposit them under the therapist's chair, as if leaving rubbish for the dustmen. Other children would have arranged a place of safekeeping or thrown the toys in the dustbin.


The point is that it was natural for these children to experience the situation as calling for the therapist to perform an ego-function. He had to function not merely as a servant or surrogate, but as a prime mover in the situation; he was not only to carry out the action, but also to decide what action was to be taken, and therefore to carry the responsibility. In this sense the child could be said to act with a politic type of incapacity, like an oriental potentate who knows nothing of the methods of tax collection, but is ready to behead his vizeer if injustice is revealed. The question arises regarding the relation of this type of dependence to omnipotence and omnipotent control over objects. We would suggest that the two processes are very different and can be seen to be active in very different ways in these children, the latter as an aspect of the obsessionality and the former as a special type of dependence.


Where the therapist's disobedience in respect of tyrannical control brings a fairly ordinary reaction of rage, failure to perform the required ego function for the child produces bewilderment and a tendency to withdraw into the Autistic State Proper. It is a clear indication also that the autistic states proper are not to be understood as derived by mechanisms of defence against anxiety, but tend to be brought about by bombardment of sensa in the face of both inadequate equipment and failure of dependence.


This naturally gives rise to the question of the relation between the post-autistic personality and the personality of the first month of life. In this area we are, of course, only conjecturing, but it would appear a cogent guess that the quality of the dependence seen in the post-autistic state is very akin indeed to that of the newborn, in that it is dependent upon the object for both services and ego-functions. This implies a narcissistic bond which not only extends the body of the child into the more capable one of the object, but also extends the mind itself. This would therefore suggest a process far more related to the identification Freud described as characteristic of primary narcissism, and so have a very different quality from, say, the confusion of self and object due to projective identification. In the latter type of operation, the child's mind and body take over, in all the limitations of ego-functioning characteristic of the infantile ego. It is for this reason that the pseudo-mature behaviour pursuant to projective identification is merely a childish caricature of adult conduct.


If we conceive of this type of dependence in the sense of primary narcissism and recollect Freud's statement that in the earliest times relationship and identification are quite indistinguishable, we are led back to the problem of the two dimensional quality of object and of self in the autistic child's personality structure. Bion's conception of maternal reverie as a process in which the mother takes in the disturbed part of the infant's personality, divests it of distress and then returns it to the child, would seem a very unifying and clarifying idea here; but we would need to see it functioning in a somewhat different way from ordinary maternal care. In the first place these children would appear to require the mother to take in, contain and divest of pain the child entire, not merely a part; and because of this, and perhaps because of other limiting aspects of the mother's state of mind, a primal failure of dependence occurs. This, we feel, is experienced by the child as the paper-thin mother or breast.


As we probably cannot usefully elaborate further on these points until the clinical material is before us, we will turn our attention now to the second dimension of personality structuring and its disturbance in the post-autistic organization.


(b) Organization of the self and objects


It has been suggested that the study of the organization of the life space in these children gives a high yield of scientific information about the very earliest process in this area; and a similar reward may be gained from the study of the organization of self and objects. But it is of a more restricted sort: namely that we discover phenomena related to the primitive aspects of obsessional mechanisms which are both of general interest with regard to obsessionality, and of very specific interest concerning the obsessional element in the perversions and especially the position of the fetishistic plaything, as the editor (D. M.) has described elsewhere (Sexual States of Mind, 1973).


We take the point of view that obsessionality may be described in general as arising from two factors in the relation of self to objects: first of all, it depends on omnipotent control over the objects; and secondly, it relies on attacks on linking to separate the objects in order that they may be better controlled. Although it seems that the logical order of the operations is as stated – control first followed by separation to bulwark control – we wish to discuss the two in the converse order.


As stated earlier, we find that these children have to a high degree the capacity to dissociate their sensory modalities from their ordinary consensual linkage to one another. We are inclined to view this ordinary function in the light of Bion's formulation of alpha-function, as a way of describing the mental function which makes sensa available as thoughts for manipulation in thinking. We wish to describe another kind of failure which produces sensual events which are only suitable for enjoyment, and cannot be apprehended as experiences either for manipulation in thinking or, therefore, for communication. We think these events differ from Bion's ‘beta elements’ which are suitable only for evacuation.


