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ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Wilfred Ruprecht Bion (1897–1979) was born in India in the days of the British Raj, and was sent to school in England at the age of eight. During the First World War he joined the Tank Corps and served in France where he was awarded the DSO. After the war he read History at Queen's College, Oxford, studied medicine at University College London, and then turned to psychoanalysis, to which he devoted the remaining fifty years of his life. He had analyses with John Rickman and then Melanie Klein. During the Second World War he and Rickman were in charge of the psychiatric rehabilitation wing at the Northfield military hospital. He was president of the British Psychoanalytical Society from 1962 to 1965 and moved to California in 1968, returning to England two months before his death in 1979.


Bion's books include: Experiences in Groups (1961), Learning from Experience (1962), Elements of Psycho-analysis (1963), Transformations (1965), Second Thoughts (1967), Attention and Interpretation (1970). He also wrote the autobiographical A Memoir of the Future (3 volumes, 1975–79), The Long Week-End, and All My Sins Remembered. In addition to many papers, there are several collections of his talks and seminars.













EDITORIAL NOTES


Author's note to first edition


I thank all who participated in these discussions with their objections and agreements. Many who read this book will feel that my replies are inadequate and incomplete. That they are inadequate I must admit; that they are incomplete I regard as a virtue especially if it stimulates the reader to complete the answers. I wish the reader as much enjoyment as I had in speaking; if it sends him to sleep may I wish him ‘Sweet Dreams and a profitable awakening’.


W. R. B.


Notes by Francesca Bion, editor of the first edition


Wilfred Bion died in Oxford on November 8 1979 less than a week after he was diagnosed as suffering from myeloid leukaemia. The content of this book was approved by him in 1978. The two series of discussions form an illuminating contrast: The 1979 South American visit was Bion's third to São Paulo and fourth to Brazil; his method of presenting his subject was, therefore, familiar to those taking part. The visit to New York in 1977 was his first. It must be admitted that for those looking for cut-and-dried ‘answers’ Bion's method was inexplicable, frustrating and aggravating. Here was a man, thoroughly conversant with his subject, exceptionally articulate and therefore well able to supply questioners with what they wanted to hear – and he knew it. But he was steadfast in his respect for the truth and would not be persuaded against his better judgment to follow a course in which he could not respect himself.




He believed that ‘La réponse est le malheur de la question’; both in his professional and private life problems stimulated in him thought and discussion – never answers. His replies – more correctly, counter-contributions – were, in spite of their apparent irrelevance, an extension of the questions. His point of view is best illustrated in his own words: ‘I don't know the answers to these questions – I wouldn't tell you if I did. I think it is important to find out for yourselves’…‘I try to give you a chance to fill the gap left by me’. ‘I don't think that my explanation matters. What I would draw attention to is the nature of the problem’…‘When I feel a pressure – I'd better get prepared in case you ask me some questions – I say, to hell with it, I'm not going to look up this stuff in Freud or anywhere else, or even in my past statement – I'll put up with it. But of course I am asking you to put up with it too.’


The New York talks, given in April 1977 under the auspices of the Institute for Psychoanalytic Training and Research, took place on five consecutive evenings. There were two groups of participants; one attended talks One, Three and Five; the other, Two and Four. Although some roughnesses and repetitions, inevitable in impromptu expression, have been deleted it is hoped that the printed record is not misleading. A few passages have been added subsequently; these are marked [].


The São Paulo talks, given in April 1978 under the auspices of the São Paulo Psychoanalytical Society, were the third of their kind and took place on consecutive evenings with a weekend break between numbers Five and Six. This is an edited version of spontaneous contributions made by Bion without written notes of any kind. I hope that, in spite of editing necessary for the printed word, I have preserved the essential freshness of his spoken communications.


F. B.




Note to the new edition


The new edition of the New York and São Paulo seminars essentially follows the original one, though an index takes the place of some of the footnote references, and others have been inserted in the text using the format [].


This edition also includes transcripts of three of the Tavistock seminars from the same period (1977) which are on much the same themes as those in New York and São Paulo, although the group atmosphere is different in each place. All the Tavistock seminars were arranged by Martha (Mattie) Harris who was in charge of the Children and Families department there and who worked with Bion for many years. She invited him back annually from California to speak to colleagues and students at the Tavistock. The seminars were filmed by the Roland Harris Educational Trust and donated to the Tavistock library for educational use (another copy also travelled to the National Institute of Organisation Dynamics in Melbourne, Australia). Although the original film subsequently deteriorated in quality, an edition of The Tavistock Seminars (2005) was gleaned from it, edited by Francesca Bion. The three seminars transcribed in the present book are transcriptions of audio tapes of better quality and completeness belonging to the Harris Meltzer Trust. The names have been given of some of the participants, where known and in agreement. Some sections may be listened to on the Harris Meltzer Trust website, www.harris-meltzer-trust.org.uk.


In an appendix is reprinted an obituary appreciation of Bion by Martha Harris from 1980 which makes much reference to the books recently published by the Roland Harris Trust, namely this one and the last volume of A Memoir of the Future.


I would like to thank Chris Mawson, editor of Bion's Collected Works, for pointing out some of the errors in the first edition.


