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Introduction
The work of Jos�e Bleger is not easy to summarize. It is the fruit of
developments in his thinking which took many years, with turning points
which arose from his praxis, a concept that he was to re-elaborate in
1969 (Bleger, 2012). Although psychoanalysis was Bleger’s central preoc-
cupation, he believed that it should be put to work in different ways, in
different fields, and not confined either to clinical practice or theoretical
elaborations. For him, psychoanalysis was the vehicle of a profound epis-
temological revolution (Bleger, 1971a), one that is internal to the field of
psychoanalysis itself. “The study of how we acquire and systematize psy-
choanalytic knowledge”, he wrote, “is part of psychoanalysis itself” (Ble-
ger, 1958, p. 22).
In this paper I shall first indicate the context of Argentinian psychoanaly-

sis in the 1950s, the period when Bleger was in training, and then I shall
articulate the four main ideas that he was to work on: the psychoanalytic
session, symbiosis, ambiguity and the question of psychoanalytic setting. To
better convey the evolution of his work as a whole, I also need to explain
some aspects of the works of a French philosopher of Hungarian origin,
Georges Politzer (1903–1942), and of the Argentinian psychoanalyst Enri-
que Pichon Rivi�ere (1907–1977). My intention is to show a way of thinking
in action. The best way to discuss a way of thinking is to grasp its logic,
the way in which it generates problems and articulates them: we always
think within a framework.
Following the tradition of psychoanalysts of that period, clinical material

is used throughout Bleger’s most important work, Symbiosis and Ambiguity:
A Psychoanalytic Study. Chapters 1 and 4 of this book are constructed from
two clinical cases narrated in detail, with long extracts from sessions. Chap-
ters 5 and 6, on ambiguity and the setting respectively, make use of many
clinical examples and I shall briefly revisit two of these.

Psychoanalysis in Argentina
The Argentine Psychoanalytic Association was founded in 1942 by �Angel
Garma, a Spanish immigrant physician trained at the Berlin Institute, Marie

1Translated by John Churcher.
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Langer, an Austrian physician trained in Vienna, Celes C�arcamo, a native
Argentinian trained in France, and Guillermo Ferrari Hardoy.2 They were
soon joined by two other doctors: Arnaldo Rascovsky, a paediatrician by
training, and Enrique Pichon Rivi�ere, a psychiatrist with a strong interest in
psychoanalysis. We will encounter this last name more than once.
At the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries there was

large-scale immigration into Argentina from Europe, mainly by Spaniards
and Italians, but also by Irish, Germans, French and Eastern European
Jews. Included in this last group was the Bleger family who migrated
around 1905, fleeing the living conditions of Czarist Russia. The surname is
of German origin.
During the second world war, foreign exchange earnings from the sale of

meat and grain to the warring nations allowed President Juan Per�on to pur-
sue social policies that undeniably led to considerable advances: in workers’
rights, trade unions, paid holidays, and improved health, which finally made
it possible for the working class and the middle class to participate fully in
public life. But political control and policing were strong and the project
was very clearly inspired by corporatist Italy.
The rise of psychoanalysis in Argentina coincided with the 1955 military

coup which brought about the fall of Per�on. It was not the first such event,
and it was not to be the last. Argentina was to experience a crescendo of
repression from the first coup in 1930, then in 1943, 1955, 1963, 1966 and
1976, as well as numerous attempted coups.
Beginning in 1957, the government of Arturo Frondizi made possible

some rapid social and cultural developments. This period saw the creation
of university courses in psychology in Rosario, the second largest city, and
in Buenos Aires. The period from 1957 until the coup of 1976 was an excit-
ing time in political, social and cultural life, in which psychoanalysis occu-
pied an important place together with other social and human sciences. The
psychoanalysts of the young Argentinian Society formed a very active
group, and they were deeply involved in other fields as well as in clinical
practice and the training of psychoanalysts. At a time when mental health
provision was almost entirely asylum-based, and psychology was a purely
academic discipline, they were interested in psychosomatic illnesses, psy-
chosis, groups, and the treatment of children. In psychoanalysis they had
found a powerful instrument and in that virtually unexplored clinical terrain
a pioneering spirit prevailed.
In my view, the emphasis in Argentinian psychoanalysis on the concept

of projective identification reflects the strong influence of Melanie Klein
and of Kleinian thought in the R�ıo de la Plata from the 1950s to the 1970s.
Thinking in terms of projective identification allows one to get an idea of
what is happening with the patient and to interpret it, and this is a very
operational framework within which to think. Hanna Segal, Wilfred Bion
and Donald Meltzer all made visits to the R�ıo de la Plata. Emilio Rodrigu�e
went to London to complete his training.

2There are a number of books and articles on the history of psychoanalysis in Argentina. These include:
Arbiser (2003), Etchegoyen and Zysman (2005), Bernardi (2002), Plotkin (2001), and Dagfal (2011).
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However, the Kleinianism of the R�ıo de la Plata differs from that of Lon-
don in some respects. The Argentinian group, which strongly challenged the
notion of instinct, established a kind of ‘Klein contra Klein’ by emphasizing
a different Kleinian concept, that of position. It was to become a concep-
tion of projective identification and of positions in which instincts had no
place, and it was even opposed to instincts. A book by Willy Baranger
(1971) perfectly illustrates this current. Psychoanalysis of the 1950s and
1960s, in Argentina and elsewhere, had experienced the impact of World
War II, and of the racist, biologizing, and murderous discourse that had
become widespread in Europe. After the war, it was important to focus on
other forces at play in human life, on social forces, human interaction,
speech and language, and to assert their importance in order to differentiate
psychoanalysis from this discourse at all costs.3

Some biographical reference points
Jos�e Bleger was born in Argentina in 1922 to Jewish immigrant parents. His
professional commitments and political activity developed in parallel, at a
time when the country was undergoing the experience of Peronist populism.
Most intellectuals were more concerned by the debate over fascism than by
the particular conditions of Argentine political life. Joining the Communist
Party and sharing in humanistic concerns were, for young people of his gen-
eration, two sides of the same activism. Having completed his medical stud-
ies in 1947 in Rosario (300 km from Buenos Aires), Bleger started a private
practice in neurology and psychiatry, in Santiago del Estero.
He went into analysis with Enrique Pichon Rivi�ere, a man of extraordi-

nary personal qualities whose diverse research interests included psychiatry,
psychoanalysis and the psychology of groups and institutions. If one can
speak of an Argentinian school of psychology and psychoanalysis, this was
to a large extent inspired by ‘Pichon’, who was a gifted oral teacher (Pichon
Rivi�ere, 1970, 1980, 1985, 2009, and undated; Bernardi and de Leon Ber-
nardi, 2012). Those who are familiar with Pichon’s style readily find implicit
references to his thought in Bleger’s writings. It was Pichon who showed
the way towards an inter-subjective and situational way of thinking, as an
alternative to the historico-genetic4 one: a concrete and dramatic point of
view – in Georges Politzer’s sense of these terms – as opposed to the
instinctual, or drive-based approach as it was understood at that time. Ble-
ger’s thinking was also influenced directly by Politzer, especially by his early
work, with its critique of substantialism in the theory of the unconscious
and its reification (Politzer, 1994).
In 1954 Bleger moved to Buenos Aires and in 1958 he published Psi-

coan�alisis y Dial�ectica Materialista [Psychoanalysis and Dialectical Materi-
alism]. Despite the title, this is not a Freudian-Marxist synthesis like

3In France something similar happened with a number of the analysts who were contemporaries of Jean
Laplanche and Daniel Widl€ocher. See for example the discussion in the Association Psychanalytique de
France as recently as 1984 (Anzieu et al., 1984).
4See Bleger (1957, p. 136, n.6); he uses the term ‘genetic’ in the same sense as Hartmann and Kris
(1945). See also Bleger (2012).

