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FOREWORD


This rich collection of talks and papers by Martha Harris and Dr Meltzer contains a substantial number originally published in Italy and Spain, but not in English. The talks given by them as they worked as a couple in Novara (1973-75) cover almost seven chapters and, together with the two seminars delivered by Meltzer in Spain, are a powerful tribute to the way in which psychotherapists in these and of course other countries have cherished the memory and sustained the thinking of these truly international figures.


A fascinating aspect of the Novara seminars (particularly in chapters 3 (DM), 4 (MH) and 5 (DM), is that they include the text of the discussions after the presentations. Given that they took place nearly forty years ago the content is remarkably relevant to current understanding of adolescence. Meltzer's description of adolescence is that it provides a point of observation. The adolescent feels part of the community of adolescents which despises adults and children as well as the organization of the world they represent. Adults are envied because they are felt to have taken possession of power, and the world of children despised because of their absence of power. For Meltzer the primary issue in adolescence is not sexuality but confusion, and the feeling of being locked out of knowledge and understanding. The emphasis on sexuality though very present in adolescence is, nonetheless, derivative, ‘trying to find an identification with the primitive parents who were joined together in the past in the sense of knowing everything and being able to do anything’. The adolescent therefore is in constant movement, backwards to the child, forwards to being the complete adult, back towards the world of adolescence, outside towards the isolated world of observer, backwards to the world of the family. It is a picture that is still very relevant in the quest to work psychoanalytically with adolescents.


This movement is followed brilliantly in the paper by Martha Harris. The account is of work with a depressed and anorexic adolescent girl. Depression currently features in a number of research projects, and the Paper gives a fascinating view of her ability to communicate with the patient in a thorough yet sympathetic way, using simple, accessible language. For instance, she describes a dream through which the patient came ‘into much more contact with her rivalry towards her mother and towards me as analyst, in which she idealised herself as this wonderful sweet patient-child while trying to get between the parents, to make the father complain about the mother, and therefore complain about me’. One can almost sense the combination of tension and yet relief that must have been experienced in the therapy room at such moments!


The Novara seminars give a moving view of a husband and wife team clearly delighting in the closeness between them, both carrying the other's ideas forward, and yet both powerfully present in their own right. The picture is touched by sadness given Martha Harris’ early death, but second part is a potent testimony to the genius of Don Meltzer, and includes the previously unpublished “After the hurricane”. This book conveys the groundbreaking view of adolescence and the extraordinary insight of Martha Harris and Donald Meltzer.


Jonathan Bradley
Consultant child psychotherapist, Adolescent department, Tavistock Clinic











CHAPTER ONE


On learning to know oneself1


(1969)


Martha Harris


The struggle to find an identity is the central task of adolescence. It is a long and slow process during which are laid the final foundations for the personality of the future adult. These foundations, of course, were first begun long ago in the relationship between the baby and its mother and then in that of the infant to both its parents. They have been further developed by later interactions throughout childhood with parents, with brothers and sisters, with friends, school teachers and other important adults. They are affected at every stage not only by the nature of the new acquaintances but also by the child's approach to these and from the expectations arising from the results of his first encounters with the world. These are then transferred to subsequent relationships.


The very first step in knowing people is to be able to identify with them, to feel your way into their minds, into their personalities, to sense their physical reactions and to learn in these ways what it feels like to be them. Little children do this quite literally when they step into Mummy's shoes and shuffle round the house pretending they are Mummy. The very first way of learning about yourself is also to project yourself, your unknown, unnamed needs and distresses, into your mother and (later) your father. From their greater experience of life and of themselves, and according to their openness to that experience, they may be able to respond to that need, to give you a name for it, a better acquaintance with it and therefore a better grasp of some aspect of yourself (p. 221).


[…]


To quote Mark Twain: “When I was fourteen my father was so stupid I could hardly stand to have him around. At twenty-one I was astonished at how much he had learned in the past seven years!” This expresses very nicely the change that many teenagers undergo in their attitudes to their parents, when they feel sure enough of themselves and their own grownup-ness, and of their capacity to use their own intelligence, to give their parents their due. When we feel that we have something to give, that we are capable of some achievement, we can afford to be more generous and to see in others the virtues that they have.


