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ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Donald Meltzer (1923–2004) was born in New York and studied medicine at Yale. After practising as a psychiatrist specialising in children and families, he moved to England to have analysis with Melanie Klein in the 1950s, and for some years was a training analyst with the British Society. He worked with both adults and children, and was innovative in the treatment of autistic children; in the treatment of children he worked closely with Esther Bick and Martha Harris whom he later married. He taught child psychiatry and psychoanalytic history at the Tavistock Clinic. He also took a special scholarly interest in art and aesthetics, based on a lifelong love of art. Meltzer taught widely and regularly in many countries, in Europe, Scandinavia, and North and South America, and his books have been published in many languages and continue to be increasingly influential in the teaching of psychoanalysis.


His first book, The Psychoanalytical Process, was published by Heinemann in 1967 and was received with some suspicion (like all his books) by the psychoanalytic establishment. Subsequent books were published by Clunie Press for the Roland Harris Educational Trust which he set up together with Martha Harris (now the Harris Meltzer Trust). The Process was followed by Sexual States of Mind in 1973, Explorations in Autism in 1975 (with contributions from John Bremner, Shirley Hoxter, Doreen Weddell and Isca Wittenberg); The Kleinian Development in 1978 (his lectures on Freud, Klein and Bion given to students at the Tavistock); Dream Life in 1984; The Apprehension of Beauty in 1988 (with Meg Harris Williams); and The Claustrum in 1992. The Educational Role of the Family: A Psychoanalytical Model (commissioned for the OECD with Martha Harris) and first published in French in 1976; a new English edition was published in 2013. As a result of his worldwide teaching several compilations exist of his supervision seminars, including Meltzer in Barcelona (2002), Meltzer in Venice (2016), Meltzer in Sao Paulo (2017), and Meltzer in Paris (2017). Other accounts by some who use his work in their own teaching practice are in Teaching Meltzer (2015). An introductory selection from his writings may be found in A Meltzer Reader (2012) and sample papers on the HMT website www.harris-meltzer-trust.org.uk.











FOREWORD


This book, derived like those on Freud and Klein from lectures to students, is the first serious attempt at a chronological overview of Bion's oeuvre in terms of both a philosophical quest and a model of the mind intended for use in the psychoanalytic consulting-room. Unlike many subsequent more apostolic accounts of Bion's ideas it is absorbing and even entertaining provided you have done your homework and are prepared for a roller-coaster ride through the incomprehensible (if not the ‘void and formless infinite’). Meltzer is always conscious of his student audience and tackles the inevitable frustrations entailed in reading Bion by evoking a series of identifications: not only is he a student himself but so also is Bion in his attempt to discover the workings of his own mind without being deflected by its complexities. For Bion was the first to admit – not that he did not know what he was talking about – but that what he ‘knew’ with one part of himself he did not know with another, and in particular, could not express (‘publish’) since he did not have sufficient artistic equipment.


Meltzer says his account is ‘not so much an exposition of Bion's ultimate thought as a record of his thinking and a document of his method of thought’: nonetheless he does also build a picture of this ‘thought’ and the areas of the psyche which it begins to map for us. He wryly jokes how, when the ‘Bion wolf’ is at the door of one's intellectual house of twigs, battering at the status quo, and finally something appears to take shape and become understood, there arises a temptation to become ‘a bit of a wolf oneself’ in the face of other people's ‘twiggy conceptions’, resulting in the bad habit of ‘speaking Bionese’. Instead, throughout, he tries through example to guide the reader away from projective identification and towards introjective identification – to establish through personal transparency how Bion, or some of his aspects, can link up with one's own learning from experience and illuminate its meaning in the way of his diamond-cutting analogy, sending a reciprocal shaft of light.


