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CI-'>\PTER 

INTRODUCTION 

The genesis of this dissertation is based UpOfl cert:lin questions thClt "rose during the 

process of psychotherapy with Christopher, an 11-yeJr-old boy, Jild ~fterwards ClS I further 

thought through the mJteri,JI. In essence I w:lllted to know wh~t the underlying psychologlc,,1 

function was of Christopher's excessive competitiveness, It puzzled me th,Jt he WJs 

amDiv"lent about I',i'lning - il seemed al times thJt for Christopher the bigger mill stronger 

the winning' pari of him fell, the sm,Jller and more vulnefJble the 'Iosing' Or vulner:lble self 

becilme At times hc seemed Jlmost m"nicCllly drivell to compete, which I felt w~s ~(,d ,Jnd 

UnSJt:s/Jctory to him However, his competitivel1€ss also provided him with Cl sellse 01 

:Ichicvement Jnd Jdded vigour Jnd 'obustness to his person,Jlity. 

The above questiono mod obse~',Jtlolls ,Jlso imp~cted on my interpretatiOlls Jnd resp::>nses 

I~ hs competitiveness was ,J defellse agaillst :,Il underlyng nilfcissislic illjury - to cover "n 

es~enli~1 depletion Or I~ck in self-structure. should such bchClviour be mirrored or 

,:rengthcned? In other words, :0 focu~ on Ihfl b"h,wioLJr itself would mean missing the m;Jrk 

what Ch~lstopher :'eally needed WJS to be relieved of the need to co:npete or perlon." 

,",cflp:>(lnCllly ',n order to be accepted However, his competiliveness al,o stood nim In good 

~1p.~C in le,ms 01 ,chOO.' pp.rformance ane ,oci:d functioning >Jnd it g~in",d him much neeckd 

As such. workill~ with the competitiveness 

:Icceptirog it for its ~o~ilive cO!llribulio" would be ther,Jpeutic, But ....-hich w~s il') 

Over the course of tti'~ Ihu"py proce~s, I noilcp.d t~at I h:le negJliv" ""d ~o~itivfl 'esponses 

18 Chrioiophe(, competitiveness :Irod IiU: tI¥~se fluciuCl:ed in response to Ilir'l ,,"d in 

~"sP0n"e to J deepellillg unde"t"nding of the personJI ruteriJI evoked in myself, At t:mes I 

found his competitiver.ess irritJ:irog "nd ilis Iflndency to cheJt dlsturb"ng I found myoei! 

c81Tlpeting jll,t ,J, fi""cely. and responding with very li,m rule, ,Jgainst cneJting HowevP.', I 

also realized thJt I hJd beglln t8 see him ClS ,In ,JdversJry, fJthe, th~1l " vuin""able young 

bey ',·ly cenc""n ,JDout my responses lee me Ie ""~Iyze wh,Jt was bein~ eVOked for m"" ,Jnd 

thrcll~h :his I lounc ~ w~y Ie flmp,Jthize with him ~nd 10 unde",t,Jnd his beh:lviour ',,·ilh 

G'eater discrimirution 
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CHA~TER 2 

THEORETICAL BASIS & RELEVANT LITERATURE 

Self Psychology in Context 

ThB prir'ICipies of Kohufs ihe(Yy of Self Psychojogy represent a fLJnd~mentat shift from 

classical psychoanalytic theory and objecHelatioos theory (Sw~rtz, 2001) Swartz {2[)[)1 i 

notes that the (Yiginsl ""ini ot depsrture was Kohut's re/ormuJatiOfl of ihe Freudian appmach 

to narcissism, which he viewce not as a p~thologic~1 st~tB. but ~s a crucis I as;>eet of human 

experience Kohut 119(6) coosiderec! ihe narcissistic needs for affirmation aoe! soothing to 

bB continuous througoout life ~ithough their lulfj lment differs over the course of 

development. In addition to his reformulatiOfl of narcissism, Kohut traced the developmenl of 

the seif, Kientifying ~r>d dBscribing the route r:l healthy narcissism in reiationship to setfobject 

needs ~nd self-st~tes (Swartz, 2001'1 As a result of Kohut's cootrib<.tioos, Swartz states 

that 'the term 'narcissism' with its compiex connections with mainstream psychoanalytic 

thelYY was gradually replace" with a rich and experiencB-nB~r vocabui~ry of thB self, and 

self develo~ment 12001. p, 2). 

