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Background Reading for Saturday 26th June 2020 

Chapter 2 of The Surviving Object by Jan Abram 

2 The Surviving Object  

 

…it is not possible to be original except on a basis of tradition.  

 

(Winnicott 1967: 370) 

 

The originality of Winnicott’s work can only be fully appreciated through recognition 

that the theoretical foundations reside in Freud’s metapsychology and symbolic matrix of 

psychosexuality. Klein’s presence in his work is different. His discourse with the 

Kleinian development during the 1940s and 50s shape many of his seminal concepts. 

Thus, in my view, Winnicott’s theories offer such new perspectives that in the final 

analysis his work offers a new paradigm for psychoanalysis (Abram, 2013).1 

 

The distinctiveness of Winnicott’s epistemology is that psychoanalysis is the study of 

human nature.  Human Nature, (posthumously published in 1988), is a succinct account 

of Winnicott’s contribution to the development of psychoanalysis.  André Green has 

described human nature as a ‘classical concept of philosophy’ (Green 1996), and it is 

important to note that although Winnicott valued the complement of paediatrics and 

psychoanalysis, what he affirms (in the Introduction to Human Nature), is that there is 

more to learn about early infancy from the deeply regressed adult in analysis than there is 

from direct infant observation or even working with a very young child. In a late paper he 

clarifies this point when he says that ‘early is not deep’. 

 

Then an important thing happened to me was recognizing that early is not deep, and 

this helped me a lot in my attempt to make full use of Klein without getting bogged 

down. I suddenly realized – in Paris or somewhere – that early isn’t deep: that it 

takes an infant time and development before depth comes in, so that when you’re 

going back to the deepest things you won’t get to the beginning. You get to 

something like 3 or 2 or 1 and a half, and this was very important for me because 
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some mechanisms that have to do with the schizoid groupings seem to belong to 

early and not to deep, and depression belongs to deep and not to early.  

 

([1967]1989: 581) 

 

Winnicott’s theoretical matrix includes early and deep, but the essential core amounts to a 

theory (even philosophy) of Self-experience. The emphasis on subjectivity is one of the 

features of Winnicott’s work that perhaps means more to the French intellectual tradition 

than the English empirical tradition and this is one of the reasons that his work was long 

appreciated more for French psychoanalysis than British.2   

 

Bearing this in mind, in this essay I begin with an outline of Winnicott’s major 

conceptions as explicated in The Language of Winnicott. This will stand as a foundation 

from which I wish to propose the notion of the ‘surviving object’ which is my 

interpretation of a concept I propose is implied in Winnicott’s late work, notably through 

his paper ‘The use of an object’ (1969). This will be followed by a clinical example. In 

my Discussion I will refer to André Green’s theory of the dead mother complex in order 

to highlight how my proposal of a surviving object relates to contemporary French 

psychoanalytic theory. 

 

The three principle conceptions that structure Winnicott’s work are: the parent-infant 

relationship, primary creativity and transitional phenomena. These principle conceptions 

carry a variable amount of nodal points across the whole of his work that constitutes the 

fabric of the whole picture. Some of the nodal points are concepts in embryo, waiting, as 

it were, to be developed. Several have already been developed. For example, André 

Green has written about how his development of the concept the work of the negative was 

inspired by Winnicott’s ‘intuition’ of the negative when discussing the themes of absence 

and loss in Playing and Reality (Green 1996). As I hope to show here in my Discussion 

of Green’s concept of the ‘dead mother’ the latter concept was also strongly influenced 

by Winnicott’s late work.  
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Parent-infant relationship 

 

Intrinsic to the sense of self is always the Other as first suggested by Freud, through ‘the 

shadow of the object’ (Freud [1915] 1917).  In 1942 Winnicott realized that ‘there’s no 

such thing as a baby’. While Winnicott knew that Mrs. Klein and her followers dismissed 

his work and refused to acknowledge his thinking about the environment (Abram 2007: 

164 – 181), towards the end of his life he references the issues when he asked, ‘…how to 

get back to the environment without losing all that was gained by studying the inner 

factors’ ([1967] 1989: 577). But it may be easy to misunderstand Winnicott’s use of the 

term ‘environment’ which actually refers to the m/other’s emotional attitude and feelings 

about her infant. Bion’s late work addressed this fact so that in a post Kleinian 

psychoanalysis the nature of the object is taken for granted  (Bion 1962). Generally in 

psychoanalysis it is forgotten that Winnicott laid emphasis on the impact of the object on 

the well-being of the baby long before Bion conceptualized the container-contained.3  

 

Primary creativity and the theoretical first feed 

 

Come at the world creatively, create the world; it is only what you create that has 

meaning for you.  