The lectures therefore are presented in the form of a personal investigation, conducted with quizzical self-analytic humour that is a match for Bion's own, as it were from the vertex of a younger sibling, part exasperated, part mystified and part full of admiration. ‘What is this modern-day psychoanalytical Leonardo up to? What is Bion, the phenomenon, about?’ What is this ‘flying machine’ he has created (in Learning from Experience) from ‘bits of alpha-function’ on the lines of this Kleinian baby's illusion that it can fly straight up to the breast (O) – the ‘air-foil of learning theory’? OK, he only got ‘off the ground’ for a few scintillating seconds but then attempted another impossible ambition, in Elements, to astrologically map the predicted pathways of the world of thought and its three-dimensional linkages; followed by (Transformations) ‘the navigational instruments for steering his little flying machine amongst the stars once a suitable propulsive force could be devised.’ The Meltzerian metaphor is reminiscent of the childhood incident Bion relates of trying to launch a homemade aeroplane from the roof of a friend's house, which made him incoherently aware of his distance from his mother – his ‘conceptual base’ as Money-Kyrle would put it.


The baby-reader is understandably liable to blame the Bion-mother for his obscurities and indeed, inevitable failures. Meltzer tries to encourage the reader's negative capability, warning that our defensive reaction to the ‘new idea’ (whether this be embodied in Bion or in any other form) is likely to be one or all of three types: the mocker who caricatures Bion's ‘beam of darkness’; the comfort-lover who knows it all anyway and puts his dozing off (just like Bion) down to ‘deep contact with my patient's unconscious’; and the establishment heretic-hunter who selectively splits Bion's earlier work from its later continuation, as a means of ‘loading with honours and sinking without trace’. All these pseudo-mature attitudes result in orthodoxies that are, in the Bionian sense, lies. Instead, both here and in other writings, Meltzer's procedure is to demonstrate how Bion has been ‘making his way into my consulting room’ and linking up with his own learning from experience.


His intellectual grasp of Bion's struggle to ensnare and formulate the wild thoughts flying about in his [psychic ambience/penumbra of his consciousness] is formidable, and owes much to his own parallel philosophical interests; but above all to his awe regarding the nature of psychoanalytic observation. The ‘power of observation, inward and outward, is the fountainhead of Bion's originality’, and alpha-function (the capacity to form symbols of emotional experience) ‘does not operate on the experience but on its perception’ – which includes sleeping and unconscious perception, consciousness being interpreted as an ‘organ for the perception of psychic qualities’ (picking up a definition of Freud) which is turned outward in the day and inward at night. In order to play the ‘psychoanalytic game’ you must ‘first make a psychoanalytical observation’ – this is the crux of the matter, but Bion's view of its capturability is modified.


For at a certain point, in Meltzer's view, Bion bids a ‘somewhat sad farewell to a dream of precise formulation, psychoanalytic games, rules for the practice of psychoanalysis’ and surrenders himself to the uncertainties of the ‘aesthetic’ experience through which man can approach nearest to the truth. However the earlier flying attempts are not without fruit. They begin to find mountain-tops to land on in the later work, beginning with Attention and Interpretation, despite the fact that (Meltzer points out) to add to the frustration the markers provided by titles in this and other places are often not explained or even mentioned in the texts. Here Bion finally manages to ‘weld together’ the artistic and the scientific qualities of psychoanalysis. Throughout, Bion has been concerned ‘not with evolving psychoanalytic theories but with theories about psychoanalysis as a thing-in-itself’, and in a sense, redefining this very new humanistic mode of investigation on Platonic lines. Meltzer summarises the new viewpoint:


Psychoanalysis is a method for studying the interaction of these two organizations (truth and lies) through the medium of the transference and countertransference, which can reveal the methods by which the mental pain involved in facing the truth is either modified or evaded, mainly through attacks on the linking which the growth of thought creates.