Jos�e Bleger’s thinking about psychoanalysis 147

Int J Psychoanal (2017) 98Copyright © 2016 Institute of Psychoanalysis



those of Reich and Marcuse, but a study of Freud’s conceptual frames
of reference, as well as a preliminary attempt to flesh out a way of using
the dialectic that Bleger hoped to rediscover in psychoanalytic practice
itself.
A few years later, he published the first Spanish edition of Politzer’s

complete psychological works, translated by Evaristo Ramos, including a
long Preface and several studies of his own as Appendices (Politzer,
1965–66). If psychoanalysis, he wrote, is “a particular scientific field and
Marxism a worldview, there is no need to compare, reconcile or integrate
them” (Bleger, in Politzer, 1965–66, vol. 3, p. 56). He continued: if “any
scientific field can give rise to a world view and a philosophy” (ibid., p.
58), this is true equally of psychoanalysis and Darwinism. We may there-
fore compare Marxism with psychoanalysis, if we consider the latter
from the perspective of the ideology that supports it and with which it is
built. Indeed, “all research and all technical and theoretical developments
necessarily imply an ideology” (ibid., p. 60).
In 1962, he travelled to the Soviet Union. Upon his return, he reported

on the anti-Semitism which had become an unofficial policy there. Fluent in
Yiddish, he had witnessed what many others had seen before him. An arti-
cle that he wrote and the ensuing debate over this issue precipitated his
break with the Communist Party, as an unanticipated sequel of disputes
about psychoanalysis from a few years earlier. Bleger’s political engage-
ment, however, was a public fact and his left-wing ideals remained
unchanged. As always in Argentina, politics are in the foreground.
It is difficult to separate his work as a psychoanalyst from his interest

in psychology and in institutions, and in the positions they occupy in
social and political life. Bleger thought the task of psychology in the uni-
versity (where he taught until 1966) was not to train psychoanalysts;
instead, this was the task of the Argentine Psychoanalytic Association.
He thought that psychologists should instead be devising instruments for
working in various other fields and that their work should be oriented
towards primary prevention. This idea, and some of his important activ-
ity as a teacher, first finds written expression in Psicolog�ıa de la conducta
[Psychology of behaviour] (Bleger, 1963), a book in which, inspired by
Pichon Rivi�ere, he sought to articulate a number of currents of thought
in psychology. In Psicohigiene y Psicolog�ıa Institucional [Psychohygiene
and the psychology of institutions] (Bleger, 1966), he explicitly developed
his view of the professional role of the psychologist. In Temas de Psi-
colog�ıa: Entrevista y Grupos [Psychological themes: The interview and
groups], he brought together various essays (Bleger, 1971b). When he
died in 1972, he left many unpublished texts still under development.

With Georges Politzer and Enrique Pichon Rivi�ere
Georges Politzer was a French philosopher of Hungarian origin. In 1928 he
published a book on psychoanalysis which, at the time, had a significant
influence in France (Politzer, 1994). For his activities in the French Resis-
tance, he was shot by the Nazis in 1942, at Mont Valerien, outside Paris.
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Introducing Politzer’s book, Bleger wrote:

Critique of the Foundations of Psychology is not an overview of psychology or psy-

choanalysis, nor a work of philosophy in the usual sense of the term. It is a study
of the foundations on which psychology, and particularly psychoanalysis, are built.
Strictly speaking, we should consider it as an epistemological essay in which Polit-

zer invites the reader to reflect with him on psychoanalysis: the knowledge and the
methodology that it brings with it, the new conception of psychology that these
imply, the assumptions and the theoretical construction of Freudian hypotheses,
and the subsequent theoretical re-examination of the fundamental assumptions of

classical psychology (realism, abstraction and formalism) as inconsistent with the
clear movement of renewal to which psychoanalysis gives rise.

(Bleger, in Politzer, 1965–66, vol. 1, p. 24)

For Bleger in 1966, nearly 40 years after its publication, the book by
Politzer, as an epistemological study of psychoanalysis, was “the most
important work, if not the only one, so far written on the subject” (ibid.,
vol. 2, p. 236).
Politzer’s book is hard to categorize: it is a critique of the foundations of

the discipline, taking the word ‘critique’ in the Kantian sense: that of a free
examination. His tone is sometimes that of the pamphleteer, and his argu-
ment is at times repetitive or poorly articulated, but the content of the book
is fascinating.
Politzer ferociously criticizes the so-called ‘classical’ psychology, with its

mental faculties such as memory and judgment. He ridicules the traditional
method of classical psychology, which was introspection, and he contrasts it
with the method of psychoanalysis. Classical psychology, Politzer says with
irony, is obliged to assume a psychologist inside the psychologist who under-
takes the introspection, as if the physicist had to become the induction coil
in order to study induction. Psychology, he thought, must free itself from
the idea of ‘mimicry’ according to which the psychologist must “sympatheti-
cally relive the states of the soul of his subject” (Politzer, 1994, p. 53).
For Politzer, “psychologists are scientists like evangelized wild tribes are

Christians” (ibid., p. 7). The problem of classical psychology lies in its very
foundations: it is impossible to make any progress by building on them. A
key issue that he identifies is the definition of a psychological fact. He
thinks it is above all psychoanalysis which has been able to find a proper
object of investigation in psychology as well as a revolutionary method for
investigating it. His book takes as its main text for discussion Freud’s The
Interpretation of Dreams (Freud, 1900). For Politzer, psychoanalysis offers a
new definition of the psychological fact, and in doing so it effects a ‘Coper-
nican revolution’ (Politzer, 1994, p. 144).
Politzer believes it is hard for us to abandon our habitual frame of mind:

“Our ‘sensibility’ has been falsified” (ibid., p. 15). Classical psychology per-
sists even in our way of thinking. His book becomes compelling, and ines-
capably relevant, when it makes us feel or put a finger on our difficulty in
stepping outside this framework of thinking that is characterized by abstrac-
tion, formalism and realism. He succeeds in intimating, rather than in
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explicitly saying, that there is an alternative way of seeing and thinking: he
is aiming for a ‘reform of the understanding’.5 For him, psychology is at
the point where philosophy was, at the time of the publication of Kant’s
Critique of Pure Reason. He wants his readers to change their conceptual
scheme.
Bleger does more than simply adopt Politzer’s critique of the foundations

of psychoanalysis, which is that its theoretical elaboration does not live up
to the revolution that it introduces. For Bleger, this applies not only to psy-
choanalysis but to the human sciences in general. If every science, he wrote,
“studies facts that are not reducible to the objects of other sciences” (Bleger,
in Politzer 1965–66, vol. 1, p. 241), then “psychoanalysis has no means of
investigating the laws of social science . . . and therefore it has to integrate
its knowledge with that of the other sciences”. And a little further on: “Psy-
choanalysis in no way supersedes the need for sociology or political econ-
omy; and vice versa, they do not replace the contribution of psychology”
(ibid., p. 242). There is a movement in two directions, of investigation
within its own field and of integration with other disciplines.
Bleger borrows from Pichon Rivi�ere his model of the ‘three areas’, in

which mind,6 body and external world are represented as three concentric
circles. The third of these (external world) includes the other two; the sec-
ond (body) includes the first (mind). Bleger uses this model a great deal, for
example to show how behaviourism equates the whole of behaviour7 with
the third area, while psychoanalysis tends to equate it with the first area,
thus making its own ‘mentalist’ assumption.
Bleger completes Pichon Rivi�ere’s (1956, 1959, 1960, 1961) model by

introducing a “principle of equivalence of the three areas of behaviour”,
from which he draws far-reaching consequences. He writes:

. . . the areas of behaviour are equal and none of them is privileged, in the sense
that none of them explains or provides a foundation for the others. This principle

implies that all human behaviour, regardless of the area in which it manifests itself,
is always psychological (as well as biological and sociological at the same time), and
that therefore one cannot reduce psychology to the mental . . . . The unity is not

causal but structural.