OBtrick (1ge9) summarises t",e ClYe conirlbubons 01 Kohuis sell ~SycllO,ogy to thB -:Jody 01 

~,yclldoglca the(Y') ~s 1) thB cBnlrai mlB 01 ihe empstll;c vantage PO'''lt in tlw therapy 

process, 2) the in-d"~th lmd...-stac:ding provided by the discovery of selfobjec: transferences 

3;, ,r,e mirmnng. alie--ego and IdealiLing seifol:i1ect needs ~s three new iines of development. 

I,) aW:butes 0' the In~ture personality, SLJC~ sc, ~umour, mS:UrB empsihy and crealivity a"d 

S, the hifXll", struclure ot ti,e ,ell. In addition to t, esc ce:·tral contrihutioos, Oe:rick suggests 

i"s: Ko"ui's achieveme:·t was to connect t~ree mai" ,t'Bams of psychoiogical thoughi -

elistenllal-~LJmanicJ. systBms-communiciltion :I>olYy snd clinical psyc"oanalysis 

Spcaj';cally, he suggests th~t Kohut's deiineation 0; the strLJcture w;d dynamic esserlCe of 

'''e nuc;ew self provides a :~eorBiical conted to the concB~1 01 sell-scluaiizsLon, it", 

uc:derstand'''lg of the scif-scifobject u:·',t ilnks systems-communic<ltion theor), wit" t",e 

elisten,i<lI,hUlnanistic t,ac!it'>an, al-.d clinic~1 ~sychoana'YS'ls is ',nterv/Oven ~.;th the discovery 

0" the selfohjBc: iransferences snd 111B concept 01 Cure VIS t"e'B 
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CHAPTER 3 

A qualitalive paradigm underpins this research. which focuses on an individual case and 

utilises material arising from analysis of the case to elucidate a theoretical discussion. The 

chef qualities of this research is that it is ba5ed on a single, unique ca5e; it is inter subjective 

in approach in that my own internal world and that of Christopher's are part and parcel of the 

research: and the analysis of the material is ba5ed upon interpretations of individual 

instances, aggregated into Specific patterns 01 meaning. 

The Qualitative Paradigm 

Qualitative research cannot be easily defined, given the very broad range of techniques, 

philosophies ar.d disciplines associated with it (Blaikie, 1993; Mason, 1996; Stake, 1995) 

The following provide outlir>es of the essential characteristics 01 qualitative research. 

Creswell (1994) rtO!es 1he ontological assump1ion of the qualitative paradigm as including a 

view of reatity as subjective and multi pte_ There is an epistemological assumption that the 

researcher and researched should interact with distance between them minimised, and an 

axiologlCai assumption that the research is value-laden and the researcher actively i"ciudes 

his or her values and biases. Mason (1 gOO) identifies three essential qualities - that it is 

grounded in an interpretivist philosophy. based Cln fleXible methods of data generation -

sensitive to the social conte~t, and utilises mettXtds of analYSIS involving an understanding of 

complexity detail and context. Stal<:e (1 995) highlig hts the holistic, empirical. interpretive and 

empathic charaderisbcs_ 

My choice of a qualitative paradigm is based on my preference for ciose and m-depth contact 

with the tcsearch subject, and my belief that my OWn subjedlve vi",ws wilt inevitably colour 

my interpretation of the material studied This is a rcfieetion of reality, rather than a flaw 

Furthermore. the interplay between empathic contad with mysub)ecf and my subjeehvlty 

was the loundation lor the therapeutic intel'lention upon which this research is based The 

qualitative paradigm. therefore, seemed ethically and intuitively appropriate. given the 

therapeutic role I originally played and my particular worldview. 
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CHAPTER 4 

CASE HISTORY 

Christopher (t 1) was broU;;ht to the Child Guid;mce Clinic with his I~mily, Mother (44), Step­

f3ther (31), Hall·sister (24) 3nd Hall-!:Jrother (H), who were concerned ~!xJut ~ recent 

ch~ngc in his bch3VioJr 3nd 3ffect 

Accordir>;J to his I~mily Christopher h~d become withdrawn. sleeping more than usu81, 

staring into s~ace at times and seenling uninterested in lile 3nd lac~ing in his usual energy. 

