DEFAMILIARIZATIONS

Linking with W. R. Bion
ALICIA JEAN MIRELES CHRISTOFF

N his evocatively named “Attacks on Linking,” originally published in

the International Journal of Psycho-Analysis in 1959, W. R. Bion describes
patients who produce symptoms—hallucinations, stutters, sleepiness—
designed, unconsciously, to destroy closeness with the analyst. In a num-
bered list of “clinical examples,” Bion describes incidents from his own
practice: one patient sees a blue haze filling the room. Another reports
two probability clouds floating in the air. A third tries to agree with
what Bion has said, but stammers so markedly that he cannot get the
words out. A fourth hallucinates that a piece of iron falls to the floor.
The haze, the clouds, the stuttering, the “dead piece of iron,” initially
inexplicable, become in Bion’s hands “attacks on linking”: ways not to
see, not to speak, not to connect, not to think.!

The stammer mutilates sense by breaking words into disjointed let-
ters and repeated sounds. The patient isn’t simply stuck; the stammer,
Bion writes, is an act of destruction, “designed to prevent the patient
from using language as bond between him and me.” Similarly, the
blue haze not only blocks the patient’s sight of the analyst, but by exten-
sion forestalls the possibility of the two being joined together as a couple:
that is to say, as people who can communicate, who can share emotional
experience, who can make meaning, and who can pass parts of them-
selves back and forth between them—an operation that is, for Bion, par-
amount not only to the analytic process, but to human relations writ
large. Such acts of imaginative destruction are not only performed by psy-
chotic patients whose symptoms make their attacks spectacular. All of us,
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even if less noticeably, set out at times to destroy “anything which is felt to
have the function of linking one object to another.”” We attack the links
between words, between words and the things to which they refer,
between ideas, and between people. And, even more crucially, we launch
attacks on our very capacity to make those links in the first place. Bion’s
writing, dense with reported schizophrenic thought and speech, Kleinian
shorthand, and a strange paramathematical, paraphilosophical, paramys-
tical language all his own, can be difficult to read. And yet his point is
remarkably simple: we don’t always let ourselves think.

Simple, yet trenchant. Bion published his most important work in
the 1960s and 70s, when, building on the work of his teacher Melanie
Klein, he took her ideas in a fundamentally new direction that reshaped
psychoanalytic theory and practice as we know it. Despite the fifty-year
lag, and the fact that his writing can be cryptic, Bion is, to my mind,
the man of the hour. His notion of attacks on linking does more than
simply describe a purportedly timeless truth of psychic experience: it
identifies what may be the defining cognitive-affective operation of our
political present. In standard psychoanalytic parlance, attacks on linking
include: the infant’s attack on the mother’s breast, the Oedipal
breaking-apart of the parental pair, the cloudy thinking that keeps the
patient from processing the analyst’s insight, and the envious destruction
of another’s ability to handle complex emotions. In the more immediate
register of contemporary American sociopolitical experience, attacks on
linking include: calls to “Build a Wall!” on the United States-Mexico bor-
der, climate change denial, the refusal to acknowledge the connection
between mass shootings and inadequate gun control legislation, the dis-
juncture of America’s history of race-based slavery from the present-day
prison-industrial system, the daily “forgetting” of the poorly compensated
third-world labor that produces so many of our goods and freedoms, and
the profound disconnect endemic to the way Western powers first help to
make some parts of the world unlivable and then criminalize and dehu-
manize migrant and refugee populations. Some links feel intolerable,
and we don’t always let ourselves make them.

Bion argues that attacks on linking occur “largely through varieties
of stupidity.”* This notion accords both with George Eliot’s legendary
statement of sympathetic perception/self-stupefaction in Middlemarch
and Bruce Robbins’s creative reuse of it in his essay “The Sweatshop
Sublime.”” There, Robbins argues that the vertiginous movements of
mind that occur when a privileged Western subject takes stock of the
global division of labor echoes the gestures of the Kantian sublime.
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First, there is a moment of “ethically inspired consumer consciousness”
in which, Robbins has us suppose, “you” read the label on your tshirt
(made in Bangladesh or Mexico or the USA) and imagine the conditions
of life under which it was produced: “the pitifully inadequate wages, not
to speak of the locked fire exits, the arbitrary harassments and firings, the
refusal of genuine union representation.” This “sudden, heady access to
the global scale” in which your imagination stretches to “the outer
reaches of a world economic system of notoriously inconceivable magni-
tude and interdependence” (or exploitation) is met by a recoil: it is too
much to take in. In Immanuel Kant’s description of the sublime, the
imagination, having reached “its maximum,” “sinks back into itself.”’
In Robbins’s scenario, what this means is that you put on your tshirt,
stop thinking about the people who made it, and go about your day.
In Bion’s more idiosyncratic vocabulary, this is more active and direct
than a simple powering down of the imagination. It is a “destructive
and mutilating” attack on linking. It’s not that we can’t see or don’t
understand the human suffering behind what we’re wearing. It’s that
we actively make ourselves stupid to that knowledge. If you don’t want
to hear the squirrel’s heartbeat, just stuff your ears with wads of cotton.”
If you don’t want to hear “the cry of the children,” it doesn’t take the
“rushing of the iron wheels” on the factory floor, as in Elizabeth
Barrett Browning’s poem, to drown it out: just produce a hysterical deaf-
ness.” Attack not only your thoughts and sensations, but your very ability
to think and to feel. Attack your own capacity to imagine the lives of
others.
*

