
C H A P T E R S E V E N

MANIC DEFENCES

THE EXPERIENCES of recurring depression and even despair
which the infant is faced with when he feels that he has
utterly and irretrievably ruined his mother and her breast,
are intolerable, and the ego uses all the defences at its
disposal against this state. These defences* fall under two
headings—reparation and the manic defences. When de-
pressive anxieties can be dealt with by the mobilization of
reparative wishes, they lead to further growth of the ego.

This is not to say that the appearance of manic defences is
in itself a pathological phenomenon; they have an important
and positive part to play in development. The resolution
of depression by reparation is a slow process and it takes a
long time for the ego to acquire sufficient strength to feel
confidence in its reparative capacities. Often the pain can
only be overcome by manic defences which protect the ego
from utter despair; when the pain and threat lessen, manic
defences can gradually give way to reparation. When,
however, manic defences are excessively strong, vicious
circles are set in motion and points of fixation are formed
which interfere with future development.

The organization of manic defences in the depressive
position includes mechanisms which were already in evidence
in the paranoid-schizoid position: splitting, idealization,
projective identification, denial, etc. What distinguishes
the later use of those defences is that they are highly or-
ganized in keeping with the more integrated state of the

* Whether reparation is to be considered a mechanism of defence will be
discussed in the next chapter.
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ego, and that they are specifically directed against the
experience of depressive anxiety and guilt. This experience,
is dependent on the fact that the ego has achieved a new
relation to reality. The infant discovers his dependence
On his mother, his sense of valuing her and, together
with this dependence, he discovers his ambivalence and
experiences intense feelings of fear of loss, mourning,
pining and guilt in his relation to his object, external and
internal.

It is against this whole experience that the manic defence
organization is directed. Since the depressive position is
linked with the experience of dependence on the object,
manic defences will be directed against any feelings of
dependence, which will be obviated, denied or reversed.
Since depressive anxieties are linked with ambivalence,
the infant will defend himself against ambivalence by a
renewal of splitting of the object and the ego. Since de-
pressive experience is linked with an awareness of an internal
world, containing a highly valued internal object that can
be damaged by one's own impulses, manic defences will be
used in defence against any experience of having an internal
world or of containing in it any valued objects, and against
any aspect of the relation between the self and the object
which threatens to contain dependence, ambivalence and
guilt.

Technically, the manic defences are of overwhelming
importance, since they are primarily directed against the
experience of psychic reality, that is, against the whole aim
of the analytical process, in so far as this aim is to bring insight
and the full experience of psychic reality. Denial of psychic
reality can be maintained by the re-awakening and strength-
ening of omnipotence and particularly of omnipotent
control of the object.

The manic relation to objects is characterized by a triad
of feelings—control, triumph and contempt. These feelings
are directly related to, and defensive against depressive
feelings of valuing the object and depending on it, and fear
of loss and guilt. Control is a way of denying dependence,
of not acknowledging it and yet of compelling the object to
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fulfil a need for dependence, since an object that is wholly
controlled is, up a point, one that can be depended on.
Triumph is a denial of depressive feelings of valuing and
caring; it is linked with omnipotence and has two important
aspects. One is connected with the primary attack made on
the object in the depressive position, and with the triumph
experienced in defeating this object, particularly if the
attack is strongly determined by envy. Secondarily, the
feeling of triumph is increased as part of the manic defences
because it keeps at bay those depressive feelings which would
otherwise be aroused, such as pining and longing for and
missing the object. Contempt for the object is again a
direct denial of valuing the object, which is so important
in the depressive position, and it acts as a defence against
the experience of loss and of guilt. An object of contempt is
not an object worthy of guilt, and the contempt that is ex-
perienced in relation to such an object becomes a justifica-
tion for further attacks on it.

I should like to illustrate the operation of manic defences
against the experience of dependence and threatened loss
by some material presented by a patient preceding an
analytical holiday. He was anxious lest I should terminate
his treatment prematurely and the holiday be a prelude to
the ending. In his associations, he referred frequently to his
unsatisfactory feeding history and to the fact that his mother
breast-fed him only for a day or two. He defended himself
against his anxiety by manic defences. A middle-aged
business man, he was usually successful in his business, but
at that time he pulled off several particularly successful deals.
He had phantasies of retiring to live abroad, where I would
visit him during the holidays and would be lavishly enter-
tained. Soon after mentioning this phantasy, he reported
the following dream:

He was going to a pub and on the way he met Miss X,
with whom he had had a passing affair many years ago.
Miss X looked very down-trodden and unsuccessful and was
obviously keen to renew her affair with him. He was em-
barrassed, a bit guilty and a little tempted, and he had a
kind of compulsive sexual feeling that he often experienced
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towards women whom he found very unhappy or very
unattractive.

