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Foreword

Cláudio Laks Eizirik

Specificities of Psychoanalytic Treatment: Birth of a Method edited by Yvette Dorey, Serge Frisch, and Leopoldo Bleger is a stimulating and creative journey through some of the more trying challenges psychoanalysis has encountered in recent decades, presented through a lively narrative of the history and evolution of a new research method. The authors, in their handling of clinical material, pair it with theoretical elaborations, examining how analysts work, associate, and reflect together in a group. In doing so, they offer not just a study of the work, but an inquiry into the very fabric of psychoanalytic collaboration.

The book deals with several key challenges, not least among them the so-called crisis of psychoanalysis that arose some decades ago. Issues of analytic training, the perennial debates about what constitutes—or might constitute—research in psychoanalysis, and new approaches to discussing clinical material, and the persistent controversies that seem to endlessly plague psychoanalytic institutions are all addressed.

Reading through the book—a rewarding and pleasurable experience—stirred in me memories of my own institutional and personal encounters. This, I suspect, is one of the book’s most notable achievements: the authors invite the reader to accompany them on a journey—past and present, clinical and theoretical—and to momentarily step into their shoes. One feels part of the group, identifying with presenters, rapporteur-observers or moderators, sharing their doubts, interpretations, and uncertainties. One feels, as one does in the everyday work of a psychoanalyst, in touch with the specificities of psychoanalytic treatment.

The Specificity initiative began as one of the working parties of the European Psychoanalytical Federation’s Research Program, launched between 2001 and 2006 under then-EPF president David Tuckett. This ambitious project brought a breath of fresh air to international psychoanalytic meetings, first across Europe and later in other regions. The working parties’ proposal shifted the role of congress participants: from silent, passive listeners they became active contributors in clinical discussions conducted in various methods. This created a lively opportunity for research in psychoanalysis, rather than merely research on psychoanalysis. As Daniel Widlöcher astutely pointed out, this kind of research in psychoanalysis can only be conducted by psychoanalysts themselves, for it applies the psychoanalytic method to material gathered in the analyst’s filing cabinet—a task only an analyst can perform.

My own experience with the working parties began in 2004, in Helsinki, when I participated in Faimberg’s “listening to listening” method (1996) for group discussions. From that point onwards, I have taken on roles as presenter, moderator, and regional chair. I have witnessed, congress after congress, the growing involvement of colleagues in these activities.

As Bleger and Frisch describe in detail, Évelyne Sechaud, then President of the EPF, introduced to the Council in 2006 the project for a working party on the Specificity of Psychoanalytic Treatment Today (WP-SPTT). Its reception, as the authors aptly note, was marked by a certain degree of hostility—a “violence of origins”, as they put it. At the time, Sechaud’s presidency at the EPF overlapped with my own tenure as IPA President (2005–09), which allowed me the opportunity to collaborate with her on various institutional matters. I was able to follow her initiative closely, and I stood in complete solidarity with her creative proposal. This was a period in which the IPA was engaged in heated discussions around analytic training. By 2006, the IPA board succeeded in approving the three models currently in use, which already existed in practice. This was, on the one hand, a significant accomplishment, and on the other, as always, a fresh source of controversy.

Why do I recall these events here? First, to express my respect and admiration for Évelyne Sechaud and her generative work, which this book so vividly brings to life. Second, to underscore that our analytic work never operates in isolation from the institutions and the world in which we live, with all their attendant conflicts, controversies, violence, and indeed achievements.

In the first three chapters, Serge Frisch and Leopoldo Bleger describe the history and development of the WP-SPTT and outline the construction of its dispositif or modus operandi. They emphasise that participating in Specificity groups is a very special personal and group experience: the act of suspending judgement and allowing time for reflection—or even embracing uncertainty in a group—can in turn provoke feelings of anxiety and uncertainty in participants. And yet, participants often express that this experience is precisely the stuff of psychoanalysis.

The point is vividly illustrated in the following two chapters: Yvette Dorey’s presentation of a clinical group discussion by the Paris Group, “The Red Blanket”, and Erika Kittler’s “Gourmet psychoanalysis, or attempting to describe the work of a research group”. Both authors invite the reader to observe the dynamics between presenter, moderator, and group participants, and to witness how analytic material takes shape: through metaphors of colours and haute cuisine, the texts come alive—indeed, the texts are filled with colours, offering genuine food for both thought and feeling.

As we gather from the book, these groups are forums for clinical exchanges among analysts, and over the past twenty years various inter-analytic groups have grown significantly, constituting a territory of psychoanalysis itself and establishing a new field of inquiry within it. Inter-clinical exchanges are seen as spaces where contemporary issues in psychoanalysis can be studied independently of any notion of supervision or group dynamics. The inter-analytic groups have evolved into a kind of laboratory—both a place of research and an object of study in and of themselves.

