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The work of W. R. Bion changed the shape of psychoanalytic theory in
fundamental ways, one of the most important of which was Bion's insight into the
nature of normal projective identification. No other psychoanalytic theorist has
Bion's ability to represent the horrors of psychic abandonment and the converse,
the absolute necessity of the presence of another mind for psychic survival.
Through a discussion of Bion's War Memoirs 1917-1919 (Bion, 1997), Attacks
on linking and A theory of thinking (1993), this paper explores the link between
war, masculinity, the maternal and Bion's sensitivity to the significance of
everyday interpersonal contact. It is argued that Bion's apocalyptic experiences
as a teenage tank commander gave him shattering insight into the extent to which
mind is inter-mind, self is inter-self. Bion's life writing has the quality of
survivor insight: ‘And only I am escaped alone to tell thee’ (Job 1: 14-19), as he
returns repeatedly to the events of the day when he ‘died’. 8 August 1918. His
insight into the elemental passions nature of love, hate and mindlessness are
borne of his experiences on the battlefield, and exquisitely crystallized in his
repeated explorations of an encounter with a dying soldier.

The work of W. R. Bion is often described as forbiddingly difficult, especially for young
and clinically untrained people (see, for example, Money-Kyrle, 1976, p. 500; Pines, 2003,
p. 11). For the last fifteen years, however, I have introduced it to undergraduates in an
English department, as part of a subject concerned with the Freud-Klein tradition and its use
for literary criticism, and my students are regularly captivated by Bion's writings, especially
by the major essays of the late 1950s and early 1960s. This is perhaps not as surprising as
might at first seem. Bion's work, particularly in this period, is centrally concerned with two
things that really matter to undergraduates: thinking and linking. It is reassuring for young
people, who every day struggle with the frightening and exhausting business of making new
relationships and assimilating new ideas, usually across several disciplines, to meet a writer
who so carefully considers exactly why it is so hard to think a new thought or meet a new
person, and can explain the flash of hatred for the book-stacks, where students sometimes
report being assaulted by the feeling that knowledge lies all about them in contemptuous
defiant piles. A major reason for my students’ bold enthusiasm, however, is that they
encounter Bion's theoretical writings in a subject which allows them to think about them in
the context of his autobiographies: narratives about his
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Indian infancy, his English school-days, and the experiences at the Western Front as a
teenage tank commander.

I do not suggest that this approach reveals the whole truth about the nature of Bion's
psychoanalytic thinking, nor that these were necessarily the major issues in his life, nor that
such things were necessarily in his conscious mind while he was developing his approach to
psychoanalytic work with a patient. But as Bion wrote copiously about these experiences—
in contrast to others—it is possible to trace how the metaphors recirculate in his work.  It
has certainly been helpful for my students to understand that Bion's radical approach is not
wilfully obscure or bizarre, but connected to his personal history in a profound way. The
conjunction of the autobiography and the theory makes available to the reader the radical
ordinariness of much of Bion's thinking, and the extent to which it was a brilliant and heroic
response to the circumstances of his life. This is not to diminish the nature of his achievement
as a psychoanalytic thinker, but rather the reverse. As with all leaps of insight, it takes a
special intellectual power and emotional tenacity to perceive and elucidate the shape and
structure in the painful formlessness of ordinary life. It has been noted that the complex
circumstances of Freud's childhood family seem to have predisposed him to ponder the
structure of desire and power within the family (see, for example, Appignanesi and
Forrester, 1992; Davidoff, 2004, pp. 31-6; Gay, 1988). And, in a similar way, the
experiences of Bion's childhood and his apocalyptic time at the Western Front did not merely
predate his development of central elements of Kleinian theory and psychoanalytic thinking;
they provided him with crucial sensitivity to what was needed to take it forward.

This paper, then, explores the link between war, masculinity, the maternal and Bion's
sensitivity to the necessity of everyday interpersonal contact as demonstrated in his writings.
His psychoanalytic contemporaries who did not experience the extremities of life at the
Western Front simply do not see the same things.  It has been observed that Bion's ideas are
marked by ‘tankishness’ at times,  and the effect is subtle and wide-spread. The alarming gift
—an entanked capacity, as it were—of being able to continue to think while stuck within
horror and suffering, or, at the very least, to think about not thinking, was to become Bion's
psychoanalytic trademark: he learnt how to use pathological experiences to provide traction
on the smooth surface of the mundane, much as a tank climbs a muddy bank, as the
photographs included in War Memoirs 1917-1919 (Bion, 1997) repeatedly show.
—————————————

 A major trauma which Bion writes about very little was the death in childbirth of his first
wife in the Second World War. when he was away from home on duty. This event was
clearly a personal tragedy with far-reaching psychological and social effects (Bion notes
with bitterness family advice to put the baby up for adoption, for example), and seems to
have resonated very painfully with his earlier war experience. While it is possible to
speculate about how this sad event might have influenced him, the textual evidence linking
autobiography to theoretical writing is simply not available.

