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ON THE PSYCHOANALYTIC LISTENING 
PROCESS 
I would like to discuss the most fundamental aspect of the pgych~ 
analytic listening process; the practice of what is called "free-tloo.ting 
attention". In oroer to do this i3- brief historical review is necessary. 

In the early eighteen-nineties Freud was engaged in the pgychotherapy 
of his hysterical patients through hypnotism. He gradually abandoned 
the attempt to recover traumatic memories through full trance induc­
tion and employed what he called "pressing and insisting"- a method 
which involved massaging the patient's forehead whilst asserting 
that they woold remember. In these practices Freud was labouring 
under the mistaken belief that special, active methods are reqUired 
in oroer to unearth the patient's "material" and that this material 
:is to be taken at face value. According to one account it was while 
working with FrL Elizabeth von R. in the Autumn of 1892 that Freud 
was reproved by his patient for interrupting her thoughts with his 
questions. It is fortunate that FrL von R. was so forthright and that 
Freud possessed sufficient humility to act upon h~ com m ent, for 
it was this experience- presumably along with many others like it 
- which led Freud to develop the technique of free-association. 

Free-association, the so-called "basic rule" of psychoanalysis is the 
very effiellCe of the psychoanalytic technique. It is surpr.isi.ngly widely 
misunderstood. Free-association involves being passive to oneself. 
One simply permits impressions to form in consciousness and one 
describes this process a.:> it occurs. One says everything without concern 
for propriety, relevance, significance or intellegibility. In free-associ­
ation one gives up the idea that one (consciously) knows what is import­
ant and relevant and one places faith in the spontaneous activity 
of the unconscious. As Kohut has pointed out, this process is inherently 
painful: in addition to opening one up to long-buried distress it also 
hurts one's pride, for it involves the ad mission that the conscious 
ego must to a great extent be set aside in oroer for the reality of 
oneself to emerge. When teaching students on the counselling course 
at South West London College about this fundamentally meditative 
procesc (it :is, in fact, strikingly similar to the Buddhist vipasxma 
cr 'insight' meditation) I inevitably find rn ost of them highly resistant 
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to the idea. "Surely the client must focus on the problem!" "But 
they will get away from the point!" To a certain extent these objec­
tions stem from contrary teaching, which in tum is an expression 
of the long-standing distrust of pas:d.vity which characterizes certain 
traditions of Western thought. A more immediate source of objection, 
however, is the students mistrust of himself or herself. This mistrust 
renders the student incapable of empathisi.ng with and trusting the 
free-associating client. 

This takes us to our main topic- the psychoanalytic listening process. 
Freud discovered that the free-associating patient must be listened 
to in a special sort of way. The analyst must listen with ft'ee...t'lalting 
attentim (g1e:ichschwebende Auf'merksamkeit which is a:Jso commonly 
translated as "evenly suspended" or "evenly poised" attention). Free­
flcating attention is the exact counterpart of free-association. One 
listens in a non-linear way, setting aside theoretical preconceptions, 
expectations, desires, attempts to fix information in memory, etc. 
One does not censor as "inappropriate" any sensations, feelings or 
fantasies arising during this procedure. The analytic process, then, 
when correctly carried out is in many respects a form of mutual m edi­
tation. Freud makes it clear in several of his works that the purpose 
of free-flcating attention is to facilitate direct communication between 
the unconscious of the therapist and the unconscious of the patient. 
The analyst's unconscious has to relate to the patient's unconscious 
"as a telephone receiver is adj.lsted to the transmitting microphone" 
(Freud, 1912). This is why one must pay great attention to the emerging 
productions of one's own unconscious when doing psychoanalytic 
therapy. Free-flcating attention enhances opportunities for intuitive 
perception. 

