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“How might psychoanalytic ideas and thinking enhance our understanding and engagement with the creative arts and contemporary life? Based on the work of the longstanding Psychoanalytic Studies Course at the Tavistock, this book provides a surprisingly fresh approach to exploring this question.

Rarely have I read a book that so captured my imagination—exposing me to new and unexpected topics, such as BASE jumping or the inner world of littering, and to such culturally diverse subjects as a moving Palestinian poem or a chart-topping Korean pop video. Drawing on their experience of close observation of infants and psychoanalytic theory, the contributors to this book delve deep, eliciting the reader’s engagement.

I loved it! It is relevant and accessible to anyone interested in thinking more deeply about complex states of mind and the world we live in.”

—Dr. Debbie Hindle, child and adolescent psychotherapist, Human Development Scotland

“This book illustrates how psychoanalytic skills developed through the experience of infant observation can be used in many cultural contexts, from poetry and opera to music videos, extreme sports, and social work. The idea that artists and imaginative writers are primary researchers into the mind, exploring psychic change, is held in focus throughout.

The use of material from infant observations is moving and non-judgmental, clearly showing how the inner world of the observer is affected by the experience of observation. The book explores the value and use of these affective responses to further our understanding of human interaction and cultural experience, as well as offering pointers for how individuals and organizations can foster self-reflective practice, consider anti-oppressive approaches, face our own racism, and shift from tracking achievement of competence to understanding the process of learning, with all its uncertainties and anxieties.

This is important reading for those working in public and private sectors.”

—Susanne Lansman, PhD, poet, Fellow of the British Psychoanalytical Society




EXPLORING PSYCHOANALYTIC CONCEPTS THROUGH CULTURE, THE ARTS, AND CONTEMPORARY LIFE

This book explores how psychoanalytic ideas and thinking enhance our understanding and engagement with the creative arts and contemporary life.

Many of us love to read poetry and novels and enjoy the performing arts. All of us take part in contemporary life. But how might a psychoanalytic perspective deepen our understanding or enhance our experience in these areas? What might we discover when we explore the unconscious dimensions of particular cultural artefacts and activities? Based on the work of the longstanding Psychoanalytic Studies course at the Tavistock, contributing authors draw on their experience of infant observation and psychoanalytic theory and apply them to explorations of culturally diverse and wide-ranging topics such as social work, literature, the act of littering, a Palestinian poem, and even a chart-topping Korean pop song.

Blending a deep understanding of clinical work and a broad range of artistic endeavours, this book will be key reading for psychoanalysts, psychotherapists, and anyone interested in understanding how psychoanalysis can inform art and life.

Dr Margaret Lush trained as a child and adolescent psychotherapist at the Tavistock and has worked in clinical and educational settings. She has taught on several Tavistock courses and is currently Joint Course Lead for the Tavistock pre-clinical training course for child psychotherapists. She works in private practice and supervises in Britain and abroad.

Kate Robertson trained as a child and adolescent psychotherapist at the Tavistock and became Head of Child Psychotherapy in Hammersmith and Fulham CAMHS, Course Lead for the Tavistock Psychoanalytic Studies course, and Chair of the Association of Child Psychotherapists. She had to retire early because of health concerns and passed away in October 2023.




Tavistock Clinic Series


	Founding Editor: Margot Waddell,

	Series Editors: Jocelyn Catty & Kate Stratton



Titles in the Tavistock Clinic Series include:


	A for Adoption: An Exploration of the Adoption Experience for Families and Professionals, by Alison Roy


	Assessment in Child Psychotherapy, edited by Margaret Rustin & Emanuela Quagliata


	Childhood Depression: A Place for Psychotherapy, edited by Judith Trowell, with Gillian Miles


	Child Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy in Primary Schools: Tavistock Approaches, edited by Katie Argent


	Complex Trauma: The Tavistock Model, edited by Joanne Stubley & Linda Young


	Conjunctions: Social Work, Psychoanalysis, and Society, by Andrew Cooper


	Couple Dynamics: Psychoanalytic Perspectives in Work with the Individual, the Couple, and the Group, edited by Aleksandra Novakovic


	Doing Things Differently: The Influence of Donald Meltzer on Psychoanalytic Theory and Practice, edited by Margaret Cohen & Alberto Hahn


	Group Relations and Other Meditations: Psychoanalytic Explorations on the Uncertainties of Experiential Learning, by Carlos Sapochnik


	Inside Lives: Psychoanalysis and the Growth of the Personality, by Margot Waddell


	Internal Landscapes and Foreign Bodies: Eating Disorders and Other Pathologies, by Gianna Williams


	Melanie Klein Revisited: Pioneer and Revolutionary in the Psychoanalysis of Young Children, by Susan Sherwin-White


	Mourning and Metabolization: Close Readings in the Psychoanalytic Literature of Loss, by Rael Meyerowitz


	New Discoveries in Child Psychotherapy: Findings from Qualitative Research, edited by Margaret Rustin & Michael Rustin


	On Adolescence: Inside Stories, by Margot Waddell


	Organization in the Mind: Psychoanalysis, Group Relations, and Organizational Consultancy, by David Armstrong, edited by Robert French


	Perspectives from a Psych-Oncology Team Working with Teenagers and Young Adults with Cancer: Thrown Off Course, edited by Jane Elfer


	Psychoanalysis and Culture: A Kleinian Perspective, edited by David Bell


	Researching the Unconscious: Principles of Psychoanalytic Method, by Michael Rustin


	Sexuality and Gender Now: Moving Beyond Heteronormativity, edited by Leezah Hertzmann & Juliet Newbigin


	Short-Term Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy for Adolescents with Depression: A Treatment Manual, edited by Jocelyn Catty


	Surviving Space: Papers on Infant Observation, edited by Andrew Briggs


	Sustaining Depth and Meaning in School Leadership: Keeping Your Head, edited by Emil Jackson & Andrea Berkeley


	The Anorexic Mind, by Marilyn Lawrence


	The Learning Relationship: Psychoanalytic Thinking in Education, edited by Biddy Youell


	Therapeutic Care for Refugees: No Place Like Home, edited by Renos Papadopoulos


	Therapeutic Interventions with Babies and Young Children in Care: Observation and Attention, by Jenifer Wakelyn


	Thinking Space: Promoting Thinking about Race, Culture, and Diversity in Psychotherapy and Beyond, edited by Frank Lowe


	Turning the Tide: A Psychoanalytic Approach to Mental Illness. The Work of the Fitzjohn’s Unit, edited by Rael Meyerowitz & David Bell


	Understanding Trauma: A Psychoanalytic Approach, edited by Caroline Garland


	Waiting to Be Found: Papers on Children in Care, edited by Andrew Briggs







EXPLORING PSYCHOANALYTIC CONCEPTS THROUGH CULTURE, THE ARTS, AND CONTEMPORARY LIFE Learning from Observation and Experience

Edited by

Margaret Lush & Kate Robertson

[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group.]