(1968: 101) 

 

‘Primary creativity’ is Winnicott’s term to describe the infant’s biological instinctual 

force i.e. the energy the baby brings to the mother from the beginning in the context of 

absolute dependency. Winnicott postulates three stages of dependency: absolute 

dependence (up to about three months); relative dependence (up to about 9 months); and 

towards independence (from then onwards).4 For Winnicott there is no such thing as 

independence only ever inter-dependence. This emphasis on dependency in Winnicott’s 

work is central to his theory (see Abram 2007: 130-147).  

 

At the beginning the baby’s biological needs are not separable from emotional 
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needs, and they must be attended to through the mother’s special attention. If all 

goes well the mother’s ability to adapt to the baby’s predicament of absolute 

dependence will culminate in ‘the theoretical first feed’.  

 

The theoretical first feed is represented in real life by the summation of the early 

experiences of many feeds. With the establishment of the ‘theoretical first feed’ the 

baby begins to have material with which to create.  

 

(Winnicott ([1953] 1988: 106) 

 

This quality of contact between mother and infant contributes to a gradual building up of 

the baby’s ‘illusion of omnipotence’. This ‘illusion’ depicts the baby’s belief, through 

experience of his needs being met, that his need (hunger) creates the breast (food). The 

mother’s empathic attention to her baby’s dependence and needs (not wishes) facilitates 

the ‘illusion of omnipotence’. This is the crucial moment that constitutes all further 

development and is the outcome of the theoretical first feed. 

 

…there is creative potential, and at the theoretical first feed the baby has a personal 

contribution to make. If the mother adapts well enough the baby assumes that the 

nipple and the milk are the results of a gesture that arose out of need, the result of 

an idea that rode in on the crest of the wave of instinctual tension.  

 

(Winnicott [1953] 1988: 110) 

 

The wave of instinctual tension e.g. hunger, is met through the mother’s adaptation to her 

baby’s need. As long as she is able to meet these early and primitive needs then she is 

able to provide the ‘theoretical first feed’. At this stage the newborn baby is in a state of 

pre-ruth. This ruthlessness is related to primary aggression. It is in Winnicott’s late work, 

as we shall see, that he describes the necessary destruction of the object and explores how 

the good enough object survives the baby’s primitive need.  
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Transitional phenomena 

 

The concept of transitional phenomena refers to a dimension of living that belongs 

neither to internal nor to external reality; rather, it is the place that both connects 

and separates inner and outer. Winnicott uses many terms to refer to this dimension 

– the third area, the intermediate area, the potential space, a resting place, and the 

location of cultural experience. 

 

Developmentally, transitional phenomena occur from the beginning, even before 

birth, in relation to the mother-infant dyad. Here is located culture, being and 

creativity. 

 

As the infant begins to separate Me from Not-me, going from absolute dependence 

into the stage of relative dependence, he makes use of the transitional object. This 

necessary developmental journey leads to the use of illusion, the use of symbols, 

and the use of an object.  

 

Transitional phenomena are inextricably linked with playing and creativity.  

 

(Abram 2007: 337) 

 

The use of an object 

 

In Winnicott’s [1968] 1969 paper, ‘The use of an object’ he posits a sequence of object 

relating with an emphasis on the relationship between the subject’s destruction of the 

object and the object’s survival. This relates to the notion of the ‘theoretical first feed’. 

 

…after ‘subject relates to object comes subject destroys object (as it becomes 

external); and then may come ‘object survives destruction by the subject’…A new 
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feature thus arrives in the theory of object relating. The subject says to the object: ‘I 

destroyed you’, and the object is there to receive the communication. From now on 

the subject says: ‘Hullo object!’ ‘I destroyed you’. ‘I love you’. ‘You have value 

for me because of your survival of my destruction of you’. ‘While I am loving you I 

am all the time destroying you in (unconscious) fantasy’.  

 

(Winnicott [1968] 1971: 90) 

 

This is the point, I suggest, at which Winnicott ushers in the notion of a surviving object. 

The key part of the sequence is that the object is there to receive the communication, i.e. 

the object who is able to receive the subject’s loving destruction constitutes the object’s 

psychic survival. Because of the object’s ability, the subject is thus facilitated to 

experience that the object has survived her destructiveness. This is the essential 

experience, between infant and mother, that I propose will lead on to the establishment of 

an intrapsychic surviving object. Without the experience of the object’s survival the 

subject is not able to internalize that experience which facilitates the evolution of an 

intrapsychic surviving object. Once internalized the infant can slowly develop the 

capacity to distinguish between her projections and the integrity of the other. This is clear 

in Winnicott’s theory and I suggest an extension of this concept.  

