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Introduction

Béatrice Ithier

Contemporary psychoanalytical thought has revolutionised twentieth-century psychoanalysis by placing emotion at the heart of the analytic process. It is the unfolding of this revolution that this book would like to witness, with contributions from authors from different countries (France, Italy, Portugal, Brazil, United States, United Kingdom) particularly representative of this new metapsychology of links. The transformations of contemporary psychoanalysis are indeed considerable; they result in particular from this articulation of the drives with the links of which Wilfred R. Bion speaks to us, and which considerably reduce the economic hegemony of the drives of Freudian metapsychology. The taking into account of the originary is not without importance in this revolution which continues in particular with the post-Bionian field. We wished, around this work on affect and emotion, to question this new metapsychology, to unfold its different articulations while being accompanied by clinical immersion.

Our initial question concerns Freudian metapsychology: René Roussillon recalls the main “lineaments” of the theory of emotion and affect, specifying the different destinies of the latter. If sensoriality is composed, according to Sigmund Freud, of motor sensations and sensations from the senses, affect, whose somatic source he affirmed, only finds its form in the encounter with the object. However, André Green (1973) reminded us that, for Freud, affect is an integral part of a system of phylogenetic memory traces, but that it is distributed in primary individual particularities. Under these conditions, the first emotional expressions of psychic life constitute sensory impressions already produced under the action of the object, even in life in utero.

Still according to this model, the perceptual cannot be referred to as the simple passive recording of a sensory content but results from a work in connection with the drive and the affect that leads it to the representation, either of things of a non-verbal nature, generally visual, associated with the things in question or their traces, or of words, which designates its taking up by the language apparatus. Freud, in fact, opposes affect to representation, but he does not neglect its possible link to trauma, because of its articulation to the object. César Botella and Sára Botella (1995) considered that Freud referred unconscious psychic activity to the modalities of animal thought, according to which representation, perception, and motricity are not differentiated: their presence is always active in the session. The formal regression that they theorised in the 1990s allows access to this deep world through an identity of perception in which the sharing of affect constitutes the main data. Deploying the different transformations of affect, André Green has characterised, for example, the emotions in affect as perceptions of internal movements and sensations of pleasure/unpleasure which give them their specificity.

To conclude this reminder, in Chapter VI of The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud gave the affect of the dream the same importance as the affect experienced in the waking state. He added that it is much more by its content of affect than by its content of representation that “the dream can claim to be welcomed among the true experiences of our soul” (Freud, 1900a, p. 509). In France, this remark seems to have found little echo for many years, Freudian metapsychology remaining closely linked to the role played by the drives, the motors of their relational consequences.

Insisting against the postulated pseudo-equivalence between affect, sensoriality, feelings, and sentiments, Bion underlined the inadequacy of verbal description, as Howard B. Levine reminds us, by defining a metapsychology where O—thing-in-itself or noumenon—is not unknown but unknowable. It can only be subsumed and we only know its derivatives. Emotion, under these conditions, could be defined as a definitive form of the derivatives of affect rooted in the body, and affect then, perhaps still non-psychic, would be the starting point of a transformational development that ends with the creation of an emotion or feeling.

We know that contemporary psychoanalysis has considerably developed a bare aspect of affect in the confrontation with the unrepresentable, in the instrument of the analyst’s reverie, extended into the hallucinatory which can house, in particular, in my opinion, the chimera. This change of vertex presupposes an apprehension of the Bionian model that it seems important to me to make explicit, characterised by a refusal of conscious declarative memory in favour of an implicit memory, this model being crossed by different caesuras and leading, in the name of the emotional invariant of the analytic couple, to the statement of the Bionian metatheory qualifiable in the ontology of the emotion.

This opens up two avenues. The first is that of the aesthetics of validation in the analytical field, which associates truth with the aesthetic dimension of psychoanalysis. This conception, particularly representative of the South American Bionian approaches of Bion and Meltzer, was presented by Roosevelt Cassorla and then deepened by Ruggero Levy. The second is that of intersubjectivity, that “world of us” of which Sara Boffito and Giuseppe Civitarese speak. Here we see the elements of a shared lexicon, woven into the characters of the post-Bionian field—as thought by Antonino Ferro and Roberto Basile (2009) and then by Antonino Ferro and Giuseppe Civitarese (2015)—in which the modification of the shared medium rather than the direct investment in the other brings an expansion of the classical Bionian paradigms that our authors report.

