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Prologue

Bion’s life spanned key events in the twentieth century. Born in India in 1897, he came to boarding school in England aged eight and at the age of eighteen fought in the Royal Tank Regiment in World War I. Training as a doctor between the wars, he would go on to be Samuel Beckett’s therapist, and together with Beckett attend a lecture given by Jung. In his World War II work for the army, he was an innovator (and the only person he knew who didn’t receive a single promotion). In 1945, Bion returned to a British Psychoanalytical Society that had itself survived a “war” between the newly arrived Anna Freud and Melanie Klein. He became a patient of Klein for the duration of his training, and afterwards became a member of her group of four. He, together with colleagues, would go on to work with more disturbed patients than Freud had thought possible.

In the late 1950s, Bion made a breakthrough. He identified the configuration “container/contained” as being at the heart of human development. This was a breakthrough that would reverberate through the rest of his work and through the world of psychoanalysis to this day. From around this time, Bion made a number of changes. He took the format in which he wrote under his own control (he would now mostly write books rather than scientific papers). He began to put his own thinking in relation to writings from outside psychoanalysis (philosophers, scientists, mathematicians, and latterly theo-mystical thinkers), and he began to write the notes that would later be published as his Cogitations. Through the 1960s, he both expanded his thinking and devised “equipment” for self-supervision and the identification of possible self-deceptions. Newly fortified, he would then again embark on a further period of expansion.

There has existed a divide in the world between analysts who attend more to his earlier work and those who attend to his later work. More recently, and facilitated by the publication of the sixteen volumes of his Complete Works in 2014, analysts are beginning to trace continuities in his work.

At the age of seventy, when many might have settled to the fruits of their labours and a perhaps more restricted life, Bion emigrated to 1960s California. He was invited largely due to his knowledge of working with psychotic patients. It was the beginning of his travelling internationally and giving lectures and supervisions across three continents. The transcripts of these events have emerged over time and give access to a more conversational Bion. In his seventies, he also wrote two volumes of autobiography and a biographical novel, A Memoir of the Future. The autobiographies do not have the quality of a man looking back, but of a man able to bring the past into the present. In the Memoir he gives voice to his own “multiple selves and personages within the psyche of the artist” (a comment made by Jung at the lecture he and Beckett attended (Simon, 1988, p. 335)).

This book is intended to be an introduction to Bion, I hope without loss of depth. For readers who know his work well, I hope it will provide the opportunity of looking at all of his work in one go.

The Bion references in the book are to The Complete Works of W. R. Bion (2014), as listed in the Bibliography.
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Six opening thoughts

These thoughts are pointers to some things to look out for while getting to know Bion’s work.

1. “The name givers”

What is originality? It is seeing something that still has no name, that cannot yet be named, even if it is right in front of everyone’s eyes. The way people usually are is that something becomes visible to them only once it is named. —People with originality are mostly also the name-givers. (Nietzsche, 1882, p. 261)

Bion is a “name giver”: basic assumptions; container/contained (♀♂); alpha function; alpha elements; beta elements; “O”. To an extent he is renaming the already known, but to an important extent he is naming what had not been visible before.

Bion also describes the dread felt when the ordinary “mechanism responsible for naming”, operating in all of us, is destroyed. This note was written on 28 July 1959:

If the dream-work capacity is destroyed, the patient feels dread which is peculiarly terrifying because it is nameless, and because the namelessness itself springs from the destruction of the patient’s capacity for dream-work which is the mechanism responsible for naming. (Cogitations, XI, p. 49)

Bion attributes the act of naming to waking “dream-work”. Grasping a pattern, getting a name to it, and then being able to explore it is a capacity that is not the result of linear rational thought. It is something more similar to what occurs in night dreams, but happening when we are awake. If that capacity is damaged or destroyed, the person feels a dread that cannot be named. Bion’s capacity to describe this—give it a name—does seem to have come from knowing what it is like to be in a state of dread, both in himself and feeling it with his patients.

2. On the question of languages

Bion uses languages traditionally foreign to psychoanalysis, most notably religious language, mathematical notation, and aesthetic language. Why does he do this? Was it necessary to speak to the British Psychoanalytical Society using terms such as “godhead”? Few can follow his mathematical notations. The language we think in affects what we can think, and Bion is wanting to take further what it is conceivable to think in psychoanalysis. Other analysts doing this may have translated their thoughts back into “psychoanalytic language” before voicing them aloud. Bion doesn’t do this and exposes his listener to a somewhat foreign experience. I think he also wanted anybody reading him, on a similar journey to him, to be able to see where he had reached without predetermining what might or might not be useful to them.

