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Winnicott

life lasts long enough, so that looking back WMMMHMMM

allowable, one discerns an urgent ﬁmnm,mmwn"w t at has

integrated all the various mmnnw..ﬁﬂnm mMMmMHWMmmMH ones
ivate life and one’s professional c . .

MMW already see what a big part has _unww ﬁmwﬁmumwu MMH

work by the urge to find and to appreciate mw 0 inary

good mother . . . for me it has been to mothers

66
have so deeply needed to speak.’
o . . nicott
It is an uncharacteristically pious moment in Winni

writing. But he is, of course, describing a destiny émmmmmwwwwm
to those particular ironies that Freud’s work makes pos .

's
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‘Impeded aggressiveness seems to involve a

ave injury.’
> H Sigmund Freud

‘We have yet to tackle the question’, Winnicott wrote in
one of his last published papers, ‘The Location of Cultural
Experience’ (1967), ‘of what life itself is about.” It was the
large question, Winnicott believed, that psychoanalysts
seemed to have ignored, but that psychotic patients ‘force
us to give attention to’. And in the last years of his life
Winnicott answered the question with a necessary kind of
elusiveness. He proposed an essentialist theory but with an
essence, the True Self, that by definition could not be
formulated except in the most rudimentary terms. ‘It does®,
no more’, he wrote, ‘than collect together the details of the ©
experience of aliveness.”” Minimal definition allowed for
maximal variety. It was, for Winnicott, not a question of
what was real about human beings — which would presup-
pose a known essence - but of what, for each person, ‘gives
the feeling of real’. This could only be found by each person
for himself.

The experience of aliveness, Winnicott had discovered,
could not be taken for granted. There were people who had
experienced such severe failure of the early holding environ-
ment that they felt they had not started to exist. Their lives
were characterized by a sense of futility born of compliance.
Psychoanalysis became, for these people, the provision of
an environment in which, Winnicott writes, ‘the patient
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will find his or her own self, and will v.n mEm to muamn MMW to
feel real. Feeling real is more mumww mﬁmwﬁ%“ ,_Mmmmm %Mbmmw %
ist:as oneself,iand to relate to objects. eself,
.MM% . MMWMW a self into which to retreat for mmwmwmﬂo]m@
Winnicott assumes that everyone 'has’™a’ .mm:qm._mv ESHM
plant, depends for its mw%mﬂow ow mu uwmwmnnm QWMMMW .
t. But to begin with, ..Emmm of the infant ... is or
u%mmamwm It is gradually constituted through recogaition
W the mother of the infant’s spontaneous gestures, through
vwwmm reliably seen by her; and it is nonmo_&mmww mpaocmw
aggression, the mother’s survival — meaning her mou-MWM
iation — om the infant and child’s destructiveness. In \,H_MM
important ﬁmmx."mm that can be smmmcﬂ,% Hamm.mw a m@ﬂ%m - e
Mirror-Role of Mother and Family in OFE Deve ommuomw‘
(1967),° “The Use of an Object and Hﬂmw,mﬁbm through Iden :
mnmmo.n_% {1969),¢ and ‘Ego Distortion in Terms of True mnm
False Self’ {1960)7 — Winnicott provides a final statement o
i lopmental theory. o
EWM@MWmcmmdm seen, each of Winnicott’s nomnd.uﬁmou% to
psychoanalytic theory came out ow his &émwm QSMSbm‘
sense of what mothers did for their infants. In HMWm gw, ﬂo Homm
Role’ Winnicott suggests that ‘the ﬁgm%ﬁmow. Mﬁ : M" E&Mgm
! ’ 's role [is
the mother’s face’ and that the muah er's i
back to the baby the baby’s own self %mm ﬁﬂmoﬂzmm” WMMWm
the mother’s face he can see self, . ,
wwmmnmnm back in her expression. If she is Hmnnwmnmﬁww %&
i i see
thing else, when he Jooks at wﬁ he will only se
MMM.._M%F.WE@ will not be able to get .moﬁmﬁw.ﬂﬁm of _Ewumm%
back from the environment’. He can on&w &mnowmm what he
feels by seeing it reflected back. i the infant is seen in a

e

o I3 3 . m
way that makes him feel he exists, in a way that confirm

E .+, him, he is free to go on looking.

