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Foreword

Antonio Santamaría and the foundation in his name

Jani Santamaría

6 July 2013 was the date history chose for Antonio Santamaría Fernández to pay tribute to Mother Earth by returning to it at the age of eighty-three. On that day, he handed over his sacred heart and set out on his journey to the underworld.1 His vitality was not at all affected by his disease—cancer. He faced agony and cancer with the integrity and strength that had always characterised him. Death was certainly not part of his plans.

It is difficult to summarise in a few pages the rich life of an outstanding analyst like my father. I will certainly not be able to encompass all that he is and was, but I will do my best to talk about his personal and professional life.

He was born on 17 January 1930. He lost his mother when he was six and his father died six months later. This double tragedy repeated itself several decades later when in 1996 my older brother, the first-born, died in an aeroplane accident, followed by my mother one month later—her heart could not bear the loss and shattered. Life sometimes insists on defeating us with one punch after another, but my father’s spirit, tempered by the heat of the crucible of psychoanalysis, was forged to assimilate and elaborate these tragedies.

He was born in Ciudad Altamirano, in the state of Guerrero. We are told that at five he could already read Latin; he read everything he could get his hands on at that age. He was the eldest of three children—and only boy. One of his sisters was three years younger than him and the other five years younger. They lived with their cousins and their paternal grandmother who became their guardian after the passing of their parents. The town priests wanted to adopt him but the family did not allow it. His paternal family owned a lot of land there and that enriched his life, along with the historical Mexican figures who visited his grandmother’s house frequently. He conquered them with the extensive knowledge that he was accumulating. This intellectual curiosity and intense yearning to learn led to him being sent to another city to live with a paternal aunt who was a teacher for the entire region where he grew up—to study primary, middle, and high school in a boarding school. Reading (culture) was vital for him; as Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz would say, “I do not study to write, even less to teach … but just to see if by studying I ignore less.”2

He shone, both with intelligence and erudition, at such a young age, and he conquered the town mayor after reciting several poems he had learned by heart when he was only eleven. The gift of a photographic memory and intellectual precociousness opened doors and windows to scholarships, awards, prizes. It was the beginning of a prolific academic career which brought him to Mexico City to study medicine, graduating from the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM). After that he showed qualities of a lively university student and walked a path of ethics that became a standard of life. His residency was in psychiatry at the Military Hospital. He met Erich Fromm there, who was about to move to Cuernavaca, in the state of Morelos. Fromm offered to analyse my father, but my father declined and they became good friends. He was analyzed by Ramón Parres, one of the pioneers of the Mexican Psychoanalytic Association—also Frida Kahlo’s analyst. Dr Parres studied psychoanalysis in New York and was analysed by Sandor Rado.

These intellectual qualities were enhanced with other values like the love for his family. He married my mother, who also studied medicine, and had five children with whom he shared projects, trips, and congresses. He also had many friends, enjoyed practising sport, art, music, and tequila. The philosophy of sustaining life with love and work was deeply rooted in him.

We grew up in an atmosphere of hope in change that my father conveyed every day at home, as my mother created the right environment for the great pioneers of Latin American psychoanalysis to sit at the table and enjoy Mexican dishes that she prepared, like a chef.

He continued his training as a didactic psychoanalyst and actively participated in institutional life. He was President and Institute Director of the Association (APM). In 2002, he obtained a doctorate in psychotherapy from Universidad Intercontinental (UIC). He was the first Chair of the International Psychoanalytical Association (IPA) Standing Committee on Myths. I will also mention, from his extensive résumé, a nomination he received in 2010 from the American Institute of Biographers as one of the hundred most brilliant minds of the twenty-first century.

He actively contributed as Vice-President of COPAL (Coordinating Council of the Psychoanalytic Organizations of Latin America) in its transition to what is known today as FEPAL (Latin American Psychoanalytic Federation) in December of 1980, in Río de Janeiro, Brazil. He received numerous awards and worked relentlessly on creating the psychoanalytic banner that unified this federation.

My father was nurtured by his love for the pre-Hispanic peoples. He was very close to the history of Mexico from a very young age, and built a social network in every academic space he ever found. He travelled the world, and proudly claimed the infinite wealth of the land where we were born. He would give lectures, fought for causes, or delivered papers (always off the top of his head), then would always come back to his family, to enjoy his daily life. Close to my mother, proud to be Mexican, committed to his work, he revived old traditions, like going with his students to visit the Pyramids of Teotihuacan and visiting many academic venues teaching psychoanalysis inside and outside the classroom.