Designed cover image: © Courtesy of The Artist and The Modern Institute/Toby Webster Ltd, Glasgow Photo Cristiano Corte

First published 2025

by Routledge

4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge

605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2025 selection and editorial matter, Margaret Lush and Kate Robertson; individual chapters, the contributors

The right of Margaret Lush and Kate Robertson to be identified as the authors of the editorial material, and of the authors for their individual chapters, has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Lush, Margaret, editor. | Robertson, Kate, –2023, editor.

Title: Exploring psychoanalytic concepts through culture, the arts and contemporary life : learning from observation and experience / edited by Margaret Lush and Kate Robertson.

Description: Abingdon, Oxon ; New York, NY : Routledge, 2025. | Series: Tavistock clinical series | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2024036721 (print) | LCCN 2024036722 (ebook) | ISBN 9781032932019 (hardback) | ISBN 9781032932002 (paperback) | ISBN 9781003564867 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Psychoanalysis. | Psychoanalysis and culture. | Psychoanalysis and the arts.

Classification: LCC BF175 .E88 2025 (print) | LCC BF175 (ebook) | DDC 150.19/ 5—dc23/eng/20241107

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024036721

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024036722

ISBN: 978-1-032-93201-9 (hbk)

ISBN: 978-1-032-93200-2 (pbk)

ISBN: 978-1-003-56486-7 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003564867

Typeset in Palatino

by Apex CoVantage, LLC




In memory of my co-editor and friend Kate Robertson, 17th January 1958—11th October 2023






CONTENTS


	SERIES EDITORS’ PREFACE

	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

	ABOUT THE EDITORS AND CONTRIBUTORS

	Introduction

	PART ILearning through infant observation

	1Teaching infant observation
Barbara Segal


	2Sam: Observations and reflections on the first eighteen months of life
Jenny Abbott


	3An exploration of a nursery song “The Police Dog” as a container
Tsutomu Ichige


	4“Mother-less”: a psychoanalytic observation of an installation by Cathy Wilkes
Deirdre Ingham


	5The is-ness of things: reflections on observation used in contexts where words are hard to find
Olivia Sagan


	PART IIPoetry

	6“This is not for tears: thinking”—poetry and psychoanalysis in orbit
Judith Edwards


	7“Of Mutability”, mourning, and containment
Anne Kane


	8Resistance through mourning: a poem by Mahmoud Darwish, “In Her Absence I Created Her Image”
Elina Matter


	PART IIILiterature and the performing arts

	9The teaching of drama, psychoanalysis, and society on the Psychoanalytic Studies course
Michael Rustin


	10Rockaby: Eros and Thanatos
Maryam Ghasemi


	11The narcissistic world of Turandot
Tomaso Quaini


	12Identity, identification, and narcissistic phantasy in the Novels of Kazuo Ishiguro
Diana Webster Thomas


	PART IVContemporary life

	13Psy’s “Gentleman”—between the ugly and the beautiful
Yong Suk Lee


	14Living the dream: a psychoanalytic exploration of the sport of BASE jumping
Gabrielle Smith


	15The hidden inner world of littering
Leila Taheri


	16Beyond competence in social work: where are we now?
Clare Parkinson


	Afterword
Margaret Lush


	APPENDIX: FUNDAMENTAL PSYCHOANALYTIC CONCEPTS

	REFERENCES

	CREDITS

	INDEX







SERIES EDITORS’ PREFACE

Since it was founded in 1920, the Tavistock Clinic—now the Tavistock and Portman NHS Foundation Trust—has developed a wide range of developmental approaches to mental health which have been strongly influenced by the ideas of psychoanalysis. It has also adopted systemic family therapy as a theoretical model and a clinical approach to family problems. The Tavistock is now one of the largest mental health training institutions in Britain. It teaches up to 600 students a year on postgraduate, doctoral, and qualifying courses in social work, systemic psychotherapy, psychology, psychiatry, nursing, and child, adolescent, and adult psychotherapy, along with 2,000 multidisciplinary clinicians, social workers, and teachers attending Continuing Professional Development courses and conferences on psychoanalytic observation, psychoanalytic thinking, and management and leadership in a range of clinical and community settings.

The Tavistock’s philosophy aims at promoting therapeutic methods in mental health. Its work is based on the clinical expertise that is also the basis of its consultancy and research activities. The aim of this Series is to make available to the reading public the clinical, theoretical, and research work that is most influential at the Tavistock. The Series sets out new approaches in the understanding and treatment of psychological disturbance in children, adolescents, and adults, both as individuals and in families.

In Exploring Psychoanalytic Concepts through Culture, the Arts, and Contemporary Life: Learning from Observation and Experience, Margaret Lush and Kate Robertson draw on the work of a longstanding Tavistock master’s degree course in order to explore the different ways in which psychoanalysis can “illuminate aspects of cultural and contemporary life beyond the consulting room”. The Psychoanalytic Studies course, which Robertson led for many years and on which Lush herself taught, has been influential in introducing psychoanalysis to generations of students from a range of professional backgrounds, many of whom have gone on to clinical training themselves. As Lush and Robertson make clear in this edited collection, the course is a rich opportunity for students and teachers alike to explore the interrelationship between psychoanalysis and culture in its many forms. Some of the teachers on the course contributed chapters to describe the pedagogical endeavour involved here: helping students to explore the ways in which psychoanalytic thinking may open up areas of understanding of cultural life, and vice versa. The remainder of the chapters, written by former students, some returning to earlier work after many years’ experience, bring into vivid colour the diverse ways in which they have applied this learning, both on the course itself and since. Some contributors are returning to their work after as much as 20 years’ professional experience, illustrating the far-reaching influence of the course, and the Tavistock, in the minds of its former students.

