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Research on Wilfred R. Bion (Part Ill)

Creative intercourse with “establishment breast” and crystallization of “absent breast”

SOBUE Norihito

Bion is an innovator in the field of psychoanalysis. The present author (2003, 2004) has
summarized elsewhere the innovative thought in his life and work by introducing the viewpoint of
“absent breast”. The concept of “absent breast” emerged in the formative process of Bion’s
becoming an analyst as well as from his own personal experience and the meaning he drew from it.
This development is clear until the time of his writing “Experiences in Groups” in 1961.

Here I would like to take up the theme of “absent breast” in his later works, namely, in the
period termed “the psychoanalysis of psychosis” which forms the third period of his work.

In that period “absent breast”, which had caused much turmoil in the life of Bion, began to
change through intercourse with “establishment breast” Klein as a new theme in the
psychoanalytic perspective and epistemology. It first succeeded in an elaboration of projective
identification theory as well as an extension of its therapeutic use. There was much perspective
from Bion on “absent breast” in these ideas of projective identification. That is to say, Bion didn’t
see aggression as simply a destructive phenomenon but as something originating from intolerable
psychic pain coming from “absence” “ deprivation” or “despair” underlying the aggression.

Clinically and logically speaking it was natural for these results to lead Bion to think about the
theme of the receptor of that pain. Bion named it “reverie” by which he meant the function which
can understand the patient’s pain. He developed this theory of projective identification into a
therapist function.

In summary Bion looked for the existential ground of human beings who suffered pain in
nothingness at the root of their aggression. In this way it was suggested that even envy could be
understood as pain for infants with “no” breasts and also aggressive expressions of its pain. And
so this way of thinking made envy analysable material.

And so the “absent breast in life” ,with which Bion struggled, came together in the “absent
breast in groups” and then further in the “absent breast in psychotics”.

28





