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Morning approached, Eve relates to Adam her troublesome dream; he likes it not, yet comforts her:


Best image of my self and dearer half,


The trouble of thy thoughts this night in sleep


Affects me equally; nor can I like


This uncouth dream, of evil sprung I fear;


Yet evil whence? In thee can harbour none,


Created pure. But know that in the soul


Are many lesser faculties that serve


Reason as chief; among these Fansie next


Her office holds; of all external things,


Which the five watchful senses represent,


She forms imagination, airy shapes,


Which Reason joining or disjoyning, frames


All what we affirm or what deny, and call


Our knowledge or opinion; then retires


Into her private Cell when Nature rests.


Oft in her absence mimic Fansie wakes


To imitate her; but misjoyning shapes,


Wild work produces oft, and most in dreams,


Ill matching words and deeds long past or late.


…Yet be not sad:


Evil into the mind of God or Man


May come and go, so unapproved…


John Milton, Paradise Lost, V. 95–118
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FOREWORD


Published just six years after Bion's death, Studies in Extended Metapsychology is one of Meltzer's most difficult books, owing to its pioneering demonstration of the clinical usefulness and illuminating quality of Bion's often very abstract ‘imaginative conjectures’ about mental functioning. The book follows on from The Kleinian Development (1978), where Meltzer first came to grips with Bion's model of the mind, whilst still being ‘puzzled’, he said, by its clinical application. It also follows on Dream Life (1984), where he was very much on home territory in terms of establishing the process of dream-reading in a new post-Kleinian theoretical setting, linking it with the philosophy of language development and symbol formation. The clinical and theoretical investigations documented in those two books formed a necessary foundation for the papers collected here in Studies, which, Meltzer emphasises, constitute a sampling of work that is very much in progress – namely the assimilation of Bion's ideas, taking his entire oeuvre as an integrated endeavour. Three decades later people would probably agree that this work is still in progress; and the clinical application of these ideas, especially in their ultimate form of expression, is still, one suspects, only beginning to be sounded.


Many of the clinical cases in the book are the work of younger colleagues, presented in seminars, and it is notable how the Bionian ideas that have been gestating in Meltzer's mind suddenly ‘click’ into an enhanced form of observation that is brought forth by his close identification with clinical facts, through the supervision transference. As he often points out, puzzling observations tend to demand an improved model to contain their meaning, and an improved model then enables more sophisticated observations to become detectable by the ‘organ of consciousness’.


Probably the idea that underlies all the other ideas is the distinction between the protomental and the truly mental levels of the mind's operation. The ‘caesura’ between them relates back to prenatal life and soma-psychotic states which become fossilised if ignored by postnatal parts of the personality, seeking evacuation; and this has repercussions in all areas, from the matter of ‘vertebrate’ or ‘invertebrate’ personality structure in the individual, to the varying structures of family life and their respective ethics, and beyond that to their elaboration in group behaviour with its ‘basic assumptions’. From early childhood the two levels of mental operation interplay and ‘compete for the soul of the child’. Both are necessary to living in the world, but the danger lies in the primitive protomental level becoming an ‘exoskeleton’ blocking the observation of emotional facts that indicate the pressure of a thought or symbol trying to ‘get through’ and develop the mind. The container can become a claustrum of perversity or pseudo-thought, resulting in the ‘reversal of alpha-function’ that is Bion's definition of a ‘lie’ or negative emotional link, where a thought has been glimpsed and run away from.


And although Meltzer describes this book as having a ‘jagged’ structure, albeit with an internal logic, in its final ‘Denouement’ all the disparate areas of study are brought together in a wonderful congruence between vertices: the ‘field’ rather than ‘phase’ orientation of the psychoanalytic way of thinking; the problem of two-dimensionality in autistic children and its connection with failure of symbol formation; the distinction between thirst for knowledge and intrusive curiosity; the distinction between protomental and mental; the replacement of life and death instincts by the far stronger ideological tool of positive and negative emotional links; and above all, the impact of the new (and old) idea that ‘in the beginning was the aesthetic object, and the aesthetic object was the breast and the breast was the world’. In the ‘work group of two’ that is a psychoanalysis, the thought-container is made by the ‘fitting together’ of the analyst's attention to the patient's co-operativeness. Like any true symbol, it is a third thing, evolving from the transference-countertransference; and this is what makes the analytic method an aesthetic object in itself.


Meg Harris Williams













INTRODUCTION


Perhaps in imposing yet another book it is necessary not so much to apologise as to issue a warning. In the early days of writing, persecutory anxieties are predominant. The fear of producing rubbish, of misconstruing and misrepresenting the precious ideas of others, of misusing the English language, of bringing shame to one's friends – all these preoccupations make writing a torment. But ambition, counterphobic attitudes, defiance of one's internal persecutors – and hope – push one on.


It is now ‘later’ – Act III, as it were – and whether it is comedy or tragedy is not yet clear, but the drama of one's life has taken shape. Internally each time one is promised by an inner voice, ‘This is the last payment for all you have received.’ The persecution has gone, one's limitations are clear. It now becomes an unburdening – of ‘accretions of stimuli’? Hopefully not. But while the passing on of one's own perception of the vision of genius may look like a legacy it is in fact a Deed of Trust that is being foisted on the unwary. For the visions of genius have ‘fish-hooks’ that fasten in one's heart through their piercing beauty of conception and one's view of the world is changed thereby. Catastrophic change lurks in the pages, and the lament, ‘I'll never be the same’, plays softly in the background.