The workings of these inter-analytic exchanges are brought to life in two chapters: “Moderating a group of analysts listening to clinical material” by Catherine Desvignes and “Specificity of the method from the presenter’s perspective” by Martine Sandor-Buthaud. Desvignes describes the distinct phases of the moderating process, focusing on its specificities and aims: to sustain associative work, point out key words, to specify the various transference spaces. She then illustrates each of these stages, drawing on the ideas of René Kaës as a foundation for her approach. Sandor-Buthaud, on the other hand, recounts her own experience as a presenter, reflecting on the thoughts, feelings, and behaviours she observed in herself during the process. She highlights several important concepts, such as gaps and isomorphism, the weaving and diffraction of thoughts, and enactment.

In their chapter, “The silent support of the tripod”, Marie-France Dispaux-Ducloux and Lila Hoïjman offer a succinct summary of the work discussed throughout the book:

The specificity of our clinical groups and our permanent research group is its methodology: it is fundamentally based on the analytic method. Free association, evenly suspended attention, and “the absence of scientific hypotheses of an academic type as the basis of the project and the absence of clearly defined purposive ideas” (Frisch et al., 2010, p. 97) allow for the emergence of new “points of urgency”, to use the terminology of Pichon-Rivière.

The authors go on to describe their own experiences, moving from the role of rapporteur to that of observer, and summarise their observations under three key headings: “From rapporteur-scribe to observer-container”, “The function of the observer: Transference effects in the group”, and “Passivity and silence”. Their points are vividly illustrated with a clinical vignette that brings the theoretical concepts to life.

In her psychoanalytic journey into the heart of a group dispositif, Fabienne Fillion offers a detailed clinical account of the movements between group participants and moderators. The reader feels the emotional atmosphere as well as the author’s own feelings and impressions throughout her interventions. Fillion describes this experiential laboratory as a setting animated by the analysts’ desire to activate their analytic listening and capacity for reflection, and to take pleasure in thinking together. She describes how her group’s experience highlighted two key aspects of this research dispositif: the analysis of the analytic setting it enables and the function of the observer’s silence.

Ronnie Shaw traces the history and characteristics of work groups that include candidate analysts, as well as groups composed solely of candidates, discussing their impact on the development of analytic identity. It is fascinating to follow these experiences and compare them to those in Latin America, where analysts-in-training (as we prefer calling them, rather than “candidates”) have participated in all working parties since they began in their regions. Shaw notes that several institutes have since incorporated these experiences into their training programmes. There is a clear discussion on diffraction, free association, the role of moderators, and the differences between mixed groups and groups exclusively reserved for candidates. This, too, underscores the generative value of the Specificity method as well as other working parties.

The next chapters explore the theoretical perspectives underlying the new field of psychoanalytic research introduced by the Specificity method.

Luc Michel discusses free association and free discourse, beginning with a scholarly dialogue with Freud and other thinkers who developed or reflected on the rule of free association. He then considers the fundamental rule within groups, proposing a broadening of the concept of group unconscious. Michel examines whether what we encounter in such settings is truly free association, or more accurately free discourse, by illustrating various forms of discourse: free-floating listening in both small and large groups, the role of associative discourse in both specificity and intervision groups. One of his ideas that seemed particularly stimulating to me was that

The group of analysts serves as a sounding board for the presenter’s narrative. In other words, they offer containers of thoughts used to think about and dream of the formless or unconscious elements of the transference–countertransference of the analyst–analysand dyad.

This in turn produces a “chain of transformations that extends from the patient to the ‘group representation of the patient’. This is a chain that formulates the formless,” whose different stages Michel describes clearly.

Diana Messina Pizzuti turns her attention to unconscious communication in inter-analytical work, drawing on the contributions of Melanie Klein, Wilfred R. Bion, and post-Bionian theorists. Beginning with observations from clinical practice and her own experience with Specificity groups, she reflects on concepts such as negative capability, reverie, projective identification, unconscious transference, and working-through. She concludes that working with groups allows us to observe directly, in an atmosphere of safety and mutual respect, the receptivity of the unconscious, its capacity for elaboration and transformation, highlighting the generative qualities of the analytic method.

Andrea Scardovi contributes two chapters, the first of which poses the question: “What do Specificity groups teach us about psychoanalytic specificity?” He begins with Freud’s concept of specificity before moving on to discuss specificity and quality, communication between intrapsychic and intersubjective elements, and the notion of “proximity” in inter-analytic practice. Scardovi then characterises Specificity groups, reflecting on their method, their relationship to clinical knowledge, and how repetition compulsion plays out in both analytic and inter-analytic contexts. He examines the diffraction of transference within Specificity groups and illustrates his points with a case study on gender diffraction. From this clinical situation, Scardovi explores the tension between specificity and a-specificity in inter-analytic work, ultimately proposing a psychoanalytic understanding of specificity and concluding with what he calls an “intimate equivalence”.

