



[image: image]










The Harris Meltzer Trust Teaching Series


Teaching Meltzer: Modes and Approaches


edited by Meg Harris Williams


Teaching Bion: Modes and Approaches


edited by Meg Harris Williams











TEACHING BION


Modes and Approaches


edited by


Meg Harris Williams


with Antonello Correale, Angel Costantino, Gertraud Diem-Wille, Charles W. Dithrich, Michael Eigen, Dawn Farber, Dorothy Hamilton, Martha Harris, Robert Harris, R. D. Hinshelwood, Luiz Carlos Uchôa Junqueira Jnr., Howard B. Levine, Chris Mawson, Claudio Neri, Lee Rather, Igor Romanov, and Leandro Stitzman


published for


The Harris Meltzer Trust


by


KARNAC











Published for The Harris Meltzer Trust by
Karnac Books Ltd, 118 Finchley Road, London NW3 5HT


Copyright © 2015 Meg Harris Williams to the edited collection and the individual authors to their contributions.


The rights of the editor and contributors to be identified as the authors of this work have been asserted in accordance with §§ 77 and 78 of the Copyright Design and Patent Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A C.I.P. for this book is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 78220 119 9


Edited, designed and produced by The Bourne Studios
www.bournestudios.co.uk
Printed in Great Britain


www.harris-meltzer-trust.org.uk
www.karnacbooks.com











ABOUT THE AUTHORS


Antonello Correale graduated in medicine and psychiatry at the Sapienza University of Rome, then trained in psychoanalysis with the Italian Psychoanalytic Society. He is former head of Area II of the Mental Health Department of Roma BASL (the Italian national health service). His edited books include Il Campo Istituzionale, Quale Psicoanalisi per le Psicosi?, (with L. Rinaldi), Psicoanalisi e Psichiatria (with G. B. Ceroni), Borderline (with A. M. Alonzi, A. Carnevali, P. Di Giuseppe, & N. Giachetti), Il Gruppo in Psichiatria (with V. Nicoletti), and Il Soggetto Nascosto: Un Approccio Psicoanalitico alla Clinica delle Tossico Dipendenze (with F. Cangiotti and A. Zoppi). His latest book is Area Traumatica e Campo Istituzionale (Borla, 2006).


Angel Costantino is a full member of the IPA and practises psychiatry and psychoanalysis in Buenos Aires. He completed his postgraduate training in 1971 at Araoz Alfano Hospital under the direction of Mauricio Goldenberg and proceeded to supervise psychoanalytic and psychiatric work at San Isidro Hospital, in collaboration with Enrique Pichon Rivière. He supervises the clinical work of candidates of ApdeBa and other psychoanalytic and psychotherapy organisations. From 1997 he has conducted study groups and workshops in Argentina mostly focused on Bion, but also on the works of Klein, Segal, Money Kyrle, Meltzer, and Betty Joseph.


Gertraud Diem-Wille is a professor of psychoanalysis in education at the University of Klagenfurt, Austria. She is a training analyst for children, adolescents, and adults at the Viennese Psychoanalytic Society and the International Psychoanalytic Association. She has pioneered and supported the training in Austria in psychoanalytic observational approaches to psychoanalytic training and in the educational field. She has published The Early Years of Life: Developmental Theories according to Freud, Klein and Bion (2011) and Young Children and Their Parents: Perspectives from Psychoanalytic Infant Observation (Karnac, 2015).


Charles W. Dithrich, PhD, is a personal and supervising analyst and faculty member of the Psychoanalytic Institute of Northern California, San Francisco. He has taught and lectured extensively on Bion. His practice is in Oakland, California.


Michael Eigen, PhD, is author of twenty-five books, including Contact With the Depths, The Sensitive Self, Emotional Storm, Feeling Matters, The Psychoanalytic Mystic, Kabbalah, and Psychoananalysis and Faith. He teaches and supervises for the National Psychological Association for Psychoanalysis and the New York University Postdoctoral Program in Psychotherapy and Psychoanalysis. His private seminar on Bion and Winnicott and his own work has been ongoing for over forty years.


Dawn Farber is a personal and supervising analyst at the Psychoanalytic Institute of Northern California; a faculty member; and past chair of PINC's Outreach and Public information Committee, 2001–15. She has a private practice seeing individuals and couples in Oakland; teaches and consults widely in the community; and runs ongoing case consultation groups in Oakland. She enjoys writing poetry, book and film reviews and has published in psychoanalytic and literary journals.




Dorothy Hamilton is a training therapist and supervisor, a Professional Member of the Association for Group and Individual Psychotherapy and member of the College of Psychoanalysts. She is an Honorary Fellow of the UKCP and a member of its Psychotherapy Council. She teaches in the fields of metapsychology, transference, and Bion, and is pursuing studies in the apprehension of beauty in a variety of disciplines.


Martha Harris (d. 1987) was a training analyst at the British Institute and worked closely with Klein and Bion For many years she was responsible for the Child Psychotherapy training at the Tavistock Clinic in London, developing a model of psychoanalytic training based on Esther Bick's infant observation and on Bion's work-groups. In the 1970s she invited Bion to give the talks subsequently published as The Tavistock Seminars. Her writings are collected in: Your Teenager (2007), The Story of Infant Development (2007), The Tavistock Model (2011), Thinking about Infants and Young Children (2011), and Adolescence (2011). Students’ experience of her as a teacher is documented in Enabling and Inspiring (2012), ed. M. H. Williams.


Robert Harris is a group analyst and writer based in London. He has a special interest in the development of group analysis internationally, taking into account different cultural settings, and is currently helping to develop group analytic training institutions in Russia, Kazakhstan, Kalmykia, and Albania. He teaches and supervises at the Institute of Group Analysis (IGA) in London and other locations in the UK, and is a member of the IGA International Courses Committee. He integrates Bion's thinking into much of his teaching and supervisory work, and amongst other papers and publications, contributed a chapter to Bion's Sources, ed. R. D. Hinshelwood and N. Torres (Routledge, 2013.)


