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Feeling 'grand'

The self and the selfobject

Kohut thought of the self as emerging slowly out of the process
by which self and other differentiate.

'In trying, in analysis after analysis, to determine the roots of
the selves of my analysands, [ obtained the impression that:
during early psychic development a process takes place in
which some mental contents that had been experienced as
belonging to the self become obliterated or arc assigned to
the area of the non-self, while others are retained within the
self or are added to it. As a result of this process, a core self —
the nuclear self- is established.

This structure is the basis for our sense of being an
independent centre of initiative and perception, integrated
with our most central ambitions and ideals, and with our
experience that our body and mind form a unit of space and a
continuum in time.'

(Kohut 1977: 177)

Kohut believed that many of his patients had suffered
disturbances in the process of self-formation, and that therapy
could help them in specific ways to repair that early damage.

'I have become convinced that, to some extent at least, a
properly conducted analysis of patients suffering from a
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disturbance in the formation of the self creates a psychological
matrix that encourages the re-activation of the original
developmental tendency. The nuclear self of the patient is
consolidated, the talents and skills of the analysand that are
correlated to the nuclear self are revitalised, while other
aspects of the self are discarded or recede.'

(p. 178)

Kohut invented the word 'selfobject' for the state of mind -
with which adults are still at times in touch, both in everyday
life and in psychotherapy — when differentiation between self
and other has begun but has not yet proceeded very far. This
state of mind may be a development which becomes possible
soon after the development of the 'auto-sensuous mother' which
Tustin writes about. In the selfobject there is already some 'me',
some sense of identity, although this sense of 'me' is associated
with some powers or abilities which do not actually belong
there. For instance, the milk-giving breast may be included in
the infant's self-structures and therefore experienced as 'me',
and so may other aspects of the mother, like the arm which
carries 'me' around five feet above the floor — these have not yet
differentiated out as 'not me'. The experience of 'me'
conveniently equipped with a milk-giving breast or a mother or
an extra arm, is an experience of that state of mind which Kohut
calls the selfobject. The resulting sense of well-being and self-
esteem must be pretty gratifying to the infant.

Narcissism and self-esteem

The sense of self-esteern, self-liking, or self-respect is one of
Kohut's basic interests. He reaches his own valuable perspective
on it from the starting-point of the classical concept of 'nar-
cissism'. I should warn the unwary reader that this does not
mean in classical psycho-analysis what it has come to mean in
other circles. For a classical definition we may turn to Fenichel
(1945), the great authority on the psycho-analytic concepts of
that time. Quoting him now also shows the present-day reader
how difficult it was to think about these processes in the days
when all human behaviour was considered to be rather directly
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concerned with instincts and their vicissitudes. Those were the
days, too, before evidence had begun to accumulate about the
important place held by mothers in their babies' lives from the
moment of their birth onwards.

The whole of Fenichel's chapter on early mental development
is still astonishingly appropriate, considering it was drafted in
the 1930s or early 1940s. Like Freud, Fenichel starts from the
idea that there is a state of 'primary narcissism', in which there
is as yet no differentiation of self and object. Without this
differentiation there can be no object-representation, and this
makes it possible for the wonderful feelings of goodness,
Tightness, safety and omnipotence which belong to that stage
for the lucky ones. He quotes Ferenczi (1916) who spoke of a first
limitless sense of omnipotence which persisls as long as no
conception of objects exists — obviously the prototype of a space-
loving feeling; Balint was deeply indebted to this fellow-
Hungarian. Traces of this original object-less condition, which
Freud (1927) called 'oceanic feeling', persist inlo adult life, or at
least the longing for it persists. Narcissistic feelings of well-being
are also sometimes felt as a union with some omnipotent force —
obviously the prototype of home-loving feelings.

To my mind, narcissistic feelings come from the memory-
traces of what it was like in the days of oceanic feelings and
harmonious interpenetrating mix-up when the self and a benefi-
cent and powerful (m)olher were still merged in the infant's
experience. This must have felt good. Fenichel has a rather
more instinct-based formulation but in the present context that
does not matter: the baby's self-esteem is determined by the
gratification of its (instinctual) needs. 'The first supply of
satisfaction from the external world is simultaneously the first
regulator of self-esteem.' When being gratified, (he baby feels
wonderful, indeed omnipotent. When the baby has a need which
is not being satisfied, it feels irritated, frustrated, deprived, and
it longs for what will remove the 'disturbing displeasure'. (We
have here an example of the theory Bowlby did not care for,
which assumes that motivation comes from the wish to restore
equilibrium.)

'The longing for the return of omnipotence and the longing for
the removal of instinctual tension are not yet differentiated
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from each other. If one succeeds in getting rid of an unpleasant
stimulus, one's self-esteem is again restored.'

(Fenichel 1945: 40]

and

The individual's experiences connected with omnipotence
lead to a most significant need of the human mind. The
longing for the oceanic feeling of primary narcissism can be
called the "narcissistic need". "Self-esteem" is the awareness
of how close the individual is to the original omnipotence.'

(ibid.)

Its ("instinctual] needs make the child dependent on the parent.
Interestingly Fenichel's theory requires that the child renounces
its own instinctual satisfactions. 'The tendency to participate in
the parent's omnipotence, after renunciation of one's own,
differentiates itself from the desire for instinctual satisfaction.
Thereafter every token of love from the powerful adult has the
same effect as the satisfaction of instinctual needs.' The nature of
the child's dependence is thus changed.