The book is divided into four parts reflecting different areas of cultural experience, each introduced by Margaret Lush. The first part, “Learning through Infant Observation”, begins with a chapter by Barbara Segal on teaching infant observation in a way that may enable students to internalize the observational stance and take it into other areas of enquiry. The chapters that follow range from accounts of an infant observation (by the late Jenny Abbott), to readings of a nursery rhyme (Tsutomu Ichige) and of an art installation (Deirdre Ingham), to reflections on the nature of observation itself and how it can inform a career (Olivia Sagan). Part II, on poetry, begins with a contribution by Judith Edwards on the ways in which the two disciplines may be experienced as “in orbit”. Anne Kane and Elina Matter then contribute chapters on Jo Shapcott and the Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish, respectively. The third part, “Literature and the Performing Arts”, starts with Michael Rustin’s account of the seminar series he ran for many years on psychoanalysis, drama, and society. This is followed by chapters on Beckett’s Rockaby (Maryam Ghasemi), Puccini’s Turandot (Tomaso Quaini), and the novels of Kazuo Ishiguro (by the late Diana Webster Thomas). The final part, “Contemporary Life”, picks up on the diverse ways in which former students of the course have used its learning in the service of understanding contemporary culture, from a pop song (in an analysis by Yong Suk Lee), to BASE jumping (Gabrielle Smith), to littering (Leila Taheri). This part closes with an account by Clare Parkinson, until her recent retirement a Senior Social Worker and lecturer at the Tavistock, of the ways in which the social work profession, and the learning endeavour within it, may be illuminated by psychoanalytic theory and practice.

Exploring Psychoanalytic Concepts thus captures something essential about the Tavistock’s endeavour. It follows a tradition of psychoanalytic writing about cultural life that has been a central feature of the Series,1 and indeed also of the work of its founder, Margot Waddell. Waddell (who presided over the Series from its inception and is now named as its Founding Editor) has done a great deal to integrate a literary sensibility with psychoanalytic understanding in her books2 and numerous papers. Waddell writes about “the triumph of the human spirit . . . founded in some of the kinds of thinking that lie at the heart of creative expression, whether in painting, literature, music, sculpture or . . . in the psychoanalytic process itself”.3 Something of this triumph is evident in Exploring Psychoanalytic Concepts, in the ways in which its contributors’ close attention to different cultural artefacts and practices have brought them to life in such vivid ways, producing an “expansion of meaning, the expansion of the understanding of oneself and of others, of one’s being in the world”.4

The book’s engagement with cultural experience sits alongside some significant losses. Two of the contributors, Jenny Abbott and Diana Webster Thomas, died before the book went to press. And Kate Robertson, who conceived of the book along with Margaret Lush and did so much to inspire both the Psychoanalytic Studies students and the contributors to this book, died in 2023. Margaret Lush pays testament to Kate Robertson’s role in the genesis and development of Exploring Psychoanalytic Concepts in her Afterword, as well as dedicating the book to her.


Notes
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For many people, their image of psychoanalysis is of a patient lying on a couch watched over by a psychoanalyst, possibly Freud himself, sitting behind the patient’s head and listening attentively. That could be described as the classic picture of clinical psychoanalysis in the popular imagination, and it does indeed represent the traditional psychoanalytic setting that remains the cornerstone of psychoanalytic practice today. The image shows clinical psychoanalysis as predominantly a two-person endeavour, taking place within the quiet and privacy of the consulting room.

Although psychoanalytic theory, including the many theoretical advances that have come about through psychoanalysts’ experience with their patients, provides the underlying framework of the chapters in this book, our focus is not on the practice and method of clinical psychoanalysis. Rather, the volume is concerned with a different but related area, which we would describe as making use of psychoanalysis to illuminate aspects of cultural and contemporary life beyond the consulting room. Embedded in the ethos of the book, and the Tavistock Psychoanalytic Studies course it grew out of, is the recognition that drawing on psychoanalytic thinking in this way is a valuable pursuit in its own right.

The Psychoanalytic Studies course (known within the Tavistock’s portfolio of courses as M16) is a non-clinical Masters course where the emphasis is on learning from experience and on giving students the opportunity to bring their developing psychoanalytic thinking to the arts, poetry, literature, society, and, more widely, any activity that humans are involved in. In contrast to the dyadic nature of clinical psychoanalysis, within the course ideas are generated and considered predominantly in small seminar groups, where the seminar leader and the student group think together to make sense of their object of study.

Linked with the particular sort of learning the course encourages is the distinctive approach to teaching it necessitates, and, in addition to the focus on psychoanalytic thinking in relation to the arts and contemporary life, this volume is also concerned with exploring the nature and quality of learning and teaching on the course. In other words, we are also interested in how students are taught the value of psychoanalysis in illuminating aspects of cultural life.

The idea of compiling the book was born during the time that Kate Robertson was the Psychoanalytic Studies Course Lead, and Margaret Lush was a tutor and dissertation supervisor. We were consistently impressed by the quality of much of the work done by the students, which was original and creative and offered a fresh perspective on a wide range of topics. The way the course is structured means that there is considerable scope for students to follow their own interests and to choose where to direct their developing psychoanalytic gaze, and this contributes to the range of subjects explored in their written work. We believe that the resulting work deserves a wider readership and will be of interest to many outside the course. Although students’ and former students’ work is rarely showcased in this way, we wanted their work to form the main content of the book, framed and set in context by three chapters by course staff.

We envisage that the book will appeal to students of psychoanalysis, anyone interested in thinking about the arts from a psychoanalytic perspective, and students of infant observation, interested in the process of observation itself and how skills developed through infant observation become embedded and available for use by the student in other contexts. As some readers may be unfamiliar with psychoanalytic ideas, we have included an Appendix, which gives a brief explanation of some fundamental psychoanalytic concepts referred to in the chapters.

It is important to note that, unlike many of the Tavistock courses, Psychoanalytic Studies is a non-clinical course, which means that students are not training to be psychoanalysts or psychotherapists at this point, although some may subsequently go on to a clinical training. The course offers an introduction to psychoanalytic ideas and psychoanalytic thinking and is open to applicants from any professional background. Students come from diverse backgrounds and professional fields, are at different stages in their careers, and cover the age range from the early twenties to after retirement. In recent years there have been increasing numbers of international students, and this diversity has added to the rich inter-disciplinary mix.

Some students come to the course with a basic knowledge of psychoanalytic ideas, some have an interest but little knowledge, others might have become interested in psychoanalytic theory as a result of being in analysis themselves. Many are highly accomplished within their subject or professional field—for example, English Literature—and are interested to find out how psychoanalytic thinking might add another dimension to their work. The cohort often includes psychotherapists or counsellors who want to learn more about a psychoanalytic approach. It is a reasonably short course—only one year of full-time study or two years part-time—and we have found it remarkable that students are often able to make sophisticated use of complex psychoanalytic thinking within such a short time.