In his second contribution, Andrea Scardovi develops an intriguing hypothesis under the title of “The group as infant of the primal: Grasping, pointing, free-associating in Specificity groups practice”. Drawing from Giambattista Vico’s La Scienza Nuova on the origins of humanity, Scardovi reflects on Bion’s thoughts on our ancient past and the problem of diffraction. He explores the gap between theory and practice as an intrapsychic issue, eventually leading to his hypothesis that the group functions like an infant, illustrated through clinical material presented in a Specificity group. Scardovi then conceptualises the group as a “temporary scientific community”, using another clinical fragment to demonstrate the act of “pointing”. He examines the processes of grasping, pointing, and free association as “pro-social practices”, linking them to the analytic concept of “inter-reach”. Scardovi suggests that inter-analytic practices enable the various parts of our complex psychoanalytic community to reach out to one another, fostering an ability to tolerate the diversity of languages, and of theoretical idioms, present in the field.

In his chapter entitled “The clinical narrative in the working party on specificity”, Bleger traces the evolution of how clinical material has been presented and reflects on the challenges—both cultural and analytical—that have arisen over time. After documenting numerous hurdles, Bleger outlines the specific instructions that were developed and shared with presenters, carefully explaining the rationale behind them. He concludes by noting that the questions surrounding the clinical presentation of a session or process open up a vast field of research. These issues, with all their complexities and uncertainties, are themselves subjects for further elaboration.

In their conclusions and presentation of results, Bleger and Frisch offer epistemological reflections on the method itself and its evolution, underscoring the significance of the working parties, as well as on certain seminal insights from Freud that underpin the specificity of analytic treatment. They focus on three key aspects of their research: the processes of decondensation and diffraction, the acting force, and reduplication, each examined in detail. They also discuss the role of the analyst within the group, giving particular attention to clinical inter-analytic exchanges as a newly emerging field of psychoanalytic research. After exploring various aspects, difficulties, and challenges, Frisch and Bleger, true to the spirit of their analytic inquiry, conclude with two provocative questions that encapsulate both their hypothesis and one of the book’s most notable achievements:

To what extent can we systematically and “scientifically” study the work of analysts with one another, not merely as an organisational issue but as a territory of psychoanalysis itself? Could we not assert that inter-analytic exchange, especially clinical inter-analytic exchange, which has significantly expanded over the past twenty years, constitutes a new field of psychoanalytic investigation?

The book concludes with an elegantly composed postscript by Sechaud, where she reflects on the history and circumstances surrounding the creation of the Specificity of Psychoanalytic Treatment Today working party. Sechaud emphasises that, despite the multitude of theories that have developed since Freud, the analytic method remains the single unifying thread among all analysts. This method involves the patient’s free association and the analyst’s evenly suspended attention, which enables the analyst’s thoughts to move freely through the representations evoked by the patient’s discourse, linking the present with the repressed, whether from the recent or distant past. As with all sciences, it is the method that defines psychoanalysis as a distinct field. Sechaud stresses the crucial roles of transformation, condensation, repression, displacement, metaphor, and transference, arguing that the chapters in this book paint a vivid and convincing picture of the specific characteristics of analytic work in Specificity groups. The book offers valuable insights into the clinical and theoretical dimensions of this approach, contributing to a deeper understanding of this particular modality of group psychoanalytic work.

In conclusion, Specificities of Psychoanalytic Treatment: Birth of a Method stands as a remarkable achievement by all its authors and a testament to the ongoing vitality and creativity of psychoanalysis and its practitioners. Reading this book, and experiencing the emotions and thoughts evoked by this two-decade-long work in progress, I can only hope that many other readers, analysts and non-analysts alike, will derive the same pleasure as I have.

   




Introduction

The starting point of our work was a research programme within the European Psychoanalytical Federation (EPF), which more than fifteen years ago offered the opportunity to create clinical research groups, known as working parties (WP).

Research and the scientific dimension of psychoanalysis, discussed in the first part of this book, continue to be animated by lively and engaging debates, marked by agreements and disagreements, by various conceptions and indeed convictions. The creation of the WPs has renewed these discussions while also highlighting a dominant position that sought to identify and establish what would be considered “true psychoanalysis” and, possibly, to impose it upon the various psychoanalytic schools. For many, this was done in an effort to show academic circles that psychoanalysis was following their models, relying on evaluation scales drawn from disciplines other than psychoanalysis—thus becoming a form of research on psychoanalysis rather than in psychoanalysis—and in doing so, they hoped to be able to respond in kind to questions about the effectiveness of psychoanalytic therapy.

In our WP titled “The Specificity of Psychoanalytic Treatment Today,” established in 2007, the second option—research in psychoanalysis—prevailed. We quickly (re)turned to the question of the method and its rule of free association. While the unconscious is “effective” in the daily clinical practice of psychoanalysts, it must be continually and tirelessly tested and re-examined. For some of us, this has a strong political dimension, as it relates to the relationship between psychoanalysis and the socius, including both governmental and educational institutions. If we do not resist (even slightly) the social, economic, and political pressures, the space opened up by psychoanalysis may collapse. This is not a space that exists per se; it must be opened, unfurled each time anew. We see this with analytic institutions themselves, which tend to pay too much heed to these pressures. In retrospect, we may say that this is one of the major points of contention in our field: the relationship of psychoanalysts and their institutions with the world around them, whether in scientific, political, or economic terms.