The problem with one's own Deed of Trust is to avoid being apostolic and instead to seek only to assist and to enable others to read the text of genius, to eschew replacing it with Gospel. I have tried to avoid this pitfall in Book III of The Kleinian Development by making clear what I think of as the Wittgensteinian position ‘I am in a muddle’. In this present volume I try another method, namely ‘This is how it has come into my consulting room.’


The structure is accordingly rather rambling; like an Alpine village each structure is positioned according to the rocks beneath. Each paper or chapter has been forced by thrilling clinical experiences, and each, therefore, has its own preamble of reference to Bion's vision of the mind as an apparatus for creating thoughts to represent emotional experiences and for using these thoughts for thinking about these experiences. I have arranged them in an order that has a certain internal logic but they remain only loosely, and in a sense jaggedly, interconnected.


It will of course be noticed from the title page that many of the most illuminating experiences have been in teaching situations, hearing the clinical material of younger workers. I have, with permission, relayed their material virtually unchanged. One of the advantages of having such material for exposition is this: in our field of psychoanalysis there is always the question of evocation by the analyst, and of compliance by the patient – what Freud once called ‘dreams that follow on’. It is useful to be able to demonstrate that the Bionic ‘level’, or the possibility of viewing psychoanalytical transactions from the Bionic ‘vertex’, is there in every consulting room. Indeed why limit it thus? It is present in every personal interaction.


But the Bionic ‘level’ or ‘vertex’ is not the same as the language with which we seek to describe it. The spoken language, with its song-and-dance accompaniment, conveys and evokes. The written word, in unpoetic hands, has no score – only a libretto. The vision of genius is spatial, tactile, musical, extending both forwards and backwards in time, delicious, pungent. Was it Bion's joke to call it ‘common sense’? What we cannot convey in the flatness of printed prose must be accepted as a limitation, but we can try to avoid creating new and redundant linguistic muddles or superfluous complications.


The most important of these muddles derives from a long history of philosophical struggle about meaning and intention to which, I believe, Bion's division of mental life into protomental (non symbolic, nominative, externally factual, quantitative) and mental (emotional, symbolic, internally orientated, qualitative, aesthetic), has brought a great clarification. At the boundary between protomental and mental he has placed a hypothetical, ‘empty’ concept: alpha-function, the mysterious, perhaps essentially mysterious, process of symbol formation. If we are faithful in our language to this differentiation we would need to reserve the word ‘meaning’ for the representation of emotional states by the symbols created by alpha-function for use in the construction of dream-thoughts. Words used to name the facts of the external world, the conventional signs for communication, would be said, accordingly, to ‘signify’, to have ‘significance’. The grammatical constructions obey the laws of logic and have their base in the external world of causality, a finite world where quantity is discernible, or where at least quantification is useful. It may seem a pity to yield up such a lovely word as ‘significance’ to this less poetic function, but its containment of ‘sign’ as its root requires it.


What shall we then use to express the ramification of ‘meaning’? I would suggest ‘import’ or ‘importance’, for it carries the implication of something introduced by an act of imagination. It is, after all, for the wide sphere of imagination that we are trying to construct a precise vocabulary. This leaves the ambiguous word ‘feeling’ to be placed. In so far as it signifies an emotion it would seem to have a different reference from when it signifies an intuition. But I think that in fact the two are extremely closely linked. When we say, ‘I have a feeling that…’, do we not mean something like, ‘I have an emotion that I cannot name but can only define in terms of a phantasy of the “as if” variety’? Bion has called this a ‘premonition’ in the sense not merely of an anticipation of a fact, but anticipation of an emotion not yet formed. The background of these linguistic distinctions will be found in Chapter 2 – ‘What is an emotional experience?’


It seems likely, from clinical data, that the process of alpha function is always attempting to find representations for our emotional experiences, if we can tolerate them. But the structure of the personality, with its heavy armouring of conventional modes of response, often intervenes to prevent this from occurring. The observations are not made available but are quickly wrapped up in conventional descriptions, as a newspaper does. I have traced this process in Chapter 8 – ‘Facts and fictions’. Bion's emphasis on the primary role of observation of the facts, both of the external objects and events, and of the internal response, contains, by implication, a warning against premature transformations using language, whether in the consulting room or elsewhere.


But the question of tolerance of mental processes and of their attendant pain also enters into the operation of alpha-function. Its incipient products can be cannibalised by a ‘reversal of alpha-function’ to produce what Bion calls ‘beta-elements with traces of ego and superego’. This process is examined in detail in the corresponding chapter reprinted here from Book III of The Kleinian Development. It is these beta-elements with traces ef ego and superego (which I hope to be forgiven for abbreviating as ‘betes’) which are the stuff of hallucinations and delusion formation, in Bion's formulation, as described in the chapter on hallucinosis (Chapter 10).


By following his own division of the mind into protomental and mental organisations, Bion draws the distinction between an apparatus which needs to ‘unburden itself of accretions of stimuli’ and one which needs to handle the ‘pressure of thoughts’. The protomental apparatus needs to instigate actions, either in the out side world (social, in conformity with the basic assumption group) or within the physiological organism (psychosomatic states) or, by reversing the function of the sense organs (hallucinosis). In contrast, the mental apparatus needs to restrain itself from actions in order to contain the processes by which the teeming thoughts are organised and developed in thinking. Action is, as it were, only finally resorted to when communication and thought have reached their limit. The distinction between the Kleinian concept of projective identification as a mechanism of defence and the Bionic idea of container–contained as part of the apparatus of thought is developed in Chapter 5.