R. D. Hinshelwood is Professor at the Centre for Psychoanalytic Studies, University of Essex, and previously was a consultant psychotherapist in the NHS for 20 years, and Clinical Director at the Cassel Hospital, London. He is a Fellow of the British Psychoanalytical Society and of the Royal College of Psychiatrists. He founded the British Journal of Psychotherapy and Psychoanalysis and History, and authored A Dictionary of Kleinian Thought (1989) and other books and articles on Kleinian psychoanalysis. Observing Organisations (2000) was edited with W. Skogstad and applies psychoanalytic observation to social science. Suffering Insanity (2004) is about the treatment of schizophrenia in psychiatric institutions. In 2013 he published Research on the Couch: Single Case Studies, Subjectivity and Psychoanalytic Knowledge (Routledge) and edited (with N. Torres) Bion's Sources: The Shaping of his Paradigms.


Luis Carlos Uchôa Junqueira, Jnr. trained in medicine at the University of São Paulo) and worked as a psychiatrist with the Brazilian Psychiatric Society. He is a training analyst and past president of the Brazilian Psychoanalytical Society of São Paulo. He is chair of the ‘Biennial Meetings’ of the SBPSP and editor of the corresponding books. He is the author of Sismos e Acomodações: A Clínica Psicanalítica como Usina de Idéias (Rosari, 2003).


Howard B. Levine is in private practice in Brookline, Massachusetts. He is on the faculty at the Psychoanalytic Institute of New England East (PINE) and on the editorial Board of the IJP and Psychoanalytic Inquiry. He has authored numerous articles, book chapters, and reviews on psychoanalytic process and technique, intersubjectivity, the treatment of primitive personality disorders, and the consequences and treatment of early trauma and childhood sexual abuse. He is the editor of Adult Analysis and Childhood Sexual Abuse (Analytic Press, 1990), co-editor of Growth and Turbulence in the Container/Contained (Routledge, 2013), Unrepresented States and the Construction of Meaning (Karnac, 2013), Responses to Freud's Screen Memories Paper (Karnac, 2014), and (forthcoming) The Wilfred Bion Tradition, and Bion in Brazil.


Chris Mawson is a training and supervising analyst of the British Psychoanalytical Society and works in private practice as a psychoanalyst. He is also interested in the study of groups and organizations from a psychoanalytic perspective, particularly that pursued by those of the British Group Relations orientation. He is editor of The Complete Works of W. R. Bion (Karnac, 2014), and Bion Today (2010) in the New Library of Psychoanalysis series. Other publications include: ‘The use of play technique in understanding disturbed behaviour in school’ (Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy, 1986), ‘Containing anxiety in work with damaged children’ in The Unconscious at Work, ed. A. Obholzer & V. Z. Roberts (1994), and ‘Pseudo-free association: the sophisticated analytic patient and “as-if” relating’ (British Journal of Psychotherapy, 2002).


Claudio Neri is a psychoanalyst and group psychotherapist in private practice. He teaches in the faculty of medicine and psychology at the Sapienza University of Roma and in the faculty of psychology at Turin. He is a training psychoanalyst at the Italian Psychoanalytic Society and has been teaching for some years in France, where he has been visiting professor at the Université Lumiere in Lyon and the Université Descartes in Paris. He also runs supervisory and teaching activities in the Italian national health system with psychiatrists, nursing staff and social workers.


Lee Rather, PhD, is a faculty member at the San Francisco Center for Psychoanalysis and the Psychoanalytic Institute of Northern California where he is also a personal and supervising analyst. In addition to teaching Bion intensively over the last 15 years, he has published and presented on topics including maternal and paternal psychic function, the existential aspects of mourning, the unconscious aspects of creativity, and the psychoanalytic dynamics at work in operas by Verdi, Mozart, and Wagner. Dr Rather is in private practice in San Francisco. Website: www.leerather.com.


Igor Romanov is a psychologist, philosopher, and psychoanalyst; an associate professor of theoretical and practical philosophy in the Karazin Kharkiv National University Philosophical Faculty; a direct member of the IPA; a member of the Ukrainian Psychoanalytic Society; and president of Kharkiv Psychoanalytic Society. He has a private practice in psychoanalysis and psychotherapy. He is editor of The Era of Countertransference (in Russian) and author of many papers and books on theory, history, and philosophy of psychoanalysis.


Leandro Stitzman works with children and adults. He coordinates study groups on Bion's works in Argentina, Chile, Brazil and Colombia. He has published many papers in the journals of Latin America and Europe. He has translated Bion and other authors for the publications of Hormé, APdeBA, APPOLA and other editorials. He is creator, developer and organiser of the Bionian Games, and a founder member of the Memoirs of the Future web, with contributions by analysts from Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Uruguay, Italy and Spain. He is webmaster for the Bion website on FEPAL: www.wrbion.net. In 2011 he published the book Entrelazamiento: un Ensayo Psicoanalítico (Promolibro).


Meg Harris Williams lectures widely in the UK and other countries. Her writings discussing Bion's ideas include: ‘“Underlying pattern” in Bion's Memoir of the Future’ (IJP, 1983), ‘Bion's The Long Weekend’ (J. of Child Psychotherapy, 1983), ‘The Tiger and O’ (Free Associations, 1985), A Strange Way of Killing (1987), ‘A man of achievement: Sophocles’ Oedipus plays’ (BJP, 1994), ‘The three vertices: science, art and religion’ (BJP, 2005), The Vale of Soulmaking (2005), The Aesthetic Development (2010), Bion's Dream (2010), a chapter in Bion Today, ed. C. Mawson (2010), ‘The infant and the infinite: on psychoanalytic faith’ (Psychodynamic Practice, 2015), and a play and filmscript based on Bion's Memoir.











