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Authors in conversation: Margaret and Michael Rustin discuss 
Reading Klein  
Online event organised by the Melanie Klein Trust, 13 February 2021 
 
Introductions to the event by Margaret Rustin and Michael Rustin  
 
Margaret Rustin (see below for Michael Rustin’s introduction)  
 
I would like to begin by saying something about what writing this book meant to 
me. We were truly astonished when approached by the MKT with the suggestion 
and indeed very much moved by the support that the trustees then offered us. 
What seemed so remarkable was the possibility that as co-writers we could bring 
out the roots of Klein’s originality in her work with children and the great 
theoretical significance of her picture of the human mind, not only for clinical 
psychoanalysis but also for many other domains of culture and society. 

Re-reading the whole four published volumes of her writing systematically was 
something I had not done since my training as a child psychotherapist in the 
1960s. At that time a great deal of it had been difficult to grasp. I would say that I 
really came to understand her ideas through my clinical work with children, some 
of whom were deeply disturbed but who also at times seemed to present me with 
material which spelt out exactly what Klein theorised in her first book, The 
Psychoanalysis of Children. In particular the bodily roots of mental activity, the 
preoccupation with the geography of mother’s body and the concreteness of 
projection and introjection proved to be just what I encountered in the consulting 
room. 

So it felt intimidating but also exciting to try and write a book which would make 
her ideas accessible to a wider readership. Klein’s ideas and Kleinian clinical 
practice are so often misrepresented, and here was the opportunity to attempt to 
delineate the balance and breadth of her thinking, the warmth of her 
psychoanalytic attitude, and the fertility of her life’s work. 

We limited ourselves to the now widely available four volumes – though it has 
been extremely interesting to keep in mind what emerges from study of all the 
unpublished material in the archive – because the book is intended for the wider 
public, not only our own field. 

I will mention some themes I particularly wanted to explore. 

1. Her gradual working out of what child psychoanalysis might be, as 
opposed to a psychoanalytically informed way of bringing up children which 
is where she began. 

2. Her courage, ambition and inventiveness, including remarkable flexibility in 
technique. 
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3. Klein the scientist: the careful observer, the meticulous reflection on her 
own work eg the notes she added to the detailed session material in the 
book about her analysis of Richard; the follow-up of cases she did when 
possible. She was a researcher of her own work. 

4. The unerring conviction that relationship begins from birth, and that there is 
ongoing interaction between the internal and external worlds throughout 
life. The idea that Klein was not interested in the child’s external 
circumstances is deeply mistaken. 

5. Her emphasis on development as the aim of psychoanalysis. This was the 
title of her first paper and she thought of development as including 
intellectual, moral, aesthetic and social dimensions, that is the whole 
person. 

6. Words as the bridge to reality. Even the early infantile “memories in feeling” 
which can be revived during analysis can become thinkable about when 
words which approximate to such experiences are found. 

7. Her awareness of the pains of childhood, the painfulness of insight and the 
damaging impact of stifled love. 

8. Finally, the trust she was able to gain with her very wide range of patients. 

I hoped also to convey to the reader the sense of Klein’s lifetime of intense, 
serious work and to touch lightly on the world within which it took place and the 
events of her own personal history which inform her psychoanalytic 
understanding. 

------------------------------------ 

Michael Rustin 
 
I came to the project of writing this book from a location somewhat different from 
Margaret’s, in that I never wished to train or practice as a psychoanalyst or 
psychotherapist, and became interested in the field, and in Melanie Klein’s work, 
in a more academic way. However, although not a clinician, I have had a long and 
close contact with clinical practice in child psychotherapy. In recent decades this 
has been in the development of a clinical doctoral programme, as a teacher and 
research supervisor, at the Tavistock Clinic and the University of East London. 
Arising from that work I wrote a book on psychoanalytic research methods, called 
Researching the Unconscious and Margaret and I edited a collection of papers 
called New Discoveries in Child Psychotherapy based on doctoral theses from 
that programme. These books were published in 2019.   

As a sociologist, I became interested long ago in what I saw as the remarkable 
theoretical power and scope of the Kleinian paradigm or sub-paradigm within 



 
 

Melanie Klein Trust 
 

 3 

psychoanalysis, and its capacity to illuminate social, cultural and political 
phenomena, as well as issues of personal and family development. I saw Klein’s 
ideas, and more broadly those of the British object-relations tradition, as bringing 
a more social and relational dimension to psychoanalytic understanding than 
Freud’s own work had done. I saw these ideas, together with Bowlby’s, as one of 
the scientific foundations of post-war social democracy in Britain, and its “welfare 
state”. My first published paper on this topic was called “A Socialist Consideration 
of Kleinian Psychoanalysis,” which appeared in New Left Review in 1982. When 
Margaret and I were commissioned to write this book, it was understood that we 
should discuss these wider implications of Klein’s ideas, as well as her central 
theoretical and clinical contributions, even though one had to go beyond Klein’s 
own writing to do this. This is what we do in the last three chapters of our book. 

One of the remarkable features of the tradition of psychoanalysis initiated by Klein 
is how continuous and connected a development it has given rise to, over three 
generations of psychoanalysts. It has developed in a kind of evolution, or 
“speciation” in Thomas Kuhn’s term, through the methods of what he called 
“normal science” (“normal” or routine investigations following a “revolutionary” 
beginning.). This was through the Kleinian paradigm extending its theoretical 
scope and depth as it encountered new phenomena, especially within the clinical 
consulting room. Consider for example the emergence of the idea of the 
countertransference from Klein’s idea of projective identification; or the 
understanding of varieties of narcissistic and borderline states in the work of 
analysts such as Rosenfeld, Steiner, O’Shaughnessy and Britton; and Bion’s 
development of Klein’s idea of the epistemophilic instinct into a full psychoanalytic 
theory of thinking. One could give many more examples of such advances. It is 
remarkable to me how so much connected development of theory and technique 
has taken place within this tradition over so many years, with so few divisions or 
schisms among its participants.   

In the social and cultural extensions of Klein’s ideas, developments have come 
from those who learned from Klein, such as Hanna Segal and Isabel Menzies 
Lyth, more than from Klein herself. These analysts showed in their writings how 
much explanatory work most important ideas, such as those of paranoid-schizoid 
and depressive anxiety, could do. I believe there is more to be done in the 
integration of these psychoanalytic ideas in the understanding of societies, and in 
their potential for improvement. Perhaps we will consider some of these issues in 
our discussion today.  