(Bleger, in Politzer 1965–66, vol. 1, pp. 249, 251)

The phenomenon of conversion as postulated by Freud thereby loses
some of its mystery. It ceases to be a question of converting a psychic phe-
nomenon into a bodily one, for these are simply different areas of beha-
viour. The psychological dimension of human life can become apparent on
any terrain, beginning with the body, but also in any aspect of interpersonal
or social life. A fact does not have to be mental in order to be psychologi-
cal. We tend to attribute to conversion symptoms a pre-existing mental con-
tent as if psychological facts could not be manifested in a primary way in

5The phrase is taken from de Spinoza (1901).
6Spanish: mente.
7Spanish: conducta.
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or by the body. For Bleger, however, behaviour begins developmentally by
being corporeal, later it manifests in the external world, and still later it
does so in the area of the mind, “which is constituted when the possibility
has arisen of a high level of discrimination with symbol-formation” (ibid.,
p. 253); the body is “as biological and social as are mental phenomena”
(ibid., p. 238).
He explains Politzer’s triple critique of the way classical psychology

works:

. . . abstraction eliminates the individual or isolates him from his relationships and

life circumstances; formalism breaks or fragments the drama into classes or ele-
ments; realism leads to reification, the replacement of processes by things (mental
entities endowed with physical existence).

(Bleger, in Politzer 1965–66, vol. 2, pp. 261–262)

Abstraction isolates, formalism fragments, and realism reifies.
The mentalist approach “means treating only mental phenomena (phenom-

ena of the area of mind) as psychological and assuming the same structure or
the same mode of existence for other psychological phenomena” (ibid.,
p. 271). It is necessary to abandon mentalism in order to be able to consider,
for instance, the institution as a psychological fact in itself. We will return to
this point when we discuss the question of the psychoanalytic setting.
Bleger believed that Freud and psychoanalysis integrate into our knowl-

edge of the human being “a part of his life that appears as dissociated or
alienated”, and that Freud “incorporates into culture and our knowledge of
man an alienated part of the self and of culture” (ibid., p. 259).
Neurosis, for Bleger, is always based on a formalization, a schizoid divi-

sion: the formal division and separation of the contradictory terms of a
conflict. Neurosis is constituted by the various means by which we maintain
a formal dissociation of the dialectical contradiction of conflict. “Neurosis
always operates with formal logic or its caricature” (ibid., p. 279, n.). Dis-
membering the dialectic is thus essential to neurosis.
For him, abstraction, formalism and realism are not errors of our under-

standing, but ways in which our understanding is manifested in alienated
society. It is alienation that generates abstract and reified relations. Thus,
the processes of abstraction, formalism and realism permeate not only

. . . the assumptions of classical psychology, but also our everyday lives and our

social and interpersonal relationships. The methodology is a reflection and continu-
ation of the assumptions which govern the whole of our lives and not just scientific
investigation.

(ibid., p. 279)

This reformulation of psychology and psychopathology by starting from
alienation, is one of the projects that Bleger considers necessary if we are to
overcome the consequences of alienation in scientific research. Alienation,
as a social phenomenon, brings about “the same process as does neurosis in
the realm of psychological phenomena” (ibid.).
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In his view, our thinking relies on the same tools or elements as those
which form the basis of both neurosis and science: realism, formalism and
abstraction. Hence, the reform of understanding that Politzer was calling
for.
Bleger is here making use of the instrument, which he believed was

indispensable, of dialectical materialism, which is mentioned in the title of
his 1958 book. Dialectical materialism is at once a microscope and a tele-
scope “that should both be used as moments of a single unitary process,
totalising and individualizing” (ibid., p. 12). Formalism separates these dif-
ferent moments. In his Preface to the English edition of Symbiosis and
Ambiguity, Horacio Etchegoyen, who knew Jos�e Bleger well, wrote that he
understood dialectical materialism “better than most” (Etchegoyen, 2013,
p. xiii).

A personal approach
Before continuing, a remark: I think it would be wrong to present Jos�e
Bleger’s psychoanalytic ideas as a ‘system’, for at least two reasons. We
have already mentioned the first: the necessity of reading his writings
chronologically, highlighting the evolution of his thinking. This is the case
with Symbiosis and Ambiguity, part of which comprises texts originally
written between 1959 and 1964. It is also the case with the texts written
between 1967 (the year of publication of Symbiosis and Ambiguity) and
his death in 1972. Of course, this is also the case for many other psycho-
analysts. To follow the evolution of his thinking, his reasons for changing
his conceptualization, is to lay bare the internal structure of his work. In
the Foreword to Symbiosis and Ambiguity he clearly retraces his journey.
Many of his writings begin with a summary of the views of colleagues
and of their discussion of his own views. His bibliography is extensive
and diverse.
The second reason is because what interests him is considering different

points of view: the ‘focus’ [enfoque].8 To ‘bring into focus’ belongs to the
terminology of photography: it means to adjust the lens so that the image is
sharp, or even so that it appears at all. The adjustment of a blurred image
causes a distinct object suddenly to appear. There are different positions
from which a problem has to be considered in order to bring into play dif-
ferent perspectives. Bleger addresses the setting not only from the psychoan-
alytic point of view but also, for instance, as an institution and as a Gestalt.
Thus, the practice of psychoanalysis cannot be separated from a certain
investigative attitude: that of describing what ‘is’, without value judgment
and without reference to any particular normality.
It is a question of decentering one’s thinking, of discarding prejudices,

in order to understand what is going on. Thus, in his paper on praxis,
he writes: “ . . . my interest is not in discussing the concept itself but in
the approaches [enfoques] to a concept” (Bleger, 2012, p. 999). We can

8In photography, this is literally a matter of adjustment. But in its extended sense, the Spanish word
enfoque has no exact equivalent in English or French. It would be somewhere between ‘approach’,
‘angle’ and ‘point of view’.

152 L. Bleger

Int J Psychoanal (2017) 98 Copyright © 2016 Institute of Psychoanalysis



see here the influence of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology. Not only are
both of the texts by Bleger that I have just mentioned constructed in this
way, but their object itself appears more clearly because of this way of
proceeding, which is a personal way of thinking that also tries to reflect
on itself. The approach is inseparable from its object, and the object is
inseparable from the approach.

A starting point: the psychoanalytic session
Although the idea of an ‘analytic situation’ is present very early in Freud’s
work and it became an important theme in the development of psychoanal-
ysis from the 1920s onwards,9 the psychoanalytic session itself does not
appear to have been studied as an object per se.10

In a text written in 1957, Jos�e Bleger tries to clarify and explore various
facets of this reality that we call the ‘psychoanalytic session’.11 Through a
detailed consideration of the ‘here and now, with me’ of the transference,
he transforms the session itself into a tool of the treatment.
In taking the analytic session as an object of investigation, he is following

various lines of thought that were already beginning to emerge in the
Argentinian group. One of these was the countertransference, studied by
Heinrich Racker (1968) not as an obstacle but as a tool used by the psycho-
analyst. Another was the situational perspective of Pichon Rivi�ere, in stark
contrast with the psychodynamic and especially with the genetic perspective.
To these can be added Politzer’s critique, mentioned above, of the essential-
ism of the unconscious.
Bleger’s text begins by identifying two major moments in the formation

of the so-called scientific psychology: the birth of historico-genetic psy-
chology (differentiating its two aspects: development in terms of causation;
and history as enumeration or seriation; the latter being the consequence
of the former); and the situational perspective, that is to say, the consider-
ation of the situation at each moment and its sequel. His main purpose is
to draw out the consequences and implications of these two modes of
thought.
As long as one stays with the idea of mental contents, one is stuck in a

fragmented view, where it is assumed that things are ‘in the patient’. It is
therefore a question of showing the implications for and in the analyst, and
of moving away from the idea of a neutral observer who functions as a
screen onto which the patient’s mental contents are projected, and instead
towards a vision in which the analyst is fully involved.

