What we (don’t) need the Death drive for: Kant and the philosophy of science in Bion’s

Theory of Thinking.

Abstract
Kleinian theory controversially identifies the Death drive with those forces in the min ich

produce a canonical phenomenology of mindlessness. In the explanati of

phenomenology of psychic self-destructiveness Bion’s theory of thinking hg werfu

organiser of psychoanalytic observation, but his use of Kant needs toNg clearly

understood. I evaluate the Kantian contribution to the theory in_t of Bion’s avowedly
of science. | argue that
Bion uses Kant’s account of cognition as an ‘as if’ ich to organise his own
clinical theorising, in an opening-up of new way derst@mding the mind. This allows us to
explain a phenomenology of mindlessness¥as Jne whien experience of extreme anxiety
challenges the mind’s capac'ty’r thought, with ference to a pessimistic thesis of mental
self-destructiveness. Instead, th caganc estructiveness is explicable in terms of Kant’s
account of sublime jud disQursive intellect, an established mind always oriented to
continuity of thought aNg, a , not self-destructive. Re-positioning Bion’s theory helps
us understan th8indJdrasps the experience of profound anxiety and what prevails when

it cannot do
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1. Introduction %

Freud’s initial positing of the Death drive as both a source and a pri f hical
destructiveness continues to present psychoanalysis with a theoretical and cli ndrum.
The clinical picture in question is of a distinctive, though at first sighit dispacate, group of mental

inking; indecision in
e d imagistic references to

phenomena: psychoanalytic stasis with absence ofeffect;
catastrophe contrasting with affective blagkness trafQuillity; an active pleasurable

acting, disruption and attenuation of thought pgocgss

destructiveness of thought process and ic s. These are some of the manifestations

of what has been called a déthly sgate @€ mindgatfributed to the operation of the Death drive.

The precise dynamigal explana ing clinical interpretation of these phenomena

depends on whether the iS®conceived as: a primary destructive force in the mind

' These correspond to three different phases in the Freudian canon: 1. the biological,
“organismic” mind seeking stability of a “energy economy”, originating in the “Project for a
Scientific Psychology” (Freud 1895); 2. the “Two Principles of Mental Functioning” mind that
opposes the drive to seek pleasure and avoid pain to the drive for survival in an economy of
affect (Freud 1911); 3. the person-level psychology of affective relating inaugurated as object

relations theory in “Mourning and Melancholia” (Freud 1917).



of the mind - energetic, functional-teleological, and object-relational — whose

metapsychologies predominate at different periods in the ongoing evolution of psychoanalysis.

While contemporary Kleinian psychoanalysts largely eschew biological energetics
functional teleology in favour of object-relational psychology in the explanation of the clamical

picture, the terminology of received Kleinian discourse is replete with crogs-borr: gs

(already) explained as the threat to affective stability

direct interruption of thought, or a profound a iety such that, on the second,

tory

functional explanation in terms of psyc e dgainst the un-pleasure of anxiety,

mindlessness becomes a defens®e out@me aga isruption by this anxiety. Turning to the

third, psychological explanati S ffective object relations such as love, hate,

curiosity, or indifferen of thought is framed object-relationally as an attack
motivated by envy or h capacity for thought itself.

The upshot concept’s evolution through the different phases of psychoanalytic

c{logica inking is that even those psychoanalysts with a theoretical commitment

to idegibf a Death drive do not uniformly agree on what it involves. While opting for the

id, object-relational, metapsychology would remove much of the confusion, this would

require discarding the other two models, something to which institutional psychoanalysis is

resistant. However, my critical target in this paper is not this institutional inertia, whether

conceived as psychological or ideological. Nor is it the inconsistency of psychoanalytic theses



surrounding the Death drive or the precise places in which assumed conceptual equivalences
fail, although the unwarranted assumption of conceptual equivalence as a mistake in reasoning
does contribute to the problem I address in this paper: the Kleinian hypothesis of a primary

mental destructiveness that can be turned on the mind itself.

This thesis, which is my critical target, is elaborated by Bion as the ming,attacki itse%
1S

that form it has itself become institutionalised as psychoanalytic dogma a eeting

precisely the sort of fate that, as we shall see, Bion wished to avoid, for hi ies and

for psychoanalysis in general. The attribution to the mind of a elf-destructive drive,

to explain why certain of its states present as forms of ming s betn found clinically

powerful; however, I shall argue that the theoretical.e w
a different explanation bringing together two& ilosophical thought not usually
connected with each other or with psycho@nal the"theory of cognition psychoanalysis
inherits from Kant and the idea®¥ a th(etical in science.

