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(2) The virtual world and the adolescence today: A Kleinian perspective
Wataru Tobitani”
“Student Health Centre, University of Education Osaka

1.Introduction

In modern society, means of communication have been developing rapidly. The mobile phone with portable
Internet access also has become an indispensable gadget for young people. Social Networking Site (SNSs) such as
Twitter and Facebook have changed the boundary of psychic space such that an individual’s psychic experience can
immediately become public. The prevalence of the 24-hour convenience store has lowered frustration tolerance to a
great extent. Pictographs and mobile photo-taking have made communication more visually oriented, which is a more
primitive form of communication like dreams or ideographs. People tend to make contact on the Internet even without
meeting in person. These odd ways of communicating seem to have become indispensable elements of everyday life
for young people today. However, it would not be difficult to imagine these rapid changes of social life bringing some
inevitable consequences for the internal situation of the individual who lives there. This will be all the more true for
the psychic development of children. In fact, the influence of these changes on children’s minds seems to be so huge
that we could not have estimated it properly in advance.

The resultant lifestyle changes seem to have emerged as a vulnerable sense of subjectivity and varieties of
depersonalizing experiences during adolescence. Clinicians today cannot avoid seeing ‘new patients’ who have
various degrees of Autistic Spectrum Disorder or ADHD. Who are these new patients?

In her recent book, Florence Guignard (2014) argued about the changes of both social and individual perspectives
in this virtual communication era. She suggested that the globalization of virtual communication necessarily brings in
its wake two main consequences: 1) an expectation for instantaneous fulfilment of wishes and desires, modelled on
what happens in the virtual world and 2) an increased risk that the three aspects of the basic assumption group
mentality (Bion, 1961) will take over for thinking for oneself. She also pointed out that the latency period is on the
decline because of the change in qualities of the Oedipus complex. Apparently, decreased importance of the Oedipus
complex in the psychic development of children today derives from the rapid change of the family structure due to the
increased divorce rate. Under these cultural changes, psychic separation between mother and infant becomes difficult
so that it would be extremely difficult for infant sexuality to find its way to the Oedipus complex. Therefore, as a
natural consequence of these factors, it is not surprising that the infrastructure of internal object relations has been
deeply affected. This effect could be seen as a striking deterioration of the symbol formation, a shutting down of the
psychic space into a two-dimensional world, and varieties of mindlessness.

These changes of mentality emerge as various forms of clinical phenomena created by our ‘new patients’. If we
wish to find the way to get through to these new patients, one possible way for us clinicians, as a matter of course, is
to approach through the psychoanalytic experiences so that we can grasp their psychic reality through our own
experiences with these patients. However, in addition to this, it would be helpful if we could understand these
phenomena by the consistent series of psychoanalytic theory. In these struggles to understand the new patients, | have
found the integrating the use of three independent theories very helpful. The first is the Ester Bick’s concept of
psychic skin. The second is the Meltzer’s adolescent model. The third is Bion’s theory of thinking. If one could let
these concepts come together, | believe that the adolescents today emerge as more comprehensible so that we can
access to them with less difficulty.

In the ‘New patients’, one may easily recognize a group of patients whose deficiency in the formation of the
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psychic skin exposes itself when the child approaches puberty. Some deficiency in the psychic skin could be made up
for by the second skin formation, as Bick described. The second skin varies from muscle movements to endless
chatting. Any human activity can be used as second skin by the personality to reach make-believe integration, so to
speak. In this group of young persons whose psychic skin has some deficiency, various forms of withdrawal into
virtual space like SNS or online games could be observable, and these function as second skin. In the virtual space,
internal psychic reality is easily confused with the external reality. This tendency may be reinforced in the person who
has poor symbolizing capacity. In these cases, it is sometimes found that the dreaming function is superseded by the
experiences of omnipotence in the virtual world. Their dreams become concretized and extremely vivid, or, in the
extreme cases, they do not dream at all. In this manner, the capacity for the person to experience and tolerate
frustration will be reduced. Therefore, because they lose the capacity for digesting their emotional experiences through
dreaming, they resemble the experiences of hallucination instead of dreams.