I could go on writing about all the national and international positions he held, but I think it necessary to share what Antonio Santamaría represents in the psychoanalytic world.

As a professor

He always conveyed a firm conviction about the unconscious world. Likewise, his poetic ability and creative style facilitated his teaching tasks, which he carried out with great enthusiasm. He was devoted to psychoanalysis, passionate about culture and learning, and much loved and sought after as a supervisor and teacher.

He is the author of numerous articles published in Latin American journals. Having an unusually sharp photographic memory allowed him to give thousands of papers which he memorised—he wrote down very few of them. Some of his work was even published thanks to students recording his conferences. Many colleagues learned with him about the magnitude of Freud, the interpretation of dreams, his description of the legacy and psychology of the Mexican people standing in front of the Pyramid of the Sun, the songs in the myths. Without doubt, those who knew him hold him dear to their heart, remembering his love for psychoanalysis and for Mexico. He was a great social fighter and inspired many with his strength.

As a father

My father showed me a different world than the regular, day-to-day one. From when I was a little girl, he took me to many corners of the country to show with great purpose the infinite wealth of the Mexican land where I was born. With him I discovered the greatness of Teotihuacan, the song of the mockingbird, the legacy of integrity, and, of course, the passion for and commitment to psychoanalysis. He taught me that everybody is born with a mission, and the only way of being thankful for the gift of life is to fight for it with integrity. I am more and more convinced that he gave me the wings that keep me flying. Sometimes I imagine him in heaven, drinking Mexican cafe de olla, eating a delicious mole pan dulce with my mother, supporting the dreams of those who fight for freedom and for a better world.

As a grandfather

When my son José Luis,3 was ten years old, he wrote a poem about a tree called Antonio in tribute to his grandfather:

Grandpa, so many ideas blossomed, and a family thrived

You had years and years of experience; more years of experience, than your age

You are a tree, because your trunk is hard, and no one can bring you down

Your roots, like your heart, will be forever under the ground, beating every minute

The rain will keep you fresh

Your shade will sooth the pain, your branches will embrace love

The birds will build nests on your leaves while they need to grow, until the time comes to go

Thank you, for teaching us how to fly

As a colleague

Integrity, friendliness, rigour, and reflection are some of the traits that made Antonio Santamaría a very respected and beloved figure across the world. He was a pioneer and leading voice of psychoanalysis in Mexico and Latin America. He influenced many generations of analysts and many even named him “the sower of dreams” because he planted seeds of knowledge in as many institutions and cities as he could. These seeds flourished and became peers who today apply many of his academic traditions. He helped in the founding and development of many societies and associations in my country.

He was a pioneer in studying and transmitting Heinz Kohut’s work, but also studied in depth all psychoanalytic schools of thought. He had a great didactic capacity to combine, integrate, and apply them in clinical and social fields alike.

One of his most important legacies is his teaching about dreams, notably the study of dreams in ancient Mexico.4 He looked for ideas in different sources, and thanks to his vast knowledge, he dialogued with experts in other fields because he was convinced that exchanging ideas fertilised and enriched the space of dreams and dreaming. He is an important reference in the field of myths and dreams.5

Another ever so present concern he had was the mental state in which analysts work. He wrote two important articles regarding this: one in the year 2000, El mito personal en la contratransferencia (The personal myth in countertransference)6 where he proposed the thesis that as well as the “personal myth” of Kris which spreads in the transference, the “personal myth” of the analyst also operates reciprocally in his countertransference and in his co-transference; the other, La psique del analista, de la observación a la explicación empáticas (The analyst’s psyche, from empathetic observation to explanation)7 was published in 1993. In it he highlighted the importance of working at different levels of listening. The purpose was to contribute to the improvement of psychoanalytical clinical work.

He was committed to his country and his politics. He wrote various articles on historical figures. In his work titled Usos y Abusos del poder en la Formación Psicoanalítica (Uses and abuses of power in psychoanalytic training)8 presented in 1984, he raised questions about power in psychoanalysis and/or psychoanalysts in power. His phrase “we must give more life to analysis and not more analysis to life” is a testimony of an analyst committed to Eros and with respect for the candidate. A book soon to be published will include work written by Claudio Eizirik, Otto Kernberg, Charles Hanly, former IPA Presidents, and César Botella, among others. Horacio Etchegoyen,9 the first South American President of the IPA (1993–1997), described my father in the following way:

Antonio Santamaría was—and still is—one of the most prominent and loved psychoanalysts in Latin America. From his native Mexico, he influenced our psychoanalytic culture. Friendly, generous, and sincere, he was one of the most powerful psychoanalysts in Latin America. We became good friends in meetings and congresses. His passing was painful for all of us and a profound loss for psychoanalysis.