Any course working with non-clinical psychoanalytic students faces the challenge of how to teach them effectively, as the traditional home of psychoanalysis is, as we noted at the outset, the clinical setting of the consulting room. This has been called “the laboratory” (M. J. Rustin, 2001, 2019a), where psychoanalytic understanding has been developed and psychoanalytic concepts have been refined over time through close attention to patients’ presentations and the material they bring into the session. In a clinical training the students learn psychoanalytic theory, and this gives a vital theoretical framework, but much of their learning takes place through working with carefully selected patients and the close supervision that goes alongside. Clinical students learn about their own unconscious processes through experience of personal analysis. Michael Rustin likens the training of psychoanalytic child and adolescent psychotherapists to a craft apprenticeship (M. J. Rustin, 2007): the trainee is learning through doing and, in this way, learning from experience. However, students on a non-clinical course don’t see patients, nor do they have to be in analysis.

This situation brings a certain set of challenges for teachers, and our experience is that the course has been a fertile ground for staff to develop their thinking and their skills in teaching students about the relationship between psychoanalysis and different aspects of cultural and contemporary life. We see this as fundamental to the students’ engagement with the task, and we believe that the distinctive approach and quality of the teaching play a large part in the production of the wide range and high standard of the student work.

Although in the early days of psychoanalysis its method was to delve into the patient’s past to uncover the origins of conflicts and neuroses, it is, as it is practised today, concerned more with the activity of the unconscious mind and emotional experience in the “here and now”. The patient’s internal world (see Appendix, “1. The inner world and the good object”) and states of mind are explored as they reveal themselves in the analytic session and, particularly, within the patient’s relationship to the analyst.

The course name, “Psychoanalytic Studies”, might suggest something purely theoretical and academic. The students could learn about psychoanalytic theory by studying the works of Freud, Klein, and later theorists, as they do in the theoretical strand, and that would be interesting and intellectually stimulating. However, if that made up the entire content of the course, the students would be engaged in a primarily cognitive rather than experiential and emotional process, and, importantly, their learning would not encompass the essence of psychoanalysis. The psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion emphasized the importance of learning from experience as a genuine form of learning that takes root securely in the mind, and he conceptualized the process that needs to take place between a mother (or primary caregiver) and the infant in order for the infant to develop the capacity to really learn from experience (Bion, 1962a) (see Appendix, “4. Containment”). This genuine learning has a very different quality from rote learning or acquiring and remembering facts.

The course started as a collaboration between the Tavistock Clinic and the University of East London, with the aim of creating a psychoanalytic course that was also interdisciplinary. This relationship enabled the course to draw on staff from a range of professional and academic backgrounds: the Tavistock provided psychoanalytic clinicians who had a strong interest in literature or the arts, and they were joined by academics from the university who combined expertise in a particular subject area with an interest in and knowledge of psychoanalysis. The course was set up as a structure with three main strands—Infant Observation, Applications, and Psychoanalytic Theory—and it is in the Applications strand where the interdisciplinary approach is most embedded. Although subsequent course leads have developed the course in their own ways, this tripartite structure continues, and we believe that it is the combination of these three elements that creates the conditions for such creative and original work to be produced.

Learning from experience is central in the infant observational process, where students learn, through spending one hour a week in the family home over an extended period, how mothers and babies relate within their nuclear and extended families. Student observers develop an increased understanding of what goes on underneath the surface, and they see how the baby’s personality is shaped by the individual and unique relational experiences he has. As is described in Chapter 1, the small infant observation seminar groups are run by child and adolescent psychotherapists, and students are encouraged to observe closely and record what they notice in increasing detail, but also to be alert to their own emotional experience. The process helps students develop those capacities over time, and, with the aid of the seminar group, they become more adept at using their emotional experience to help make sense of unconscious processes. Unconscious processes will be at play in the infant’s mind, within the infant–mother relationship, within the dynamics of other family relationships, and, importantly, also between the observer and the observed. The observer has the experience of being in the presence of early and primitive states of mind, and much of the communication is nonverbal. The student observes within the same family for one academic year and over this period comes to understand how a personality is formed through complex interactions between the infant’s innate constitution, experiences within his earliest relationships in a changing societal context, and his capacity to make use of what’s available to him. The student comes out of the course understanding that there is not a single self, but that the self is multifaceted and states of mind are fluid.

Traditionally there has been a marked divide between “clinical psychoanalysis”, which, as described, refers to analysis that takes place inside the consulting room, and “applied psychoanalysis”, the term given to psychoanalytic thinking outside the consulting room. In their introduction to The Culture-Breast in Psychoanalysis (Giffney, 2021), Bainbridge and Yates (both of whom have taught on the Psychoanalytic Studies course) draw attention to “the complex debate that has been long been raging between psychoanalysis as a ‘pure’ form of clinical practice and the application of psychoanalytic concepts, theories and strategies to the experience of the cultural and social environment” (Bainbridge & Yates, 2021, p. xvi).

The idea of the “application” of psychoanalytic ideas gives rise to two questions. First, what is the nature of the model being applied, and, second, what is the nature of the application?

The model is the British Object Relations school of psychoanalysis, the main proponents of which were Melanie Klein, followed by post-Kleinians, notably Bion, Segal, Rosenfeld, Britton, and Steiner. This Kleinian tradition also forms the bedrock of the Tavistock clinical psychoanalytic courses. The theory strand forms a third of the course, and the first year is spent studying Freud, with the opportunity to learn about the beginning of the psychoanalytic approach and to follow the development of Freud’s thinking. The course starts by considering Freud’s position and the particular standpoint that shaped his worldview; the birth of psychoanalysis is placed within Freud’s cultural context as a Jewish man in “fin de siècle” Vienna. As the development of Freud’s thinking is followed closely in this way, what becomes clear is how open he was to his experience.

Freud, Klein, and the post-Kleinians are taught in the theory module and provide the main theoretical framework underlying the essays here. (Brief explanations of some of the main Kleinian concepts and post- Kleinian developments drawn on in these essays are given in the Appendix.) Students are also introduced to Winnicott’s work, and there is some inclusion of Lacan and Anna Freud in the theory syllabus.

The word “application” could evoke particular and perhaps misleading associations—the application of paint to a wall might come to mind. One might wonder whether the approach is to “put psychoanalytic concepts onto” the subject being explored.