How early this interplay between mental and protomental takes shape to compete, as it were, for the soul of the child, is illustrated in Chapter 13, ‘A one-year-old goes to day nursery’. This little drama serves to highlight the central problem of truth function, where truth is taken to mean ‘the true meaning of my emotional experience’, with all its solipsistic limitations. By developing his differentiation between plus and minus emotions (L, H, K, and –L, –H, –K), Bion laid the groundwork for a new approach to truth and understanding as against un-truth and mis-understanding. These issues are developed in Chapter 6, ‘The concept of vertices: shifting versus multiplication’; Chapter 7, ‘The limits of language’; and Chapter 9. ‘An enquiry into lies’, distinguishing un-truths from the ‘fictions’ described in Chapter 8.


It was Bion's ultimate step, taken in Book III of A Memoir ef the Future, to show how the structure of the personality mirrors and is mirrored by the social structures in which we live. The ‘caesura of birth’, as he called it, with its attendant liability to leave split-off and incommunicado parts or all of the pre-natal organisation of the mind–body (the ‘soma-psychotic’ part of the personality) prevents our observation of incipient emotionality. This goes on at a somatic level when it has not, as yet, found mental representation (Freud's ‘Id’ as the mental representation of bodily tensions). This unavailability of potential emotional facts places great limitations on our ability to think, as can be seen in children whose mental development has been seriously arrested. Development of our understanding of the plight of these children and the potentialities for therapy is outlined in Chapter 12, while its general application to pedagogical problems, both in schools and in the family, is developed in Chapter 14.


In Bion's work the viewpoint eventually emerges that development is happiness. The fictitious balance of payments of pleasure and pain have little to do with it, for every step in development requires a ‘learning from experience’ and the traversing of a ‘catastrophic change’. This latter is touched upon in Chapter 16 ‘On turbulence’. Chapter 15, ‘On the perception of one's own attributes and its relation to language development’, explores the limits of self-observation and the power of introspection to penetrate into the unconscious processes of the mind. Chapter 17 is perhaps an inexcusable self-indulgence and is best read as comic relief.













CHAPTER ONE


Field or phase – a debate on psychoanalytical modes of thought


The rationale for shifting from theorising to model making has been pleaded at some length in The Kleinian Development and I will not repeat these arguments. In brief it seems clear that psychoanalysis, as a method for studying the workings of the human mind, is essentially a descriptive science and its field of study is phenomenologically infinite by its very nature. That is, the range of phenomena which this method is peculiarly suited to study by means of the transference is that embraced by the capacity of the mind to form symbols for the purpose of representing the meaning of emotional experiences so that they may be stored as memory (rather than held as recall), used for thinking (rather than merely being manipulated by computation and logical operations), and transformed into a variety of symbolic forms for communication of ideas (rather than being transmitted as bits of information). If this symbolic area be taken as the essence of mind as differentiated from brain its extensive development would appear to be the crucial function which marks off man from other animals. That it is a capacity not uniquely possessed by the human animal is evidenced by its indubitable, though limited, development in animals who live in close domestic relationship to man. Whether any computer yet developed can exhibit it I do not know, but see no reason why it should not be a potentiality of such machines.


Correspondingly there is little doubt that much of the management of our daily lives lies outside the symbolic area in habitual acts, social adjustments, contractual relationships and bodily functions. While the psychoanalytical method may enable us to detect the incursion of non-symbolic mindlessness into areas of activity and relationship that require emotion, symbol formation, thought, judgment, memory and decision as the background to action, the therapeutic method essentially stands helpless before such types of pathology. Experiences with groups, with autistic children and with schizophrenics demonstrate this essential impotence. As therapists we must wait patiently for the inception of symbolic functions in order to contribute to the patient's mentality in a way that can facilitate growth and development. It seems likely that in most psychotic areas of the mind incipient thought is stifled and produces a debris of proto-phenomena (Bion's alpha-function in reverse, the genesis of hallucination and delusions, psychosomatic phenomena, and basic assumption group mentality). Where this debris of nascent thought is evidenced it may at times be possible for the therapist to gather up the fragments and reconstruct the thought that would have developed had it not been still born.


Taking this panoramic view of personality functioning the question must arise, pertaining to the model of personality development, whether we are to follow the tradition in psychoanalysis and speak of phases (primary narcissism, symbiotic phase, autistic phase, etc.) or elect a field theory as our preferred mode of thought. Such a debate cannot aim at establishing the question of ‘correctness’ since we are not dealing with an area in which causality is seen to operate, the field being infinite and essentially creative. We must content ourselves with a more heuristic view and this I will argue.


But before that can be undertaken it is necessary to clarify the meaning and implications of ‘field’ for our science since it is a term that has been used elsewhere from physics to sociology. The argument for thinking in terms of phases is not a deductive one but has entered into psychoanalysis from Freud onwards as a preconception or assumption based on the analogy between mental and physical development. The evolutionary framework of reference, with its facile slogan about ontogeny and phylogeny, has damped our capacity to think about the evidence of our consulting rooms where even our youngest patients, say those of two years of age, already exhibit the full range of neurophysiological capabilities. Recent evidence concerning the early months of postnatal life and the latter months of pre-natal existence would appear to liberate us from this enthralment with the evolutionary mode of thought, the quasi-biological concept of phases of development. Not that we need to throw away this useful form of book-keeping, but we are liberated from taking its import too concretely and rigidly.


Once we clear ourselves of the automatic tendency to think of development in terms of phases, whether we view them as discrete or overlapping, rigidly biological in their origins or reinforced by environmental factors, we are confronted with an alternative that lacks the neatness and simplicity which makes the phase model so comfortable a tool of thought. Thinking in terms of field requires an effort of imagination at quite a different level. First of all, like the philosopher's river that you cannot cross twice (perhaps not even once), the field must be seen to be in constant flux, offering the mind of the subject an infinite range of choice. Of course in practice the field of choice, that is choice in meaning and significance as the background to judgment, decision and action, is limited by the subject's imagination of the possibility of meanings containable within the data at his disposal.