The mother's face is an essential feature in mw.m process
Winnicott describes of an object w.w:.._m. presented in mwmwow
way that the baby’s legitimate expenience of omnipoten:
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is not violated’. If the object is unable to respond to the
infant’s gesture of personal need ‘the central self suffers
insult’. If the mother is unable to fit in with her baby at the
beginning, he will be unable to recognize himself in her
distracted response. By direct analogy psychoanalysis, Win-
nicott proposes, ‘is a complex derivative of the face that
reflects what is there to be seen’. Like the mother’s long-
term tending of her infant and child, psychoanalysis is a
‘giving the patient back what the patient brings’.

The French analyst Lacan had proposed, in a seminal
paper to which Winnicott refers, ‘Le Stade du miroir’ [1949)8
that when the child looked in the mirror he saw a unified
image of his own disarray. Though he experienced himself
as all over the place, in bits and pieces, he observed himself
collected into an image. This disparity — this formative
misrecognition — offered the child the luré of a sputiots
image of completeness that would, in actuality, forever
seduce and elude him. The mirror, Lacan suggested, was
deeply misleading, it gave the child a false promise. But for
Winnicott what the child saw in the mirror was determined
by his experience of the mother’s face. If his mother is
sufficiently responsive the child experiences himself being
seen ‘for what he in fact [is] at any moment’. A sense of
misrecognition, or a feeling of conflict in the child, Winni-
cott sees, predictably perhaps, as the consequence of a
failure of the maternal provision. Mirrors, like mothers
before them, could be usefully looked into, because they
were potentially, in the fullest sense, reflective. Just like
Winnicott’s good-enough mother, they could be reliable and
accurate in their acknowledgement.

But the child can only begin looking by first seeing

himself, ‘being seen is at the basis of creative looking’.

b st i e DUV - Ry

Perception — locking at things — is an addition to, but must W

never be separated from, apperception — seeing oneself. The

child with an unresponsive mother — the mother whose face -
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is frozen by a depressed mood — is forced to perceive, to read
the mood at the cost of his own feelings being recognized.
Z This perception that pre-empts apperception is an early
" form of compliance; unabie to get ‘the mirror to notice and

approve’ the child, in the simple reversal I have described,

is compelled to see only what the mother feels. And he has

16 way of knowing what, if anything, he has contributed to
her mood.
There is, Winnicott suggests, a ‘historical process {in the

individual) which depends on being seen:

. When Ilook [ am seen, so I exist.
"1 can now afford to look and see.
I now look creatively and what I apperceive 1 also

perceive.
in fact I take care not to see what is not there to be seen

{unless I am tired).”

% Not to be seen by the mother, at least at the moment of

the spontaneous gesture, is not to exist. In Winnicott’s
account, being seen by the mother is being recognized for
who one is, and what the infant is, is what he feels. The
infant cannot risk looking, if looking draws a blank; he
must get something of himself back from what he looks at.
This makes the mother of infancy the arbiter of the infant’s
truth. Her responsive. recognition — not, for example, a
conflict of recognitions between them — makes up his sense
of himself. The mother is the constitutive witness of the
True Self. If she violates the infant’s initial Gmnipotence —
forcing him to see her — she ‘insults’ the infant’s self and
drives it into hiding. Everything hinges on the changeover

. mww_,mmmsovmmmﬁrwm@,

.. from mother as a subjective object to an

-~ perceived; from seeing himself through the other, to seeing
::the other. It is a process in which the infant, not the mother,
* must take the lead. Forcing the pace can only be managed

