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Preface

Melanie Klein changed psychoanalysis by taking the emotional life of children seriously as psychoanalytic material. From play, dreams, anxieties, and the analytic relationship, she developed a language for the internal world: good and bad objects, splitting, introjection and projection, persecutory and depressive anxieties, reparation, envy, gratitude, and projective identification.
This dictionary presents 225 terms from Klein's writings and from the clinical traditions that grew around them. It follows the movement from part-object relations toward whole-object concern, from omnipotent phantasy toward dependence and mourning, and from primitive defenses toward symbolization and thought. It also traces post-Kleinian elaborations by Segal, Bion, Rosenfeld, Joseph, Meltzer, Spillius, Steiner, Britton, and others.
Kleinian ideas are powerful precisely because they name unstable states rather than permanent types. A position is not a diagnostic label, an infant is not a miniature adult, and an interpretation is never licensed by theory alone. Throughout, the entries distinguish Klein's hypotheses from later developments, developmental observation from metapsychological reconstruction, and clinical usefulness from empirical proof.

How to Use This Dictionary

Entries are arranged alphabetically. Each gives a concise definition, places the term in Klein's work or a later Kleinian development, supplies three cross-references, and closes with a clinical note. The book includes concepts, major papers, clinical cases, institutions, and influential analysts because Kleinian thought developed through sustained argument as well as through formal definitions.
	Read paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions as recurring organizations of experience, not as fixed stages or diagnoses.
	Distinguish an actual person from the internal object and phantasy through which that person may be experienced.
	Treat projective identification as a family of concepts whose meanings differ in Klein, Bion, Rosenfeld, and later relational work.
	Use clinical formulations tentatively, with attention to development, culture, trauma, neurodiversity, present reality, and the analyst's participation.

A
Acting Out
The expression of an unconscious phantasy or conflict through action rather than reflective thought. Kleinian clinicians ask what internal relationship the action enacts and how it alters the analytic situation. In practice, the term is useful only when linked with the patient's history, present reality, development, culture, and the analyst's participation.
Associated with Kleinian clinical practice
See also Analytic Attitude · Interpretation · Transference
Clinical significance Interpretation should follow attention to safety, consequences, development, and the possibility that action communicates what cannot yet be symbolized.
Adhesive Identification
Esther Bick's term for a primitive mode of identification in which psychic cohesion depends on clinging to the surface, rhythm, or sensory qualities of an object rather than identifying with an internal object. This later development revises, extends, or critiques Klein and should not be attributed to her without qualification.
Associated with Post-Kleinian psychoanalysis
See also Psychic Retreat · Communicative Projective Identification · Triangular Space
Clinical significance The idea may illuminate fragile self-cohesion, but it must not be inferred from unusual sensory regulation alone or used to pathologize neurodivergence.
Aesthetic Conflict
Donald Meltzer's account of the infant's conflict before the beauty and opacity of the maternal object: it is sensuously available yet its interior meaning cannot be possessed. The conflict joins wonder, dependence, uncertainty, and the wish to know. This later development revises, extends, or critiques Klein and should not be attributed to her without qualification.
Associated with Post-Kleinian psychoanalysis
See also Communicative Projective Identification · Triangular Space · Psychic Skin
Clinical significance Clinically it highlights whether curiosity can survive not-knowing without becoming intrusive, cynical, or controlling.
Aggression
For Klein, aggression is an early and persistent component of mental life, bound to bodily frustration, hate, anxiety, and the death instinct. It shapes phantasies of attacking objects and the defenses raised against retaliation. The term belongs to Klein's drive-and-object-relations metapsychology and remains conceptually influential rather than empirically settled.
Associated with Melanie Klein; Kleinian metapsychology
See also Love · Hate · Ego
Clinical significance Aggression should be explored without equating phantasy with deed, minimizing real violence, or blaming the patient for having hostile feelings.
Alpha Elements
In Bion's model, alpha elements are emotional and sensory experiences transformed into forms usable for dreaming, memory, thought, and unconscious mental work. They result from alpha function rather than arriving already organized. The formulation is a post-Kleinian development: it grows from Klein's account of projective processes but belongs to Bion's distinct theory of thinking.