'The small child loses self-esteem when he loses love and
attains it when he regains love. This is what makes children so
educable. They need supplies of affection so badly that they
are ready to renounce other satisfactions if rewards of affec-
tion are promised or if withdrawal of affection is threatened.
The promise of necessary narcissistic supplies of affection
under the condition of obedience and the threat of withdrawal
of these supplies if the conditions are not fulfilled are the
weapons of any authority.

(p. 41]

By the time Kohut is writing, a less instinct-based theory of
personality-structure has become possible, but Fenichel's clinical
insights have lost none of their power. The sense of omnipotence
reappears in what Kohut (and many others, see especially
Horney 1950] called grandiosity.

Narcissism, mirroring, and (he grandiose self

Working in depth, Kohut came across a primitive region in some
of his patients, which he called the grandiose self. He found that,
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in the course of psycho-analysis, some people would start to
behave as though any flaw, any difference of opinion, any lack
in total harmony between them and their analyst, was quite
intolerable. At those times they would feel great distress and
outrage, that their perhaps not yet even spoken thoughts and
feelings had not been responded to by their analyst, whom they
required to mirror their every move. To Kohut's mind, the
patient was back in a developmental phase where he or she
needed a totally accurate and absolutely competent selfobject.
He called this way of relating the 'mirror-transference' and saw
in it a revival of the condition Freud (.1915) had called the
'purified pleasure-ego',

'in which the child attempts to save the original all-embracing
narcissism by concentrating perfection and power upon the
self -- here called the grandiose self and by turning
disdainfully away from an outside to which all imperfections
have been assigned.'

(Kohut 1971: 106)

There is an evocative resemblance here to Tustin's little patients
turning away from what they experienced as harmful. In
ordinary life, when children or older people behave as though
they are entitled to everyone's deference and subservience, we
call them cheeky or demanding or pompous, and we usually
respond by setting limits, through noncompliance, ridicule,
scolding, or whatever. To my mind it is not the least of Kohut's
contributions that he makes this irritating behaviour so
understandable.

The selfobject and mirroring/confirming

The selfobject state of mind exists exactly to /he extent that the
mother is prompt to bring to the baby what it needs precisely at
the moment the baby needs it. This confirms the illusion, so
necessary at that stage, of harmony, security, and invulnerable
power. For the .selfobject is the baby's experience of its own
competence, of its own power to have whatever it needs. We can
get a glimpse of what this experience may feel like, in a sentence
such as 'To get what you want makes you feel grand, wonderful'.
This sentence can mean both 'makes you feel grand, wonderfully
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satisfied' and 'makes you feel you're a grand, wonderful person'.
This distinction between 'I feel grand' and 'I feel that I am grand'
is more sophisticated than infants (and many adults) are capable
of making.

So the mother who is prompt to cater to her baby keeps the
baby feeling grand and confirms the baby's sense of goodness
and well-being. Kohut (like others) gives to this promptness and
accuracy of response the name of 'mirroring': there is a sym-
metry between the baby's phantasy-image of what it needs and
the mother's intelligent and caring supply of that need. I will
often call it confirming, because it also confirms the baby's sense
of its own Tightness: its right to exist, to have these needs, to
have these gratifications.

The confirming/mirroring process has important implications
for the development of the infant's sense of self: .

'the human environment reacts to even the smallest baby as if
it had formed a self. . . . When, within the matrix of mutual
empathy between the infant and its selfobject, the baby's
innate potentialities and the selfobject's expectations con-
verge, is it permissible to consider this juncture the point of
origin of the infant's primal rudimentary self?'

(1977: 99)

Dibs in search of self

Virginia Axline (1964) gives a moving and convincing account of
successive stages in this process at a mature level, in the story of
her therapy with a troubled 4-year-old boy, Dibs. (See also
p. 270.) At their first meeting, they walked together into the
playroom.

'I sat down on a little chair-just inside the door. Dibs stood in
the middle of the room, his back toward me, twisting his
hands together. I waited. We had an hour to spend in this
room. There was no urgency to get anything done. To play or
not to play. To talk or to be silent. . . .

Dibs just stood in the middle of the room. He sighed. Then
he slowly turned and walked haltingly across the room, then
around the walls. He went from one toy to another, tentatively
touching them. He did not look directly at me. . . .
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He walked over to the doll house, ran his hand along the
roof, knelt down beside it, and peered inside at the furniture.
Slowly, one by one, he picked up each piece of furniture. As
he did, he muttered the name of the objects with a question-
ing, halting inflection. His voice was flat and low.

"Bed? Chair? Table?" he said. "Crib? Dresser? Radio?
Bathtub? Toilet?" Every item in the doll house he picked up,
named, carefully replaced. He turned to the pile of dolls, and
sorted slowly through them. He selected a man, a woman, a
boy, a girl, a baby. It was as though he tentatively identified
them as he said, "Mamma? Papa? Sister? Baby?" Then he
sorted out the little animals. "Dog? Cal:? Rabbit?" He sighed
deeply and repeatedly. It seemed to be a very difficult and
painful task he had set himself.