 I am thinking particularly of Bion's contemporary. D.W. Winnicott (b. 1896). who served
on a destroyer in World War 1, and is said to have spent much of his time reading Henry
James. He has a markedly more benign view of the environment.

 See Peter Wollen [internet] Tankishness: Paulo Cesar Sandler [internet] Bion's war
memoirs: A psychoanalytical commentary.
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The imaginative core of Bion's narrativized memories of battlefield experience is to be
found in his repeated accounts of terrible events on the Amiens—Roye road on 8 August
1918. The 20 year-old Bion was by then a battled-hardened and decorated tank commander,
but his experience of these events as he describes it seems to have been affected by his
childhood history as well as his war service. This particular day, 8 August, came to take on
enormous autobiographical significance for him. Amongst other things, it demonstrated that a
malevolent and unempathic environment can interact as ruinously with a mind as with a body.
In a series of narratives written across the whole of his adult life, including a war diary
written as a letter to his parents, several volumes of formal autobiography, and a memoir
composed 40 years after the event which was left unfinished and in mid-sentence, Bion
repeatedly returns to the events of 8 August. In the military sense, this was a day of triumph
for the Allied forces, and known to the German Army as the Black Day. Bion, however,
experienced it as a personal catastrophe, describing it as the day when he ‘died’, when he
believed that vital elements of his selfhood were permanently destroyed. Bion's widow,
Francesca Bion, has revealed, in a touching parenthesis, the extent to which those events
continued to preoccupy him: “(… on the first occasion we dined together, he spoke movingly
of it, as if compelled to reveal haunting memories” [Bion, 1997, p. 2]). He seems never to
have overcome the feeling that his continued existence was a betrayal of his dead comrades,
and the resulting self-loathing permeates much of his work. His autobiographies have the
quality of survivor testimony, with the associated emotional numbness, low self-esteem, grief
and guilt. Editing the fragment ‘Amiens’ after his death, Francesca Bion, gave the title
‘Fugue’ to this account of 8 August, explaining it as “meaning ‘loss of one's identity’” (Bion,
1997, p. 214). Although she does not further explain, it is clear that she understood it to be an
account of psychic flight and catastrophe.

Today, Bion is a charismatic figure in psychoanalysis, but his ideas have barely begun to
penetrate the academic humanities. How much of his relative obscurity is the result of the
style and content of his prose it is difficult to say (Money-Kyrle, 1976, p. 500). The
autobiography and fiction are in some ways as dismaying as the psychoanalytic theory. Taken
individually, Bion's accounts of his life are quite upsetting to read: caritas-less, members of
his family faintly, resentfully and apparently unreliably sketched in. No success educational,
military, interpersonal—seems to be allowed to mean anything, and his own achievements
and powers of endurance are treated with the most withering contempt. For many readers on
first—and often subsequent—readings, Bion's autobiographies are unlikable works. Readers
complain of finding them confusing, dissociated, attacking of their own associative
responses, and so on. In a literary-critical sense, it might be said that they create a powerful
and instructive countertransference in the reader, plunging her into the disagreeable
experience of being submerged in an unloving, projection-rejecting environment.

Francesca Bion, too, notes perceptively that after reading Bion's autobiographies the
reader is left with “an abiding impression of unrelieved gloom and [his] profound dislike of
himself” (Bion, 1991, p. 4). To show the
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other side of the man, she therefore includes a large number of his letters to his family in All
My Sins Remembered (Bion, 1991). These letters do confirm Francesca Bion's conviction
that Bion was helped by fatherhood and an enduring second marriage to contain and manage
the psychic legacy of his early years, as well as the tragedies of his middle life; but the
letters, alas, are not pleasant reading either, at least not for this reader. They are affectionate
and happy but, like most people's private letters, full of cliché and coy mannerisms,
excruciating for an outsider to read—and why not, of course? They were not intended for
publication and literary-critical scrutiny, and one feels some shame about attending to them in
that way. This mass of historical and autobiographical data seems to document two
discontinuous personalities, both of which are difficult for the reader to tolerate: the
damaged, angry, contemptuous survivor and the besotted, rather banal family man. This is a
paranoid-schizoid world, harshly split between all-bad and all-good, and the writing
accordingly either brutal or cloying.

The series of seminal papers written in the 1950s and 1960s, however, are quite different.
Although they can be heavy-going conceptually, they are works of austere elegance, grave
and precise where the private letters and the more self-consciously ‘literary’ writings are
mannered, either arch or alienated. Many of the most famous moments in the clinical and
theoretical accounts of extreme mental phenomena have an electrifying originality. Their
argument is powerful, their purpose unmistakable. One feels, reading these pieces, that a new
way of seeing, a new way of thinking, is being developed. They seem to have grown, exactly
as Francesca Bion asserts (Bion, 1991, p. 4), out of a settled man's newly found ability to
draw on old suffering and make sense of it. Paradoxically, this allows—as it might be
argued, does the mature work of Samuel Beckett, Bion's most famous former patient—for the
consideration of disarmingly ordinary insight into each individual's need for a benign
interaction with other minds.