INTRODUCTION


Meg Harris Williams


‘What are you when you cease to be a student of psychoanalysis?’


(Bion, see below, p. 203)


The purpose of this book is not to summarise or interpret Bion's thinking in a comprehensive way, and it is not an introduction to Bion. As far as Bion goes, the reader will find nothing new here. Instead, the aim is to picture the experience of those who have been teaching Bion's ideas in seminars, talks and supervisions for many years, and who have evolved their own modes for conveying their personal experience of those ideas. The hope is that this may be useful for others who are teaching not just Bion but psychoanalysis in both clinical and applied fields.


As Donald Meltzer said, in his discussion of Bion's Memoir of the Future:


I am sure, from many personal contacts with Bion, that he never wished to implant his thought in other people's heads. His vision of the air, like Prospero's island's air, being full of thoughts seeking thinkers places the artist-scientist (for they were never separated in his mind) in a position of using his special receptiveness and gifts for making public his experiences as an intermediary for others to catch the thoughts that are in the wind at the moment. (Meltzer, 1994, p. 523)


Or as Bion himself jokes in the Memoir itself, in the voice of one dinosaur speaking to another: ‘Ow! What's that? You've shoved your thoughts into me, you vile creature’ (Bion, 1991, p. 84). Teaching, as the authors of this book are well aware, is not a matter of manic projective identification – pushing one's thoughts into others’ heads – still less of pretending to push in the thoughts of somebody else. Rather, teaching is just another form of learning from experience with the aid of students who reflect struggles, difficulties and moments of illumination which are brought into view through the special teaching relationship, which is perhaps as much a matter of transference and countertransference as psychoanalysis itself. Teaching demonstrates modes of identification with the author, and is accompanied by evidence of the internalisation of other past teachers. Style, cultural context, personal bias and interests are all important in making the teaching situation a live and authentic one from which all the participants can select what speaks to them.


This is not to say that knowledge is not important; ‘knowing about’ is always the basis for ‘knowing’, and ‘without memory and desire’ doesn't mean one is let off doing one's homework. As some authors have observed, one of the problems with the current Bion bandwagon is the belief that his ideas sprang from nowhere, in terms of psychoanalytic thinking (never mind philosophical thinking in general): as if his contact with Kleinian thinking were purely theoretical, rather than an actual life-experience of personal analysis with Mrs Klein which was continuously redigested in the context of the prevailing ‘winds’ of circumstance and research, his own and others’. Scholarship and due awareness of the context of psychoanalytic history are the background from which a teaching style then emerges, through selecting what appear to be the essentials. Students learn from this selective attention, not from disembodied ideas. Correspondingly, what they learn is personal to themselves. The teacher is not a barrier between the student and the author but rather an ‘intercessor’ to use Bion's term, or a ‘midwife’ to use Socrates’.


The book begins with ‘Wilfred Bion: clinical thinker’ by Chris Mawson (UK), who sets Bion in the context of some his colleagues in the British society of that era, as well as that of Freud and Klein, and of Keats’ wellknown principle of negative capability. Introductory seminars are founded on Learning from Experience with reference back to Freud, in particular his ‘Recommendations to physicians’, and forward to later Kleinans. He explains his choice of texts and the reasons for focusing in detail on specific passages, with a view to tracing the evolution of key concepts such as container–contained, the oscillation Ps⇌D, alpha-function, the links of LHK and their negatives.


In the next chapter, Claudo Neri (Rome) formulates the teacher's role as that of a ‘Go-between’ whose aim is to put the student in touch with Bion's thinking. In this he offers four principles: the idea that the most ‘difficult’ formulation of an idea is probably the best or closest to whatever Bion was trying to formulate; advice to read the text closely not just to cite the slogans that are so often extracted; a warning against joining the mythical group of ‘Bionians’ which tempts against the loneliness of individual thinking and self-discovery; and the further warning to avoid what Bion has called ‘arrogance’, to be differentiated from the legitimate self-respect which also entails respect for others.


In ‘Identifying with existential unease’, Antonello Correale (Rome) considers in depth the definition of teaching as how we put things inside us, as distinct from simply transmitting knowledge, even though this will always remain the nucleus of the teacher's work. The parallel is drawn between studying Bion and conducting psychoanalysis, both of which demand a loyalty to this existential unease in the face of Bion's giving epistemological matters the primary place. There is conflict both in our relation to Bion and in our own search for truth, as appears in the processes of learning from experience, alpha function, and ‘becoming O’, Bion's way of describing the process of introjecting the object.


Luiz Carlos Junqueira, Jnr. (São Paulo), in ‘Teaching Bion, living life’, begins with the way he presents to students the story of Bion's development as a psychoanalytic thinker, using as a basic structure the comparison of Bion's early works and his subsequent Second Thoughts. He then summarises his own encounter with Bion's thinking, followed by a list of the courses he has devised and adapted over the years, with some detailed examples of ‘significant landscapes’ and the texts chosen to illustrate them. ‘Teaching’ is thus an ever-changing procedure which, like life, is always searching for new links to elaborate.


Lee Rather (California), in ‘Building a Bion container’, focuses on Bion's emphasis on psychoanalysis as a probe or process of inquiry more than a body of knowledge, and discusses the advantages of critical pluralism: that is, the usefulness of Bion's ‘unsaturated’ concepts in helping people to discover their own subjective experience, whether teacher or student, so that teaching can be a genuine learning or ‘becoming’ activity. A ‘culturally unsaturated’ model also has advantages when teaching in very different societies and in forging links with other disciplines.


Charles W. Dithrich (California) in ‘Maintaining a relation to O’ discusses the teacher's role in moderating the group atmosphere such that a sense of humility and toleration of uncertainty can prevail and enable shared discovery. He takes Bion's clinical seminars as favourite introductory texts, since they show students Bion's spontaneous and humorous aspects; then proceeds to select passages from the major books, organised on a conceptual basis. A limited amount of reading is given per session so that students are not overwhelmed or persecuted by unfamiliar ideas but find the group a containing setting for the emotions aroused.