But the problem of distinguishing between the evasion of pain and its modification requires reality testing, which in essence is the differentiation between truth and lies, understanding and mis-understanding. This is done by correlating the understanding derived from more than one vertex as well as by using the new thought as a pre-conception whose realization may be evaluated. (p. 98)


Unlike the splitters, Meltzer stresses the ‘internal integrity of Bion's life work’, evidenced in his return to the early work with groups in a way which brings this extra-Kleinian field into psychoanalytic focus as the internal group, thereby expanding the internal-family model into new realms of emotional conflict and psychopathology deriving from the nature of man as a herd animal. In the light of the mind's expanded cast of dramatis personae – functions not just family members or instincts – Bion also indicates a new range of ways in which the mind can attack itself and return to proto-mental life, including condition of ‘mindlessness’ (absent symbol-formation) which Meltzer takes to be one of his most important insights, one that offers the possibility of understanding such things as autism.


Bion, in his Memoir, lamented how rare it was to come by ‘austere criticism’ as distinct from ‘complacent hostility’ or its counterpart ‘fantastic admiration’. In presenting this pioneering work of austere criticism, Meltzer did not expect either students or colleagues to ‘agree’ with his reading; he did perhaps hope that they might follow his example that is geared at introjectively identifying, that is, incorporating Bion into one of a personal pantheon of internal teaching objects. He has not, he admits, taken to playing psychoanalytic games with the Grid in the evenings instead of watching television; but nonetheless Bion's mode of exploration has filtered into his psychoanalytic practice and the ‘new idea’ has changed it for ever. Perhaps the most effective way to maintain an attitude of learning-from-Bion is to remember that he considered thinking to be (as Martha Harris expresses it) ‘a human activity still in its absolute infancy’. Bion is not an authority, he is a guide to learning to think for oneself, albeit this appeared to him ‘something of a race against time’.


Meg Harris Williams
(editor)













INTRODUCTION


Although this book can be read on its own, clearly its intention was to link the work of Bion, particularly in its clinical application, to the line of development in psychoanalysis leading from Freud through Abraham to Melanie Klein and on to Wilfred Bion. In the two earlier volumes a selective attention was given first to the clinical writings of Freud, with emphasis on the evolution of his methods of observation, the clinical data thrown up and finally the formulations that were reached, treating them not so much as scientific theories as metaphoric devices for organizing description of phenomena. Next the Narrative was examined in detail, week by week, as the clinical reference point for describing the evolution of Melanie Klein's formulations of mental development and psychopathology, highlighting along the way the evidences of her clinical methods of observation, thought and communication. The first two volumes therefore followed different methods of exposition: the first chronological, the second focussed, looking both backward and forward on the history of Mrs Klein's thought. In the present volume the chronological method is taken up again, with respect to the date of the clinical work if not always the date of publication. Thus, for instance, the papers republished in Second Thoughts will be dealt with earlier than the second thoughts themselves. The emphasis of the book will be on Bion's methods of observation and thought, again, as with Freud and Melanie Klein, rather neglecting the theories as an explanatory system. This should not be taken as value judgment, dismissive of the theoretical aspects, but rather as a manifestation of the method of exposition being followed and the underlying purpose. The intention in these three volumes has been to trace the continuity of clinical method and thought from Freud to Bion in order to establish on firm ground the conception of the ‘Kleinian Development’. This view is not tenable in the realm of theory, where a very marked discontinuity is clearly in evidence, both from Freud to Klein and from Klein to Bion. Freud has constructed a quasi-neurophysiological explanatory system which never departed in its foundations from the preconceptions of the Project for a Scientific Psychology. Melanie Klein constructed a quasi-theological system in which internal objects have the significance of deity. Bion has constructed a quasi-philosophical system where thought sits amazed in Plato's cave straining itself to apprehend the noumena of the world. Each of these systems, qua system, has its area of interest and appeal but scant clinical application. In studying the work of Bion, then, the stress will be laid, to borrow his words, on those elements which are ‘meant for use in the consulting room’.