The long history of the development of psychoanalytic theory has been characterized by a
tendency to discover the pathological before the normal. There is a great deal to be said
about this but, at the simplest level, it is clear that in many instances we simply find it hard to
see that which we take to be normal. Bion's life was marked by intense experiences of the
bizarre ‘normality’ of the battlefield, as well as the early 20th-century British boarding
school and the conventions of the Raj—and the disjunctions between the various
‘normalities’. He was well placed to be suspicious of the divide between sanity and
madness, as his Brechtian response to the Christmas celebrations of 1917, “Had everyone
gone mad?” (Bion, 1997, pp. 69, 309), indicates. In the development of his own theoretical
ideas, Bion was particularly concerned with the concept of projective identification.  This
had initially been conceptualized as a psychotic mechanism involving the forcible expulsion
of parts of the mind into another, for the good reason that the
—————————————

 Rather against Melanie Klein's intentions, this theory was developed by her followers to
extend Freud's sketchy outline of countertransference from a technical glitch, in which
unanalysed parts of the analyst could interfere with the analysis, as famously in the Dora
case, to include the displacement of rejected or feared parts of the self into the other.

- 798 -

4

4

Copyrighted Material. For use only by PEPWeb. Reproduction prohibited. Usage subject to PEP terms & conditions (see terms.pep-web.org).



psychoanalytic observer is most likely to become uncomfortably aware of the process when
subjected to it in this form. The idea was a powerful diagnostic tool, and a strong corrective
to previous images of the psyche initially conceived of as a set of recirculating mental
energies confined to each individual, and later as a set of mental energies which could be
interrogated for technical reasons by the unimplicated analyst. In the papers of the 1950s and
1960s, Bion reconfigured the concept of projective identification to conclude that minds,
especially when immature or under stress, require other minds to function properly: that, in a
sense, all mind is, or at least has been, inter-mind (Bion, 1959, 1962a, 1962b). What Bion
identified in this work was the non-pathological process, rather incongruously named
‘normal projective identification’. It is the process which gives rise to the expectation that
feelings are real, that they can and should be picked up by concerned others, pondered and
responded to: in its everyday manifestation so normal as to be virtually invisible.

I am interested in thinking about the role that the terrible events of 8 August might have
played in developing Bion's sensitivity to this mechanism, particularly its unstable and
dynamic quality. His childhood and youth had been unpleasantly typical of his time and
social class, and his response to the horrors of Amiens seems to have compounded,
inevitably, the effects of earlier disturbances. Bion represents himself as a difficult,
querulous child, blissfully immersed into Anglo-Indian life, quarrelling nastily with his
‘bitch’ of a little sister and mystified by his parents’ dismayed response to his infantile
sexuality. It seems likely to me, reading his descriptions of this time, that the memories of his
infantile nastiness may have been reshaped by what came later, after he was, as was then the
custom, packed off to English boarding-school at the age of 8.  In objective terms, it might be
said that nothing very terrible happened to him there, certainly by the standards of his time
and class and perhaps by any external standards, but the psychic effects were far-reaching.
His infantile exuberance and aggression were savagely suppressed by the school experience,
and in some profound sense he ‘lost’ his mother: he did not see her again for three years and,
when he did, he briefly failed to recognize her (F. Bion, 1995). Although Bion's account of
school life is written in the brusque style characteristic of all his autobiographies, it is a
description of a child's heroic adaptation to grief, loss and bleak austerity, all made worse by
the fact that, coming as he did from childhood in India, he emphatically did not take the
cultural norms of upper-middle class England for granted. This was to become something of
a life's pattern for Bion: his accounts of his early experiences repeatedly describe an
unlikable boy who is punished for annoying his betters, and completely fails to understand
the meaning either of his transgressions or of the irritated response, like an Edwardian
version of Charles Dickens’ Pip in Great Expectations (“Drat that boy … what a questioner
he is. Ask no questions, and you'll be told no lies”,
—————————————

 Like other Anglo-Indian children, for example, the much less resilient Rudyard Kipling,
who suffered dreadfully when, without any preparation or warning, he was left in care with
an abusive foster family (Shengold. 1989). The defiant Mary Craven in The Secret Garden
is a fictional example (Burnett, 1986).
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Dickens, 1971, p. 45). The abrupt transition to the Western front as school finished further
continued the pattern. Repeatedly removed from what he would later call a containing
environment and transplanted to bizarre and even psychotic ones, Bion's courage under fire
amounted to the ability to keep resisting: to identify his situation as impossible and then to
put his mind to the problem of surviving within it: useful training for psychoanalytic work.