The editors of this volume believe that the best way to pay tribute to him is to take up his torch and keep the fire of curiosity and devotion alight. Following this effort, Howard Levine and I have established a foundation in his name with a group of colleagues.

The Antonio Santamaría Foundation was created as a non-profit free-standing, independent psychoanalytic educational foundation, in his memory to honour and continue his love of psychoanalytic learning, his dedication to the continuing education of practising clinicians, and his commitment to the future of psychoanalysis. Our goal is to create international opportunities for psychoanalytic study, learning, and discussion in an open, free-thinking milieu, outside of the context of organised psychoanalytic institutions and training centres. To that end, we have begun to offer seminars, conferences, and other learning and study opportunities with internationally prominent psychoanalysts, who are among the leading clinical and theoretical contributors to our field. This book is the product of one of our conferences: Autism, México 2020.

We invite you to visit our website (www.asfpsychoanalysis.org— info@asfpsychoanalysis.org) and we hope that you will join us in what we believe will be an exciting and worthwhile adventure!



1In the sacred book Popol Vuh of the Mayan culture, it is written that life is endless. Death was not a final destination. Man had a sacred heart made up of soul components that travelled through the spaces of the cosmos. At the time of death, some of these soul components would be destroyed with the body, some returned on All Souls’ Day, and others travelled to the underworld together with the physical body, where they were cleansed of all transgression and personal history, and were reinserted in a different element or individual to begin a new life. Ximénez, F. (S. XVIII). Popol Vuh, translation from Quiché to Spanish. Mexico.

2Santamaría, A. (1981). El Sueño Primero Sueño de Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz. In: Cuadernos de Psicoanálisis, XIV (1-2-3-4): 230–248. Mexico: APM.

3Hinojosa, J. L. (Julio, 2015). Poem “Los Abuelitos.” In: Revista Psicoanalítica Ania, 8. Sociedad Psicoanalítica de Sonora. Sonora, Mexico: Ed. Obregón.

4Santamaría, A., & Duarte M. (2002). Los sueños en el México Antiguo a la luz del psicoanálisis. In: La Interpretación de los sueños. Un siglo después (Vives y Latirgue Comp.). Mexico: Plaza y Valdéz.

5Santamaría, A. (1995). Los mitos, los sueños y la realidad en el psicoanálisis. Cuadernos de Psicoanalisis, 28(3–4): 225. Mexico: APM.

6Santamaría, A. (2001). El mito personal en la contratransferencia. In: Cuadernos de Psicoanálisis, 34(1–2) (January–June). Mexico: APM.

7Santamaría, A. (May, 1993). La psique del analista: De la observación a la explicación empáticas. Keynote speech given at the Annual Scientific Meeting of the Mexican Psychoanalytic Association.

8Santamaría, A. (1984–1985). El uso y el abuso del poder en la formación psicoanalitica. Cuadernos de Psicoanalisis. México: Mexican Psychoanalytic Association.

9Etchegoyen, H. (2013). Mi amigo Antonio Santamaría. Article to be published.

  


Chapter One

Making the unthinkable thinkable: vitalisation, reclamation, containment, and representation

Howard B. Levine

I

The genius inherent in Freud’s initial formulation of psychoanalysis was his discovery that the manifest content of everyday discourse and experience was a potential indicator of unconscious meanings related to significant psychic conflicts. These hidden meanings were pre-existing (i.e., already represented by more or less fully formed, potentially verbalisable ideas in the mind), could reveal themselves through slips of the tongue, jokes, and dreams—the latter anointed as “The Royal Road to the Unconscious”—and, most important of all, they determined and explained what otherwise seemed to be “irrational” neurotic symptoms. In essence, to those who could begin to hear and discern these meanings, the symptoms of neurosis offered a continual, disguised, symbolic discourse about unacceptable or problematic desires, fantasies, fears, and childhood trauma, the psychic conflicts they produced, and the defensive responses that they elicited. The aim of treatment was summarised in the expression: “Making the unconscious conscious”.

