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Elspeth Crawford
University of Edinburgh

ABSTRACT:  The idea of comparing Whitehead with Bion was born when I first met Whitehead's

idea, 'the fallacy of misplaced concreteness' (FMC), and felt immediately that I knew it from my

knowledge of Bion’s work.  The paper begins by indicating some of the elements in Alfred North

Whitehead’s ‘process philosophy’.  There is a brief survey of object relations theory, particularly

Kleinian psychodynamics, as introduction to the aspect of Wilfred Bion’s work which explored the

nature of thought.  The unconscious processes he named 'truth' and 'lie' in thinking are identified.

Comparison between these two thinkers begins from common ground, the notions of process, fallacious or

truthful, in thought, and looks at the differences of perspective each brought to the problems of

methodology in thinking.  It is shown that each accepts that 'true' thought is open to query and

interrogation, and that it is not possible to know whether or not a particular thought is ‘true’, as

conscious thought cannot access primary undistorted perception of an objective world.  A claim is made

that a particular conscious discipline in mental awareness, akin to the use of countertransference in

psychodynamic thought, will however increase the probability that a thought process is ‘thinking

truly’ rather than thinking in a fallacious way.

KEYWORDS: thinking process, truth, lie, fallacy of misplaced concreteness, emotion, unconscious,

holistic, complexity, psychodynamics, object relations
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Introduction

Both Alfred North Whitehead1  and Wilfred Bion2  worked from positions which acknowledged

holistic complexity in and of our perception of the world.  Without losing that perspective, this paper

focuses on aspects related to the thought process itself, to shed light on how subjective, objective, or

fallacious thinking is produced or distinguished.  For example, if a ‘fallacious thought’, a ‘lie’, is

produced because there is a distorting influence in each thinkers emotional need, how then can a

thinker be, or know to be, in a state where such distorting influences are absent?  Won’t any thought

process be embedded in some emotions ?

In exploring this, along with Whitehead and Bion, it is accepted that:

* all thinkers are emotional beings

* the experience of a thought process is subjective, in that it is initiated and enacted by a subject, a

person

* the thinker cannot know whether or not distortion of thought persists

This does not imply that a thinker is not in a state of ‘true thinking’, only that the knowledge of

it is not available.  Nor does it imply that thoughts only exist when a thinker experiences them.

Some Ideas from Whitehead’s Process Philosophy

In Whitehead’s process philosophy3 , some of the major ideas discussed are: actual entity; being and

becoming; self-identicality and self creation; change and changelessness; potentiality, experience,

perception and actuality.  In selecting any of these complex notions, it is part of understanding the

nature of his work that each idea interlinks with the others and that definitions of terms cannot be

exact, although they are as precise as possible.  Greater understanding is achieved by circling from one

idea to the next, and returning, re-evaluating meaning, than by identifying the notions one by one.  This

is a form of epistemology which I have discussed elsewhere4 .

Thus, to consider ‘actual entity’ and ‘actuality’ as process, another notion which is needed,

although not yet clarified, is that of ‘experience’:

* Entities in the process of becoming ‘experience’ others, thereby including them as ‘objects’

* Hence one actuality can be present in another
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* Actual entities are finite moments of experience, prehension of feelings as a unity

Then, the notion of ‘entity’ being partially grasped, notions of ‘experience’ have to be described.

Doing this entails realization that perception is involved, and that perception has different modes,

depending on whether what is being considered is perception of a ‘subject’ or, perception of an ‘aware

subject’.  Whitehead distinguishes the primitive elemental form of ‘experience’ of an actuality as

subject to something.  He refers to this perception as ‘withness of the body’ or ‘causal efficacy’ and

recognizes that it is present even when sense perception is absent.  As I understand this, he is recognizing

the body’s functional reaction to whatever is contiguous (next) in the environs i.e. a body has

reactiveness, or a form of awareness of entities beyond itself as subject.  Ideas of mental perception,

whether unconscious or conscious, are not relevant here; biology of, say, the differentiation of organs in

a developing foetus, would illustrate the primitive quality of the idea he is presenting.

In other words, he says that primary experience is the ‘unity of the perceptual field’ , self-

knowledge of bodily events.  This is differentiated clearly from the mode of perception he calls

‘presentational immediacy’, the perceptions of sense or emotion of which we are, or can become,

consciously aware.  Further, while primary experience is normally outside awareness, and

presentational immediacy is, by definition, within awareness, each form of perception contributes to

the actual entity, as above,  ‘actual entities are finite moments of experience, prehension of feelings as a

unity’,  when the ‘entity’ in question is a complex one.