This was ;:>crhaps linked to a dispute a!xlut scr.aol lees th3t Christopher had neglected to 

h~nd in In tl1<3 Febrtl3ry 01 that year, Christopher's mother h3d given Christo~llCr R200 lor 

the school registraiKln fcc. She bel>eved 11<3 g3ve it to the school, but over a month later she 

received a i€tter fronl the school requeoting the money. Christorhcr COJid not ~ccount lor 

the nloney - he said that it dis3pre"red lronl his b3g MOlher, ',n r~rticular. W8S upset about 

this ~s she s~id she ',hm.w;;ht 01 Christopher ~s ~ trustworthy child 

A further concern ITlentKlneci by Mother W3S that Christopher's half-brother he,d moved to 

high school th3t ye~.- ~nd h'ls incre~s.ed wor~lo~d nleant th3t he couldn't Sp<3M as much time 

\'~th Ch.-istopher ~s he used to, She ~Iso stilted th~t the h~II·!:Jrothe.- h3Q regular con,acl wilh 

his father, ~nu th"t Christopher bec~,-ne nwre withdrawn when the hall-brother was away o,~ 

visils 

Filmily History 

Chris:opher's molhEr sa>::J Ih~1 ShE c~m" Irom ~ 1~lnily Of seven children, SI1<3 dcsc:ibed h".. 

,-nother as a ,,'oman ~~10 ruled with all irOillist - yery slrict and cCillroiling wi:h high hopes br 

hEr child.-en ShE uEscri:J"d hEr I~ther "S very agJressive 300 she sa'KJ thai sh" ~'''n''u to 

chalYJe ~hic' ra(;ern 81 disci~lille wllh her own childr",~. 

'Nhen she was ,~i.1e:een. Mo:hEr 1,,11 prEgn~nt with her first chiid, Christo~h"r'" h~I'-sistcr 

~ Icc mother dIQn'~ allow her to mmry her daughlers lathEr "s sh" 1"lt h" wasil'; suita:.>Ic, This 

ch'ld X"w up wi:h her grandnlothcr. whom she thought 81 as hEr moth"r The half·sisler 

appemea I~ bE ~ w"II-~~I"nccd. charnling young woman who cleMly cMed "bout 

Christopher 
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ILLUSTRATIVE MATERIAL 

The ~im or the thempy "fth Christopher was to create a nOll-threatening environmcnt in 

..... hich he coulu fcel safe to cxpress and exptO'e his difficulties, I noticed early on in the 

pruce.s that Cl1ristopher tended to withdraw anj become monosyllabic, sometimes silent. 

"tlC'n I attempted to ergage him di'ectly_ For eX8mple, rluring an "ssessment sess'lon I 

8skcd him to tell me his sirle of the story "S reg8rd. the mOlley his mother thought he mght 

IlCwe stolen, but Christopher refused to speak Once we h8d agreerl to ~ longer-term 

therapy, t decKJed to le8"e lhe therapy .pace as cYxn 8. possible_ I showeu Christopher the 

chest ',n the lilC'mpy room that contained the toys, dmwir'19 maleri"l. and game. "nd 

explainerl th~( the tilC'rapy was for him and that h,~ could choosc what he wanted 10 UO 

The ro<lwiir'lg vigr\Ctte wlch occurred in the first seSSKln after 1IlC' asscssmcnt perioo 

illuslmtes how Christopher began to use symbolk: playas a method of commlln,cat,on that 

he :elt more comfortabj.o, with, I: also sen,.'ed to d~'ify the issue of the money incident 

Chnslnpl1,.r chose!J fI'M h"nd rwppc!s ircm I/Ic Iny dleSl, He pUi nn "himd pu-"pet 

<fosiqnca to roscmiJIc il aog, which he callea -"dcr' Ho silia illilt Po/cr ,~ad til"''' 

Inol1o's rcnrese,1ted by three orhN p"'ppets, one of WlllCll was his new fricnd, 'AWl 

Cl1ris! ophN spoke vi" the ch"r!Jct"r nf PHier tile -""'.0,001, saying that wilen hc was 

yn"'~q /1" did imd thi"ys - ,~" siol" " ,/"dy's IIHJ1(ibaq, 1-1" did thi." OOcHu."e h" f"lt no­

OI1C loved 111m But lle bouqht evelyo~e presents to make everytlling ix'tior 'Pdor' 

WHS smTY imm i~" holtnm oi /I;S Im","i ior "',~HI 1m 'd dOl"" 1-1" "-';ked me if! had ever 

<fonc bild things and I said ycs, bul I could be forgivoll and still bc loved 

I ie!1 ttlal tile above "onrirrned whal ! had suspcc!ed after Ille inili~i intervie>'''- that 

~-:h 'lslcpher wa~ ~ narCI%;.tlqlly In!ure~ hoy who ha~ s:oien becauso he foil unloved 

believc that the stcaiinq was a wav (): exhlbi:lng his "cec and clairning wl\8~ he wasn'l gi.'en 

freely ' .... ,'inn'rotl (1990::- S'81es th~1 'Ihe rhilc who ste~io an ob)ec~ IS not klOkinq fo:' thc objcct 

stolcn bll! scoks Iho f:xJlhcr OVOr 'If/10m IK' Or shc hilS riqilt." (p 125, hi. emph"sis) 