Second, the data available must be considered to be as extensive as the range of the topics, internal and external, of which our sense organs can be cognisant. These first two aspects of the field (of mental experience, awake or asleep, in whatever state of organisation, perhaps short of coma) imply the possibility of the personality being overwhelmed by the sheer bombardment of raw sense-data. The impact of torture on personality organisation would be an example of this bombardment. But similarly deprivation of external data, as in solitary confinement and isolation experiments, reveal the opposite stress, namely the difficulty of holding together the field of experience under deprivation of sensa.


A third consideration in defining the nature of the field of personality experience would be the correspondingly infinite variety of organisation which could be imposed by the brain apparatus on this plethora of raw data. This is the area with which Gestalt psychology has made such extensive progress and which tests like the Rorschach utilise so cleverly. It is the area which ethology has so hugely exploited for studying animal behaviour and, by implication, the non-symbolic range of human personality functioning as well. The close bond between this area and neurophysiological functions is well illustrated by the concepts of imprinting, on the one hand, and facilitation, on the other. It is therefore a level of functioning which must be taken into account in the framing of any comprehensive learning theory based on field concepts.


The fourth aspect of the field which grows out of this third one is quantitative: excitations and complexities are the stuff of which emotions are made which stimulate symbolic functioning. By this we would mean that the imprinting process lends to selected gestalten variable degrees of excitation at the one-dimensional or tropism level, based partly on inherent patterns (Bion's innate preconceptions) and partly on the facilitating effect of prior experience. This quantitative aspect of attraction and repulsion, with its immediate thrust to action, either of approach or withdrawal (the linear or one-dimensional consequence), introduces a rheostatic function into the one system which must have direct links to the vegetative nervous system, and, in a long-range way, to the hormonal system as well.


At this point of excitation in the development of the momentary experience of the field, a stage is set for the emergence of two-dimensional functioning, that is mimicry of the superficial qualities of appearance and behaviour of other creatures. Group behaviour, the ‘adhesive identifications’ of post-autistic children, the political behaviour impelled by slogans and propaganda which paralyse thought – all of these illustrate impressively this level of functioning.


But the stage is also set for the initiation of symbolic functioning which can introduce meaning into the situation when excitation is transformed into emotion. This is the three- and later four-dimensional level which Freud recognised as ‘introducing thought between impulse and action’. If we tentatively accept this description of the subject's mind and the field of experience to which he is momentarily exposed (again it must be stressed awake or asleep, etc.), we can recognise immediately that such a model sets a huge task for the descriptive scientist as compared with a phase model for development. Part of the charm of the phase model consists in exactly this implied simplification of the field that views the range of choice at all levels as severely limited by biological readiness. A field theory must move this hierarchic structure of biological readiness to a very sophisticated level of conceptual possibility imposed by the internal logic of concept formation. This aspect of the problem has been set forth succinctly and brilliantly by Roger Money-Kyrle in his paper ‘Cognitive development’ (1968).


Granted that a field model multiplies the descriptive task, we may feel undaunted when we consider both its implications for our view of human experience and the scientific advantages which attach to this. The implications are not difficult to draw forth; they mainly concern the equipment of the individual child, extending back to some period still in utero, vis à vis the equipment of the individuals in the world about it. We shall no longer be able to view the foetus as isolated in the womb any more than we can consider that a man's home is his castle, as if its situation were both impregnable and internally simple. The field of the foetus may not be as wide as the field of an adult but its boundaries still include a vastly complex source of sensory data from the mother's body and beyond. Light, sound, vibration, changes of gravitational orientation, temperature and acceleration all impinge upon it. Its aqueous medium is more like the forests of the sea than a fishpond in the garden.


Furthermore, as regards its equipment, for lack of convincing evidence to the contrary we must consider the foetus fully equipped, though as yet inept at utilising its apparatus and devoid of a teacher. Even here we cannot be absolute for in a very cogent sense the nature of the equipment teaches its own use. The very fact that the foetus can get its thumb into its mouth places it in a position to explore both sides of the relationship, of thumb exploring mouth as well as mouth investigating the uses of the thumb. The heart of narcissistic organisation is thus available to be juxtaposed to the wealth of object relations. Observations and imagination become necessary, limited by the fact that one can never with certainty know what the other, the object, feels, experiences, thinks, wants, hopes or fears.


Following this line of supposition, lacking, as we do, convincing evidence for or against it, we must draw the conclusion that by the time the foetus emerges from this underwater world its experiences have been far more conducive to thought and judgment in the narcissistic area, in which body and personality are as yet indistinguishable, than the object-related one. Enclosure prevents any extensive consensual validation of its discernment of the qualities of its objects. But we will not assume that it has had a happy time, that narcissism means self-love, that all has been secure, free of dread or nightmare, of deprivation and tension. Hamlet's misgivings about death (‘who knows what dreams may come?’) must be taken as equally applicable to the prenatal experience, even though the dreams must lack the definition and plasticity that the visual mode lends them.


How then shall we imagine the experience of the world outside the womb bursting upon the newborn? Not as something totally new in its data, although these would be intensified and more defined. The anoxia of the first moments is almost certainly not a new experience since this is the central item in so-called ‘foetal distress’. Drying up would, certainly, be a new sensation, as would the visual definition of objects, and probably its own body parts. Also certain companions of its incarceration would be missing, particularly the sounds of the mother's body and the souffle of its great companion, the placenta. If we are to take a field viewpoint we would have to imagine the delicate balance between the impact of catastrophic change and evocation of a brave new world, a balance which would not only be affected by the events of birth but would be set against the backdrop of the intrauterine way of life. Bion's understatement of it as a ‘caesura’ helps us to correct our bias towards a catastrophic view.