 

At first the surviving object is a ‘subjective object’,5 which denotes that it initiates the 

capacity to symbolize through the experience of needs being met during the time when 

mother and infant are merged. In that sense the newborn’s surviving object has not yet 

become an internal object (which occurs in the later stages of development). The early 

intrapsychic subjective surviving object is the foundation of the later internal surviving 

object – provided the process of survival of the object is consistently ongoing throughout 

childhood. In other words, the parents have to continue to survive the growing child’s 

changing developmental needs based on the early interpsychic–intrapsychic dynamic of 

relating. A different quality of adaptation is required that depends on the growing child’s 

needs at each stage. I suggest this infers a further proposal. 
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Based on the notion that the intrapsychic surviving object continues to grow due to a 

consistent psychic survival of the facilitating environment, I suggest that the surviving 

object continues to establish itself internally and that the complex emotional tasks during 

adolescence contribute to it becoming whole. I suggest that an internal whole surviving 

object only becomes fully established once the emotional tasks of adolescence have been 

completed.6  

 

So, an established internal surviving object comes into being as a result of a 

developmental process that is ongoing from the beginning of life throughout childhood 

and reaches a particular peak of growth at the onset of adulthood. This constitutes, in 

parallel with the body and ego functioning, an essential feature of the internal world of 

object relationships, that, from the final stages of adolescence onwards, facilitate further 

consolidation, enrichment and growth. The quality of the surviving object will come 

about through ongoing interpersonal relationships that feed internal objects. They become 

the vital inner resource that contributes to a meaningful life related to the capacity to live 

creatively (Winnicott 1970). 

 

Destruction is intrinsic to the subject’s capacity to move from object relating to object 

usage. The object has to be destroyed by the subject before it survives the subject’s 

destructivity. We could say this is Freud’s life instinct in vivo. It is this dynamic  – 

destruction and survival – that the object’s survival starts to be created by the subject. 

Primary aggression and ruthlessness are intrinsic to primary destructiveness in 

Winnicott’s language and inherently the life force in action. The infant needs an object to 

survive his destruction (through the primary object’s adaptation to his needs) that in turn 

will facilitate his evolving capacity to discern between Me and Not me.  

 

Survival of the object 

 

Let me now explicate my interpretation of Winnicott’s sequence of five stages as quoted 

above from Chapter 6 of Playing and Reality.  
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1 Subject relates to object  

 

This is the baby at the beginning who is unaware of the care he receives and is merged 

with the m/other during the phase of absolute dependence. The baby is ruthless during 

this stage which is a state of pre ruth, because he cannot know the demands he puts on the 

environment; indeed, it is paramount that the baby is not made aware of what he is doing. 

The mother must protect him from being aware of how demanding he is. This protection 

leaves him to get on with the tasks of being out of the womb and adjusting to his new 

predicament. 

 

2 Object is in the process of being found instead of placed by the subject in the world 

 

The baby’s needs are met and this leads to the object being experienced although not yet 

consciously. The baby cannot yet be aware that the mother/object is a separate Other. The 

process of finding out and moving towards more conscious awareness has to be given 

space and time. The baby is not yet ready to be aware because further crucial processes 

need to take place before he will be able to ‘place the object in the world’. 

 

3 Subject destroys object  

The repeated and uninhibited ruthless demand for the environment’s adaptation amounts 

to a continual destruction of the object. The ongoing destruction is not intentional but 

rather a necessary process of ‘discovering’ the externality of the object. Winnicott’s use 

of the word ‘destruction’ here, I suggest, is akin to eating. We have to destroy the food 

we eat in order to metabolize its value.  

 

4 Object survives destruction 

 

The mother’s sustained capacity to tolerate the baby’s endless demands because of her 

state of primary maternal preoccupation offers the infant a sense of continuity and 

reliability. Survival involves primary identification, mirroring, ego protection, processing 

and crucially, non-retaliation. The myriad aspects of the good enough m/other’s survival 
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enables the baby to move from apperception to perception in the potential space between 

relating to subjective objects to perceiving objects objectively perceived. This phase of 

the baby’s life takes him from absolute to relative dependence as he moves from total 

unawareness to a gradual awareness of the environment.  

 

The baby is beginning to perceive that the mother is part of the Not-me world. As the 

baby starts to see the same person in a different way so the previous imago of the mother 

is destroyed. The previous merger of the environment mother and the object mother that 

made the baby feel he had two different mothers due to such extremely different 

experiences of both, emanating from his stage of development, begins to change and he 

becomes aware of one mother. Winnicott says that the baby puts one and one together 

and makes one (Winnicott 1958: 267 – 268). 

 

5 Subject can use object   

 

The external object (mother/analyst) keeps integrity and a sense of difference and, 

essentially, does not retaliate. In other words, the mother is able to tolerate the 

projections, fears, and anxieties and is able to empathize and understand how the baby 

must feel through her deep identity (primary maternal preoccupation) based on her 

experience as a baby. The same mother is aware of the reality principle so that she is able 

to help the baby with the transition from merger to separateness. The baby sees that both 

mothers are actually one and the same mother.   