3. What is thinking?

Bion is very interested in thinking. He became interested in philosophy at Oxford University after the war, but the roots of what would become a profound interest in the nature of thinking most likely predate this. I suspect that from childhood he was sensitive to incoherences in “the taken for granted” world around him, and aggressively sensitive to any intrusion or manipulation of his own thinking. Bion also knew about not being able to think (particularly in World War I) and what this is like.

It wasn’t until I was writing this book, and read his 1950s papers sequentially, that I realised his particular interest, in his work with psychotic patients, was in their “verbal thinking”. At the end of the fifties/early sixties he then makes extraordinary breakthroughs in the nature of thinking (container/contained; thinking in the absence of the object; alpha function and beta elements; the use of the mind for evacuation rather than thinking). He was also cautious of defensive uses of the mind (including intellectualisation) and in his later work attends to “being” in the present, rather than “knowing about” it.

4. What is psychoanalysis?

Bion maintained a standard psychoanalytic setting throughout his work (session timing and frequency, use of the couch, interventions limited to interpretations (in the broadest sense)). In the 1950s, he, and colleagues, emphasised that, although now working with psychotic rather than neurotic patients, he did not change the setting. In Bion’s later working with the “discipline of memory and desire”, the same held. The setting protects and facilitates “the organic process of analysis” as Tustin (one of Bion’s patients in the sixties) puts it: “It was Bion’s respect for the organic process of analysis, which he allowed to take its course, and which he never tried to manipulate that made me feel so safe” (Tustin, 1981, pp. 175–176).

At the same time, Bion was intent on turning psychoanalysis inside out in his criticism of the hidden defensiveness of analysts and their lack of observational accuracy. He attempted to instigate new discipline on the one hand and a radical openness on the other. Bion also did something fundamental in relation to theory, the effects of which may still be sinking in. He thought one reason for the plethora of psychoanalytic theories was a lack of observation of the underlying patterns. The book contains a number of telling examples of his capacity for diagnosis and his abstraction of the common element in diverse manifestations.

5. How can we get sight of more of what is happening?

Bion restlessly explores from every direction he can. In the chapter on his group-work of the forties, I have detailed some of what we can see about Bion as observer, and he had an unusual capacity for observation. He is also interested in some of the great observers (see the section about Galileo for example). In the early sixties (in Learning from Experience) he seems more free to imagine himself inside the experience of a (hypothetical) infant and use his imagination in looking around. As the 1960s go on, he is increasingly interested in how it may be possible to put our idiosyncratic personal selves more to the side, while being more present with a patient, and more in touch with what is happening. The extent to which he wanted to see what things look like from the point of view of the patient is well described also by Tustin (see above) and seen too in his clinical accounts, particularly in Transformations. More generally, Bion also attempted to identify broader influences and limits to our thinking, including Western models of cause and effect so egosyntonic we don’t realise them not to be facts.

Bion was also inclined to allow more to happen. This can be seen, for example, in his allowing a violent oscillation in a group (see Chapter 3, “What groups do”). Bion also spoke increasingly of the need for analysts to be able to work outside their familiar “spectrum” of experience, in order to be available to more disturbed and primitive communications from patients.

6. Bion’s questions

Bion admired a good question. He is struck, for example, by the fact that Galileo noticed there was a lack of coherence in a taken-for-granted phenomenon (the acceleration of falling bodies), the recognition of a lack of coherence being fundamental to identifying what we do not know. While we might endorse the importance of a questioning attitude, we are at the same time often making assumptions that obscure what we don’t know.

Chapter 6, “Going back to beginnings” includes one of Bion’s childhood questions. He finds problematic a commonplace advertisement for golden syrup. “Is golden syrup really gold?” he keeps asking. Granted he may have taken some pleasure in seeing if he could provoke his parents, but his question seeded my thoughts about whether he may have had a particular sensitivity to category errors or category misuses (for advertising purposes)—a sensitivity to what ought to strike us as more odd than it does.

Bion’s questioning retreated under the onslaught of boarding school and World War I, and was, he said, regained in analysis with John Rickman on the eve of World War II. A second example of his questions is in his work in the army psychiatric services in World War II at the Northfield hospital. Confronted with the complaint that 80 per cent of the men are shirking their work, Bion’s questions reconfigure this from being construed as a local annoyance to a chance to investigate a widespread human phenomenon.