So if our teenagers are going through an estranged over-critical phase and we feel we cannot do much about it, that our well-meaning overtures are met with scowls and sighs of exasperation, it may be worth while saying to ourselves that this can be a passing phase, and perhaps like Mark Twain they may suddenly discover that we have been developing!…if, indeed, we have been (p. 182).


[…]


It is difficult for parents, and for the older generation in general, to take adolescent portentousness and arrogance about social ills quite seriously. It may remind us of our own adolescent aspirations, and of our failure to realize them, if we have simply abandoned them rather than modified them in the light of increasing experience.


It is not always so easy for parents to adapt to the stage which the teenager has reached, especially as for a while it tends to be a pretty erratic one: the responsible thoughtful young adult of one day can suddenly be the heedless infant of the next. Until he comes downstairs in the morning sometimes you have no idea from which side of the bed he has crawled out!




Just when we are getting used to the idea of being able to regard our teenager more as an equal than as a child, he may behave in such an irresponsible way that we feel let down, exasperated, and all the more so for knowing that he “could do better”. It is maybe worth considering that sometimes he may feel let down by himself, and if so, it is not necessary to rub salt into the wound.


When he harbours suspicions that he is unreliable or at times pretentious, he can be very touchy at being treated lightly. Just because he feels passionately about tolerance, justice, freedom, loving his neighbour and so on, he hates to be reminded that these are virtues that so often elude him in practice in his own closer relationships.


Teenage students traditionally tend to be world reformers: acutely aware of the corruption and greed in governments, their ruthlessness for power and lack of concern for the underprivileged. For the would-be reformers it is not always so easy to see among the established elders those who are also aware of these things, or easy to be charitable about the imperfections and the inherent difficulties in mankind which make it such an uphill job to struggle against them. Until we feel more at home with our own inconsistencies, it may be easier to find an enemy in the outside world to express the contradictions of our own nature and to argue against them there.


“I always seem to be in opposition”, said one sixteen-year-old boy rather ruefully. “At school I'm standing up for my parents and some of the teachers and their views, and at home I'm always arguing for my own generation.”


A clear-cut division between the rights and wrongs in the causes one supports and in those one fights against is a way of gaining some relief from those differences within oneself. The cause which is most vehemently attacked is often one which threatens to remind us of those areas within the self which are most difficult to accept. There is no war more bitter than a civil war, because the enemy is so close and carries so many reminders of one's own nature (pp. 191-93).


[…]




This quest for sincerity and for uniqueness, for an identity that is one's own and no-one else's, leads the teenager to try to struggle free from identifications that he has made earlier in childhood in order to escape his own littleness and inadequacy. The earlier identifications may have been with older brothers and sisters, against whom in consequence rebellion may later be sharpest. They are the people he would have most wanted to be, and whose power he would most have wished to possess.


The more completely he has relied on living through his parents, through brothers and sisters and through authority figures in his childhood, the more difficult it is for him to extricate himself from their identities to find a style of his own. Some teenagers, of course, do not try. They remain conformist, old as it were before their time.


Others break out in a very explosive way, emphasising new conformities of dress and hair which demonstrate to themselves and us the fact that they are, after all, different. This “explosive” reaction was seen in the case of Matthew, who from a predominantly “good” kind of identification with his mother in childhood switched over to being quite possessed by a possessive greedy sexuality that took both him and his family unawares. “Many teenagers”, said one of them, “become pregnant to punish their parents”.


The teenagers who are able to keep their heads and—despite the turmoil—to really enjoy the unparalleled promise that their sexual and emotional flowering offers them are likely to be those who have identified in childhood with parents whom they have experienced as essentially loving and understanding, whom they have carried within them throughout the years as a protection and a stimulus to learn and develop.


The search for an identity is intimately bound up with the desire to be able to love and to work in one's own way. The teenager seeks to know and to choose the work that he wishes to do and that best expresses his talents, and the partner with whom he can best develop these—the person he finally wants to live with. This means making choices, making a commitment. If you are you, you cannot be anyone else—you are responsible for what you do. Without commitment, only a split and divided life and love is practicable—a double and cross-eyed identity.