There are already some comparisons which can be made with psychoanalytic thought, although

without more careful precision in terms, similarity might be more assumed than real.   Thus,

Christopher Bollas (1987) refers to the ‘unthought known’, in unconscious experience.  Wilfred Bion

(1963) formulated a theory of b-element  and a-functions5 , in which ‘b-element’ stands for the primary

experience of a subject which has not been acted upon in any representational way by the mind.  Such

experience could not be expressed via words, nor indeed via other forms of representation.  The a-

function(s) are the functional process (a mental capacity) by which the mind acts to transform b into

something ‘useable’ for growth and development, or, in failure of function, the b’s become an ‘accretion

of stimuli’, which may have to be discharged somehow by the individual.   Looking ahead a little,

psychoanalytic thought recognizes that some mental function is designed to cut out primitive percepts,

while others alter or modify, in order that the individual survives in the chaos of experiences.  
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In other words, not only is it the case that thinking processes are necessarily embedded in some

emotions, but it appears that they have a survival function which limits and controls perception of

reality.  Could we differentiate mental functions which limit perception from those which enable it, in

terms of ways of adapting to survive6  ?

To return to Whitehead, it is helpful to note that, in his understanding, ‘unconscious experience’

is not dismissed as a contradiction in terms, as perception is not identified with sense perception;

experience does not have to be ‘sensed’ in awareness to be part of the whole.  One way in which this is

expressed is the way in which he thinks about development or growth of an entity.  He says tha t

entities in the process of becoming ‘experience’ others, thereby including them as ‘objects’.  Hence, one

actuality can be present in another.  He says that feeling is an act of experiencing, and recognizes tha t

much ‘feeling’ is out of consciousness, for example (Whitehead 1938, p.158),

Human nature has been described in terms of its vivid accidents, and not of its essential

essence.  The description of its essence must apply to the unborn child, to the baby in its cradle, t o

the state of sleep, and to that vast background of feeling hardly touched by consciousness.

It would seem very difficult to follow Whitehead’s work by relying only on conceptual

understanding.  As a matter of process  he requires engagement by the reader in an act of ‘experiencing’ to

recognize the validity of feelings.

An Overview of Object Relations Theory and Psychodynamic Process

One of the ways in which one can more quickly get in touch with the thought perspective of

psychodynamic process and understand the concerns of object relations theory (actually theories7 ),

echoes the challenge in the Whitehead quotation given above.  The following questions are asked

because, at the beginnings of growth and conscious awareness, the meanings involved may be more

difficult to ascertain, but the issues are less clouded by assumptive answers.  Thus consider:

Does a new baby have a self ?

Or, does it develop a self gradually after birth?

What does ‘having a self’ involve?

Is the new baby aware of itself?

Is the new baby aware of its mother/caregiver?
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Is awareness of self/mother/other about separate objects or is it a sort of combined experience?

Engaging with these questions engenders discourse which includes feelings, empathy with and

observation of ‘the baby’, recollection of self as a baby, parenting, and so on.  The psychodynamic

perspective is recognized to be a complex process8 , including history, identity, growth, becoming,

innate qualities and environment.  Object relations theories think of the “I”, the baby say, connecting

with or impinged upon by some other “I” or a part of another person, or part of environment, which is

this subject’s object (or part-object) at that moment.  As the experiencing subject (to itself a ‘me’ ?)

connects, the ‘object-in-the-process’  becomes a part of the evolving subject, ‘I’.  From as early as we can

imagine, or empathize, the subject is already an unconscious complexity of ‘object relations’.  

Within these theories, the core assumptions are:

* unconscious experience exists,

* unconscious 'relations', that is, introjective and projective identifications9  are primary

* primitive identifications are a basic process of living.

‘Identifications’ , the process by which the subject grows (its history of relating experiences) lead

to “I” feelings: as if absorbed within or by another object, or, taking over, absorbing, another object as i f

that object were “I”, completeness, satisfactions, intrusions, persecutions, nameless anxieties.  (There is

no adequate way of describing such an unconscious process in words.)  In effect, it is not a simple matter to

separate 'me' from 'not-me', in the confusion of internal and external impingements on a developing “I”.