 

Father’s role is crucial here because he must separate the two from each other and the 

mother has to allow for this to facilitate disillusionment from the illusion of omnipotence. 

That sequence is an essential stage of development. The capacity to feel sad initiates and 

is intrinsically a crucial aspect of mourning for the lost object. But, as we will see in 

Chapter 7, father has a crucial role to play at the very beginning of the infant’s life 

although only through the ‘mind of the mother’ (see Chapter 7). 

 

Essential to Winnicott’s theory in the use of an object is that, ‘There is no anger in the 
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destruction of the object…though there could be said to be joy at the object’s survival’ 

(1969: 93). It is this joy that relieves instinct tension and assists the development of the 

ego’s ability to distinguish between inside and outside i.e. ‘internal reality’ as distinct 

from ‘shared reality’. This will lead on to the consolidation and shaping of the surviving 

object. 

 

These five stages are a condensed description of the forming of an object relationship 

from the beginning. They are in constant dynamic relationship throughout each 

interaction, throughout each stage of development, throughout life. And each stage of 

growing will have its specific tasks concerning the way in which the surviving object 

develops inside. I suggest that it is with the establishment and consolidation of the 

surviving object that desire is allowed full reign. 

 

A word on ‘desire’ 

 

The English word ‘desire’ is important as it evokes the emotions of sensuality, passion, 

craving, longing and sexuality. I suggest there is an implicit theory of desire in 

Winnicott’s work which I develop in Chapter 4. As early as 1945 in Primitive Emotional 

Development, Winnicott writes that a satisfactory feed could spell disaster for the baby 

because he could feel ‘fobbed off’. The facilitating environment adapts to needs, but the 

mother has to recognize the signs that the baby is developing and is increasingly able to 

think for himself. This is the period when the mother starts to de-adapt. This ‘failure’ 

assists the infant to move from the ‘illusion’ (of omnipotence) towards ‘disillusionment’ 

(Abram 2007: 200-216). This occurs as the mother ordinarily fails during the phase of de-

adaptation as she recovers from her primary maternal preoccupation. This enables the 

baby to feel that his effort is rewarded. The roots of the capacity to feel desire, I suggest, 

are initated during this period and are a precursor to the capacity to action desire. The 

surviving object is required to be fairly well established to action desire. In Chapter 4, I 

examine Winnicott’s implicit concept of desire. 

 

Lacan wrote something that correlates with Winnicott’s work concerning the 



 

 55  

mother/analyst’s role as object presenter when he said:  

 

That the subject should come to recognize and to name his desire; that is the 

efficacious action of analysis. But it isn’t a question of recognizing something 

which would be entirely given…In naming it, the subject creates, brings forth, a 

new presence in the world.  

 

(Lacan ? ) 

 

Akin to Lacan’s efficacious action of analysis Winnicott writes: 

 

Come at the world creatively, create the world…next comes…the world is in your 

control.  

 

(Winnicott 1967: 101) 

 

This facilitating attitude allows the infant to experience the illusion of omnipotence 

which is predicated on the moment of creating an object related to the theoretical first 

feed. I am suggesting that the baby’s ability to create the object gives birth to the capacity 

to feel desire and that this is contingent on the ‘survival of the object’. I think there may 

be a very interesting link here between the mother’s object presenting and Lacan’s 

conception of the analyst’s desire. Different and yet related. For Lacan the analyst should 

desire that the analysand discover his own truth i.e. ‘…a desire to obtain absolute 

difference’ (Lacan S11: 274). This seems in line with what Winnicott has said about the 

good enough mother’s ability to respond to the baby’s spontaneous gesture that is a 

manifestation of the true self. And for Winnicott there can be no disillusionment without 

first of all the establishment of illusion (of omnipotence). Disillusionment is a painful 

process that requires an internal surviving object to facilitate the mourning process. This 

takes us to adolescence. 

 

Destruction and adolescence 
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If in fantasy of early growth, there is contained death, then at adolescence there is 

contained murder. 

 

(Winnicott 1968) 

 

Adolescence is another crucial stage of development in which the evolving surviving 

object may or may not reach its potential. It is a time of processing all that has occurred 

in childhood as the transition towards adulthood is struggled with. It is so manifestly 

physical, and the adolescent is really involved with destruction on all levels - 

interpersonally and intrapsychically. Hate and rejection are normal features at this stage 

as the adolescent struggles with the anxieties related to destruction and murder. The 

parents and family need to survive and the more they survive the more necessarily they 

will be tested for their resilience. The adolescent’s negotiation of inner and outer worlds 

requires an external object that survives in a parallel way as the baby needed an object to 

survive at the beginning. And yet it is also a kind of survival that is completely different 

from any stage that has occurred before or will occur in the future.  