The assumption that there was intention, motivation, and significant, already formed hidden and unconscious sense and meaning that could be discovered, intuited, or hypothesised about in hysterical symptoms, obsessive thoughts, compulsive acts, and paranoid suspicions justified Freud’s categorising these disturbances as “neuro-psychoses of defence” and lay at the heart of his first topography (the so-called “Topographic Theory”). The latter is a theory about specific ideational elements (wishes, desires, perceptions, fears, and fantasies) that are saturated in regard to meaning, capable of being more or less fully described in words, have potential symbolic value, and can appear strung together in the patient’s discourse to form chains of signifying associations. It is a theory that has proven—and continues—to be of enormous value in guiding the understanding and classical treatment of neurosis and the neurotic sectors of the mind. (I am using the term “neurosis” here to imply representation and a higher level of psychic structural organisation in which unconscious conflict between internal objects, part or whole (which are represented entities), is a significant factor.)1

However, Freud’s deepening clinical experience—with narcissism, trauma, unconscious guilt, negative therapeutic reactions, and the various phenomena that he would categorise as lying “beyond the pleasure principle” (Freud, 1920)—led him to hypothesise the Death Instinct and propose his second topography, the so-called Structural Theory (Freud, 1923). While the North American ego psychologists emphasised the implications of the latter for defence analysis and adaptation in the treatment of neuroses, Andre Green (2005), among others, explored its implications for the understanding and treatment of those conditions, mental states, and diagnoses that lay beyond neurosis, at or beyond the limits of what was once deemed to be classically analysable. In particular, Green noted that Freud’s theoretical shift marked a change from a theory centred upon psychic contents (ideational representations) to a theory about the movements needed to tame the unstructured, not yet represented aspects of the drive—that is, emotion, impulse, and somatic discharge—within the psychic apparatus.2 Thus, the aim of analytic treatment shifted to: “Where Id was, there Ego shall be”, with the important proviso that the drive now was not only a problem for the ego, but a problem within the ego.

As psychoanalysis has progressed into the twenty-first century, the capacity to create psychic representations has increasingly been seen not as a given, but as a developmental achievement. Its absence, weakness, or failure can leave one at the mercy of “psychic voids” (Green 2005) and “unrepresented states” (Levine, Reed, & Scarfone, 2013). These formulations challenge “the fundamental credo of psychoanalysis that psychological states are full of meaning” (Alvarez, 2019, p. 867) and imply that in many important instances, meaning is something that is absent, potential, or emergent—yet to be created—rather than uncovered or discovered.

Unrepresented states and psychic voids not only reflect excitations of somatic origin (e.g., drives), but also reflect the initial registrations of perception,3 especially in regard to events of the preverbal period and the sequelae of massive psychic trauma. They are assumed to categorise, and sometimes underlie and contribute to, the psychogenic and/or experiential manifestations that are encountered in patients diagnosed with autism and Autistic Spectrum Disorders (ASD) and who present with autistic nuclei and autistic defensive organisations in otherwise non-autistic character structures. Unrepresented states are also implicated and encountered in other, non-autistic, non-neurotic conditions, such as psychosomatic disorders, addictions, perversions, and primitive character disorders. The affects that unrepresented states produce or are associated with are often those of terror, emptiness, annihilation, and despair. As Alvarez (2019) has noted, to speak of “the unrepresented” offers a potentially new paradigm that “involves the inclusion of psychoanalytic inquiry and attention to the existence of empty meaningless states, and then to the question of their treatment” (p. 878).

Given the organisation of the psyche—with psychotic—that is, unstructured—as well as neurotic parts of the mind; unintegrated as well as integrated areas; unrepresented areas of more or less “force without meaning” as well as represented states consisting of specific ideas imbued with affect—we should expect to find both an unstructured and a dynamic unconscious in all patients. This implies that, to some degree, unrepresented and unintegrated states are universal and will exist and be encountered in all of us. Consequently, the opportunities and challenges presented by the understanding and treatment of autism and ASD, where the unrepresented and its consequences (e.g., defensive organisations employed to protect against annihilation anxiety and catastrophic dread) can be encountered, may offer us metaphors and clues that may be relevant to aspects of the treatment of all patients, no matter what their dominant diagnoses may be.

II

The idea that raw existential Experience begins with a pre-psychic or proto-psychic registration that does not yet qualify as being a psychic representation in Freud’s sense of the term assumes that both drive movements and the products of perception begin as somatic registrations or sensations that must then be transformed in order to become representations and be made psychic. (Think here of Bion’s (1962b) description of alpha function transforming beta elements to alpha elements in the construction of the mental apparatus and the containment of thoughts.) The results of that transformation, which, in relation to the drives, includes the more familiar concept of what Freud called “drive derivatives”, will appear in one’s mind and/or experience as either—or some combination of—affect, impulse to action, somatic discharge, or representation. The latter, representation, is the potentially most adaptive and “successful” end product of transformation and provides a form of containment, and often reduction to tolerable levels for what otherwise would be potentially disruptive excess excitation. (Think here of Freud’s (1920) theories of trauma (= disruption of psychic regulatory processes) and sublimation, where the unruly and peremptory, potentially disruptive force and energy of the drive is harnessed, channelled, and transformed into an artistic or otherwise culturally valuable creation.)