2. Kleinian theory

the good as 0 %

ﬁbute d

ac t th@/destructiveness is theoretically overdetermined by the attempt to accommodate all

red is mistaken. I propose

While Klein tedlihe Death drive with envy as a primary destructiveness directed at

ve suggested that the considerable variation in interpretations of clinical

g the operation of the Death drive arises from the way that in Klein’s

e metapsychologies. The mind is at the mercy of an unthought force let loose within it; this
force is both seen as envy causing anxiety through the threat it poses to mental functioning,
and as itself identified with anxiety. The mind is also conceived as home to its own object- and

self-directed affect of hate. While, then, the Kleinian clinical literature is replete with case



material presented as exemplifying deathly states of mind, opinions differ over the value and
indeed the coherence of interpretations that rest on the posit of the Death drive. Non-Kleinian
object relations theorists, notably Bollas and Winnicott, argue that fear of annihilation and other

profound anxieties are developmentally acquired, having already been experienced in a tr.

fundamental destructive propensity of the mind reflexively directed onto tf

e % alytic theoretical corpus,

the Death drive refuses to die. This is not only b titutionally entrenched in post-

Kleinian thought. The Death drive in Kle%s ology is a theoretical elaboration
which is intended as congin®®us \»% lan canon; in it the idea of psychic
destructiveness grafts readily N retrieved for psychoanalysis in “Beyond the

rite§ that there are “substantial empirical grounds” for a

for thought.

At the same time, and despite being marginal to the

the Kleinian e

hi lﬁndati 0

s acquire merit from re-provisioning psychoanalysis with its cultural and

_newly powerful in clinical application.

wever, there is reason to think these foundations are insecure. Bell locates the source of an
inherent tension within the Freudian concept of the Death drive in the mysterious and
unexplained ‘transformation’ of the repetition of un-pleasure in “Beyond the Pleasure

Principle” into a pull towards inertia. In Freud’s metapsychological explanation this is




overdetermined as both energetic (the tendency of the “mental apparatus” to divest itsqlif of

tension) and functional (the goal of the organism as an entropic “nirvana” state). This state

mind presents phenomenologically as mindlessness but, as Bell observes, Freud a

of pleasure, the absence of any demand for thou nd

Bell maps out the clinical phenggnenol@y of th 10n in three theoretical models. All three

clinical pictures are taken to SSRRO ation in terms of a destructive attack wrought

by the mind on itself odel foregrounds active destructiveness, the Death
drive manifesting as in re of overt sadistic pleasure in the mindlessness and the

destruction o dt ht. In Kleinian object-relational terms what is encountered

primary object-relation present ab initio in the constitution of the mind,

; hake the Death drive aims at paralysis of the analysis itself, keeping it alive so as to

ntinue its sadistic treatment ad infinitum. Clinically there is stasis, quietude, and a sadistic

2 It should be said that as a plausible interpretation of Freud’s reasoning, Bell’s analysis does
not thereby make Freud coherent on this point. If Freud is read as talking about determinate
negation (the negation propelling dialectical reasoning) we could read him as saying that
“within the domain of desires any (one) desire can be negated, so the domain of all desires

together can be negated”. This is to re-state the conundrum of self-annihilation by the mind.



object relation of a never completed, ongoing annihilation of the analytic process as its object.
The second model is frankly annihilatory; it is object-relational but with the aim of the object’s
annihilation; clinically, it presents as a seductively mindless, deadening passivity in which the

destructiveness is represented as its completion.

3. The Death drive: a conundrum @

In attributing a destructive purpose to psychic force, we encounter a con pther the

“energetic” interpretation of the Death drive yields an a- dynamics of brute

destructiveness, or the goal of psychical self-destruction isg 108, The"Conundrum points

to the holding pattern between the first two of the.t e %
Death drive, noted earlier; those given in tem& ics of energy and affect. Bell’s
object-relational typology of deathly stat€s in fers a way through by making
destructiveness an action of the®hind L<n an o here that object can be itself; following
Bion, we understand the deat ta as both depicting, and resulting from, self-

object-relational metapsychology makes the clinical

ological framings of the

ows, arguing that the hypothesis of self-attack by the mind is an uncontrolled implication
of Bion’s theory which cannot provide a secure basis for empirical observation. The thesis’s
clinical power cannot be predicated on the evidence of the phenomenology since the deathly

state of mind is not about death, after all.