Bion (1897-1979) was born in Mathura, Uttar Predesh (then the
North-Western Provinces), India, to English parents in the final years
of Queen Victoria’s reign. His colonial upbringing and his biographical
timeline, which brought him into close contact with both world wars,
make Bion both a true son of the British Empire and a living witness
to its long decline. Bion was raised in India until he was eight years
old, when he was sent back to England for his schooling. Fresh out of
public school, and only eighteen years old, Bion enlisted in the Tank
Corps in 1915. He saw heavy combat in France and became a decorated
officer. Tank soldiers rarely made it out of the war alive, and Bion’s expe-
riences of bombardment and relentless artillery fire, of explosions that
trapped soldiers in the heavy metal tanks, and of seeing young man
after young man die under his command, forever informed both

Bion’s personal imaginary and his picture of the psyche.” Bion later
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wrote: “I never recovered from the survival of the Battle of Amiens.”'
After the war, his schooling resumed, first at Oxford University, then at
University College London, where he studied medicine. His work in psy-
chology began at the Tavistock Clinic in the 1930s, where he treated
Samuel Beckett for two years. In 1939, Bion joined the Royal Army
Medical Corps, treating soldiers and veterans in England throughout
World War II. At the Northfield Military Hospital, Bion worked with
his mentor, the psychoanalyst John Rickman, to develop the leaderless
group method of officer selection.'' His experiments in group therapy
at Northfield, which he describes and theorizes in the pieces eventually
collected in Experiences in Groups and Other Papers (1961), were novel, rad-
ical, well received, and gave the world the first indication of Bion’s truly
unique analytic sensibility. Bion’s founding premise is that groups are
inherently psychotic in their operations: they are built around communal
unconscious phantasies that are played out beyond the volition of any
individual actor. “There is a matrix of thought,” Bion writes, “which
lies within the confines” of the group, but “not within the confines of
the individual.”'® The fact of a larger matrix of thought and feeling
means that being in a group can activate capacities that are otherwise
only latent in the individual. It also means that some of the individual’s
thoughts and feelings can be consigned to others, so that there is a divi-
sion of qualities and capacities between members of the group. Who will
be assigned to carry certain perceptions and certain knowledges? Who
will be assigned to feel particular aspects of the group’s emotional expe-
rience for everyone else involved? Bion’s refusal to directly lead his
groups produces a pitch of madness in some of the participants, making
his recounting of their disorientation and attempts to reorganize around
it in Experiences in Groups into what I think is the best entry into Bion’s
work and the psychic experiences with which it is concerned. As a reader,
it’s impossible not to feel the buzz of confusion emanating from the work
and the altered sense of reality it allows you to enter.

After the war, Bion turned from group work to analytic training and
the psychoanalytic situation proper, with its emphasis on the one-on-one
encounter. Through his initial analysis with Rickman and his later anal-
ysis with Klein, he became fully immersed in the London psychoanalytic
social world. Bion was, essentially, an extremely institutionally successful
iconoclast. He was clinical director of the British Psycho-Analytical
Society from 1955-62, and its president, as well as chair of the Melanie
Klein Trust, from 1962-65. The centerpiece of his own theory-building
is the set of four books that includes Learning from Experience (1962),
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Figure 1. W. R. Bion, “The Grid.”

Elements of Psycho-Analysis (1963), Transformations (1965), and Attention
and Interpretation (1970). The distinctive centerpieces of his theory
include its organizing “Grid,” reprinted as the first and last pages of
each of these books (fig. 1); its highly-specialized vocabulary (including
mathematical signs, Greek symbols, capital letters, and ordinary language
turned to special use— e.g., Transformations, Faith, “attacks on linking,”
“learning from experience”); its attention to affective-cognitive functions
rather than structures (a-function transforms p-elements, the “undi-
gested” or nondreamed “facts” of sensory life, into a-elements that can
be further thought, felt, linked, dreamed, and remembered); its

https://doi.org/10.1017/51060150318001432 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1060150318001432