9See the chapter on the psychoanalytic situation in the book by Ferenczi and Rank (1925).
10One could, however, cite Marie Langer as early as 1951, ‘A psychoanalytic session’. In 1966 Rodrigu�e
and Rodrigu�e wrote: “For us, the unity of the analytical process is the session. The analytic hour is an
event of great complexity [. . .] each session is a grand synthesis of the psychical process [acontecer]: the
interaction between that which is repeated and something that renews itself” (p. 11). And further on: the
Argentinian group “has introduced a style and an approach [enfoque] that is specific to us [. . .] a series
of basic assumptions that are embedded in our way of working and of understanding analysis” (ibid.,
p. 19).
11Bleger (1957); published in 1958 as chapter 6 of Psychoanalysis and Dialectical Materialism.
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In his 1928 book, Politzer defines ‘drama’ as a ‘fact’ without any roman-
tic connotation (Politzer, 1994, p. 166). He talks about ‘man’s dramatic life’
(ibid., p. 10) to refer to ‘concrete’ life,12 as an event or an act that is to be
understood in its own terms, without trying to replace this by the action of
an assumed psychic entity, which would cause us to fall into formalism.
From this starting point, Bleger shows that the elements of praxis get trans-
lated into, and function as, their ontological doubles. The concrete situation
ceases to be visible, so that one only sees ‘forces’ at work. For example: to
say that the death instinct manifests itself in a session is, for Bleger, to
transpose the session into psychodynamic terms in a way which cancels out
the ‘dramatic’. His text draws attention to a divorce between what actually
happens in psychoanalytic clinical practice and its conceptualization: psy-
choanalysts don’t do what they say that they do.
According to Bleger in this text of 1957, and again following an idea of

Pichon Rivi�ere’s, the session is a dialectical development in the form of a
spiral between what the patient ‘brings’ or says, what the analyst interprets,
and the effect of this interpretation, which is understood less as a ‘response’
than as a new aspect of the material: a dialectical interrelationship that
allows the various elements involved to be opened up. The analytic session
is defined as a “bi-personal relationship, during which the behaviour of each
of the participants is related to the current characteristics of the situation”
(Bleger, 1958, p. 141).
The term ‘behaviour’13 in this definition may be surprising; it is a central

concept in his book on the teaching of psychology (Bleger, 1963). Its revo-
lutionary and scientific aspects are not in the sense of ‘behaviourism’ but in
terms of the patient’s personal history, of his or her ‘human life’.14 ‘Beha-
viour’, in this sense, implies taking into account not only the verbal material
but everything that occurs, or goes on (lo que acontece), in the session.15

The notion of unconscious phantasy is not here being considered from an
ontological point of view, as an entity that is already there, but as some-
thing produced in and by the situation, a development16 that takes place.17

It was not by chance that Politzer developed his critique and his work by
starting from the dream, something ‘already-there’ that occurs, that hap-
pens. For Bleger, the analytic session is defined as an object of study and of
work, a scientific object: one takes a certain area, and one sets boundaries
around it in order to be able to think about it. The analyst interprets on
the basis of what he has heard, seen or experienced with the patient, but he

12The French ‘la vie concr�ete’ refers to life as a material fact or process.
13Spanish: ‘conducta’.
14French: ‘devenir humain’.
15The Spanish term ‘acontecer’ has no exact equivalent in English or French: it refers to what takes
place, what happens, events, what comes to pass. It corresponds to the German term that Freud uses in
Formulations of the Two Principles of Mental Functioning (Freud, 1911), where the German word trans-
lated by Strachey as ‘functioning’ is Geschehen.
16French: ‘devenir’.
17This is also an important point in the paper by M. and W. Baranger in 1961–1962 on the psychoana-
lytic field (2008): to consider the analytic situation in terms of the unconscious phantasy of the analyst-
patient couple.
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also interprets on the basis of how he has heard it through his own window,
so to speak.
In order to theorize this, Pichon-Rivi�ere created the concept of ‘Concep-

tual, Referential, and Operational Schema’. Here is the definition given in
Bleger’s Psicolog�ıa de la Conducta: “According to Pichon Rivi�ere, the con-
ceptual and referential schema is the ensemble of ideas, attitudes, emotions,
knowledge and experience with which an individual thinks and acts” (Ble-
ger, 1963, p. 230). It is therefore not only a matter of ideas and knowledge,
but also of that with which we think and act. One might add that often we
don’t know that we are thinking and acting within a ‘schema’ or with it.18

The word ‘schema’ can be misleading in English if it is understood to
mean a simplification. This is not the case in Spanish. A schema is not a
simplified representation but, on the contrary, a very complex set of emo-
tions and experiences: the ‘data’ about oneself that one has available to
oneself at every moment, or almost; a whole which is extremely condensed.
What the patient says or ‘does’ necessarily activates or reactivates many
things in the analyst. This may seem a prosaic proposition, but it is a mat-
ter of drawing out all of its implications.
His text on the session was the first part of the paper that Bleger submitted

in 1957 for membership of the Argentine Psychoanalytic Association. The
second part was a detailed study of the clinical material and of all the impli-
cations of a single psychoanalytic session (a first consultation), both from the
patient’s side and from the side of the analyst. For reasons of confidentiality,
this second part was never published. However, the discretion may have been
less about the patient than about the young analyst that Bleger then was, still
in analysis with Pichon Rivi�ere. The patient had been referred to him by
Pichon’s wife, Arminda Aberastury. The son of some friends of the Pichons
had gone to their house in a completely delusional state, seeking help. But
Pichon was out and it was his wife, who worked mainly as a child analyst,
who received him, got him into hospital and contacted a young colleague to
look after him. Jos�e Bleger thus found himself substituting for his own ana-
lyst. The clinical narrative can therefore be read as a fragment of the analyst’s
own analysis. In it, one can witness a sort of struggle by the young analyst to
reveal the full implications of each moment of the session with his patient,
and to distinguish his own position from those of his analyst and of his
patient.19 In retrospect, it may look like a sensible enough decision to try to
draw out all the consequences and implications of the situation. The paper is
titled, simply, ‘Implications of a psychoanalytic session’.
The 1957 paper on the session was about providing oneself with instru-

ments that would enable the psychoanalytic treatment of patients that
Freud and many of his students regarded as contraindicated. The paper on
the session was an attack on a historico-genetic and ‘instinctivist’

18Chapter 10 of the same book is devoted to ‘Settings for the study of behaviour’ [Encuadres para el
estudio de la conducta].
19His account of the clinical material shows an extreme condensation that recalls the contrast indicated
by Freud between the brevity of a dream text and the opening up of all the associative pathways
involved in the dream thoughts.
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conception of human nature. It is quite a radical text. The idea of the
dialectical spiral serves as a mobilizing matrix of the situation, to open it up
and render it operational. As in the Barangers’ paper of 1961–1962 on the
field (2008), it was a question first of studying everything that is mobilized
in the session, the most alive aspects but also the maddest ones. Through
his involvement in the session, the psychoanalyst takes part without any
restrictions but not without a sense that he is doing so in the hope that this
position, this approach, will facilitate something similar in the patient.
In a way, the paper on the analytic session makes explicit one of the ori-

entations of the Argentinian psychoanalytic movement, which has strongly
emphasized an aspect of the analytic session: its absolute immediacy, in the
present. In doing so, it may be echoing Freud’s formula of treating each
session as if it were the first, and unique. The 1957 paper on the session,
like the 1966 one on the setting, can be read either in isolation or as a con-
tribution to the very rich debate, with discussions and re-examinations, that
was taking place among most of the Argentinian psychoanalysts between
1950 and 1970. In addition to those already mentioned (Pichon Rivi�ere,
Racker, Langer, the Barangers, and Rodrigu�e), we should add Le�on Grin-
berg and David Liberman. In his work on the fundamentals of technique,
Horacio Etchegoyen (1991) gives an account of exchanges and discussions
between Argentinian and non-Argentinian psychoanalysts for each of the
topics under consideration.20

The 1957 paper emphasizes the possibilities offered by the session; the
1966 one on the setting envisages a point of view that is radically different
and, to some extent, opposed to this. By then it had become a question of
understanding what the patient and the analyst can do with the instrument
which is the session, and its transforming potential for making sure that
nothing changes.21 Dwelling on the paper about the session will, I hope,
make it easier to understand what happened later. With his definition of the
session, Bleger found in symbiosis a concept that makes it possible to think
of the session not simply in isolation but in relation to the overall analytical
process. Symbiosis opens up a different way of thinking about the session.

