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Introduction

These essays are based on lectures presented to psychoanalysts, analytical psychologists and psychotherapists who attended the Chicago Workshops (1991–2007) and the Arild Conference (1983–2010). At the Chicago Workshops, groups of eight people would meet three times a year and most members attended for at least ten years. The Arild Conference met annually for three days and was attended by thirty clinicians from Sweden and Denmark. Of these, at least twenty-five members attended for about twenty-seven years.

Both groups focused on clinical work. Each meeting would concentrate on a single case presentation, allowing the presenting analyst to take several hours to present material and to discuss their case in depth. It was common for a case to be re-presented after several years; indeed, in some situations a case was followed over a ten year period.

The participants were senior clinicians. They were well read and were familiar with the seminal psychoanalytic works on character disorders. Many in Chicago had studied with Peter Giovacchini, whom I came to know in the middle 1980s. He also attended the Arild Conference in the 1990s, and so both groups were able to benefit from an understanding of his profound insights into the nuts and bolts of working with the most challenging of character patterns. All the participants knew the standard texts of Otto Kernberg, Heinz Kohut and Harold Searles, and we also studied the writings of André Green, Masud Khan, and other European analysts who had written extensively about character issues.

The essays presented here assume familiarity with this literature or the works of other analysts who have written on the topics. They address selected elements of the three character types, and are by no means intended as comprehensive accounts of all aspects. The particular aim of the lectures the essays are based on was to help clinicians get into the minds of these three personalities, and, keeping with this theme, each chapter ends with a first person narrative of this self’s position in the world. Only when we place ourself within the logic of these characters can we begin to identify and empathise with the strategies they have developed to help them survive challenging times. 

This exercise of expressing thought in the first person is a technique that I came by at graduate school when I was studying English literature. Confronted with the complexities of seemingly confounding characters, I found that I could approach them more easily if I simply spoke (or wrote) as if I were them. As I followed the sequence of the character as it acted in the world, this would inevitably disclose the logic of the person’s character. To take as an example the opening of Melville’s Moby Dick: we begin with Ishmael, who says, in effect, “I am taking to sea because if I do not I will kill someone.” If we follow all his subsequent thoughts and actions, in time their moves repeat axioms that disclose crucial assumptions that guide his personality. 

At the outset, it is important to point out that no two borderlines, no two narcissists, and no two manic depressives are the same. Indeed, apart from certain crucial personality axioms, they may have little in common. They will be who they are for many different reasons, but it is nonetheless possible to describe a typical relation between their subjectivity and the world they inhabit. So when we use the descriptions “narcissist”, “borderline” or “manic depressive”, we are identifying axioms that these individuals share. Each character disorder forecloses the receptive and disseminative fecundity of personality in a different way. In their rivers of consciousness, which will be highly varied, there are types of dam that they will have in common, characteristic mechanisms that operate independently of the quotidien and that are somewhat predictable. 

At the root of all character disorders there is mental pain, and the advantage of any character structure is that its repetition makes the person’s distress findable. It may take many months of analysis to understand a patient’s axiomatic structure, but if we are dealing with a narcissist, a borderline, or a manic depressive, we gradually come to identify and recognise these characteristic traits and the intelligence of their features. Whether we see the problem as mainly biological, or to do with disturbances in the maternal order, or with impossible dilemmas from the real, each disorder is an intelligent attempt to solve an existential problem. 

Even though these solutions may in themselves be highly disturbing, if the clinician can grasp their specific intelligence and help the analysand to understand this, then a natural process of detoxification can begin.





chapter 1


The Narcissist


The myth of Narcissus, whose self preoccupation marginalises his relation to the other, may be the first clear character diagnosis to emerge in Western culture.