Angel Costantino (Buenos Aires) in ‘Group learning’ considers his primary function as study group leader is the selection of topics for discussion, without any specific goal other than that of facilitating its progress, which entails acknowledging both regressive and progressive moments in its evolution. The inclusion of their own clinical material strengthens both the group and its idea of Bion. Over the course of time, an anchorage was discovered in the concrete description of patient X, who (whether a real or generic character) emerges recognisably in a series of Bion's texts, and offers a model for Bion's way of interpreting that puts his more abstract formulations in a human context.


Michael Eigen (New York) gives a substantial number of student responses in ‘Tiger stripes and student voices’. He narrates the story of his first encounters with Bion, in books and in person, and his own movement from ‘K–Bion to F–Bion’ with the publication of Attention and Interpretation, explaining Bion's influence on his own life and writings: ‘When I teach Bion, Bion teaches me.’ He uses two teaching approaches: the formal setting for students who need a historical overview, and the intimate seminar, which is organised by focusing on the evocative properties of selected words or phrases and the student responses they invite.


Howard B. Levine (Massachusetts) describes the method he uses for ‘Dreaming the patient into being’, a method which in his personal experience harks back to practising jazz improvisation with the saxophone part left out, so that each student could interpolate their own voice into the existing basic musical structure. An analogous approach to students in a psychoanalytic seminar can enable free associations and the sharing of ‘wild thoughts’ by way of rehearsal for the ‘analytic mind-set’ recommended by Bion which focusses more on process than on content.


Leandro Stitzman (Buenos Aires) offers a ‘Model kit’ of tools he has found useful in recommending a Bionian spirit of proximity to emotional or psychoanalytic ‘facts’, including awareness of animal origins, wild ideas, and an effort to search for accurate modes of notation. The kit comprises such items as evenly-suspended attention and tolerance of uncertainty; appreciating the difference between theoretical and abstract in Bion's notations; the use of Grid and the ‘selected fact’ as tools for observation; the value of Bion's recorded seminars as a way to introduce students without jargon; and the value of a shared sense of humour in indicating valuable work is being achieved.


R. D. Hinshelwood (UK), in ‘Teaching Bion's teachings’, warns of the dangers of fashionably idealising Bion, which often result in glossing over any problems that may arise from Bion's own teaching methods. He suggests there is a lack of continuity in Bion's own ideas and methods which, together with the fact that Bion's own wide-ranging sources are not readily familiar in their totality to most interpreters, makes it especially difficult for teachers to convey his thinking as a unified whole. Copying Bion's own method with groups can arouse anxiety rather than responsibility in the members, so it is a challenge for the leader to find alternative ways.


Robert Harris (UK), in ‘Teaching Bion in Russia’, is in a position to make interesting comparisons between the different learning climates of Russia and the UK, whilst at the same time picking up certain deep linguistic, humorous and aphoristic ties between the two cultures that are highlighted in the process of ‘translating’ Bion, in particular his views on group behaviour. He finds that the excellent educational practice endemic in Russia is employed here in the service of a thirst to understand social trauma, and Experiences in Groups in particular has a deep resonance.


Igor Romanov (Ukraine) tells of ‘Bion's adventures in a country without psychoanalysis’, though some would say students are very well informed both in the university setting and from the Kleinian clinical point of view. A long-distance learning approach, he suggests, devolves responsibility onto making links within as wide a context as possible, when forging a professional identity in a pluralistic context. He concludes that Bion's works contribute to communication though not necessarily to consensus between analysts, and that despite their complexity, they provide a good introduction to psychoanalysis.


Dawn Farber (California), in ‘On conveying the style of living analysis’, compares and contrasts teaching in California and South Africa. The nature of teaching depends on the felt relevance to individuals not only per se but as they are in the context of their society and culture. In San Francisco the focus is on ‘waking dreaming’, yet ideas may be stymied by the American dream of egocentric ‘happiness’; while in South Africa Bion's ideas on the tyranny of group basic assumptions are found most valuable, since they offer hope of understanding and therefore escaping from the corruption and violence incurred.


Dorothy Hamilton (UK) describes her experience of ‘Teaching Bion through clinical example’, using vignettes of several patients to illustrate the motifs of the K link, containment, moral judgement and minus K, catastrophic change from K to O, and Bion's idea of ‘suffering’. She says that any potential distortion that might occur in teaching theory primarily via clinical work is amply compensated by the vividness of the interaction between real people, including the relationship between patient and therapist.


Gertraud Diem-Wille (Austria), in ‘Teaching theory in the context of child analysis’, similarly demonstrates the teaching value of presenting ideas through clinical work, this time focussing on a single case study of the analysis of a three-year-old child, and on the emotional responses aroused in the therapist. She shows how Bion's extension of Kleinian concepts, such as the dynamic link of Ps⇌D and the move from beta-elements to alpha-function, enriches clinical understanding and supports the analyst's capacity to tolerate projections.


Meg Harris Williams (UK), in ‘The living mind – Bion's vision’, describes two scenarios in which she teaches Bion: in groups and through writing. In the academic setting, she concentrates on Bion's model of the mind and its post-Kleinian context, rather than on his theoretical formulations, which are brought in secondarily; this encompasses the question of what is a psychoanalyst, the way the mind grows by digesting thoughts, and the hindrances to this growth. She then discusses her experience of writing about Bion's autobiographies, in particular that of co-writing a filmscript based on Bion's Memoir of the Future.