And here perhaps lies the crux of the field view which experience of analysis of adults and children, evidences from infant observation and growing awareness of the category of primary failures of personality development all seem strongly to suggest. Does the world outside the mother's body arouse both intense aesthetic response and immediate nostalgia as the primal emotional experiences stimulating the symbolic realm? Does the beauty of the mother as a whole object and of her breast as a part object immediately begin a fugue relation to the experience of the absence of these objects? Can the baby in that state of limited experience imagine that this exquisite object is elsewhere, or can it only perceive the space where it used to be as a persecutory thing? Is the oscillation between part- and whole-object relations and between paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions already in operation at birth? From the field point of view it is thinkable and, perhaps, even essential for consistent application of this mode of thought.


With this clarification of the field view and its implications in action we may now turn to the question of its scientific advantages, having already acknowledged its arduousness as a principal drawback.


The first advantage is this, that unlike the phase viewpoint, a field theory has no inbuilt theory of causality to beg the question of choice based on judgment. By acknowledging that many of the personality's operations lie in the non-symbolic area and that this more primitive mode always is at hand as an alternative to emotional experience, meaning, judgment and the other burdens of individuality, we may still construct a model of mental development of the personality free of determinism. This liberates our own imaginations from severe strictures and limiting preconceptions so that we can be free to observe without having an ideological axe to grind.


Second, the field viewpoint liberates us from the language which these limiting preconceptions impose upon us. We are likely to be more able, in that circumstance, to tease apart the vocabulary of observations from that of interpretation. The aspiration of ‘objectivity’ can be replaced by our experience in using the countertransfercncc in the analytical work. The problem is one of dissecting levels of abstraction in the vocabulary of description, our language naturally being very poorly designed for this particular purpose. This is the nemesis of translators and the great pitfall even of reading Freud in English rather than in German.




A corollary to this refinement of the language of description of mental functioning is that the lessening of jargon greatly increases the possibility of liaison among schools within the field of psychoanalysis and with other disciplines, particularly sociology, anthropology, history, pedagogy, aesthetics, linguistics and law. Whether one thinks this is purely an advantage or also a step having its dangers, depends somewhat on one's view of the need for exclusiveness in order that standards may be maintained. That in turn depends on whether one is concerned with psychoanalysis as a medical sub-speciality or as a field of scientific research with various practical applications, of which therapy is the most prominent.


Having briefly outlined the arguments for a field model of personality development over the traditional phase theory, both from a scientific and practical point of view, I would like to turn to the philosophical problem, where, of course, I am far less qualified to speak. Modern physics, with its attack on the concept of time as absolute, and modern philosophy, with its scepticism about either–or alternatives and excluded middles, both find themselves confronted with alternative models for describing the world which seem incompatible. But this has always been so, in the history of thought, from Plato and Aristotle onwards. Schismatic eruptions, at every level, scientific, political, artistic, theological, have proclaimed this tendency and illustrate the vehemence and the violence of the forces of social and individual action which they liberate.


Much of this schismatic tendency can be ascribed to the unconscious assumptions about the world and our lives in the world which would be listed under Bion's category of basic assumptions of group mentality. The chief of these assumptions would seem to be of beginning, middle and end, a story, a plot in each individual's life, and, by extension, in the history of the group, sect, state, continent, world. Psychoanalytic work is in many ways devoted to helping the individual to free himself from the story-of-his-life that he has been generating, and believing, from the earliest days. Freud's dictum that ‘neurotics suffer from recollections’ is no more true than that they suffer from predictions which are the extrapolations of these recollections. They suffer not merely in the form of view of the world, in mood, and in tendencies to construe their experiences in a particular way, they are also driven to realise their predictions in action. This aspect of ‘repetition compulsion’ functions in fact as a great barrier to the apprehension of new experiences and damps the mentality to the impact of new ideas.


Of course it is true that a certain biological ‘story’ limits the field of our experience. Each of us was conceived and will surely die, each has followed the anatomical and physiological programme of his genes. But his mental life has a very different ‘programme’ which is in no sense internal to his organic unity. It is the programme of logical necessity, of the hierarchy of conceptual possibilities, of the inescapable step-by-step progress from disorder to order in the world of meanmg.


And it is here, to my way of thinking, that field stakes its foremost claim to superiority over phase. One cannot deny that progress in this imposition of order on the chaos of our sensa of the outer and inner worlds is step-wise, but it is also different from the ontogenetic progression of embryology, for nothing is left behind as anlage, nothing is readapted to new purposes as with the gill-arches, nothing presses for anachronistic representation. On the contrary each step in personality development transforms an idea into a structure in a way far more akin to the theological ‘incarnation’ than to the anatomical ‘metamorphosis’.


Because the mental apparatus, or at least that aspect of it that lies within the symbolic area and is devoted to creating the meaning of our experiences and construing their significance – because this apparatus is always in a state of becoming – has no past other than what has become structure. And it has no future because all is absolutely, unequivocally unpredictable. This inheres in the infinity of possibility of elaboration of meaning and the variety of symbols and symbolic forms by which it may be represented in the mind. Hence the internal objects of the mind have only a tenuous, formal connection with the parental figures of one's childhood; hence one's memories of past events are fictions having more or less reference to highly selected facts; hence even one's physical image of oneself is in constant flux, changing with states of fatigue, in different relationships, in varying social contexts. If time and its biological counterpart are the river on which we are relentlessly swept from the watershed to the sea, our minds develop in so far as we breast the current. The entirety of our uniquely human personality comes from this struggle against the atavism of our bodies. It is the task in which we try to aid our children by sharing with them the modes of thought by which, from our interest and attention, we construe meaning in their seemingly primitive behaviour. We seek to counteract the lies by which floating with the current can so easily be idealised. We try to guard them against being caught in the side-eddies of perversity where struggling against the biological current can be effortlessly simulated.