His association first took him back to his youth. He was
then under-manager in a chain store, very sure of himself
and happy in managing people, particularly girls, and en-
joying a feeling of power; he was very promiscuous and used
to feel that shop-girls were the natural victims of young
executives. Miss X worked in the dairy department. He
used to find the dairy girls specially attractive. They wore
a smart uniform in which they looked very pure and for-
bidding, and it gave him a particular feeling of triumph to
get them to bed. He remembered all this with a great deal
of unease and anxiety, as his sexual behaviour had completely
altered during the analysis, and he was critical about his
promiscuous past. Miss X made him particularly guilty,
since he treated her in a worse way than most. He only slept
with her once or twice and discarded her.

I interpreted that the girls working in the dairy represented
the breast-feeding mother, who fed him only once or twice,
and his relationship with Miss X as his retaliation in relation
to his mother. As the pub in the dream was the pub on
the corner of the street where I lived, I interpreted that
Miss X was also myself in the transference, and connected
the dream with the patient's phantasy of meeting me and
entertaining me abroad. Behind the wish to entertain me
was the wish both to reverse the situation of dependence—
my becoming poor and ill-favoured and wanting to renew
the acquaintance with him—and to have revenge. The
patient suddenly laughed and said he realized why Miss X
was associated in his mind with Miss Y, another girl with
whom he had had a similarly short affair at another period
of his life. Unlike his other girl friends, who were usually
tall and attractive, these two were extremely short and
both had enormous breasts, a combination which made them
look almost ridiculous. He thought that maybe they were
nothing more to him than a vagina connected with breasts.

He then thought that their being so small must mean
that they represented a little girl cousin, several years younger
than himself, with whom he had sexual games in childhood.
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I interpreted that, in his phantasy, he attributed his mother's
breast to the little girl, so as to protect himself against an
experience of dependence, with the threat of loss that it
implied. If he attributed the breasts to the little girl, he
could possess them, control them, punish them, triumph
over them and be able to use them without ever having to
experience his dependence on them.

One can see in this material how the patient's manic
defences protect him against depression. He is faced with
the prospect of separation, in which he could experience the
extent of his dependence, ambivalence and loss. He deals
with it by phantasying that, in the person of his little girl
cousin, the proto-type of all his later sexual objects, he pos-
sesses the breast. Love, dependence and guilt are completely
denied, and are dealt with by devaluation and splitting.
The little girl cousin is split into many unimportant girl
friends, to be possessed and discarded at will.

Triumph as the main feature of a system of manic defences
is shown in the following material presented by another
patient who was also a typical manic personality.

Early on in his analysis he reported two dreams. In
the first one he was somewhere in a desert watching people
armed with butcher's knives cutting and eating flesh.
Though he could not see exactly what they were eating, he
saw that there were many corpses strewn around and he
suspected that they were in fact eating human flesh. In a
second dream, the same night, he was sitting at his boss's
desk at the office. He felt unlike himself—he was big and fat
and heavy, as though he had had a big meal.

The patient made a link between the two dreams and
realized that he himself must have been the eater of the human
flesh. He must have eaten his boss, standing for his father,
and that is how he came to be sitting in the boss's chair and
feeling so uncommonly big and heavy. These dreams
illustrate what Freud meant by the "manic feast." The
object is devoured and identified with and no loss or guilt
for it is experienced. In the first dream the guilt is clearly
dealt with by projection.

A few days later the patient reported a dream which
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'llustrates both the manic defences and the underlying
depressive situation. It is important for the understanding
of this dream to know that this patient had an unhappy
early childhood. At the age of eighteen months, his mother
brought him to London from the Continent, leaving his
father behind. There was ample material in his analysis
to show that he experienced this separation as his father's
death. As soon as they arrived in London, his mother went
into hospital, so that he was faced in quick succession with
the loss of his father and of his mother.

Before reporting the dream, he began to laugh and had
the greatest difficulty in controlling his laughter sufficiently
to tell his dream. He said that he had had such a terribly
funny dream during the night that he laughed in his dream
and laughed on waking up and laughed now when he thought
of it. The dream was as follows: he was in a barber's
shop. There was a man called Joe sitting in the barber's
chair shaved by a monkey. The monkey was very dark
and wore spectacles—it was extremely funny! He felt quite
friendly towards it: "It was such a sweet little monkey."
But he said to the monkey that at home he had a little kitten
who could shave very much better. He was afraid that the
monkey's feelings were hurt, and he was sorry about it,
because the monkey was likeable and he did not mean to be
unpleasant. In a later part of the dream, he went into the
barber's waiting-room and saw a long queue, with two men
in it who were grumbling loudly and saying that the barbers
in this country were not nearly as good as those on the
Continent. They said that there were no queues in Europe,
and they worked quicker there.

The patient's first associations were concerned with the two
grumbling men. One was a comedy writer who wrote
terribly funny farces; at this point, the patient interrupted
himself to laugh again, remembering these very funny farces.
This writer suffered from very severe periodic depressions,
but this did not matter much because whenever he got them
he had some E.C.T. and then he was as "right as rain."
The other man who was grumbling was a surgeon, a gynae-
cologist against whom the patient had been warned by a
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friend, who described him as "a real butcher." The patient
himself made a link between this association and the previous
dream in which there were people with butcher's knives.