Finally a paper of Martha Harris (who worked closely with Bion) is reprinted here from 1978: ‘The individual in the group: on learning to work with the psychoanalytical method’. In the context of the foundational principles of the teaching method at the Tavistock Clinic, she describes how Bion's insights into group behaviour can be used to modulate the tension between the individual and the group, making it container rather than constrictor. Through a correlation of vertices, the individual can be enabled to learn through ‘transformations in O’ despite the establishment group's pressure to reinforce basic assumptions.













CHAPTER ONE


Wilfred Bion: clinical thinker


Chris Mawson


The difficulty of reading Bion I address using the following two quotations, the first from a letter to his daugher Nicola:


How difficult it is to realise that with certain books one does not ‘read’ them – one has to have an emotional experience of reading them. This seems so slow compared with the easy slick reading, especially if you feel you have exams to pass, that it is very difficult to give one's self the time and other conditions necessary for it – especially the time. (Bion, 1985, p. 178)


The second is from the introduction to Learning from Experience:


Some obscurities are due to the impossibility of writing without pre-supposing familiarity with some aspect of a problem that is only worked on later. If the reader will read straight through, these points will become clearer as he proceeds. Unfortunately obscurities also exist because of my inability to make them clearer. The reader may find the effort to clarify these for himself is rewarding and not simply work that has been forced on him because I have not done it myself. (Bion, 1961a, p. viii)




We discuss the issue – reminding ourselves that getting to grips with the writing of Freud and Klein too is hardly an easy matter in spite of the beautiful clarity of the former. Bion's own suggestion to readers about their approach to the task has similarities to the optimal mental attitude required to be receptive to the communications arising within the analytic relationship itself. His work needs to be digested as well as possible by the reader, as an emotional experience of reading, and then subsequently allowed to rest in the background, where, in time, it may be integrated through learning from experience in the clinical situation, and (again, in time) augment and enrich the practitioner's clinical thinking. I encourage students to bring into the discussion anything from their clinical work which comes to mind in the course of our reading. Also, at certain places in his work, Bion's mode of writing recreates uncannily in the reader's thought processes the very phenomena being discussed in the text, as André Green (1998) has described. I provide some examples from Cogitations in order to illustrate this, and we have also had the chance to study recently discovered cogitations not included in the original book.


I then begin a series of seminars, beginning with a brief talk reminding us that Bion had both horizontal and vertical roots. The purpose of this is to counter the erroneous belief that Bion and his work exist, somehow, ‘out on their own’. In doing so I emphasise that Bion's contributions were rooted vertically in Freud and Klein, and were supported also by a significant degree of fraternal support from, and collaboration with, Hanna Segal, Herbert Rosenfeld, and Melanie Klein, in the late 1950s and 1960s; it is not always possible to distinguish their exact individual contributions to the developing theory of splitting, projective identification, unconscious phantasy and the use of countertransference. I clarify also that it makes absolutely no sense whatsoever to speak of ‘Bionians’, or of a ‘Bionian’ method. In my teaching I emphasise that Bion had no desire to found another ‘school’ of psychoanalysis; neither does his work support a modification of the fundamental Freudian and Kleinian method of working in the transference within the traditional analytic setting. As he wrote in his first chapter of Transformations, he aimed to ‘suggest a method of critical approach to psychoanalytic practice and not new psychoanalytical theories’ (1965, p. 6). I show by considering Bion's seminars when we get to them, that in his clinical work and supervision Bion worked as a recognisably Kleinian analyst towards an insightful appreciation of psychic reality through a disciplined, intuitive sensibility to indications of the transference, and the corresponding and eventually uncovered countertransference. In other words, in Bion's work the setting and the method – however much his terminology might occasionally suggest otherwise – remains rigorously psychoanalytic.


In terms of psychoanalysis I begin, as did Bion, with Freud and with Klein, and here I take as read some familiarity with Freud's method, particularly his emphasis on the specific nature of psychoanalytic attention, and the centrality of transference, and the clinical value of countertransference. This I explain as crucial groundwork before even beginning to read Bion, and I find it useful to direct students to the following quotation from a letter to Jung in 1909 that refers to Jung's enactment of the transference–countertransference with his patient ‘Sp’ (Spielrein):


Such experiences, though painful, are necessary and hard to avoid. Without them we cannot really know life and what we are dealing with. I myself have never been taken in quite so badly, but I have come very close to it a number of times and had a narrow escape…But no lasting harm is done. They help us to develop the thick skin we need and to dominate ‘counter-transference’, which is after all a permanent problem for us; they teach us to displace our own affects to best advantage. They are a ‘blessing in disguise’. (McGuire, 1974, pp. 230–32)


Receptivity to the unconscious, as it emerges in the transference neurosis, is preferred in this method to attempts to use elements of suggestion, education or reassurance to produce change. In order to offset any prior reading the students may have done which suggests that Bion's method is a new and improved one which dispenses with the foundation of Freudian psychoanalysis, I make frequent links between Bion, Freud and Klein. Meltzer's writing on this subject (1978, 1986) is of great help.




Optimising the capacity for receptivity to the unconscious was as essential for Bion as it was for Freud. The latter wrote of evenly-suspended attention, and Bion drew not only on Freud's ‘Recommendations’ (1912) but also on various sources, including Tibetan and Indian texts and the writings of St John of the Cross to formulate his own often-quoted recommendation of ‘without memory, desire, or understanding’. Bion's version has been more frequently misunderstood and misapplied than Freud's. In his expanded version of his 1966 paper ‘Catastrophic change’, which appears as chapter 12 of Attention and Interpretation (1970), Bion states the essence of his ‘memory and desire’ recommendation, to which he gives centrality as ‘the most important mechanism employed by the practising psychoanalyst’. I give special emphasis in my teaching on Bion to this passage:


The discussion of the configuration of container and contained has occupied a considerable space in this book. It may, therefore, seem surprising if, at this stage and in relatively few sentences, I describe what is perhaps the most important mechanism employed by the practising psychoanalyst. It requires less description and is relatively more easily grasped. It is for these reasons only that it occupies what may appear to be an insignificant place in this book. It is derived from Melanie Klein's descriptions of the paranoid—schizoid and depressive positions, and to these the reader should refer. Here, briefly, is my formulation of this matter as it concerns the practising analyst:


In every session the psychoanalyst should be able, if he has followed what I have said in this book, particularly with regard to memory and desire, to be aware of the aspects of the material that, however familiar they may seem to be, relate to what is unknown both to him and to the analysand. Any attempt to cling to what he knows must be resisted for the sake of achieving a state of mind analogous to the paranoid–schizoid position. For this state I have coined the term ‘patience’ to distinguish it from ‘paranoid–schizoid position’, which should be left to describe the pathological state for which Melanie Klein used it. I mean the term to retain its association with suffering and tolerance of frustration.