172 VLC e VOL. 47, NO. 1

rewriting of the Oedipus myth; its mysticism; and its desire to evoke and
describe the strange thing that happens between two people in the ana-
Iytic space.'” Although Bion’s psychoanalytic career was centered in
London, it also took him to Los Angeles, where he relocated in 1968
and spent the final decade of his life, and to Brazil, where his work
made a strong impact and where he was invited for four long visits in
the 1970s (to Sao Paolo and Rio de Janeiro) to offer seminars, case
consultations, and supervision.'*

It boggles my mind to think about the many discordant cultural loca-
tions Bion occupied over the course of his life. To think that the boy born
in India in the same year as Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee—that is to
say, at the peak of colonial fervor and English-identity mythmaking—
would end up living in 1970s Los Angeles at the height of one of its own
mythmaking moments, set to the jinglejagged, California-dreamin’
soundtrack of bands like the Mamas & the Papas and the Beach Boys,
on the verge of their own dark dissolutions, surely produces its own kind
of sublime effect.'” Think about Bion as a timid eight-year-old sent away
from his ayah in India to public school; think about Bion in his tank in
1918; and then think about him moving to California in 1968—the era
of the Watts riots and the Fair Housing Act, the era of the Black
Panthers’ electrifying “linkages between ‘First’ and ‘“Third’ world” oppres-
sions and liberation movements, the era in which the region that was eco-
nomically developed by military manufacturing during World War II was
now busily producing ships and aircrafts for the increasingly divisive
Vietnam war effort, and where, in the decades that followed,
Department of Defense—funded manufacturing would give way to the pri-
son economy.'® The psychoanalytic world can look small and can itself
perform all kinds of critical myopias. But destupefying (and destupidify-
ing) ourselves to the richness of these actual points of contact can reestab-
lish crucial links and connections.

Indeed, Bion’s life can be seen to inscribe many of the migrations
and diasporas that have in fact shaped psychoanalytic history. Bion
would have witnessed Jewish and other Eastern European refugees gath-
ering in London during World War II, and seen others relocate to the
United States and Latin America. The Brazilian psychoanalytic commu-
nity that took Bion in so wholeheartedly, for instance, was formed in
the 1940s by both resident psychiatrists and psychologists and by
European immigrants, sent largely through arrangements made by the
psychoanalyst Ernest Jones, both for their own safety and to credential
groups to join the International Psychoanalytic Association.'” This
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expanded biography, then, reveals some of Bion’s own attacks on linking:
while his life is a testament to entanglements of psychoanalysis, war, colo-
nialism, and racism, these are issues that his theory does not directly
touch.'®

For Bion, all possible links belong to one of three categories: L, H,
and K, designating love, hate, and knowledge. But he also stipulates, by
use of the mathematical sign used to designate negative numbers, the
links —L, —H, and —K: the negation of love, hate, and knowledge. He
writes, “—K represents the link constituted by NOT understanding i.e.
missunderstanding. The implications of this can best be grasped by not-
ing that —L is not the same as H, nor —H the same as L.”'” Bion imagines
all links as mathematical formulas: I can [L, H, =L, or —H] you. Likewise,
a person can [K or —K] a fact or piece of information. Here is how I
would phrase the mathematical formulas implicit to his work: in Bion’s
theory, psychoanalysis —K colonialism. Bion’s theories of relationality
—K race and racial difference. There is not a simple absence, but a nega-
tion, at work here: the presence of something like a blue haze, where an
exploration of how sociopolitical position shapes the psyche could be.
There are many such probability clouds floating around in psychoana-
lytic theory. But one of my arguments here is that Bion’s theory also
gives us ways to clear some of these clouds away.

Bion is unique among British post-Freudian psychoanalysts in his
attention to the process of thinking itself—a thinking that is always
inflected by emotion and by relationality. As Bion makes clear through
his astounding and influential reworking of projective identification, it
takes at least two people to think and to feel.*” In Bion’s theory, other
people become containers for thoughts, emotions, and raw sensations
that are too powerful to be contained within one’s own personality
proper. Others think, process, dream, digest, or feel these f-elements
for us, and return them in a more manageable form. As a process of
sending and receiving, projective identification names the primitive
form of communication upon which all later verbal communication
depends, and the unconscious form of communication that subtends
human relations throughout our lives.?! But, like most concepts and
terms in Bion’s lexicon, projective identification can quickly flip over
into its opposite: it can be deployed to destroy language rather than to
communicate, to evacuate thoughts and feelings rather than to share
them, to evade frustration rather than learn how to tolerate it.?*