Associated with Wilfred Bion; post-Kleinian theory of thinking
See also Alpha Function · Thinking · K
Clinical significance The concept helps describe symbolization, but it is a theoretical model rather than a neurologically established unit.
Alpha Function
Bion's term for the mental function that transforms raw emotional and sensory impressions into thinkable experience. Early in life this function is supported by a receptive object's capacity for reverie and containment. The formulation is a post-Kleinian development: it grows from Klein's account of projective processes but belongs to Bion's distinct theory of thinking.
Associated with Wilfred Bion; post-Kleinian theory of thinking
See also K · Attacks on Linking · Bion, Wilfred
Clinical significance Clinical work may temporarily support this transformation through attention, naming, and metabolizing affect without claiming to think in the patient's place.
Ambivalence
The coexistence of love and hate toward the same object. In Klein's account, the capacity to sustain ambivalence becomes clearer in the depressive position, when split good and bad versions of the object can be recognized as one. The term belongs to Klein's drive-and-object-relations metapsychology and remains conceptually influential rather than empirically settled.
Associated with Melanie Klein; Kleinian metapsychology
See also Ego · Anxiety · Unconscious Phantasy
Clinical significance Ambivalence is not indecision; tolerating it can deepen concern, mourning, responsibility, and realistic relationship.
Analysis of Children
Psychoanalytic treatment adapted to the child's developmental capacities, using play, speech, drawing, dreams, action, and the relationship as material. Klein argued that children could develop a full transference and benefit from interpretation. Play is read as a sequence within relationship and context, never as a one-to-one symbolic code.
Associated with Melanie Klein; child analysis
See also Play Technique · Child Analysis · Free Association
Clinical significance Treatment requires specialized training, safeguarding, parental work, and respect for developmental, educational, family, and neuropsychological contexts.
Analytic Attitude
A disciplined stance of receptive attention, curiosity, emotional availability, and restraint in the face of the patient's communications. Kleinian practice adds close observation of unconscious phantasy and moment-to-moment transference. In practice, the term is useful only when linked with the patient's history, present reality, development, culture, and the analyst's participation.
Associated with Kleinian clinical practice
See also Transference · Countertransference · Total Situation
Clinical significance The attitude is not cold neutrality or interpretive certainty; it includes humility about the analyst's participation and error.
Analytic Couple
The patient and analyst considered as a working pair whose conscious and unconscious contributions shape the treatment. Post-Kleinian writing often studies how the couple creates, avoids, or repairs a space for thinking. In practice, the term is useful only when linked with the patient's history, present reality, development, culture, and the analyst's participation.
Associated with Kleinian clinical practice
See also Interpretation · Transference · Countertransference
Clinical significance Mutual influence does not erase asymmetry: the analyst retains greater responsibility for boundaries, technique, and patient welfare.
Analytic Setting
The stable framework of place, time, frequency, payment, confidentiality, and role within which analytic work occurs. Its consistency can reveal how dependence, frustration, separation, and trust are experienced. In practice, the term is useful only when linked with the patient's history, present reality, development, culture, and the analyst's participation.
Associated with Kleinian clinical practice
See also Countertransference · Total Situation · Resistance
Clinical significance The setting should serve treatment rather than become a rigid ritual, and changes require clear discussion of practical and emotional meanings.
Anxiety
Klein placed anxiety at the center of ego development, defense, and object relations. She distinguished especially persecutory anxiety about attack or annihilation from depressive anxiety about harm to a loved object. The term belongs to Klein's drive-and-object-relations metapsychology and remains conceptually influential rather than empirically settled.
Associated with Melanie Klein; Kleinian metapsychology
See also Love · Hate · Ego
Clinical significance Anxiety requires assessment of bodily, developmental, traumatic, social, and diagnostic factors before receiving a specifically Kleinian formulation.
Archaic Superego
Klein proposed that an early superego forms through introjection of objects under the pressure of aggression and anxiety. It can be fantastically cruel and persecutory long before mature moral concern develops. Klein's account is a metapsychological reconstruction of early life rather than a direct transcript of infant cognition.
Associated with Melanie Klein; early emotional development
See also Integration · Curiosity · Early Anxiety
Clinical significance The concept may clarify severe self-attack, but it should not replace assessment of trauma, family messages, mood, and present coercion.