Jos�e Bleger and his idea of symbiosis
Starting from the concept of dependency, Bleger postulates that the psycho-
analytic situation is one of symbiotic relationship. By 1959, Margaret Mah-
ler had already published some of her papers on infantile psychoses, which
Bleger knew and cited (Mahler, 1968).22 But his concept of symbiosis is very
different from that of Mahler: he does not share the idea of a normal autis-
tic phase of development. For him, symbiosis is a close interdependence, in
which each participant projects parts of the self into the other, for which

20See also an interesting paper by David Liberman, where he brings together and compares his own
views with those of other Argentinian colleagues (1971, pp. 385–456).
21Analogously, the Barangers in their paper on the field move away from discussing its potentialities in
order to tackle the main obstacle, which they call the ‘bastion’ (baluarte in Spanish).
22A complete list of Bleger’s citations of Mahler’s work can be found in the bibliography of the English
edition of Symbiosis and Ambiguity.
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the other is made to function as a depositary. Bleger uses a model of Pichon
Rivi�ere’s, who distinguishes between the depositary, the depositor, and that
which is deposited. One of the keys to understanding the value of this
three-way distinction is the fact that “it is possible to be the depositary of
internal objects of another subject without ever knowing about it or one’s
behaviour being influenced by it” (Bleger, 2013, p. 13). The depositary may
also unwittingly play the role that corresponds to whatever has been depos-
ited. “Strictly speaking”, he writes, “we should speak of symbiosis only
when the projections are crossed, and each person acts according to the
compensatory roles of the other” (ibid., p. 14). From a different angle, we
find here the idea that had already been put into effect in his paper on the
session.
Later on he postulates that symbiosis brings out the involvement of

undifferentiated parts of the personality that correspond, in a differ-
ent model, to what Bion (1957) then called the “psychotic part of the
personality”.
In his first paper on symbiosis, written in 1959 and published the fol-

lowing year, Bleger stressed the need for the analyst to get some idea of
what the patient is doing with him, and making of him, at almost every
moment. This idea extends the brilliant intuition of another Argentinian
analyst, Luisa Alvarez de Toledo, according to whom the patient with
his or her associations and the analyst with his or her interpretations not
only speak or converse, but they are also doing something (Alvarez de
Toledo, 1996). This idea is familiar to contemporary analysts with the
concept of ‘enactment’, which is itself a reworking of the Freudian
notion of ‘Agieren’. But this was not the case when Alvarez de Toledo
published her long paper in 1954, before J. L. Austin’s idea of speech
acts had become widely known (Austin, 1962). The paper by Alvarez de
Toledo had a decisive influence on the direction taken by Argentinian
psychoanalysis.
The concept of symbiosis takes up the problems posed in the paper on

the session, and addresses them in a different way which makes other impli-
cations evident. It is not simply a refining of the idea of the session as a
psychoanalytical instrument, but a way of thinking which starts from the
reality of the session and treats it as a symbiotic reality. Since, as we have
seen, symbiosis is the crossing of projections between patient and analyst
and a depositation of parts of the self in the other, it is necessary to trace
the projections and depositations, step by step, in order to separate or dis-
criminate them. Discrimination is one of the aims of interpretation. As in
that first consultation in 1957, when Bleger was striving to discriminate,
both between himself and the patient, and between himself and his own
analyst, “discrimination between deposited and depositary makes possible
the restoration of what has been projected, and thereby a better understand-
ing of the reality” (Bleger, 1963, pp. 161–2).
He made a study of symbiosis in the novel Warrior’s Rest, by Christiane

Rochefort (1958).23 Since psychoanalytic treatment is an inherently ‘anti-

23This study was first published in 1961, and later as Chapter 2 of Symbiosis and Ambiguity.
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symbiotic’ enterprise, he needed to find another field in which he could
study symbiosis; one in which it is “allowed to follow its course in the inter-
personal relation” (Bleger, 2013, p. 32). The choice of a novel made it possi-
ble to highlight the intercrossing of roles between characters. In an analytic
treatment, this corresponds to the field of the clinical material of transfer-
ence and countertransference “which would therefore have to be limited to
what is publishable” (ibid.). Bleger writes:

in symbiosis the projected role coincides with role of the depositary. Strictly speak-
ing, we should refer to symbiosis when we observe a crossed projective identifica-
tion in which each depositary acts according to complementary roles of the other,
and vice versa.

(2013, p. 32)

The symbiosis operates by massive projections that then have to be
immobilized in the depositary to prevent what has been deposited from
irrupting into the internal narcissistic object relationship with the deposi-
tor’s own internal objects. As this is a very condensed link, with very com-
plex and contradictory aspects, the analyst needs to discriminate them
gradually, at an appropriate pace.
Given the characteristics of the symbiotic relationship, Bleger initially

called it the ‘agglutinated object’ and later the ‘agglutinated nucleus’. It is
an agglomerate, an agglutination or condensation of precursors or very
primitive formations of the self in relation with internal objects and with
parts of external reality at various levels of integration. The agglutination is
without discrimination, but also without confusion. It is the most primitive
psychological structure, in which there is a fusion of external and internal.
Its persistence constitutes the psychotic core of the personality. The size and
importance of this agglutinated nucleus determines the intensity and the
characteristics of symbiotic dependence.24 In other words, the splitting is
not simply perpetuated, but is maintained as a primitive defence against the
action and effects of the agglutinated nucleus.
The vicissitudes of the agglutinated nucleus also depend on the relation-

ship with the most integrated ego of the personality. Either the agglutinated
nucleus is controlled, or else there is loss of control and a consequent inva-
sion of the ego. If the invasion is massive and the situation is extreme, there
will be a psychotic disintegration. Bleger uses the Freudian idea of continu-
ity between the normal and the pathological, but also an idea of Pichon’s
who was trying to create a model which would reflect different pathways
between pathological manifestations, ‘normality’, and the crises of life such
as adolescence.
In analytic treatment, the psychotic transference, or rather the psychotic

aspects of the transference, have a symbiotic quality. This applies not only
to cases in which the psychotic aspects are most evident, but to all analytic
treatment. “A residue of this primitive agglutinated formation”, writes Ble-
ger, “persists in everyone, its magnitude determining the deficit in

24See the section on ‘Symbiosis and the nature of the object relation’, pp. 33ff.
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personification, sense of reality, sense of identity and body schema, and
these processes are always interconnected” (2013, p. 73).
Bleger is here thinking and working with the Kleinian concepts of posi-

tion and projective identification. For Klein, the psychic world is built up
by projective identification. Working on the characteristics of the agglutina-
tion of symbiosis, Bleger came to the view that in the agglutinated nucleus
there is no object relationship between the objects and the ego nuclei. To
account for this kind of functioning, he makes use of Fairbairn’s Freudian
concept of primary identification: the non-differentiation between the object
and the corresponding part of the ego (Fairbairn, 1952). This is why he
thinks it is incorrect to speak of an agglutinated ‘object’ and opts instead
for ‘nucleus’.
In Bleger’s account, there is nothing idyllic about the symbiotic relation-

ship (such an idea has more to do with a wishful fantasy). It is necessary to
immobilize something that might well be called madness in order to be able
to function instead in a normal or everyday manner. But maintaining the
symbiotic relationship by immobilizing it in this way is as dangerous as
allowing it to rupture. The price of keeping it up is a significant internal
impoverishment, as well as a strong dependence, often overlooked, on cer-
tain persons or on an activity, or institution, or ideal. Any aspect of human
and social life may serve as a place in which to deposit this mad part. We
will return to this with the question of the analytic setting. Rupture of the
symbiosis is also dangerous because with its massive mobilization the capac-
ities of the ego can be overwhelmed, and this can lead to psychotic disinte-
gration. A more limited invasion or episode may result, for example, in a
feeling of confusion or bewilderment.