Each time he named an object I made an attempt to
communicate my recognition of his spoken word. I would say,
"Yes. That is a bed," or, "I think it is a dresser," or "It does
look like a rabbit". I tried to keep my responses brief, in line
with what he said, and with enough variation to avoid
monotony. . . . And that is the way our conversation went
with every item that he picked up and named. I thought that
this was his way to begin verbal communication. Naming the
objects seemed a safe enough beginning.'

(Axline 1964; 1971 paperback edition: 22-3)

Somewhat later in the therapy:

' "I'm going to start work, now," he said. "I am going to build
a high hill. A high, high hill. And the soldiers all fight to get to
the top of that hill." He quickly buil t his hill, selected some
toy soldiers and placed them in various positions, seemingly
climbing up the hill.

"They really do seem to want to get up to the top of that
hill, don't they?" I said.

"Oh, yes", Dibs replied. "They really do" . . .
"I'll take more and more soldiers," he said. "I'll let them try

to get up that hill — up to the very top of that hill. Because they
know what is up there on the very top of the hill if they could
only make it to the top. And they do so want to get to the
top".
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He looked at me. His eyes were shining. "Know what is at
the top of that hill?" he asked.

"No. What is?" I asked.
Dibs laughed, knowingly, but kept his own counsel. He

inched each soldier up slowly toward the top. But after he had
moved all the soldiers a fraction of an inch toward the goal, he
sifted more sand on the top of his hill and made it a little
higher. He then turned each soldier and slowly, one by one,
brought them back down. One by one, he marched them into
the little metal house, standing in the sandbox.

"They were not able to get to the top today," he said.
"They all go back into their house. They turn and wave.
Sadly, they wave. They had wanted to get to the top of that
hill. But no one of them could do it today".

"And they felt sad, did they, because they couldn't do what
they so wanted to do?" I commented.

"Yes," Dibs sighed. "They wanted to. And they tried. But;
they couldn't quite do it. But they did find their mountain.
And they did climb it. Up. Up. Up. Quite a way! And for a
while they thought they would get up to the top. Arid while
they thought they could, they were happy."

"Just trying to get to the top made them happy?" I asked.
"Yes," said Dibs. "It's like that with hills . . . "
"Those things seem important to you, do they?" I asked.
"Yes," he answered. "Very important".
He picked up the shovel and quietly and intently dug a

deep hole in the sand.'
(pp. 90-1)

Mirroring and the two stages of 'transmuting'

Kohut saw mirroring as part of a two-stage process. Accurate
empathy is the first step — knowing what the baby feels. Doing
something about whatever is troubling the baby is the second
step - but only the second. Except in extreme situations, the first
is the more important. The first requirement is not that some-
thing be 'done for' the child; the first requirement is to
understand and absorb what the child is experiencing and to
communicate back some recognition and acceptance of its
experience. In short, don't just shovel the spoon in, confirm the
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child's right to hunger and satisfaction. When that happens in
the right way, the child's sense of its self is strengthened. The
child then experiences hunger (or whatever), but not to such an
extent that it becomes oppressed, humiliatingly dependent, or
hurt - certainly not to the explosive extreme extent which
would disrupt the emerging organization of self-structures.

In fortunate circumstances, the mother's anticipation of the
child's needs, and of the anxiety it would feel if satisfaction is too
long delayed, will have brought about what Kohut called
'empathic resonances in the maternal selfobject' (1977: 86). The
mother picks up the distressed baby and responds to it while
carrying it or holding it, in ways which create conditions likely
to make the child feel better. These are, in Kohut's words,
'conditions which are phase-appropriately experienced by the
child as a merger with the omnipotent self (ibid.). The child's
rudimentary sense of itself merges with its experience of the
caring mother ('the maternal selfobject'), and her 'highly devel-
oped psychic organization is transmitted to the ch i ld via touch
and tone of voice and perhaps by other means' as though this
organization were the child's own.

Kohut draws continual parallels between parenting and
therapy. There are times when the therapist is the patient's
selfobject. Then

'the same principle underlies the analyst's attitude towards his
analysands. Every interpretation, in other words, and every
reconstruction, consists of two phases: first, the analysand
must realise that he has been understood; only as a second step
will the analyst demonstrate to the analysand the specific
factors that explain the psychological content he had first
grasped empathically.'

(1977: 88)

Only then will the 'transmuting internalization' take place - the
learning which changes the patient.

Is it two-stage?

Is this a two-stage process? Yes and no. I think it worth just:
spelling out what I think happens, as it were in slow motion,
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because it becomes increasingly important in the course of this
book. The simple sequence might look like this:

4

5

A sense of well-being (which is the foundation for a sense of a
grand self) is interrupted by

some discomfort, and mounting anxiety, which could lead to
disruption of the sense of well-being (that is of the founda-
tion for sense of a grand self), and eventually to disintegra-
tion and the spread of panic, but which is fortunately
followed by

empathic merging with the selfobject's mature psychic
organization, followed by

need-satisfying actions performed by selfobject, followed by
calm well-being (which is the foundation for a sense of a
grand self).