The present volume was presented as lectures to the fourth-year students of the Tavistock Child Psychotherapy Course, along with other members of the clinic staff and guests, in 1976–77 and 1977–78. They were constructed on the assumption that the audience would have read the relevant work of Bion in the week prior to presentation and thus have the text clearly in mind. For this reason the book cannot be very profitably read by anyone who does not follow the same discipline. In contrast to the lectures on Freud and Klein, which were delivered extemporaneously, with the exception of rare direct quotations, the present lectures on Bion, because of the intricacy of the argument and the frequent need for quotation, were read out and followed by a period of discussion.
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CHAPTER ONE


Experiences in Groups


Experiences in Groups is the work of three different periods in Bion's life: military psychiatric, in wartime, age 40 (pre-view), civilian psychiatric in peacetime (experiences) age 50, and psychoanalytic (re-view), age 60. Never task- or result oriented, the key word is always ‘experience’, later to be formalized as the basis of ‘learning from experience’ as against ‘learning about’ things, and finally formulated as ‘transformations in O’ and ‘becoming O’. The military psychiatrist who had to form a training wing for the rehabilitation of neurotic soldiers saw his task as one of restoring these men to integration in a disciplined community from a state of subjugation to the ‘helplessness’ of neurosis. His thesis was that the restoration of discipline as an internal fact required participation in an external discipline, which in its turn depended on two factors: (1) the presence of the enemy and (2) ‘the presence of an officer who, being experienced, knows some of his own failings, respects the integrity of his men, and is not afraid of either their good will or their hostility.’


It is of interest to note Bion's emphasis on the qualities of the person in responsibility, for at no point in this little paper does he minimize for the sake of the appearance of modesty the impact of his personality on this group of 300–400 men. And he seems able to do this without immodesty by virtue of this assumption: ‘being experienced, etc’. While at no point does he enlarge on this extraordinary assumption that ‘experience’ produces these valuable qualities of self-knowledge, respect for others and fearlessness in the face of others’ emotions, one can only suppose that he already had in his mind a quite idiosyncratic usage for the word.


But what of this ‘presence of the enemy’? It is characteristic of Bion's playfulness that he should use ambiguity to allow the reader both to misconstrue his meaning and to remain puzzled and uncertain for some time before clarification arrives. It is evident that these men are in a hospital and not in the ‘presence of the enemy’. We have to wait for the bottom of the page to find out that the enemy is ‘neurosis as a disability of the community’. Reading Bion is perhaps not very different from being in one of his groups, where his fearlessness takes the form of a playful patience in the interest of allowing others to have experiences. The reader is so exposed to these experiences that he has not the slightest difficulty in believing in the impatience and exasperation of the members of the groups when faced with this immovable body.


These two contrasting usages of language, ambiguity and idiosyncracy, are essential tools of Bion's methods of both investigation and exposition. The search for ambiguity will lead him to more and more mathematical formulations as the years go by, while his idiosyncratic use of language will achieve a poetic syntax quite distinctive; so distinctive in fact that his impact on other peoples’ modes and content of thought can be traced, like a radioactive compound, circulating in the stream of their language usage.


When we turn to the ten-years’ older Bion of the therapeutic groups we find virtually the same elements at work as those employed to institute discipline among the soldiers of the training wing. His humour is not just a matter of literary style, even if literary style is used to amplify it. ‘It was disconcerting to find that the Committee seemed to believe that patients could be cured in such groups as these…Indeed the only cure of which I could speak with certainty was related to a minor symptom of my own – a belief that groups might take kindly to my efforts.’ It is a humour that emanates from a very particular position as observer-participant, compounded of the qualities that he had enumerated for the ‘experienced’ officer plus an ability to see the situation from many different angles. This will later be formulated as the concept of ‘vertices’, the necessity for ‘binocular vision’, and the phenomenon of ‘reversible perspective’. But in this early work it manifests itself in two particular ways. For instance:


Most members (of the group) had been told that I would ‘take’ the group; some say that I have a reputation for knowing a lot about groups; some feel that I ought to explain what we are going to do; some thought it was going to be a kind of seminar, or perhaps a lecture. When I draw attention to the fact that these ideas seem to me to be hearsay, there seems to be a feeling that I am attempting to deny my eminence as a ‘taker’ of groups’.