Meg Harris Williams (editor)













INTRODUCTION


Themes and conversation


Meg Harris Williams


Themes


Where the first New York talk begins with a personal address (‘Newbury House, Hadham Road…The World…the Universe’), the last Sao Paulo talk ends with another universal definition of personal address: ‘our eternal home – our Self’ (p. 146). How does one fit inside the other – the heavenly home within the earthly home? This is the task of psychoanalysis – ‘to introduce the patient to himself, for whether he likes it or not, that is a marriage which is going to last as long as he lives’ (p. 40).


All these talks or seminars are concerned with the nature of links, tensions, communication between different poles of experience: psyche and soma, patient and analyst, love and hate, sleep and waking, unconscious and conscious, pre- and post-natal, primordial and sophisticated, oneself and oneself. The list is long; it is the way Bion sets the scene for thinking, for trapping any idea that might possibly be floating around in the psychic atmosphere of the group – whether the group be the seminar itself, the ‘psychoanalytic pair’, or the mind of the individual. The locus for catching the idea is the point at which the tension between opposites is most intense or noticeable: it is the emotional ‘storm centre’, a caesura, diaphragm or contact barrier – which may indeed be a blocking barrier, or else, permeable so that feelings can seep through from either side and in both directions. These are the growth-points of catastrophic change, of ‘break-down’ or perhaps ‘break-through’ (as he puts it in the Memoir of the Future), when the endoskeletonal mind has a chance of expanding the boundaries of its knowledge in the direction of wisdom through a type of death-and-rebirth. Unless, of course, it is strangled by the limits of an exoskeleton (of lies or basic assumptions), or drowned by the ‘noise’ of psychoanalytic theories and other jargon – the brambles imprisoning the ‘sleeping beauty’ of truth. Behind and beyond the confrontation at the caesura is O, the ‘basic thing’, the source or origin of the turbulence.


Such is Bion's picture of mental struggle; he becomes increasingly allergic to calling it ‘theory’, but he does have certain favourite metaphors (which he used to call ‘transformations’ or ‘myths’ owing to their ‘invariant’ core). To list some of these: the trauma of the dinosaur being superseded by the mammal; the vibrations transmitted by or to the foetus in its watery medium, initiating the process of projection and introjection; the spiral nebula sending invisible waves in astronomical time; the sculpture trapping light; the diamond-cutter revealing a two-directional passage of light; the fate of Palinurus who did not see the turbulence beneath the smooth latency surface of the Mediterranean; the tracking of the river Alpheus; the blindness which reveals ‘things invisible to mortal sight’; the mathematical ‘points conjugate’ which appear to be a single point but structurally represent two separate vertices in harmony. ‘That is sooth, accept it’ as he quotes from Tolstoy's Prince Andrei (p. 116): an aesthetic feeling is probably the nearest indication of knowing the truth, passionate love (love-and-hate), or at-one-ment with O.


Donald Meltzer has pointed out that Bion's concern is not with psychoanalytic theory as such but with the theory of psychoanalytic observation. Here the metaphor is the giant radio telescope that enhances our capacity as ‘receptors’, or the ‘psychoanalytic microscope’ that can bring into focus a spark of insight that may be ‘lost in depths of knowledge’, so insignificant it is hardly noticeable (p. 71). ‘And in the course of this journey which the human race makes in its attempt to reach the truth we discover that we observers disturb the thing we are observing’ (p. 112). That is both the problem and the fascination of psychoanalytic observation and it cannot be done without the use of ‘speculative imagination’. This entails a sense of being observed, by some more advanced part of the mind: a picture which allies the psychoanalytic process with other methods of self-analysis, art forms in particular. For self–analysis is, says Bion, a ‘natural’ phenomenon; the Grid was an attempt to map its thought-structure. He cites Valéry on the ‘cold’ or mathematical stance of the poet who must be ‘in service to the dreamer’ in a detached, objective way, whatever the heat of the passion at the moment of communication (p. 177). By analogy, ‘What form of artists can we be?’ (p. 105).


Conversing with Bion


Martha Harris, who organised the annual Tavistock seminars and personally invited Bion (who had been her supervisor), introduces the ‘experience’ of listening to him in a seminar of 1978 with the words: ‘Those of you who have had this experience will know that you will always get an unexpected answer which may seem extremely enigmatic, but afterwards may be very illuminating – and sometimes incredibly obvious’ (Tavistock Seminars [2005], p. 39). His ruminations on the nature of thinking and of psychoanalytic observation have the kind of authenticity which, when linked with the authentic experience of the listener, have the effect (she says) of being sometimes ‘blindingly true’. To read or listen to Bion requires this particular kind of self-analytic receptivity. It is an active process, but not one of arguing or debating – debating gets you nowhere; instead, you have to ask yourself what he means as far as you are concerned – and he admits frequently that if the meaning doesn't get through then it is his fault for being unable to express it properly. The task is to participate in the tracking of an idea: if it does get through, it has germinated owing to an encounter between two or more minds.