In his autobiographical writings, Bion represents his early life as a series of traumatic
withdrawals of adult attention and savage culture clashes. The child's mother “warm and safe
and comfortable” then suddenly “cold and frightening” (Bion, 1982, p. 9) in earliest
childhood; his ayah so different, and lost completely when he left India. The parents are
represented as unable to communicate, help or protect each other or their children. His
fearful response to his father, in particular, is represented in a densely packed series of
images of cannibalistic coughing or laughing, linked mysteriously to the coughing tigress,
who prowled around, like a vengeful combined parent, after her mate was shot by the child's
father; and to the frightening words ‘Arf Arfer’, an apparently ‘Indianized’ rendition of the
first words of the Lord's prayer. The child seems not to have had an adequate Anglo-
Christian frame of reference to interpret his parents’ culture: his Long Weekend (Bion, 1982)
begins instead with the words ‘Our Ayah’, thought by her charges to be hundreds of years
old. These words also sound quite like ‘Our father’, transported to an unimaginably foreign
setting, where an adored but ancient mother rules in the place of the Judeo-Christian father-
God. The change of frame renders the father unintelligible so that he becomes mere coarse
laughter, an ‘Arf Arfer’. Leaving India and the family was a catastrophic loss, traumatically
replicated when, after having painfully adjusted to the English style of attention from grown-
ups and come to an uneasy sublimation of sexuality via sport, both defensive adaptations
simultaneously lost adult ‘approval’ when World War I began. Going to the war represented
a late adolescent attempt to reconcile adult interest in him and get his sexuality under control,
and it seems to have worked. He was highly—too highly, he believed—decorated, and
asserts that he had no thoughts of sex during the fear, shame and physical exhaustion of the
years at the Front. His potentially sexual interest in the insides of bodies was horribly shifted
to a familiarity with eviscerated and evacuated bodies, both alive and dead—their products
such things as brains, guts, organs, faeces. He sometimes saw exploded machines as gutted
bodies, their entrails the incinerated corpses hanging out of them (Bion, 1997). The mundane
longings and passions so disapproved of by parents and teachers were ferociously displaced
by the psychotic environment; and the outcome, though crushing psychologically, was
satisfactory in a social sense, allowing Bion the access to Oxford which his schoolboy
achievements had not.

To be promoted from the ayah's care in India to the unloving atmosphere of boarding
school and then virtually straight to a tank command on the Western Front led to the eventual
development of Bion's insight into the psychotic environment and the nature of the
interpersonal, although it was many years before he was able to theorize them. Bion is,
crucially, the first theorist to appreciate the essential adaptiveness, and even sanity, of the
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psychotic capacity: a necessary moment in the nonstop to-and-fro, PS↔D, that he showed
mental life to consist of. Klein had taught that the paranoid-schizoid, in which splitting and
projection are the main mechanisms, was a position from which one, if all went well, moved
to the mature ‘depressive’ position, in which reparation rules and projections are ‘taken
back’. At a fundamental level, however, Bion rejects this orderly course of events: he
understood a continuing series of shocks, an endless shuttle between primitive terror and
mature insight, to be that which actually constitutes mental life. Life at the Western Front,
with its inevitable experiences of mind-fracturing horror, and usual (though not inevitable)
return to ordinary function, gave Bion insight into the idea of thinking as ‘mental catastrophe’
that those more protected would be unlikely to have. It has frequently been observed that his
tortuous career into and through psychoanalysis, and the decades of psychotherapy and
psychoanalysis with various more and less satisfactory therapists and analysts which
culminated in his analysis with Melanie Klein, represented an attempt at self-healing, to
integrate the war experiences into a meaningful account of psychic functioning.

The incident that Bion repeatedly uses to summarize his war experience centres on his
account of the terrible death of a young runner, Corporal Sweeting, on 8 August. Bion
provides a number of slightly differing versions of this incident. The first ‘report’ is a long
diary letter written for his parents, although only his mother is directly addressed in it, and is
technical and rather sanitized; the best-known account is given in The Long Week-End; the
account published after his death by his widow, and underwritten by his oldest daughter,
gives the fullest version of the horror of the experience. To summarize from the several
accounts: Sweeting and his brother accompany Bion into battle;  the brother is killed, and
Sweeting and Bion take cover in a shell crater. Bion becomes aware that the boy's chest has
been ripped off and his left lung has gone. Clouds of steam emerge from the terrible void in
the boy's side as he drives Bion to despair with his regressed questions: “Why can't I cough,
sir? …” “Mother, Mother, write to my mother, sir, won't you? You'll remember her address,
sir, won't you? 22 Kimberly Rd, Halifax …” and on and on (Bion, 1997, p. 255).  The
ghastly outcome is that, after many terrible hours, Sweeting is forced to walk to casualty to
die, as the stretcher-bearers are full up. A good deal of the variation between the versions
arises from the slightly different accounts he gives of his own reaction to the boy's pleas. In
his first account, a long, diary-like record written soon after the event to Bion's mother
(paralleling the letter Sweeting had requested be written to his mother), he provides a
‘manly’
—————————————

 From this point, the identity of the self, ‘Bion’, becomes problematic. As always in
autobiography, it is a mistake to assume continuity of identity between the character in the
text and the author. One never knows how full, accurate or fictionalized a representation is
being made. The author himself is acutely aware of this, referring to his 60 year-old writing
self as ‘myself’, the young soldier as ‘Bion’. When I am discussing the character ‘Bion’ in
the autobiography, I am referring to the autobiographical character, and not to the historical
individual.