 

Destruction in fantasy is a crucial aspect of all mature interpersonal relationships and the 

more destructive the subject, in unconscious fantasy, the more the object is objectively 

perceived. This results in more intrapsychic integration and consequently less need to 

project in interpersonal relationships. The ruthlessness involved in mature relationships is 

not the same as the ruthlessness in the infant at the beginning, although it is akin and does 

have its roots in the early feeding situation. For example, a baby whose mother survives 

the passionate hunger of her ruthless baby by not feeling afraid of the attack and rage of 

her baby’s hunger, will be facilitating the shaping of the baby’s surviving object. But 

ruthlessness in maturity means that the individual is able to take responsibility for her 

own feelings and is able to distinguish between the Me and Not-me world. The 

consequence of this process leads to the subject’s growing capacity to resist pressure 

from the Other to comply. This is the mark of integrity and the capacity to know one’s 

Self. This refers to Winnicott’s work on compliancy in the context of a true and false self 
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(Winnicott 1960). 

 

As I hope to have made clear survival of the object is required at each stage of 

development from childhood to adulthood and is part of the provision of a stable 

environment that contributes to the internalized continuity-of-being that facilitates the 

tasks of each stage of development. I am suggesting that the (internal) surviving object 

depends for its development on the inter-psychic (external) survival of the object, and 

that this essentially occurs right from the start of life. I suggest that adolescence is the last 

stage in which the surviving object can become whole – related to the achievement of all 

the complex tasks involved in a true separation which as Winnicott has pointed out 

amounts to an intrapsychic union (Winnicott 1967: 36) in his Concept of a Healthy 

Individual.  

 

When Winnicott names the first moment of integration the ‘theoretical first feed’ the 

inference is that there will be subsequent theoretical feeds leading up to a theoretical final 

feed at the end of the stage of adolescence. This perhaps would constitute the true 

moment of separation through a complete, whole experience having been achieved. 

 

I want to emphasize that the surviving object is not simply a developmental object 

steadily going along a line of development. The surviving object carries a history of the 

dynamic process of the sequence of object relating to object usage at each stage of 

development. The intrapsychic constellations and configurations are the sets of subject 

and object relationships that relate to each stage of development and are caught up with 

memories and capacities. The ‘whole surviving object’ is a theoretical object that the 

subject works towards attaining, but can never really be attained, just like independence 

cannot be truly attained. The human condition is de facto a position of inter-dependence. 

 

The notion of a surviving object can be applied to several psychoanalytic theories. For 

example, the resolution of the Oedipus complex I suggest requires a surviving object. Or 

in Kleinian theory, the reaching of the depressive position is facilitated through a 

surviving object. And the capacity to kill the dead mother in Green’s concept of the dead 
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mother will also require a surviving object.   

 

The corollary to the notion of a surviving object is a non surviving object. The 

cumulative reactions to gross impingements will bring about a non surviving object, 

based on an external object that has not survived the subject’s destructive impulse. When 

Bion talks about the ‘establishment internally of a projective-identification-rejecting-

object’ in his paper A theory of thinking, I think there is a correlation to the same 

phenomenon. It is the outcome of psychic trauma. A non surviving object often 

dominates the internal picture of the analysand and overwhelms, in some cases eclipses, 

the undeveloped surviving object. And this is where clinical work is relevant.  

 

My clinical work alongside my study of Winnicott, over the past 15 years has led me to 

reflect on some of these ideas. The majority of my practice has been working with young 

women between 22 and 40. I came to see that adolescent break down was a feature and of 

course, a recapitulation of a break down that had occurred much earlier (Winnicott 1963).  

The analytic setting offers an opportunity for an undeveloped surviving object to start to 

grow and thus I started to think about how patients were going through a process related 

to their recovery from childhood. The analyst’s survival arises from the analytic attitude 

that facilitates the growth of a surviving object. The more the surviving object grows, as a 

consequence of the survival of the analyst through the analytic situation, the more it will 

in turn strengthen and facilitate the development of the [sense of] Self.  

 

The clinical picture 

 

Everything boils down in the end to what I have tried to describe as the survival of 

the analyst, only it may take years for the patient to become sufficiently confident 

in the transference to be able to take the risk of a relationship in which the analyst is 

absolutely unprotected.  

 

(Winnicott in Rodman 1969: 181) 
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…as analysts we are engaged in an experience with the patient and, while the 

meaning of what happens in this experience may be obscure to us, we are still able 

to feel the experience, to talk about it…What we can say is that the experience is an 

actualization…and in this actualization the experience has to do with the historical 

nature of man.  