Why are activities like linking, thinking, and communicating so
threatening? Why do they need to be hazed over, negated, blotted out,
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destroyed? Among Bion’s postulates is a fundamental hatred of reality—
specifically, hatred of the fact that we have to learn from experience: that
we have to struggle through slow development, that we have to experi-
ence difficult emotions, that we have to negotiate challenging interac-
tions with others, that we have to tolerate our own unknowing—that
we have to suffer.>> Bion writes: “If the learner is intolerant of the essen-
tial frustration of learning he indulges phantasies of omniscience and a
belief in a state where things are known.”** In essential ways, Bion’s the-
ory is as much about tolerance for unknowing as it is about epistemology,
and as much about alternatives to thinking as it is about cognition and its
negation. Because in addition to cataloguing chronic failures of under-
standing and of the imagination, Bion’s theory pictures surprising bursts
of intuition and unexpected ways of making contact with what is outside
of oneself.

In his final books, Bion turns to a new symbol, O, designating
“truth,” “ultimate reality,” or “the unknown and unknowable.” O marks
the spot of a space apart: it is not susceptible to standard links, and,
indeed, it is beyond direct sensory experience altogether. Bion writes:
“It stands for the absolute truth in and of any object; it is assumed that
this cannot be known by any human being; it can be known about, its
presence can be recognized and felt, but it cannot be known. It is
[only] possible to be at one with it.”? O belongs to the realm of being
and becoming (Bion draws special attention to the gerund form of
these verbs) rather than the realm of knowledge. Unreachable by L, H,
or K, it is accessible only though faith, F: “Faith that there is an ultimate
reality and truth—the unknown, unknowable, ‘formless infinite,”” Bion
writes, borrowing a phrase from John Milton’s Paradise Lost that he
cites repeatedly in these final works.”® If this sounds to you more like mys-
ticism than psychoanalysis, you are not far off the mark. In his final books
and lectures, Bion draws from St. John of the Cross, Meister Eckhart,
Isaac Luria, and the Blessed John Ruysbroeck, and directly speculates
on topics such as “The Mystic and the Group.” In his theorizations of
O, Bion is indeed heading for the outer reaches of psychoanalytic theo-
rization. And yet, for Bion, O is also distinctly internal to the psychoana-
lytic experience: Bion wuses it in his efforts to get across the
impossible-to-get-across-if-you-are-not-inside-of-it “truth” of the analytic
encounter, which Bion reveals to be as nonsensible and mysterious in
its workings as any union with the divine.

For Bion, what the transference/counter-transference dynamic of
analysis means is that something entirely unique happens between two
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people: something that can never be fully conveyed after the fact, some-
thing that can never be fully known or owned by either one of its partic-
ipants because its essence is to be so deeply shared and cocreated. And
this sense of the O of interaction extends beyond analysis into the contact
of any two people. What are the capacities of thought and feeling that
come alive only in this particular intersubjective contact? What is lived
between two people that will forever exceed either one of them, that can-
not be adequately contained in a single subjectivity without radically
reducing the experience and diminishing its dimensions? Bion writes:
“The only true thought is one that has never found an individual to ‘con-
tain’ it.”>” O in this sense stands for creative communion, the truly vibra-
tory space between people, whether between the analytic dyad, the
romantic couple, or the many bodies in a classroom. It says that what hap-
pens when we are together, what we can be when we are together,
exceeds anything either of us could think, know, experience, or feel
alone. It says that your unconscious is in contact with mine, dialed in
like Freud’s radio receiver, in ways that shape both of us beyond our
knowing.28

If O marks the spot of interpersonal overflow, it also designates the
space of literary experience, itself a kind of self-exceeding contact. In
Attention and Interpretation, Bion instructs the reader of his book as follows:
“The reader must disregard what I say until the O of the experience of
reading has evolved to a point where the actual events of reading issue
in his interpretation of the experiences. Too great a regard for what I
have written obstructs the process I represent by the terms ‘he becomes
the O that is common to himself and myself.”’29 In other words, some-
thing happens between us and the literary text that will never be fully
accounted for in any interpretation, essay, or critical analysis. It is expe-
rienced rather than known, something that you become while you read
and that you can only approximate after. And yet, as Bion indicates,
this should keep us writing rather than stop us. Just as Bion’s entire
later oeuvre can be understood as a systematic attempt to get across
the ineffable realities of the analytic situation, literary criticism, at its
best, might try to convey not just the K of having read something, but
“the O of the experience of reading.”