This argument for this critical point is made, in the general case, by the ph
Wollheim, who cautions against reliance on phenomenology as a guide tog
deceptively

While mental states’ phenomenology presents as direct and u jated, th

simple presentation obscures the complex psychological roledn thé@aind th@ lies behind it. By

@0 construct, adjudicate or

and serves, the underlying function so that

“exhibit, over as wide a range @ men@l pheno as is feasible, how function is served by

phenomenology” (1979, 21 role of the Death drive in post-Kleinian

metapsychology I sh questior? with respect to the phenomena that it purportedly

produces and which, sh , can be otherwise explained in terms of function.

uestion naturally arises as to whether hatred of thought is a kind of

a manifestation of a deeper process” (2014, 5). The interpretation of

ollheim argues that appeals to phenomenology to ground functional differences are
unsatisfactory in relying on antecedently convergent intuitions, or on conventions, for
describing the phenomena. While eliciting “reverberations” between speakers may work
“within general limits” for a mental phenomenon, Wollheim maintains this will not support
discrimination of mental states, such as wish-fulfilling thoughts, or screen memories, whose
function is to mimic another type of state. Writing of the phenomenology of memory,
Wollheim argues that memory state types are grounded causally in their functional mental
activity, of which phenomenology is at best an indicator (1979, 218); he writes that “At least

in our philosophising about them ... phenomenology follows function”.



mindlessness in terms of destructive mental processes can be challenged with material that

shows the absence of thought to be defensive against pain, such that the deadening of thq@ight

is in fact “in the service of life”.* Bergstein (2015) suggests that a clinical picture of extre
incoherence of thinking may be understood not as the result of self-attack but has u%
role as performative; the patient’s state of mind shows what she cannot te e State of

% :

activity functions” (2014, 7), we may see it originating in defence t unbearadft affect but

mind under attack. Bell himself adopts both explanations: if we “focus on ctive

equally, attempts to preserve thought can be recruited into gzmani@ydefen®@that is itself anti-

attacked and psychic defence itself falls victim . Although the point cannot
be pursued here, it seems that under Bell’ gfpesStmi aiftrpretation of the Death drive the
theory comes to perform itscldy the fiesis o

ry self-attack self-attributes its power

performatively through its neg@gion Sfth eserving nature of the mind.

Pursuing my critical ‘@gen er, I return to Bion’s own proffered explanation of the
phenomenology to ho r the thesis of mental attack and its attendant object-relational
metapsych: t be given theoretical support. Is the clinical picture of mindlessness

re Viﬁce self-destructive force in the mind? Bion posited hate as the affect behind

anifestations attributed to the Death drive, the force of hate driving an internal
tack on the subject’s own mind. What his theory needs to explain is not just why the mind,

through hatred, should be provoked to attack and disable itself from thinking; we also need an

4 Bell cites Alexander 2000 and Feldman 2000. It is a further question what makes an
experience so extreme that it can only be represented in the form of a deathly state of mind;

Louise Gyler has insisted on this point.



explanation of how this is possible. Positing hate here introduces two considerations;

merely clarifies the way the Death drive forces work (as they are supposed to do in confo

with Freud’s binary “Two Principles” model of mental functioning) by opposing the li ,

he ing a
lllll accompanies

ve. Klein

in the mind as part of its equilibrium-maintaining apparatus. Just as love

of Eros, so hate is the driving affect of Thanatos. But a further considey

Bion’s positing of hate since like love, hate is object-relational and so, can bt

knowledge-seeking capability. If the mind can be t@ obje
assumed to be the object of its own hate. Bio

positive and negative attitudes to knowled (“K™); that is to say, hate is

directed to the capacity for knowledge gmore , to the capacity for mental activities

®

which deliver knowledge anf@hwhici ar&ghe subject of his theory of thinking.

But the parallel with lov¢
negating, as we @hall s

oute to mental self-regulation when the attack is precisely directed

ill destroy, its capacity to discover anything.’ Part of the clinical power

a\e) f-stultifying assumption that the mind can do something impossible. The mental activity

> To put the matter in a Hegelian way, what is needed is a conceptualisation of thinking such
that the negation of mind’s capacity for knowledge is a determinate negation; psychologically
a (reversible) suspension of cognitive activity allowing some further, different form of

consciousness to emerge; this is one description of the path that I shall pursue.

10



in question is the interminable ongoing annihilation of the object; in clinical experience this is
phenomenologically apt but as a theoretical claim it is incoherent since the object continually
under annihilation is the activity of annihilation. Phenomenology here is not a guide to

function.

To understand what is involved in the claim that the capacity for thought at all, @

for knowledge in particular, can come under attack in the mind, we should @ Bion’s
theory of thinking. It is recognised that there is a Kantian inspiration behind
claim is that, properly understood, this can provide an answer to ion of self-attack and,

too, with illumination of how the mind represents and “thd nihilation anxiety that

supposedly both triggers and responds to mental attacyTO e have to understand the

use Bion makes of Kant, taking as the key the fi ter is Learning from Experience.