 

(Green [1987] in Abram 2016: 2) 

 

Each analysis will go through its various phases where ‘survival’ is paramount, and the 

analyst is always engaged in psychic ‘survival’ as the patient moves from object relating 

to object use. But with some the quality of urgency in the patient keeps the analyst on the 

countertransferential edge. Jill was one such patient who kept me on this edge for almost 

a decade. 

 

Jill’s parents, although well-meaning, alternated between being over anxious with their 

children’s development or absent. Both parents themselves had always suffered from 

their own anxieties. At the beginning of analysis Jill was very close to her father and 

depended on him to contain her panic attacks. Through the course of our work together, 

as she transferred her anxieties to the analytic setting, so she was in a position of 

recognizing that her father’s anxiety states were contained by her panic attacks.  

 

The parents were involved with the treatment indirectly from the beginning. They and Jill 

were in a state of panic that Jill would break down again as she had done the year before. 

The colleague who referred Jill to me explained there was so much panic around, and she 

felt pressurized to rescue Jill. The obsessing was preventing her from working, but a 

course of behavioural therapy had helped her a great deal the year before, although in the 

first consultation Jill said she was terrified that the techniques she’d learnt would fail 

because she felt that there was something else beneath her symptoms – something she felt 

she needed help with to understand. She also told me that although she felt terribly ill at 

times, she always had a sense of herself deep inside like some iron rod that she could 

cling to. I felt this remote but deep sense of self she described suggested to me an 
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undeveloped surviving object. I felt this augured well for Jill making use of the analytic 

space. 

 

Here I focus on a phase of the work when Jill had already been in treatment for four 

years. By this time, Jill had built up from 2 sessions weekly to 4. I will present an account 

of some of the scenes that Jill had brought throughout the course of our work, which 

depicted her states of mind at different moments of her development that illustrated the 

dynamics of her internal world that were clearly mobilized by the transference.   

 

Freud showed us at the outset of psychoanalysis that the patient’s symptoms, dreams, and 

actings out are mini scenes and narratives that will inevitably emerge at different stages 

in the analysis to convey the patient’s psychic history of the repressed, trauma, 

breakdown and psychic pain.  

 

The salient memories and their associations  

 

Jill thinks she was around 5 or 6 when she began to masturbate, and it was always 

associated with deep anxiety. She said it didn’t feel pleasurable but was used rather as a 

way of relieving anxious/excited feeling states. At around this time she had a friend and 

played at her house where they found pornographic magazines which they would look at 

secretly in the parents’ bedroom. Jill accepted invitations to stay the night, but then in the 

middle of the night Jill would be in such a state of panic she would have to leave the 

house and be picked up by her parents. 

 

Jill has a painful memory of being 7 or 8 and walking along the beach with her mother 

and watching a young girl of the same age doing a ‘walk over’ (an acrobatic movement 

of turning the body upside down and walking over hands first – similar but more difficult 

than a cart wheel).  Spontaneously Jill copied the girl and said to her mother ‘Look I can 

do that’. The mother is dismissive and tells Jill not to show off. Jill feels desperately hurt 

and shamed, but also confused and bewildered – ‘why not?’ 
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At 9 Jill’s family went abroad because of work and before going Jill’s mother gave her a 

book on the ‘Facts of Life’ in preparation for this visit. Jill never understood why. It 

confused and frightened her instigating many fantasies about where they were going. 

 

The whole experience of this year abroad for Jill is one of trauma and confusion. It would 

seem that her mother did break down at this time but was not treated. Jill can only 

remember feeling bewildered that her mother was panicked and was physically present 

but not emotionally available for her children. Meanwhile the parents frequently went out 

and left the children on their own. Jill was terrified to be left alone with an older boy  

who she said bullied her and insisted on them watching violent pornographic films. There 

were many scenes from this time that depict the multitude of different traumata at this 

particular developmental phase. I will mention two that elucidate the intensity of Jill’s 

struggle and which she often referred to. 

 

The family visits a famous waterfall. They reach the edge and look over only in time to 

witness a man commit suicide. Jill’s eyes are glued to the body of this man as he seems to 

be falling forever. Shocked she turns to her parents but in a panic, they rush away from 

the scene. In the car home she remembers an unutterable silence. Jill is told to be quiet 

when she tries to speak but she’s not really sure whether she did speak.  

 

Another scene is about a friend coming around to play. They make up a game of taking 

off all their clothes and dancing on the parents’ double bed. Jill remembers feeling 

sexually aroused and triumphant; simultaneously feeling angry with her mother and 

consciously wishing she was dead. The recollection of this scene stirs up an intense sense 

of shame and guilt. This is a scene that Jill frequently referred to and one that so 

graphically depicted her fantasies of the primal scene and Jill’s murderous wishes 

towards her mother.  