by the infant through compliance.
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ﬂwwww Mm mmwm Em%n feels real, at the very beginning, through
er’s reflective recognition, h is
: , ow does this devel
into contact with, and ‘ption jootor
to ¢ erception of, real oth j
Winnicott descri s this b \ ity s
ribes this process — ‘th i
: — ‘the most difficult thin
wﬁmwmmmy in human development’ - as the changeover WEM e
e png to objects touse of objects. ‘From relating to usage’ "
h M escription of the shift from the infant’s experience of ' ¥~
oﬁbmm%nﬁﬁ object to one objectively perceived and outside o < *
o_u,mow ent _Mobﬁow. To be used, in Winnicott’s sense. the R
muw ogwwmmm ! memwm and mw@ memnwa\ to use objects is umn an / N
autc ment but i1/
ratios e epends, absolutely, on a facil- 7
Mb. \nHJ . - - ..
Wt _uwnmwm of %b Ogmnnw Winnicott gives a lucid account ° 7"
.‘mwmnmﬂw ; mmmw oH.Hw_m»Em to usage, that necessitates a
Sraten uw Ol the positive value of destructiveness’. And in
moEmm“wHu mmmﬁmnonnmbn Winnicott makes his final, and in
ays decisive, revision of th ,
T Ways declsive, e work of Freud and Klein
t's terms, the self is fir .

Vi ) erms st made real throu
Mwwmgﬂom\ the ogmna is first made real through mmmnmmmwmw
ovwmmﬂmwmwummm_w @:M\ of %oﬁmﬁ makes experience of the

0 the self. The object, Winni i
e . 1 ject, Winnicott says, is
wq wmwm Mozmﬁmﬁn ommipotent control by being amm%owmm
» 10 fact, surviving the destruction. Winnicott offers

his own mock-P - ;
point unch-and-judy dialogue to illustrate his

Mﬂwmoww%wmmﬁ mwﬁ to the object: ‘I destroyed you’, and
is there to receive the communication. }

now on the subject says: j i
ys: ‘Hullo object!” ‘I destr

E ! oyed

MM“ Mcﬁw you. You have vaiue for me because of %M”H

ival of my destruction of you. While I am loving

you I am all the time d . '
fantasy.n estroymg you in {unconscious)

It is the backdro " i
p of destruction — in fantasy — th
5 ‘u . - "
the object real, and so available for use. But %Mm oEMnHHMMwM
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be there to receive the communication. If the object will
stiot allow itself to be destroyed, and does not retaliate: if it
i survives the full blast of the subject’s destructiveness, then,
{ and only then, can the subject conceive of the object as
' beyond his power and therefore fully real. The self and the
“other have to collaborate; their reality for each other is
mutually constituted. ‘It is the destruction of the object’,
Winnicott writes, emphasizing the point, ‘that places the
object outside of the area of the subject’s ommnipotent
control. In these ways the object develops its own autonomy
and life and (if it survives} contributes in to the subject,
according to its own properties.’!! Through the infant’s and
child’s cumulative experience of destruction withstood — of
an object resilient [non-rejecting) in the way the hostels for
the evacuated children had to be resilient ~ ‘a world of
shared reality is created’, Winnicott writes, ‘which the
subject can use and which can feed back other-than-me
substance.’ Patients deprived of this crucial early experience
will need analysis to enable them to develop a capacity to
use objects. Then, Winnicott writes, ‘the essential feature is
the analyst’s survival and the intactness of the psychoana-
lytic technique.’

But this developmental process from relating to usage isa
significant modification of psychoanalytic theory. In Freud
or, as Winnicott writes more covertly, ‘orthodox theory’,
the object is destroyed because it is beyond omnipotent
control, its independent reality frustrates. For Winnicott it
is the ‘destructive drive that creates the quality of external-
ity’; and it is the externality, the separate reality of the
object, that makes it available for satisfaction. It is destruc-
tiveness, paradoxically, that creates-reality, not reality that
creates destructiveness. So for Winnicott, Klein’s concept of
the depressive position now seemed more like a protection;
racket, a sophisticated version of being nice to mogher. In
Winnicott's view the object was not reconstituted by the
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subject’s reparation i i
— as Klein bel - i
e Jecys reparat ieved - but constituted by
The - :

mm&wmﬁﬁowwm ) as we @maﬁ mM@P that original Winnicottian
analyst ~ recognize and reflect back i
) I what the infa
%mwmﬁmm\ mwa must be resilient in a non-retaliatory SM ;
e t m%bmmam seeks the recognition inherent ig mmmﬁﬁ:wN
ave mﬂ%m.w t is part .& Winnicott’s demand on the mother