The work of both Bion and Winnicott has been among the most useful in describing the essential role of the earliest objects in the developmental facilitation of psychic growth and the strengthening of the infant and developing child’s capacity for autonomous transformational/regulatory capacities. As contemporary psychoanalysis has been absorbing the contributions of these two seminal authors to help work through the clinical significance of Freud’s second topography, we have increasingly found ourselves considering the implications, results, and need to remediate the effects of psychic deficits as well as conflicts. These have been understood as some combination of the failure of a necessary environmental provision on the part of the primary (maternal) object and/or a constitutional inability of the infant to make use of what for another child would be a “good enough” bit of mothering.

Put another way, our attention has been turned to all that is pre- or proto-psychic; all that is emergent or still potential in development, unsaturated in regard to ideation and meaning, not yet fully formed and that requires dialogical and intersubjective containment and transformation in order to be “metabolised” and expressed. Here, the implications of Winnicott’s famous dictum that “there is no such thing as an infant”4 and Bion’s theory of thinking (1962a), description of alpha function and container/contained (1962b), and his insistence that the development of the mind is a two-person creation are most relevant.

One consequence of this change in theory is that analysts have increasingly come to recognise the importance of understanding, formulating, and learning to clinically catalyse the processes through which the self is vitalised, representations are formed, and psychic regulatory processes are strengthened and created. As they have done so, they have embarked upon a change in emphasis—although not a move completely away from—the analysis of contents, that is, ideas and representations, a predominant focus upon the recovery of repressed childhood memories, the healing of splits, and the uncovering and discovering of hidden feelings, thoughts, phantasies, and desires. We now find ourselves increasingly concerned with the problem of how to help catalyse and accomplish an analytic work that helps strengthen and sometimes even helps create for the first time, the development and/or strengthening of psychic capacities and processes that underlie and ensure the instruments for thinking, dreaming, emotional regulation, and object relating.5

The latter statement applies to some extent to all patients, but becomes increasingly relevant as we address the less organised, more primitive or archaic, more traumatised aspects of the patient’s mind and experience, especially in those patients whose difficulties lie “beyond neurosis” in the widening scope of psychoanalysis. One of its clearest iterations appears in Winnicott’s later work—see, for example, his 1974 “Fear of breakdown” paper—where he emphasises that the analyst must unconsciously fail the patient—contribute to the production of an actual micro-trauma in the here and now—in the way in which the patient needs him to, so that an attenuated version of what once occurred prior to the formation of a constant and organised infantile self can then be experienced in the transference under the aegis of the patient’s unconscious omnipotence and therefore “suffered” for the first time as personalised, subjective experience and worked through.

Analogous formulations are those of Pierre Marty (1980), one of the founders of the Paris Psychosomatic School, who insisted that non-hysterical somatic symptoms, unlike hysterical symptoms, were without psychic representation and initially absent of personal meaning. He viewed them as inherently opaque and asymbolic and suggested that they only acquired signification and unconscious “meaning” après coup in the course of an analytic treatment. Michel de M’Uzan (1984), another leading member of the Paris School, spoke of patients that he called “slaves of quantity”, because their symptoms were economic overload phenomena that occurred without unconscious motivational intent or symbolic meaning. And Jean Laplanche (1987) implied that there was an unrepresented, non-specific, non-ideational component inherent in the untranslatable residue of unconsciously transmitted sexual desire that initiated the infant’s psychosexuality in the “fundamental anthropological situation”.

The point I wish to emphasise is that contemporary psychoanalysis has generated a number of theories of deficit (unrepresented states that require transformation in the service of psychic development, regulation, and homeostasis) and assumed that deficits and voids can weaken and traumatise the psychic apparatus. These present clinicians with the challenge of how to deal with patients whose treatments do not conform to the expectations of classical analysis and may require modifications in theoretical understanding, listening stance, and analytic technique.

It is for these reasons that a close examination of the psychic functioning and analytic treatment of patients who present with the problems of autism, autistic spectrum disorder, and/or autistic enclaves, nuclei, and defences in otherwise non-autistic patients should prove useful to an even broader range of difficulties. This inevitably leads us to the work on psychogenic autism of Frances Tustin (1986, 1992, 1993) and the many authors she has influenced, whose work is featured in this volume.