However, the relationship between the psychoanalytic perspective and the object or area being studied is considerably more nuanced than that, and the complexity of this relationship has particularly interested some course staff. Many writers point to early examples of the application of psychoanalytic thinking—the well-known studies by Freud of Leonardo (1910c) and Michelangelo (1914b)—that “focus on the artist’s personality, what is known about his life and what can be inferred from his work” (M. J. Rustin, 2019a, p. 270). Since Freud’s time, psychoanalytic writers have considered a variety of approaches to literary or artistic works, and methods continue to develop.

Baudry (1984) classified four main psychoanalytic approaches to a literary text,


	The analyst interprets a literary work as a case history.

	He associates it with the mind of the author.

	He deals with the text in its own right. It is related to some mental phenomena—for example, the primal scene.

	He focuses on the aesthetic response of the reader.



There are a number of units within the Applications strand, including drama, poetry, literature, art, music, and film. There is also a social and political unit that tackles subjects such as climate change and racism. Partly through his involvement with the course over many years, Michael Rustin has developed his view of how we can understand the relationship between psychoanalysts and the cultural artefacts they are studying. He has explored this relationship in depth in his chapter, “Psychoanalytic Cultural Methods”, in Researching the Unconscious (M. J. Rustin, 2019a). He notes that the psychoanalyst in the consulting room is concerned with unconscious phenomena, and he wonders whether cultural artefacts or their creators “have an ‘unconscious’ dimension that psychoanalysts are in a privileged position to understand” (p. 270). However, he believes that the relationship between psychoanalysts and their patients is different from the relationship between psychoanalysts and cultural objects they study; he describes this difference: “[A]rtists are themselves creators of understanding with the ability to understand and describe the phenomena of unconscious mental life as great and often greater than psychoanalysts” (p. 270).

Rustin draws attention to the well-known exchange between Freud and a speaker at his 70th birthday, who said that the founder of psychoanalysis was “discoverer of the unconscious”. Freud immediately corrected this view, and responded: “The poets and philosophers before me discovered the unconscious . . . what I discovered was the scientific method by which the unconscious could be studied” (p. 270). Rustin points out, therefore, that artists and imaginative writers should be seen as primary researchers into the mind, as psychoanalysts are themselves, and he sees no hierarchy whereby psychoanalysts could be justified in believing that they have superior or greater in-depth knowledge of the human mind, as has been implied by some writers.

Although most of the chapters here are written by students or former students, we have included three by staff, one at the beginning of each of the first three parts. Of these, two are concerned, among other things, with the relationship between psychoanalysis and a particular genre—in one case, poetry (Edwards), and in the other, drama (Rustin). In other words, both authors examine the nature of the application of psychoanalytic thinking in those areas. Each author incorporates reference to their teaching on the course in a different way. Rustin examines how the study of drama is illuminated by psychoanalytic concepts and vice versa, and he does this through giving an account of how this was done on the course, as he developed the “Psychoanalysis, Drama and Society” Applications strand over many years. Both authors are clear about what the relationship between the genre and psychoanalysis is not—they do not ascribe superiority to psychoanalytic understanding, and they concur that the relationship in each case is a complementary and mutually illuminating one. Poets and playwrights have a deep understanding of states of mind and psychic processes within and between people and have been able to give expression to these in ways that audiences find compelling. Psychoanalysis is also interested in those areas. The two chapters show how students are taught about the value of psychoanalysis in illuminating aspects of cultural life and how, in relation to each of the disciplines, maintaining a focus on their emotional experience of a poem or a dramatic scene is a central part of the learning process. The other staff chapter by infant observation seminar leader, Barbara Segal, enables us to see how a similar focus on the students’ emotional experience underpins their learning in infant observation.

As discussed previously, infant observation is a process in which the student is immersed in learning from experience. The development of the students’ sensitivity to feelings, including those that are painful and difficult to bear, is an important element. This emotional experience is drawn on in the reflective seminar, and the different feelings evoked in the observer during the observation hour are considered to help make sense of unconscious dynamics. The student also needs to find and maintain an observational stance whereby they are not actively involved in the family’s activities, but nor are they detached and unresponsive. The task for the observer is to find a state in which they can be as open and receptive as possible, using all their senses so they notice and take in the details of the interaction between the infant and caregiver and the changing dynamics that they, too, are part of. In this observational role and through their increasing alertness to their feelings, students develop a particular way of “being with” and a particular sensibility.

We wonder to what extent the students’ experience of infant observation and this particular way of being with informs and suffuses how they engage with the poetry, literature, and performing arts explored in the Applications strand. The tripartite structure of the course as a whole aims to develop a triad of skills—“Looking, feeling and thinking” (Edwards et al., 2006)—and we believe the experience of being an infant observer develops and enriches the way students look at an artwork and experience it emotionally. This particular type of engagement underpins Ingham’s exploration of the art installation, Untitled (Possil at last), and the experiential aspects of being an audience member are highlighted in Quaini’s chapter on the opera Turandot. Students are using their developed observational skills and openness to emotional experience to deepen their understanding of an artwork, theatre performance or poem. As Taheri’s chapter in Part IV shows, this openness to learning from experience can also aid students’ efforts to understand dynamics within social or societal situations.

The defining feature of clinical psychoanalysis is the presence of a live patient, and it is in the relationship between the analyst and the patient that the analytic work takes place. There is no patient in the sort of applications we are describing. However, if emotional experience is central in applied work in the way described above, it is arguable whether the divide between the two is as stark as has traditionally been thought; perhaps the applied approach and the sensibility it promotes might even be fruitful in the training of clinical students. Giffney (2021) advocates a development of this way of engaging with cultural artefacts as a component in clinical trainings, and a similar way of working is being introduced into the pre-clinical training of child psychotherapists at the Tavistock.

The approach described so far is one way of bringing psychoanalytic thinking to a work of art or literature, but some of the chapters here demonstrate another approach, which is different again from the four methods listed by Baudry. As described in the Appendix, a cornerstone of Kleinian theory is the concept of the inner or internal world. Bringing a psychoanalytic perspective to literary texts, writers in the post-Kleinian tradition, such as Waddell, have explored the inner worlds of fictional characters as they mature and go through processes of psychic change. Waddell’s exploration of Dorothea in George Eliot’s Middlemarch (Waddell, 1998b) and Emma Woodhouse in Jane Austen’s Emma (Waddell, 1998b, 2018) are two accessible examples.