Or: ‘It would be very useful if we could feel that when we have made observations of this kind they corresponded to facts.’ This first manifestation, the differentiation between hearsay and observation of facts, runs through Bion's work and will result in an emphasis on the role of the ‘selected fact’ for creative thought.


The second manifestation of his capacity to see things from different angles, and with consequent humour, is his alertness to paradox and ‘surprising contradiction’. The qualities of mind which make for this alertness are not in evidence in this early work but will be investigated by Bion later in his preoccupation with the psychoanalytical method, resulting in the emphasis on the moment of experience needing to be guarded from ‘memory’ and ‘desire’ in order to be apprehended in its uniqueness. This has an important link with his attitude towards language: that it can be either a powerful and irreplaceable instrument of thought, or its greatest deterrent: ‘We have to recognize that perhaps the members of the group assume too easily that the label on the box is a good description of the contents.’ But the humour is not the only emanation coming from this ability to see things from many different angles. It is probably also the basis of the modesty of presentation which can easily strike the reader as affected in a man of such eminence. ‘The articles printed here aroused more interest than I expected’, or ‘The fact that the interpretations would seem to be concerned with matters of no importance to anyone but myself’ could appear facetious if one did not comprehend Bion's awe of the complexity of the phenomena he sets out to investigate and describe. He is clearly sincere when he indicates that his intention is ‘to provide as much material as possible for the reader to use in reaching his own conclusions’. It is not clear whether Bion in fact considers that the complexity inheres in the phenomena themselves or whether it is a function of the complexity of the mind that studies them, that it can only see them in the round and in full emotional colour when it employs its imagination from different points of view simultaneously. In any event his modesty is deeply rooted in respect for both phenomena of the mind and the difficulty of gaining and transmitting knowledge of them: ‘phenomena whose existence I have only been able to indicate by descriptions of facts that bear less relationship to the object of our study than the lines of a monochrome print do to the colours of a painting in which colour is the all-important quality’.


We will have many opportunities in the course of our study of Bion's work to amplify this initial appraisal of the particular qualities of mind and character which he has brought to bear on the phenomena of the analytical consulting room, but it seems of special interest to gain some view of the pre-analytical Bion and of the equipment he brought into the field, to distinguish it from the techniques and modes of thought he developed from the special experience of psychoanalysis. So we may now turn our attention to modes of thought that are exhibited in Experiences, recognizing that these cannot sharply be distinguished from character and qualities of mind.


Early in the Experiences we meet a mode of thought which Bion, on the model of the use of a microscope, calls ‘altered focus’. This is not to be confused with binocular vision, which seems to refer particularly to the points of view natural to the different mentalities involved in any situation. Altered focus would seem to imply that the instrument of observation, comparable to the microscope playing upon a thick section, is a variable model of the structure of the situation being observed. The example he gives involves two different models: in one there is a group of people meeting and interacting, from which group two members are absent; in the second model there is a group of people interacting, some of whom are present and two of whom are absent. These two foci seem to be able to throw light on one another if they are seen also to reveal systems of thought, feeling and behaviour that interact. This is a mode of thought because it is a device that can be used for enhancing observation and reflection, while the binocular vision is an expression of character in that it is the natural mode of experience of an individual who, by contact with different parts of his personality, is able to identify with different roles in human interaction and perception.


Another characteristic mode of thought for Bion is the framing of hypotheses as instruments of observation, to be tested for their utility in widening the field of scrutiny and thereby its phenomenological comprehensibility. This differs significantly from the use of the hypothesis in Baconian science as a frame work for the construction of experiment and of eliciting proof or refutation:


I shall postulate a group mentality as a pool to which the anonymous contributions are made and through which the impulses and desires implicit in these contributions are gratified…I shall expect the group mentality to be distinguished by a uniformity that contrasted with the diversity of thought in the mentality of the individuals…If experience shows that this hypothesis fulfils a useful function, further characteristics of the group mentality may be added from clinical observation.