 For this reader, the incident compulsively recalls the crucial episode in Joseph Heller's
Catch-22 when gunner Snowden's guts are shot out, and Snowden's repeated ‘I'm cold’: the
appalled hero. Yossarian, is subjected to the sight of “whole mottled quarts” of Snowden,
including the stewed tomatoes he had had for lunch (Heller, 1969, p. 464).
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censored version in which little detail is given, and the emotional impact is conveyed with
genteel understatement (“This incident upset Hauser and me very badly, and we were very
sick” (Bion, 1997, p. 127). As Francesca Bion notes, this diary-letter “has none of the
nightmare quality he so vividly depicts in The Long Week-End” (Bion, 1997, p. 2). In the
posthumously published last-written account ‘Amiens’, however, Bion describes his horror
and repulsion very fully:

Bion began to vomit unrestrainedly, helplessly… “Mother, Mother, write to my
mother, sir won't you? … Mother, Mother, Mother”
“Oh for Christ's sake shut up”, shouted Bion, revolted and terrified.
“Write to my mother, sir, you will write to my mother, won't you?”
“Yes, for Christ's sake shut up.”

(Bion, 1997, p. 255)
In terms of the horror, the formal account in The Long Week-End falls somewhere

between the early diary-letter and the late unfinished narrative. It seems that Bion returns to
several ‘versions’ of the trauma, perhaps attempting to sort them out in his mind. The most
distressing aspects of the experience—for example, his ‘revulsion’—proved difficult to
communicate.

What was it that happened to Bion on the Amiens road? The repeatedly narrated incident
has the quality of a sort of literary or narrative equivalent of a screen memory, albeit one
from late adolescence. The wounded Corporal Sweeting, the pseudonym inevitably
suggesting a pet name for a baby or lover, and repeatedly described by the youthful Bion as a
boy, infuriates Bion with his endless questions, just as the child Bion (1982) had infuriated
his father. More horribly, the wish and failure to be able to ‘cough’ of which Sweeting
repeatedly complains suggests the boy's emasculation: it seems to condense frightening and
sexualized imagery from his childhood: an angry coughing tigress whose mate had been
killed, and the ‘Arf Arfing’ of the men in India. Sweeting's injuries underline Melanie Klein's
famous and iconoclastic assertion in 1928 that there are plenty of things that might be worse
than castration: being “mutilated and dismembered and among other things castrated” (Klein,
1986, p. 74). The forced interaction with a dying runner who has been unspeakably castrated
by malevolent masculine violence compresses all Bion's childhood terrors, and, in the face
of this, he becomes the violent, unempathic father himself, repelling communication,
curiosity, suffering. The battlefield, which had seemed so ethically healthy to Bion when he
was on leave in London (Bion, 1997, p. 153), gave him searing insight into what a person
needs when in extremity: the sympathetic presence of another mind or, as Bion was to put it
so lucidly, one which would “introject, harbour, and so modify the baneful force of emotion”
(Bion, 1993, p. 108).

As I have suggested, many of the formulations of the clinical papers of the 1950s and
1960s are illuminated when the extent to which they are built on the metaphors and
experiences of the battlefield becomes clear. It has been remarked that Bion's influential
concept of the container/container, where interaction is conceptualized as a matter of
interactive ‘fit’ between parties, with a constant need to check whether the container is not
endangering
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the contents or vice versa (Hinshelwood, 1991, pp. 246-53), draws on his experiences of
tanks, and the constant need to consider whether they are endangering or protecting the
occupants. Indeed, on the last page of ‘Amiens’, Bion tells of how his comrades were
incinerated in their (and his) suddenly lethal tank, before his horrified eyes. Many of his
other descriptions of psychic experience also sound like the representation of life at the
Western Front. In ‘Of Arrogance’, for example, he writes of how “the patient feels
surrounded by minute links, which being impregnated now with cruelty, link objects together
cruelly” (Bion, 1993, p. 50). This is of course a metaphorical description of mental
phenomena, but it is also a literal depiction of bullets and shrapnel linking enemies with their
cruel particles. Likewise, Bion describes a patient “who insisted I must go through [his pain]
with him, but was filled with hate when he felt I was able to do it without breakdown” (Bion,
1993, p. 105). This closely resembles his various accounts of the impact of shell shock,
especially the unfinished final sentence of ‘Amiens’, in which Bion disputes the
distinctiveness of breakdown. His famous account of an internal object in the patient “which
is opposed to, and destructive of, all links whatever … consequently the links surviving are
perverse, cruel and sterile” (Bion, 1993, p. 109) also sounds like the battlefield, with its
hideous physical closeness, men, rats and corpses all pushed together, physical contact lethal
and pointless.

Bion was eventually able to make use of his tendency, common in returned soldiers, to see
subsequent phenomena through the veil of war-time experience, and use it to interrogate the
psychotic in the everyday. In his magisterial A theory of thinking, written some 40 years
later, Bion famously described how the infant, in a terrified state, requires his mother to deal
with his feelings, and return them to him in a less toxic form. If this does not happen, the
infant “reintrojects not the fear of dying made tolerable, but a nameless dread” (Bion, 1993,
p. 116). The dying boy Sweeting asked, clearly and repeatedly, to have that feeling made
tolerable by the only mind at hand, in part by repeatedly invoking his mother:

He kept on saying, “I'm done for sir! I'm done for”, hoping against hope I would
contradict him. This I did, telling him it was nothing—but his eyes were already
glazing over.