A focus on the inner world is what Thomas brings to her chapter, in which she explores the states of mind of Stevens, the butler, in Ishiguro’s novel The Remains of the Day. Although this approach is less experiential, there are, again, links with the process of infant observation, where interest is in the formation of the infant’s inner world that takes place in interaction with the inner worlds of the mother and other family members. Exploration of the characters’ inner worlds also features in Ghasemi’s essay about Beckett’s play, Rockaby, and in Quaini’s Turandot there is a vivid description of a coming together of the internal worlds of two of the main protagonists, as well as an in-depth exploration of the inner world of Turandot herself.

As this volume is titled Exploring Psychoanalytic Concepts through Culture, the Arts, and Contemporary Life, it is important to clarify what we mean by “culture” here. We are all embedded in the cultures we grow up in, and we inevitably bring conscious and unconscious assumptions, influenced by our culture, to any object of study. There has been increasing awareness of this in recent years and greater integration of spaces for reflection on the self, and on the impact of individuals’ cultural backgrounds on their observational vertex, into non-clinical and training courses. It is now widely accepted that any interpretation is a culturally informed one. Increasing research in other cultures—for example, in the field of child development—has forced European and American researchers to question previously held assumptions about the universality of some earlier findings. The importance for the infant’s development that psychoanalysis traditionally places on the psychic capacities of the mother has also been questioned, as in some sociocentric rather than egocentric societies infants spend little time with their mothers and are, instead, looked after by a range of members of their extended families. Freud’s view of a universal model of human development has also been, and continues to be, challenged.

When students from abroad apply for the course, what some of them are interested in is whether the psychoanalytic theoretical concepts they have read about, such as the Oedipus complex, have as much relevance in their culture as in Western culture. As becomes clear in the chapters by Judith Edwards and Barbara Segal, the involvement of students from other cultures has always enriched work in the seminars and has brought the opportunity for students to share artefacts from their cultures, which reveal similarities and differences when their unconscious themes are explored. Perhaps not dissimilar to other psychoanalytic courses, particularly clinical courses, Psychoanalytic Studies has not attracted a diversity of UK students, and this is being taken up more robustly now under more recent course leads, Dexter Benjamin and Felicity Tyson. Questions of cultural influence, specificity, and universality are being discussed more on the course now than they were at the time when many of these essays were written.

For the purposes of this book, the editors and authors are predominantly thinking about “exploring psychoanalytic concepts through culture” in the sense of engagement with what Michael Rustin calls “artefacts of cultural production” (M. J. Rustin, 2019b), meaning artworks, poems, plays, films, literature, and so on.

Some of the authors have chosen to engage with artefacts from within their own cultures. Yong Suk, who is Korean, explores a Korean pop song; Japanese student Tsutomu Ichige focuses on the function for a mother and baby of a Japanese nursery rhyme; Elina Matter, Palestinian herself, discusses the Palestinian poet Darwish, and Italian Tomaso Quaini’s subject is an opera by the Italian composer Puccini. These essays explore themes such as oedipal dynamics, processes of psychic integration and disintegration, loss and mourning, and narcissistic states (see Appendix, “5. Oedipus complex”; “6. Narcissism”; “8. Mourning”). What is striking is that the states of mind and the processes of movement between states suggested in these works created within varied cultures do, in these cases, appear cross-culturally. As Yong Suk concludes, perhaps it is the universality of these states of mind, which strike a chord of recognition in the minds of a wide audience across the world, that led to the song becoming a worldwide hit.

There are various ways we could have structured the book, and one might have been to reflect the tripartite nature of the course and include three parts, based on the Infant Observation, Applications, and Psychoanalytic Theory strands. Another three-part structure could have been built around the areas of student learning highlighted by Edwards: looking, feeling, and thinking. However, although each of these strands contributes a valuable and distinctive perspective and the three areas of learning are equally important, the aim of the course is to create the opportunity for students to bring together the learning done within each of the strands, so the different perspectives and skills they are developing become integrated into a multidimensional view of their object of study from experiential and theoretical viewpoints. Cross-fertilization between strands and between disciplines is embedded in the design of the course.

Our aim throughout has been to group the material into sections that have a focus while keeping that focus broad enough to encompass the wide range of subject matter students have chosen to engage with and the multiple ways they have made use of theoretical psychoanalytic ideas. We therefore decided to structure the volume in four sections: Part I: “Learning through infant observation”; Part II: “Poetry”; Part III: “Literature and the performing arts”, and Part IV: “Contemporary life”. Each part is preceded by a brief introduction that draws out overarching themes. However, the nature of the course and the understanding that infant observational skills and psychoanalytic thinking have wide applications leads to interesting areas of overlap, and several chapters could equally well have been placed in different sections. The infant observation part includes chapters on music and art, and the chapter on Psy’s “Gentleman”, in Part IV on contemporary life, could have been grouped with chapters on literature and the performing arts. Readers will notice that themes reappear in different guises and reverberate throughout the book in interesting ways.

The Psychoanalytic Studies course has run over a long period and continues to develop, enriching the NHS organization it is part of with its focus on psychoanalysis, the arts, and society. Most of the chapters here were written by students as part of their ordinary studies and are derived from their original essays or dissertations adapted to a suitable length. Two are written by former students who, many years later, revisit a theme that particularly interested them, and in each case they demonstrate how their learning on the course provided a foundational framework in their later working lives. One of these is the final chapter, written by Clare Parkinson, who was a student when the course first started, going on to become a senior staff member at the Tavistock, teaching social workers. She revisits her Masters dissertation after 25 years, reflecting on the continuing importance of learning from experience but describing the difficulty in maintaining a reflective and thoughtful holistic approach where the emphasis in National training standards is on achieving competencies in individual and specific skills.

With the exception of the contributions by staff members, the chapters are written not by psychoanalysts or clinicians with many years of clinical experience, but by non-clinical students or former students at different stages in their process of learning from experience. The editors believe that this collection of essays vividly captures the essence of the course and the traditional Tavistock ethos with its emphasis on experiential learning, and the book demonstrates the quality of that learning (and teaching) on the Psychoanalytic Studies course.




PART ILEARNING THROUGH INFANT OBSERVATION

DOI: 10.4324/9781003564867-2


Part I focuses on the practice of infant observation and the development and use of infant observational skills in broader contexts. Chapter 1 is by staff member and highly experienced infant observation seminar leader, Barbara Segal. For readers unfamiliar with the infant observational method, it gives an excellent introduction; readers who already understand the approach will find much to enjoy in the thought-provoking discussion of substantial and poignant observational material. Cultural considerations are touched on as the implications of coming to an observation from a culturally different viewpoint are explored briefly in relation to each of the two central observations. Several themes inherent in the infant observation process emerge in Segal’s chapter and come to the fore explicitly or implicitly in each of the subsequent chapters: these interrelated themes could be broadly delineated as multilayered complexity, nonverbal communication, reflection, and psychological digestion.