It is anxiety about the failure to find commitment that may cause a career to be precipitately embraced, or a “falling in love” that is really a fleeing from uncertainty before true certainty has been earned. The teenager closes off other possibilities and experiences and takes refuge in what seems a planned certainty. This may indeed curtail the adolescent period, but at the expense of settling down prematurely into an apparent maturity. It is known, for example, that the chances of divorce increase with the decrease in the age of marriage.


Later on, maybe not till middle age, there may be depression or resentment about opportunities missed, talents not developed, relationships never explored. Then maybe the fear of being left out, left behind, of being inadequate, which was avoided in adolescence by an over-hasty flight to safety, can no longer be kept at bay.


Thus for some young people the uncertainties of adolescence, with its emotional work and self-questioning, provoke an intolerable anxiety. They go in consequence to extremes to avoid the struggle. They make premature choices, and so fail to pass through a fully worked-out phase to maturity.


What happens to them?


Some carry on in the same old tramlines, perhaps narrowly wedded to an ambition mapped out for them since childhood. They may become the kind of bookish, uncreative student who ages without ever really having been young, without experiencing the delights, the uncertainties and the follies of youth. Such a person hasn't been able to afford the luxury of doubt. Among them is the little girl who realizes her childhood dream by becoming a little-girl bride and mother, without ever maturing to be a woman.


Others seem to find it difficult to get beyond the early adolescent stage of taking refuge in some group of peers: groups of boys go about together meeting groups of girls. As they grow a little older, individuals tend to separate out, to pair with some particular person, and more intimate personal relationships develop. Then the teenagers who are not developing, or who are developing more slowly, can feel a little lost and lonely, for they are not learning how to be more independent.


Panic may drive them to take refuge in a boyfriend or a girlfriend, and maybe eventually to marry so as to conform and be like the others, but without relish for the relationship itself. Young people like this take on the colour of the people with whom they consort. Sometimes they remain amenable to firmness, to being guided in the direction of social usefulness, but almost as easily it would seem they can be led astray towards delinquency, idleness or antisocial behaviour (pp. 222-24).


[…]


Drug addiction is another kind of flight, an increasingly common and dangerous one, from self-discovery and self-responsibility.


We all use some form of drug to sweeten reality and to avoid pain. Forms range from smoking and alcohol to daydreams, flattery and reassurance. The harmfulness of the “drug” depends on the degree to which we rely on it, and on how much it is used as a substitute for self-awareness.


The additional danger with actual chemical drugs is their habit-forming nature—the organic effects that add a bodily craving to the mental craving. It is the social seduction of the drug that usually provides the initial attraction; it speaks to that part of the teenager which is hostile to the parents and to the older generation. One young student said, “I can think of several of my friends who took pot for the first time and then could hardly wait to get home to tell their parents.” The object, she implied, was to flaunt independence and to worry them.


An essential feature in the seductiveness of the drug is the conventional assumption among teenagers that it leads to a fuller living, a heightened consciousness—and if you haven't experienced that, then you are simply not with it. This is one way whereby teenagers can establish their own particular in-group where the parents in their turn become the unknowing, helpless infants outside it all (pp. 226-27).


[…]




The teenager who is struggling with himself and winning through to some kind of maturity is learning to contain and to live with his inconsistencies instead of being dominated by them. His improving mental and emotional organization gives him gradually a little more tranquillity, and more impetus to appreciate the world outside. He becomes more able to see people and ideas as something in themselves, less strongly coloured by projections of his own personality. He may learn to argue less fiercely, but more rationally and dispassionately. He is better able to consider the merits of the case he is arguing, when he needs to argue less against himself.


Each teenager proceeds at his own pace and begins in his own time to win more freedom from himself to be objective in his learning and in his relationships. But time to grow is very often the very thing he fears that he does not possess.


It seems paradoxical that those whom the middle-aged envy for being at the beginning of life, the golden time of youth, should so often be obsessed with the passage of time, bedevilled by the thought of death and impatient to grasp at fulfilment lest tomorrow never come. There are a number of factors that account for and intensify this panic about wasting time.


Greater self-consciousness about the nature of his work and capacity leads the teenager to assess his achievements in a more realistic way. He has examinations to face towards the end of his years at school which are in many cases going to determine what kind of work he will be able to obtain, and are seen as the verdict on what he has done throughout his school career. In addition to omnipotent daydreams and also to neurotic undervaluations of one's own powers, there is probably in most of us some unconscious awareness of our own true potential. The teenager begins to have some sense of it, and thus can often be plagued by a guilty feeling of time wasted in his schooldays when he should have been learning how to grow up.