The title of this book reflects a modification of the WP’s original name—“The Specificity of Psychoanalytic Treatment Today”—to Specificities of Psychoanalytic Treatment. This shift reflects one of the outcomes of our journey: a movement from an ambitious and perhaps unrealistic or unachievable project towards an opening onto multiple paths, despite their dizzying scope, vast variety, and elusive ensemble. In doing so, we are articulating one of the specificities of psychoanalysis, by deferring the path towards the specificity.

Gradually, the main objective became to reveal in vivo within clinical groups what analytic listening to patients stirs psychically in the analyst. How do analysts receive, feel, and internally process the discourse (and sometimes the actions) of their patients?

Within a WP, for a day and a half, around fifteen analysts from diverse backgrounds freely associate around the clinical material from three sessions presented by a colleague, who remains silent until the final meeting. With the addition of two moderators and one silent observer-rapporteur, this essentially forms the structure of the Specificity method—a method that extends that of the analytic treatment. For how else could the unconscious play its hand?

Inter-analytic exchange involves speaking aloud what comes to mind while listening to the clinical material of a patient. Listening and gathering the voices of a group functioning associatively generally allow for patterns, figures, and enigmas to emerge, reflecting the intrapsychic activity of the psychoanalysts at work. It often happens that the group, unknowingly, repeats a central issue or even several issues present in the material being analysed. Just like the psychic material of an analytic treatment, the experience of exchanges between analysts awakens fantasies and transferential movements, some of which carry violence. All of these movements that may arise need to be contained and worked through.

The general framework is set by a European research group—the Paris Group—comprising around fifteen members (including one North American colleague) who meet biannually for a day and a half. The group organises clinical working parties (WP) once a year during the EPF Congress, where members gather for three half-days around the presentation of clinical material from an analysis. A report, written by the observer, is revisited by the Paris Group and worked on through free association. A summary of each session is transcribed by three of its members. A subgroup is dedicated to the systematic reading of the reports, meeting monthly and producing summaries and various writings.

This long-term effort, which initially relied on the fundamental rule of free association as its guiding principle, has produced a dispositif for the WPs. This structure, first established tentatively, has been regularly tested, rethought, and reshaped in its various components, forming a study that constitutes a research project in itself. While this dispositif doesn’t offer absolute certainty, after fifteen years of experience, it has proved its effectiveness. It has now become recognised within the EPF and the IPA as the model for a method with its own distinct identity: that of “Specificity”. As readers will see, this name has its reasons.

This ongoing research has generated a valuable body of clinical and clinico-theoretical material—so extensive that it is not fully exploitable, much like the material of a long-term analysis, or even any analysis. We have numerous written records of various kinds: several publications, WP reports, minutes of all meetings, individual texts (freely written or focused on a theme or question), reflections from group participants, analyst-presenters, moderators, and so on.

The desire to move towards secondary elaboration and written transmission emerged early, giving members the opportunity to publish in the journal of their choice, which some of us did. A project to publish a complete book constructed by two or three members—ensuring a certain uniformity or coherence—was initiated but had to be paused due to the many responsibilities of the authors. Left unfinished and dormant for several years, it nonetheless served as the foundation for a new effort.

The Paris Group then shifted towards the current format, proposing a different approach that could be characterised as “polyphonic”, where each member was invited to choose a topic of interest and thus find their own voice (and path) for their contribution. These contributions were each reviewed by two designated coordinators from the Paris Group. While the contributions began from a shared synopsis, they inevitably diverged, and it was they, in retrospect, that determined the book’s structure, which naturally emerged: the presentation and history of the Specificity method, various perspectives on the functioning of the clinical groups, theoretical and clinical developments, and finally, an overview of the outcomes and results of the Specificity enterprise as a whole, with no claim to exhaustiveness.

Thus, elements of an entire field of investigation unfold, presented in small strokes, like a mosaic—always partial, remaining unfinished and open, much like the ongoing movement that has driven us.

   


Part I

Presentation of the “Specificity” method—Psychoanalysts at work





Chapter 1

The working party on the “specificity of psychoanalytic treatment today”

Serge Frisch and Leopoldo Bleger

True to its scientific vocation, the European Psychoanalytical Federation (EPF) created, between 2001 and 2006, five research groups called working parties (WPs) meant to deal with what some consider a crisis in the field of psychoanalysis.

The project aimed to promote research in three areas: training, clinical practice, and theory. Under the presidency of David Tuckett (2000–04), the WP on the Comparison of Clinical Methods (WP-CCM) and the WP on Education (WP-E) were established in 2001. The WP for Initiating Psychoanalysis (WP-IP) was created in 2005. We should also mention the WP on Theoretical Questions and the WP on Interface (Outreach).

Under the presidency of Évelyne Sechaud, the WP on the Specificity of Psychoanalytic Treatment Today (WP-SPTT) was initiated in 2006. It is one of the long-term research groups that propose a particular working modality in small clinical groups during congresses. Clinical exchanges, especially on an international basis, represent an important and fruitful endeavour of current day psychoanalysis. As a research group, WP-SPTT aims to define and develop the main parameters at work in psychoanalytic treatment as it is practised today, in view of the diversity of theories and clinical approaches developed over the years.

