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Like other concepts developed by Bion, his ideas regarding both negative capability
and the contact barrier appear cryptic and have received little attention outside the
relatively narrow circle of Kleinian analysts. Negative capacity is closely related to
the concept of containment, which also originates from Bion. Negative capacity refers
to the ability to remain open to the unconscious and the unknown, and to tolerate
and — where appropriate — incorporate what is not yet consciously graspable. Negative
capacity was particularly taken up in Kleinian-oriented psychoanalytic organizational
consulting, as the concept is useful to describe fundamental psychological states in
leaders, especially when taking leadership decisions. According to Bion, however,
negative capacity is essential for all therapeutic work. The contact barrier mediates
between the unconscious and the conscious — and in this respect functions less as a
barrier and more as a membrane: part of the contact barrier is the so-called alpha-func-
tion, through which conceivable thoughts are generated from mere perceptions and
sensations (beta-elements). The contact barrier serves to protect the ego on the one
hand, while on the other hand making available to the ego contents beyond the provi-
sional threshold of consciousness. Negative capacity is enhanced by a flexible contact
barrier. Negative capacity and a flexible contact barrier are both helpful and neces-
sary — in the sense of intuitive-artistic moments — for therapeutic work, as well as for
responding to patients and social situations — as opposed to merely reacting.
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Negative Capacity

Bion borrowed the term “negative capability” from a letter by the poet
John Keats to his brother. In his letter, Keats described a particular inner
state of the poet, who, through his artistic receptivity, opens himself to
the doubts, mysteries, and uncertainties surrounding him without seeking
explanations or facts.'

Bion himself rarely revisited his concept, and its reception remained
rather limited. For instance, it is not mentioned in the New Dictionary

1« . is capable of living with uncertainties, mysteries, and doubts, without any impatient stri-
ving for fact and reason” (Keats, J. [1970]: The Letters of John Keats: A Selection. Ed. Git-
tings, R., Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 43).
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of Kleinian Thoughts (Bott Spilius et al. 2011) — which may be related
to the “negativity” of the concept. Negative Capacity is mentioned in the
International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis and defined there in short as
,»the capacity to tolerate frustration because of the faith that meaning can
ultimately be found” (Grotstein 2005). Anyway, Bion’s concept is rarely
encountered in psychotherapeutic research (exception: Lampard 2021).
Interestingly, the concept of negative capability has found its way into
psychoanalytic organizational consulting (Crossmann & Doshi 2015,
French 2001, French & Simpson 2001, French et al. 2009) as management
decisions are quite often based on a bet on the future without reliable data.

Summary of the concept of negative capacity

Negative capacity can be understood as the ability to open oneself to
the unconscious and the unknown and, where appropriate, to incorporate
such content into one’s own thinking and actions even before it has been
cognitively validated through conscious awareness.

There is a clear affinity here with Bion’s container-contained concept in
the sense of an active receptivity and willingness to embrace “uncertain-
ties, mysteries, doubts.”

Contact barrier

Like other concepts of W. R. Bion, the term “contact barrier” also seems
rather cryptic at first. However, it should be borne in mind that Bion re-
peatedly uses terms — and thus abstractions — which he himself says must
be filled through realization. In this respect, a cryptic term leaves the re-
alization initially “unfilled” and leaves the mental work — and thus the
“filling” of the concept with content — to the respective recipient.

In short, the contact barrier mediates between the unconscious/unknown
and consciousness. It can be viewed both as a function and as a “place™
impressions originating from both the unconscious and consciousness are
transformed into proto-thoughts. Affects, impressions, “bizarre percep-
tions” — which represent according to Bion beta-elements — are trans-
formed by the contact barrier into conceivable thoughts, that is, alpha-ele-
ments.

While a contact barrier consisting of alpha-elements conveys emotio-
nal meaning and resonances in communication with the external object,
it can also be transformed into an impermeable beta screen consisting of
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untransformed beta-elements. This leads to the blocking of internal com-
munication between consciousness and the unconscious (Segal 2005).

The contact barrier can thus be viewed as an ego function that assimi-
lates content from the unconscious while simultaneously protecting the
consciousness from being overwhelmed. It is not a “defense mechanism”
against conflicts or emotions, and rather represents an active capacity. The
concept draws parallels with Bion’s reflections on “binocular thinking”, in
which perception and thought occur simultaneously within both the con-
scious and the unconscious.

Integration of Negative Capacity and the Contact Barrier

In short, negative capacity and the contact barrier can be summarized
and related as follows:
» Negative capacity refers to opening oneself to the unconscious.
* The contact barrier conveys the energetically charged, unknown con-
tents to consciousness.

