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SELF PSYCHOLOGY

SELF PSYCHOLOGY

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychoanalytic Theory, Clinical Psychology
Proponents: Heinz Kohut, Anna Ornstein, Paul Ornstein

1. Core Principles

Self Psychology, as established by Heinz Kohut, constitutes a significant school of psychoanalytic
philosophy that shifts the focus from classical drive theory--which emphasizes inherent instinctual
conflicts--to a psychology centered on the formation and maintenance of the self. This framework
posits that psychological well-being is fundamentally dependent upon early, responsive, and
empathic interactions between the child and their primary caregivers. Where traditional analysis
views psychopathology primarily as the outcome of repressed drives or internal conflicts, Self
Psychology interprets severe psychological disturbances, especially those involving narcissistic
vulnerabilities, as deficit disorders stemming from the chronic lack of essential relational
experiences in childhood.

The conceptualization of the self as the central organizing unit of the psyche is the foundational
principle. Kohut argued that individuals possess a lifelong need for specific kinds of relationships,
which he termed "selfobjects," crucial for regulating self-esteem, coherence, and vitality. Health is
thus defined by the presence of a robust, cohesive self capable of seeking out and utilizing
appropriate selfobject relationships throughout the life cycle. Conversely, pathology arises when
these early relational needs are chronically frustrated or inadequately met by caregivers, leading to
fragmentation, depletion, or structural weakening of the self. This emphasis on external
associations highlights the theory's foundational belief that adequate attentiveness from caregivers
is paramount to achieving balanced self-development.

A core tenet driving both developmental understanding and therapeutic technique in Self
Psychology is the centrality of empathy. Kohut defined empathy not merely as sympathy, but as a
critical investigative tool and therapeutic stance--the capacity for the analyst to temporarily
suspend their own frame of reference and grasp the subjective, internal experience of the patient.
Developmentally, caregiver empathy facilitates the optimal frustration necessary for the child to
internalize selfobject functions and establish stable internal structures. Clinically, the therapist acts
as a temporary selfobject, providing the responsiveness that allows the patient's damaged or
arrested self to consolidate and heal through reparative emotional experiences within the
transference relationship.

2. Historical Development

Self Psychology emerged in the United States during the 1960s and 1970s, primarily developed by
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Heinz Kohut while he worked within the established psychoanalytic community, specifically at the
Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis. Initially, Kohut was preoccupied with understanding and
treating patients presenting with severe narcissistic personality disorders, a group often considered
challenging or untreatable by classical Freudian analysis. Traditional views tended to interpret the
grandiosity and demanding nature of these patients as defensive arrogance against underlying
instinctual wishes. Kohut, however, observed that their pathology stemmed not from conflicts over
drives, but from an arrested developmental need for mirroring and validation.

His groundbreaking works, including The Analysis of the Self (1971) and The Restoration of the
Self (1977), formalized his theoretical framework. This formulation directly challenged the

dominance of drive theory by shifting the psychoanalytic focus from conflict psychology (the
internal battle between drives, ego, and superego) to deficit psychology (the result of
environmental and relational failures). This fundamental redirection marked the independent
establishment of Self Psychology as a distinct psychoanalytic school, offering a dramatically
different perspective on human motivation and psychopathology rooted in relational needs rather
than solely on sexual or aggressive instincts.

The evolution of Self Psychology extended its application beyond merely treating narcissistic
disorders to serving as a comprehensive theory of human development applicable across a broad
spectrum of psychopathology. Following Kohut's passing in 1981, his students and colleagues,
notably Anna and Paul Ornstein, continued to refine and expand the theory, integrating it further
into clinical practice, particularly concerning the intersubjective dimensions of the selfobject
experience. Today, Self Psychology is often seen as a foundational element of relational
psychoanalysis, emphasizing the ongoing mutual influence between the developing self and the
surrounding environment of others.

3. Key Concepts and Components

The Self: Self Psychology views the self as the nuclear structure of the personality, functioning as
the center for organizing experiences, motivations, and goals. It is conceptualized as having two
primary poles--the pole of ambition (related to mirroring) and the pole of ideals (related to
idealizing)--connected by the intermediate area of talents and skills. The goal of development and
therapy is the establishment of a cohesive, vital, and functional self structure.

Selfobjects: This is the most distinctive and crucial concept in Self Psychology. Selfobjects are
defined not as actual people, but as the essential psychological functions performed by others that
are necessary for the development and stability of the self. These functions are gradually
internalized through transmuting internalization. Kohut identified three primary categories of
selfobject needs, which are often reactivated in the therapeutic setting as transferences:

Mirroring Selfobject: The inherent need for the caregiver to validate, approve, and affirm the
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child's innate sense of greatness and perfection (the grandiose-exhibitionistic self). Successful
mirroring leads to a healthy sense of self-esteem and ambition.