Donald Meltzer (1973) formulated the process of socialization of children beginning at the onset of puberty,
drawing both on the concept of epistemophilic instinct and projective identification, which Melanie Klein had
elaborated, and on the concept of basic assumption group mentality, which Bion coined. As I will argue later in this
presentation, Meltzer found that, at the beginning of adolescence, the omnipotence preserved through the latency
period suddenly collapses, and the process of socialization/ individualization sets off rapidly with extreme confusion.
The process of adolescence begins as sharing together a homosexual group mentality in which paranoid anxiety is
prevalent and which consists of mutual projective identification of children (the pubertal group: FF mentality). After
about three years from the onset of the puberty, the children reach the mid-adolescent phase, where the mentality of
the pubertal group develops into more a stable adolescent group in which mutual containment occurs rather than the
mutual projective identification only (the adolescent group: Pairing group mentality). In other words, this shift in the
group mentality is coincides with the individual shift between a paranoid-schizoid position and depressive position, as
conceptualized by Melanie Klein. From the viewpoint of intra-psychic dynamics, it can be said that the
puberty/adolescent process suddenly starts as an outward psychodynamic with an excessive projective identification
that creates fight—flight culture in the individual. Then, the individual develops into the mid-adolescent mindset in
which he/she rediscovers his/her internal space where he/she can explore inwardly. In doing so, the individual finds
his/her good internal object and benefits from the dreaming function of it so that his/her emotional experience can be
digested. This is what Meltzer describes as mental growth in adolescents.

However, boys and girls today seem to have changed in some respects from Meltzer’s model after 50 years. I
will propose that one of these changes can be derived from the excessive use of various virtual spaces as a second skin
or a pseudo-psychic skin. This can be seen as a drastic shift in the psychic life of adolescents today.

In this presentation, I attempt to develop a hypothesis for understanding adolescents’ minds in the
techno-cultural era and propose a comprehensible model of adolescence from a Kleinian perspective, integrating three
key concepts coined by Bion, Bick, and Metzer.

2. Further Theoretical Background
a. Bick’s concept of the psychic skin and Bion’s concept of the contact barrier

Esther Bick(1968,1986) elaborated her concept of the psychic skin as fundamental condition for enabling
projective identification and constructed foundations for the later concept of the adhesive identification. According to
her, in the earliest phase of life, infants start their lives with a state of mind in which parts of personality—that is, the
contents of mind or emotion—cannot be distinguished from the physical organ or bodily contents. In this extremely
early phase of life, the mind and body are not experienced as differentiated from each other. In this undifferentiated
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state of mind, the parts of the personality are so dispersed that they must be tied passively together from outside by the
external object, which functions as a psychic skin. Bick called this skin object.

By internalizing this external object, which functions as psychic skin, subjective experiences become possible,
and the subject becomes able to distinguish between inside and outside the self. Then, the fantasy of internal space can
be established, and, in this internal space, the experiences of internal object become vividly alive. In other words, the
psychic containment by the external real object (mostly the mother), the experiences of the internal space, and the
internal object become possible.

However, if the function of the psychic skin object breaks down for both internal and external reasons, it would
be necessary for the personality to cover up the lack of skin by varieties of mindless activity, such as excessive
exercise, endless speech, parasitic dependency on the external object, any form of addiction, various forms of
obsession or compulsive behavior, and so on. These could be the examples of what Ester Bick called the second skin.
The breakdown of psychic skin has varieties of severity, and the deficiency of the skin can be compensated by any
bio(motor)-psycho-social activities. In general, the second skin is deployed as defence against anxieties around
annihilation of the self. Clinically it emerges as various modes of autistic defence.