The baby within itself (or the baby whose history lies within the individual) is an experiencing

subject, ‘me.. me... me....’.  At any moment, ‘me’ can experience parts of totality as ‘me’ or ‘not-me’.  For

example, the fingers holding the rattle can be looked at, as ‘not-me’;  an adult who has just sliced his

thumb on a paper-edge can look at the bleeding wound as ‘not-me’.  At the heart of psychodynamic

thinking lie questions about reality:  What sort of reality?  Inner, outer, clear or confused, truthful or

fallacious  ?

The word ‘psychodynamics’ refers to these processes in inner reality, the ‘psyche’ containing

feelings (say, comfort, discomfort, fear, threat, satisfaction, pleasure, anxieties) at different intensities

and coming from different directions (inside, outside, another part of self, a previously known place,

and so on).  The psyche is an organism subject to ‘forces’, and so structure develops within it as it grows.

For example, if, at the moment, the psyche is strong enough for the particular feeling being experienced,
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at that intensity of feeling, and where it comes from, then the self (or the ego part of the psyche)

relates to reality in a way which could allow some partial knowledge.  ‘I felt that, it is now part of me,

but as it came from you, that is part of who you are also.’  

If, as is likely, the psyche is not strong enough to contain the totality of feeling, either its

intensity, or its direction of impingement, then the most basic survival process is splitting.   The

developing psyche (with its inner objects forming through identifications) splits the me and the not-me

in ways which protect itself.  Experiential information is split, parts denied, projected, introjected,

displaced and so on in ways which prevent feelings overwhelming the psyche.

Kleinian theory10  refers to the primitive PS, or, ‘paranoid-schizoid’ splitting position, where

the felt experience of the baby, at an instant of hunger for example, might be that the world contains

only ideal satisfaction or unmitigated despair.  The baby whose world of the moment is despairing

cannot be comforted even when the food is provided.  (This is also true if there is a state of despair in an

adult, when something which overwhelms that individual has happened.)  When survival (food,

warmth, rest, satisfaction) has occurred often enough primitive splitting need not be absolute but can

become more and more partial.  Some memory will hold various events of the past, some sense of me and

not-me is held in successive experiencing.  It becomes possible to recognize the existence of ‘other’, to

realize that the ‘not-me’ experiencing implies ‘other(s) can be absent or present’ so that the idea of a

food-provider might exist but as absent, rather than ‘not-existing’.  In other words, there is ‘knowledge’

of a world outside self, and of objects which are in that world, not within self.  The position of concern

for other, the ‘D’, or ‘depressive position’ develops, when ‘I’ has seen ‘not-me’ surviving also, so that in

some way ‘me-strength’ is now sufficient not to be overwhelmed, but will take in more of the whole

experience.  Instead of splitting, an integrative process can take place.  The whole cycle,  PS <---> D, is

an ever repeated process as new experience impinges, and the individual develops its inner tendencies

from repeated iterations.

A person, who feels and thinks in awareness has an inner and an outer world, and most of both

inner and of outer are not-known or not-knowable to that person.   The perception of self and other, or

known and unknown, can be accurate, or, quite inaccurate.  Perceived realities from different people, or

from  different states of mind of one person, can be fairly good, or grossly bad, matches.
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Bion’s Lie and Truth, Disorders in Thought

When I first heard of Whitehead’s ‘fallacy of misplaced concreteness’ (FMC, see Thompson 1997), and

also his theory which avoided the FMC by ‘replacing morphological description by description of

dynamic process’ (Whitehead, 1929, p.9), my immediate response was  ‘Bion, working through PS <--->

D’.  ‘Working through’ means that the PS and D structures (morphology) are subject to transformational

processes which proceed with degrees of success or failure, leading to health, sanity or otherwise.  

A multitude of PS <---> D cycles, encompassing many disparate states of mind, results in

awareness; we perceive ourselves as ‘thinking’.   The quality of these ‘thoughts’ which arrive differ, as

the states in the cyclic processes differ.  If thinking arose from processes which tolerated the anxieties

of having ambivalent or contradictory inner states, more ‘thoughts’ would be entertained, new percepts

representing the ‘not-me’ or unknown being taken in.  But, if thinking arose mainly from processes

requiring ease from persecutory anxieties, that is, from split states of mind, much ‘newness’ would be

denied or confused or conflated with the well defended ‘status quo’.  When only certain states are

allowed into the processes, only some ‘thoughts’ can be thought.