III

I would like us to begin by considering not the aetiology of autistic states and pathology, which I assume will vary and may entail some combination of constitutional and environmental factors, but the existential problems faced by autistic patients and their analysts. What is the psychic capacity and experience of self and other like of an infant or child that we will come to diagnose as being autistic or having an ASD? What is their capacity to engage in more normal developmentally facilitating relationships and activities and make use of the resources that their environment may afford them?

Perhaps it is axiomatic to begin by noting the weakened sense of the subjective existence of other people and of one’s own self in autistic and ASD patients and their impairments in vitality, object relating, symbolic capacity, language, and play. Alvarez (2012) reminds us that faint or disordered signs of relatedness or object seeking may nonetheless be present in autism and early developmental disturbances: “even autistic children look for something without knowing what they are looking for, but recognise it when they get it” (p. 134). She has further learned that if this faint searching is recognised and responded to, it may be amplified:

Regardless of aetiology, … a disorder of the capacity for social interaction may require and benefit from a treatment which functions via the process of social interaction itself. Such a relationship will need to take account of the nature and severity of the psychopathology and the particular developmental level at which the non-autistic part of the child is functioning.

(Ibid., p. 167)

Another vital issue in these patients, one that lies at the root of all psychic development, is the question of how they deal with the inevitable emotions of frustration and pain. For the infant, “dealing” requires and “involves the capacity for shared experience, and for making contact through interaction with the mind of another. Through this contact one begins to sense the possibilities opened by such shared experience with a live-minded subject” (Eaton, 2011, p. 41). But for some infants, this capacity for shared experience cannot be taken for granted. The object may be, or may be felt to be, inaccessible or unreachable, traumatising rather than containing. There may be an actual failure of environmental provision on the part of the object or some constitutional inability of the infant to make use of what is being offered.

Whatever the case, the infant may begin to withdraw from object contact or may never emerge from an inherently encapsulated, auto-sensuous state, discouraging his or her objects and setting in motion a series of responses and failures in development that lead to an autistic presentation. How do we understand the latter? To what extent is it a self-protective defence (a psychic retreat) or a quasi-reflexive biological, homeostatic reaction? What, if anything, lies behind the auto-sensuous world of the autistic infant? Is it a bad object or nothing? A void? Does a “no object” lie behind a bad object? And is a “no object” an object or a void? Does an unrepresented or unintegrated part exist cordoned off behind the autistic part? (Alvarez, 2019).6

Autistic manoeuvres and defences are often resorted to in the face of catastrophic fears of annihilation due to endless falling, spilling, tearing apart, or tearing away. To what extent do these anxieties reflect organised (i.e., saturated, represented) unconscious phantasies? Or, are they the raw emotions aroused by the individual’s approach to the “black holes” and “voids” of unrepresented and unintegrated states?

Power (2017) following Tustin summarises the problem as follows:

the infant fated to become autistic is exposed prematurely7 to recognition of the mother as a physically separate object and because this recognition is experienced as developmentally premature (from the standpoint of the infant’s experience) it is felt as a violent rupture of the physical intactness of the infant itself, opening a hole through which the infant’s existence can pour out never-endingly. Tustin’s image for this process, again from the infant’s perspective, was that the removal of the nipple tore off with it the infant’s mouth. That is to say, the shock of prematurely recognising physical separateness (metaphorically, the removal of the nipple from the mouth and the physical space between infant and mother created by this action) is experienced by the infant somato-psychically (a physical tearing of the nascent self through which existence spills out). Part of the traumatic impact of this experience stems from what is not experienced—the infant fails to subjectively appropriate possession of an orifice with which it can, increasingly under its own control, regulate movements into and out of itself in congress with the object world.

Without this sense of voluntary closing and opening, but with a sense of traumatic injury instead, psychic emergency measures ensue aimed at plugging this “black hole”. It is the objects and actions clung to and repeated as emergency measures and attempts at repair that Tustin called “autistic objects” and “autistic shapes.” Both terms denote a turning toward sensory experience as a means of blocking the wound and providing a seal to protect the endangered self. Along with attempting to plug the black hole, these sensory preoccupations psychically obliterate the awareness of separateness and in this way they substitute for object relatedness rather than promote it. Thus, unlike transitional objects, autistic objects and autistic shapes do not facilitate a path toward object relations, but instead block or even erase this path. Said more simply, in Tustin’s view the autistic object or shape substitutes for the object rather than fostering its gradual and tolerable recognition as separate, thus derailing the development of true object relatedness that would follow on from this evolving recognition. With respect to the object’s absence, in these states faith in the object withers and hopes for its return vanish.