 

Jill’s early adolescence features memories of the parents going out and feeling 

desperately worried when they didn’t come home on time. By 16 Jill remembers the 

tables being turned and instead of her waiting in for her parents’ return it was her father 
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waiting for her. She remembers feeling triumphant and deliberately staying out as long as 

she could.  

 

Between 16 and 18 Jill felt completely lost when studying for her exams. Her mother 

chose the subjects and Jill did not work. When she failed her mother rescued her by 

finding a course that was more related to Jill’s aptitudes.  Jill thrived there and did very 

well indeed. The use of her body is reminiscent of the ‘walk over’ at 8, only this time she 

was encouraged by her mother, as if she was allowed to ‘show off’ and perform. Of 

course, it is also reminiscent of her dance on the parents’ bed naked and triumphant. 

 

After leaving college she came to London to look for work. She had a boyfriend she did 

not really like but felt so lonely and within a few months she became pregnant. This 

caused panic and during that time Jill seemed to have abrogated all responsibility for 

herself leaving all the decisions up to her mother who said, ‘You can’t have a baby’. Jill 

remembers her mother’s face when she visited Jill after the termination and in a quiet 

way Jill felt pleased her mother seemed to be suffering so much. The ‘official’ 

breakdown came a year after the termination and her main obsession then was that she 

was a lesbian and that she had AIDS. This was instigated when she had a course of 

behavioural therapy that helped her return to work. It was a year later she sought analytic 

help.  

 

These scenes encapsulate the dynamics of Jill’s internal world and they illustrate different 

layers of her experience of a mother who predominantly did not survive her developing 

child’s needs. The scenes also depict developmental breakdowns, where the self was 

violated and where an experience was catalogued and frozen. Of course, they are pictures 

of Jill’s transference to me and slowly we managed to see how stuck Jill feels with all the 

affects around the scenes that seem so difficult for her to process.  

 

The course of analysis 

 

Changes in an analysis when the traumatic factors enter the psychoanalytic material 
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in the patient’s own way and within the patient’s omnipotence. The interpretations 

that are alterative are those that can be made in terms of projection.  

 

(Winnicott 1960: 37) 

 

With these scenes in mind I will now outline the course of the analysis up to the point of 

Jill creating the scene that showed how ‘…a thing that has not been understood inevitably 

reappears; like an unlaid ghost, it cannot rest until the mystery has been solved and the 

spell broken’ (Freud 1909: 122)  

 

Despite the breakdown occurring the year before, when Jill started analysis she was 

living with her friend in a shared house, had a new boyfriend (although he’d been a friend 

for many years), and had a network of friends and colleagues. She was working 

freelance. Her parents were still very involved with her life and to begin with they paid 

the fees. 

 

Jill was extremely suspicious about psychoanalysis and seemed to find an article in the 

British press at frequent intervals that talked about its dangers. Meanwhile she was very 

dependent on her parents, and in phone contact with them every day. They seemed to 

wish to keep her in a state of fragility, like an ill child, who had no choice but to carry the 

family’s sickness. However, Jill’s psychological mindedness and capacity to make good 

use of the analytic setting meant that the symptoms of obsessing began to decrease so that 

by the end of the first year they had almost disappeared.  

 

In the second year of our work together Jill made significant progress. She changed 

careers to be more financially independent as well as to have a more regular way of life 

that fitted in with her boyfriend. She recognized how much she needed a regular structure 

in her life. They were planning to set up home together. This caused huge anxiety and it 

was at this time that the symptoms of panic and obsessing reappeared. We came to 

understand Jill’s profound anxieties related to the meaning for her of becoming a woman. 

She was sure that her parents would not be able to bear her growing up – surely it would 
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kill them. Our work bore fruit as Jill moved in with her boyfriend and found to her 

astonishment that her parents did not kill her, nor collapse, and as she changed so she 

observed their capacity to change. This was one of the first developmental steps achieved 

in the analysis and suggested that the undeveloped surviving object was beginning to 

grow. The consolidation of this moment increased as the two couples of different 

generations could enjoy visiting each other and enjoying going out together.   

 

By the beginning of the third year Jill was able to pay for her analysis, was living happily 

with her boyfriend, and her new career was taking shape successfully. Her relationship 

with her parents and her brother had changed significantly. Jill’s ability to pay for her 

sessions was of course an important step in separating from her father. She came to 

understand how much he needed to pay for the sessions and keep involved but she felt it 

kept her as his daughter and now she had a boyfriend who earnt well, and they were 

planning to get married. At each new stage of development towards adult maturity, Jill’s 

anxieties increased, and there would be something of a negative therapeutic reaction7 as 

she had to let go of old defences. But her ability to make use of the analytic space 

enabled her to understand and thus work through her anxieties.  