In the course of the following fifteen years, Bion’s clinical work with groups and then individual patients included observation of states of mind in which people do not ask questions. With groups in the 1940s, he saw this in what he called the “basic assumptions”. In his work with psychotic patients in the 1950s, he saw it in the operation of omniscience and patients’ attack on their own minds. What, however, did the patients make of the analyst’s curiosity? In his formative paper “On Arrogance” (1958), Bion questions the questioners. Through this paper, the authority of the analyst subtly shifts from being primarily “what the analyst knows” to “what he or she can bear to contain”.

The 1960s are the powerhouse of Bion’s questions, psychoanalysis itself now in the position of the patient. Bion goes outside the boundaries of psychoanalysis to philosophers, scientists, mathematicians, and latterly theo-mystical thinkers to augment his psychoanalysis of psychoanalysis.

In the second half of the sixties, he links faith and scientific procedure. Was this an end to his earlier incisive questioning? I look at some of his later clinical work. In his clinical supervisions in Brazil in 1975, the first thing Bion says is mostly a question. What he most often questions are the taken-for-granted assumptions being made by the patient and presenting analyst. He continues to notice incoherence where it is not evident to others. For Bion, “faith” is not so much a set of beliefs, but a capacity of the mind to feel out what cannot be observed by the senses.

In all his questioning, Bion was inclined to see just how far he could go, and what he would see there.




Chapter 1

Bion’s war

Bion left school in 1915, just before his eighteenth birthday, and joined the Royal Tank Regiment. Tanks were the new weapon. After some months of what he describes as a good training in the United Kingdom, Bion sees his first action at the third battle of Ypres, the Battle of Passchendaele in July/August 1917. It was known as the “Battle of Mud”. Constant shelling had churned the clay soil and smashed the drainage systems. Within a few days, the heaviest rain for thirty years had turned the soil into a quagmire. It became so deep that men and horses drowned in it. The tanks could not function in the mud; Bion’s own tank ended up sinking into it.

At Passchendaele, after his tank had sunk, Bion and his crew had set up their guns on the ground, but they were ordered to retreat. Bion decided afterwards that he was not going to retreat again. Some months later (Nov/Dec 1917), at the Battle of Cambrai, Bion again had to abandon his tank; but he did not retreat, he embarked on action for which he was nominated for the Victoria Cross and earned the Distinguished Service Order (DSO) and the French Légion d’Honneur.

The Battle of Cambrai

Bion wrote this account in his War Memoirs immediately after the war:

But just at this time the enemy seemed to be opening fire on us again from all sides, and we didn’t quite know where they were. I was very excited at this time …

I decided the chief fire was coming from the wood in front from behind the wall. So I took my Lewis gun with two drums of ammunition (we only had four left) and got on top of the tank behind the facine … I fired into the wood over the facine and saw the enemy begin to run about and clear out. They all cleared out or stopped firing pretty quickly, and then my gun jammed and became too hot to hold.

At this moment the enemy led a counter-attack through the gap between the lodge and the wood. I only saw an officer run out in front waving a small stick and pointing at me. I decided it was time to leave, and I came off that tank in record time …

I met Edwards there, and he said everything was going splendidly. A moment later a sniper got him through the head, and he died a bit later. I thereupon took over the company … Their ammunition had practically run out, so that we were still in a rotten position. I got hold of an enemy machine-gun, which we had taken previously, and as there was a lot of ammunition, we opened fire. The enemy had stopped … and we kept their heads down with this fire. I subsequently took the lock out of this gun and that I also sent back to you [his parents]. (III, pp. 57–58)

Bion returned to London to receive the award and wrote that he was “by far the youngest officer to be up for the DSO”. After the ceremony, Bion and his mother heard news of a German attack. Bion knew that the British defences being lauded did not in fact exist. He knew his mother was “no fool” but the danger he was returning to was not discussed.

Tanks

The death rate in the tanks was extremely high. The environment inside was toxic. As the ventilation was highly inadequate, the atmosphere was heavy with poisonous carbon monoxide from the engine and firing the weapons. Temperatures inside could reach 50°C (122°F). Entire crews lost consciousness inside the tanks, or collapsed when again exposed to fresh air.