Why ambiguity?
In studying symbiosis, the profound ambiguity that characterizes it begins
to emerge. To put this in a wider context, Bleger postulates that ambiguity
is characteristic of the most primitive organization of the personality. He
initially calls this ‘primitive undifferentiation’, and later ‘syncretism’ (to
avoid the idea of deficit connoted by the prefix ‘un-’). He notes the existence
of a hypothesis concerning early undifferentiation in the work of many psy-
choanalysts, for example Klein, Fairbairn and Fenichel, but without this
being properly stated as such or worked out. Gradually, primitive undiffer-
entiation became central to Bleger’s perspective. Studying it (together with
ambiguity) was to have a strong impact on the development of his ideas,
and would lead to a kind of reorganization of his views. In this regard, the
Prologue to Symbiosis and Ambiguity is particularly enlightening.
The notion of ambiguity does not present a major difficulty, but it does

require some effort of thought to grasp its full meaning. Chapters 4 and 5
of Symbiosis and Ambiguity explore it in detail and it is necessary to
immerse oneself in the text in order to follow the development of the idea.25

25Shortly before his death, Bleger wrote a very clear and concise text on ambiguity (1973a).
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According to its classical definition, ambiguity is for Bleger “what may
be understood in different ways or what is imprecise or indefinite”. He
writes:

We say someone is ambiguous when he is ‘variable, irresolute, changeable’; when
he alternately shows varying trends, affects, attitudes or behaviour, which, though

contradictory or mutually exclusive to the observer, are not to him who persists in
an indefinite or undetermined state.

(Bleger, 1973a, p. 455)

Thus an ambiguous person can adopt various different roles, taking as
their own the opinions of others, without falling into contradiction. “[W]hat
is interiorised is not an ego but a fusion of ego and non-ego” (Bleger, 2013,
p. 177).
There are two main possibilities: either the agglutinated nucleus (or psy-

chotic part of the personality) is strongly split, in which case the most
mature personality is organized by discarding its wildest and most primitive
aspects. Or else, in the absence of good depositaries for the symbiotic rela-
tionship in early development, the personality is constructed out of the
agglutinated nucleus. The latter type of organization he terms the ‘ambigu-
ous personality’. Ambiguity is thus in the foreground in this situation and
the personality finds in it a means for the organization of identity. He
writes:

. . . this ego–non-ego undifferentiation constitutes a different type of organisation of
the personality and of reality . . . Thus, the ambiguous personality is not actually

lacking an ego and a sense of reality, but instead has a different type of ego and a
different sense of reality. We may deduce from this that the omnipotence (for exam-
ple) which characterises the ambiguous personality and primitive syncretic organisa-
tion is not a lack of sense of reality (in the conventional sense), but configures a

different relation and a different handling of reality, which may even be ‘successful’
for the subject.

(Bleger, 2013, p. 176)

Building on the definition that Freud gave of identification in Group Psy-
chology and the Analysis of the Ego, as “the earliest expression of an emo-
tional tie with another person” (Freud, 1921, p. 105), Bleger regards this as
involving an undifferentiated structure, in which there is not yet any dis-
crimination between ego and object, mind and body, external and internal
reality. Borrowing a term used by Henri Wallon (1945, 1952), he calls this
structure “syncretism”. The subject can only recognize himself through his
functions. He is not a person but a character: the role that he assumes at
each moment. This shows, wrote Bleger (1973a, p. 460): “ . . . a lack of
discrimination between the ego and the object. They are the relation . . . ”.
He insists at some length that we must not think in terms of an identity
deficit but rather of different modalities of identity.
In a diagram published in the 1940s, the French anthropologist Maurice

Leenhardt represents subjecthood among the Kanaks of Polynesia by an
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empty central area having no clear boundary, from which radiate lines indi-
cating relationships with different objects or functions (Bleger, 2013,
p. 191). It is an ‘empty’ ego, one that “lacks a content of its own”, and
which exists only through and in the relationship.
Bleger described different types of ambiguous personality. I will here

briefly discuss the factic personality; the others are described at length in
Chapter 5 of Symbiosis and Ambiguity. The Spanish word f�actico means
something that is based in facts, or restricted to them (‘factual’). The factic
personality has a group or institutional identity:

. . . this does not mean that he depends on or belongs to a function, a group, or an

institution: he is the function, the group, or the institution. This is or may be all
the identity he has. He defines himself or is identified by what he does or by his
membership in groups. If these fail, his ego is actually disorganized.”

(Bleger, 1973a, p. 400)

One of Bleger’s patients was able to say, once the treatment had
reached a certain point, that he had no skeleton or that his skeleton was
external like the carapace of a beetle. In this description, one can hear
echoes of what Helene Deutsch (1942), among others, described as the
‘as-if’ personality’, or of what Winnicott (1960) called the false self. Jos�e
Bleger believed that the persistence of these modes of functioning is
caused by the lack of a normal and uninterrupted symbiotic relationship
during the first years of life. This had prevented the establishment of an
identity (a ‘skeleton’).
To situate the concept of ambiguity, we need to refer to two other con-

cepts. One is ambivalence, which classically refers to the possibility of love
and hate at the same time for the same object. The other, following Pichon
Rivi�ere, is the mechanism of ‘divalence’ which, by splitting, brings it about
that one separately loves and hates two different objects (Pichon Rivi�ere,
1967). By this means one can avoid the conflict of ambivalence, and experi-
ence each feeling with a different object as if there were no relationship
between the different feelings or between the different objects. To these two
concepts, Bleger thought it necessary to add ambiguity as the third. Ambi-
guity is a very common phenomenon that can go unnoticed. It is often mis-
taken for confusion, whereas the latter is a feeling created by ambiguity in
the countertransference. We need to distinguish the ambiguity of the subject
from its effect in the interlocutor.
Following Klein, and Pichon Rivi�ere’s reading of her work, Bleger made

‘divalence’ a characteristic of the paranoid-schizoid position, and ambiva-
lence a major feature of the depressive position. Ambiguity is characteristic
of the most primitive modes of functioning, prior to the paranoid-schizoid
position: he called this the ‘glischro-caric position’. Glischro means viscous,
and karyon means nucleus.26

26Bleger borrowed the term from the work of Franc�oise Minkowska on epilepsy (1923, 1956). It was also
perhaps linked with what Freud (1917, p. 348) refers to as ‘adhesiveness’ of the libido.
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Syncretism, the term that he preferred to undifferentiation, is the funda-
mental characteristic of ambiguous personalities. In a text from 1973 that
was not published in his lifetime, the most primitive structure was called the
‘syncytial’ structure. In biology, a syncytium is a mass of cytoplasm con-
taining several nuclei.
One of Bleger’s aims was to find a way of thinking differently about the

question of narcissism, and to reformulate it in terms of syncytial structure.
Primary narcissism presupposes an isolated subject who gradually connects
and enters into relations with others and the outside world; whereas the
syncytial structure implies that the subject gradually differentiates during
development, bringing about a change in his or her relationship with the
outside world (Bleger, 1973a, p. 476). We will return briefly to this at the
end.