Emotionally, he often feels the acute and vulnerable sensitivity of the small child, and is only too apt to veer from a position of poised sophistication and arrogance to that of an infant on the threshold of adult life. If he has not had a solid enough experience of working at acquiring skills in his middle-school years he feels he has little to fall back upon, and is all the more vulnerable and panicky about being unable to grow up in time.


As all his emotions tend to be more accessible and acutely felt, he is also more aware of his destructive ones. He recognises, moreover, that he can actually do more damage than he was able to do as an infant, however strongly he felt then. The young child is very largely his parents’ responsibility, but the teenager becomes more and more his own; and this, although desired, can be a heavy burden.


This fear can, of course, have foundations in reality. It is worth taking a longer look, however, at some of the factors that make some teenagers particularly sensitive to envy, and indeed make them anticipate it. They are always ready to feel that they are being grudged their place in the sun, even when they have little real reason to complain of their treatment.


These grudging teenagers tend to be the ones who in childhood did not manage to face up to and to live with their envy of their parents’ greater power and possessions, of their sexual and grown-up social relationship with each other. If inwardly they have not managed to accord their parents some degree of freedom and integrity, they tend to be dogged by a grudging inward image of them, by an inner expectation of being deprived of fulfilment themselves.


We may remember from our adolescent days some nagging superstitious fear of an envious fate which can step in to spoil things when they are going too well—“those whom the gods love, die young”. The fact that happiness is not everlasting, that it may be interrupted by misfortune, is an observation that experience forces us to make.


The teenager's sense of the precarious nature of joy, or his feeling that there are parents and a grown-up world which want to do him down, is not of course necessarily based on actual experience of harm done and of restrictions imposed upon him from outside. Rather it is often related to an apprehension of the restrictions endemic in his own nature, which he has not been able to understand and manage as part of himself. Projected outside himself into the external world, these return to plague him, either in specific people and instances or in vague apprehensions.


This fear of the imminence of danger to what he loves and values, or to what he wants to achieve, lends an urgency to “gather rosebuds while ye may”, and adds to his sense of time passing rapidly. The realities of the nuclear age give a good reason in the world outside for the fear—which the teenager is already apt to have—that his personal world is liable to disintegrate.


Perhaps in a very simple and stereotyped society the social norms and practices would be so rigid and established that the many adolescent doubts, the troubled searchings for an identity that we have been discussing, would not arise. We can, however, never return to such a society, if indeed it ever existed. We can only try to help our teenagers by expecting honest self-criticism in them, by responding with honesty about ourselves and by offering the opportunity and the stability within the home for the teenager to work safely towards real independence.


This will be based on his finding himself, not on merely rejecting the faults in our adult world; and it is encouraged by our attempting as parents to understand his search, even when that takes a form which may be hurtful to us, and to which we are tempted to respond—like teenagers—with rashness, anger or contempt (pp. 230-32).


 


1 Extracts from Martha Harris, Your Teenager, new edition London: Harris Meltzer Trust, 2007 (first published 1969).













CHAPTER TWO


Identification and socialization in adolescence1


(1967)


Donald Meltzer


Surely, it will be said—and rightly—the analytic consulting-room, in its heat of infantile intimacy, is not the place to study the social behaviour of adolescents. But it can, through clarification of the internal processes—of motivation and expectation, identification and alienation—throw a special and unparalleled light upon social processes to aid the sociologist, educator, psychiatrist, and all those persons of the adult community whose task it is to preserve the boundaries of the adolescent world and foster the growth and development of those still held within its vortex.


Our times reveal more clearly than other historical periods the truth of the existence of an “adolescent world” as a social structure, the inhabitants of which are the happy-unhappy multitude caught betwixt the “unsettling” of their latency period and the “settling” into adult life, the perimeter of which may not unreasonably be defined, from the descriptive point of view, as the establishment of mating and child rearing. From the metapsychological point of view of psychoanalysis, stripped as it is of social and moral evaluation, this passage from latency to adulthood may be described most forcefully in structural terms, whose social implications this chapter is intended to suggest.