(Bion, 1997, p. 127)
In terror and disgust, Bion attempts to reject the projections, literally vomiting them out.

Eventually, the boy falls simply to whispering “mother …” from time to time, until the
stretcher-bearers lead him away to die, almost as if he needs to go to a place where his
psychic needs can be attended to before he is able to let his physical state reach its natural
conclusion. While all about him are succumbing to ‘shell shock’, Bion has been forced to
protect his mind by repudiating the projections. This ensures his physical survival but some
internal sense of himself as a loving receiver of annihilating projections is severely
damaged. To survive Sweeting's terrible demands and death, Bion seems to have had to kill
the part of the mind that he later describes as an essential part of interactional selfhood,
becoming a machine or zombie. He describes with loathing his re-entrance into the
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world of ‘sanity’, where extreme mental phenomena are treated with well-bred savoir-vivre.
In the last-written account, the account of Sweeting's death is followed by an episode where
a German private is discovered in a state of mental collapse, cowering in a cupboard, having
soiled his trousers in the extreme of terror. “‘Oh, my God’, said Asser, ‘chuck him out for
God's sake … we can't have this man smelling around the place like this’”. The presumably
terrified soldier is described as merely “abashed” (as if for a breach of etiquette); although
even Asser later reflects, “‘I think he is pretty dead’” (Bion, 1997, p. 265).

Society's calm incomprehension of mental catastrophe and psychic horror is later re-
explored in greater detail in a long exchange between an inarticulate Bion and an older
officer:

… “Carter, I'm fed up with this war” [said Bion]
“You don't say so”, said Carter sarcastically. “I thought most people had come to
that conclusion long ago …”
“Yes, but I wasn't meaning that”, said Bion. “I mean, out here; it's just about
damned murder. I've been lying next to a runner who had part of his innards blown
out.”
“I don't think that's much to worry about; it's the kind of thing one would expect …
but at least one is with decent people.”

(Bion, 1997, p. 298)
This lengthy conversation with the affable but apparently desensitized Carter shows the

young Bion trying to make a space to reflect on what it means to ‘crack up’: the moral and
psychic experience of the battlefield and Sweeting's horrifying death in particular. It proves
impossible: there is no vocabulary available to him which is not absurdly inadequate (“it's
just about damned murder”), if not absolute betrayal of the truth of his experience (“a runner
who had part of his innards blown out”). But Carter cannot be made to comprehend the nature
of ‘crack up’. “‘Damn silly’, he says; ‘a chap who had his head screwed on straight wouldn't
write like that’” (Bion, 1997, p. 299). The young Bion falteringly tries to say there might be
more to it (“we don't know what happened”), but the conversation goes nowhere, and Carter
is left thinking that youngsters are “fit for nothing except getting killed, or possibly getting the
VC, and then they crack up” (p. 301). This shuttle between heroism and collapse is of course
very much what happened to Bion, although the question of whether he could have been said
to have cracked up is left in doubt. Like the young Prince of Denmark quoted in the title of the
memoir entitled All My Sins Remembered, Bion describes himself as trapped in hatred of
self and world, where madness and sanity endlessly flip over into each other and back again.
Insisting on the significance of the crack-up is a means of avoiding the fate of becoming a
mindless patriot like Carter, and preserving at least the possibility of future exploration of
what it all meant.

Some 40 years later, rescued from psychic disablement by successful marriage,
fatherhood, and a series of lengthy analyses, Bion performed the heroic act of thinking
through these terrible events and making them into the simplest of all the psychoanalytic
insights: the proposition that minds,
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especially minds under stress, need other minds if they are to form in the first place and to
continue to function in the second (Bion, 1962b). ‘Thinking’, in Bion's framework, is a two-
person function involving a series of potentially traumatizing encounters: shock, counter-
shock, recovery; another shock, counter-shock, recovery—and so on indefinitely. A new
thought is, he says, a catastrophic mental experience (1959). To be human is to be open to the
intensity of psychic experience; and to allow oneself to act, and to require others to act for
oneself, as a detoxifying agent, even by such simple gestures as begging an officer to write to
one's mother, or writing a letter about one's crack-up. It takes courage and generosity:
heroism in fact. It is the necessary feature of earliest motherhood. Though Bion seems so
harsh compared to the much more gently-phrased Winnicott, he describes mothers even more
worshipfully. Mothers who produce non-psychotic infants are heroes: they repeatedly open
themselves to interpersonal terror, process it, and do it all over again. Twenty year-old
Captain Bion, who could leap onto the roof of his tank and fire into a bunker until his gun
jammed, then seize an enemy weapon and continue, did not have this sort of psychic courage
on 8 August 1918. Courage under shell-fire, yes; courage in the face of mental fire, not
completely.