When Maggie Tulliver sits down at the piano in The Mill on the Hoss,
she would just as soon produce pure sound as play a song: “T'he mere
concord of octaves was a delight to Maggie, and she would often take
up a book of Studies rather than any melody, that she might taste
more keenly by abstraction the more primitive sensation of intervals.”*’
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Maggie has a special relationship to music throughout the novel, and her
“delight” in the “mere concord” of a low and high note played together
(O is for octave) comes to stand in for the many forms of vibratory con-
tact that animate the novel: the erotic energy that charges the air
between Maggie and Stephen, the “low voice” that seems to emanate
from the pages of her favorite book (an underlined copy of The
Imitation of Christ by the religious mystic Thomas a Kempis, clearly trea-
sured by another reader before her), and the O of reading that resonates
between you and the novel, like a struck chord.”” One of the many things
Bion’s theory offers literary studies is a critique of our supposed distance
from literary objects and a way to reconceptualize the reading experi-
ence. O invites us to acknowledge how poems, novels, and essays change
us for a time, allowing us to think, feel, and be certain things while we are
with them that we couldn’t otherwise.” Beyond criticism, what would lit-
erary pedagogy more attuned to O, and less bent on K, look like and
accomplish? Is there a less individualistic and more relational mode of
teaching, one that moves beyond the transmission of knowledge to attend
more carefully to how our capacities change when we are together, in a
“matrix of thought” that belongs to the group but not to any of its indi-
vidual members?

I am struck too by how much Bion’s blue hazes, probability clouds,
and negative hallucinations have to teach us about how we read in a
broader sense: effacing and mutilating links, not making them, is what
shapes our academic fields of study. Attacks on linking across historical
periods, geographies, and methods are what make, and make for, stan-
dard literary histories and the de facto segregations within the disci-
pline.”> Attacks on linking keep Victorian and postcolonial studies,
ludicrously, distinct. Attacks on linking keep us from attending to what
Lisa Lowe correctively describes as “the intimacies of four continents.””*
Attacks on linking mean that we think within national boundaries and
make ourselves stupid to wider networks of relations and migrations,
and that we chronically fail to imagine and engage more syncretic
approaches to space and time. Attacks on linking prevent us from engag-
ing contemporary theoretical work on race and Indigeneity to help us
understand nineteenth-century literature and culture and its connec-
tions with our own political moment. Attacks on linking make us plug
our ears rather than letting ourselves hear what Eliot would call “the
roar on the other side of silence” and what we might rename, following
Jodi K. Byrd, “colonial cacophony.”*
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Much of this, in our narrow subfield of Victorian studies, is begin-
ning to change. Daniel Hack reads nineteenth-century British and
African American literature together in Reaping Something New (2016).
Nathan Hensley links seemingly disparate texts and events—such as
Algernon Charles Swinburne’s poetry and debates around the Morant
Bay Rebellion—in Forms of Empire (2016). V21 and other working groups
have issued calls for “strategic presentism” in our scholarship and for
more innovative pedagogy in the age of Trump.”® And yet there’s a
sense here of history repeating itself: this call was made decades ago by
Edward Said, by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, by Simon Gikandi, by Paul
Gilroy, and by many others, all of whom argued that it is not possible
to think Victorian England without thinking empire. This work can be
done. Elaine Freedgood’s The Idea in Things (2006) showed us how
simply attending to the things right in front of us in Victorian novels
can undo commodity fetishism and domestic-fiction-induced myopia in
one fell swoop: so that, for instance, the mahogany furniture in Jane
Eyre overtly links Portugal, Madeira, Jamaica, the American South, and
the Victorian home by way of the sadistic transatlantic slave trade that
used bodies not only for unpaid forced labor but also as so much
ballast.’” How stupid, in the truly Eliotic sense of the term, have we
(and I very much count myself into this collective pronoun) had to
make ourselves that we need to keep making this call for linking over
and over again?

Reading Bion—that is to say, really reading him: seeing what his the-
ory is able to think and what gets hazed out or ignored, recognizing him
as a resident not just of London, but also of Mathura, of Sao Paolo, and of
Los Angeles, placing him in the Victorian period and in the present day,
as a participant in colonization and decolonization efforts alike—can
help to activate our faith (F) in linking. These are not, in fact, separate
worlds that we’re talking about. And reading Bion can help us, too, to
interrogate the psychodynamics of our stupidity. What are our sympto-
matic stammers, our hazes, our hysterical deafnesses, “designed” to pre-
vent, or at least responsible for upholding? (#NAVSASoWhite.) A new
deployment of Bion’s work shows us that we can read with heightened
attention to both literary experience and to political contexts, past, pre-
sent, and future. These forms of knowledge are, in fact, compatible—
joined by links that are attackable, yes, but durable too. Instead of making
ourselves stupid, let’s suffer pain, hear cacophony, tolerate frustration,
accept unknowing (and the curiosity that Bion argues comes along
with it), and learn from experience.”
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Bion, “Attacks on Linking” (1967), republished in Second Thoughts
(1984).

Bion, 98.

Bion, 93.

Bion, “On Arrogance,” Second Thoughts, 92.