€ be robust; if she is in any way rejecting, the infant

-, . - 7 lae =0

BB R LE oA Ao (Ver Sl

has to comply with her response. It is the
. th | . the s i
mmHMWMu%mnn%mﬂ ﬁﬁEnOS calls the False Self OMMMMMMOMW
pecause of mww %Hﬁmmmnw% and enforced attentiveness to the
el meﬁ e mmwwm mwm\ he writes, always ‘lacks
someth owm. nd ¢ mwmmoson?mm is the essential element of
cree nommEWHMM Ma\_.u .Hw@. Creative originality that Winni-
realined sheomen Mu mnm mEN innate characteristic of infancy,
pealize ernai care, could be muffled or felt to
'
HHMM Mwm Mﬂcn.m mﬁwa False Self’ Winnicott links ‘the idea of a
is the begien, om mwchwmumomm gesture’; this, he believes,
depends upon W&mﬁmrw MWMMmcMomMmMMwW ey pereal, and
ﬂ €re as ‘a i i
MMMMWM MMMM.ﬁunm of oamumommuonm.; “The EoWanMomMMhﬁm
cong torced MHMO a mmmmm existence’, the premature abroga-
on of om: mﬁ Mﬂm@ can be Ammmnwmmw he writes, ‘from the
carliest ot wum Em wﬁw 18, he implies, an innate authentic-
reacting’ then vmmﬁ&wm M%Mw HMOHMW”MQ i MMmmgm Tt
. velop a
HMWMMMW %MM mwunnnﬁom,\ .m m&munm mmmmwmﬁ &HMM Amaomnwm mw
unthinkab ) m mmﬁmwnmﬂou of the True Self, which would
patients give smw nwu%w.ﬂw.wmmm HWW mnﬁ.mmbw T atrenaich our
' 8lve us’, nctions: it attends, withi
MMMMHM MWMSMME\HG the Hﬂuoﬁwﬁm it hides and vmammwwmﬂww
e Self .Mmmm MBW &Em with environmental demands; and
1o a0 a aker _muﬂrma ‘patient’s word’), like a nurse
ng after a child, taking over the caring function of the
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environment that has failed. It is a primitive form of mmmm.
¢ sufficiency in the absence of nurture. It begins to emerge, in

its severest form, in infancy: -

The good-enough mother meets the oBEﬁo.ﬂmnnM om mwm
infant and to some extent B&mom sense of it. S &M om_u
this repeatedly. A True Self ﬂmmwmm to have life, h o_Mw h
the strength given to the Emmbn,.m Emmmn ego | wnm ;
mother’s implementation of the infant’s omnipoten

mx%ﬂwmwmwmwmﬁ who is not good-enough is not able to
implement the infant’s omnipotence, and 80 she Hmvnwﬂ-
edly fails to meet the Emﬁnm gesture; instea mmM
substitutes her own gesture which is to be %ﬁmﬁ mmuou
by the compliance of the Emmbn.. This no_.dw an%mwmm
the part of the infant is the mmm:.wmﬂ stage of the lse
Self, and belongs to the mother’s inability to sense he

infant’s needs.s

The mother implements in the sense of ww:wmmpbm MWM
infant’s gesture by her response. I she is una le mo Hnwww :
to him through identification he must oo,mbwﬂwwm:& y M w mM
in order to survive. The False Self organization, mm. Wsmﬂ W&x
extreme, ‘results in a feeling unreal or a sense mom ue mmm.
But there are, Winnicott makes &mmh” &m.wmummm , M& nw s Omm
and these can be summarized, beginning wi e m

severe case, as follows:

Self replaces and appears to be the real
umwwowww_pﬂmwmwnw True %&m is so hidden as to seem mwwwbw.m-
2. The False Self protects the True Self &.umm is ‘acknow.
edged as a potential and is mw.oiwm a secret Jmm A

3. The False Self has a ‘main concern’ whic he
finding and maintaining of conditions, of an mu<ﬁo§m8
‘which will make it possible for the True .mm: to come :.Mmm
its own’. The False Self, ‘built on identifications’, cop

others to protect the True Self from misrecognition.
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4. The False Self represents an ordinarily adaptive ‘sociai
manner’. It is the healthy compromise of socialized polite-
ness that is seen as such, a ‘not wearing the heart on the
sleeve’. This both maintains and implicitly acknowledges a

more private personal self.