Or, after some internalization:

3
4

A sense of well-being (which is the foundation for a sense of
a grand self) is interrupted by

some discomfort, and mounting anxiety which could lead to
disruption of the sense of well-being (that is of the founda-
tion for a sense of a grand self) and eventually to disintegra-
tion but

this discomfort acts as a signal anxiety which leads to
a phantasy of merging with the selfobject's mature organiza-
tion, followed by
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5 stabilized manageable anxiety (showing t h a t the panic has
not spread), which ought to be followed by

6 actual empathic merging with the selfobject's mature psychic
organization, followed by

7 need-satisfying actions performed by selfobject, followed by

8 calm well-being (which is the foundation for a sense of a
grand self).

In the second instance, there is enough internalization of the
good mother ('the selfobject's mature psychic organization') to
allow the infant to tolerate a longer interval before something is
actually done about its distress, before panic anxiety sets in. This
interval provides an opportunity for ego-functioning to develop
in a confident, unhurried way.

The development of autonomy and skills

How and why can the infant move, from the blissful sense that it
is grand and entitled to everything, to a less arrogant position in
which it can and does take some responsibility for its own well-
being? Kohut sees this in terms of a gradual process by which it
comes slowly to accept that there are limits to its power to keep
the universe harmonious with its wishes. (Most other writers
seem to concern themselves mainly with the circumstances
around less harmonious acceptance, or around the development
of guilt at bad feelings towards other people and things.)

We owe to Kohut the concept of the transmuting internaliza-
tion (nine alien syllables). It is the process we have in mind when
we say we have really learnt something (seven plainer English
syllables). What is learnt concerns our place in the world: the
infant moves from a state in which something good that felt, like
a part of 'self (in a selfobject way) turns out to be 'not self. If
we do not learn this, we can never feel confident that we can
work to make good things happen in fad and not just in
phantasy. It is only when we recognize a good thing as not (yet)
ours, that we can set about making it ours.

Imagine a process in which, for instance, milk and biscuits
arrive so soon after the child begins to form an expectation of
milk and biscuits, that to the child it appeal's that they arrived
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because it thought of them, the mother's prompt reaction having
accustomed the child to this. The child is in a selfobject state of
mind. Later, on some occasions, the biscuits do not arrive soon
enough for the child to believe it has omnipotently created them.
It then begins to learn that the arrival of milk and biscuits is not
completely under the control of its thoughts. However, it may
have come to associate milk and biscuits with hearing someone
say 'bikky' and this lays the foundation for shouting 'bikky',
whenever it has a wish for milk and biscuits, and thereby getting
them (Fig. 39). The milk and biscuits now arrive not by being

INDIVIDUATE
Bikky!

INDIVIDUATE

A

MERGE
MERGE

TIME

Figure 39

merely thought of. The child has to do something to make them
arrive: shout, and they come. The child is learning a skill. Later
still, it may learn that they now no longer arrive unfailingly
when it shouts, but that it can make its way to the kitchen and
find them, or it can ask, 'Please may I have a biscuit'. More skills,
more autonomy. We have come a long way. And so the child,
and the patient, come to be able to, do something for themselves
which previously had to be left to parent or therapist. It is like an
extended weaning process.

'The mother's responsiveness to the child's needs prevents
traumatic delays before the narcissistic equilibrium is estab-
lished after it has been disturbed, and if the shortcomings of
the mother are of tolerable proportions, the infant will
gradually modify the original boundlessness and blind confi-
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dence of his expectations of absolute perfection. With each of
the mother's minor empathic failures, misunderstandings and
delays, the infant withdraws narcissistic libido from the
archaic imago of unconditional perfection (primary narcissism)
and acquires in its stead a particle of inner psychological
structure which takes over the mother's functions in the
service of the maintenance of narcissistic equilibrium.'

(Kohut 1971: 64)

If all goes well, the acquisition of more autonomy and skill is
matched and supported by the natural development of the
child's (or the patient's) growing interest in the world of other
people and things, in exploration as Bowlby would say, in play
as Winnicott would see it. This is a very different process from
the enforced instinctual renunciation which Fcnichel and the
older psycho-analytic theorists put forward as the major cause of
self-regulation and the internalization of parental advice. Al-
though most children are probably still subject to a very great
deal of instinctual renunciation, it is pleasant to know that there
are cheerier developmental possibilities. Interestingly, these
possibilities are created by the failure of the mother to mirror the
child's needs in every particular. Putting it all in a nutshell,
however jargon-ridden:

'It is the experience of this sequence of psychological events
via the merger with the empathic omnipotent selfobject that
sets up the base-line from which optimum (non-traumatic,
phase-appropriate) failures of the selfobject lead, under nor-
mal circumstances, to structure-building via transmuting
iriternalisations.'

(Kohut 1977: 87)

These 'optimal failures' come about because of a longer than
hitherto normal but still manageable delay before gratification,
or because of a misunderstanding of what the infant wanted, so
that it did not get what it wanted on that occasion, but still felt
generally loved and understood. A comforting thought: for
fallible parents and psychotherapists.

Of course, if the mother's support is withdrawn too abruptly,
we may get the kinds of effects Tustin writes about, and
Fairbairn and others. But Kohut stresses that deprivation, though

I: Mi
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harmful, is nowhere near as damaging as a constant lack of
empathy would be.