Robbins, “The Sweatshop Sublime.” PMLA 117, no. 1 (2002): 84-97.
Robbins makes direct reference to the famous Middlemarch passage 1
riff on throughout this piece (quoted below), and also carefully reads
the later scene of Dorothea’s own waking to ethical consciousness
(Dorothea looks out her window to see “the pearly light” of dawn
and feels “the largeness of the world and the manifold wakings of
men to labour and endurance”) (qtd. in Robbins, 87). Greiner has
pointed out that the word “stupid” or one of its variants occurs
“some forty-seven times in Middlemarch,” not even counting synonyms
and related terms (382). “On Dickensian Stupidity: Response,”
Dickens Studies Annual 48 (2015): 377-83.

Robbins, “The Sweatshop Sublime,” 85.

Eliot writes: “That element of tragedy which lies in the very fact of
frequency, has not yet wrought itself into the coarse emotion of man-
kind; and perhaps our frames could hardly bear much of it. If we had
a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, it would be like
hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart beat, and we should
die of that roar which lies on the other side of silence. As it is, the
quickest of us walk about well wadded with stupidity” (Middlemarch,
194).

8. See Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s “The Cry of the Children” (1843), a
poem protesting child labor in the factories of Victorian England.
The ninth stanza describes the imagined deafness of God to the
children’s cries as an imagined analogue to the deafness of adults
to their plight. Prayers and sobs are drowned out by machinery
and heavenly choirs alike:

Stk 00 o

N

Now tell the poor young children, O my brothers,
To look up to Him and pray—

So the blessed One, who blesseth all the others,
Will bless them another day.

They answer, “Who is God that He should hear us,”
While the rushing of the iron wheels is stirred?

When we sob aloud, the human creatures near us
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Pass by, hearing not, or answer not a word!

And we hear not (for the wheels in their resounding)
Strangers speaking at the door:

Is it likely God, with angels singing round Him,
Hears our weeping any more?”

A more extended reading might consider links between this labor
movement and displacements of enforced or undercompensated
labor to colonial sites.

9. See Mary Jacobus, who describes this part of Bion’s life and its lasting
impact vividly and beautifully. She concentrates in particular on the
tank itself as a figure for the psyche, arguing that “wartime trauma
offered [Bion] a template for the psychotic states he later described
in his analytic patients” (179). There are three chapters on Bion in
Jacobus’s book on object relations thought, The Poetics of
Psychoanalysis.

10. Bion, War Memoirs, 29.

11. The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography reports that the Northfield
experiment “significantly improved both the quality and the quantity
of officers for the greatly enlarged post-Dunkirk British army.”
William Pines, “Bion.”

12. Bion, Experiences in Groups, 91.

13. See in particular Learning from Experience. Bion writes: “Beta-elements
are stored but differ from alpha-elements in that they are not so
much memories as undigested facts, whereas the alpha-elements
have been digested by alpha-function and thus made available for
thought. . . . If the patient cannot transform his emotional experi-
ence into alpha-elements, he cannot dream . . . Failure of alpha-
function means the patient cannot dream and therefore cannot
sleep. As alpha-function makes the sense impressions of the emo-
tional experience available for conscious and dream-thought, the
patient who cannot dream cannot go to sleep and cannot wake
up” (7). Bion builds on his earlier theory of attacks on linking:
“Attacks on alpha-function, stimulated by hate or envy, destroy the
possibility of the patient’s conscious contact either with himself or
another as live objects” (9).

14. In his paper “Catastrophic Change” (1966), Bion describes how
establishments prevent the disruptive effects of the mystic or genius
by “loading him with such honors that he sinks without a trace” (33;
reprinted in The Complete Works of W. R. Bion, 19-43). Bion’s jokey
reiteration of this remark in his 1967 Los Angeles seminar suggests
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16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.
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that he felt himself to be such a mystic drowning in the accolades of
the psychoanalytic establishment: he had to leave London when he
did or he would have been buried in the “honors”—a.k.a. administra-
tive labor—of the British Psycho-Analytical Society. In Los Angeles
and Brazil, he had more time for his own writing and thinking.
See Aguayo and Malin, Wilfred Bion, xv, 52.

See the 1979 LA Times obituary for Bion, “War Experiences Helped
Analyst.”

In this list I am drawing from Gilmore’s far more detailed description
of California in the pivotal year 1968 (34) in her book Golden Gulag:
Prisons, Surplus, Crisis and Opposition in Globalizing California, and also
from her larger argument: that California’s prison-industrial econ-
omy developed in order to replace Department of Defense
(DOD)—funded manufacturing jobs, creating a new economic loop
she terms “the prison fix.” “Fifty years of defense dependency is
hard to undo,” she writes (52); and “the new state built itself in
part by building prisons. It used the ideological and material
means at hand to do so, renovating its welfare-warfare capacities
into something different by molding surplus finance capital, land,
and labor into the workfare-warfare state” (78), a state of “permanent
crisis” in which “domestic militarism is concretely recapitulated in
the landscapes of depopulated urban communities and rural prison
towns” (78-79).