The story distills a complex refractory meaning in the image of a self-struck Narcissus that is more than surface reflection. It tells us that the nymph Echo has previously been punished by Hera for talking too much. She can no longer start a discussion but can only repeat back what is said by the other. When she sees Narcissus—an adolescent—she is struck by his beauty. She follows him but cannot speak to him. When he sees her he rejects her and she dies, slowly and alone. Later, Nemesis (the goddess of revenge) turns the tables on him. Narcissus comes to a pond that has never been troubled by animals or humans, and as he bends down to drink he sees his own reflection and falls in love with this image. But each time he reaches into the water to embrace himself it shatters. He cannot leave, yet he cannot have the being he desires. Like Echo, he dies from unrequited love.


Putting this together psychoanalytically, the link between the two protagonists might be imagined as follows. An older woman finds a young man. She loves him but he loathes her. In the logic of the narrative, Narcissus’ story then follows hers. But Freud’s theory of the logic of sequence suggests that in fact she is rejected by him for the same reasons that she is rejected by others. Even if he is repulsed for physical reasons, as the myth suggests, we know that she has already been rejected for being intrusively talkative.


Psychoanalysis followed the logic of his myth in the analysis of the structure of the narcissistic personality. Modell1 and others have argued that the narcissist has rejected the primary object, the mother, because she is experienced as too intrusive. In place of the other the self establishes its own image as a new primary object.2 All is well while the narcissist merely gazes at his image, but any attempt to make contact with it destroys it. Put another way, if the other attempts to engage the self, the self refuses the other and the other fragments. Abjection. Echo tries to engage Narcissus and is rejected. Narcissus tries to engage himself and is destroyed. Both die in their respective attempts to engage an other.


The psychoanalyst working with the narcissist will be familiar with this dilemma. The patient brings troubled waters; he appropriates the lake-session. As the analyst listens, she often struggles to figure out what she can say as the analysand takes up the entire time talking about “narcissistic wounds”. These wounds are fragmentations in what should otherwise be an ideal mirror, and the analysand is deeply occupied in the effort to restore this healing pond. The analyst, on the other hand, notes her position as Echo, who can speak only if she reflects the narcissist’s wording and interests.


If the Echo-analyst misspeaks then she is suddenly faced with a particular object relation: the lake that fragments the self. Best to remain passive and supportive. Any intervention that differs from the analysand is hazardous.


The self-image


Perhaps the most significant feature of the narcissist is the demand for admiration. However, this can operate at a very subtle level. Although he implicitly idealises himself, he may project this wish-fulfilling fantasy onto other people or onto activities in his life via idealisation. This offers a quid pro quo. You idealise me; I idealise you. He agrees to introduce others into a tacitly idealising society of his own creation. This is the “narcissistic contract”: I promote you as exalted; you do the same for me; we offer this service to others. It provides a reassuring base to an otherwise fragile sense of self worth. To live in a world of idealisation is to bask in the radiant light of the idealised object.


The less disturbed narcissist may allow this other to become an intimate—a spouse, for example—and in the best of circumstances this can result in what amounts to a mutual idealising partnership. Indeed, if the partner is also a narcissist then such couples can form a strong bond that, with luck, can weather many a storm.


Let us think about one of the narcissist’s assumptions, that the visual takes precedence over the verbal or the symbolic: “I am who or what I appear to be.” As we shall see later, this is an important distinction. The narcissist uses language as a sign system. Words are like facial gestures or body positions: they are intended to indicate the pleasure or unpleasure of the narcissist. Although the self’s unconscious will always make links at the level of the symbolic order, the narcissist is curiously at odds with his own production of meaning. In the symbolic order meaning can be heard by the other. Indeed, it is shared and can be interpreted. This assumes the notion of mutuality, but the narcissist intends this only as long as his words are accepted as signs of homeostasis-building. The aim is to establish a world of ideals, not ideas. The ideal self or object is an accomplished Gestalt; it inherits the power of the image.


As Lacan emphasises, to speak is to disturb the hegemony of the image; words break up the picture, which is always “worth a thousand words”. There is a hatred of the signifier as it decentres the self. It always points elsewhere, and it allows the listening other to become an independent participant in the relational field.