'Even seriously realistic deprivations are not psychologically
harmful if the psychological environment responds to the
child with a full range of undistorted empathic responses. Man
does not live by bread alone/

(1977: 87)

In due course, the merged state comes to an end, as the mother
makes time for her own needs. In this she serves her child better
than an obsessively devoted one might do, who might fail to give
the child a chance to grow up. There have to be appropriate pre-
conditions for development, in child-growth as in therapy.

'What the child needs is neither continuous perfect empathic
responses from the selfobject nor unrealistic admiration. What
creates the matrix for the development of a healthy self in the
child, is the selfobject's capacity to respond with proper
mirroring at least some of the time. What is pathogenic is not
the occasional failure of the sel(object but his or her chronic
incapacity to respond appropriately.

(1977: 187-88)

The discovery of limitations

An empathic selfobject gives the infant tremendous self-esteem.
Although new experiences will inevitably change the context,
part of the selfobject organization will remain. There will always
be a region on the map to signify 'I am grand; I can do anything; I
can have what I want' (1971: 107-09).

In the most fortunate circumstances, development, consists of a
gradual mapping of other experiences of the self and the world,
in such a way that there is no damage to the established structure
of self-esteem when the child discovers limitations to what it can
do and what it can have. It is bound to discover limitations. We
are not in fact omnipotent, and mother cannot continue to hide
this from us. But the discovery of skills can compensate to a
greater or lesser extent:

'I am grand, I can do anything, 1 can spoon porridge into my
mouth.'
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'I am grand, I can tie my shoe-laces, I can read my John-and-
Janet book.'

If all goes well with optimal failures, the sense of self-esteem is
rather painlessly embedded in the child's gradual discovery of
its limitations. 'I am grand, I can do anything' (the original
selfobject omnipotent feeling) becomes intricately connected
with other experiences:

'I am grand, I can do this and this, but not that and that.'
'I cannot stop the rain when I want it to stop, but I am grand in
other ways/
'I am grand — and so are Andrew, Brian, and Cathy (that is,
other people)/
'I am grand for everyone loves me. Not just Mummy but also
Daddy, Annie, Betty, and Charles (that is, other people)/
'Everyone loves me. They also love the new baby, but still, I
am grand/

Eventually we can even bear the thought that not everyone loves
us, or that some people may love other people more than they
love us!

These later additions and finer structurings of our maps of our
selves can be closely organized and integrated with the original 'I
am grand' contours. It is these connections which create 'grand'
rather 'than 'grandiose' phantasies. In happy circumstances,
'being grand' (the original sense of omnipotence generated in the
selfobject state) becomes inextricably and not very painfully
organized with an appreciation of what others can do and be.
What others can do and be does not diminish what I can do and
be, except if I develop my original omnipotent feelings into the
grandiose idea that 'only I am grand, there is no one else'.
Similarly my discovery, that there are things I cannot do, need
not detract from my positive self-regard except in so far as I am
unable to let go of my sense that 'I can do everything'.

However, we all probably get anxious sometimes when the
original 'I feel grand' organization gets threatened by too many
reservations, qualifications, or invidious comparisons. For mean-
ing depends on context, and when the context changes, my sense
that I am grand is modified. I may begin to fear that my feelings
will get hurt — 'narcissistic injury'.
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The development of autonomy and skills is in the first instance
encouraged by feeling grand enough - the natural outcome of
good mirroring. If the child feels safe, it will turn to the world
round about. If the child does not feel safe, however, it cannot
feel free to exercise its curiosity in exploration and play. It will
remain more inert and passive. It may then switch from one adult
to another, and change its approach, in the hope of finding a
better source of self-esteem, rather on the lines of 'I can't make
her do what I want, but I can try to get closer to him and share in
the grandeur which surrounds him'. Kohut believes that if good
mirroring does not engender the sense of being grand, we have a
second chance: we can identify with admired figures and feel
grand by reason of our association with them. The wholesome
development of the latter depends on whether the idealized
parental figures were happy to let themselves be idealized
without disturbing the child by mockery, competition, or
shaming.

Two sources of strength: 'I am grand', 'You are grand'

'I am grand' is one early organization of experience. According
to Kohut, there is a second organization, which becomes
especially important when the environment has failed to provide
sufficient grounds for the phantasy that I am grand. The child
may find (or even in large measure create) a grand figure to
identify with, which takes notice of the child and allows it to
come close and belong to the grandeur which this grand person
possesses.

'The central mechanisms ("I am perfect", "You are perfect but
I am part of you") are the two basic narcissistic configurations
employed to preserve a part of the original experience of
narcissistic perfection.'

(Kohut 1971: 27)

In this way, Kohut does justice to the idea of the essentially
dynamic nature of self-structures. With growing individuation,
the child reaches out to others for recognition and confirmation.
And it also reaches out to a world which is grand and of which it
is a part. The child reaches out to explore and experiment and
imitate. 'I've just discovered that the world is full of a million
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wonderful things and THIS PERSON can make them happen and
embodies them! Can I come close to that? Can I be like that?' The
phantasy is of being as wonderful and grand as the admired
person. This phantasy can be given much strength and much
hope if the admired person will let the small child share in his or
her wonderful activities. Then, if all goes well, the child will get
something from the activities and from the very self - the
identity - of the admired person. Especially in the matter of
skills. 'You are wonderful and I can be like you. I can hammer
nails like you. I can bake cakes like you. I can tell stories like
you. Someday I will get it just right. The nails will knock in
straight. The cakes will rise. The stories will- make people
spellbound. I'm not quite as good as you (yet), but I'm learning
fast. (I've nearly done it now, you finish it off). '

We all need this experience, and not just to remedy any
shortcomings in the mirroring we had. Besides 'I'm grand
because you love me', we need the sense that 'I'm grand because
you love me and this leads to all sorts of interesting things. I can
grow up and do grand things. Because I love you because you
love me and let me grow up and be like you'.