To demonstrate this we can look at some key points of the conversation between Bion and Martha Harris; she shows us how to listen to Bion in the course of a search for inspiration rather than for answers or explanations: how to be a mediator to oneself or to a wider group. In the seminars transcribed here, for example, she takes up two significant and characteristic themes in Bion's picture of the mind, in order to dwell on them further: that of the ‘third party’ in the analysis, and that of the travelling or ‘tracking’ of an idea through either a group or an individual mind. When he begins to consider the idea of there being a presence in the room that is other than the two sensuously detectable bodies, the conversation continues:


Bion: So, while apparently there are only two bodies in the room, I think one has to go beyond that and detect this third – at least, the third who is also of course detecting what it detects. The analyst is being analysed all the time by this third party. If you are fortunate, after a while I think even the patient gets this third party brought home enough for him to be aware of its existence.


Mattie Harris: I would like you to expand if you could on what you mean by at least a third party, as if you had others also in mind: as if you thought that the analysand also had some third party eventually – I don't know whether you'd call it ‘internal objects’ (a jargon term) – (p. 161)


Bion confirms that it is not ‘reasonable to give an interpretation unless you feel fairly convinced that you at any rate have evidence of this third party and then third, fourth, fifth or anybody else.’ This ties in with his view that several different ‘vertices’ are required to focus on a problem in order to gain the sense of ‘harmony’ (the aesthetic sense) that suggests it is ‘true’. It does however turn off at a tangent from his implication that the third party is specifically the analyst of the analyst (the analyst's internal object), which was what led to the idea that (beyond that third party) the analysand's internal object or objects were also involved in the process. Later, Donald Meltzer would describe psychoanalysis as a ‘conversation between internal objects’ – not between the everyday personae of the analyst and analysand. Like most psychoanalytic terms, ‘object’ is an ugly piece of jargon, but ‘available’ (as Melanie Klein said of the word ‘psychoanalysis’). But the idea behind it is clear – that there is a more advanced part of the mind that surveys and governs the conversation that is going on. This is of course an idea of Bion's also, as when (at the end of Attention and Interpretation) he speaks of the ‘evolution of O’: indicating that at–one–ment with the first object, ‘god the Mother’, is then extended in line with ‘god the ineffable’ – the principle of infinite evolution. Internal objects have their own internal objects who lead the advance of the personality whilst, at the same time, evolving themselves towards more sophisticated and complex value-systems which can then be fed to the infant-self. As Roger Money-Kyrle explained, what is being introjected is a function of the object, not just a piece of knowledge (‘Cognitive development’, 1968). The function is the capacity to develop, to have ideas. This also links with Bion's speculation that ideas, beginning with a ‘genomene’ (his neologism), are transmissible in mysterious non–Mendelian ways.


Indeed the tracking or travelling of ideas through different people in a group, or through different voices within an individual personality, is a theme that, like that of the ‘third party’, characterises this series of seminars. Bion's favourite metaphor for this is the river Alpheus whose course goes underground and re-emerges in unexpected places, as told in Milton's Lycidas. You never know when an idea is going to ‘come up’. Judith Elkan asks whether the genesis of an idea is in the analyst, the patient, or the relationship (p. 162); and Bion is (unusually) emphatic in his response that it is in the relationship. There are also internal relationships, and ‘one's own ideas also track their course through the mind or the personality, which is very difficult to trace. I think these ideas which have never been conscious do seem to be floating around somehow and do break through’ (p. 168). The tracking of the idea through a group, he says, can serve as a ‘model’ for ‘how an idea tracks through the mind of an individual’ (psychoanalysis itself constituting a group of two – or more). In the last 1977 seminar Martha Harris brings the topic up again, and Bion concludes, reservedly, that it was possible to conceive of ‘a community which can achieve wisdom in a way which a more bigoted or restricted individual (or even community) can't’ (p. 190). That is: it may, or it may not; the question is still open as to the circumstances which favour ideas finding their underground pathways.


With regard to the question of how we may know whether an idea has been accessed or not, Bion speaks of rare moments of illumination (the Prince Andrei example), by contrast with the anxious sense of ‘things not coming together’; and Martha Harris (aware of Bion's frustration with the psychoanalytic jargon of the transference) dovetails his reference to illumination with another favourite metaphor, the spatial one of room for growth:


Mattie Harris: Would you be saying then that the real growth of the mind, or of illumination, is something that is outside transference, countertransference: it is where memory and desire are in abeyance and the new idea, the new illumination, finds room and development takes place in spite of the chains of those.1


Bion: You see I don't think that they are always discernible in the direct relationship; but in the course of time they are; and there is where there is such a thing as the inheritance of acquired characteristics. (p. 166)


In the background is an echo of Emily Bronte's poem ‘Then dawns the invisible; the unseen its truth reveals’ (known as The Prisoner) whose climax is ‘The soul to feel the flesh and the flesh to feel the chain.’ The new truth or illumination can only be felt in a context of earthly imprisonment, fleshly chains, memory and desire. They are two poles of the same spectrum, as Bion would put it. As in the metaphor of birth, the foetus needs to feel squeezed before it can get the idea of there being more room outside. As with Milton's ‘things invisible’ (another favourite metaphor), somatic blindness becomes the ground for insight. Elsewhere Bion calls it ‘psyche-lodgement’; though the implantation of the germ of an idea may only be discernible from a wider perspective, over the course of time.


At the end of the 1978 seminars Martha Harris says that as far as they are concerned, Bion himself is ‘going underground’ but will hopefully ‘resurface’ the following year and give them an ‘interesting time’ again:


Mattie Harris: We have no doubt it has changed us in some way or another – we know not how.