In summary, the ‘PS’ or ‘split’ state protects and maintains the status quo, so what is abstracted

for representation in the mind is the same in feeling terms (i.e. concrete bearable experience) as

something which is known already, either the ‘good’ or the ‘bad’ object.  This is essentially a

narcissistic state of mind.  The ‘D’ state is one of integration, so that there is better perception of the

whole, acceptance of unknown, and unconscious trust in personal survival through change.  This is

essentially an ‘open to realities’ state of mind.

However, so far so good, but, these are unconscious states.  It is not possible to declare, or will,

consciously to be in a ‘D’ state.  Indeed, if the cyclic description were all that psychodynamic theory

had to say about thinking, it would have to be concluded that the quality of thought is actually

dependent on the chance vicissitudes of the environment, rather than on the thinker.  Frequently, this

is the case, as an environment which is unconsciously threatening for a particular individual will push

all mental process towards PS, necessarily limiting newness; vice-versa, a safe environment allows

integrative processes, towards D.  This apparent determinism is in fact a statement about disorder in

thought, a problem enlightened by Wilfred Bion’s work which considered both inner and outer
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formulation of thought.  He said (Bion, 1962, p.66),

The difficulties of the patient suffering from a disorder of thought are similar to those that beset

scientists, and others concerned with the establishment of facts, in that they arise through

failure to ascertain facts and so involve the investigation of the nature of failure..

and that this failure is impossible to psychoanalyse...

without understanding the problem of the philosopher of science and conversely his problem i s

incompletely stated without the aid of psychoanalytic experience of disorders of thought   

I summarise his explorations of these problems by describing his notion of ‘truth’ and the form of

thinking which produced what he called a ‘lie’.  

First, consider Bion’s idea of ‘truth’.  This notion is not used in the sense of a logical opposition to

‘lie’, is not a matter of words or knowledge, and is not identified in either of the frames ‘conscious’,

‘unconscious’.  ‘Truth’ is in a different category of thought,  a conjecture of ultimate reality which is

formless, unknown and unknowable and infinitely evolving (Bion, 1970, p.26).  Bion thought tha t

religions might use the name ‘godhead’ for such ineffable conjecture, and said: “that it exists is an

essential postulate of science, but it cannot be scientifically discovered” (ibid. p.30).

The part of truth which is a ‘true thought’, the objective of science, is a representation of existent

reality, an intersection  with the formless ultimate reality, truth (Crawford, 1998).  This means tha t

possible intersections, or ‘true thoughts’, exist whether or not any thinker is aware of them, that the

true thought exists without need of a thinker to bring it into existence.  The task of the thinker is to

initiate intersections, to become aware of the nature of a particular intersection, and to interpret this

conjunction of personal experience and unknowable evolving whole, thus creating some form of

knowledge. Any type of thought, say an interpretation in psychoanalysis or an hypothesis in science,

could be true or could be a lie.  A ‘true thought’ (the enabling interpretation; the accurately predictive

hypothesis) does not distort nor falsely suggest certainty; it remains open to further possibilities of

intersection, that is, further experiences of reality and actualisation of possibilities in being.

It is worth comparing this notion of ‘truth’ and ‘true thought’ with Whitehead’s formulation of

‘all that is’.   Hayward (1984, p.225) summarised this as consisting of:

1. Actual entities, i.e. finite moments of experience.

2. Potentialities (which he also calls “eternal objects”), which constitute both what is and w h a t
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is not but might have been.  Each actual entity varies in the degree of inclusion in it of the

potentialities.. .

3. The primordial nature of “God”, which is an actual entity with a special status.  T h e

primordial entity is the unconditioned envisagement of the entire multiplicity of potentialities.

4. The consequent nature of “God”, which is “the realization of the entire actual world in t h e

unity of its nature.”

5. A principle of creativity: each actual entity is self-created although it receives its lure and

goal for self-creation, its aim toward satisfaction, from the primordial nature.  Each actual

entity aims for “satisfaction” or completeness, which is a relative grasping into a unity o f

feelings received from all the actual entities of its past.  This is the process of creativity.  W h e n

a given, actual entity achieves satisfaction as a “subject”, it passes over to being “object” in the

immediate past for the next actual entity.