4. Bion’s theory of thinkin ® \%
Bion is supposed to oweg but I shall argue that its significance is not what it is

sometimes been tempted to think of Bion in his clinical

s empirically validating Kant’s own psychology, but this is
tion between Kant’s thought and Bion’s theorising. Kant was not
irical questions about how the mind actually works, but with the prior
quagiion ow the mind must be structured so as to do what we see it as doing. Moreover,

ough as an undergraduate Bion had some exposure to Kant’s work, and owned a number
of his works, he is held either to misunderstand or disregard the detail of Kant’s work (Noel-
Smith 2013, 132). In any case Bion does not import a Kantian theory of the mind wholesale,

but most likely picked up the elements of Kant’s critical philosophy present in Freud’s thought

11



(Sténike, Zachrisson and Vetlesen 2020; Tauber 2009). Freud’s use of Kantian ideas is not

systematic and neither is Bion’s, at least at first sight. Nevertheless, we should not dismais

Bion as doing bad philosophy of mind by loosely appropriating Kantian terms to refe
psychological phenomena. Instead, I suggest that Bion understood what he took from
enough to put it to a particular use, not as a template for a psychoanalytic f§gychaid€y bu
theoretical model for his theory of thinking. I shall then argue that we can ¢ at Mgdel to

dismantle the idea of mental self-destructiveness.

In the Critique of Pure Reason Kant considers ho‘it is 0 to come to know the

world through the activity of cognising. Cogniti ge through the activity of
judging how best to fit together our experien our 8xperience of the world comes to

us through our senses as what he calls ‘datuitio en we acquire knowledge of the world

it is our sense experience t udgi 1ngs order to our experience by organising

intuitions under the oncepts. Finally, in a more theoretically convoluted

ing concepts are produced in a collaboration between

as active in structuring the knowledge it acquires rather than passively receiving

knowledge ready-made. Mind’s activity in creating and using concepts is essential to it;

b

6 But see Civitarese (2017) on Bion’s “matrix” of theoretical terms, including negative

capability.

12



(13

actively thinking is what Kant calls the mind’s

Gemiits) (1790, 142). When Kant writes, “Thoughts without content are empty, i Qs
without concepts are blind” (1781, 193-94), he means that to have thou abquil the @
a su

with true content that we can reason about, we need this cognitive app that

whole vocation” (die ganze Bestimmung

content and also that our experience of the world remains unuseable by without

concepts to organise it.” It is a further question (to which I re wh deal with Kant on
sublime judgment) as to what other types and sou&es of] thO@ghts could have, but it
already follows from this conception of the mi

plied will be the product

of mind’s activity; mind as the organ of thoughti ssarilyactive.

If, to situate ourselves for e novalook at how these Kantian ideas are deployed

in Bion’s theory of thinking it contains the notion of a discursive intellect.® This

in ‘alpha-functiongis the Wng of sensory beta elements into conceptual thoughts or alpha
elements. ’ nt, the production of thoughts by alpha-function is, if only
approximatel el-Smith 2013), the work done by judgment in supplying and applying

L 7 Kant’s target here is metaphysical thought; knowledge claims that go beyond experience and

so, beyond what we are warranted in claiming to be true.

8 The operation of judgment as bringing the intuitions of sense under the concepts of the
understanding, which is a formal description of the working of cognition, is unhelpfully
parlayed by Bion into the metaphor of “mating”, presumably intended to carry the implication

of something new being generated.

13



the concepts or rules of the understanding to the intuitions of sense which, without concggts

are “blind” beta elements of experience.’

We should also consider the following argument. It is an assumption o
thinking as the active handling of thoughts defines the mind as its essentg

oact
logical consequence of this that eliminating that essential function will e11

Were Bion to make this argument it would take him beyond Ka the elimination of

mind’s activity is of no theoretical interest si%e wi iscursive intellect is

conceivable; we are outside the realm of what en therefore Bion does go

on to posit the idea of a self-destructive attac meftal act®ity which disables thinking and
he

which has therefore the potential to des this is not a coherent possibility within

the transcendental psycholofg of Kant’ Siirst Cgitique. Consequently, this step in Bion’s theory

of thinking, even if rg
no basis in his Kantian

explained and to ¢g this

% Bion uses “function” as placeholder for a range of psychological activities; most
systematically for the object-relational attitude to knowledge in terms of the active relations of
love or hate in the “grid” notation.