‘Patience’ should be retained without ‘irritable reaching after fact and reason’ until a pattern ‘evolves’. This state is the analogue to what Melanie Klein has called the depressive position. For this state I use the term ‘security’. This I mean to leave with its association of safety and diminished anxiety. I consider that no analyst is entitled to believe that he has done the work required to give an interpretation unless he has passed through both phases – ‘patience’ and ‘security’. The passage from the one to the other may be very short, as in the terminal stages of analysis, or it may be long. Few, if any, psychoanalysts should believe that they are likely to escape the feelings of persecution and depression commonly associated with the pathological states known as the paranoid–schizoid and depressive positions. In short, a sense of achievement of a correct interpretation will be commonly found to be followed almost immediately by a sense of depression. I consider the experience of oscillation between ‘patience’ and ‘security’ to be an indication that valuable work is being achieved. (Bion, 1970, pp. 123–124)


It is sometimes forgotten that Bion meant his comments about the importance of divesting oneself of past knowledge of the patient and of one's desires for his ‘betterment’ to be understood, not only in the context of Freud's recommendations, but also with the apophatic principle described by John Keats as ‘Negative Capability’:


Several things dovetailed in my mind, and at once it struck me what quality went to form a Man of Achievement especially in Literature & which Shakespeare possessed so enormously – I mean Negative Capability, that is when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason (Gittings, 1970, p. 43)


When we get to this issue in teaching seminars I demonstrate the similarities between Freud's and Bion's intentions in using these concepts. The specific teaching points from Freud required as a foundation for my subsequent seminars on Bion's writings concern psychoanalytic attention and the use of the transference. I pay special attention to the following passages from Freud's ‘Recommendations to physicians’ (1912b) – the first on ‘evenly-suspended attention’:


The technique, however, is a very simple one. As we shall see, it rejects the use of any special expedient (even that of taking notes). It consists simply in not directing one's notice to anything in particular and in maintaining the same ‘evenly-suspended attention’ (as I have called it) in the face of all that one hears. (Freud, 1912b, p. 111)


The second piece of advice points out the problems inherent in selecting material:


In making the selection, if he follows his expectations he is in danger of never finding anything but what he already knows; and if he follows his inclinations he will certainly falsify what he may perceive. It must not be forgotten that the things one hears are for the most part things whose meaning is only recognised later on. (Freud, 1912b, p. 112)


The attempt therefore to ‘give equal notice to everything’ is, he says, a ‘fundamental rule of psychoanalysis’. The third of Freud's ‘rules’ concerns the need to rely on unconscious memory:


The rule for the doctor may be expressed: ‘He should withhold all conscious influences from his capacity to attend, and give himself over completely to his ‘unconscious memory’.’ Or, to put it purely in terms of technique: ‘He should simply listen, and not bother about whether he is keeping anything in mind.’ What is achieved in this manner will be sufficient for all requirements during the treatment. (Freud, 1912b, p. 112)


The fourth uses a metaphor to describe the contact between the unconscious of the analyst and that of the patient:


To put it in a formula: he must turn his own unconscious like a receptive organ towards the transmitting unconscious of the patient. He must adjust himself to the patient as a telephone receiver is adjusted to the transmitting microphone. Just as the receiver converts back into sound waves the electric oscillations in the telephone line which were set up by sound waves, so the doctor's unconscious is able, from the derivatives of the unconscious which are communicated to him, to reconstruct that unconscious, which has determined the patient's free associations (Freud, 1912b, p. 116)


In addition to this, on the current course of teaching, the three required Freud readings are: ‘The dynamics of transference’ (1912a), ‘Remembering, repeating and working-through’ (1914), and ‘Formulations on the two principles of mental functioning’ (1911), a paper central to Bion's ideas throughout his life as a thinker and as an analyst. The latter has a direct bearing on the distinction prominent in Bion's work between measures intended to evade reality and measures designed to modify it.


The other piece of pre-reading is Klein's 1946 paper, ‘Notes on some schizoid mechanisms’, in which she introduced the term projective identification, a concept already in clinical use by Herbert Rosenfeld, Hanna Segal and Wilfred Bion in their pioneering analytic work with patients in psychotic states, later expanded by Bion into a normally-occurring communicative process between mother and infant in his container–contained model.


After the preparatory groundwork I begin by locating Bion in an historical context, with key biographical aspects (including being an eighteen year old in tank warfare) which contributed to the development of his ideas. As I said earlier, I also emphasise that however seemingly ‘out on his own’ his ideas may seem, he was a member of an unusually creative small group of clinicians applying and expanding Klein's ideas from the late 1950s until his departure for Los Angeles in January 1968. Members of the seminar are each allocated different biographical pieces, and in the seminar are asked to speak – preferably without notes – for ten minutes or so about anything from their reading which has interested them.


In addition to autobiographical writings I ask the seminar to read Francesca Bion's (1995) paper ‘The Days of our Years’, which she gave as an address in Toronto in 1994. Also included is Edna O'Shaughnessy's (2005) concise paper ‘Whose Bion?’, to remind us that his ideas and place in psychoanalysis can vary according to the perspective and uses which writers wish to make of them. She also states her view that Bion's significance is as a leading contributor in a triumvirate, as it were, alongside Segal and Rosenfeld as part of the Freud–Klein development, and that studies of enactment, for example, and psychic retreats (Steiner) are further developments of this.