On the history of the psychoanalytic movement in Brazil, see Russo,
“Brazilian Psychiatrists and Psychoanalysis at the Beginning of the
Twentieth Century”; and Rubin, Mandelbaum, and Frosh, “‘No
Memory, No Desire.””

For important scholarship that helps to spell out and make explicit
some of these links, see Eng, “Colonial Object Relations”; Khanna,
Dark Continents; and Said, Freud and the Non-European.

Bion, Learning from Experience, 52.

Bion makes this a math equation: “@d > 2”: the container/contained
is more than or equal to two. For a fuller explication of the container/
contained (for which the male/female or Mars/Venus symbols
stand), see below.

Bion, “On Arrogance,” Second Thoughts, 92. The psychoanalyst Lucy
LaFarge, one of the clearest explicators of Bionic theory I know, para-
phrases infantile projective identification as follows: “Beset by affects
and sensations that he cannot tolerate or make sense of, the infant
evokes these feelings in the mother. The mother receives the infant’s
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feelings with her own greater capacity for reverie, or thought. In her
treatment of the infant, she communicates to him the more tolerable
and structured experiences that she has constructed. Bion terms the
infant’s original, unmetabolised experiences beta-elements, and
those that have been imbued with meaning by maternal reverie
alpha-elements. Through this interaction with the mother, the infant
internalizes both the mother’s more elaborated meanings and her
capacity for elaborating them. Gradually, he becomes able to contain
and identify his own feelings—to give meaning to them as the mother
has done. In Bion’s terms, the infant has internalized the capacity to
transform beta-elements into alpha-elements.” This process plays out
in later-life experiences of “containment,” particularly the analytic sit-
uation. LaFarge continues: “An analogous process takes place
between patient and analyst when the patient uses affect and action
to evoke in the analyst an affect or rudimentary fantasy that he cannot
incorporate within his own self-experience. The analyst takes this pro-
jected part of the patient into his own emotional life, experiencing it
as a pull within himself towards action, feeling and fantasy. Building
upon this disturbance within himself as well as his knowledge of the
patient, the analyst constructs an image of the patient’s inner
experience and returns this imaginatively elaborated image to the
patient” (67-68). Bion’s reworked terminology for this process, run-
ning parallel to the Kleinian term projective identification, is his
own phrasing the container/contained, cryptically symbolized 4.
Thomas Ogden is a helpful explicator of Bion’s work. See in particular
“An Introduction to the Reading of Bion” and “On Holding and
Containing, Being and Dreaming.”

22. For a compelling explication of the role of frustration in Bion’s the-
ories of thinking and development, see Phillips, Missing Out.

23. At several points, Bion writes powerfully about our need to “suffer”
pain rather than avoid it. In Attention and Interpretation, he argues
that his psychotic and borderline patients initially “experience pain
but not suffering.” Clarifying this distinction, he writes: “Suffering
pain involves respect for the fact of pain, his own or another’s.
This respect he [the imagined patient] does not have and therefore
he has no respect for any procedure, such as psychoanalysis, which is
concerned with the existence of pain” (91). In Elements of
Psycho-Analysis, Bion argues that a “successful” psychoanalysis in fact
increases one’s ability to suffer pain. “Pain cannot be absent from
the personality. An analysis must be painful, not because there is
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necessarily any value in pain, but because an analysis in which pain is
not observed and discussed cannot be regarded as dealing with one
of the central reasons for the patient’s presence. . . .[S]uccessful
analysis does lead to diminution of suffering; nevertheless [this
fact] obscures the need, more obvious in some cases than in others,
for the analytic experience to increase the patient’s capacity for suf-
fering even though patient and analyst may hope to decrease pain
itself. The analogy with physical medicine is exact; to destroy a capac-
ity for physical pain would be a disaster in any situation other than
one in which an even greater disaster—namely death itself—is cer-
tain” (61).

Bion, Learning from Experience, 65.

Bion, 30.

Bion, 31.

Bion, 117.

In “Recommendations to Physicians Practicing Psycho-Analysis”
(1912), Freud famously pictures unconscious communication as a
kind of media technology: “To put it in a formula: [the psychoana-
lyst] 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”
(115-16).

Bion, Attention and Interpretation, 28.

Eliot, The Mill on the Floss, 418.

I write about this at much greater length in my book, Novel Relations:
George Eliot, Thomas Hardy, and British Psychoanalysis (forthcoming,
Princeton University Press).