The developmental pathways which traverse this world of adolescence lead from splitting in the self to integration, in relation to objects which, also by integration, are transformed from a multitude of part-objects to a family of whole objects in the internal world. Upon this model the external relationships must be regulated. As long as splitting of self and objects is still considerable, the experience of self will be highly fluctuating, depending on the dominance of one or other of the three types of psychic experience of identity in consciousness (described below). In a sense one may say that the centre of gravity of the experience of identity shifts—and in the adolescent it shifts wildly and continually.


This phenomenon, the continual shifting of the centre of gravity of the sense of identity, produces the characteristic quality of emotional instability seen in adolescence and since it is based on the underlying splitting processes, the varying states of mind are in very little contact with one another. Hence the adolescent's gross incapacity to fulfil commitments to others, to carry through resolutions of his own or to comprehend why he cannot be entrusted with responsibilities of an adult nature. He cannot fully experience that the person who did not fulfil and the person who undertook to fulfil the commitment were the same person, namely himself. He therefore feels a continual grievance of the “brother's keeper” type.


His solution to this terrible state is a flight into group life where the various parts of himself can be externalized into the various members of the “gang”. His own role becomes simplified greatly, though not completely, for status and function in the group is in flux to a certain extent. This flight-to-the-group phenomenon is equally evident dynamically in the adolescent who is not apparently a member of any gang, for, by being the “pariah”, he fulfils a role which the gang formation requires: that of the totally alienated psychotic part of the personality in relation to those who are integrated in the gang. The isolate in turn projects his own more healthy parts.


I would remind you that this is not a descriptive definition of an age group but a metapsychological description of personality organization typical of this age group; for we may meet “latency” in a fifty-year-old and “adolescence” at nine, structurally. The most important fact to be kept in mind in the following discussion is the transition from excessive and rigid splitting in latency, through the fluidity of adolescence in that matrix of personality where the more orderly and resilient splitting and differentiation of adult personality organization must eventually be fashioned in order for the sense of identity to be established without rigidity.


The experience of identity is complex in structure and various in quality. Its unconscious basis we express by the concept of “identification” on the one hand, and the experience of “self” on the other. It contains both characterological and body-image facets and must be taken, in toto, as a summation of momentary states of mind, an abstraction of highly variable integration – from individual to individual, from moment to moment. The experience of identity also cannot exist in isolation, but only as foreground to the world of objects, internal and external – and to the laws of psychic and external reality.


There are three types of experiences which carry the feeling of identity: the experience of a part of the self; of identification with an object by introjection; and of identification with an object by projection. Each of the three has a very distinctive quality. The experience of a part of the self carries a feeling of limitation akin to littleness, tinged with loneliness. Introjective identification contains an aspirational element, tinged with anxiety and self-doubt. But the state of mind achieved by projective identification is fairly delusional in its quality of completeness and uniqueness. The attendant anxieties, largely claustrophobic and persecutory, are held very separately in the mind from the identity experience.


I wish to come back now to the more central problem: the underlying severe confusion at all levels with which the adolescent is contending. As I have said, with the breakdown of the obsessional, rigid, and exaggerated splitting characteristic of latency structure, an uncertainty characteristic of the pre-oedipal development reappears with regard to the differentiations internal-external, adult-infantile, good-bad, and male-female. In addition, perverse tendencies due to confusion of erogenous zones, compounded with confusion between sexual love and sadism, take the field. This is all “in order”, as it were: the group life presents a modulating environment vis-à-vis the adult world and distinct from the child-world, well-equipped to bring this seething flux gradually into a more crystallized state—if the more psychotic type of confusion of identity due to massive projective identification does not play too great a role. To illustrate this I will shortly describe two cases briefly.


But first to clarify the concept. Where the reappearance of masturbation brings with it a strong tendency, driven by infantile oral envy, to abandon the self and seize an object's identity by intrusion into it, the stage is set for a type of confusional anxiety which all adolescents experience to some extent. This confusion centres on their bodies and appears with the first pubic hair, the first breast growth, first ejaculation, and so forth. Whose body is it? In other words, they cannot distinguish with certainty their adolescent state from infantile delusions-of-adulthood induced by masturbation with attendant projective identification into internal objects. This is what lies behind the adolescent's slavish concern about clothes, make-up and hair-style, hardly less in the boys than in the girls.