"iV, ',>colt 'views stealinf; as a hopeful sign ',n that it inuK;ate, Ilm~ tile ct1ild is se8rchin] fo' 

oumelhlc,cJ he (;(' she h"s been cep,ived of, and the Iluisa"ce valuc of 11'-" bella"iou: is 

21' 
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C>1ArTER 6 

CASE FORMULATION 

I view Christopher <15 " nJrcissislically iniuroo young boy whasB compelitiv"nBSs 'Bllectfld 

b(}ln ~n attempt to compOOSJtfl for this injury ~nd ~ defense ~g~insl his vu nBr~bilitl' 

p<:lotuliltB diffuse d'.lm<Jgo to the self. but suggest tM~t thB pole 01 ilmbitions w~s particularly 

weilk. 

Cr,ristOilher's In(lthflr'o "nitial rejection of Ilim mO<Jnt tll~t Iw W<JS illsufficienUy mirrorfld ~nrl 

she w~s li~Bly to r"wo been "mtivalcnt about his attempts to relate to nor as ,.lIl idB~lizBd 

SQurCC Furthermore, tlW loss of contact with Mil' 100t"r fJmily contributfld to Chrisloplwr's 

feeling of vulnB'ilbilit)' ~nd 'Bjection, '.lS 110; waS then mo,,, rei'ilnl on his motne!" "Vhen 

ChriSlOphe.- w~s concBivBd his molnor WaS trying to slr<Jiglllen up r,er life ~nd I slJggest that 

she tBIl stle couldn't afford 10 'f"II' agaln_ H-J unpl'.lIlned pregn'.mcy 1M1l1 Christopher w~o 

1nus dev<.lSI"tlng for r,er '''s it represented a oetb.lck in improving ne.- circumslancBs This 

made it very diff>cult for ncr to provid" tn" pooi~"'e mirroring Cnristophe.- "']ec'x 10 develop 

optirlally. Although re was repa'1&Jly ckJs" to his fOoter pJrents, who may h"ve beEn ~blB 

to provid" POSiliv" oplfobj"c~ experiences, Chris~oph"r wao aWJre thJt his reJI mo1her WaS 

rejpnlng of him 

I suggest tn,,,t Mot_her's m,miage to Step-fJtner with nis sirongly neld Cnris!ian bellefo. w~o 

In Jtt"rlPt to co.'forrl to the conservat-',e val""s that she had initl<"lIy rebelled ilgilirlst. bllt 

wh>cn were interl);]lized '''s a punitive su;y]rego. This marri,,,ge is also viewed ii, ~n ~ttempt 

,a pmvide ~ ot~OB e~vimnment for Christ(}pher TM mon"y incident WaS Ihus a ,'ery 

traumatic Oflfl for Motne.- sne found i1 nard to L"ce Inc iact Ir""t Christopll'" rould have 

ot~IBn ~" 1r,is relT'-lnded r,Br of her ~wn vllln"",bili;,es an~ the times Sne IlaG 'fallen fmm 

grace' and n,s aCII~l rlJY nave been inte.-prclee oy ner "S a m~nifestmion of tne negative 

qllillities of Christop~.., r's fJtMr, which "M dr"a~e.j, 

Thi" atmospMre mJ~e it very difficult for Chrislopher to feel ,,,biB 10 c(}nfBss ilnd be forgiven 

- he ielllerriilBd (}f being rBjected. TIli" leilr w~o "'JcerbJted by Ine fact t_hat Ilis mother ~irl 

reject nlrl Wre]tl ne w,"s a baby, ~ feeling Ih~t r,B w~s ilwilre (}f ilt the ii!Tt']. The ISSlJe of the 

stolen m=By w~" tn"" Joout far more inarl pelly 1nelt - it w~s ~n ondic~tion of Chrrstopner's 

need for Jffectlo.l ,nd acceptance Ih,,,1 nB felt r.<i w~sn't given ~re"ll', Allholl<]h nis m(}tr,er 
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CHAPTER 4 

CASE HISTORY 

ChMstopher (11) was JlOught to the Child Guid8nce Clinic with his I~mily, M(}ther (44). Step­

father (31), Half-sister (24) and Hall-brother (14), who were conc"rned ahout a recent 

change in h~ uehaviour and affect. " 

According t(} his lilmily Chld(}pher had becCIfTle withdrawn. sleeping mOle thim usu~1.. 

st~(II,g 'II,ta sp~ce at times and seeming Uf'interested in life anc lacking In his usual GrlGrgy_ 