This picture of development, which gives substance to the everyday experience of the uniqueness of the individual, can only be sustained in our investigations through the arduousness of a field model and the abandonment of the fictions of beginnings, middles, and ends.











CHAPTER TWO


What is an emotional experience?1



It is always a great relief to be forced to undertake a task that one has been ingeniously evading for years. The present one, of clarifying my thoughts about the origins of personality structures is highly personal. However, in committing these to print there is also the hope that the ideas have not become so eccentric or strayed so far from their anchorage in the tradition in which one grew, as to be of little or no interest to others. My own tradition has been medicine, child psychiatry, American and British psychoanalysis, and finally that particular line of development associated with Melanie Klein and Wilfred Bion. When one's teachers have gone there is only their internalised representation to keep one within the bounds of a living tradition, but narcissism being as subtly invasive as it is, one can never be quite sure.


The problem in hand is at the phenomenological level and is, I believe, of great clinical importance. If it is stated in terms we know best, the consulting room, it would go something like this: how is one to distinguish those items of behaviour which are meaningful manifestations of the thinking personality, from those which are instinctual or learned social adaptive manoeuvres? Is that too vague and general? Let me try again: how is one to distinguish phenomena in our patients and ourselves which are the consequences of emotional experiences which have been subjected to symbol formation, thought, judgment, decision, and possibly transformation into language, from others which are habitual, automatic, unintentional? Of course this is no clearer but it does expand the vocabulary and allow for a wider investigation of the meaning I am pursuing. For convenience I arrange them in two families, thus:


(i) thinking, personality, emotional experience, symbol formation, judgment, decision, transformation, language;


(ii) behaviour, instinct, learned social response, habit, automatic response, unintentional behaviour.


Let us leave the problem aside for the time being and talk about the history of the line of thought that I am trying to pursue. It was not until Mourning and Melancholia and Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego that Freud's clinical experiences began to force him to revise the theoretical constructions which he had brought into psychoanalysis from the Project for a Scientific Psychology. That neurophysiological model, which had done adequate service in providing a means of describing hysteria and repression in a topographical context, quickly became threadbare as the field of study widened, especially when it began to extend beyond symptoms to character structures.


The shift to a structural model took Freud, in one leap, from an explanatory science concerned with causes to a descriptive science concerned with meaning. But even so he was caught in the as yet unbroken philosophical tradition in which reason was bound to language and thought was synonymous with logic. For Freud the system unconscious remained a morass of primitive confusion while thought began at the preconscious where thing-representations were replaced by word-representations. The implication for a theory of child development – that thinking began with language acquisition – was unmistakeable.




Storms of misunderstanding naturally resulted when Melanie Klein, perhaps from a certain philosophical naiveté, pushed this boundary back into the early days of postnatal life through the concept of unconscious phantasy (which Susan Isaacs spelled out brilliantly). But it was not in the nature of her preoccupations to be concerned with the ‘how’ of this evolution. It was to be taken as in the nature of the human animal, part of its life history. Similarly when she described the concreteness with which the internal world of objects was apprehended she could be content to say that they came into existence through the interaction of projection and introjection without being bothered by conceptual questions such as, ‘How does the concept of an internal space arise in the mind?’ It remained for Roger Money-Kyrle, trained earlier as a philosopher, to tackle the problem of cognitive development raised by Melanie Klein's vision of the mental apparatus.


But it was not until Wilfred Bion, building on his pre-psycho-analytical Experiences in Groups, began to notice the evidences of disorders of thought and incapacity for thought in some of his patients that the tacit assumption which took thinking as part of the natural history of human beings was finally challenged. ‘Autistic thinking’ (Bleuler), ‘concrete thinking’ (Vigotsky), ‘symbolic equation’ (Segal), and many other evidences of psycho-pathology of thought had been recorded, but I think it is correct to say that Bion was the first to call attention to the problem of the genesis of thought. In the extraordinary (and infuriatingly difficult) books from Learning from Experience onwards, he spelled out an integrated theory of thinking, including a theory of its ontogenesis and phylogenesis. It is a great conjectural structure, what he called an ‘imaginative conjecture’, whose clinical usefulness it remains for others to validate.


Central to Bion's theory of thinking is the idea that an emotional experience occurs, and if it is not processed into symbolic representations that can be used for dreams, thoughts, memory, thinking, judgment, decision and action, then the ‘accretions of stimuli’ (to use Freud's terminology, which is particularly applicable here) must be evacuated from the mind in some way. He has spelled out the major routes of evacuation: hallucination, psychosomatic disorder, meaningless talk or actions (beta-screen), group behaviour. By placing ‘emotional experience’ as the first step in thinking processes, Bion has, for the first time in psycho-analytical formulation at least, placed emotion at the heart of the matter. Freud treated it as a primitive mode of communication, after Darwin. Melanie Klein treated it from the viewpoint of its value, pleasure or pain. Only Bion, I think, has seen emotion as the very core of meaning in human mentality, distinguishing it therefore from the quantitative variants of excitement in the neurophysiological apparatus.