The True Self, by contrast, cannot be said to have degrees.
It cannot strictly speaking be defined because it covers what
1s distinctive mbuom%b&mwcmnmmmw person. It is simply a

S e s T

category for the idiosyncratic. ‘There 8 biit little point in
formulating a True Self idea,” Winnicott writes, ‘except for
the purpose of trying to understand the False Self’ In broad
outline it can be characterized'in the following way:

1. At first it is ‘the theoretical position from which comes
the spontaneous gesture and the personal idea. The sponta-
neous gesture is the True Self in action.’

2. The True Self is the source of what is authentic in a
person. ‘Only the True Self can be creative,” Winnicott
insists, ‘and only the True Self can feel real.’

3. The True Self is bound up with bodily aliveness. It is
‘little more than the summation of sensory-motor alive-
ness’. In fact it ‘comes from the aliveness of the body-tissues
and the working of the body-functions, including the heart’s
action and breathing’.

4. As it is what is original about a person that derives
from ‘inherited potential’, it is ‘at the beginning, essentially
not reactive to external stimuli, but primary’.

5. The True Self is the body as creative.

Somewhere between the True Self and the False Self Win-
nicott mentions — as a transitional figure, as it were — the
actor as the paradoxical man:

In regard to actors, there are those who can be them-
selves and who also can act, whereas there are others
who can only act, and who are completely at a loss
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when not in a role, and when not being appreciated or
applauded {acknowledged as existing).'®

The distinction is between choosing to act as part of a
repertoire of ways of being, and being unable to do anything
but act, as a derivative of early compliance. Winnicott even
suggests, in a characteristically oblique sentence, that ‘it
may even be possible for the child to act a special role, that
of the True Self as it would be if it had had existence’.'” Is
it possible to enact an idea of authenticity, and where would
the idea come from if it was possible? Winnicott leaves his
most extraordinary |and perhaps fruitful) idea about the Self
in italics, but unelaborated.

His late division of the Self into True and False elements
could not, despite his disclaimers, be easily linked with
Freud’s concepts of the Id and the Ego. The True Self was
not a ‘seething cauldron’ of instincts, as Freud had once
described the 1d; and the Ego, which does bear some com-
parison with the False Self, could never have been described
by Freud as a nurse. Winnicott had built his theory out of
the self-descriptions of patients, not out of a special an-
guage that was divorced from clinical work; there were
inevitably drawbacks to its application. One can imagine,
for example, a person describing a part of himself as false
because it was unacceptable, but nevertheless truly a part
of him. It was, perhaps, misleading to refer to a part of the
self that looked after another part as ‘false’, and an essen-
tially indefinable part as True. And yet through his use of
an albeit idiosyncratic ordinary language, Winnicott made
the theory of psychoanalysis more accessible to people it
was originally intended to help.

But given psychoanalysis had been traditionally con-
ceived of as a treatment in words, what was the relationship
of language to this elusive True Self? Could it, like the
Unconscious, speak |albeit in disguise), or be spoken to? It
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Mmmm %ww"&eﬂw not, :W.n the Unconscious, intrinsically unac-

&w@_mmﬂm _Mw%%o? mn mmno never confronted the difficulty
. True Seit concept to Freud”

Unconscious. As he got older he developed Lo mcept of the

virtual disregard of th it his own ideas in
ysis. But it m< p e traditional languages of psychoanal-

to the role of language i
. ge in psych i
mewﬂﬂwnv, mhnm its tenuous relationship SmﬁvnWm Hoh“mwwﬂn
innicott turn i ion i ‘
tha ed his attention in the last years of his
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