Students tend to greet this technique with incredulity. It is often 
difficult for them to believe that anyone in their right mind could 
recommend to them that they, as therapists and counsellors, listen 
to their clients in a totally pas:d.ve, unstructured and meandering 
way. We can look at this resistance as stemming from the same factors 
identified in the earlier discUS3ion of free-association. I think that 
there is one more element that could be brought in at this juncture: 
the resistance stem ming from a fear born of arrogance. In order 
to work in this way it is necessary to set aside both one's pretensions 
of omniscience and one's therapeutic ambitions. This can be very, 
very difficult if one's choice of profession is emotionally rooted in 
the desire to gain self-esteem through being all-knowing and all­
helping. In analytic work proper]y carried out one must permit oneself 
to be in the dark about the client and about oneself. Keats called 
this "negative capability" and regarded it as an essential piece of 
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the poet's psychological endowment. In analytic work the "therapeutic 
ego" must be set aside for a good deal of the tim e. 

I trunk that free-floo.ting attention is the most fundamental psycho­
analytic skill, and the most difficult one to teach. It is certainly 
given insufficient attention in the literature. It is a meditative skill 
which grows with practice and the expansion of knowledge. Blanco 
demonstrates, for example, that in ord.er to comprehend the unconscious 
world of another it may even be necessary to abandon the notion 
that space :is three dimensional and that events can be ord.ered tem­
porally. 

By way of conclusion I would like to relate to you three elements 
of the psychoanalytic listening process described by Wilfred Bion. 
The first of these is the "0", a symbol used by Bion to represent the 
unknowable ultimate reality which one encounters in every therapeutic 
interaction. He reminds us that 

"However thorough an analysis is, the person undergoing it will 
be only partially revealed; at any point in the analysis the pro­
portion of what is known to what is unknown is small. Therefore 
the dominant feature of a session is the unknown personality 
and not what the analysand or analyst thinks he knows". (Bion, 
1970, p.B7) 

The next concept that I want to leave you with is Bion's conception 
of fafth. Faith for Bion is a fundamental belief that the client will 
put into the therapist all that he or she requires for the therapeutic 
task. It implies the principle that each session should be it's own 
creation structured by the unconscious of the client. 

The precondition for entering a session with faith is what I like to 
call the attitude of notllingnes:J which Bion describes as entering the 
session without memory, desire or understanding. This does not mean 
that one must avoid, say, rem em bering what occurred last week. 
It rather m cans that one should begin with a mental state of receptive 
blankness allowing the client to evoke in you the memories that are 
relevant and in this manner float you out of the closed circle of 
your preconceptions. The same holds true for desire and understanding. 
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Mary Charleton 
SUBJECTIVE IMPRESSIONS OF BEING A 
STAFF MEMBER ON THE SOUTH WEST 
LONDON COURSE 
I had oome acquaintance with one or two of the other staff members 
before j:>ining the part-time staff at South West London. Certainly, 
over a period of years, I had heard a great deal about the course from 
various bits of writing and from former students. In addition, my 
husband had been working on the course for some time and so I thought 
I knew what I was coming to. However, joining the planning weekend 
of the first pre-Diploma year, having missed the first day, was like 
starting to read Kafka half way through. 

Some weeks prior to this experience, I and about ten others, had offered 
ourselves for selection as part-time members of staff on the course. 
That too had been a gruelling experience as we submitted ourselves 
to staff and students to be chosen or not. There was certainly a feeling 
which has not yet left me, of putting myself up for auction, making 
myself vulnerable. There .is an important issue for me and I think 
for other staff which concerns playing the popu1arity stakes, offering 
workshops that sound exciting and attractive, and being vulnerable 
to popular opinion. Indeed, in situations where students can choose 
what they want to learn and who they want to learn it with, staff 
are less protected than in a conventional teaching situation. They 
may actually be in a position of not being chosen by anybody at a 
particular tim e. This may not be a reflection on the capabilities 
of any one member of staff but on the other hand it might be. Ordinar' 
structured timetabling procedures normally camouflage the issues 
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