In his autobiography written in his seventies, Bion describes an experience in his tank:

With the engine’s roar silenced we could appreciate the racket outside, like an inferno of slamming doors. And now I was aware of a novel sensation; the tank with which I was familiar as a solid mass of steel was shaking continuously like a wobbling jelly. No protection more solid than a figment of the imagination.

I was not aware of being afraid, which, from the point of view of comfort, is as good as not being afraid. The tank continued to wobble and the doors to slam; sometimes the slam and the wobble were instantaneous. When I realized that both violent slam and wobble occurred at intervals which were rhythmically connected, I knew we were very near the bursting point of a heavy shell. I felt we should move; there was nowhere to go.

Since it was dark the enemy were firing blind on their established barrage lines and, so far, we had not been hit. Could a shell fall short or over? It could—so I gave up thinking about it, thus taking shelter instinctively in mindlessness. (The Long Weekend I, p. 147)

Bion wrote this in his autobiography The Long Weekend after an interlude of fifty years. It is striking in its immediacy, but also with Bion now bringing the depth of his intervening experience to it—and his work on mindlessness.

War languages

In the autobiography, Bion gives an account of an incident, and how the men spoke to each other at the time. A fellow officer, Broome, “pink, baby-faced and foul-mouthed” tells of how he has fallen into a shell hole “full of arms and legs and blown up bellies”, “a kind of human soup”.

“Liar,” said Stokes …

“Oh shut up for Christ sake we don’t want to hear about your swimming gala” …

“Oh God! You’ve started him off again.” Cohen, Quainton and I had had enough and drifted away. “Do you know,” said Cohen, “I really believe that little bastard is speaking the truth.” (The Long Weekend I, pp. 165–166)

Although he turned away from Broome’s trauma at the time, Bion never forgot the incident. In “Captain Bion’s Soliloquy” in A Memoir of the Future (written in his seventies), he returns to it, speaking in a much more fragmentary way. Bion wrote about the way the men spoke in the war:

BION: These clichés do nothing to convey an impression to anyone who had not had the experience, but to me—sixty years later—their very banality recalls that immensely emotional experience. The behaviour, facial expression, and poverty of conversation could give an impression of depression and even fear at the prospect of battle. Fear there certainly was; fear of fear was, I think, common to all—officers and men. The inability to admit it to anyone, as there was no one to admit it to without being guilty of spreading alarm and despondency, produced a curious sense of being entirely alone in company with a crowd of mindless robots—machines devoid of humanity. The loneliness was intense; I can still feel my skin drawn over the bones of my face as if it were the mask of a cadaver. The occasional words exchanged echoed like a conversation heard from afar. “Wipers.” “Yes, the Salient.” “Guns sound a bit frisky.” “Awful—but cheer up—you’ll soon be dead.” “You’ve said it.” (War Memoirs III, p. 205)

He would also later comment that analytic sessions can seem “boring or featureless”—banal, but in fact the analyst “is in the presence of intense emotion; there should be no occasion on which this is not apparent to him” (Transformations 6 V, p. 192).

Amiens

Sweeting

It is the Battle of Amiens—on 8 August 1918 and ensuing days—that Bion most refers to for the rest of his life. In military history, Amiens was a successful battle, and it is cited as a turning point in the war. So what happened on the Amiens–Roye road? Bion was now a captain and on foot between his tanks, rather than in charge of one tank. He had just been inside one of the tanks talking to its commander when the German battery started up. The tank he had been in moments earlier was blown up; Bion grabs Sweeting’s belt (his runner), and they throw themselves into a shell hole. Barely able to function in the bombardment, Bion looks out of the shell hole and becomes extremely anxious that the Amiens–Roye road is not where he had thought it was, and that he has sent the tanks in the wrong direction—towards their own lines, rather than towards the enemy’s. He makes Sweeting look, to check. Bion did not see it happen, but he realises that Sweeting is horribly wounded in the chest. In the shell hole with the terribly injured Sweeting, Bion can no longer think, he vomits. Psychoanalyst Lawrence Brown has put it like this:

Bion felt sick. He wanted to time think … He tried to think. (War Memoirs, “Amiens” III, pp. 252–253)

This “bombardment” by sensory fragments reduced Bion to vomiting in order to evacuate the sensory overload and must also have taught him, in retrospect, how the desperate mind madly discharges experience that cannot be abstracted. (Brown, 2012, p. 1200)

In his Memoir of the Future, Bion writes:

ALICE: I thought you were supposed to be cured of such irrational guilts.
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