Thus ends our historical prelude, returning us to the problem and the core of this chapter: what is an emotional experience and how do we know that it is going on, in ourselves, in another person? Taken from the Bionic point of view we would be trying to define the distinction between human and subhuman mental activity, or, if this seems to be paradoxical, between brain activity and mind activity. While this seems at first glance to be a resurrection of the pre-Freudian idealisation of man's place in the cosmos, closer examination reveals that it is quite the opposite. Extending Freud's revelation of how little man knows himself, Bion brings home to us how much of our lives is lived mindlessly, that is outside the area in which emotional experiences are accepted, observed and thought about through symbolisation of the meaning of the emotions aroused. Of course one could rightly say that survival would be impossible if we did not respond with mindless automatic obedience to cultural requirements. We would simply be killing ourselves and one another inadvertently all the time. And in fact people who are mindlessly, automatically disobedient do just that.


No, we are not concerned with the area of mindless social adjust ment but with the flight from emotional experiences into one or another type of mindlessness. Bion has given us a basic format for describing the breakdown of incipient thought in what he has called ‘alpha-function in reverse producing beta-elements with traces of ego and super-ego’ (see Chapter 11 of this book). This means something like, ‘Symbol formation commences but meets with such mental pain that it cannibalises what has begun to form and the debris of this has shreds of meaning clinging to its fragments.’


If we grant then, for the sake of our argument, that we are intelligent herd animals trained from birth onwards through our aptitude for primitive identification processes (imprinting, adhesive identifications, mimicry, etc.), and are thus creatures encased in a social armour of great conservatism, what else remains that we would wish to call the ‘personality’ in order to eschew the cynicism of the behaviourists? Bion's answer seems to be that there is another process which he calls ‘learning from experience’ (which stands in contrast to all other types of learning which I will not enumerate here – see Chapter 14) that starts with the ‘observation of emotional experiences’ and may begin even before birth.


In order to examine this concept in a way that may help to distinguish ‘emotional experience’ from ‘states of excitation’ or ‘bombardment by stimuli’ or similar formulations, I would like to describe a dream of a patient which I have already examined to some extent in a chapter of Dream Life (1984). An intelligent and sensitive woman in her forties, some three years in analysis, and at a time when she was studying Bion's work in connection with her research interests, brought the following dream: It seemed that there was a gathering and a meal was in preparation. I was asked to set the table which seemed a simple task. But as I proceeded to lay out the usual cutlery for the expected number of guests I became aware that there was a far greater variety of cutlery and more guests than expected. I decided to do it first by collation, separating all the cutlery by type and passing them out, one type at a time. But then it became clear that there was a continual escalation, both of types of utensils, including tools, artist's implements, etc., and even an escalation in the number of guests. Perhaps there was even an acceleration of the escalations. It was clearly a hopeless task for my conscious capacities and would necessarily require some highly complex apparatus.


The patient herself thought that this dream was an attempt to grasp something about the meaning of Bion's concept, alpha-function, and I agreed. I thought it also had something to do with her growing awareness that she needed an analyst to do her thinking in an area in which she was not yet able to cope for herself. I think that this dream represents a major effort of creative thought and may reward our careful scrutiny. What it seems to touch upon is the general phenomenon of the transition from quantity to quality and reminds one of mechanical ideas like ‘escape velocity’ or ‘stalling speed’, or the difference between the phenomena studied by Gestalt psychology and those of imagination (Wittgenstein's ‘seeing as’), or the difference between ‘memory’ and ‘recall’. Let us imagine that there is a critical quantity of bombardment by sensa at which point the central nervous system must either rebel by ‘clearing the machine’ in some way or ‘take over’, ‘escape’ from the ‘gravitational pull’ of causality into the ‘infinite’ of imagination. Let us further suppose that this critical state is registered as emotion, potentially infinite in variety and nuance.


It is of interest that my patient's dream suggests not only that an escalation is necessary to reach this critical point of breakdown in mechanistic, causal thinking, but perhaps that this releases into an area of acceleration of escalation, a realm of second derivatives, one might say the world of Cleopatra's infinite variety.


As a lover of animals on the one hand, and, on the other, as the result of hearing reports about infant observation for the last ten years, it seems to me that babies are incredibly intelligent animals. A baby of a few months will grasp the meaning of a mirror which I believe no dog, or even monkey, can ever grasp. But this extraordinary intelligence is alive, perhaps even before birth, to the quality, and not merely to the quantitative level, of sensual experience. I claim, with some insistence, that this is the aesthetic sense; certainly the human baby is alive to the beauty of the world, and to its inevitable fragility. I have seen a baby two hours after birth turn with a look of recognition towards its mother's voice in a room containing several chatting guests. And I want to say, ‘nonsense’, when a baby's first smiles are written off as ‘wind’, or its first cries are dubbed a physiological reflex for expanding the alveolar structure of the lungs. I claim also that The Tempest is the great celebration of this conception, as Harold Pinter's The Birthday Party is the great tragedy of its perversion.


We are now in possession of a language which may enable us to push on in our investigation. What I have just said contains a classification of emotions: those celebrating the perception of the beauty of the world, those grieving for its fragility, and those aroused by the tragedy of its perversion. It is greatly to Melanie Klein's credit that she reminded us – I will not say ‘discovered’, for the poets at least as long ago as the Song of Solomon have been telling us so – that the world is the mother, and for babies the mother's body is literally their ‘world’. What she did discover was that the beauty of the mother's exterior and the mystery of her interior arouse the baby's thirst for knowledge as well as for milk. And Bion's addendum emphasised that it is not only the beauty of the body and its mystery, but of the mind as well that has this impact. For he recognised, as Melanie Klein had begun to do, that this object of wonder was a combined one, maternal and paternal, breast and nipple, container and contained, which he designated by the ancient symbols for female and male, [image: images] [image: images]. But if this beauty and mystery arouse the intelligence of the baby to know – that is the important thing, to know the mother, in its great biblical sense – Melanie Klein saw clearly that it also arouses the stupidity of envy, or what Bion would eventually call the negative emotions, the desire to mis-understand. His conceptual move, to oppose negative to positive emotions as the links in human mental relationships – love (L), hate (H) and knowledge (K) – swept away the traditional confusing apposition of love and hate. His schema contrasts L, H and K as the links of relatedness, with minus L, minus H and minus K as the envious anti-linkage, anti-emotions, anti-knowledge and anti-life. I think it is a classification which places our theory of affects on firm ground for the first time. It is deeply foreign to the western tradition in philosophy and theology, but not to the eastern one into which Bion's Indian childhood had dipped him, like Achilles, at the hands of his ayah.