Bion: Thank you. I hope not to be put under arrest when I return to California on the grounds of having changed so much. (Tavistock Seminars [2005], p. 72)


The joke is that in a genuine conversation there is a reciprocity which allows for both parties to be changed in the presence of a third party that will not result in hostile ‘arrest’. It was to a large extent the timely ‘surfacing’ of moments of conversation between these two, oiling the wheels of the group, that made these seminars enjoyable occasions, even when the topic was not necessarily a pleasurable one.


In another seminar, in response to Bion's description of very tiny and hesitant signs of mental movement, Martha Harris brings up the question of fear of a hostile object:


Mattie Harris: I may be on quite the wrong track, but could it be that the slowness of these little signs that something is happening…the slowness be in any way connected with the patient's fear of an unreceptive, rigid, or hostile object that would object as soon as it began to feel that things were moving?


Bion: It certainly plays a big part: because, these patients are not only improved, but are probably sensitive in a way that most people aren't. And the result is, that they become painfully aware of the reality of hostility and envy; and one of the difficulties here is to do with the degree to which the patient is robust, to which the patient is able to stand finding out what sort of universe they live in. 2


The focus is on the difficulty of tolerating the reality of ‘the universe we live in’; contact with reality demands mental growth, ‘things moving’, which is naturally resisted (in particular, Bion suggests, by a sensitive personality); and if the personality is not strong enough to tolerate this development, the spectre of a ‘hostile object’ looms. The existence of a hostile object is a fear, in a situation where the (real) internal object is not sufficiently trusted, perhaps not sufficiently ‘evolved’ (as Bion would say), to be able to cope with the movement of a germinating idea. The container–contained situation is in such a case not adequate to sustain the catastrophic change of a new state of mind, so an alternative – if illusory – protection is sought. The mind is put back in the prison-house – authority, morality, tyranny, basic assumptions, etc.


This ties in with Bion's definition of a lie – something conjured up by the tyrannical or omnipotent self – and with the view that all defences are essentially defences against the process of growth itself. Growth is painful because of the turbulence it arouses and the insecurity of not knowing where it is going or what shape the personality may take; and so is strongly resisted by the status quo. Martha Harris, picking up (speculatively) certain possible implications of Bion's narrative about the patient who as a baby watched his entire family being murdered, asks him to speak more about ‘the murder of the question’ by lies and paramnesias. He replies with a line from Macbeth: ‘I doubt the equivocation of the fiend that lies like truth’ (p. 207); but points out that, in order to lie or equivocate, we need to know the truth in the first place. The idea has germinated, but has been perverted, misdirected.




When asked in one of the New York seminars ‘How about defending the right to make up our own minds?’ Bion answers ‘It's a nice idea; otherwise we would have to consider the possibility that our minds are made up for us by forces about which we know nothing’ (p. 75). His heroine Rosemary, in A Memoir of the Future, says likewise: ‘I don't make up my mind – I let my mind make me up.’ The only things we can make up for ourselves are lies, paramnesias and hostile objects. Room for growth entails that we don't know the future shape our mind may take, we have to rely on real internal objects to take us there – ‘god the Mother’ and ‘the evolution of god’ (the object-principle, O). So when we return to the question of the reality of ‘the universe we live in’, the answer is indeed ‘our eternal home – our Self.’


____________


1 Tavistock Seminars (2005) wrongly transcribes ‘chains’ as ‘change’ (p. 24).


2 See the Harris Meltzer Trust website for this video extract (not in Tavistock Seminars, 2005): www.harris–meltzer–trust.org.uk.
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Wilfred Bion and Mattie Harris at a Tavistock seminar


Film: Robby Stein











SECTION ONE


NEW YORK SEMINARS


1977













ONE


Bion: Well, here we are.


But where is ‘here’? I remember a time when I was at an address – some seventy years ago – which I called ‘Newbury House, Hadham Road, Bishops Stortford, Hertfordshire, England, Europe.’ Another small boy said to me, ‘You have left out “The World”.’ So I put that in too. Since then I have been told by the astronomers that we are part and parcel of a nebular universe, a spiral nebula to which our solar system belongs. Astronomers can get away with a remark like this; nobody complains that they are always ‘inventing’ new discoveries. But, as Freud pointed out, this is not the case with doctors or psychoanalysts. People say, ‘These doctors are always inventing new diseases; then they treat them. It becomes a vested interest.’ But nobody says ‘You astronomers invent a new universe and want another telescope.’ I suppose it is because we feel it doesn't matter very much what the Universe is. I want now to narrow down the view, cutting out the various elements we regard as irrelevant. As analysts we look at what we call the character or personality. This peculiar view – I won't say Freud started it, but he gave it a considerable push – turns out to be a vast universe of its own kind. We forget that the dimension which Freud introduced into this scrutiny has caused a lot of trouble. We fail to notice it because we are in the storm centre, unaware of the ‘centre’ of which we are a part. But it is that disturbance with which we are concerned. What does it look like to us? When we go to our offices tomorrow what do we expect to see? What are we going to look at? What is our interpretation, our diagnosis? What is our interpretation of the facts which our senses make available?