The process described by Tustin subverts the development of thought, representational capacities and symbolisation, because it short-circuits the ability to recognise and tolerate the absence of the object and the frustration that accompanies this absence. There is no representation of an absent other, not even an hallucinated other; and consequently no mental evolution toward a capacity for bearing absence via recourse to phantasy and thought. In Winnicott’s terms, there is no transitional space within which objects can be found/created. As others have pointed out this short-circuiting of the processes for thinking leads to a flattened psychic spatiality, a spatiality that tends toward the two dimensional and away from the growth of an internal space in which phantasy and thought can gestate. There is an atrophy of identificatory processes such that adhesive pseudo-relatedness dominates and mimicry and various forms of adopting physical/sensory aspects of the other are prominent.

(pp. xxi–xxii)

In conjunction with this description, I would like to note a series of comments made by Alvarez about what she has found necessary and useful in the treatment of children with autism, ASD, and various forms of early childhood borderline states, childhood psychoses, and pervasive developmental disorders. As I have implied elsewhere (Levine, 2022a), I find her descriptions most relevant to thinking about certain incapacities and ego deficits of non-autistic adult patients. The common ground lies in the formulation of unrepresented states, inadequately developed regulatory capacities, and the need to find ways to understand and catalyse previously thwarted vitality affects and essential ego development and states of intense withdrawal and being “undrawn” (Alvarez, 2010).

IV

In one of her most quoted papers, Alvarez (2010) speaks about three conceptual levels of intervention: explanation, description, and reclamation. The first, which entails offering alternative meanings structured by the paradigm of “Why? Because!” is most suited to work with neurosis. The second level orients the patient and helps them attend to and name “what is” in their experience. Comments such as “You seem angry” or “That must have hurt!” name names, mark cause and effect occurrences around significant emotional experiences, especially within the setting of the analytic relationship, and help enlarge meanings via description or amplification. The third level is an intensified, vitalising level of reclamation—(“Hey!”)—that signals the alive presence of the object, calls patients into contact, and insists that something called “meaning” can and sometimes does exist in life and between people.

It is especially this third level that offers analysts and therapists interpretive options and considerations that go beyond the uncovering of hidden, pre-existent meanings. It also offers the rationale for viewing and using the analytic dialogue as a verbal, Winnicottian Squiggle Game in which the analyst’s co-participation can play an intersubjective role in recruiting and upregulating a severely withdrawn or “undrawn” patient’s emotional availability. It is this latter dimension of the analyst as partner-in-containment that is one of the conceptual foundations of Ferro’s (2002) Field Theory.8

Autistic, ASD, borderline, psychotic, and other patients who are “beyond neurosis” have limited ego capacity and can be too overwhelmed by despair or persecutory fears to benefit from interpretations that seek to remove defences against painful truths. They may be both hopelessly and self-protectively withdrawn or tragically and/or traumatically undrawn. Speaking of these patients, Alvarez (2012) writes: “I learned that I needed to respond to, or even carry for them, their hopes and aspirations, and that such interventions need not encourage manic denial when thoughtfully applied” (p. 1). Put another way,

long before certain patients process their hatred and find their capacity for love, they may have to develop the capacity to be interested in an object with some substantiality, life, or, in the case of perversion, strength and a capacity to excite in a non-perverse fashion.

(Ibid., pp. 5–6)

With patients, who often dwell in states of dissociation, despairing apathy, or deviant excitement, “the question arises of whether feelings or meanings matter at all” (ibid., p. 7). Objects may be experienced as “uninteresting, unvalued (not devalued), useless and possibly mindless” (ibid., p. 10). Addressing these difficulties will require work “at the foundations of mental and relational life” (ibid., p. 12) in order to treat “patients in affectless states of autism, dissociation or apathy following chronic despair” (ibid., p. 12) and neglect, patients who cannot listen or feel. At its extreme, these patients may demonstrate “a chronic apathy about relating, which goes beyond despair. Nothing is expected” (ibid., p. 13). Such patients may best be described as “undrawn” rather than “withdrawn”. In their treatment, they “First … need to be helped to be able to feel and to find meaning … Then, feelings can begin to be identified and explored; eventually, explanations, which bring in additional, alternative meanings, may be heard and taken in” (ibid., p. 11).

In some non-neurotic patients, “so-called “defences” were actually desperate attempts to overcome and recover from states of despair and terror. They carried, that is, elements of basic developmental needs: for protection, for preservation, a sense of urgency and potency, and even revenge and justice” (ibid., p. 78). In addition, she found that it was not enough to “give them” good experiences in the analytic relationship, but it was also necessary to point out that they like, need, and wish for those experiences.