It is not possible to omit the defensive issues of either protagonist of the analytic couple. After pointing out that Melanie Klein, when she speaks of “memories in feelings”, translates the impact of preverbal emotions and fantasies related to archaic mortifying experiences in the analytic situation, Maria Teresa Flores questions the value of the container for these most primitive anxieties, emotions, and fantasies. This approach is developed in Lesley Caldwell’s questioning of the analyst’s strong somatic and emotional response to the patient. The patient may confront the analyst with a function of language articulated to emotional states—a real challenge for the analyst—in which, for example, words may also become vectors of discharge and action, of “enactment”, a kind of external marker of an act of figurability through which what is not represented may acquire an ideational form.

Bion (1970, p. 118) considered that: “What takes place in the consulting room is an affective situation.” Mauro Manica and Maria Grazia Oldoïni, in their deployment of O, note the shift that took place with Melanie Klein—from the management of the economy of drives to the understanding of emotions and anxieties, confirmed by Bion in his theory of early bonds through an interrelational approach of the two members of the analytic couple. We can see how Bion operated a radical transformation of Freudian metapsychology, the mind becoming a living fabric making the emotional the expressive support for the emergence of affect, which unfolds in “unison” or “at-one-ment”. This concept designates a state of union between the two members of the analytic couple, which one of Bion’s meanings of O will transmute into the emotional truth of the couple in session. These different approaches provide a constellation of instruments for dreaming or thinking.

It is interesting to see the approaches of these contemporary foreign authors confront each other. However, if they approach affect and emotion according to their own cultural specificities and creativity, they all emphasise not only the shared affect but also the emotional presence between the two protagonists, even its transcendent impact, giving access in one way or another to the deepest affective sediments.

Translated from French by Andrew Weller
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Part I

Freudian model/Bionian model: Which metapsychology for affect and emotion?

René Roussillon
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Chapter 1

Freud’s psychoanalytical concept of affect

René Roussillon

Lyon, France

More than a century ago, Sigmund Freud (1895d) inaugurated the invention and construction of psychoanalysis by emphasising the central place occupied by emotion in the overall functioning of the human psyche. Affect, according to psychoanalytic terminology, appeared as the witness of psychic life and its stakes, whether manifest or hidden. In the wake of this, psychoanalysis highlighted the pathogenic and highly damaging character for the human psyche of not allowing oneself, or having allowed oneself in the past, to experience and feel one’s own emotions, of repressing or suppressing them. While such statements were not surprising to artists and all those with a literary sensibility, they nevertheless remained ignored for a long time by “scientists” concerned with a “rational” approach to the human being, who preferred a behavioural approach to human psychology, and then a cognitive or even computational approach to human functioning.

It was not until a century later that the role of emotion and affect was clearly recognised by biologists and neuroscientists, and we know the decisive effect of the work of Antonio Damasio, Descartes’ Error (1995), which showed that the loss of the ability to feel emotions deregulates the whole of human psychic functioning.

In the current context, in which the research community now agrees to integrate the place of emotion and affect in psychic life, it is perhaps not useless to recall the main lineaments of the psychoanalytical theory of emotion and affect. It now has a century of hindsight and reflection, and can thus claim to offer an experienced conception to those interested in the problem. I cannot take up here the whole of the contribution of psychoanalytical reflection to the question of emotion, as several books would not suffice; I must content myself with indicating some of its main axes. But before doing so, it is undoubtedly useful to recall the sources of psychoanalytical reflection on affect.

The first, the main one of course, is the one that comes from the course of psychoanalytic cures, in which the ability to find contact with the deep emotional life and the acquisition of the capacities of regulation and integration of the latter, occupy a decisive place.

The study of psychopathologies and the main disorders of the human psyche, crossed with this first approach, without however completely superimposing it, provides psychoanalysis with another fruitful source of study. Psychopathology presents the same processes and phenomena as those of everyday psychic life in a magnified state; it is a natural “laboratory”.

Finally, since more recent times, psychoanalysis has inspired “naturalistic observations”, in vivo, especially of babies and young children, which make it possible to evaluate which fundamental emotions are present from the outset in the basic “emotional apparatus” of the human being, and which emotions appear rather in reaction to certain traumatic particularities of the situations experienced (Guédeney & Le Houezec-Jacquemain, 1999).