There is so much hope here. But there are also dangers.

'The two chances relate, in gross approximation, to the
establishment of the child's cohesive grandiose-exhibitionistic
self (via his relation to the empathically responding merging/
mirroring/approving object) on the one hand, and to the
establishment of the child's cohesive parent-image (via his
relationship to the empathically responding self-object parent
who permits and indeed enjoys the child's idealisation of him
and merger with him) on the other hand. '

(1977: 185)

Note how naturally Kohut uses the pronoun 'he' when turning
his attention to this idealized parent-figure! Ft feels as natural to
us as the air we breathe. Mostly the woman is expected to be
around in an unobtrusive way, experienced more as a selfobject
state of mind than as a person, to see to everyone's needs without
making anyone uncomfortably aware that these services are
being performed. She does the mirroring. The man is still
thought of as characteristically the one who lends significance
and splendour to the endeavours of women and children, by his
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appreciation, enjoyment, and praise. But it does not have to be
the father, though this is so easily taken for granted. It can be the
mother. It can be a grandparent. Sometimes it is a teacher.

In connection with this it is interesting to note that in upper-
class Britain, according to many autobiographies, either parent
or both together could be cast for this idealized role, because the
nanny and other servants did what mirroring/confirming was
done. 'Vivre? Nos serviteurs le pen vent pour nous.' These
autobiographies tell of the wonder of being washed, brushed,
and brought to the drawing-room at tea-time, to meet those
marvellous grown-ups with whom it was a privilege to spend
time, and they recall the magic of being kissed good-night by the
fairy-tale apparition of mother in a ball-gown, and of being put
on their first pony by father, or given their first gun. I wonder if
we may connect this with a propensity for hero-worship and
hierarchical leadership-structures?

The two chances compared and related:
the 'bipolar self

'The child has two chances as it moves towards the consolid-
ation of the self, disturbances in the self occurring only to a
pathological degree if there is gross failure in both these
developmental conditions.'

(1977: 185)

So there are two quite different experiences, both of which will
help the child to enjoy the discovery that there are other people
in the world.

It can be a great help, to a child whose initial capacity for self-
esteem has been damaged, tojind a grown-up who will satisfy
the longing for there to be a wonderful person somewhere in the
world. How many women have accepted this value-by-proxy
accommodation as their life-goal? 'If it can't be me that's grand,
at least it's you, and I belong to you.' Kernberg would say that
the basic role-relationship has been internalized: it matters less
whether I or the other is grand, what matters is that there is a
relationship in which someone belongs to a grand person and
that I am part of that relationship.
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Self-esteem injured by imperfections in the first stage can be
soothed by the experience of being allowed to be part of
something or someone wonderful. Of course, the ability to use
this second chance must itself depend on how much well-being
and self-esteem the child has already been able to establish. One
could not expect an autistic child to be able to use it; it is at an
extreme of unready encounter with the world of other people
and things. To a lesser extent, rage and envy and the feelings of
persecution which go with this, springing from a less extreme
but still very distressing encounter with 'the other', must also
impair the ability to use the second chance: feeling persecuted by
others is not very compatible with finding them wonderful and
taking easy uncomplicated pleasure in their company.

However, in more favourable circumstances, the grandiosity
and exhibitionism of the archaic grandiose self are tamed by
gradually finding their context within more reality-based experi-
ences, while yet 'supplying the fuel' as Kohut put it, 'for our
ambitions and purposes, for the enjoyment of activities, and for
important aspects of our self-esteem. And under similar favour-
able circumstances, the idealised parent-image, too, becomes
integrated into the adult personality' (1971: 27, 28).

Kohut estimates that the roots of these processes come from
very early on. Developments go on into the fourth, fifth, or sixth
year, the confirming/mirroring relationship being the earlier to
blossom (1977: 179). The more satisfying this early phase, the
more outgoing and spontaneous the person, the more confidently
impelled by his or her wishes, and the less attracted towards
abstract ideals and goals set in the future. But if things have been
less satisfactory in the early stages, people may be less in touch
with their wishes, and go in for some quite tense grandiosity and
exhibitionism: 'look what I can do'. This may nevertheless find a
useful place in a personality attracted towards strong ideals and
long-term goals.

We can get by on reduced amounts of either of these self-
structures; if one of them is missing to some degree, we can get
by on the other. People who have been insufficiently mirrored,
admired, and confirmed may go in for rather idealized hierarchi-
cal leadership-structures and hero-worship. Conversely, people
who had lots of confirmation but lacked the opportunity to
create and copy admired figures are more liable to sit around like
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garden gnomes being agreeable and democratic and lovable and
cosy — even while Rome burns.