19 For more on discursive intellect see Maddy (1999).
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When I said that the nature of Bion’s debt to Kant is not well understood, I meant that it reside

not in the borrowed structure for cognition itself but in the methodological role the structur
if only implicitly, called on to play in Bion’s theorising. In arguing this, my approach 4 e
interpretive than demonstrative, but I will hope to show from what S th%
committed to a systematic approach to psychoanalytic theorising. Fo e s to
philosophy of science. I base my remarks principally on the Introduction a apter of
Learning from Experience.'! This should be seen as a the@Bticalyork setting out an

intellectual programme for psychoanalysis, and ‘1 it § several things. His

motivating idea is that much psychoanalytic thgoriginS ? tory, and he refers to the

critiquing existing theories and aimin , opment of psychoanalytic thinking and

®
e

technique through clear and@@orregithe@sising, guitably guided by philosophy. He describes a
methodology intendgd to make Neorising exemplary in contrast to the practices of

theory building he con

rej€cts theory-building on already-interpreted particular
clinical experiencgyon tiiggro at its explanations are self-fulfilling and wrong theory can
flifcde

basis for ?c

never be r ently, discarded.'? His intention is to provide a clear theoretical

ic generalisation, for which the methodology of the natural sciences as

rrent philosophy of science was to provide the guidance and standards.

1 Reasons of space prevent a detailed exposition of Bion’s substantive theorising, or of other
things he says about thought and its disorders.
12 Although Bion doesn’t reference this Popperian critique of psychoanalysis directly, he will

have been aware of it, since he references Popper.

15



An important reference for Bion is the work of the Cambridge philosopher of science R. B.
Braithwaite. Almost Bion’s exact contemporary, Braithwaite belonged to the tradition of
logical positivism, where the methods of formal logic were deployed to reveal what was

thought of as “the structure of scientific explanation”. Within that structure science was de

of science into psychoanalytic theory; it was not his ambition to regularise p

conformity with the positivist canon. Although he takes his ingpir: from Braithwaite’s

logical modelling of scientific theories using a mathemn

®

together with formalisation and abstraction, and logic

of dlgebraic notation,

i@rence, he gives notice that
sage.But he was struck with the rigour

of the approach and the usefulness of its mé&tho putfing psychoanalytic explanation on a

his use of terminology will depart from its recei

firm footing, equivalent to icMitic cXplanatio enerality and reliability. In his theory of
propriety in psychoanalysis for which the

provided a frame of reference. He is concerned to

atic. His theory of functions is explicitly intended to supply
p !ysis wi e generality enjoyed by science. Here the “function” is a placeholder, a
log®€al vagdiable term which provides for generality by accepting different values. Bion says,

t the term alpha-function is “intentionally devoid of meaning” and compares it to a

16




this and other terms freely for his own purposes, his emphasis is squarel

propriety and he recognises the value of the formal side of philosophy

analysing psychoanalytic investigation, particularly through the idea of a mo

6. Thinking with models ° QQ

How then should Bion’s use of Kantian theo

e u stood® I have suggested that his likely

aim was to formalise psychoanalytic sed on observations in the clinic into

. @

theories conceived on the @ines th@ logical-positivist analysis of science he found in

Braithwaite. This, om the lines

S

 more than seeing Bion as doing bad philosophy of mind by

icated, would make psychoanalytic theories more

precise, unambiguous, af plogtcally respectable, with the aid of logical devices such

as the factorisablegifunc

trying to get o refer to psychological phenomena should we see him as doing

over-ambitiﬁu pphy of science. But he is insistent on the need to improve psychoanalytic

13 Bion also foresees the term alpha-function as “re-invested” with extraneous meanings,

remarking, “Constant vigilance must therefore be exerted to prevent this development” (1962,
3). Presciently for his own case, he references Popper’s remark that, “When I invented the new
name ‘basic statement’ (‘or basic proposition’) I did so only because I needed a term not
burdened with the connotation of a perception statement. But unfortunately it was soon adopted
by others, and used to convey precisely the kind of meaning which I wished to avoid” (Popper
1935, 12 n2). Bion’s terminology, intended to ensure methodological neutrality, is frequently

misused in just this way.

17



theorising and though his psychoanalytic theories are not logico-deductive models of a

Braithwaitian sort, they are another sort of theoretical model.