The setting
In addressing the issue of the setting in the work of Jos�e Bleger, one might
think it is merely a kind of application of the preceding hypotheses to a
particular technical issue.27 This would be only partially true, and perhaps
even quite false. The question of the setting allows a deepening of the study
of symbiosis and especially of ambiguity, by introducing a further impor-
tant issue: that of the institution.
The differences between the 1957 paper on the session and the 1966 paper

on the setting are clear: the nearly ten years that separate them were the years
during which the notion of symbiosis and particularly that of ambiguity were
being developed. Between these two papers, an upheaval took place in Ble-
ger’s thinking. As he himself wrote in the 1966 paper, it was in working on
ambiguity that it became possible for him to write the text on the setting
(2013, p. 169, n. 120). It was in thinking psychoanalytically about the ques-
tion of ambiguity, or rather by examining the ambiguity in and of the analytic
session, that the question of the setting became, paradoxically, more clear.
As we have seen, the symbiotic link involves from the start at least two

people. This is an interpersonal situation, but it is considered from a point
of view that could hardly be called relational in the usual sense of the term:
there is no real relationship. The other person is there primarily as a neces-
sity for the functioning of one’s own narcissism.
With the notion of primitive undifferentiation, which he later called syn-

cretism, the group origin of the personality, its familial basis, becomes visi-
ble in the session. This idea is somewhat shocking for many analysts. It
appears early in Bleger’s writings, in Chapter 1, written in 1959 (ibid.,
pp. 14–18, 31) but it took some time, it seems, for him to draw out all the
consequences.

27In the English translation of the paper on the setting for the IJP in 1967, encuadre was translated as
‘frame’. In the new translation of Symbiosis and Ambiguity, where the paper appears as Chapter 6, John
Churcher and I decided to translate it as ‘setting’. In support of the latter choice, we may notice that
Bleger’s text begins by using this word in English in quoting Winnicott. Moreover, to use a different
term would be to assume that Bleger was trying to create a different concept and that he wanted to
move away from the discussion on the question of ‘the setting’ in the psychoanalytic literature.

162 L. Bleger

Int J Psychoanal (2017) 98 Copyright © 2016 Institute of Psychoanalysis



The idea of the group origin of the personality, that is built by slow dif-
ferentiation, brought him and a number of other psychoanalysts, particu-
larly Pichon Rivi�ere, to regard the institution as an essential part of the
personality (hence, the ‘factic ego’). In contrast, for Elliot Jaques (1955)
and Isabel Menzies (1959), the institution was to serve as a defence against
psychotic anxieties.
Institutions, in themselves, are neither ‘good’ nor ‘bad’. They are not

aggregates of human relations but essential parts of personal identity, which
is itself partly a group identity. For Bleger, the institution is not external to
the questions addressed by psychoanalysis itself: one cannot separate prac-
tice from theory nor can theory be separated from the form in which it is
institutionalized or the way in which it is taught. They have to be under-
stood together as a praxis. In his paper on the setting, he writes that the
‘factic ego’, or ego of belonging, is “constituted and maintained by the sub-
ject’s inclusion in an institution” (Bleger, 2013, p. 237). He gives as exam-
ples the therapeutic relationship, a study group, and (humorously) the
Psychoanalytical Society.
The psychoanalytic session should be considered as an institution, and

the psychoanalytic institution itself, as an integral part of psychoanalytic
praxis, should not be viewed as a kind of outgrowth. We have a tendency
to make the setting into a purely formal concept: the number of sessions
per week, arrangements about payment, absences, holidays. And yet, as Ble-
ger observes, “A relationship that lasts for years with the maintenance of a
set of norms and attitudes is precisely the definition of an institution.”
(2013, p. 230). If the paper on the session explores the dialectical movement
of the analytical process, the one on the setting is concerned with non-dia-
lectical aspects. What is brought into play in symbiosis makes it possible to
address the non-dialectical aspects of the session. That which is not yet dis-
criminated, or strongly split, allows the more mature ego to live, think and
love. The various agglutinated elements persist without any conflict of feel-
ings. Contradictory ideas, merged and not discriminated from one another,
coexist. This ambiguous aspect of the symbiotic nucleus makes possible a
change of perspective in considering the session and its setting.
Ambiguity appropriates to itself everything to which it has access, using

all the available resources of the session and of its setting to hide itself
inside the analytical process. Everything works towards ensuring that noth-
ing will change.
The 1967 book might also have been called ‘From Symbiosis to Ambigu-

ity’, since it shows to what extent the more strongly assertive positions, and
the most refined elaborations, not only attempt to set ambiguity aside, but
are built on it, on terrain where there would be no conflict and which
would be dominated by an ‘agglomeration’ of ‘things’. In a footnote, Bleger
indicates that the long Chapter 5 which is about ambiguity, and the follow-
ing one on the setting, were written at the same time (2013, p. 169, n. 120).
The constants of the setting make it possible to become aware of the exis-
tence of two different settings, that of the analyst and that of the patient,
which are not the same. Although a break in the setting allows essential
aspects of the transference situation to appear, we have seen that symbiosis,
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according to Bleger, can be as dangerous when it is being maintained as
when it breaks down.
In his writing, one can easily identify the different perspectives that he

adopts in order to study the setting: the body schema; the logic of ego and
non-ego; the setting as presupposition, as meta-behaviour or meta-language,
as repetition compulsion or as institution. It would be difficult or mislead-
ing to present the question of the setting in Bleger’s work as something fin-
ished. Although he puts forward some very strong hypotheses, the tone of
the text is that of an exploration.
His starting point is repetition compulsion, which the Barangers in their

paper on the field (2008, p. 817) call ‘a granite-like block’. But Bleger treats
the setting as an institution, that is to say, as a more or less stable social
form whose links are strong, although invisible. Thus, to define the setting
by means of formal and material aspects of the treatment is to regard it as
a pure form, in which the ‘real’ analytic process can then take place.
There is in psychoanalysis a logic of lack or loss with which we do our

clinical thinking most of the time. But there is certainly another logic at
work, on which Bleger places particular emphasis: the fact that part of the
personality remains immobilized in order that the ego can have its experi-
ences of frustration and gratification, of loss and lack, or in other words so
that it can grow. And this is at the expense of the maddest and most fright-
ening aspects, which are fused and not discriminated, and are obliged to
remain immobilized. The immobilization is achieved by depositation, for
example in institutions. The psychoanalytic setting in this sense is not a
pure form, but it fulfils a vital role. To consider the setting as an institution
makes it possible to regard it not as something artificial but as a necessary
aspect of human reality.
Identity is always, for Bleger, in whole or in part, a matter of belonging to a

group, institution, or ideology: “each institution”, he writes, “is a part of the
individual’s personality”. It is “the fundamental nucleus of identity”. If sym-
biosis, like the phantom limb that he uses as an analogy, only manifests itself
when it is missing, institutions are then the phantom world, “the world of the
most primitive and undifferentiated organization” (Bleger, 2013, p. 230).
A clinical situation illustrates the difficulty of defining the notion of the

setting. At the beginning of the chapter, he writes that his analytic work
with psychotics showed him “the importance of maintaining and defending
those fragments or elements of the setting that may have survived, which is
sometimes achieved only with hospitalisation” (2013, p. 229). This is a sur-
prising proposal: to preserve fragments of the setting by hospitalizing the
patient. Similarly, in a note on the same page, he writes “the setting corre-
sponds more to a strategy than to a technique” (2013, p. 229, n.173).
The phantom world that is the institution of the setting, or the setting as