To some extent, feeling understood requires an expectation that understanding exists and a sufficient number of experiences of having felt understood by another to make paying attention to the other to find out what they are thinking, feeling, and noticing worthwhile. These are matters of experience and attention. However, “Some children who have been rarely or never understood do not know what understanding is. The more advanced ones, when they first notice the therapist ‘understanding’ them, often ask, ‘How did you know that? Are you a mind-reader?’” (ibid., p. 151).

Alvarez further notes that “Attention, … before it can be held, sometimes has to be caught and elicited … For alpha function to operate, the object has to be seen to be worth attending to in the first place” (ibid., p. 142). Consequently, she writes, “We have to find ways of helping these children to attend to us, and have to sustain their attention; … emotionally heightened interest is central to this process” (ibid., p. 173). The analyst may have to provide something vitalising and intensified to attract the patient’s attention to the analyst as a live object, to up-regulate affect in the situation and to insist on meaning “calling the child into contact with an object, and also recalling … [the child] to himself when there is a severe deficit in both the [child’s] self and internal object” (ibid., p. 147).

V

Returning to Power’s (2017) essay we note that:

Non-neurotic states of mind and the mental processes that characterise them are of great interest for contemporary psychoanalysis. Weakened capacities to represent one’s mental life, difficulties with symbolisation, reliance on evacuation, erasure and foreclosure as well as other direct forms of discharge to manage psychic distress, and activation of annihilatory levels of anxiety, all present the practicing analyst with significant challenges in creating an analytic process, managing and maintaining an analytic frame, and dealing with the countertransference. Patients who present with these difficulties place great demands on the analyst to be a lively, engaging presence, to be flexible and spontaneous, to trust in and rely on reverie despite profound challenges to the analyst’s own representational capacities, and to be willing to employ these capacities in the service of assisting patients’ efforts to “weave psychic patches” in response to holes or tears in the psyche. The task nowadays is often one of helping to fill in psychic voids where representation of experience is absent or weak, and less often one of simply uncovering repressed, conflictually laden but symbolically represented content (Levine, Reed and Scarfone, 2012; Mitrani, 1995; Roussillon, 2011).

These difficulties, both conceptual and technical, are especially highlighted in psychoanalytic work with patients who demonstrate a variety of autistic disturbances, whether they are formally diagnosed as autistic or on the Asperger’s Spectrum or described as manifesting autistic states or barriers (Klein, S., 1980; Tustin, 1986). Though the differences between these various types of clinical presentations may be vast, important similiarities arise from the fact that for each, endogenous autosensuousness (Tustin, 1992, p.18) dominates mental life to an extent that mental development is endangered by the limit that sensory life places on the growth of subjectivity. Said slightly differently, in all these disorders sensory life becomes an obstacle to, rather than a springboard for, emotional growth and psychological development.

(pp. xv–xvi)

It is striking that auto-sensuousness and other forms of turning away from contact with external reality in favour of varieties of self-stimulation have been implicated in the aetiology and development of psychosomatic disorders (Aulagnier, 2001; Miller, 2015) and psychoses (De Masi, 2020) and are prominent in drug and alcohol addictions and many sexual perversions. While not “autistic” in the literal or formal sense of the term, these conditions all have in common the potential of being ego distortions and organisations that attempt to protect the self by screening one’s self off from contact with emotions and awareness of one’s internal states and intensely withdrawing from contact with and awareness of the subjectivity and selfhood of objects in the external world. This forces psychoanalysts who attempt to treat these patients to confront the limits of language in addressing and describing these conditions and internal states.

In Learning from Experience, Bion (1962b) asserted: “The problem presented by the psycho-analytic experience is the lack of any adequate terminology to describe it” (pp. 67–68). There is an uncertainty inherent in the infinite complexity of human development and personal relations that renders emotional truth fleeting: transient and always in transit (Bergstein, 2019, p. 4). Consequently, efforts to report or describe the experience of the psychoanalytic process, such as we have attempted to convey in this book, and the claims of psychoanalytic theories in general, inevitably challenge and may appear to fall short of our everyday views of causality and evidence. The latter are limited by and appear in a context of the three-dimensional perspective to which human consciousness is restricted, while the realm of psychic reality and the unconscious, especially the unrepresented, unrepressed, and inaccessible unconscious, is multi-dimensional, perhaps infinitely dimensional (Bion, 1970; Bergstein, 2019).
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