Where this mechanism is very strongly operative and especially where it is socially “successful”, the building up of the “false self” of which Winnicott has spoken takes place.


Case material


Rodney entered analysis at eighteen after the complete academic failure of his first year at university. He was, two years later, able to regain a place and continue his education; but in the analysis scholastic failure had promptly appeared as the least of his difficulties. His latency period had been built on a severe split in his family adjustment, as he had been a devoted, endlessly helpful and unfailingly polite son among the otherwise rather stormy children. In fact in his own eyes, he was never a child but a father-surrogate in all matters other than sexuality. To compensate, he appropriated as his due an absolute privacy and self-containment which, with the onset of puberty, became converted into a cover of absolute secrecy for a florid delinquent bisexual life, while his family behaviour remained unchanged—now he was a “manly chap” instead of a “manly little chap”.


In dividing himself among his gang he retained as his “self” the worst, most envious and cynical bit of himself. Consequently his relation to others tended to be both forceful and corrupting. The best parts of himself tended to remain projected into younger siblings, from whom he maintained a severe, protective distance.


More delusional states of identity occurred relatively infrequently and only under special circumstances—if he were driving his mother's car, or entertaining friends in an outbuilding he had been given as a study. These states could be dangerous indeed, physically and morally, but were soon recognized in the analysis and could be avoided. The establishment of contact with good parts in a therapeutic alliance with the analyst and with internal objects could take place. Progress was steady and rewarding.


Paul, on the other hand, had entered analysis in pre-puberty owing to severe character restriction, with obsessional symptoms, nocturnal rituals, obvious effeminacy—all of which had existed for years but had been worsened by the break-up of the parents’ marriage. The first period of analysis with another analyst utilizing play technique had been virtually non-verbal. In those sessions he had been preoccupied with painting and art, producing a few pictures analyzable in content but mainly endless preparations-for-painting consisting of mixing colours, making colour charts—in fact, concretely being daddy's artist-penis preparing the semen for the coming intercourse. As his symptoms had lessened and his school adjustment and work had improved he broke off the analysis, returning to it only three years later, when after passing his O-levels and working his way to being vice-captain of his school, he found himself confronted with A-levels for which he was totally unprepared.


What had happened in the intervening time was that the building up of the school-self of athlete-artist-vice-captain had become totally time-consuming. It had to be compensated for by a gradual retrenchment from all academic subjects requiring thought or exact knowledge, in favour of those which he felt just required talent or were based on vague statistics. He had become unable to study and his time at home and in school was consumed in the business of preparation or the postures of absorption. His paranoia, particularly in relation to laughter, had to be hidden and his own mocking laugh—irreproachably tolerant in timbre—kept a steady stream of projection of feelings of humiliation penetrating into others.


Analytic work to gather together his infantile parts into the transference and to differentiate the delusions-of-adulthood from his true adult personality was the most tedious uphill work. Every separation brought a renewed flight by projective identification: represented in dreams by intruding into gardens, climbing into houses, leaving the main road for a trackless swamp, and so forth. For instance, in a Thursday evening session he had experienced a reawakening of gratitude toward his mother for providing the analysis, along with guilt about the motor scooter he had insisted on having and the hours of analysis he had missed or wasted. It had been his unusually strong reaction to the analysis of a dream which showed clearly that the preponderance of his infantile parts wanted analysis, not masturbation. In the dream the crowd at a school dance was sitting at tables demanding food rather than going into the ballroom to “twist”. By Friday, however, he had whipped himself into a state of arrogant contempt for the analysis because the analyst did not realize that Paul had now finally emerged from the chrysalis of “student”. His art teacher by contrast had said that his new picture was the first to show a style of his own rather than mimicry of others’ styles. Relentlessly then, he would spend the weekend mixing paints.




Paul presented a façade of social integration—the school captain—while Rodney seemed delinquent, corrupted, and isolated from society. But in fact, closer scrutiny shows that Rodney had a gang in which his identity was disseminated and from which it could be retrieved; while Paul had only “friends” who were his enforced colleagues while he was vice-captain and later captain of the school. In fact he was isolated—“well-liked”, to use the immortal phrase of Willy Lomas in Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman.