Splitting off one's self-esteem

The original experience of narcissistic perfection is of being
merged in what Tustin called the auto-sensuous mother, and
Kohut the selfobject state. If something goes wrong at that stage,
natural gaps remain where they should not, and we get 'splits'.
Tustin's 'encapsulation' and Kernberg's 'unmetabolized (that is
unintegrated) pockets' are of this kind. It is in this connection
that Kohut developed his concept of a 'vertical split'. A vertical
split preserves the sense that 'I am grand' in isolation from other
experiences, so that we only become conscious of it in particular
circumstances. More dangerously, by the same token people are
able to keep the sense of their own limitations isolated from other
experiences, so that they will behave 'grandly' when they
should not, ignoring aspects of the situation which are obvious
to the bystander. At other times, in other circumstances, such
people will behave in a depressed and lifeless manner, feeling
totally worthless, not at all in communication with the sense of
'I am grand', again puzzling the bystander who can see all sorts
of pleasant things to enjoy in the situation.

Vertical splits are between self-structures. The sense of self is
split. This makes it possible to say that there are two distinct-and
separate self-structures (among others) - 'I am grand' and 'I am
wretched' — with very little communication between them. The
development of such a split seems to depend on how empathic
and ready the mother was who helped create the self-object, and
on the abruptness with which 'self differentiated out of 'self-
object'. If things go badly, there may be what Balint calls a Basic
Fault, a drastic break (see Chapter 17). The sense of being 'grand'
is then split off from later understanding, and may be evoked
unexpectedly and quite unrealistically in some circumstances,
while at other times it is equally unrealistically absent.

the grandiose self

'I am grand and can do
anything'; 'I am the
greatest, the only one'.

the wretched self

'I am wretched and no
good, I can't do anything
well'; 'These others are
good, I am not'.
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These two organizations may be related in such a way that when
one operates, the other is in'abeyance. There is the split. It is
interesting to wonder how the switch is made from one to the
other.

This kind of split is more likely to come about if the infant did
not get much self-esteem from its selfobject, so that it has not had
sufficient encouragement to feel grand. This can happen in
accidental ways, and it can also happen when parents have been
too restrictive, punitive, inhibited, tired, or powerless to act as
sensitive implemeiiters of their child's needs. In any case, the
child may build up a self-image of not being worth bothering
about, or worse. From this angle, the grandiose self and the
wretched self correspond rather closely to Fairbairn's Libidinal
Ego and Anti-Libidinal Ego.

A split of this kind is also more likely when the child discovers
too abruptly and unexpectedly the limitations to which it is
subject. For instance, if the mother has let herself be used as a
selfobject beyond the appropriate time. This is in turn more
likely, according to Kohut (and also Khan 1979), if the mother
saw the child as an extension of her own self-esteem and her own
grandiose phantasies, so that there was a merging beyond the
time when this was necessitated by the infant's weakness. Such
mothers, and anxious phobic mothers also, obstruct the child's
normal development, which would otherwise have taken it
beyond a desire to be merged in a selfobject state. Fixation in the
selfobject state interferes with the development of identification
with an admired figure who does things. We then get the kind of
person who, smugly or desperately, conveys the impression 'I
am wonderful because I am so lovable'. Such children may have
a hard time when they must finally be left to their own
resources, as on going to school, for instance. They will not have
had the opportunity for gradually developing the skills needed
for a more independent exercise of their functions. So, as in the
case of the autistic child, but of course rather later in develop-
ment, the child will discover its lack of power. It will discover
the extent to which it is defenceless and subject to intrusion, and
that will be a terrible blow. Just going off to infant-school for the
morning can be a terrible experience for children who are not yet
psychologically individuated.
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'Vertical splits' and 'horizontal lids'

Kohut differentiated between vertical and horizontal splits
(1977: 185ff.). It may be both helpful and amusing to call them
'splits' and 'lids' respectively for a few pages.

Splits are due to inadequate recognition and confirmation:
inadequate mirroring. They are due to things going wrong in the
development of appropriate integrations and individuations: the
infant has not been appreciated in the right way for what it is
and what it can become. Its grand and its wretched self are
isolated from one another.

Repression is different. It 'puts the lid on' certain experiences
and feelings. Repression creates a 'horizontal split'. This is a later
development, when a more realistic self is beginning to be
formed. Neither wretched nor grandiose self are very realistic:
elements of both will be integrated in more realistic self-
structures when development goes as it should. With a more
realistic self, the child becomes able to take pride and pleasure in
what it is and what it can do. Kohut calls this 'the child's natural
self-assertion', in contrast to the unrealistic grandiosity attribu-
table to unresolved selfobject merging. When the lid is put on
the child's sense of being grand, when its natural excitement and
self-assertion are met with disapproval, the child feels bad, and
in some circumstances it may become anxious whenever it thinks
of doing anything unbidden that might be fun or feel good (1977:
120ff.). This is a repressed, guilty child.

In some strata of British life, and probably elsewhere, people
are shamed as a matter of routine at the very moments when they
feel they have done something good or done something well -
jokingly, of course, so that the ill-will can be disowned. There
appears to be a determination that no one shall feel 'bigheaded'
or forget for a moment that 'if there is laughter in the morning,
there will be tears before bedtime'! Even the very possibility of
someone achieving something has to be counteracted by 'taking
them down a peg or two'. No wonder that-children brought up in
this atmosphere avoid being noticed as far as they can, and are
quietly angry: 'sullen'.