Father Joe was a family friend who looked after him for a
while when the family arrived from the Continent during
his mother's illness. Father Joe was dead and the patient
said that he had always felt vaguely guilty because, though he
thought that this man had looked after him well and kindly
he had never kept contact with him or visited him when he
had grown up and Father Joe was old and ill.

He connected the monkey with me and the kitten with
his girl friend, called Kitty, who often competed with me
and gave the patient her own interpretations. When he
associated me with the monkey, he obviously felt uneasy
and assured me in a very patronizing way that it was not
an attack on me, his representing me by this monkey, since
it was really such a likeable little monkey.

The queue at the barber's shop and the grumbling
associated in his rriind with the comparisons he often made
between the swift and easy analysis that he thought was
practised on the Continent compared with the enormous
waiting lists and the long job of analysis here. He suddenly
interrupted himself: last night he went for a walk -in the
East End and heard sirens in the distance and, whenever he
heard sirens, he was terribly sad and moved — he didn't
know why.

I have presented the main associations to the dream
without any attempt to show the interplay between the
patient's associations and the analyst's comments. The
material is being given to show the main anxieties expressed
and the defence mechanisms used. The underlying situation
was that Father Joe was dead and the whole joke, the whole
funniness of the dream, turned on this situation. The
barber's shop represented an internal situation in which the
patient felt that he contained a dead father whom he had
neglected and abandoned. Analysis was the process
whereby I, as the external father, tried to bring the dead
internal father and the patient's internal world back to life.
This analysis was ridiculed in the dream — it was a ridiculous
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joke to try and bring a dead man to life by shaving him.
The analyst was represented as a ridiculous little monkey,
who tried to revive a dead man by shaving him and even
in that futile occupation was inferior to the kitten. The
vvhole situation of depression and guilt in relation to the
internal dead object was completely denied; as was the
patient's dependence on the external father-analyst. This
dependence was in fact enormous, since it was on his analyst
that the patient depended to save him from his desperate inter-
nal situation. This situation of dependence was denied and
reversed through the monkey being made little, ridiculous
and jealous of the kitten.

The first part of the dream shows the denial of love,
mourning and guilt in relation to the internal figure and
of dependence in relation to the external one. In the next
part of the dream concerned with the queue, further defences
are represented, especially splitting and prpjective identifica-
tion. The two grumbling men represent split-off and pro-
jected parts of the patient's own personality. The butchering
surgeon stands for the patient's murderousness in relation
to his father, which had become clear in the previous dreams;
also, being a gynaecologist, he brings in the patient's anxieties
about his mother, which came into focus in later sessions.
The second man, associated with the comic writer, represents
the patient's deep depression, as well as his manic denials.
In fact, the patient thought his dream as funny as the writer's
farces. Both parts of his personality, the hating one and the
depressed one, are projected and split off from one another;
even in the projected form, the patient cannot allow a link
between the hatred and murder of the father, and the result-
ing depression. Also the depression of the writer is denied—
he is "as right as rain." However, in the last part of the
dream, the denial weakens, since the men are grumbling
about having to wait: behind the denigration, the attacks
and the criticism there is a partial admission of the patient's
dependence, his anger at being kept waiting for his analysis
between sessions, and lasting resentment at having been kept
waiting for a vacancy. It was while the patient was giving
his associations-with this part of the dream that he suddenly
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remembered hearing the sirens. When the depressive con-
tent of the dream and the manic defences were interpreted
to him his mood changed completely—he remembered the
sound of the sirens and associated them with the sirens he
must have heard during his first voyage and to the separation
from his father, which was experienced by him as a death.
It was then that he noticed the references in the dream to
the 'Continent.

At the end of the session, he suddenly remembered that
he had not reported that the previous night—that is, the
night of the dream—his father had suddenly become ill
and had been taken to hospital for an operation which the
patient feared he might not survive. It became abundantly
clear that the joke of the dream was a joke about the death
of his father, the whole dream being a manic way of dealing
with the underlying depression and anxiety.

This dream illustrates some of the dangers involved in
manic defences. The integration that the patient had ob-
viously achieved in the depressive position had been dis-
rupted by the splitting of his object and his ego. Projective
mechanisms had impoverished him. The whole-object
relation was threatened, the "monkey" figure was inhuman
—a partial regression to part-object relation. To maintain
the denial of his depressive anxiety and guilt, he had also
to deny his concern for the object, and this led to a renewal
of the attack on the object, his father being triumphed over
and attacked again with contempt and ridicule.

The foregoing material shows how the constant need to
renew the attack on the original object of love and dependence
sets in motion the vicious circle so characteristic of manic
defences. The object is originally attacked in an ambivalent
way in the depressive position. When guilt and loss in this
situation cannot be borne, the manic defences come into
play. The object is then treated with contempt, controlled
and triumphed over. Reparative activities cannot be car-
ried out, and the ever-renewed attacks increase both the
destruction of the object and its vengeful retaliation, thereby
deepening depressive anxieties and making the underlying
depressive situation increasingly hopeless and persecutory.

Manic Defences QI

Sometimes some concern for the object can be partially
preserved and manic mechanisms can also be used in a
reparative way, manic reparation presenting a very special
problem of its own.
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