Bion's later career, through school-teaching, medicine and psychiatry to psychoanalysis,
can be read as an attempt to develop courage in the face of mental suffering, to know what is
required and give it back. No other psychoanalytic theorist has Bion's ability to represent the
horrors of psychic abandonment and the converse, the absolute necessity of the presence of
another mind for psychic survival. Paradoxically, Bion is able to use the pro-totypically
masculine experience of the battlefield to understand the nature of earliest infancy and
maternity, explicating the link between the frightened soldiers and the mothers whose names
they call.  Death is eventually inevitable but soldiers realized the need to make the fear of
dying tolerable. The opposite, nameless dread, is what happens when one re-introjects one's
own toxic projections: “Why can't I cough, why can't I cough, sir?” Sweeting seems
mercifully to have perhaps found his own internal mother to help him, and his experience
may not have been as terrible as the man who could not suffer with him. For much of the rest
of his life, at least until he began to write the great papers of the 1950s and 1960s, Bion thus
represents himself as a maimed and bewildered survivor, like Job or Melville's Ishmael,
silently bearing witness to his collapse under trial by endurance: ‘And only I am escaped
alone to tell thee’ (Job 1: 14-19).

The last-written fragment, ‘Amiens’, composed 40 years almost to the day after the
traumatic events on the Amiens road, ends, as I noted at the beginning of this paper, in mid-
sentence. Francesca Bion says that this was because the “more pressing commitment” of
having to write Learning from Experience intervened (Bion, 1997, p. 214). While I do not
doubt this, I contend
—————————————

 The childbirth educator. Grantly Dick-Read (1958), was similarly able to bring his
experiences of tending the dying at Gallipoli to revolutionize the management of labour
with the simple observation that women in pain should not be left alone: like the dying men
at Gallipoli and like Sweeting, they manage better if they have another mind to process the
terror with and for them.
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that ‘Amiens’ provides a record of the experiential element, the experience that is to be
learned from; and that the point at which the sentence breaks off is meaningful. The final
sentence is “[Bion] felt that people who cracked up were merely those who did not allow the
rest of the world to …”. We can certainly finish the sentence ourselves: I imagine an ending
which is something like ‘… dictate the quality of mental experience’. The question is
whether we should do so. While one should be able to respond to these half-finished
utterances, to lend one's own voice to the unresonant body of the lungless boy, and unpack the
half-comprehended insights of the conventional young lieutenant, it seems wrong to
conventionalize this final utterance into collected prose, to demand that the bloodied gap be
closed. The act that Bion came to think of as the prototypical act of communication is a sort
of paradox, demanding attention to bloodied absence, and the re-routing of communication
through deeply felt and, as in Sweeting's case, literally internal channels.

At the age of 60, W. R. Bion says clearly that psychic survival can itself be a kind of
madness, and conversely that cracking up can be a well-judged and meaningful response to
events. As a psychoanalytic thinker and practitioner, Bion came to this insight that psychic
life is always at the edge of the interpersonal abyss via his own experience. He wrote about
this repeatedly in series of painfully compelling narratives which condense his experiences
of the battlefield, a prototypically masculine arena that paradoxically allowed him insight
into the roots of maternal function. In Bion's writing, battlefield experience emphasizes the
‘everydayness’ of two fundamental truths: one, that psychological isolation amounts to
torture, because intermind experiences are the basis of normal human function and an
absolute requirement in extremis; the other, that psychotic thinking is a powerful mental
energy, the engine that fires thought. These insights rest at the place where the tragic and the
comic come together, and support what the second half of the 20th-century was to develop
into a theory of postmodern subjectivity.
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Translations of summary
Die Kriegserinnerungen (War Memoirs): zu den Ursprüngen von W. R. Bions

Denken. W. R. Bions Werk hat die Gestalt der psychoanalytischen Theorie grundlegend
verändert. Eine der wichtigsten Veränderungen betraf seine Erkenntnisse über die normale
projektive Identifizierung. Kein anderer psychoanalytischer Theoretiker besitzt Bions
Fähigkeit, die Schrecken der psychischen Einsamkeit und die für das psychische Überleben
unverzichtbare Notwendigkeit der Anwesenheit einer anderen Psyche zu beschreiben. Auf
der Grundlage einer Diskussion von Bion's War Memoirs 1917 1919 (1997) …Attacks on
Linking” und “A Theory of Thinking” (1993) untersucht der vorliegende Beitrag den
Zusammenhang zwischen Krieg, Maskulinität, Mütterlichkeit und Bions Sensibilität für die
Bedeutsamkeit des alltäglichen interpersonalen Kontakts. Es wird die These vertreten, dass
die apokalyptische Erfahrung, die Bion
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als schr junger Panzerkommandant machte. ihm auf überwältigende Weise vor Augen führte,
dass die Psyche eine Inter-Psyche und das Selbst ein Inter-Selbst ist. Bions Lebensbericht ist
durch die Erfahrung des Überlebens geprägt—“Und ich bin ganz allein entronnen, es dir zu
melden” (Hiob 1; 14-19). Wiederholt kommt er auf die Ereignisse des 8. August 1918
zurück, des Tages, an dem er “starb”. Seine Einsicht in die elementaren Leidenschaften von
Liebe und Hass und seine Erkenntnisse über die Gedankenlosigkeit sind Resultate seiner
Erfahrungen auf dem Schlachtfeld. Sie verdichten sich in seiner wiederholten Rückschau auf
seine Begegnung mit einem sterbenden Soldaten.