The goal is to experiment with a research method appropriate to the psychoanalytic cure, hypothesising that it would be able to elucidate also the processes initiated within the psychoanalyst’s inner life when treating and transforming the patient’s psychic material. The system generated by such a working method allows us to identify certain elements that are specific to the course of a psychoanalytic cure, as well as to serve as a basic “tool” for investigating and assessing the evolution of a cure and its effects.

We gradually realised that our working method aligned with the perspectives of Johan Norman and Björn Salomonsson (2005), as well as Jean-Luc Donnet (1995, 2005a, 2007). Our method is based on an analogy between the analytic session and its narration within a group that reacts to listening, and that it “treats” both the analyst’s countertransference and unknown aspects of patients’ transference. We begin with the discussion of clinical material presented by a psychoanalyst to try to analyse the processes underlying the inter-analytic exchanges in our clinical groups, which then become the core of our research.

The title “Specificity of Psychoanalytic Treatment Today” emerged from a discussion between Évelyne Sechaud, president of the EPF, and Daniel Widlöcher, president of the International Psychoanalytical Association (IPA) at the time. This discussion raised several questions about the overall situation of the analytic community, the current cultural situation, and the specificity of psychoanalysis.

But why this title? “Specificity” is not a metapsychological term. According to the Historical Dictionary of the French Language (Alain Rey (ed.), 1992), it derives from the word “special”, which applies to what constitutes a species, a class of things—as opposed to what is “general”—and qualifies what presents particular characteristics in its category.

Combining “specificity” and “today” might, at first glance, cause confusion. If specificity is what “presents an original and exclusive characteristic” (TLFi),1 then the specificity of psychoanalysis should not vary according to circumstances, history, geographical location, or be tied to a temporal condition (L. Bleger, 2009). However, the “today” in the title contradicts the idea that the specificity of psychoanalysis is immutable. The goal is to reflect on and think about it in connection with what is being done as “psychoanalytic treatment” today.

It is indeed about psychoanalysis “in its time”, as it develops in response to the challenges and questions imposed by current conditions. It is not about advocating modifications to psychoanalysis based on today’s social pressures and cultural difficulties, but rather about closely following the way psychoanalysis evolves while remaining specific.

“Psychoanalytic treatment today” also includes the aspect of transference, which now actualises and can be treated. This refers to something that occurred elsewhere in time and space, was previously repressed, but left traces that can be detected in the here and now.

The title thus contains both a contradiction and a complementarity. The contradiction, however, delineates a terrain, a field, and opens up new, pertinent questions.

“Today” also evokes the current multicultural situation of psychoanalysis, aspects of which can also emerge during an analytic session. This is a very active aspect in our clinical groups, where each participant brings elements from their own analytic culture. This cultural diversity emerges and contributes to what will be actualised in the material of the Specificity groups.

The term “treatment” refers to the unique way in which psychoanalysis “treats” those who come to it with one form of request or another. But it also refers to the way an analyst “treats” all the elements of the material presented to him, starting with their own psychic experiences and their countertransference. While this characteristic has always been present in psychoanalysis, the focus on how the analyst transforms their own psychic experiences is certainly more sustained and acute today than in the past. Specificity, ultimately, would be a way of thinking about the analyst’s situation in the current world: the impact and intensity of what he has to treat and how he does it.

The term “treatment” can be understood in its primary curative sense, relating to the psychotherapy/psychoanalysis distinction. However, the “result” of the analytic process is evaluated based on the characteristics of psychic productivity, particularly the productivity of transference (Kahn, 2001). The word “treatment” also means process, change, evolution, and transformation of psychic material. This second sense has become increasingly important in our work compared to the curative sense. The transformation comes from the psychic work of the analyst.

The question of treatment appeared very early in Sigmund Freud’s work. In a text from 1890, Freud noted that it was no longer so much about treating psychic disorders but rather about the power of treating that which is psychical, or the psychical treatment itself. This is also the title of the text, in which Freud wrote that words are the essential tool of psychical treatment. This is a true epistemological revolution.

Similarly, the notion of “work” occupies a central place in Freud’s elaboration: among others, psychic work, mourning work, dream work, and working-through (Durcharbeitung, where the word Arbeit is heard). Since then, it has been present in the conceptual and clinical development of many psychoanalytic currents. Examples include Wilfred R. Bion with his notion of “transformation” or, in French psychoanalysis, the essential place of working-through in the analytic cure. It is no coincidence that Enrique Pichon-Rivière (1960, p. 67; 1970b, p. 53) called his groups “operative”, with the idea of work being implicit.

Through its methodology and questions, our WP is situated in this perspective that aims to interrogate how “the psychic” treats and transforms feelings, perceptions, and thoughts.

The current dispositif2

Clinical groups

During various conferences, notably those of the EPF, FEPAL,3 and IPA, several small clinical groups are organised, and participants register for these groups in advance. Upon receiving the registration, the organisers contact the participant via email to inform them that their registration is confirmed and that they will be participating in a Specificity group. In this email, participants are asked to arrive on time because latecomers will not be admitted, and they are also informed that they are committing to participate in the group for its entire duration, which is three half-days.