While in its extreme form this dissociation of consensuality is found to be the essential operation for the formation of the autistic state proper, its partial usage is characteristic of the post-autistic personality and is the basis of the extreme obsessionality, as will be exemplified in the material of Piffie. Again we must stress that the attack on linking is directed against the ego and is very passive and non-sadistic in its mode. The ego function of attention is manipulated in a way that simply allows the experience of objects to fall to bits, and to spring back together.


This differentiation, between direct destructive attacks upon the links between objects or part-objects, and indirect attacks upon such links through dismantling the self's capacity for consensual experience, does seem to us to be an important general distinction with regard to obsessional disorders. The great mystery about these disorders has always been the wide degree of variation in the degree of persecutory anxiety consequent to the establishment of omnipotent control and separation of objects. In general, of course, one has realized that the degree of persecution consequent to the operation of a defence was proportional to the degree of sadism with which it was mounted. Freud, in his papers ‘On fetishism’ (1927) and ‘Splitting of the ego in the process of defence’ (1938) showed the way towards the solving of this mystery, which he correctly linked with the general problem of the maintenance of mental health in the face of unresolved infantile conflicts. Melanie Klein's further investigation of splitting processes in her 1946 paper ‘A note on some schizoid mechanisms’ and in later contributions, pursued the problem of psychopathology primarily. We can now add substance of a certain precision to Freud's formulation of the operation of splitting processes in the service of preserving the healthy part of the personality from encroachment and from subservience (as it were) to the ill parts.


The process of dismantling the self, especially in its capacity for consensual perceptual experience and therefore its capacity for the introjection of integrated objects, provides a very satisfactory answer to the problem. It was not, after all, merely a question of how health and illness can exist side by side in the same personality without destroying the sanity. The problem was of a more delicate and economic nature: how could good objects be held under control and in a state of separation without so weakening them and thus rendering them vulnerable to sadistic attack from the destructive parts of the personality, as in catatonia? The same principle is used, for instance, in the distinction between binding together a group through concrete links (as in a chain-gang) or abstract ones (as in a secret society), and simply associating the members for the purpose of recognition by themselves and others (as in the case of uniforms of all sorts). The latter method defines the group in terms of recognition – that is, perceptually – rather than in terms of action either imposed or curtailed. Actually in the formation of groups in the outside world both methods are used together – as, for example, with clerical dress and holy vows. It is a continuation or extrapolation of the process in nature whereby species identify themselves to one another and mark off their predators. The mice in the fable wished to put a bell on the cat in order to be able to track its whereabouts; that is, they wished to use their distant perception to identify a predator. Conversely, they would choose a contact percipient to identify the most intimate relationship. This is the general method in nature, to establish distant criteria for the recognition of enemies and proximal ones for the indications of friendship and love. It is just this system that is taken to bits in the dismantling, and by so doing much adaptive capacity is sacrificed.


Just how, then, does the dismantling of the perceptual self affect omnipotent control over objects without weakening them vis à vis the destructive parts? Let us suppose, for instance, that the mummy wears a uniform and the daddy wears a bell, so that they are identified by sight and sound respectively. The allocation of the perceptual capacity when dismantled affects the experience as if the child were dealing not with mummy-in-uniform and daddy-with-a-bell, but with deaf-mummy and blind-daddy. Mummy cannot hear daddy's bell and daddy cannot see mummy's uniform. They will pass like the proverbial ships in the night. That is, they will pass the night of the child's discontent well separated in the child's mind.


The important point about such operations is that they result in introjection of defective objects from the point of view of intimate relations. The sexuality built upon such a foundation bends heavily towards the fetishistic, or, to keep to our analogy, in search of a woman with a bell or a man with a uniform. This in fact is precisely what happens in fetishism proper, and contributes the fetishistic element to the object choice throughout the whole range of the perversions.