an institution, is a non-ego. Insofar as the immobilized aspects allow the
development of an ego, he calls it the ‘non-ego’, perhaps following Bion,
but particularly Freud’s text on negation (Freud, 1925). In the constitution
of the ego, whatever is good I take in, whatever is bad I spit out. But what
I spit out, which doesn’t become part of my ego, although it stays outside it
still exists. The setting is thus a form of non-ego.
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The key point is this: “The fact that the non-ego is not perceived does
not mean that it does not exist psychologically for the organisation of the
personality” (Bleger, 2013, p. 230). “The knowledge of something arises
only in the absence of that something, until it is organised as an internal
object. But that which we do not perceive also exists” (2013, pp. 230–1). A
few pages later: “This term ‘non-ego’ induces us to think of it as something
non-existent, but its existence is real”, so that upon it depends “the possibil-
ity of the formation and maintenance of the ego itself, and thus the ego’s
very existence” (p. 234). Again, towards the end of the paper: “the setting is
‘mute’ yet not non-existent; it forms the patient’s non-ego on the basis of
which the ego is configured” (p. 241).
Here is one of the clinical examples. During the patient’s childhood his

family was well-off. Although the family long ago lost its property and
social status, in his phantom world the patient was above the difficulties of
life. As a result of the analytic work, he began to have financial difficulties
in paying for his sessions. These financial difficulties became a crack or a
breach where, writes Bleger, “reality broke through” (2013, p. 236).
The phantom world in which he lived was that of his infantile omnipotent

organization, which at the time he needed. He secretly brought this frame-
work to the analysis in the unconscious hope that the analysis would help him
to consolidate it, a very common expectation in many analyses. Instead, a
crack or breach appeared in the patient’s infantile belief. The setting provided
him with somewhere to deposit this omnipotence and his infantile depen-
dence; the analyst’s setting allowed him to deposit his own setting. Financial
difficulties would be the route by which reality broke through. The infantile
psychic reality had always remained active, as postulated by Freud (1917).
The Barangers give the name ‘bastion’ to this aspect that the patient does

not want to put at risk because, they write, “the risk of losing it would
throw the patient into a state of extreme helplessness, vulnerability and des-
pair” (Baranger and Baranger, 2008, p. 814). Taking up the Barangers’ idea,
Bleger concludes that the bastion is another place in which the symbiosis is
deposited. In contrast to the ‘as if’ of the psychoanalytic situation, as postu-
lated by the Barangers, Bleger locates ambiguity solely in the analytic pro-
cess. The setting itself does not admit of ambiguity, neither on the analyst’s
part, nor that of the patient.
The patient “brings ‘what he has’”, that is to say his own organization,

“even though it is disorganised” (Bleger, 2013, p. 233, n. 182). Hospitalizing
the patient in order to preserve fragments of his setting can be explained by
the idea that the patient’s setting is fundamental to him: it is all he has, or
all he has left. Thus it is a question of preserving the non-ego when the
organization of the ego goes into crisis. When there is a risk of psychotic
breakdown, the patient needs to find an alternative institution.
Gradually Bleger’s tone becomes more sustained: “The setting ‘is’ the

most primitive part of the personality, the ego-body-world fusion . . . ”
(2013, p. 235). Then towards the end of the text: “ . . . the patient’s setting
is his most primitive fusion with the mother’s body” (p. 240), “ . . . the
depositation of the patient’s most primitive ‘family institution’ into the set-
ting.” (p. 241). The family institution: that is to say, from one institution to
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another. The repetition compulsion is not only, as indicated by Freud, a
way of remembering, but also, Bleger writes, “a way of living or the condi-
tion for living” (p. 233, n. 179).

Perspectives
Jos�e Bleger left many unpublished texts and projects in various states of
partial completion. At the end of the second volume of his commentary on
the work of Georges Politzer (1965–66, vol. 2, p. 280), he writes that follow-
ing Politzer’s critique it became necessary to “reconsider psychology and
psychopathology starting from the phenomenon of alienation, and tran-
scending the consequences of alienation for the data of scientific investiga-
tion”. In a footnote, he writes that that is what he tried to do in 1965 in a
course at the School of Social Psychiatry directed by Enrique Pichon Riv-
i�ere. The course was titled ‘Alienation, psychology and psychopathology’,
and he added: “The intention is to publish this investigation shortly.” This
book never saw the light of day, although an advanced draft of it exists in
his archives. One chapter of it was published posthumously (Bleger, 1972).
Was he overtaken by other tasks (Symbiosis and Ambiguity was being pre-
pared for publication at the same time)? Did he voluntarily abandon the
project after critically reviewing it?
The other perspective, already present in the Prologue to Symbiosis and

Ambiguity, is explicitly stated in his last works and it arises in the course of
development of different chapters of Symbiosis and Ambiguity. It is the pas-
sage from symbiosis to ambiguity and especially from the model of early
undifferentiation to that of syncretism. In the Prologue, he describes a part
of this journey by insisting on two fundamental assumptions. The first is
that the mental phenomenon “is a modality of behaviour, one that appears
later than the others, and that the first undifferentiated, syncretic structures
are fundamentally bodily relations” (Bleger, 2013, p. 5). The word ‘syn-
cretism’ is important: taking the mental phenomenon as primary involves
an entire conception of psychology. The bodily foundation of the world is
a Freudian hypothesis, but one which perhaps has not been sufficiently
developed.
His second assumption calls into question “the assertion that the initial

stages of human life are characterized by isolation, starting from which the
subject gradually begins to relate to other human beings”. And he adds:
“This assertion is the quintessence of individualism imported into the scien-
tific field” (2013, p. 4). Thus he is reversing what Marx called the ‘Robin-
sonade’: the idea that the individual constructs his own world.
The shift from the notion of primitive undifferentiation to that of syn-

cretism can be seen in the texts of the 1970s. For example:

. . . the foundations of identity do not reside in the most advanced and consolidated
psychological structures and organisations, but in the continuity or maintenance of

a structure on which they depend and which because of its characteristics I call a
syncytial structure.

(Bleger, 1973b, p. 9)
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Also: “to some extent, identity resides in the non-ego or what I have
called the syncretic ego”. On this basis, he was able to conceptualize a form
of sociability that he called syncretic. The mother-infant relationship as an
interpersonal one is as a point of arrival, not of departure:

. . . mother-infant symbiosis is not an interaction between two beings but an undi-
vided or undiscriminated organisation in which there are not two distinct beings; if

all goes well, two distinct and different beings will emerge.

(1973b, p. 12)

Syncretic sociability is the opposite of sociability through interaction: “In a
room there is a mother who is reading, watching television or knitting; in the
same room, her son concentrates on playing by himself” (1971b, p. 93). From
the perspective of interaction, one could say that there is no communication
between them: they do not talk, they do not look at each other, each engaged
in their own activity. But if the mother leaves the room, the child stops play-
ing and runs to stay with her. Throughout this sequence in which there is no
interaction, Bleger writes, “there is nevertheless between them a profound
preverbal link, which not only needs no words, but would even be disturbed
by words” (1971b, p. 93). He concludes, “the child playing by himself can be
by himself and just play as long as he has the security of keeping his syncretic
sociability (symbiosis) split off in a faithful depositary” (p. 94).
In the chapters of Symbiosis and Ambiguity, he returns repeatedly to the

issue of the use of the term ‘undifferentiation’ and the negative connotation
of the prefix ‘un-’. He says that the term ‘syncretism’ would be preferable,
because this is not simply changing a word: thinking in terms of undifferen-
tiation or of syncretism, involves in each case very different presuppositions
and implications.
The same applies to not thinking of ambiguous personalities in terms of defi-

cit but in terms of different types of organization. It thus highlights the diffi-
culty we encounter in psychoanalysis when we think in terms of deficit, when
the Freudian formulation is based more on the idea of an excess. Thinking in
terms of deficit puts psychoanalysts in the position of having to provide or
construct something that they believe does not already exist. By the same
token, it creates a risk that the analyst takes himself for a demiurge rather than
a ‘simple’ human being. For example, if the patient remains silent we may not
necessarily conclude that he is ‘resisting’ or ‘avoiding emotional contact’.
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