Idealizing Selfobject: The need for the child to merge with the perceived strength, competence,
and calm of an admired caregiver. This provides the child with feelings of security and regulation,
crucial for developing stable ideals and values.

Twinship (Alter Ego) Selfobject: The need to experience the selfobject as essentially like
oneself--a feeling of essential likeness that promotes a sense of belonging, shared humanity, and
the ability to work with peers.

Optimal Frustration: This concept describes the necessary and non-traumatic process through
which selfobject needs are gradually and imperfectly met by the caregiver. Instead of providing
perfect availability, the caregiver occasionally fails in minor, tolerable ways. This slight
disappointment forces the child to gradually internalize the selfobject function, thereby establishing
stable, internal psychological structures. Conversely, traumatic, overwhelming, or chronic
frustration leads to developmental arrests and deficits in the self.

Transmuting Internalization: This is the psychological mechanism by which external selfobject
functions (such as soothing, regulating, or validating) are converted into stable, internal structures
of the self. This internalization allows the individual to eventually perform these functions for
themselves, moving from reliance on external figures to internal psychological self-regulation.

4. Applications and Examples

Self Psychology provides a powerful and practical framework for clinical work, particularly in
addressing conditions rooted in chronic relational failures, such as narcissistic vulnerabilities,
certain personality disorders, and complex trauma. The clinical application mandates that the
therapist adopt an empathic, "experience-near" stance, prioritizing the understanding of the
patient's subjective world over the interpretation of defensive maneuvers or unconscious drives.
This shift in focus allows the patient's selfobject needs, which were previously thwarted, to emerge
safely within the therapeutic relationship.

In treating individuals who exhibit grandiose behavior or excessive needs for admiration, the self-
psychological analyst reframes these behaviors. They are not pathologized as defenses against
aggression but are recognized as manifestations of arrested developmental needs (mirroring
requirements) that were unmet in childhood. The therapeutic goal is not confrontation but the
establishment of a selfobject transference (e.g., mirroring transference), where the analyst
temporarily fulfills the necessary function. By accepting and containing the patient's need for
validation, the analyst allows the patient's core self to consolidate and mature in a reparative
emotional environment, eventually leading to a more realistic and stable sense of self-esteem.
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Beyond individual therapy, the concepts derived from Self Psychology, particularly those related to
selfobjects and optimal frustration, have wide-ranging applications in parenting, education, and
organizational psychology. Understanding that children require consistent validation (mirroring)
and figures to look up to (idealization) helps parents provide an environment conducive to healthy
self-structure development. In educational settings, recognizing the need for twinship allows
educators to foster collaborative learning environments where students feel a sense of likeness
and shared purpose, thereby supporting their sense of belonging and community engagement.

5. Criticisms and Limitations

Self Psychology, especially during its formative years, received significant criticism, primarily from
classical Freudian and Ego Psychology adherents. One enduring criticism centers on the theory's
heavy reliance on empathy, arguing that this focus leads to "over-niceness" or a lack of necessary
confrontation regarding resistance, aggression, and inherent human conflict. Critics suggest that by
prioritizing the patient's subjective experience, the self-psychological analyst may avoid interpreting
important internal conflicts or setting crucial interpersonal boundaries, potentially hindering deeper
psychological restructuring.

A second major point of contention involves the theory's perceived deemphasis of innate human
drives, specifically the sexual and aggressive instincts that form the core of classical
psychoanalysis. Critics argue that Kohut's framework reduces complex psychological phenomena,
such as rivalry, anger, or psychosexual issues, primarily to developmental deficits stemming from
parental failures. This reductionist approach is seen by some as failing to fully account for the
motivational power of inherent biological drives and the inevitability of internal conflict.

Furthermore, the concept of the selfobject itself has been debated. Some classical theorists find
the term ambiguous, encompassing both a developmental necessity and a lifelong relational
dependency, potentially confusing the distinction between the self's internal structure and its
external relations. While Kohut successfully introduced a psychology focused on relationship and
self-cohesion, some modern relational theorists argue that the original Self Psychology model
remained too tethered to a single-person psychology (the focus on the internal structure of the self)
rather than fully embracing the mutual, two-person dynamic of intersubjectivity that characterizes
contemporary relational thought.

Further Reading

Heinz Kohut (Wikipedia)
Self psychology (Wikipedia)
The Analysis of the Self by Heinz Kohut (1971)
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