Part of the multilayered complexity relates to the concept of containment (see Appendix, “4. Containment”) and the layers of containment that are both needed and provided within the infant observational structure. As Segal describes, there are two parts to the infant observation process: the observation itself and the observation seminar, where one student’s observation is discussed in detail in each seminar. There is an element of containment for the observed family in the regular and attentive presence of the observer, who, in turn, needs to feel contained by the observation seminar. Because of the intensity and power of the infant’s primitive emotional states, anxieties, and projections, students and staff also need to be contained by surrounding course and organizational structures. As Margaret Rustin (2011) describes: “Containment is an onion-like phenomenon in structure—many layers are required when the task is the growth of the mind” (p. 2).

Communication within observations is also multilayered, and observers and their seminar groups work to make sense of different levels of conscious and unconscious verbal and nonverbal communication. Segal draws attention to the containment and thinking in the groups and notes how the seminar can facilitate the opening up of the development and emotional experience of the students. In relation to one observer, she says: “It is important to notice here how the seminar facilitates the opening up of these themes; that the trust that develops in the seminar enables this observer to bring his more personal responses to the observations, and the strength of these responses elicits a deeper understanding of the meaning of what has been observed and described.” Thus, the multiple layers inherent in the process support increasingly in-depth understanding.

Towards the end of the academic year, each student writes a paper telling the story of their observation and the baby’s development during the period of observation. Their focus is on the baby’s psychological development within its family relationships and their understanding of conscious and unconscious factors that have come to the fore over time. The process of writing gives students a further opportunity to reflect on specific aspects of the observation and the experience as a whole, and the paper is grounded within a psychoanalytic framework through references to relevant psychoanalytic theories that illuminate and support inferences. Students are also encouraged to draw on concepts from the child development research literature, where relevant.

Chapter 2, which tells the story of the first 18 months of baby Sam’s life, is based on the infant observation paper written by Jenny Abbott, who sets her experience of psychoanalytic observation in the context of her background as a documentary-maker. She describes how she came to the course experienced in one sort of observation but quickly came to understand that psychoanalytic infant observation was something very different, which meant that she needed to “unlearn” many of her previous ways of seeing and gathering information. As Abbott describes, the infant observation process involves an unfolding over time, and as an observer she was “required to watch, listen, and wait until the emotional meaning of what I had observed made itself known through reflection and time”. She uses an evocative phrase to describe the place of nonverbal communication, writing, “I had to learn to be sensitive to pre-linguistic communication, the tiny shifts and gestures that told a story beyond language.” The idea of a “story beyond language” underlies all the chapters in this part.

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 each demonstrate students, or former students, making use of the skills they develop through infant observation in wide-ranging ways. Tsutomu Ichige’s chapter, “An exploration of a nursery song ‘The Police Dog as a container’”, and Deirdre Ingham’s chapter, “Mother-less: a psychoanalytic observation of an installation by Cathy Wilkes”, are based on original essays done within the Applications strand, but it is clear how in each case the student’s observational experience underlies and informs their approach. Ichige’s chapter explores the place of a traditional Japanese nursery rhyme within the mother–infant interaction he observed. The sung nursery rhyme draws the reader’s attention to the place of music in infancy, but the broader musicality of the fluid reciprocal interaction between the mother and baby and their responsiveness to each other also comes through strongly. Ichige makes use of observational material to stimulate his thinking about the subtleties of unconscious processes within the mother–infant container–contained relationship, which comes under great pressure in the face of infantile annihilation anxiety. He highlights that it is not only receptivity and reflection that is needed for containment, but another vital aspect: psychological digestion. He says, “if only offering empathy, the container could just stay in sympathetic vibration with the infant’s painful emotion, leading not only to the container being emotionally overwhelmed but also reinforcing the infant’s pain. The process of psychological digestion is also an essential aspect of the containing function.”

The original thinking Ichige brings to the interrelated states of mind of the infant and the mother when they are under the sway of intense and primitive anxieties reminds us that it is not only the clinical consulting room that is the psychoanalytic laboratory—the infant observational setting has that potential too.

Ingham’s exploration of the art installation by Cathy Wilkes, Untitled (Possil, at last), demonstrates the approach we describe in the Introduction. As she says, the essay is not an analysis of the artist, but a reflection on what Wilkes’ work communicated to her. Ingham draws on her background as an art psychotherapist, enriched by the sensibility she developed through infant observation, to reflect on the work as a whole and its individual elements. She brings in the idea of zooming in and moving out, using her eyes and her “emotional lens”, at times taking in the whole, at other times focusing on small fragments and details. In this way she draws a parallel with the infant observation process, where, as she says, “At times the whole scene is taken in, and at other times small fragments, gestures, and words might capture the observer’s attention.” Another parallel with the clinical analytic situation is suggested here as the analyst also pays attention to both the overall emotional atmosphere and the detail of the patient’s material. Different layers are attended to, taken in, reflected on, and digested.

The part ends with Olivia Sagan’s chapter, “The is-ness of things: reflections on observation used in contexts where words are hard to find”. It has been a long time since Sagan completed the Psychoanalytic Studies course—almost 20 years at the time of writing—and she reflects here on how, in the intervening years, she has digested her observation experience and incorporated the approach into her work as a researcher, teacher, counsellor, and psychologist working with deprived populations in a range of settings. The theme of nonverbal communication runs through the essay as she notices how, particularly for deprived, traumatized, and oppressed populations, language is just not available to them as a way to tell their story; they are far from being able to make use of the “talking cure” as it has traditionally been understood.

Sagan repeatedly emphasizes the value of being able to observe in detail and, echoing Abbott’s words, watch, wait, and listen to what is communicated through other means. She describes how, in her work with psychiatric patients, something of their unbearable experience was communicated to her as she could find herself feeling “wasted, unheard, impotent”. Their feelings were communicated by means of “the ebb and flow of projective identification”.

When discussing her recent training as a counsellor, where the skills taught presuppose some capacity in the client for verbal communication, Sagan states that it was the single skill of being that allowed her to be human. Perhaps it is not only the “being” but the repeated “being with”—a skill honed through infant observation—that allows these very deprived people to begin to feel that there might possibly be someone who could be interested, could listen, take in, and provide some sort of a container for experiences that are beyond words.

The chapters in this part illustrate not only how infant observation can be a hugely enriching activity in itself, but also the way in which the observational attitude and skills developed become part of the observer and available in their work and life, deepening their interactions with individuals and their encounters with works of art.