We assume that there is a mind, a personality. What does it look like? What does it smell like? Does it present itself to our touch, our feelings? Do we get any tactile impression? We know that so far we do not; so far we cannot say, ‘I walk into this room blindfold and I can feel a psychosis hitting up against my mind.’ What then is making contact? Is there any way of verbalising this? Is there any way of communicating this thing to each other? Hypothetically, yes. Hypothetically we can write papers, we can write books about it. But what do we contact tomorrow? Can we say from what we contact, ‘I have been here before; I have had this sensation before now’? If so, what sensation?


Expanding our view again, taking the entire universe – I have been here before. Where? According to the astronomers this spiral nebula, of which our solar system is a part, is itself rotating; it is a long way from one side to the other and a long time, from our point of view, before we are at the same spot again – something like twice ten to the power of eight million light years – so far indeed that if we look towards the galactic centre there is nothing to see excepting the remnants of the Crab Nebula which is still in process of exploding. To us it looks immense because we are such ephemeral creatures.


Not forgetting that, but using it as a background, narrow down the view again and look at it through this microscopic, psychoanalytic view. We need to have some idea what we ‘see’, what we make contact with. It would be useful if we could feel there was something familiar about it and say, ‘I have seen this before’, or ‘I have had this experience before.’


To return to my own private life: When I was small I used to be regarded by grown-ups as a very odd child who was always asking questions. I was made to recite a poem:


I keep six honest serving-men


They taught me all I knew;


Their names are What and Why and When


And How and Where and Who.


I send them over land and sea, I send them east and west;


But after they have worked for me, I give them all a rest.


[Kipling, ‘The Elephant's Child’]


It was considered to be extraordinarily amusing that I had to recite this piece of verse. I could not see the joke myself. I was told I was just like the Elephant's Child who asked these questions – and like a fool I asked another one. I said, ‘Who was the Elephant's Child's father?’ That was not popular; it was not amusing. But I was not making a joke. I decided I had better be careful not to ask too many questions; it took me a long time to dare to start asking questions again. The person who made it easier for me was John Rickman who was the first psychoanalyst I ever met. I am still at it – I don't think it is any more popular now than it ever was.


To return to this simple poem of Kipling's – ‘I give them all a rest.’ When we are in the office with a patient we have to dare to rest. It is difficult to see what is at all frightening about that, but it is. It is difficult to remain quiet and let the patient have a chance to say whatever he or she has to say. It is frightening for the patient – and the patient hates it. We are under constant pressure to say something, to admit that we are doctors or psychoanalysts or social workers; to supply some box into which we can be put complete with a label. So the patient tries to diagnose the analyst, and the analyst hopes that somehow he will have a chance to ‘see a pattern emerge’. I use that phrase deliberately; Freud [Introductory Lectures] was most impressed by Charcot's use of it.


We have to focus our attention on the individual. It is no good talking about the astronomical universe; it is no good talking about the cosmos. But to suggest that we are people with a prejudice in favour of having respect for the individual is a dangerous thing to do because it will not be tolerated easily by the group, the crowd, the nation or the race. It is as well to be clear about this: we are involved in a philosophical prejudice in favour of a person, in favour of the uniqueness of the human individual. There will be an emotional pressure against each single one of us who dares to attach importance to an individual and who dares to be an individual himself. We may long to say ‘I'm American’ – or British or Freudian or Jungian or Kleinian – any label which is ‘respectable’. But every psychoanalyst has to have the temerity, and the fortitude which goes with it, to insist on the right to be himself and to have his own opinion about this strange experience which he has when he is aware that there is another person in the room. Pressure against this is considerable; your senses tell you that it is your office; you are used to the windows here, the furniture there; there is every pressure to make you feel you are at home. It is difficult to resist that. I have suggested this: discard your memory; discard the future tense of your desire; forget them both, both what you knew and what you want, to leave space for a new idea. A thought, an idea unclaimed, may be floating around the room searching for a home. Amongst these may be one of your own which seems to turn up from your insides, or one from outside yourself, namely, from the patient.


Here is a dismal story: the patient has been coming to you for the last five, ten years. If you were honest you would have to say that you are sick to death of the sight of that patient; and if the patient is honest he would have to say he is sick to death of hearing about psychoanalysis or seeing his analyst. It is not polite to talk in that way; nor is it helpful. We should retain civilised and conventional politeness. It exceeds the limits of the necessary minimum conditions for psychoanalysis to resort to violence such as breaking furniture, though an analyst may tolerate such behaviour temporarily. A child – of whatever age – can be expected to behave reasonably politely. [Each analyst must be clear in his own mind what for him are the minimum conditions necessary in which he and his patient can do the work.]


Let us widen our view, taking a biological vertex. So far the human animal has been extremely destructive; it hunts in groups, in herds, and has managed to kill opposition from other dangerous animals – even tigers and lions. [Analyst and analysand are alone in the same room. The minimum conditions are that both behave in a conventionally civilised and polite manner. They are still dangerous animals, so we can see that the limitation proposed by psychoanalysis itself restricts their behaviour. We also indicate (and provoke, albeit unintentionally) primitive behaviour. The psychoanalytic conversation is itself an experience of conflict between the phenomena to which attention is drawn and the minimum conditions necessary for the work. If this fact, often unobserved, were allowed for it would make it possible to understand why the analyst and the analysand are fatigued by the strain of a psychoanalysis.] Annoyance between analyst and analysand is likely. We can use technical terms like ‘transference’ and ‘countertransference’, provided they illuminate rather than obscure. But the thing itself doesn't go away because we have given it a name; whatever they are called, the feelings of the couple remain.