The moderators, presenters, and rapporteurs meet early in the morning for a final round of exchanges, to receive the latest information from the Specificity coordinators, and to review the guidelines. A detailed list of guidelines has been developed to achieve a certain consensus among the moderators. These guidelines address the relationships between moderators, observers, and the presenter, as well as their way of working together during breaks. They also cover more technical aspects of setting up the meeting room and presenting all the group’s participants and contributors.

Then, everyone gathers in a plenary session before setting out to work in small groups. Each group consists of four colleagues on the “organisational side”, and between twelve and fifteen participants, averaging about eighteen people per group. With five clinical groups in operation, this totals ninety people!

During this plenary welcome meeting, the Specificity chair explains the working methods to the participants and informs them of the general guidelines. Participants thus have the opportunity to meet the WP coordinators and ask questions to clarify any aspects that are unclear to them. It is also the moment to emphasise the confidentiality of the clinical material presented as well as the discretion necessary for this type of group work. This common moment is very important as it bonds the participants into a large group for the coming two days. This plenary session establishes a shared group identity for all, both contributors and participants.

Following this initial plenary meeting, the participants join the small group to which they have been assigned. There, they meet the other participants as well as the two moderators, the presenter, and the rapporteur/observer. Whenever possible, the moderators are a man and a woman in order to broaden the field of identifications for the group participants with either moderator. Similarly, the clinical material induces fluctuating identifications with the representations of the internal parents of the patient being presented.

The moderators, who will have previously arranged the chairs in a circle, suggest that all participants introduce themselves. They then provide a number of pieces of information and rules that are outlined in the list of guidelines. They emphasise the confidentiality of the material and discussions and indicate the time frame for the sessions, including breaks. They remind everyone that the presenter will present the clinical material from several sessions without any elements of the patient’s history or the history of the analysis. Participants are encouraged to listen to the material with evenly suspended attention and to intervene/associate as freely as possible as regards the presented clinical material.

The presenter remains silent and does not answer any questions while the group members associate on what he has heard, felt, thought, or on what other participants are saying. The presenter is also asked not to talk about his patient with the participants during the breaks. The presenter will have the opportunity to speak when invited by the moderators, usually during the final session. The moderators will emphasise that this is an inter-analytic session and not supervision. They will also inform the participants that the WP serves two purposes: a clinical purpose (the work within this group) and a research purpose, analysed retrospectively within a research group. It is therefore necessary to record the sessions, and participants are asked if they agree to this.

This statement of rules serves as an initial containing element. These rules are equivalent to the fundamental rule, which mobilises resistances against the traumatic formations that emerge both in the group’s present moment and in each individual’s history.

On the evening of the second day, after the work in small groups (six sessions of one and a half hours each), a closing plenary session takes place. During this session, all participants can share their experiences, emotions, satisfactions, unmet expectations, and any lingering questions with the larger group. This final plenary session both literally and symbolically concludes the activities of the clinical group and the Specificity activities at this congress.

The groups are recorded, with the recording being the responsibility of the group moderators, who then pass it on to the Specificity coordinators. This recording, which is entirely confidential, is used for research purposes. It is important to inform participants that the groups at the congresses are exclusively clinical groups and that the research work is then carried out by other psychoanalysts at a different time and in a different space. Without these explanations, certain concerns arise during the clinical groups: “Where does the research fit in to the here and now of our small clinical group? Should we consider what is specific to psychoanalysis? Should we conduct research?” It is therefore useful to clarify these different stages from the start of group work. These concerns, which were very present at the beginning of the research, have diminished over the years since organising clinical groups at various pre-congresses of the EPF, as well as others organised by the IPA, has become a common practice.

The organisers pay particular attention to the composition of the groups. Whenever possible, we avoid having too many analysts from the same society in the same small group. We believe that the multicultural and analytical diversity of the group participants is enriching for all.

Given the varying levels of English proficiency and accents among group participants, it was decided that all participants should receive a copy of the clinical presentation at the beginning of the day. This way, they can read the session simultaneously as it is presented orally by the presenter. The copies of the clinical material are returned to the presenter after the day’s work and redistributed the next morning, then collected again by the presenter when the group concludes its work.

We have questioned this aspect of the dispositif: would it not be more analytical not to provide the written text to the participants, allowing them to confront what they sometimes understand intuitively from the presentation, much like in psychoanalysis where the analyst often does not fully understand everything the patient is saying? The question remains open.

Once the dispositif is established, this work is characterised by the minimal instructions given to the participants: they are simply asked to listen to the presented clinical material with evenly suspended attention and to associate as freely as possible, saying whatever comes to mind. This clearly evokes the fundamental rule and allows certain associations and thoughts to slowly make their way through, usually through an initial expression characterised by confusion and fumbling. The moderators do not interrupt these “weaving thoughts”, to use the beautiful expression of Norman and Salomonsson (2005). Introducing a secondary or rationalising process aimed at reflecting on the group’s work or analysing the process of the presented clinical material is out of the question. The work is done “live”, just like in an analytic session.