Whereas splitting has to do with defects in mirroring, re-
pression has more to do with identification with admired figures,
and especially with the idealization of rather ungiving and
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unforgiving figures - the dour, the jealous, the exhausted. Such
people can confirm the fears and phantasies of weakness and
inadequacy which the child has necessarily accumulated already.
Watch Daddy put the lid on:

'Can I bash this nail, Daddy?'
'No,.son, not until your arm is strong enough and your sense
of aim is developed and you have some understanding of
mechanical principles. And moreover you must learn not just
to copy me but to develop a sense of individual bandiness and
leadership. And you must be able to identify what is needed in
the situation, such as going over there out of my sight and
scrubbing the floor.'
'Oh. I am going to have to be pretty clever before I can bash
nails. I was very presumptuous to think I could be as grand as
that. I am going to have to become very good indeed, not like I
am now. I shall never be able to do all that. T arn not as good as
Daddy.'

The ideal has been made too big, too general, and too future-
centred. Good ideal figures are giving and forgiving. Then (1)
you get to bash the nails and (2) you get a little bit of
confirmation too. You bash your thumb, but they don't do what
mum does, which is to bandage it. They look round slowly and
grin, and pause, and then in tones of strictest confidence they
say, 'Did that myself last week. Hurts, doesn't it.'

Skills, ego-functioning, and self-esteem

Kohut is at home with the idea that a person may have a number
of selves rather than one Self. He at times identifies three self-
structures which he thinks of as 'major constituents of the
nuclear self, the two contrasting ones — the grandiose self and
the ideal-parent self- and a third which I think epitomizes an
active non-repressive giving and forgiving ideal (m)other who
does things. This third self-structure comprises the ego-
functions and all the talents and skills which give self-esteem.
Thus Kohut writes in his discussion of Mr X:

'The damage done to his nuclear self was widespread. It
affected all three of the major constituents of this structure,
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namely, the two polar areas -the grandiose-exhibitionistic self
and the idealised-parerit image - and the intermediate area -
the executive functions (talents, skills) needed for the
realisation of the patterns of the basic ambitions and basic
ideals that were laid down in the polar areas.'

(1977: 49)

Seeing ego-functions as special self-regions makes sense. In terms
of the map-metaphor, ego-functions certainly have a place in our
imagery of our selves in the world, and they certainly contribute
to the sense of self. They can in principle be isolated from other
sub-regions, much as Fairbairn's 'Central Ego' is isolated. Kohut
is particularly interesting about this in connection with work-
problems. He believes that a strong sense of self-esteem brings
not only a sense of well-being, but also generally improved
functioning. As, through the right therapeutic approach,
patients feel better about themselves, their capacity for work
improves. Conversely, many of the most severe work-
disturbances are, in Kohut's experience, due to a decline in self-
esteem and subsequent fear of fragmentation. People will often
attempt to counteract painful feelings of unreality or fragment-
ation by forcing themselves into activities, ranging from the
physical (in sport or sex) to overwork. Their work (or their sex
or their sport) is made the isolated activity of an isolated self-
structure, a pocket lacking pleasant associated connections. Such
people engage in their activities in an 'automatic' way, passively,
without pleasure or initiative, simply responding to cues or
demands. Kohut reports that if things go well in therapy,
patients will one day report that their work has changed, that
they are now enjoying it, that they now have the choice of
whether to work or not, that they now undertake it on their own
initiative rather than by passive obedience. Last but not least,
they find that their approach has now some originality rather
than being humdrum and routine. Kohut quotes Hartmann
(1939, 1947): 'a living self in depth has become the organising
centre of the ego's activities' (1971: 120).

Compensatory and defensive developments

Kohut's approach to psychotherapy has a relatively hopeful air.
Though the damage done in early days cannot be undone or
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erased as if it had never been, Kohut envisages other good things
which can happen instead. He allows for later chances. If a child
starts with little self-respect because of too unempathic an early
environment, a later sense of worth can be achieved through
attachment to an admired and powerful figure with executive
skills, who can be copied. Whether there is this second chance
or not, the child can still develop what Kohut calls compensatory
structures. Tasks which we set ourselves, and to which we feel
committed, can play an important role in giving meaning and
validity to what might otherwise be a rather more fragile
personality-structure (see the last pages of Chapter 19). A skill
is a good example of a compensatory structure. I may not be
lovable or interesting to people, but I know that I can run faster
than anyone in my town, or come first in exams, or make up fine
stories, or impress others with my sexuality.

Kohut draws a contrast between compensatory developments
which add to self-respect by achievements which are generally
respected, and other more defensive manoeuvres which can do
no more than serve to hide the pain suffered through lack of self-
respect: unrealistic values, hostile phantasies, perversions.
Clearly this is a tricky area in which to make pronouncements,
since it depends so much on what is admired in the culture. To
make yourself the most outstanding competitor would normally
be seen as compensatory in our culture, but it might be seen as
a defensive perverted individualism in a more collectively
minded culture. Kohut. is careful to say that he is not presenting
a contrast but a broad spectrum, with rather more compensatory
developments at one end, and rather more defensive develop-
ments at the other, and a good deal of overlap in the middle
(1977: 4). In the pages which follow, we shall see that develop-
ments which other writers have called 'False Self bear a marked
resemblance to Kohut's compensatory and defensive structures.