In terms of an introduction to Bion's clinical ideas and theory of thinking, I organise the teaching so the seminar can study how Bion expanded Klein's original concept of projective identification and introduced the related concepts of containment and the oscillation between mental states organised around Klein's two positions – the paranoid-schizoid position and the depressive position. Some understanding of Klein's concepts of projective identification, splitting, unconscious phantasy and the internal world is assumed. Extensive use is made of Experiences in Groups (1961) to show how many of the later ideas are foreshadowed in his earlier work with group mentality, especially how Bion used his experiences derived from groups which had their own mental functioning as their focus of study in order to understand how projective identification underpins countertransference. In passing we consider how his ideas on this differed from those of Klein, who did not accept this use of countertransference.


From Bion's expansion of the concept of projective identification the introductory seminars trace how he developed other psychoanalytic conceptual tools in order to investigate a wide variety of phenomena, including the ego functions of attention, discrimination, and particularly thinking. We study how for Bion this was not only a cognitive set of processes but one in which emotion is central. This entails an understanding of the importance for him of Freud's ‘Two principles’ (1911) and of his ‘Recommendations’ to the analyst (1912b) and the links Bion saw between these and Keats’ negative capability. In this context we look at the related concept of the selected fact (introduced by Poincaré in 1913).


In looking at Learning from Experience I draw out with the seminar the conceptual connections between the following notions: the container–contained model of thinking emotional thoughts (♀♂); the oscillation between states of mind organised along Klein's two positions (Ps⇌D); alpha-function; beta-elements; primitive dread and fear of extinction; L, H and K links, and the ‘minus’ varieties of these; the idea of transformation; and the ego-destructive superego. The latter idea was developed largely from detailed discussions between Bion and Rosenfeld, and also Segal, all of whom worked with borderline and psychotic patients.


On the subject of what is perhaps Bion's best-known concept, his model of container–contained, I first of all highlight a clinical description of Bion's – to be found in his 1958 paper on hallucination, which has Bion's first use of the term ‘container’ in relation to Klein's concept of projective identification.


Concerning the patient's fear of his impulses harming or killing his analyst, Bion wrote:


I was able to show him that he was splitting off painful feelings, mostly envy and revenge, of which he hoped to rid himself by forcing them into me. There the session ended. Melanie Klein has described how this mechanism produces problems for the patient by engendering fear of the analyst who now is a container of a bad part of himself. (Bion, 1958a, p. 68)


In 1961, while he was engaged in writing Learning from Experience, Bion wrote a paper called ‘The conception of man’, for a book of that name which was not published. In the teaching seminars I include his unpublished paper, in which Bion stated his future intention to make an expanded use of Melanie Klein's concept of projective identification, as an essential and normal factor in the inception of communication and mental development in the infant, aided by the essential and irreplaceable helper, the mother. Explaining his expansion of Klein's concept of projective identification he wrote:


The theory of projective identification and those derived from it explain more than what their propounder intended; they satisfy the criterion that requires the theory to show itself capable of coherent and uncontradictory development when used in scientific investigation. I shall use the theory of projective identification as a model for early development of the processes that have later come to be known as thinking. The model supposes the existence of a couple; I use it to represent an internal apparatus in the individual. What originally represented a relationship between mother and infant, or breast and mouth, now represents these objects internalised. The representation of these internalised objects is used as a model for the mental mechanisms involved in thinking. The signs ♀ and ♂ can be used to represent the internal apparatus by the sign ♀♂. (Bion, 1961b, unpublished)


In making this step, Bion was following Freud's early, pre-psychoanalytic thinking about the infant's first experiences of pleasure, pain and satisfaction.


After discussing the 1958 paper insofar as it introduces the notion of the container, we turn to an important section in his 1959 paper ‘Attacks on linking’. The passage is headed ‘Denial of normal degrees of projective identification’. Studying this passage we look at how Bion had made a crucial clinical observation about the impact on a patient of the analyst's (Bion's) failure adequately to take in the patient's communications. This enabled Bion to consider the consequences in analysis, and earlier, in infancy, of the denial by the primary object of normal and necessary degrees of projective identification. This really was the beginning of Bion's use of what we now know as his container–contained (♀♂) model. It is worth reproducing here because of its central importance in my teaching seminars and in showing the clinical foundation for Bion's clinical work. It is the basis for the ideas featured in Learning from Experience and represents the clearest and most concise version of his catastrophic change and container–contained model:


When the patient strove to rid himself of fears of death which were felt to be too powerful for his personality to contain he split off his fears and put them into me, the idea apparently being that if they were allowed to repose there long enough they would undergo modification by my psyche and could then be safely reintrojected. On the occasion I have in mind the patient had felt, probably for reasons similar to those I give in my fifth illustration, the probability clouds, that I evacuated them so quickly that the feelings were not modified, but had become more painful.


Associations from a period in the analysis earlier than that from which these illustrations have been drawn showed an increasing intensity of emotions in the patient. This originated in what he felt was my refusal to accept parts of his personality. Consequently he strove to force them into me with increased desperation and violence. His behaviour, isolated from the context of the analysis, might have appeared to be an expression of primary aggression. The more violent his phantasies of projective identification, the more frightened he became of me. There were sessions in which such behaviour expressed unprovoked aggression, but I quote this series because it shows the patient in a different light, his violence a reaction to what he felt was my hostile defensiveness. The analytic situation built up in my mind a sense of witnessing an extremely early scene. I felt that the patient had experienced in infancy a mother who dutifully responded to the infant's emotional displays. The dutiful response had in it an element of impatient, ‘I don't know what's the matter with the child’. My deduction was that in order to understand what the child wanted the mother should have treated the infant's cry as more than a demand for her presence. From the infant's point of view she should have taken into her, and thus experienced, the fear that the child was dying. It was this fear that the child could not contain. He strove to split it off together with the part of the personality in which it lay and project it into the mother. An understanding mother is able to experience the feeling of dread, that this baby was striving to deal with by projective identification, and yet retain a balanced outlook. This patient had had to deal with a mother who could not tolerate experiencing such feelings and reacted either by denying them ingress, or alternatively by becoming a prey to the anxiety which resulted from introjection of the infant's feelings. (Bion, 1959, p. 312).