CHAPTER ONE Teaching infant observation

Barbara Segal
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Child psychotherapists and psychoanalysts feel passionate about infant observation. The method of observation of an infant in the training of child psychotherapists was pioneered by Esther Bick, at the Tavistock Clinic, in 1948. This naturalistic observation method is now widely undertaken, not only as a prerequisite for psychoanalytic training, but also in other non-clinical courses at the Tavistock, such as the course at the centre of this book, Psychoanalytic Studies, and also for the enrichment of the work of other professionals, such as teachers, doctors, social workers, and others. Today the international body of students from a wide range of professional backgrounds is engaged in infant and young child observation, and many talk of the experience as having been life-changing. It has been striking to see the emergence of the multifaceted impact of the observation experience on the students, on their learning and on their professional role. On the Psychoanalytic Studies course the impact has been influential in the study of literature, art, film, and theatre, which is addressed elsewhere in the book.

There is much to learn as a teacher in this field, even with many years of experience in teaching observation. One listens to and tries to learn from what the multinational students bring to the course and from how “meaning is attributed to difference” (Ellis, 1997), the issues of inclusion, diversity in culture, language, the ethos of both the observer and the observed family, and the challenges for students arriving at the Tavistock, with its reputation, only to learn that the Tavistock does not help you to find a baby to observe. At the time of writing, students are being taught online due to the international pandemic and are having to introduce themselves to possible families by remote means and to begin their observations by video. It has been uplifting to note that their keenness to find a baby or toddler to observe has not been dampened, and the usual atmosphere of excitement, as well as trepidation, which is so marked at the beginning of the academic year, is clear to see.

Over time one can observe a slow dawning in the student of hitherto unknown aspects of the self and changes or personal transformations that can occur. This kind of opening up and experiencing new insights is illustrated a little further on. Linked to this unfolding is the crucial containing experience of the small seminar group where observations are discussed.


Method

Students are asked to make appropriate contact with a mother (and father or mother’s partner) about to give birth, or with one with a very new baby, in order to set up a series of hour-long observations on a weekly basis. Students are told that these take place in the baby’s home (most usually) in order that the student may watch and learn about the baby’s development within his or her own setting. The learning objectives for the student are complex and subtle—i.e., to try to observe and experience in as open and non-judgmental a way as possible the burgeoning development and expression of the infant’s capacities to relate to the main carer (usually the mother) and the other important figures in his world, including the observer, as well as to help the student to make sense of the communications of the baby’s needs and feelings and to try to understand how and to what extent those communications are received. The overall aim is to attempt to understand the unconscious aspects of behaviour and patterns of communication. Sue Reid writes,


The emphasis in this method of observation is on what is seen and felt during the observation, and premature attempts to explain and make formulations are actively discouraged. . . . The student is encouraged and supported to see what is there to be seen and not to look for what they think should be there . . . the observer has no idea what he or she will see and therefore is exposed to a whole new level of perception of human relationships. This is both disturbing and exciting.

[Reid, 1997, p. 1]



In a paper on teaching observational skills on the Psychoanalytic Studies course, Judith Edwards (2006) writes that “the skills of watching, waiting, and wondering are developed and increasingly seen as valuable tools for insight” (Edwards et al., 2006, p. 222). She cites the idea of “accumulated actions, involving, in the developing mother–baby dyad, often repeated sequences of holding, of feeding, of cleaning and of conversing, building a force field of reciprocal meaning, a getting-to-know about the world, which evolves over time” (p. 222). She believes this cultivation of the knowledge process on the course, and the space for reflective self-development that evolves in the observation module, “will enable the student to link insights with other elements in the course, and move towards understanding from a psychoanalytic perspective” (p. 222).

Janine Sternberg (2005) lists the different layers of the task the student will be engaged in as she undertakes the observation: “to look, notice, feel, be aware of how what she sees impacts on her, reflect, remember, process, think, and then write about it all” (p. 6).

Given the provenance of psychoanalysis, our teaching objectives are rooted in a European framework of psychoanalytic theory, especially that of Melanie Klein, as well as Winnicott, Bick, and Bion. However, the aim is not to teach students psychoanalytic theory but, rather, to use the theoretical concepts to inform and focus the observations.

The importance of reliability and boundary keeping is emphasized. Over time, students learn about the interference that cancelled visits and changes of time can create. Observers are advised to be friendly, non- intrusive, and interested, but not to be too open with personal information about themselves. The reasons for this way of conducting oneself are explained but really become fully appreciated only when something is played out in the observation experience and the student begins to understand the unconscious and transference factors at play (for example, the cancellation of a session by the mother after a holiday taken by the observer). Kate Robertson calls this understanding of the nature of the observer/family relationship “the internalisation of the setting” (K. Robertson, personal communication, November 2020).

“Infant Observation training is essentially an experiential form of learning with two major components: the observation itself and the observation seminar” (Davids, Miles, Paton, & Trowell, 1999, p. 17). While the task of observation itself seems straightforward enough, the emotional proximity of the observer to the rawness of infantile anxieties, without the option of intervention, makes the task far more complex. To quote again from Davids et al., “The observation seminar is the place where some of this complexity can be disentangled to facilitate the process of observation. The containing function of the seminar assists the observer in the extraordinarily difficult task of refraining from active intervention” (p. 17). This containment is described by various writers as being comparable with Bion’s (1962a) notion of the mother’s modification, and handing back in an acceptable form, of the infant’s raw, unprocessed projections. Examples of this idea of containment by the seminar are presented further on.



Can students be prepared for the emotional impact?

Some attempt is made to prepare students for the emotional impact of being observers of a new mother and her infant. Emotion will assume a very prominent place in this exercise and will need to be observed and recorded. It should be seen not as a distraction, but as the most useful tool in achieving further understanding. One never does know exactly what emotional impact a particular observation might have on a particular observer. Clearly, such close contact with strong infantile feelings will awaken such feelings in an onlooker. An observer’s own infantile self may be painfully evoked if there have been deprivations and unmet longings in their own infantile experience; memories of one’s own failed attempts to pacify or contain one’s own infant may be invoked; one may look with longing at the support the observed young mother is receiving from her partner or from her mother; one might feel like an unwanted outsider. I have been asked in tutorials or seminars, “Why were we not told this could be so painful and difficult?”

This exposure to the emotional impact of the observations in learning about early emotional development through such close contact with an infant and his mother, as well as one’s own response to the observed couple, is what requires a containing and supportive network.
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