Let us see if we are now in a position to offer a definition of ‘emotional experience’ in order to explore its significance for a theory of personality development:


An emotional experience is an encounter with the beauty and mystery of the world which arouses conflict between L, H and K, and minus L, H and K. While the immediate meaning is experienced as emotion, maybe as diverse as the objects of immediate arousal, its significance is always ultimately concerned with intimate human relationships.


I have slipped in some new words, ‘significance’ and ‘intimate’, which must be justified. It has already been fairly clearly indicated that I am taking ‘meaning’ to imply a complexity of perceptual experience that is beyond the scope of explanation by causal modes and must be explored by imagination using symbolisation as its first move; that having departed from the finite world of causality ‘meaning’ sets sail on the infinite sea of the universe of discourse where nothing can be proved, nothing is correct or incorrect. The only parameter of differentiation must be highly individual: either it interests you or it does not. ‘Yes, that point of view is interesting but this one I find more so!’ It is a realm where belief is a capitulation, ‘so far and no further’ on this sea of discourse and exploration: where the claim of being ‘right’ betrays the slip into minus K.


Talking of ‘meaning’ thus, with emotion as its primary manifestation, ‘significance’2 must be seen as its elaboration within the general picture of the world that imagination builds. Whenever an emotion gives birth to a new ‘idea’, a ‘catastrophic change’ heralded by ‘catastrophic anxiety’ (in Bion's language) is set in train, for the whole cognitive ‘picture of the world’ (Money-Kyrle) must be reordered to take the new idea into account. This gives some lead for understanding what factors set alpha-function into reverse, namely that a new idea's incipiency is suspected from the first whiff of catastrophic anxiety.


The term ‘intimate’ human relationships, on the other hand, is the realm I wish to reserve for the emotional experiences that set thought in motion. For convenience I might contrast them with areas of interaction that are so casual as to involve no emotion, or so contractual as to preclude spontaneous emotional response. I will not pause to haggle over ‘spontaneous’ since it is implicit in the definition of emotional experience. But instead I wish to push on to a conception of ‘personality’ and its development.


I have already briefly described the exterior armouring of social character acquired mindlessly by primitive modes of identification, training, mimicry, conditioning, etc. All intelligent animals train their young, some, like the timber wolf, very extensively. It is still necessary to survival, but stands in competition with the processes of emotional experience and learning from them through thought from which the picture-of-the-world is constructed by imagination. Bion has spelled out in detail the central role of the thinking mother in enabling the baby to begin this function of thinking and eventually to become autonomous in it through internalisation of a thinking object. Melanie Klein's explorations of psychic reality and her point of view about its concreteness brings psychoanalytical thought into its natural continuity with philosophical (especially Platonic) thought, with theology in general, and mythology in particular. But in order to grasp the grandeur of this conception it is necessary to reduce language to a more humble place than is suggested by ‘In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God’ (probably a bad translation of logos, in the Gospel of St John). While we may agree that it is ‘man's finest performance’ (Whorf), we must see it as only one of the many ‘symbolic forms’ (Cassirer) by which thought is implemented. Language can be viewed as a progressive sophistication of ‘song and dance’ (Langer) and we must not be surprised if this form of symbolisation is even available in a primitive way to the foetus in the latter months of gestation. There is much in the history of primitive religion to suggest its truth, for chant and dance seem to be the original expression of religious ecstasy at the beauty and mystery of the world. It is surely a mistake to assume that the gods were originally persecutory father figures, invented by cannibalistic warriors. Generous fertility goddesses seem far more likely for the nomadic food gatherers of the pre-ice-ages.


This is where the original paper ended, but it was only a week later, in Professor Anna Maria Galdo's Department of Child Psychiatry at the University of Naples, that we heard a presentation by Doctor Mariella Albergamo which so perfectly fitted the paper that I feel it necessary to assure the reader that what follows is a translation of her report unaltered:


The case of Marco, by Mariella Albergamo


Marco is a young boy, thirteen years old, whom I first met in October and whom I see twice a week. He is tall and thin, his features are still somewhat childish, his expression is intelligent and lively but at times becomes absorbed and melancholy. Although the initial request for therapy had come from his father it is Marco who has taken all the decisions, expressing a great need for help in understanding his ‘strange way of thinking’. His parents parted five years ago and are on very bad terms with one another, his father living in a different town. He keeps in contact with Marco by telephone and is eager for his son to live with him when he reaches the age of fourteen. At present Marco lives with his maternal grandparents while his mother is very irregularly present, being usually away on travels or undergoing medical treatment. When at home she spends whole days in bed. Apparently there is no adult who takes consistent responsibility for Marco and his brother aged nine. Rather it is Marco who seems to make any necessary decisions regarding himself or his brother in this somewhat disordered household. Marco seldom speaks about the guilt he feels for wishing to live with his father as if this meant abandoning the sick mother whom he desires to help and protect.
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