Starting from the moment of birth we are always supposed to be learning to behave in a civilised way. At an early age we have already learnt not only not to be ourselves but also who to be; we have a well established label, diagnosis, interpretation of who we are. But the facts continue to exist. What the patient says can be used by the analyst as a free association. [This may be mistaken by the analysand as a way of ignoring the facts which he has communicated. It is necessary for the analyst to be clear in his mind that this is not so.] In due course a pattern will emerge which can then in its turn be interpreted. As a by-product the patient can discover who he is. So few people think that it is important to be introduced to themselves, but the one partner the patient can never get rid of while that patient is alive is himself.


Question: How do you proceed in helping the patient to discover his true self?




Bion: It is difficult to borrow from a newly developed ‘sense’ – of self-awareness – to illuminate the fundamental and basic thing. I try to give myself a chance to absorb that basic thing. Our common senses tell us that there is another person in the room; the basic ‘thing’ – not the ‘common sense’ – is what I wish to make explicit. I cannot describe what a ‘person’ is, but I am sure there is such a thing, and I am sure it is not adequate to describe what presents itself to my eyes, my ears or even what could be recorded by a videotape. It is too crude; there is something else in the room.


If you show a musician a sheet of music he can see the black marks on a white background but he behaves as if there is something beyond that.


The painter sees a field of poppies – which everybody has seen – and paints a picture of them. You may see a reproduction of it – it doesn't mean a thing. If you walk into the Jeux de Paumes in Paris and see the painting itself, you think ‘I never saw a field of poppies until now; now I know what it looks like’ – it is an emotional experience, not a report on one. How does a great painter manage to use pigments and canvas to give countless people an idea of what a field of poppies looks like?


Shakespeare writes a simple piece of prose: ‘The raven himself is hoarse that croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan under my battlements.’ All the words are simple; ‘battlements’ is the longest one and doesn't take a moment to look up in the dictionary. But ‘The raven is hoarse that croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan under my battlements’ – that is something else. What else is it?


I am well aware that you are not going to see a Shakespeare or a Monet in your office; the person will be disguised as Mr or Mrs X of such-and-such address. Don't be taken in by that; don't be taken in by the fact that you think you have seen this patient before – you have not. What you have seen before doesn't matter. What does matter is what we, the analyst and the patient, have not seen before. Prince Andrei, in War and Peace, says on hearing a remark, ‘That is sooth, accept it – that is sooth, accept it.’ We likewise can feel, ‘Yes, that is true. That interpretation is right; that observation is correct.’ That is contact with the thing itself. Unfortunately it doesn't happen as often as we would like; the two personalities do not often meet. But they may meet closely enough to be aware that there is something more in the room than a computer can process.


The infant knows what it is to have raging emotions – things to which we give crude names, like fear, depression, love, hate – but it doesn't know what to call them; by the time it has mastered articulate speech it has forgotten what it feels like to be an infant. So we, who have reached this stage of being capable of articulate speech, have almost forgotten what it feels like to be human. We spend too many impressionable years in learning how to be just like everybody else – not how to be ourselves. Now we spend too many years in the intellectual stratosphere. But despite what we have learned, certain ‘crude’ feelings are still able to make themselves felt; if they can dare, the analytic couple can still feel love and hate.


The analyst is trying to help the patient to dare to be himself, to dare to have enough respect for his personality to be that person. The analytic experience, in spite of all the appearance of comfort – comfortable couch, comfortable chairs, warmth, good lighting is in fact a stormy, emotional experience for the two people. If you are an officer in a battle you are supposed to be sane enough to be scared; but you are supposed also to be capable of thinking. It sounds ridiculous to say that people sitting in a comfortable room in full peacetime have to be capable of anything – but they do. The analyst is supposed to remain articulate and capable of translating what he is aware of into a comprehensible communication. That means that he has to have a vocabulary which the patient may be able to understand if given a chance to hear what the analyst has to say. It sounds absurdly simple – so simple that it is hard to believe how difficult it is.


The language we use is so debased that it is like a coin which has been so rubbed that it is impossible to distinguish its value. ‘I'm terribly frightened’ says the patient. What about it? Terribly. Frightened. These words are commonplace. But I now become alert when I hear that word ‘terribly’ because it is so worn. It's terrible weather; it's terrible this; it's terrible that; the word means nothing. [When the patient becomes aware of the analyst's attention he will find a more arcane way to say ‘terribly frightened’ – perhaps even a ‘psychoanalytic way’. The game of hide-and-seek will enter a new phase.]


Observation: When psychoanalysis works I think it gives the patient a sense of conviction of what it is about. I feel our efforts should be directed towards finding what is lost, what is not stated.


Bion: What you say seems to come near to what Melanie Klein tried to say; it illuminated things so much that it revealed still greater vistas of darkness, unilluminated areas. In psychoanalysis we are always unveiling still further domains of ignorance, darkness, the Void.