The idea of a theoretical model for a scientific theory is one of the logical methods discus

Braithwaite distinguishes scientific theories from. their

advantages in thinking about a scientific theory t ht ediim of thinking about a model
for it; to do this avoids the complications an@¥di IticSvolved in having to think explicitly
about the language or other forngof syiibolism ch the theory is represented” (1953, 92).
A scientific theory is not easy \ adthe form of an extensive and unwieldy system
of theoretical statemefig i chfijgal Vocabulary of, say, biology or psychology. Bringing
it under a generic tR@Qry systems theory or functional analysis, or an abstract
representationusin@@ymb nalogously to an algebra, makes it more wieldy and accessible.

I deﬁ)p th&gglaim that Kant inspired Bion with a model for his own theory of thinking;
er Bion’s Kant-inspired theory is to be thought of as a theoretical model, although not
r the formal sort of scientific theory that Braithwaite is talking about. For Braithwaite, as a

philosopher of science, one starts with the original scientific theory and then finds a logical-

14 Thanks to Niall Gildea for pointing this out.
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mathematical model to make thinking about the theory easier, as I’ve indicated.'> The sqff of

original theory that Bion is starting from is not a fully worked-out scientific theory but his o
contributions to the generic psychoanalytic corpus which developed after Freud and V%
period to organise clinical observations and, as his critical remarks T '&:a

th

O

certainly the theory of thinking, can be seen as theoretical mode aspects Of'the original

overburdened with the accumulation of redundant and mistaken claims. BX ries,

Freudian theory, particularly the nature of thought and its diggeder:
with. And as models these themselves draw on, or% 0
Bi10

encountered, for their structure; as I shall argue, supp s own theory with a model.

Max Black, a philosopher of sggnce #l the U emporary with Braithwaite in the UK,
calls the Braithwaite type o de\ istential” theoretical model; as we have seen, it
applies to an original whgh 1S@scictitific theory of the real world. Such a model couches
the original theory i d1

mathematical theo

rocabulary, for example modelling blood flow with the

fluil@echanics. Advances in understanding from exploring the model

are checked ims of what the real-world applications and confirmations will be. Black
o tsﬁ withghe “as-if” theoretical model, which resembles “a sustained and systematic

or’ 41962, 236); Freud’s “mental apparatus” in the “Project for a Scientific Psychology”

ks an example of this sort. Both types of theoretical model are heuristic; they work by bringing

15 Remarking that “Constant vigilance must therefore be exerted to prevent” misuse of terms
like alpha-function, Bion is re-quoting Braithwaite’s “the price of the employment of models
is eternal vigilance” (Braithwaite 1953, 93). Bion concurs with Popper, noting that what are
intended as purely theoretical terms become burdened with extraneous meaning leading to

“myths” or, “new and misguided theories”.
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two fields of enquiry or two bodies of theory into relation in such a way as to explore the one
(the original theory) through the lens of the other (the theoretical model). The difference lies

in the fact that in the existential model the theoretical claims are about things that exist, while

the as-if model’s terms are not. Instead, like a metaphor, an as-if theoretical model pro

fictions or scenarios which are elaborated by the imagination to produce new features ge ed

by the model. Indeed, the metapsychological dimension of psychoanalytic theories nw,
in just this semi-metaphorical way to suggest new concepts and connecti hi8y can be

productive for psychoanalysis.

Bion’s theory of thinking differs from other psychoanalytj ologies if we count as

available to it the organising and heuristic power@of the ian theoretical model it
adumbrates, which my remarks about Kant’s ep% the First Critique were intended
tro

to make visible. But without adequate theof€tic

ion’s theory is, in the way Popper
points out, prone to produce un®arrant@d claims h become myths. I shall suggest that the
idea of self-attack by the min . However, there is a feature of an as-if model
that distinguishes it fro ; model’s systematicity provides for what Black calls
the “control of implic

heuristically

applicd togbhe original psychoanalytic theory, can be justified within the model theory. Bion

self recognised the need to control implications to avoid “new and misguided theories”,
and it is on this ground that we could require him to accept the onus of seeking a satisfactory
explanation for the phenomenological presentations attributed to the Death drive. My

conjecture, based on Bion’s focus on the formal aspects of methodology of enquiry, is that

20



Kantian theory appealed to him at least partly for this reason. As a highly structured argument-
based justification of our necessary cognitive activity, it is both its own control and offers to
control both Bion’s own theory and others’ speculations. Bion borrows from Kant because the
structure of Kant’s theory lends itself to correct theory-making, limiting the implication

speculations to those that follow correctly from its heuristic use. This structure, agglion

encountered it, belongs with Kant’s epistemological project of the Firgt Criti an
question of our knowledge of the world. 6