I think, for instance, of Zadie Smith’s recounting of her reading
experience in her essay “Their Eyes Were Watching God: What Does
Soulful Mean?” Smith writes that Zora Neale Hurston “makes
‘black-woman-ness’ appear a real, tangible quality, an essence I can
almost believe I share, however improbably, with millions of complex
individuals across centuries and continents and languages and reli-
gions. . . Almost—but not quite. Better to say, when I'm reading
this book, I believe it, with my whole soul. It allows me to say things
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I wouldn’t normally. Things like ‘She is my sister and I love her” (13).
Smith feels and says things while reading Hurston that she wouldn’t
otherwise. Smith, Changing My Mind.

33. See, for instance, Chow on biopolitics, ethnicity, and academic
discipline- and field-formation in The Protestant Ethnic and The Spirit
of Capitalism, especially the anecdote she relates concerning the
demographics of postcolonial studies at the close of the book’s intro-
duction (16-71).

34. Lowe, The Intimacies of Four Continents. For Lowe, the false divisions in
academia are undergirded by false divisions in the archives. Lowe’s
study “involves connecting what we might call an ‘archive of liberal-
ism’—that is, the literary, cultural, and political philosophical narra-
tives of progress and individual freedom that perform the important
work of mediating and resolving liberalism’s contradictions—with
the colonial state archives from which it has been traditionally sepa-
rated, and the anticolonial intellectual traditions infrequently consid-
ered alongside the imperial one” (4). Citing the Great Britain
National Archives as an example, and pointing to the geographical
divisions that structure it, Lowe writes: “There is scarce attention
paid to the relationships between the matters classified within distinct
stores; the organization of the archives discourages links between set-
tler colonialism in North America and the West Indies and the
African slave trade; or attention to the conjunction of the abolition
of slavery and the importing of Chinese and South Asian indentured
labor; or a correlation of the East Indies and China trades and the
rise of bourgeois Europe” (5; emphasis mine).

35. In her book The Transit of Empire, Byrd uses this term to describe the
clamor of competing claims to historical oppression created by US
settler colonialism and modern US settler imperialism on a global
scale. Byrd argues: “As a transit, Indianness becomes a site through
which US empire orients and replicates itself by transforming
those to be colonized into ‘Indians’ through continual reiteration
of pioneer logics, whether in the Pacific, the Caribbean, or the
Middle East. . . . In the wake of this transit, and indeed in its quality
as colonialist practice, one finds discordant and competing represen-
tations of diasporic arrivals and native lived experiences—what I call
cacophony throughout this book—that vie for hegemony within the
discursive, cultural, and political processes of representation and
identity that form the basis for what Wendy Brown has identified
as states of injury and Foucault and others have termed biopolitics”
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(xiii). This quick mention of Byrd’s conceptually-rich term “colonial
cacophony” hardly does it, or her larger argument, justice—but here,
as elsewhere in the piece, I am simply trying to forge initial links
where I hope further work will be done.

36. See in particular Chatterjee and Wong’s “Politics, Inclusion, and
Social Practice.” I am grateful to both of them for thinking through
many of these issues, including issues pertaining to being women of
color in the field of Victorian studies, with me. See also Chander’s
contribution to V21’s “Teaching Under Trump” forum, “Oh My
God, I Think America’s Racist.” Chander’s recommendations for
teaching nineteenth-century literature under Trump include “mak-
ing postcolonialism and critical race theory more than niche fields
or ‘preferred secondary areas of interest,”” and, most important, pri-
oritizing students and faculty of color. Chander writes: “Frankly if we
are anxious about how we can make nineteenth-century studies mat-
ter in the age of Trump, I think this might be the most important
path: train students of color, hire scholars of color, tenure them,
change the color of the field. Decolonize nineteenth-century studies
so that students of color can claim it for themselves. Honestly, I can’t
think of any better way for those of us in our position to push back
against this president and [all the] other anti-diversity fascists lavish-
ing in unearned privilege. Train, hire, tenure. That’s all I've got.”

37. Freedgood, The Ideas in Things, 30-54.

38. See in particular “On Arrogance” (Second Thoughts, 86-92), an explo-
ration of “curiosity, arrogance, and stupidity” (86); “A Theory of
Thinking” (Second Thoughts, 110-14), which describes the “the
assumption of omniscience as a substitute for learning from experi-
ence by the aid of thoughts and thinking” (114); and Bion’s rework-
ing of the Oedipus myth in Elements of Psycho-Analysis, which argues
that the “sexual component in the drama” has overshadowed its
other dimensions, including an “essential feature of the story”: the
“self-consciousness or curiosity in the personality about the personal-
ity” demonstrated in, among other places, the riddle of the Sphinx
(45-46).
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