In the post-autistic personality it manifests itself in the special degree and type of obsessionality which will be described particularly in the material about Piffie. There it will be seen how the preoccupation with keeping the objects incommunicado (as in the episode of the man-on-the-ladder), promotes also a ruminative quasi-scientific curiosity about how things are pieced together and kept from falling apart. One of the most impressive examples of this was in Piffie's period of experimentation with permutations of colour and form in a rather stylized picture of house and tree. Blue sky, green grass, yellow house, red roof, brown tree, etc. Similarly the colour permutations were alternated with the inside and outside of the house. The final impression was that Piffie had no conviction that the blueness of the sky or greenness of the grass was any more essential than the redness of the roof or yellowness of the house, or that if one were inside the house it might not all be reversed. We could see that a certain tyrannical attitude would not brook the blueness of the sky being forever mated to the greenness of the grass, but asserted that this arrangement was under the child's control, that it existed as such only insofar as he saw it so. In the same way in which he could deal with the surprise of the man-on-the-ladder by a series of drawings in which the man gradually ceased to exist as a recollected experience, so he could deal with the everyday facts of nature by selectively employing his sensorium to suit himself. This is an indication of the high intelligence that can employ attention to make such abstractions in the post-autistic state and yet that, when taken to its extreme of non-attention in the autistic state, may appear to be defective.


The obsessionality of character in the post-autistic personality is therefore compounded, one might say, of the tendency to employ dismantling of the self in a particular way for the sake of experiencing omnipotent control and separation of objects, and consequently, of a ruminative preoccupation with the way in which the elements of the world are linked together. To call it quasi-scientific in essence does not belittle the possibility of scientific activity resulting from it in later life. In all likelihood many scientists have had an autistic beginning and a post-autistic character. The natural extrapolation of the post-autistic character would build an idiot-savant way of life; and this tendency can certainly be seen in Piffie and Barry. Another child, whose material could not be included here, had already gone very far along this road, being almost exclusively preoccupied with painting flowers at the age of eight. Robert was fairly ineducable in other areas but in his narcissistic identification with his mother, who was a portrait painter, he did in fact in the most skilled, rapid, organized way, produce quite breathtakingly beautiful water-colours of flowers, precisely coloured and fairly bursting with life.


Our general conclusion, regarding the implications of these findings in autistic children for our understanding of the wider field of obsessionality – in character and neurosis as well as in the compulsive aspect of perversion – is that a spectrum of sadism can be constructed. At one end of this spectrum we would place the extreme of cruel pleasure with which objects are held in a state of suspended animation in catatonia. At the other end would be the non-sadistic dismantling of the self in the post-autistic personality. The one places the objects in a state of torturous enslavement, while the other merely unhinges the capacity of the objects to find one another for intimate contact, inflicting neither pain nor debility. Between these two poles one could arrange the spectrum of obsessional disorders in terms of the relative admixture of these two operations, so as to construct a sort of periodic table referrable to the severity of the mental disorder. It must be remembered that the severity of illness in the post-autistic state is not specially related to the degree of obsessionality, but rather to the other area of the psycho-pathology, namely the disorder in the organization of the life-space and the consequent severe impediment to maturation. The obsessionality is not so much psychopathological as non-adaptive, in the sense that many philosophical or theological systems are non-adaptive if taken as a guide to action in the world. The trouble lies in the interference with emotional responsiveness to the complexity of the world when the ‘cerebral’ oversimplification of obsessional thought obtrudes upon experience. In a philosophic sense, the aesthetic of the turbulent harmony of growth is sacrificed for the peaceful harmony of order. It is conducive of a state of mind suitable for old age, for recollection of experience, employed at a time of life when there are as yet too few experiences to recall. It produces a Wordsworthian tranquillity at a time of life when turbulent pugnacity is required. Thus Barry, seeking employment and lodgings at the age of 21, could find nothing to meet his requirements, and tended to remain at home as his mother's housekeeper. The possibility that the world might have requirements of him which he should struggle to meet, was simply alien to his mind, much like Melville's Bartleby.
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