One participant described the fruits of this dispositif very well, emphasising that the absence of anamnestic elements made her feel free to better focus on what might occur between patient and analyst. She felt that this allowed her more easily to consider herself as an analytical instrument, and therefore more capable of grasping the emotions emanating from the session, both verbally and infra-verbally.

Some participants shared that they had never been in a group where they could express themselves so freely among analysts. This freedom of expression reminded them of what they had experienced in their own psychoanalyses.

According to Yvette Dorey, listening to the reading of a session triggers, unbeknown to the participants, a reproduction of what occurred during the session itself. Rather than working on the situation directly, the participants work on the displacement of the situation to another, which takes on the value of a “replica”. She clarifies that this is not an “exact copy, nor a duplication, but rather the staging of ongoing issues in a given therapy”, including processes specific to the work of the analyst. For her, this hypothesis “allows for circumventing the methodological problems posed today by research and evaluation in psychoanalysis [...]” and a bit further on she writes: “The repartee and the analyst-participant replicas act as a resonance chamber; they perform a work of transformations and displacements, working on the ‘craft of transference’,” seeking “to assess its ‘state’ and what it conveys, discovering and rediscovering the succession of ‘replicas’, ‘shifts’, and ‘remnants’ that escape articulation.” Dorey continues by writing: “It is a succession within the presented analysis, but also within the very presentation of the analysis sequence, or even in the movements of the group,” or the writing of this experience (Y. Dorey, 2009, p. 84).

The Paris Group

The research group is composed of about fifteen people from seven or eight different countries, called the Paris Group because it usually meets in Paris. This group, which somewhat embodies the institution (J. Bleger, 1967, 1970), meets on average three times a year to work on clinical group reports, rethink the dispositif, prepare the next congress, and even discuss major political shifts.

The amount of work to be done during the Paris Group meetings does not leave enough time to discuss in detail the various reports from the clinical groups. A small subgroup, called the Report Reading Group, meets on average every six weeks to thoroughly review the reports. If necessary, small groups will meet to address specific questions.

The composition of the Paris Group members has evolved significantly as the project became clearer and the methodology more precise. Some colleagues ended their participation due to other commitments, and some left in disagreement with the direction taken.

With few exceptions, the members of the Paris Group have all been participants, presenters, or rapporteurs at some point. When the Paris Group discusses the work of clinical groups from various congresses, members who took part in that clinical group remain silent and share their associations only at the end of the discussion.

The research group quickly found itself needing to work on and refine the methodology of the clinical groups. We now realise that we have developed not only a method for working within the clinical groups but also a way of working together within the research group.

Our decision to work as analytically as possible led to two guiding ideas: the first was instructing participants to associate as freely as possible with the clinical material presented to them, and the second was being attentive to what the group exchanges induced. In this way, we created a dispositif with the establishment of a fundamental rule—inter-analytic free association—which induces a very specific process.

The research group works on the reports of the working groups using the same method described above: during our work together, we employ suspended listening and free association, and afterwards a colleague writes a report. We deliberately avoid an initial phase of defining the content of the meeting, as academic researchers might. The risk of that approach is that it could freeze the material at a given moment, neglecting the transferential dimension.

After much trial and error, we realised that the best way to work on the clinic of the groups was when the rapporteur (observer), an experienced analyst, wrote a report of about twenty pages following the thread of the group’s discussion. This is a new, après-coup work that, like the group itself, transforms the material of the presented analysis and what the group has made of this material. It is on this report material that the research group works.

Currently, the procedure is as follows: we read the presented analysis session as a group, then we read the group’s work on that session as presented by the rapporteur.

We thus have a succession of après-coups:

•First, there are the analyst’s notes, an après-coup of the session

•Then, the work in the clinical group during the congresses

•Then, the rapporteur’s work

•Then, the work in the research group

•Then, the synthesis of the research group’s work

•Then, the in-depth reading work in the reading group

•And finally, the writing work done by each participant.

It may seem surprising that at each stage we were astonished to find that the material revealed new paths, new openings, new discoveries. This is less surprising if we consider that each of these different groups or moments is always a new place where the unconscious plays its part; one could say it is also “a producer of unconscious”. The clinical material thus remains alive and not reified, just as in a psychoanalysis where a story told for the tenth time is different each time. Repetition has its advantages, especially when it is a spiral movement that passes through the same place but at a different level.

It is indeed the work of unconscious repetition, presenting itself in a similar form to the previous one, in a new form (but related to the same material), or indeed as an acting out. We will return to this question at length, as it is at the heart of our research.

The organisation and work of the research group over a weekend have gradually become structured. The day begins on Saturday with an update from the chair, who informs the members about developments at the EPF or IPA that specifically concern the various WPs and particularly the WP of Specificity. This is also an opportunity to inform all members about the work done in small groups since the last meeting. This briefing is essential to ensure that all members have the same information as the Specificity coordinators, preventing the formation of two categories of members—those who are informed and those who might feel left out. This update is also necessary for everyone to be able to contribute to the discussion.