Recuerdos de la Guerra (War Memoirs): algunos orígenes del pensamiento de W. R.
Bion. La obra de W. R. Bion transformó radicalmente la teoría psicoanalitica. Uno de los
cambios más importantes fue su aporte para la comprensión de la identificación proyectiva
normal. Ningún otro teórico del psicoanólisis tiene la capacidad de Bion para representar el
terror del abandono psiquico y su opuesto: la necesidad absoluta de la presencia de otra
mente para la supervivencia psíquica. A través de la discusión de War Memoirs 1917-1919
(1997), “Ataque al vínculo” y “Una teoría del pensamiento” (1993), este trabajo explora la
conexión entre la guerra, la masculinidad, lo materno y la importancia que Bion le atribuye
al contacto interpersonal cotidiano. Se arguye que las experiencias apocalipticas de Bion en
su función como Comandante de Tanques le proporcionaron una perspicacia demoledora
respecto de la medida en que la mente es inter-mente y el self, inter-self. El texto
autobiográfico de Bion tiene la cualidad de la perspicacia del sobreviviente [“Sólo yo pude
escapar para traerte la noticia” (Job 1; 14-19)], como evidencia su recurrente descripción de
los hechos del día en que “murió”, el 8 de agosto de 1918. Su capacidad de comprender la
naturaleza de las pasiones elementales el amor, el odio y la inconsciencia (mindlessness)—
proviene de su experiencia en el campo de batalla y se materializa de manera exquisita en
sus repetidas exploraciones de su encuentro con un soldado moribundo.

Mémoires de guerre (War Memoirs): quelques origines de la pensée de W. R. Bion.
Les travaux de W. R. Bion ont donné à la théorie psychanalytique une nouvelle forme
essentielle, dont sa perspicacité sur la nature de l'identification projective normale était une
des plus importantes. Aucun autre théoricien n'a la capacité de Bion de représenter les
horreurs de l'abandonnement et l'inverse, la nécessité absolue de la présence de l'esprit de
l'autre pour la survie psychique. A partir d'une discussion des travaux de Bion “Mémoires de
guerre 1917-1919 (1997), “Attaques du lien” et “Une théorie de la pensée”, cet article
explore le lien entre la guerre, la masculinité, le maternel et la sensibilité de Bion à
l'importance du contact interpersonnel quotidien. L'auteur soutient que les expériences
apocalyptiques de Bion lorsqu'il en tant qu'adolescent a servi comme commandant de citerne
lui a donné une compréhension bouleversante de l'ampleur dans laquelle l'esprit est inter-
esprit, le soi est inter-soi. Les écrits de Bion sur sa vie portent la qualité d'insight de
survivant. “Et seulement moi je me suis rescapé seul afin de vous dire” (Job 1; 14-19),
lorsqu'il retourne souvent aux événements du jour où il est “mort”, le 8 août, 1918. Sa
perspicacité sur les passions élémentaires de l'amour, la haine et de l'insouciance est née
dans ses expériences sur le champ de batailles, et cristallisées de façon exquise dans ses
nombreuses explorations d'une rencontre avec un soldat mourant.

Le War Memoirs: alcune origini del pensiero di Bion. Il lavoro di W.R. Bion ha
cambiato la forma della teoria psicanalitica in modi fondamentali. di cui uno dei più
importanti fu la sua consapevolezza interiore della natura di una normale identificazione
projettiva. Nessun altro teorico della psicanalisi ha l'abilità di Bion nel rappresentare gli
orrori dell'abbandono psichico e il suo opposto, l'assoluta necessità della presenza di
un'altra mente per sopravvivere psichicamente. Attraverso una discussione incentrata su War
Memoirs 1917 1919 (1997), Attack on Linking e A Theory of Thinking (1993), questo
studio esplora il legame tra guerra, mascolinità, il materno e la sensibilità di Bion nei
confronti del contatto interpersonale quotidiano. Si ritiene che le esperienze apocalittiche di
Bion nei panni di un giovanissimo comandante di un carro armato gli permisero di acquisire
una dirompente consapevolezza interiore della misura in cui la mente è intra-mente, il sé è
intra-sé. Quando Bion descrive la propria vita, la sua scrittur-a ha la qualità della
consapevolezza del sopravvissuto: «Sono scampato io solo che ti racconto questo» (Giobbe
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1. 14-19), mentre torna ripetutamente agli eventi del giorno in cui egli «mori», 1'8 agosto
1918. La sua consapevolezza delle passioni elementari, della natura dell'amore, dell'odio,
della noncuranza na-see dalle sue esperienze sul campo di battaglia ed è rimasta
squisitamente cristallizzata nelle sue ripetute esplorazioni di un incontro con un soldato
morente.
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