This w~s perhaps linked to J ci~pute ~iXlut school fees that Christopher hac neglected to 

h~r_d in In the Feoru,]ry of thJt yeJr, C~ristopher's mother r..,d given Christopher R200 for 

the schoolmgdration fee She ueli€ved he gave it to the sc~ool. out over J month later s"e 

receivGd ~ lelt"r from IIle school requbtlng the money Christop.~er GOulc not >1ccounl for 

the mon"y - he said 111~t it disappeared from his oag, Mother, in particular, WJS upset ~uout 

his as she sakJ she thought of Christopher as a trustworthy chiid 

A lurthGr GO"~e,,, me"tKl"Gd by Mntlwr was that Christopher's Imlf-blOtiwl -,'O;d "nov"d to 

"ig.~ schoo t.~ilt yea' and his if'~.re~sed workio~d me~r_t t·,~t he couldn't ~penc as muc.~ time 

"'11h Christop"er ~~ he u~ed ta Sh" ~Iso stilted t·,at th" .,~if-hml-,"r "ild regular con:~cI ,"~th 

.~is failwr ar_d that C,rstopher he~.>1m" mom ,-.ithdrawn w,,,r_ th€ hall-hrother WilS 3,,'ay on 

vis',ts 

Family History 

Christoph",s moth"r said n-,,! sh" cam" lrom il l>1miiy 01 s"v"r_ childrer_ She de%rioec her 

rTlJic>er as a woman woo r,dec ,"i:th an i"un fist - very stricl ~nd cOf'trolling W',lIl Iligh h(}:,,,s lor 

her ch:!dren S"e de%r,h"d ·'er :ath"r a~ very aggres~ive ar_d ~he said thai she ~,mcd 10 

cllC1rl9" this P>1ttCIrl of discipiin" with Il"r awn cllildmn 

\"/r",n ;h" w~s r_in"t""n ~b!.,"r I,,!I :"egr_~nt wit., her first child, Chri~to;Jhe"'s hJif-sisl"r 

Her mulher didn't allow he, IJ marry 11C' dauglli"r's 1~lh"r as sh" 1"lt h" w~~r_'t sui~~ble. This 

~c,:ld gr"w up wit., h", g.candmoth",-, w.,om n e thought of as -'~r TJ()1I1Gr The h8il-sd",­

appearec to tJe ~ well-ual>lrlced cll~rrrrir_g yaung w~man who ~.Iearly carec JiXlui 

c.'''stoph~' 
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CHAP'ER 7 

Christopher's ccmpetitiveness was of a complex quality. Arising out of his assertive attempt 

to mobilize selfobject responsiveness, his competitiveness came to lun:;tion partly as a 

useful and invigorating compensation, partly as a defense against sell ir~ury. In this 

dissertation I emphasize the fact that it is dHficult, in practice, to recognize compensatory 

structures versus defensive ones consider the intersubjective field - my 

cc •. mtertranslere~e responses, the personal matenal evoked and the retationship dynamic 

between Christopher al"d I. an essential aspect of working witr. ChristQPhe(s 

competitiveness and O:!entilying its fluctuating lunction Via analysis of the intersubjective 

lield present in the therapy, I was able to shift Irom viewing his competitiveness as 

maladaphve to recG<]nizing the healing function it could provide, M compensatory structures 

represent the sell's attempt at healing, I believe that it is 01 primary Importance that they be 

recognized as SLlCh. It not, work in therapy may be counterproductive. 

I suggest that working with compensatory structures may be particular1y uselut in short-term 

psychodynamic psychotherapy as one is working with manifest behaviour. This can be 

w()fked with immediately, versus the longer process 01 uncovering and strengthening the 

self As Kchut (1977) states, recognizing the compensatory structure ard de-contaminating 

it from delensive aspects shouk:t provide the patient with a more reliable, useful sell­

enhancing function Because 01 the time constraints placed on me as a tra'inee, I had limited 

time in which to work with Christopher. The time limit didn't allow lor deep penetration into 

Christopher's primary delicit. but 1 believe that the w()fk we did together went some way 

towards de-contaminating his competitiveness Irom its defenSive and maladjusted facets It 

is hoped that Christopher's competitiveness will stam him in good stead in the luture. 

particularly as regards scholastiC performance and career success, and that the accolades 

received via these achievements will contitlUe to provide the mirroring he needs. II 

Christopher is able to utijize his competitiveness constructive~, I believe that it may 

compensate lor the deficits in sell-structure and that he will internalize a sense of being a 

valued and capable indivdual 
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