After this initial briefing, the rest of Saturday is dedicated to working on the clinical groups that took place during the congresses.

On Sunday, the group focuses on more theoretical questions or issues related to writing projects. These topics are introduced over about ten minutes by two members who may have differing perspectives on the theme or approach it from different angles; for example, discussing various conceptions of group work. This approach allows the group to be immediately confronted with the important questions that arise regarding the subjects under discussion.

The way in which the weekend is organised aims to devote as much time as possible to research work. The chair and co-chair (we change the chair every four years as recommended by the EPF) bear the heavy responsibility of organising the clinical groups during the congresses as well as the weekend work for the Paris Group. Those who have taken on administrative tasks in their society know what this entails. Among other things, it includes contacting new presenters, managing registrations, organising the groups, arranging the rooms, overseeing group assignments, finding rapporteurs, etc. It is a very interesting task but involves a lot of work. Specificity is a small institution in and of itself.

The Report Reading Group

Once the Paris Group had refined the method, we focused extensively on certain aspects of our research, starting with the role of the moderators. The method of working on the reports proved to be fruitful, as evidenced by the texts that readers can find in our book and other publications.

During the meetings of the Paris Group, much time was devoted to administrative aspects: reviewing the groups from the last congress, preparing for the next congress, discussing the composition of moderator pairs, finding rapporteurs, etc. Consequently, the need to create another venue to review and discuss the reports more thoroughly became apparent and, eventually, imperative. This new group was called the Report Reading Group, whose first meeting was held in January 2012. The idea was to systematically discuss all the reports from the clinical groups organised during the EPF congresses since their inception. While in the Paris Group, a single report—or more often a part of a report—would be chosen, in this new group, the aim was not to pick the one that, for one reason or another, particularly caught our attention or that highlighted a specific aspect we wanted to address.

The group met every six to seven weeks, also in Paris, where a significant number of WP members resided. Although this group was open to everyone, only a portion of the Paris Group chose to participate. The reasons were mainly practical (distance from Paris), so those who participated were primarily residents of Paris, along with colleagues from Belgium, Germany, and Luxembourg, representing seven to eight people, or less than half of the WP members.

The guideline was to read the presented clinical material and the clinical group report before the meeting; this was in contrast to the Paris Group, where a part of a report and the corresponding session are read during the meeting. This difference in approach produced clearly different results. The work of the Report Reading Group took on a more secondary nature.

We discussed all the reports presented since the launch of WPs in the Barcelona EPF congress of 2007, where we had organised five clinical groups. The following year, in Vienna, we had eight groups, and in 2009, in Brussels, seven groups.

From the outset, we were confronted with the very differing styles of the reports. This was understandable, as initially, we did not have a clear idea of our approach, and the instructions given to the rapporteurs were quite vague. Some reports were almost verbatim copies of the clinical group’s work based on the recording; another, much shorter report captured the group’s movement well but did not provide enough elements to form a clear picture of its work; while others attempted to trace the group’s movements in relation to the presented material.

We felt disappointed in terms of our expectations, although it was difficult for us to spell them out! From the start, we had to overcome a number of prejudices. Or rather, we had to ensure that our prejudices did not prevent us from reading and working with the material. In other words, we needed to consider that the report, as it was, provided us with enough substance to allow for elaboration. The material was what it was, just as we accept patients as they are. The same applied to the clinical material itself: we had to put aside any value judgements. For example, the typical “this is not analysis” or “the analyst should have interpreted this or that”. In reality, overcoming or elaborating on our prejudices is required each time we meet. It is an endless task.

The creation of a subgroup was not without consequences; it was perceived as a “fractional” activity, as it used to be called. This introduced an asymmetry, leading to a power fantasy. This resonates also with the history of the WPs, where each initiative came with a perceived threatening aspect. This is probably the price to pay when creating any new dispositif or making changes in the organisation of a group, such as a psychoanalytic society. However, it also demonstrated not only the investment of each member in the WP but also the commitment to conducting intensive research with colleagues from all corners of Europe.

“Not judging” or “not rushing to judgement”, our attitude towards the presented clinical material, the group’s work, or the quality of the report, also applies in the Paris Group. We have all experienced this, and yet we continually need to acknowledge the narcissism that comes into play within each of us during group work. And here, “narcissism” is certainly not a pejorative term.





1Translator’s note: This definition is translated from the French. The Oxford English Dictionary defines specificity as “1. The quality or fact of being specific in operation or effect.”

2In a previous article we have translated the French word dispositif as modus operandi. It could be also be translated as device. We have decided here to leave the French word dispositif. In this chapter the term dispositif refers to the practical arrangements and procedures that are characteristic of the Specificity Research Group. See Serge Frisch, Martine Sandor-Buthaud, and the Paris Research Group, “The specificity of psychoanalytic treatment today”, in New Tools for Psychoanalysis: Clinical Investigation and Psychoanalytic Training in the Working Parties, Routledge, London, 2024, pp. 61–89.

3Federación Psicoanalítica de América Latina or Psychoanalytic Federation of Latin America (whose official languages are Spanish and Portuguese).
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