It is by referring back to the model of the Kantian epistemology eory of thinking can

rightly contribute to psychoanalytic understanding. Takig

5 i
therefore allow us to make further progress on the viissTlig
sel

profound anxiety and on whether the Kleinian p
explaining these. To do this I shall look fun%w ight augment the implicit Kantian
model behind Bion’s theory of Mokinvith an eme, one not present in the First Critique,

il est a way to expand the model, specifically to

of Bion’s theory may

he mind in experiencing

ack has any theoretical place in

beyond which we must now mogeg.
1ablg, can be substituted by more than one type of judgment

and that the type of ju t ould now consider, in order to extend his theory so as to

7. ¥Xtendihg Bion’s theoretical model: what psychoanalysis might further learn from

nt

I said earlier that the idea the mind could reflexively attack itself was self-negating within the

terms of Bion’s object-relational approach. It is also an uncontrolled implication within Bion’s
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explanation for it within the model supplied by Kant’s thougiigh WeShould do this not by

inference from the phenomenological presentation‘ut as i ommends, in terms of

ed with an experience or perception of

in'@ature @r 1n objects (real, and mathematical) of vast

scale.'® What is encguntered in Watur&8ant calls the dynamically sublime, but it is in his

treatment of the mathem3 that we have a formal analysis of the mind’s ability to

produce such judgments?

' 4

16 Th ces of nature are described by Burke as inspiring awe, terror, and a sense of uplift.
Kaft, while familiar with Burke’s psychological account, has the different goal of showing
how sublime experience can be thought by a discursive intellect. He distinguishes between the
dynamical sublime (approximating to Burke’s psychological picture) and a prior, more general
form of sublime judgment in which magnitude itself comes to have a representation, which he
calls the mathematically sublime. This presents when we attempt to grasp, in the thought of
infinity, the endless progression of numbers emanating from the productive imagination and is
also that which we (mistakenly) attribute to an object when we attempt to contemplate and
represent vastness of scale and complexity in artefacts such as the Pyramids or St Peter’s in

Rome.
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Here I follow Kirk Pillow’s account of sublime judgment; for t ind to co plate the

overwhelming under some thinkable representation a neggssa oopctation between the

faculties of reason and imagination must be reach%.17 I @

required to organise its own intuitions into a gr. le\ 0 meet reason’s demand for a

concept with which to comprehend the nitlde o mathematically sublime.!® Kant
conceives the mathematically sgblimef@s an e ream of intuitions or images produced
q .

by the imagination, challengin

tiation the imagination is

e its faculties to bear on the task of representing

a boundless excess. R eqtire this un-ruly heterogeneity to be brought together

as a thinkable whole.

17 For schola %@
C gforme

by fagWlty of the understanding for their aptness to experience. In Pillow’s account of

the productive faculty is required to find some conjectural

ition I draw on Pillow (2000). In “determinate” judgment, sense-based

the schematising activity of the productive imagination and “legislated”

lime thought the productive imagination comes into its own since Kant allots it a new role
in the untrammelled production of intuitions from its own resources. In sublime judgment,
which is reflective and not sense-based, the concepts it needs in order to produce thoughts come
from reason and imagination. The discursive structure is thus maintained, being reproduced at
the level of reflective thought.
'8 The psychoanalytic application of the dynamically sublime is explored by Weiskel in a non-
object relational framework; the clinical picture we are concerned to explain does not figure in
his account. Civitarese (2017) maintains that the aesthetics of the sublime in Romanticism
provided Bion’s with a “secret model”, but without noting Kant’s distinction of two types. My
account therefore precedes any question of relating the dynamical sublime to psychoanalysis,
being concerned with Kant’s answer to the prior problem of how judgment of the sublime is

possible at all.
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way of assembling what is intuited as endless into a graspable thought con
met by the ability of the imagination to schematise its own productions in
organise, arrest and assemble the progression of intuitions it produces.

This augments our model of the mind with the rw)urce e phenomenology of

deathly states of mind as representations whi modation of reason and

ntegrative achievement. However, before
proceeding to set outghis final stefai argument we should note that Kant does in fact see
this achievement as inve self-violence within the mind.'” For in producing

schemata that wilfgself- pits endless productions into a thinkable unity the mind does

indeed do

runs counte il

19 Tt 1 rth noting a likely degree of familiarity with Kant’s Third Critique within the early,

Kant describes the sublime as “contrapurposive”, meaning that it

d’s “vocation” to think.2? We saw that in its accommodation with reason

=

GePmanophone intellectual context of psychoanalysis (all but lost in the analytic diaspora
produced by Nazi-ism), and the context of Klein’s own analysis with Abraham and Ferenczi.