Bick describes these annihilating experiences as apparent contradictory qualities, ‘falling into vast space’ and
‘the dead end’. These qualities of experiences can be described as dispersal and standstill, or infinitization and
nullification. These contradictory situations in the mind can be described theoretically as the experiences of projective
identification in excess and in detention. This contradictory description of annihilation anxiety reflects well the reality
of the experiences in the patients with these conditions. The quality of the annihilation anxieties experienced by these
patients has varieties of compositions and gradation. It can be located somewhere between the two poles of
infinitization and nullification. It can be expected that the specific nature and the texture of the personality can be
understood as a reflection of these combinations of the specific anxieties and the related defences. These desperate
defences against the annihilation anxiety create a state of second skin, and this gives a specific impression to the
person who tries to contact him/her that is metaphorically described as mental encapsulation, robotization, mental
freezing, psychic tundra, desertification, and so on. These conditions are, to some extent, a manifestation of
dehumanization or a psychic state of suspended animation.

On the other hand, through his explorations in the theory of the thinking process, Bion(1962a,b) elaborated the
container-contained model of the mind. In his model, thoughts are supposed to be seeking a thinker (not the other way
around), and, when thoughts find a thinker to be thought about, the thoughts can generate a specific meaning to the
subject. This model of thinking can be applied to the emotional experiences as well. In this model, an emotional
experience in the infant does not have any meaning until the mother is aware of its existence and responds to it with
both conscious and unconscious thinking processes. This responsiveness of the mother comes about as her dreaming
capacity and her unconscious reaction, to which Bion referred as ‘reverie’. The mother accepts being influenced by the
projection of the emotional experience from the infant without too much distress. She allows herself to be disturbed by
the projected experiences without any retaliation and to be able to think about the experiences for her child. This
process in the mother’s mind enables the emotional experiences of the infant to be thought about by the infant for
itself. Then, the experience becomes thinkable. In summary, an emotional experience becomes thinkable and
meaningful through being accepted and thought about by the other person’s mind. Therefore, the container-contained
model of the mind is basically a two-person model of the mind.

Bion considers that the capacity of projective identification is the basic activity of the mind. It functions
basically in fantasy, as Klein first formulated. However, Bion extended the area where the projective identification
operates in reality as well as in fantasy. In other words, he relocated the area of operation of the projective
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identification from the infant’s internal space into the internal relational space created between the infant and the
mother. He considers that this mode of projective identification is operating between infant and mother realistically,
but it should be considered that its function operates exclusively in the internal space, not in the materialistic outer
space. This concept is often misunderstood as operating outward like electromagnetic waves. The concept of
container-contained and the projective identification must be considered as intra-psychic phenomena both in
individuals and in groups. Bion calls this primitive mode of communication ‘realistic projective identification’,
intending to distinguish it from the one that operates omnipotently in fantasy.

The infant communicates his/her emotional experience as unthinkable nascent thought to his/her mother by
realistic projective identification while the mother who receives and accepts this infantile projective identification
digests it by her detoxifying and meaning-generating function for the infant so that the emotional experience becomes
thinkable. Bion calls this digested emotional experience ‘alpha elements’ and calls the digesting functions of the
mother emerged as dreaming ‘alpha function’. The infant must internalize this mother’s alpha function at the end of
this process. This model of thinking sounds very radical in that the infant’s emotional experience is given a
meaningful shape by being thought about by the mind of his/her mother. In other words, an emotional contact with
another’s mind in shared psychic reality (group mentality field) enables the subject to be aware of his/her own
emotional experiences. This is a personality model based on the development of thinking. The growing capacity of the
infant’s thinking depends on the capacity of awareness and reverie of the mother’s mind to observe and think about the
infant’s emotional experiences consciously and unconsciously. The infant must internalize this mother’s capacity
(alpha function) by introjection of the good thinking object; therefore, thinking experiences coincide with being
thought about by the good internalized object. This model is quite different from what Melanie Klein described as an
inner world in which all the instinctual drives are experienced with accompanying unconscious phantasy.