In other words the utility of the hypothesis will not only be manifest by clarification of the phenomena it is meant to assist in observing, but will also lead to observations which will make possible the expansion and clarification of the hypothesis.


Very striking is Bion's use of negative evidence and his trust in it as a guideline to the formation of hypotheses. For instance: ‘I shall assume nevertheless that unless a group actively disavows its leader it is, in fact, following him…I dare say that it will be possible to base belief in the complicity of the group on something more convincing than negative evidence, but for the time being I regard negative evidence as good enough.’ This is more reminiscent of Jesus than Pasteur, but this is not surprising when one remembers Bion's later repudiation of the medical model for psychoanalysis. The point about negative evidence in the field of psychological research would seem to rest upon the thesis that a function of which the mental apparatus is capable cannot be simply absent or suspended, as can physiological, including neurophysiological, functions; only manipulation of its relationship to other functions, including the function of consciousness, can be effected, simulating absence.


Having briefly investigated Bion's qualities of mind as they are revealed in this book and then some of his characteristic modes of thought, it might be useful to turn to the type of experience to which his reader is exposed, for the stressfulness of reading his work is not to be minimized. It is easy, under this stress, to assume that his modes of thought are difficult or that his methods of exposition are obscure. But I think that neither of these is particularly true, and furthermore that, even if they are to some degree, they are not the source of the stress. It is to be found in identification processes, that is identification with members of the groups he is treating (and in later papers with his patients in analysis) and in failure of identification with Bion himself. Let us examine these two in turn, for recognition of their role may both lessen the painfulness of the reading and thereby increase the ease of comprehension.


Identification with the members of the group is conducive to exasperation for a simple reason: that Bion's primary thesis in work with groups is that he is ‘not concerned to give individual treatment in public, but to draw attention to the actual experiences of the group’. While this may have been difficult for the members to bear, it is doubly difficult for the reader who is alone with the book and not in a group atmosphere. The frustration becomes seasoned with humiliation when told that ‘the exasperation, at first sight so reasonable, of the patient whose pressing personal difficulty is being ignored, is dictated, not so much by the frustration of a legitimate aim, as by the exposure of difficulties the patient had not come to discuss, and in particular his characteristics as a group member.’




On the other hand identification with Bion as leader is constantly blocked by feelings of inferiority. For instance: ‘If the psychiatrist can manage boldly to use the group instead of spending his time more or less unconsciously apologizing for his presence’ or, ‘it may be helpful for the psychiatrist who has a taste for trying my methods in a group to remember that few things in history have aroused a group's feelings more powerfully than controversy about the characteristics of the deity whose cult is at the time flourishing’ (referring to investigation of the psychiatrist as leader and deity of the dependent basic assumption group). The certainty of not having the requisite ‘boldness’ and therefore of having no ‘taste for trying [Dr Bion's] methods’ crowds in upon the reader in a daunting way.


Perhaps the next useful step in our investigation of this early work of Bion, since our aim is to outline the special equipment he brought with him to psychoanalysis, might be to trace some of what might be called his postulates, for he does sometimes call them this himself. They are perhaps, in relation to the research being described, in the nature of preconceptions rather than realizations growing out of the experiences in groups. They throw a useful light on his approach to problems of the mind.