Melanie Klein said that patients have omnipotent phantasies, that they split off parts of the personality and project them into the breast. She meant what she said and I think that was correct – as far as it went. What I am not so sure about it that it is only an omnipotent phantasy. I have experienced the situation in which the patient can arouse in me feelings which have a simple explanation. You could say, ‘Anybody would know why the patient makes you feel like that; you need to have more analysis.’ That is true, but it is not the whole truth. I think that the patient does something to the analyst and the analyst does something to the patient; it is not just an omnipotent phantasy.


When a pattern emerges which the analyst wants to communicate to the analysand he has to use a formula that the analysand is capable of receiving. An expert diamond cutter can cut the facets in such a way that light which is reflected onto the diamond is thrown back again – with increased brilliance – by the same route. That is why the fine precious stone sparkles. [This model is itself an example of my attempt to make clear to you what I wish to illuminate. The analysand, by coming, gives the analyst an opportunity to observe his behaviour – including both what he says and does not say. Out of the totality of what the analyst is aware of he detects a pattern. When it is sufficiently clear to him he can decide whether he can convey it in a language comprehensible to the analysand, augmented in a manner analogous to the model.] Thus the analyst can hope to reflect back the same illumination given him by the analysand, but with greater intensity.


Patients sometimes wonder why we are so uncommunicative; why, for example, we don't tell them whether we are married, or whether we have any children. We don't tell them these things for good reasons; they can get so filled with knowledge about the analyst that there is no room for the exercise of their own conjectures and, therefore, for the development of their own capacity to think. [An inherent difficulty in analysis is that any interpretation tells the patient something about the analyst. It would be no easier if the analyst deliberately concealed his true personality. All that he can do is to avoid or allow for that distortion.]


I can say to the patient, ‘You are feeling that I am – such-and-such’; that is not information about myself as the analyst. I hope that the patient will be able to recognise it as his own idea – hitherto unrecognised. It requires courage on the part of the patient because he is terrified of learning something about himself which he has never wanted to know and which he has spent his life not being aware of – probably from before birth – trying to learn what he ought to be. Where does this ‘ought’ come from? Have we, as analysts, told them what they ‘ought’ to be? If, as we hope, we have not, then this ‘ought’ must have come from somewhere else. Immediately it has come from the patient; where has it come from mediately? One hopes to be able to give the patient a chance of finding out.


Question: Is there any way of knowing if you are not kidding yourself?


Bion: [This question touches the profound problem of Truth. Through the ages anyone who has felt the urge to know the truth has rapidly found himself confronted by this question – can any human being validate what he thinks is true? Psychoanalysis cannot be practised without becoming aware of that problem; at every juncture of the analytic experience it could be expanded thus:


1. What is the analysand's behaviour?




2. What aspect of it enshrines the truth?


3. Have we observed his behaviour correctly?


4. In so far as we have observed it correctly what have we observed?


5. Knowing what we know now, is any human being who aspires to the truth engaged on more than a fool's errand?


I doubt that any of us can escape this; even apodictic ‘knowledge’ is vulnerable.]


To return to the problem of language: [Terms such as ‘countertransference’ have suffered debasement through the popularisation of psychoanalysis. It is probably no worse than the popularisation of physical medicine and surgery which leads to applications of a homemade poultice to a cancerous sore.] One of the essential points about countertransference is that it is unconscious. People talk about ‘making use of their countertransference; they cannot make any use of it because they don't know what it is. There is such a thing as my emotional reaction to the patient; I can hope that through my awareness of the fact that I have human characteristics like prejudice and bigotry I may be more tolerant and allow the patient to feel if my interpretation is or is not correct. That is a transient experience. It is one reason for calling it ‘transference’; it is a feeling or thought or idea you have on your way to somewhere else. When you are in the presence of something which you have learnt to call a transference can you feel more precisely what it is at the time? It depends on what the patient says to you being allowed to enter into you, allowed to bounce off, as it were, your inner being and get reflected out.


Question: Are you suggesting that it is not so much your reaction to the patient in terms of your interpretation – which is undoubtedly contaminated by your countertransference – but rather the atmosphere in which the patient is provided with the opportunity to transfer and to explore being?


Bion: I think the patient ultimately has the chance of learning that. He may get the idea that there is something to be said for analysis and for the time and money spent on it. The time it takes cannot be measured by the months or years the patient was coming to your office; the after-effects of that experience persist.


Question: Doesn't the language of psychoanalysis take one away from psychic reality? Since it is mostly sensuous imagery, and psychic reality is essentially non-sensuous, one has to be careful how one uses psychoanalytic thoughts for language.


Bion: The founder of University College, London, was a man who had studied philosophy at Oxford. His summary of that experience was that the only thing he had ever learnt was dissimulation and lying. Indeed, one of the earliest achievements of articulate speech is just that – how to make a fool of other people – which often involves making a fool of oneself as well. So your question is a fundamental one: how is verbal communication, which has such a long history of use for purposes of deception, dissimulation and lying, to be reconstituted to further the progress to truth? It is a question which you have to answer for yourself; you have to find out what the vocabulary is that comes most naturally to you and which you can continue to use, and so restore some of its value for this particular purpose of helping people rather than sinking them.


Question: Do you work with families?