The alpha elements, which are generated by the alpha function, enable the subject to dream his/her emotional
experiences by providing materials for dreaming. According to Bion, the capacity of dreaming is one of the essential
functions for the subject to be conscious as well as to be unconscious, so that the distinction between the two
conditions becomes possible. The alpha elements can form a contact-barrier by linking together like a reticulum,
functioning as an organic semi-permeable membrane between consciousness and unconsciousness. This is a basic
condition for sanity. In other words, the alpha function enables the subject to be aware of his/ her emotional
experience and to allows the subject to experience internal and external reality as they are without too much projection.
The contact-barrier described above is almost equal to what Bick described as psychic skin. It also differentiates the
self from not-self and reality from fantasy as well as consciousnhess from unconsciousness. The contact-barrier is
equal to the experience of the Bick’s psychic skin, as I described before.

Being based on the concept of psychic skin and contact-barrier, the drastic change in the personality in the
adolescence can be described metaphorically as a process resembling the ecdysis of insects or reptiles in which the
latency child casts off his/her hard and immature psychic skin just like an insect sloughs off a hard and fragile shell of
chrysalis. In this process of psychic ecdysis, because of the transient lack of the psychic skin, the early adolescent
(ages12-15) cannot help but resort to the endless projective identification. This model can explain the extreme
confusion experienced in early adolescence. This temporal skinless personality must be contained by the family,
though this could be extremely difficult for the parents. Additionally, we can say that the young person undergoing
ecdysis is in the process of socialization. The skinless young person must be given a second skin during this ecdysis

period. One of the most powerful providers of the second skin is ‘the pubertal group’.
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b. Meltzer’s model of adolescence

The elements that characterize Meltzer’s concept of adolescence are the dimensions of ‘confusion’ and
‘knowledge’. He considers the core of the confusion in adolescence to be the experience of collapse of the
omnipotence and the omniscience of their parents, which was preserved through the latency period by their
omnipotent idealization and the denial of the psychic reality. They suddenly become aware that their parents actually
cannot do anything by themselves and do not know everything. This abrupt disillusionment causes children to begin to
suspect that their parents were making their undue profit greedily and were hypocrites who monopolized every profit
of the world. In this way, their view of the world suddenly changes. Meltzer speculates that this sudden shift in the
experience of the phantasy of parental authority underlies the rebellious attitude of adolescents.

As described before, the adolescents avoid breaking into pieces and going insane by using the pubertal group as
their temporal second skin to hold themselves together. The pubertal group basically functions as a temporary
prepared shelter, and this is the basic assumption group, as Bion had coined, in which each member shares the same
phantasy (i.e. persecutory, idealistic, demonic, etc.). This sharing of group fantasy prevents the individual from
thinking for him/herself, and he/she remains a member in mindless condition as an individual. The pubertal group has
a paranoid and homosexual atmosphere in nature because of the mutual projective identification in excess. However,
this is the first step forward for a young person toward socialization as the activity of the pubertal group is
independent of parents and the family. Therefore, the pubertal group provides an important opportunity to reorganize
the personality, but the group itself is essentially very unstable and dysfunctional as a container. As the group is not
comfortable to live in, it is destined to be short-lived. Most of the inhabitants in the pubertal group move to the more
stable and productive adolescent group before long, in which couples in hetero-sexual quality are prevalent. In this
transitory growing process in the group mentality, mostly mindless individually, the adolescents can gradually
reconstruct their psychic skin so that they become able to find the way to relate to their internal objects, and this
means they are no longer mindless. At the same time in this process of adolescence, they gradually become
independent individuals with their own minds by enabling themselves to dream as a manifestation of the dialog with
their internal objects. This process coincides with the shift from the paranoid schizoid position to the depressive
position, and the individualization in this process goes hand in hand with their communication with the community to
which they belong. In this way, the self in the community or the self in the world begins to be established.