Digression on Everyday Experiences

A sentence spoken during a lecture is preformulated as an “unconsci-
ous” thought and then (usually) meaningfully articulated and spoken out
through a complex process.

Exams should be “let to be written: Actively utilizing one’s own nega-
tive capacity opens access to intuitive aspects and to information that is
not immediately “wanted” or consciously retrievable: In the oral exam, “it
speaks out of me”.

Psychodynamic therapy

In therapy, “emerging” affects are initially captured in sentences that
may be quite inadequate, only to be brought into a “fitting” formulation
through a process of exploration — resulting in a subsequent experience of
“evidence” or “satiation.”

When affects “arise”, there is an openness to the unconscious — thus,
negative capacity is “at work”.

When proto-thoughts and emotions are reformulated into sentences, the
contact barrier is “at work”, and “beta” is transformed into “alpha”.
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When the preliminary formulation is evaluated and improved in a search
process, this occurs through the interaction of negative capacity and the
contact barrier.

When something “feels right” affectively, and is consequently perceived
as “accurate”, a sense of “satiation” of the thoughts sets in.

Working on (and with) the patient’s negative capacity leads to an in-
creased openness to the unconscious.

Working on the contact barrier — regardless of the question of defense
mechanisms — leads to a greater ability to find an expression, or even bet-
ter, formulations for what has previously been unthought.

Bion: “Entering the therapeutic session without memory or
desire”

Bion’s demand implies that the therapist’s negative capacity should be
continually expanded — that is, to increase one‘s ability to open up to the
unconscious, to actively perceive the unconscious, and to open oneselve to
“emerging” thoughts.

At the same time, Bion argues that the therapist’s contact barrier should
become increasingly flexible, thereby enhancing their own ability to ver-
balize complex affective perceptions and dynamic interrelationships.

In summary, Bion envisions an ever-increasing ability to “respond” (Sy-
mington 1990, Riith 2022) to the state and history of the respective patient
rather than merely to “react”.

Training Analysis/Training Therapy

In training therapy, the focus is on working on openness toward the un-
conscious, and thus on increasing the future therapist’s negative capacity.

By fostering the distinction between one’s own affects/reactions and the
perception of the patient’s aspects, work is done to strengthen the contact
barrier and to use projective identification more precisely (Riith 2024).

Psychotherapy

An increase in negative capacity is achieved “classically” through free
association and work with dreams (the king’s road to the unconscious),
or, for example, through nonverbal methods (play therapy, painting). By
making the contact barrier more flexible, neurotically defended conflicts
become more integrable.
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Supervision

In supervision, negative capacity and contact barrier enable more in-
depth work on the case material. In the analysis of second-order counter-
transference — that is, projective identifications — negative capacity as well
as “contact barriers” can be made tangible.

What if negative capacity is not active?

Consequences of a lack of negative capacity would include

* an increase in anxiety — such as exam nerves;

« an increase in floating anxiety within organizations; this is then defended
against by the way of seemingly strong, cognitively grounded, but poten-
tially incorrect decisions, whereby the working group mode is abandoned
and the original working group “slips” into a basic assumption mode ac-
cording to Bion (Bion 1971, Riith & Kapsberger 2026).

When negative capacity is present?

Consequences of existing negative capability would be:

* Negative capability and a flexible contact barrier enable a mental search
process, and with it, analytical reflection.

* Those in leadership roles often have to make the right decision — whether
intuitively or analytically — based on a rather limited amount of informa-
tion (following a prior limited search process).

* However, negative capability — within leadership or among people in lea-
dership roles — requires both a willingness to think intuitively and the abi-
lity to “contain” uncertainty. In addition, there must be an openness to ex-
ploratory processes that are resumed whenever new information becomes
available, along with a willingness to revise assessments and decisions.

Further “Applications” of Negative Capacity

In the Balint group, negative ability helps participants experience and
learn what function unspoken emotions or relational aspects can serve
(Riith & Holch 2020). When reviewing professional assessments, negative
capacity enables an intuitive grasp of what is missing and what still needs
to be asked — since one actively seeks out doubts and uncertainties.
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Summary

Negative capability, according to Bion, can be positively formulated as
receptivity to uncertainties and doubts, and thus as openness to the un-
known.

Contact barrier, according to Bion, refers (here) to the ability to trans-
form vague, emotional, and intuitive perceptions into tangible and verifi-
able thoughts (beta becomes alpha), so that these thoughts can in turn be
subjected to examination through Negative Capacity.
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