It is as though each has the same idea, but have created different ways of ‘intersecting’ with the

essentially ineffable.  Rather than make another such attempt, it is worth looking at the thought

disorder.  Just as Whitehead’s work is illuminated by description of the FMC, so Bion’s is by considering

what he called the ‘lie’.  In description the ideas differ; in particular the lie is described mainly in

terms of the inner process from which it comes; but in analysis of their effects on thought they seem to be

remarkably similar.

Bion identified the lie by looking at the totality of mental activity which is possible, from the

primary ‘percept’ (unthought, b-element, ‘potentiality’) to the conscious awarenesses of emotion, art,

science, etc, .  He reminds us that the thought experienced by the thinker has been produced by the

thinker to cope with the unconscious emotional circumstances in which he/she is at that moment.  The

‘lie’ is constructed because of the thinker’s unconscious emotional need, and it is thus a process in which

the notion of truth is irrelevant.  That is, ‘lie’ and ‘truth’ emerge from different categories of thought

process, differing in the way in which ‘objects’ for thought are selected unconsciously (Bion 1970).

‘Lying’ is not necessarily in opposition to facts (internal needs are not necessarily in opposition to

external realities) nor is it a self-deception (unless the need is to deceive the self).  Valid processes such

as reasoning, theorizing, logical connection, speculation or whatever, elaborate and logically consistent

theory, can be harnessed in the service of either mode of selection.  The difference is that the lie process
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ignores experience which does not serve narcissistic need of some kind.  Also, it will not discriminate

between internal or external sources of perception.  It will identify ‘new’ or ‘not-known’  by chance, if i t

does so at all, may distort the perception without being aware that the possibility of distortion exists.

It is obvious, both in science and in daily life, that conscious ‘thinking process’ often favours internal

sources, the previously established concepts, and strenuously resists the most blatant contrary evidence.

Hence, Bion (1962, p.14) said,

..the weakness [of scientific method] may be closer to the weakness of psychotic thinking

than superficial scrutiny would admit...

Comparisons, Conjunctions, Conclusions

Both Whitehead and Bion recognize the holistic complexity of process and the need for connections

with primitive forms of experience, that which is ‘felt’.  Both consider unconscious experience to be

prior to the sensory or emotional experience in immediate awareness.  Equally, as each acknowledges

the difficulty in creating descriptions of such processes in language, which is not itself primitive, it is

hard to be clear whether their notion of, for example,  ‘unconscious experience’ is actually similar.  I t

would appear not, as a psychodynamic ‘unconscious’ contains some specifically identified processes of

emotional phantasy life.  It is helpful to look again at some important concepts in Whitehead’s

thought, in the light of these psychodynamic ideas:

* Potentialities (also called eternal objects) are both what is and what is not but might have

been.

* Actual entities are finite moments of experience, prehension of feelings as a unity.

* Enduring objects (an electron; an individual person..) are due to the repeating patterns of

potentialities included in particular series of actual entities or ‘societies’ of actual entities

which prehend each other.  (Like inner object relations?)

* If there is little or no novelty entering into such a series, it constitutes a physical object.

The degree to which a series is ‘living’ is the degree to which novel potentialities can

enter. (Like a person in touch with ever-changing reality, not re-creating repetitions of

previous experience in a rigidly defended state ?)

* Each actual entity is self-created, aims for “satisfaction”, i.e. a relative grasping into a
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unity of feelings received from all its past actual entities.  (Tries to repeat experience

which has not been worked through,  say via transference processes?)    

* When a given, actual entity achieves satisfaction as a “subject”, it passes over to being

“object” in the immediate past for the next actual entity.  (Experience is bearable and

accepted, rather than split-off or defended against.)

* (Whitehead, 1968, p87) "The transitions of history exhibit transitions of forms of order...

there are always forms of order partially dominant and partially frustrated...there is

transition within the dominant order; and there is transition to new forms of dominant

order.  Such transition is a frustration of the prevalent dominance.  And yet it is the

realisation of that vibrant novelty which elicits the excitement of life."   (The psyche is

dynamic.)

* (Ibid.) "The essence of life is to be found in the frustrations of established order."  (The

transformational effect of bearing 'not-me'/working through of emotional

experiences/achieving a realisation?)

I think that in these ideas, Whitehead’s thought affirms the core suppositions of object relations

theory and the transformational process in persons which is understood by the notion ‘working

through’.  Whitehead covers all ground, encompassing the inanimate as well as the personal and

societal while the psychodynamic ideas of  growth and becoming do not attempt to cover the 'unaware'

subject.  In common, both say that to develop and enjoy life, an individual has to continually let go of

earlier frameworks and phantasy, has to let the past be past, in order to experience anew and to feel

alive.  