20 Of the mathematically sublime Kant writes: “the comprehension in one moment of that
which is successively apprehended, is a regression, which in turn cancels out the time-condition
of the mind in the progression of the imagination and makes simultaneity intuitable. It is thus
(since temporal succession is a condition of inner sense and of an intuition) a subjective
movement of the imagination by which it does violence to the inner sense which must be all
the more marked the greater the quantum is which the imagination comprehends in one

intuition” (1790, 142).
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the imagination has to rein in its productions under some totalising schema; to do this it must
misrepresent endless, temporal succession as simultaneity within a whole and this does

violence by opposing or negating the intuition of temporal succession which is an a priori

29

intuition structuring the mind. This, Kant says, “subjectively considered, is contrapurpo

but “objectively, for the estimation of magnitude, is necessary, hence purposive; ... the
same violence that is inflicted on the subject by the imagination is judged purpofve fo
whole vocation of the mind” (1790, 142).

8. Applying the model: sublime judgment and extreme experi¢nc

In formulating his theory of alpha-function Bion wis e term itself as a neutral,

content-free variable standing for more than o

ay ofWprocessing the beta elements of
ni

e judgment in the background. The

experience into thought, with the Kantian m%
extended model we now haye Qg est§ithat alp ction as thought-production can also be

st
\

linical descriptions from which the operation of the

conceived as sublime judgment are produced by the accommodation of reason

s it back into fragments equivalent to the beta elements out of which a thought could be
reconstituted, what is posited by the model is a violent opposition to mental integrity; we have

just seen that in Kant’s theory the imagination responds to the demand of reason by an attempt
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at its own self-regulation which runs counter and does violence to the temporal, reality-origited

ﬁb

ented as

activity of mind.

In the clinical picture the self-violence of the imagination’s attempt at its ow
is clearly represented by the different depictions of negation: omnipotentl
total self-annihilation; the endless production of intuitions unifi its own Tegation in a

strea@ing into the stasis

ess. We see this in Bell’s

three clinical pictures: the explosion as a drive t ms af@iestroying life; the continuous fall-

out of dust representing the pull to mindd€ss b s dead (particle) objects and as
deadening the mind’s function gfjobjeqfrelatin e fall-out as a continuous paralysing of
the mind’s objects keptina s n i with sadistic pleasure. Under the model these

are different ways t

ioffcan ¥schematically self-regulate its endless stream of

intuitions under an o IC esentation of interminable annihilation.?!

1 atiom accedes to the demand of reason to make possible the continuation of thought

hich is the mind’s “whole vocation”. This is a demand which may be made in response to

21 It may be noted that the perverse pleasurableness of these “sublime” solutions accords with
a feature of the dynamical sublime not mentioned in my compressed account, the combination
of un-pleasure provoked by overwhelmingness and the pleasure attendant on the mind’s
mastery of it into thought; the displeasurable experience is at the same time made pleasurable.

I owe this point to Damien Freeman.
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extreme experiences from other causes, that are traumatic or affective and which threaten to
overwhelm the mind. In following its vocation reason persists in holding everything into a
thinkable whole through attempting an accommodation with what imagination produces. To
accommodate reason the imagination then produces further defensive transformations, su

the displacement of the representation of extremity and excess into an originating catas ic

event “elsewhere”. Bell reports a patient dreaming that “there had been gnucleaf@®@xplo

The dust, fall-out, fell all over me. It was pleasant and peaceful” (2014, 4 reason

may adopt some integrative but false idea: a paranoid representation of attac putside,

causing the overwhelmingness; negation emptying the mind by@di ement of all mental

content “elsewhere”’; omnipotence as endless annihilation.Q

We see now how extending the Kantian model e s the e of clinical presentations Bell
describes. Unifying these deathly states of Miind r a rupric of primary destructiveness had

the merit of drawing atte iof®o w that 1 nation’s “subjectively contrapurposive”

disruption of the mind’s activi e nted in, and enacted through, phantasy. It also

th drive as fear of annihilation in terms of a secondary,

metapsycho s%

t i aﬁaceh ‘

clifg€ally gowerful instrument; they provide interpretive guidance for identifying the variety

ow be addressed. The Death drive and its attendant concepts are

er terms; they make no explanatory contribution. But together they are a

object-relational defences that misrepresent as destructive a fundamentally life-oriented
activity of mind under extreme challenge to its capacities. The extended as-if model thus opens
a different perspective on these clinical phenomena and a warranted theoretical explanation for

how the mind deals with extreme experience. And it absolves us from postulating a quasi-
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energetic and inexplicable primary destructiveness that gets turned onto the mind itself. Instead
it provides a model for organising further clinical observation, and focuses on the complexity,

fragility, and adaptability of the mental apparatus.
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