Perhaps the most important one is the idea of a ‘proto-mental’ level of function, an idea which appears in this book but not, to my recollection, anywhere explicitly in his later work. As always in reading Bion it is important to remember that, in proposing this postulate for understanding the way in which the emotions connected with the basic assumptions are bound inextricably to one another, he is not suggesting a theory or solution but only proposing a model because it might prove ‘convenient’ and ‘useful’, and furthermore that there is ‘no harm’ in so doing, provided it is not taken to describe a cause and effect series. The idea is that there is a proto-mental level at which physical and psychological events are not differentiated, where the emotional components are fused because incipient as observable psychological phenomena. This has a strong link to Freud's concept of primary narcissism as a level at which object relation and identification are undifferentiated and where the ego is still purely a body-ego. But it is also different, for Bion is approaching groups on the assumption that man is a herd animal and that his most primitive mentality is overwhelmingly concerned with his membership of groups. From that point of view individual relationships would derive their meaning from their origin in pairing groups.


This leads on to a second postulate, namely that the group phenomena he is studying are radically different from those of the family. This is fundamentally different from Freud's approach in Group Psychology where he assumed that the family was the basic model and that the roles of individuals could be extrapolated for groups from those observed in family life. The liberating effect of Bion's postulate is the best evidence that it was a postulate indeed, rather than a realization, for it first of all clearly liberated Bion from having to play any of the roles that the group wished to impose upon him, whether under basic assumption or in the work group. This perhaps needs to be grasped in order for the reader to be freed from identification with the group members in their exasperation, and to grasp the magnitude of achievement it made possible. Of course having such a postulate may have armed Bion against the acceptance of roles imposed by the group but it is clear that long struggle was required to learn to implement it. The consequence was a field of study for group phenomena in every way comparable to the field of the transference in psychoanalysis, where the participant-observer could employ the binocular vision of simultaneous inward and outward scrutiny.


Taken together these two postulates imply that man's primitive heritage makes it necessary for him to be a member of a group and that he has mental equipment for doing this of two different sorts, making possible his participation in two contrasting groupings: the basic assumption group (Ba) and the work group (W) (at first called the ‘sophisticated group’). Involvements in the Ba group are managed at the proto-mental level, where emotional reactions are undifferentiated from physical ones and where impulses express themselves in directional tendencies (he calls it ‘valency’ and likens it to tropism) rather than in phantasy or planning. The capacity of Ba states for instantaneous spread in the group is matched by their deeply unconscious position, making them far more easily evident to an observer than to the subjects themselves. In contrast, participation in the W group is managed by phantasy with easy access to consciousness; it is bound to reality and therefore to development through learning from experience. Despite its handicaps of cumbersome procedure and disunity in comparison with, and in conflict with, the tendency to basic assumption organization, ‘it is the W group that triumphs in the long run’. A comforting message, despite lack of specificity as to the duration of this ‘long run’!


In this scheme it would seem that individuality arises from experience of the work group, paleontologically speaking; that is, out of the emergence of the family from the matrix of the tribe. This is an important implication of Bion's point of view, but must be taken as part of the system of postulates that makes up the point of view or vertex from which he is approaching mental phenomena. He then uses it as one focus to juxtapose to the focus adopted, say, by Freud, in order to frame the hypotheses be wishes to use, and to test for usefulness, not for correctness. It should be kept in mind that Bion's conception of human science is phenomenological and, as will be clear in his later work, mystical. The widening of consciousness, and thus of observation and thought, is his aim, not proof and explanation. The hypotheses which grow out of this postulate ground revolve about the nature of conflict in groups, that is between Ba and W as well as among the three different Ba groups – dependent (D), pairing (P) and fight-flight (F). The description of the uses of this hypothesis and the phenomena they reveal forms the body of Experiences in Groups and need not be summarized here. What is needed instead, with a view to our study of Bion's later work, is to trace further the implications of this structure of hypothesis for a vertex on the individual mentality as it is studied in psychoanalysis. One implication is that the psychoanalytical method consists of two operations, one being the formation of a two-member W group for studying the phenomena of the other the BaP (basic assumption pairing) of the transference. This BaP has its origins in the child's experience of the family in the light of the Oedipus conflict, in which the pairing couple (primal scene and combined object) is the centre of interest. It stands in contrast with the child's experience of the family as W, a work-group of two parents met for the purpose of raising children, for instance.
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