Affect and related concepts

Let us turn to the conceptual components that organise the psychoanalytic theory of affect.

First, it should be emphasised that psychoanalysis proposes the generic concept of affect to designate all the affective manifestations of psychic life. The concept of affect thus includes emotion as well as feeling, passion, and even sensation, or even mood. As we shall see, it appeared important to have a unified concept of which impacts psychic life, and then to consider its different forms and transformations within the processes that run through it.

Affect cannot be studied in isolation; its place and function in the psyche depend on the way in which it is articulated and composed with all the psychic movements that animate it. The life of the “soul” as it is now sometimes called, the life of the spirit, which I would rather call here by way of shorthand “the psyche”, must be considered as a whole, which can be studied on the basis of some of its components, but without ever forgetting that these components are fundamentally closely related to one another, and that they are disjointed only for the purposes of presentation or study. Thus affect and emotion cannot be understood in psychoanalysis independently of the drive and the question of its representation. The concept of drive designates the way in which the soma, the somatic body, affects the psyche with its own needs, excitations, and processes: it is the “interface” concept of the psyche/soma relationship, the one that overcomes “Descartes’ error” by allowing us to think about the articulation and the mode of conjunction of the body and the psyche. According to psychoanalysis, the drive makes itself known and therefore affects psychic life; it is produced in the psyche, as we say that an actor “produces” himself, through representatives.

Freud distinguishes four types of “representation” of the drive:

The “psychic representative of the impulse”

A primitive form which everything suggests is an intermediate form between affect and representation (Green, 1999): it is a form of primary message which informs the psyche and the subject of a movement which affects it, without it being yet well defined in its affective form or in its representation.

The “representative-affect”, which is of primary interest to us here, is the index of the intensity of the way in which the psyche is affected by what seizes it; it is also what informs it of its first meaning, of its first direction, of the way in which it is shaken by what takes it or admits it into its bosom.

Finally, there are what Freud calls the representative-representations, of which there are two. The representative-representation of thing, which designates a non-verbal form of representation of what acts the psyche and what it acts through it, and the representative-representation of word, which designates the taking up of this by the apparatus of language, its putting into words. We see that affect is situated at the crossroads of the drive, and, beyond the body, and the systems of psychic representations, it is the knot that allows us to hold together the representational life and its vital and drive stakes; and we will see later their articulation with the relational life. Contrary to other conceptions, which make emotion and affect an essentially social communication system that only takes its meaning in the relation to the other, psychoanalysis, which of course does not exclude this dimension, also emphasises the place of affect and emotion in the subject’s relation to himself, and attributes to it a function in the relation to his psychosomatic vital fund.

The psychoanalytical conception of affect is thus linked to a conception in which the biological processes of the soma “produce” psychic signals and messages that inform the psyche of what is happening at its bodily frontier. It emphasises the fact that the drive “produces” itself as an actor of the psychic life, and that it transforms the latter at the same time as it is transformed by its introjection, its introduction, into it. The drive is what moves psychic life, it is what sets it in motion, puts it to work, and it is also, through affect, what it must work on in turn in its relationship to itself and to the other.

At each stage of its “crossing” of the psyche, at each transformation that it undergoes in its production or its psychic representation, the affect in one or other of its forms, sensation, passion, emotion, feeling, accompanies the drive, represents it. It becomes more and more complex as it advances from the depths of the human soul, it becomes “composed” and diversified. This complexification, this composition (Freud (1926d), Green (1973) of affect and its forms)—but we also sometimes witness its decomposition or even its dismantling—is mainly carried out according to contrasting pairs, of which the opposition of pleasure and displeasure is the very prototype, the main organiser. Without doubt close to a purely quantitative sensation at the outset, affect thus gradually acquires qualitative indices that depend as much on its primary nature, its drive, its “primary passion”, as on its intensity, its emotionality, or its stabilising link, its sentimentality. It thus puts the psyche in “charge”, in tension, or in overload, in overflow; it thus also imposes ways of discharge, ways of expression, or on the contrary the mobilisation of protective procedures, of defences, against its potentially disorganising aspects, if the intensities that it mobilises exceed the capacities of the psyche to endure its impact.

The psychoanalytical conception of affect and emotion

As can be seen from these initial conceptual references, it’s a dynamic conception. It is related to the transformations of the impulse life and to the conflictual integration of its forms in the psychic life. So, while there are undoubtedly fundamental affects, the “primary” affects and emotions (Guédeney & Le Houezec-Jacquemain, 1999)—joy, anger, disgust, fear—most of those that the human subject is led to feel—are “compound” affects, complex combinations of primary units (nostalgia, bitterness, disappointment, shame, guilt, humiliation, etc.).