These internal solutions may be seen as a retreat to the infantile situation. Nevertheless, this attitude is the
dependency on the internal good object through dreaming, by which the individual can get access to the internal
reality as well as the external reality. It may sound paradoxical, but the growth into adulthood is made possible by this
internal dialogue. The capacity of the internal object to solve problems does not always emerge as a dream when
sleeping. In mid- to late-adolescence, this capacity tends to emerge as an interest in art. Meltzer argues that interest in
music, literature, visual art, and so on, all expressions of adolescents’ desire to communicate with and repair the
damaged internal object. Unlike the insolence and arrogance of the outward solutions in the young persons, in the
tendency towards the internal solution, we can recognize their yearning and pining for the good internal object and
their modest attitude to wait for a dream to emerge.

3. Adolescence in the virtual era

How can we apply what Meltzer considered more than 50 years ago as adolescent states of mind to the young
people in this modern era? In this modern world, the infrastructure for our ways of communication has drastically
changed. In accordance with this change, the way of being an adolescent seems to be changing as well. Even in the
last five years, the change feels remarkable. | often find myself seeing a young patient whose psychic skin appears to
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be provided by his/her activities on SNS. In addition to their inherent vulnerability of their internal object or to make
up for the deficiency, young people today seems to be using the varieties of faceless virtual responses on the Internet
as their second skin. In the extreme cases, they do not even know the one they are in contact with at the moment. This
virtual pseudo-contact with the external objects seems to supersede the function of dreaming and thinking, as |
described above. The degrees of virtual contact vary widely, and the contact on SNS may include some object of
reality. Therefore, the experiences on SNS are not hallucination in themselves. However, they are different from the
experiences in the internal object relations. As Guignard put it, the function that used to be a dream seems to be
replaced nowadays by the basic assumption of group mentality with a virtual quality.

We may be able to formulate the mentality of young people in this virtual era with the above conceptual tools.
What is strongly influenced by this shift of communication infrastructure is the way of bonding the group members
together. As | outlined above, in the Meltzer’s model of adolescence, conceptualized in *70s, the mutual projective
identification that causes confusion was the main bondage in the group. This process of confusional projective
identification is seen as a transference phenomenon of the individual to the group. In other words, this can be called as
the externalization of object relations. In this relatively old-fashioned adolescent mentality, the group tends to be very
incoherent in nature because of the mutual projective identification without mutual introjection. Nevertheless, the
group can be held together by superficial identification with labels of the group (e.g. fashion, speech, idealizing pop
stars, etc.).

In contrast, the group mentality bonded together by SNS has no solid substance. The group mentality feels
diffuse, and the realistic projective identification in this sphere is extremely weak in its intensity. Moreover, the recent
changes in the structure of the family and the child’s relationship with parents cause a fundamental change in the
structure of the Oedipus complex. If this observation is correct, we must reconsider the entrance of adolescence, which
is set off by the collapse of the idealization in the latency period, because the virtual world can provide
pseudo-knowledge continuously so that disillusionment of the parent may not necessarily occur. Therefore, the young
people today, being supplied an ever-satisfying fulfillment through virtual resources like hallucinations, decrease their
ability to tolerate frustration while they increase their ability to evacuate an awareness of the psychic reality.

In conclusion, what is happening in the adolescents today comes down to the following two points. 1) The
realistic projective identification in the young people increasingly becomes so weak that the pubertal group is difficult
to form, and the SNS provides a pseudo-group mentality consisting of a faceless omniscient object like a godhead.
Therefore, they tend to experience pseudo-psychic-skin that emerged not as dreams but as virtual reality, which
appears to consist of the actual external reality but actually provides hallucinatory experiences. 2) The process of the
drastic psychic change in puberty is becoming less obvious and almost disappearing in accordance with the apparent
disappearance of the Oedipal experiences. Instead, the virtual reality provides young people with a pseudo-Oedipal
situation as an alternative.
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