Bion: I prefer them not to get through my office door. I cannot of course guarantee to keep them out mentally. I consider I am trying to analyse the patient; what his family are doing to him I don't know and I can do nothing about them. I feel there is a lot of unexplored and unexhausted territory which can be investigated only analytically. If you think you can cope with the further experience that an entire family could bring I do not see why you should not do so; it is not my choice. I attach a great deal of importance to the experience that I am permitted to have if the patient will come to my office and stay there for fifty minutes. The moment the patient is out of my sight and hearing the value of the experience falls off fast. Hearsay evidence is worth very little to me. I hear all sorts of things about myself, about my patients, which are to me not much more than a meaningless noise. ‘It is a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.’ The chance you are given by exposure to the patient's personality is invaluable; it is difficult to know how to get fifty minutes’ worth out of it.


Question: Your work with groups suggests that within that matrix there are certain basic assumptions going on. Could you not conceive of a family situation as a group situation? Might there be some basic assumptions at work with all sorts of underlying archaic processes that are worth exploring too?


Bion: Yes, there are. Freud said it is important to analyse the oedipal situation. What is the oedipal situation? Who are the characters? Father, mother, child? Can you be sufficiently exposed to the change that occurs when a patient walks into your office to be able to communicate first of all with yourself? To do this you have to forget, denude your mind of what you know, so as to have yourself free to what is going on. Then as you watch the ‘screen’, can you see any pattern flicker into position? Who are the characters who are in search of an author? [Pirandello]. You will have to be the author; and when you have this play clear you could mention it to the patient – that would then be your interpretation. I have also described it as ‘thoughts in search of a thinker’; I have to be exposed to it on the offchance that some stray thought might lodge itself in my mind – or if not mine, the patient's. It might then be verbalised.


If you find mathematics provides you with a more convenient language – I am still talking about your communication with yourself – then you might decide a triangle would represent it. But so many people have heard of ‘the eternal triangle’; it has become a debased, meaningless phrase.


Again falling back on a model: The ancient Egyptians discovered that if you knot a piece of cord in the proportions of 2, 4 and 5 and join them up in a triangle, then you have a right angle and can build places like Thebes. Pythagoras – or so they say – discovered the Pythagorean theory. It is illuminating, a mental can-opener; it gives you a chance of opening your mind and, if you are lucky, finding inside a thought or two which might come in useful for an interpretation. Can you then verbalise it in such a way that the patient would understand your language? I am familiar with thinking I have discovered an interpretation, and have taken a long time giving it, only to be told by the patient, ‘I don't know what you are talking about.’ People are educated to believe that they ought to behave in a civil manner, that personal remarks are impolite. It is difficult to realise that the patient often cannot stand hearing what we have to say; the analytic conversation with which we are familiar is not familiar to him. Although the words are in common use the meaning that they are to convey is not; the patient is being exposed to an experience which is usually nasty and which is also unknown.


Question: How does it differ from other situations in which one person is communicating with another, like that of a mother with her child or other didactic relationships?


Bion: What makes it unique is that there are two unique people in the room. The more respect one has for the individual the more obvious it is that there is no other ‘you’ and no other ‘him’ or ‘her’. On the other hand, there is something wrong with an analysis which doesn't remind both the analyst and analysand of real life. What is it about if it has no resemblance to the universe we live in – a universe of ideas and thoughts and feelings? If we can get near to verbalising and describing what we want to convey, then the patient can recognise that we are talking about what is available here and now reminding him that similar situations exist elsewhere which are likely to occur over and over again. We are not talking about something which happens only in an office or only within the limits of what we call psychoanalysis, any more than one could say that a2+b2+2ab is only an algebraic formula. It is of application; these proportions exist in different situations; situations where people want to build vast temples which stand up by themselves at right angles to the earth and to the foundations.


Observation: I wondered why you said it was a ‘nasty’ experience. You also said that the patient and the analyst can get bored; at another point you said that it was a very exciting experience. It is clear, listening to you, that you consider it a special and intimate experience.




Bion: I can take one of the examples you mention. I remember a patient who was so boring that I became fascinated by how he did it. How could this man converse with me in a way that was nearer to what I would call ‘pure boredom’ than anything I had ever experienced? That is why it is fascinating; your curiosity is stirred up.


Question: Did you figure it out?


Bion: I would like to be able to write a book on the hundred and one versions of boredom – if I had the skill or the time to do it. If you can stand the boredom of it you may be able, like the patient, to put up with it long enough for something to flicker into place, something which you could then translate into words. The patient keeps on talking about something which one could describe as a transference relationship, but the two things which might anchor it are missing; there is only the bit in between. It becomes a sort of ‘pure’ psychoanalysis; it is nothing but transference with nobody else in the room – and that is extraordinarily boring to hear. You recognise after a time that you are being told something by the patient, but never a fact within sight or hearing. You know nothing about the patient; you know nothing about the patient's private life. What interpretation are you to give? In a sense you could say it is an analogy, but a pure analogy; not the two things on either side, only the link in between. Translated into biological terms: What is this? A breast? A penis? No baby? No mother? Only the thing in between? Is this ‘pure’ psychoanalysis: all sex, but not a relationship between two people?


This peculiar situation is not simply a question of semantics, not a question of learning grammar. This is an actual event which is taking place in front of you, a demonstration of what joins two people, but with neither person present – they are both missing. What then is the link? If we don't bother about the two people, what about this thing in between? If it is neither a breast nor a penis, could it possibly be a vagina? Could it be a non-object? Is possible for what we biologically call a ‘woman’ to have a sexual relationship with another person?
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