A summary of common realisations might be:

* belief in unconscious

* ‘ambivalence’ - tensions/directions in the psyche can be accepted however contradictory, as

primitive experience has ‘potentialities’ not all of which become actualised (though

in    ability to be ambivalent, i.e. not-accepting, is widespread)

* relationships are holistic, many-dimensional complex processes - so NOT understanding

and NOT knowing is as relevant as understanding and knowing

* ‘past’ and ‘unconscious’ events matter when and because they are presented or re-presented
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in present awareness (presentational immediacy is not primary)

* growth involves loss as well as gain

* thought can be fallacious, lying, not representative of 'all-there-is'

The comparison with Bion's thinking cannot comment on notions such as whether or not an

electron, say, 'enjoys'.  However, in considering the commonalities, particularly the last which refers to

thinking processes, we see that both consider the ways in which thought becomes fallacious.  There are

two kinds of disconnection from concrete reality, which I believe concur.  The first is that for an 'entity',

the potentialities included in an object are a mistaken or impoverished range of what might have been.

The second is that, for an 'entity', some aspect of its experiential history is split off, so tha t

satisfaction is not achievable, and the passage over to object cannot happen effectively.

Psychodynamics refers to the first in 'defensiveness', and to the second in 'repetition', that is, where

aspects of the past are re-enacted in the present (e.g. in transference).

However, I think that there is one aspect of Bion’s formulation which does not have a parallel

in Whitehead’s thought.  Bion declared that a true thought existed without the thinker’s existence,

and asserted that the task of the thinker is to initiate intersection with it (Bion, 1970, ).  The

emotional impact of entertaining such a thought, the depressive anxiety in the experience of ‘new’

which would be entailed, is what he meant by saying that the philosopher needed the aid of the

psychoanalyst’s experience for completeness.  Another way of putting this, is that Bion distinguished

the modes of thought, truth and lie, not by consequences seen in resultant knowledge of the world, but by

the different unconscious emotional states from which they were engendered, that is, by the operation

of a different selection process.  In this way, for the realm of thought and understanding how

individuals think, he offers more than Whitehead, as follows.

In summary, the self is within a process, PS <-> D.  If ‘I’ were dominantly towards PS, truth

would not be met; if ‘I’ were towards D, the idea of 'other' is conceivable, so seeing others, or something

imagined to be 'other' takes place.  Still one cannot actually know whether or not truth had been met.

The psychoanalytic perspective brings this idea of a self being within a process and adds to it, that, a t

the same time, there exists a self capable of reflecting on itself in that process, a participant observer.
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This can be diagrammatically expressed as ‘I’ has a reflective observing self:

I

/  \

PS <--->  D

The composite 'I', whose parts could be weak or strong, is a dynamic subject, which, in changing,

and encompassing its own changing, initiates its next change11 .  From this perspective, it becomes

possible to understand that truthful thinking process might be accessed by conscious endeavour in the

present, and that responsibility can be actively taken for mental acts which disable lying and enable

truth (emotional acts such as 'empathy', 'willing', 'trusting experience', 'bearing uncertainty').  Before

developing this claim, it needs to be noted that very similar understandings of thought disorder have

been arrived at by many thinkers, however differently stated.  One example is from Ortega y Gasset,

Meditations on Quixote:

Some men refuse to recognize the depth of something because they demand that t h e

profound should manifest itself in the same way as the superficial.  Not accepting the fact t h a t

there may be several kinds of clarity, they pay attention to the clarity peculiar to surfaces.  T h e y

do not realize that to be hidden beneath the surface, merely appearing through it, throbbing

underneath it, is essential to depth.

To ignore the fact that each thing has a character of its own and not what we wish t o

demand of it, is in my opinion the real capital sin, which I call a sin of the heart because i t

derives its nature from lack of love.

Use of Self: a Concrete Enabling Process

In understanding the meaning of 'lie' or 'fallacy' or 'sin of the heart' or any other way of identifying

and describing disorders of thought, one common factor is that both description and understanding from

it is arrived at from hindsight.  In terms of immediacy of process, rather than description after the

event has taken place, the distinction between 'truth' and 'lie' is not consciously 'known'.  Both kinds of

thinking process can take place, and the result of either process is the experience  of an idea in the

mind; it is there before its evaluation is possible (see e.g. Leclerc, 1958, p.140).