Attacks on Linking
Bion's term for destructive attacks on connections among feelings, thoughts, people, causes, and meanings. The attack may target the link itself because dependence on a thinking or connecting object feels intolerable. The formulation is a post-Kleinian development: it grows from Klein's account of projective processes but belongs to Bion's distinct theory of thinking.
Associated with Wilfred Bion; post-Kleinian theory of thinking
See also K · Bion, Wilfred · Projective Identification
Clinical significance Clinicians look for disruptions of curiosity and meaning while avoiding confrontational interpretations that repeat the experience of intrusion.
Autistic-Contiguous Position
Thomas Ogden's proposed mode of experience organized around sensory surface, rhythm, contiguity, and the formation of psychic boundaries. It supplements rather than replaces Klein's two positions. This later development revises, extends, or critiques Klein and should not be attributed to her without qualification.
Associated with Post-Kleinian psychoanalysis
See also Aesthetic Conflict · Balanced Split · Pathological Organization
Clinical significance The model can describe presymbolic experience but should not be confused with autism as a neurodevelopmental diagnosis.
B
Bad Breast
A part-object representation of the frustrating, absent, withholding, or persecutory breast in early phantasy. It is not simply the actual caregiver but an internal organization of bodily need, aggression, and experience. The object is simultaneously shaped by bodily experience, unconscious phantasy, actual relationship, and subsequent internalization.
Associated with Melanie Klein; object relations
See also Good Breast · Bad Object · Part Object
Clinical significance The term is metaphorical and historical; clinical use should avoid literalism, maternal blame, and assumptions about feeding history.
Bad Object
An internal or external object experienced as frustrating, dangerous, hateful, or retaliatory. In polarized states, the bad object may be split off from its good aspects and felt as wholly persecutory. The object is simultaneously shaped by bodily experience, unconscious phantasy, actual relationship, and subsequent internalization.
Associated with Melanie Klein; object relations
See also External Object · Part Object · Whole Object
Clinical significance Formulation should distinguish phantasy from genuine mistreatment and never reinterpret current danger as merely internal.
Balanced Split
A later Kleinian description of a relatively stable division that preserves functioning by keeping incompatible self-object organizations apart. The balance reduces overt conflict but restricts integration and psychic change. This later development revises, extends, or critiques Klein and should not be attributed to her without qualification.
Associated with Post-Kleinian psychoanalysis
See also Triangular Space · Psychic Skin · Second Skin
Clinical significance The analyst must understand what the split protects before challenging it, since premature integration can intensify anxiety.
Basic Assumption
Bion's term for unconscious group mentalities organized around dependency, fight-flight, or pairing. These assumptions can displace the group's explicit work and recruit members into shared emotional roles. The formulation is a post-Kleinian development: it grows from Klein's account of projective processes but belongs to Bion's distinct theory of thinking.
Associated with Wilfred Bion; post-Kleinian theory of thinking
See also Containment · Container-Contained · Alpha Function
Clinical significance The model invites observation of groups without reducing institutional problems or power relations to group phantasy alone.
Belief
Ronald Britton distinguishes belief from knowledge as a psychic position that gives coherence while remaining open to doubt. Belief becomes problematic when treated as omnipotent certainty or evacuated of emotional investment. This later development revises, extends, or critiques Klein and should not be attributed to her without qualification.
Associated with Post-Kleinian psychoanalysis
See also Triangular Space · Psychic Skin · Second Skin
Clinical significance Analysis explores how convictions are formed and defended without assuming that disagreement proves pathology.
Beta Elements
Bion's term for raw sensory-emotional impressions that have not been transformed into thinkable experience. They may be evacuated, enacted, or used as things-in-themselves rather than remembered or dreamed. The formulation is a post-Kleinian development: it grows from Klein's account of projective processes but belongs to Bion's distinct theory of thinking.
Associated with Wilfred Bion; post-Kleinian theory of thinking
See also Alpha Function · Thinking · K
Clinical significance The concept describes a clinical function and should not be reified as a substance located in the body or brain.
Beta Screen
A defensive accumulation of unprocessed beta elements that resembles a barrier to meaning while lacking the flexible linking of a true contact
Betty Joseph
Bion, Wilfred
Bionian Vertex
Bizarre Objects
Borderline States
Breast
British Object Relations
British Psychoanalytical Society
Britton, Ronald
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