Bion's discussion in the 1959 paper, and in Second Thoughts, of the dire consequences for mental development of the infant's experience of an object felt to refuse entry to its projected distress, stands as one of the most important discoveries in psychoanalysis. It is one of the factors which may be instrumental in the formation of a primary bad object. Reaching back to Freud's earliest writings, Bion allows us to consider how such an object is liable to be experienced as wishing unalleviated distress upon the infant, which at some level can be felt as a desire of an authoritarian internal object for the infant to suffer, or even to die.


In the introductory seminars on Bion I draw out the clinical implications of an experience of denial by the analyst, standing for the patient's primary object, of normal and necessary degrees of projective identification – how we can make use of this work in trying to trace the consequences for the patient of our failures to really take in the impact of what they are saying and doing to us, and to be willing to explore with them what they feel we are intending when we speak, or do not.


In the seminars I make repeated links back to Klein, making clear, for example, that in his work on the conjoined concepts of catastrophic change and container–contained, Bion was referring to a complex, dynamic notion, envisaging ♀ ♂ as a mental condition influencing, and being influenced by, the operation of oscillation between Klein's two positions, denoted as Ps⇌D. As Bion's eldest daughter, Parthenope (a psychoanalyst), stated:


It may be considered as representing approximately (a) the reaction between what Melanie Klein described as the paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions – which has been called oscillation – and (b) the reaction precipitated by what Poincaré (1946) described as the discovery of the selected fact. This selected fact is one which the thinking individual recognises as unexpectedly harmonising all the other scattered facts – it is one of them, but it allows the thinker to ‘see’ the meaning which had previously not been visible. (Talamo, 1981, p. 626).


She added that Bion felt that the accompanying emotions of Ps⇌D are sensations of persecution and frustration, followed by a moment of comprehension and a ‘coagulation of depression’, with the discomfort of the latter becoming, in turn, an element of the next problem. For Bion, this sort of oscillation permeated with emotions, requiring a containing object, lies at the bedrock of human thought.


Towards the end of the introductory series I provide reading to bring out the clinical importance of the receptive state Bion described as the optimal attention required for the operation of these processes, pointing to it by use of the word ‘reverie’; he suggested that this relatively calm and open-minded state represents the mother's willingness and capacity to use her mind to contain and to suffer, in the service of understanding and relieving, the infant›s specific mental pain; success in this is a necessary condition for the establishment of communication and mental growth. It parallels Freud's description in the Project for a Scientific Psychology of the conditions necessary for the formation of a mental system in the infant, in terms of the relevant or specific action of the mother in alleviating the pain accumulating inside her baby.


Bion also described how the establishment and maintenance of a functioning boundary between conscious and unconscious systems depended on container–contained and a capacity, initially in the mother alone, for alpha-function, based on emotional linkages and the toleration of mental pain; and how such a membrane becomes eroded and destroyed by methods developed to evade thinking – resulting in concreteness, hallucination, psychosomatic illness, these being a product of stripped and degraded elements, referred to as beta-elements.


The seminar group studies Learning from Experience, in which Bion extended this model further, developing a conceptual apparatus that is both descriptively powerful and analytically useful, and which has remained alive and relevant today amongst those clinicians who have incorporated the ideas into their basic technique. A sign of life in the ideas is the fact they can be developed further and not remain static, or stagnate into ‘received wisdom’. Britton (2001, 2010), for example, has taken the operation of Ps⇌D further, in his idea of the post-depressive Ps position that he denominates ‘Ps (n+1)’:


In order to hold fast to any sense of security whilst in the position I have called Ps (n+1) a belief in probability is necessary: you could call it faith. Faith in what you might ask? I think it is faith that an answer exists that will sooner or later be found. In physics it is a belief in science; in psychoanalysis it is a belief in psychoanalysis; fundamentally it is a belief that continued inquiry leads towards it and that things ultimately make sense though that sense is unknown. (Britton, 2001, p. 79)


The introductory series of seminars on Bion concludes with a study some of the ways that Bion's basic clinical concepts have been taken further by Kleinian analysts, and some of the possible implications for the way we work. For example, Britton's expansion of Bion's Ps⇌D opens up a valuable area of exploration into the tolerance of probability in mental life. Another example of the concepts from Learning from Experience being taken further in recent years is Britton's and Steiner's work on distinguishing between selected facts and over-valued ideas. This is an important contribution because it alerts us to the way in which the latter may resemble and substitute for the former, because there is a similarity between the emergence of an underlying pattern from a selected fact and the ‘crystallisation of delusional certainty from an overvalued idea’. Britton and Steiner described the serious risks to the patient of imposing on them an overvalued idea hardened into an interpretation.


Edna O'Shaughnessy in her paper ‘Relating to the superego’ (1999) – a recommended reading – has described how the consequences of such an imposition can lead to the analysis deteriorating into a relationship between two mad superegos, or one in which the analyst may actually give way to looking down or crushing the patient's ego. One important development of Bion's use of the selected fact concept, and of Britton and Steiner's application of it to the formation of interpretations, is the attention which nowadays is given to following up – in the moment-by-moment progression of the analytic session – the subtle consequences of the analyst's interventions. This is strongly represented in the work of Betty Joseph (1985, 1989).
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