Therefore when I have an idea or mood or feeling or perception, I first experience its immediacy,



14

it is  my experience.  Is it possible to know from which kind of process it has come into consciousness?  Or,

does the quality of the thought (truth or lie) remain mere accident, dependent on the chance

vicissitudes of environment and habituated mental state ?  Is the case indeed hopeless, with correction

from hindsight the only possibility, as I think it is established that truthful quality cannot be

achieved, nor lying corrected, by using conscious representations.  As Bion put it, the weakness may be

close to the weakness of psychotic thinking.

Most definitions of ‘psychotic’ include ideas of failure in reality-testing.  Weakness in psychotic

thought is not about evaluating illness/health, or fantasy/real, or known/unknown, but quite simply

that on an emotional level, dichotomies such as these do not exist to be thought about.  Unconscious will

is directed to deny ‘other’ experience,  because the narcissistic emotional need has no interest in

distinguishing 'me' and 'not-me'.  Bion (1970, p.103) said the lie depends on the thinker and gains

significance through him.   Thus it can be understood, that as a person has become an identity, investing

self, time, energy, in becoming knowledgeable about ‘somethings’,  constructing thought patterns and

ways of being which have at the time made sense, it is all too possible that a part of self becomes

unconsciously identified with the lying thought, which is just a representation of reality, not actually

reality.  To question such 'identified' thought is a serious emotional problem, as any questioning will

apparently weaken that part of self.  The thinker unconsciously believes that survival depends on

maintaining the lie.  The fallacious thinking process seems more necessary to the self than that which

is true, as in the object relations world maintaining the identified part of self seems more essential than

allowing ‘frustration of the dominant’ (Whitehead, 1968, p.86) to achieve growth.

However, Melanie Klein said that 'truth was more bearable than illusion’ (Segal, 1992, p.134),

because it is in fact the identification which has already weakened the self.  The identified part of

self is 'hooked' to an external ‘not-self’ (the beloved theory, often called ‘my baby’!) and cannot grow.

Growth can restart after separation has been achieved in recognition of self and other, then taking in of

‘new’.  

Although evaluation of thought is necessarily from hindsight, is it possible to do something in

the present to affect the kind of thought experience which is being selected from primary perception ?  I

think the answer is 'Yes', that there is a means by which the unconscious will to consider me/not-me can

be tapped more frequently than a 'just me' state, and one can consciously know that one is trying to do
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this, and having some effect on the unconscious states.

The core premise of a psychodynamic mode of work is that the unconscious exists and affects

conscious awareness, in feeling, thought and action.  The worker accepts that in meeting 'other', he/she

will affect and be affected by the other, at many levels of being, both conscious and unconscious.

'Counter-transference' (first identified as a process within psychoanalysis) is the inner response to

meeting another, the emotions and mental processes set in motion by the worker's own history and the

object relationships of his/her internal world.   At the level of emotional phantasy this includes both

PS and D states:

a) narcissistic needs - experiencing takes no account of other - the me/not-me does not even exist as

a boundary to explore

b) object relations which (still unconscious) accept the idea of ‘other’.  Experiencing is prepared to

take in the perceptions from not-self, and may accept conflict, not-knowing or uncertainty.

In awareness of counter-transference affects and effects, (a) and (b) will not appear separately in

the worker's consciousness; counter-transference is the feeling one has.  In unconsciousness, either of (a )

or (b) dominates as the 'figure' while the other is 'ground', the combination producing the here-and-

now aware experience.  In the psychoanalytic literature, and in the literature of psychodynamic

consultancy, and in the skills training of therapists, there is frequent reference to 'countertransference'.

A deliberately applied technique, 'using countertransference', not just having it, is learnt.  This

technique accesses inner processes in relation to current external experience , as far as it can be seen.

There are similar notions in humanist therapies, called 'use of self', and  Buddhist thought also

recognizes transcendental processes where the self is both experienced and re-experienced.  

I am here suggesting that we can use self (use countertransference) in order to think better in a l l

ways, to access truthfulness, deliberately, even if we cannot be sure that we have done so.  I have not

encountered this claim elsewhere, so I am responsible for it and for the following.

Consciously, the worker monitors counter-transference.  This is     both      silent recognition of

whatever emotion, mood and thought is in awareness,      and     , a questioning introspection: What feeling ?