Indeed, some narcissists hate language because it separates them from the hegemony of the image and from their use of the non-verbal to control the other. Typically, whether in a relationship or in an analysis, the narcissist uses facial signs (raised eyebrows, wincing, glancing glumly at the floor), or non-verbal acoustic communications (sighing or coughing), or silence, to assert the self’s pre-verbal intentionality. Even when speaking, sometimes quite eloquently, the sum effect of speech is aimed at demonstrating the power the self-as-image has over the other. This is a common characteristic of the charismatic personality. And ironically, even though what is being said may be informative or interesting, the narcissist shows no interest in the content of what is said but only in the fact of saying it. To speak is to defeat speech.


By asserting the priority of the non-verbal world over speech, the narcissist uses a kind of performance art as a medium for manipulating the other and, when it comes to analysis, for defeating the analyst’s attempt to create meaning. Instead the narcissist listens to the sound of the analyst’s voice, or watches her demeanour. For him, it is in silences that the true analyst resides; in the realm of the pre-verbal.


Ideals and idealisation


During the latency era, most of us form an ideal self. This is not the same as the superego, which is an internal judging agency. The ideal self is an object that the self aspires to be. As we know, adolescence is a crucial era both for self idealisation and for its opposite—a catastrophic dread that the self is an outsider. This is far off indeed from the ideal self. All of us also idealise objects. We create flawless objects that can be the focus of unconditional love, and this accords with the pleasure principle.


The narcissist, however, idealises objects in order to live in a world that, in the most subtle of ways, is without humanity. Human beings are flawed, and this is unacceptable to the narcissist because it leaves him at the mercy of the potential disposition of the other. The idealised self is meant to replace the other, and this is often achieved by proxy, through others who idealise the self of the narcissist. Because he idealises objects, he must narrow the field of those objects in his world that are available for such an investment in order to control them.


The “abject”, Kristeva’s term for all phenomena marginalised by the personal, social, or cultural demand for a seamless reality, is anathema to the narcissist. Nor can he contemplate Camus’ idea that, because we cannot embrace through our rational processes of thought the unthinkable complexity of lived experience, this renders the condition of human being absurd. Both Camus and Kristeva have as a foil the narcissistic structure that refuses to think further about anything outside the grasp of expedient consciousness. When the Nazis exterminated the Jews, they were attempting to rid the world of unwanted parts of themselves by projection. They intended to create a pure race, devoid of any anti-narcissistic dimension; in other words, to eliminate anything that would conflict with the self.


The negative


The narcissist splits the self and his objects into those that are idealised and those that are not. Non-idealised objects are of little interest. They are the abject. But just as idealisation allows for a kind of love life, it also gains energy from hate. The narcissist must find hate objects that are the twins of those that he idealises. We can think of these as denigrated objects. The denigrated object is the dustbin that contains the waste matter of human elements that are not part of the narcissist’s world. This way, he maintains a link with the discarded through hate.


This brings us to a diagnostic distinction. Some narcissists are sunny people who are fine until they feel their idealised objects to be under threat. Others are preoccupied with the negative, storing away their idealised self and objects in deeply private places. The positive narcissist is less disturbed; the negative narcissist is the personality that moves this character disorder into the realm of psychosis.


In the negative form we see the foundations of racism, sexism, and genocide. The black, the Jew, the Muslim, the homosexual are denigrated because they become figures for the deposition of the unwanted parts of the narcissistic self. Already hated for their difference, they also constitute the other: the non self. They must be found again and again in order to transform difference into a necessity. They exist in order to assure the self of its own purity.


The positive narcissist


The positive narcissist carefully constructs a world available for harmonious functioning. He is concerned to live in a safe world, untroubled by stimuli that will threaten his sense of good. He does not want deep relations with others as this always involves coming across the negative, so he cultivates what we might think of as convivial acquaintanceships rather than intimate friendships. Unlike the negative narcissist, the positive narcissist may embrace otherness. This may be a successful strategy for a lifetime and friends may never see that such apparent inclusiveness is false; that the aim of such generosity is to fulfill the image he has of the self.
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