These two cases are intended to show the important role of the group as a social pattern in adolescence, indicating that no matter how delinquent or anti-social it may appear vis-à-vis the adult world, it is a holding position in relation to the splitting processes. By means of the dissemination of parts of the self into members of the group, amelioration of the masturbatory urge is achieved and social processes are set in train which foster the gradual lessening of the splitting, diminution of the omnipotence, and easing of persecutory anxiety through achievement in the real world.


We must however turn back to our analytic experience at the other pole of the adolescent process to comprehend the basis of this dissemination. Experience in carrying latency children into puberty during analysis reveals this in a brilliant way which I will describe by means of a third case:


Juliet had come to analysis at the age of seven for deeply schizoid character difficulties which rendered her doll-like in appearance and demeanour, utterly submissive to excellent but highly idealized parents. This façade was fissured in two areas: explosion of faecal smearing on rare occasions, and a witch-like hegemony over a younger sister and her little friends.


Six years of the most arduous analytic work broke through this, enabling her true femininity, artistic talents, and rich imagination to emerge by the time of her menarche. But her masculinity formed the basis of her social adaptation to peers, as shown by the formation of a gang of five girls, all intelligent, attractive, and athletic, who became the “trouble-makers” of her girls’ school. The general pattern of a very revealing dream of that time was subsequently repeated, again and again. She seemed in the dream, to be one of five convict men who were confined in a flimsy structure made of slats at the top of a tall tree. But every night they escaped and prowled about the village, returning unbeknown to their captors before dawn.


This dream could be related to earlier material regarding masturbatory habits in which her fingers, in bed at night, explored the surfaces and orifices of her body, often accompanied by conscious adventuresome phantasies.


Two years later, when her femininity had established itself in the social sphere as well, she attended her first unchaperoned party, where the boys were somewhat older; drinking occurred, and sexual behaviour became rather open. To her surprise she behaved with a coolness and provocativeness which earned her the shouted epithet of “frigid tart” from a boy whose attempt to feel under her skirt she had skilfully repulsed.


That night she dreamed that five convicts were confined to a wooden shed from which they were released by a bad squire on condition that they would steal fruit from the women with fruit stalls in the village and bring the loot to him.


Here one can see that the delinquent organization of the masculine masturbating fingers had been projected into the boys of the party by her “frigid tart” behaviour. The fact that the phantasies acted out were infantile and pregenital (anal and oral) was clearly indicated by the stealing of food, from the bottom, a theme well known from the earlier years of analytic work.


The masturbatory theme, the personification of the fingers, seems in fact to turn up with extraordinary frequency in our analytic work and would lead us to the expectation that the typical “gang” of the adolescent would tend, by unconscious preference, to contain five members, or multiples of this number. In other terminology we might say that the gestalt of the adolescent gang would tend most strongly to “close” at five members.


This brief account presents some of the knowledge gained by recent analytic experience with children carried into puberty and with adolescents carried into adult life. The work was conducted within the framework of theory and technique which is an extension of the developments in psychoanalysis associated with the name of Melanie Klein. It draws very heavily on her delineation of the pregenital Oedipus conflicts, the role of splitting processes in development, and the phenomenology of projective identification as a dynamic mechanism, and may not be readily comprehended without a general understanding of her work. A most lucid description of this will be found in Hanna Segal's book (Segal, 1964).


I have discussed how the return of severe splitting processes, characteristic of infancy and early childhood, which attends the adolescent flux, requires externalization in group life so that the omnipotence and confusional states precipitated by the return of masturbation at puberty may be worked through. The implications for sociological comprehension of the “adolescent world” as a social institution are apparent:


(1) Individual psychotherapeutic work should be directed toward the isolated individual, to promote the socialization of his conflicts.


(2) The “gang” formation of adolescents needs to be contained in its anti-social aspects but not to be intruded upon by adult guidance.


(3) The emergence of individuals from adolescence into adult life is facilitated by measures which lessen the conflict between the sexual aspirations toward mating and other areas of ambition.


 


1 First published in Contemporary Psychoanalysis (1967), vol. 3, pp. 96-103; reprinted in Meltzer, Sexual States of Mind (1973).




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ADOLESCENCE

Talks and Papers by
DONALD MELTZER

and

MARTHA HARRIS

Edited by Meg Harris Williams

The Harris Meltzer Trust