Why that ...?  Why now ? Why so faint, so intense...? ... What happened here ? This process:

questioning self in relation to perception  transcends (a) and (b) as it actually supports the existence of a

non-narcissistic part of self.  However inexperienced one is at monitoring, this part of self is a
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participant observer of self-and-other, acknowledging that there are both similarities and differences,

and that each exists.  In other words, by monitoring, one actively strengthens the 'I' in the diagram of a

reflective observing self:

I

/  \

PS <--->  D

The connective aspect of the worker's counter-transference, (b), is strengthened, and brought to

the foreground, however much its configuration may still be coloured by the background of narcissistic

need.  

Without using self, without consistently trying to see how one feels as others impinge, the

narcissistic aspect of counter-transference, (a) may dominate.  and varieties of unconscious

communication and connecting are weakened.  Primitive deeply unconscious mechanisms of projective

and introjective identifications create areas where thought is restricted by fusion with what might

have been separable and denial of what might have been explored; the scientist needs his theory for

his personal well-being, the teacher is on an 'ego-trip'.

Precisely         b        ecause         the        'use-of-self'         takes          place    , (even in the older sense of holding back a l l

counter-transference response, in abstinence and not for informational use), the observing part of self

which says "me and..." instead of saying "only me", is enabled to become a foreground figure in the

unconscious state of mind.  The conscious act has impact on the unconscious configuration.  However much

'other' is not yet known, or perception of it distorted, at the very least the dominant element of self does

not cut off the possibility of a new perception.  Primitive identifications still occur, but are subject to

inner communication, that is, to object relations processes which allow sorting of self from other, and

concern for other as well as for self.

I am suggesting that it is not the answer to the 'using self' questions which creates access to

'thinking truly', but the factual existent event of asking it.  The answers are then part of a different

dynamic process of intersection with what is real, but unknown.

Self-enquiry about one’s personal emotional state, as it responds and relates to the object of

attention is the scientist’s (anyone’s) ‘using countertransference’.  The qualification is necessary;

personal emotional state 'on its own' without relationship to the object of attention is 'navel-gazing',
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not 'using countertransference'.  The latter allows ‘true process’ to be more probable than false process,

although which is dominant cannot be certainly known.

NOTES
                                    
1 Alfred North Whitehead ,1861 - 1947, philosopher
2 Wilfred Bion, 1897 - 1979, psychoanalyst
3 Whitehead's writing is both dense and diffuse, in that each sentence may hold more than one  crucial
idea, and the ideas are spread throughout his works. Because of this, in identifying the major strands
in his thought, I have frequently paraphrased, and have not referenced the origins of my paraphrases.
I am very grateful to Mark Flynn who suggested using Leclerc (1958) to help organise my thinking about
Whitehead, and to Rod Burstall who suggested Hayward (and spent some time reading and discussing
'Modes of Thought'.
4 Crawford, E. (1997). "History Science and Education" unpublished paper given at Electron Resources
Workshop, Science Museum, London.
5 for a brief exposition, see Grotstein, 1988, p.15
6 This avenue of enquiry leads to psychoanalysis, particularly to understanding 'resistance' and
'defenses'.
7  Some of the major theorists are  Klein, Fairbairn, Winnicott, Balint, Guntrip, Bowlby, Bion.  The
thinking has both derivations and departures from classical Freudian psychoanalytic theory.  It also
has connections/cross fertilizations with ego-psychology, Jungian approaches, self-psychology and
other theories.
8 It has had influence on, and been influenced by, various aspects of global thinking such as: policies in
the social and health services, directions in management and training, equity rights studies, political
frameworks, education.
9 Introjective identification: the external object, the not-me, is taken over  by the subject, becomes part
of ME as an internal object and may or may not be knowable as also external.  Projective identification:
an internal object is 'matched' to external in a way which identifies the external as having 'me'
qualities, that is, what is outside is treated as if it were self, with or without any awareness of self and
other distinction
10 See for example, Segal, 1992, pp.32-40, or Bateman,1995, p.23.  Educators may find a useful
introduction to the theory in Wittenberg, 1983, p.58-60.
11 The capacity to be the observer seems to be implicit in Whitehead's "transition is a frustration of the
prevalent dominance.  And yet it is the realisation of that vibrant novelty which elicits the excitement
of life...  The essence of life is to be found in the frustrations of established order."  In psychodynamic
thought it becomes explicit and can be applied.
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