The psychic functions of affect

It is clear from our initial remarks that if affect is a crossroads theoretical notion, affective formations also have a crossroads position in psychic life. They are situated at the interface of the psyche and the body, whose reciprocal action they make it possible to think about, but they are also at the centre of the psyche’s relations to itself, and finally at the heart of the subject’s relations to other subjects. This is what we will now develop.

The relation of affect to the body

Affect, emotion, but also passion, accompany with their emergence a whole series of bodily and physiological manifestations. In the bodily manifestation of affect, all the systems, functional, sympathetic, and parasympathetic, are solicited: the heartbeat speeds up or slows down, the viscera modify their activity, the blood vessels increase or decrease their flow, the pores of the skin their dilation and the nature of their exchanges with the outside world, etc. The affect puts the body in tension, as if it had to prepare itself for the internal or external action that the form of the affect might imply, as if the soma were mobilised in relation to the action appropriate to the meaning given by the subject to the situation: attack or withdrawal, expansion, avoidance.

For Freud (1926d) as for Melanie Klein, affects represent a kind of bodily memory, “memories in feelings”, an attenuated reminder of the prehistoric traumatic shocks that affected the body and the whole of the being in the preverbal or pre-symbolic periods of its constitution. Affect would be a revival, in an attenuated form, of these primitive experiences. It would thus take on the meaning of a signal warning the subject of a danger—as in the case of the anxiety affect linked to a pain or a threat of disorganisation or an influx of excitation or sensations to be curbed (Freud, 1926d). The affect, even if “tamed” by the posterior organisation of the personality, would thus bear the mark of a primitive “passion”, recalled and “remembered” and relived in and through the bodily reaction. It would allow the subject to prepare himself in this way to react appropriately to a situation similar to the one “evoked”.

This is undoubtedly why affect has taken on an important role in the study of so-called “psychosomatic” pathologies, in which clinicians have very often identified a deregulation of the affective life, and above all a repression of it. In the relationships and situations he encounters, the subject is no longer in emotional contact with himself or with the other. He no longer perceives the emotional impact of these on himself, which does not mean that it does not take place, but that it is no longer expressed, not communicated, not even experienced, composed. Thus, if the affect still potentially takes place, it can be repressed, paradoxically “not experienced”, and it then participates in forms of affectively “cold” depressions, which provide a breeding ground for psychosomatic affections, by cutting the subject off from his or her body and its expressiveness. The full intelligibility of these processes poses problems of great complexity, which are hardly accessible in the framework of this presentation, but which all encounter the problem of the psychic composition or psychic decomposition of affect and emotional life.

Affect and the relation of the psyche to itself

Different levels can and should be distinguished in the relation of the psyche to itself. There is a first level, which would constitute the affective and emotional “base” of the subject, and, on this base, variations, linked to the particular emotional states that succeed one another in the psychic life. The idea of an affective base corresponds to what we could call “mood” or “temperament”, in the sense that we can say that a subject is, for example, in a depressive mood or has an anxious temperament. It is the idea that a basic affective tonality characterises the state of mind of a subject, his or her usual, current state, and therefore the observation of the existence of a relative constant of the psyche, of a continuous or more or less continuous affective background. This notion corresponds to the idea of an organised psyche, organised on the basis of a certain constancy or even a certain coherence. An affective investment in the self and the world forms the basis of this relationship and the basic sense of self. Affects emerge and manifest themselves on this basis; like waves or emotional variations, they testify to the impulsive “motions” engaged in the relationships and situations experienced by the subject. The essential idea here, early formulated by Freud in relation to anxiety (1926d), is that of the least “qualified” affect, then gradually generalised to the whole of the affective life, is that of an affect that operates as a “signal”, which self-informs the psyche of what is taking place within it and at its “borders”, both internal and external. What unfolds therefore concerns both what “works” in the psyche, the drive that manifests itself and “demands” or “claims” its introduction into subjectivity, and the way in which the psyche receives, welcomes, rejects, or endures this “claim”, without forgetting the way in which it “works”, transforms, and transposes what has thus assailed it from within, metabolising or attempting to metabolise the drive and its consequences.
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