 

Breaks were always difficult for Jill when the symptom of panic would reappear. The 

associated memories connected with the scenes as described above when she was 6 and 

7, as well as the scenes of her parents leaving her. In the early years there was often an 

acting out around holiday breaks of her not returning when the sessions resumed or 

cancelling the final session or two before my break. We came to understand this as her 

need to do to me what she felt I was doing to her. This was repeating the pattern she felt 

so strongly inside of there always having to be one left lonely whilst the other goes off 

with an Other. 

 

The details of this dynamic emerged in a dramatic way when Jill made a mistake about 

my Easter break in the fourth year. The beginning of the year was the anniversary of her 

first break down which made it a difficult time anyway, but this year Jill was going to get 

married in early summer. Her anxieties about breaking down came into sharp relief as she 
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realized how far she’d progressed in our work together and how well she felt and yet, as 

already stated, this progress brought about a negative therapeutic reaction. Plans for the 

big church wedding, a designer creating her wedding dress and her parents in a high state 

of tension about the arrangements, all contributed to the regression. We worked on 

themes related to ‘fear of envy’ and ‘those wrecked by success’ (Freud 1919). Jill became 

aware of her need to be ill, that she was nostalgic for the days when she could be rescued 

by her father and pitied by her mother. This was a far more comfortable position than the 

thought of being envied or hated. 

 

The transference was dominated by me as the witch mother who was envious and angry 

and ready to kill her if she didn’t swear total devotion to me, by remaining a child. There 

were times when it seemed we were on a tightrope, I wondered if the transference would 

tip over to a delusional transference. We parted for the spring break. 

 

Jill had been away for the first week of the break and had enjoyed herself with her family 

finalizing the arrangements for the wedding. She (mistakenly) arrived the next week for 

her sessions although I had always taken a two week break at that time of year. She 

arrived and said she had a feeling that someone was in the house but when I didn’t 

answer the door, she felt frantic. That day she rang me and (because of an electricity cut) 

the message of the answer machine had defaulted to the computerized voice. This very 

much alarmed her although she left a message saying, ‘Where are you?’  Her boyfriend, 

(an ally of her analysis), told her that she must have made a mistake ‘it had never 

happened before’ and somewhere in her mind Jill knew that he was right but she was 

‘taken over with something else’ – a powerful conviction that I had been whipped away 

from her – as if the Marsians had landed and simply taken me away. The second time she 

arrived, and I was not there again, she felt even more panicked and by the third time her 

feelings of murderous rage towards me were at full height as she was sure I was 

tantalizing her and had been in the house all along. On that occasion she spoke to 

someone in the house who told her I was away and would be starting back to work next 

week. 
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Jill now realized her mistake on the reality level, but she had been on an emotional roller 

coaster experiencing me as the abandoning mother she always felt me to be. But Jill’s 

creating this scene came to be very useful as we started back to work because it helped 

her to start working on areas of her emotional life that were quite buried within. 

Gradually we could focus on Jill’s rage and her need for revenge. What were the fantasies 

behind this rage? What did she imagine when I was absent? Jill felt embarrassed to admit 

how she was convinced that I was on holiday with my husband. She imagined I was in a 

wonderful place and was having an amazing time - with him and without her. She felt so 

left out. This brought up further associations and memories of how very excluded she 

always felt from the parents’ relationship. Jill started to contact the memory of her 

feelings of triumph at 16 when she arrived home and her father was still up, while her 

mother had gone to bed. A sense of triumph that she had kept her father from the parental 

bed. Now there was no panic to defend her Jill began to see the part her feelings had 

played in relation to her parents. 

 

The analysis of the paradoxical, conflicting and intense emotions contained in the event 

made it possible for Jill, for the first time, to acknowledge her rage, envy, and jealousy 

towards her parents. She felt abandoned and didn’t want them to be happy together. 

Fundamentally she did not want them to be together. Why had her mother been so 

dismissive of Jill when she was little? She seemed so preoccupied all the time. And yet 

when the father came home, she was happy and attentive to him and ready to go out and 

have fun leaving her children behind. As long as the father rescued Jill from her panic 

attacks, Jill felt that her vengeful feelings on her mother succeeded. This action masked 

how much Jill longed for her mother’s lively attention and love. 

 

Thus, the couple became the object to divide and destroy. This meant of course that 

getting married would make Jill the target of the other’s destructive and violent wishes. 

She thought that if she was radiant on her wedding day she would surely be hated. What 

she really ought to show was how much she suffered, so as to avert the envy. Her mistake 

about my break dates, brought all these repressed feelings towards her parents intensely 

towards me in the transference. The whole experience of coming to my house three times 
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confirmed her image of me as the fun-loving neglectful mother abandoning children to be 

left at home alone. It occurred to Jill may be that was why she needed to get home from 

her friend’s house when she was 6 – to ensure her parents were kept apart.  

 

Meeting the ‘unlaid ghost’ that had pushed its way through at the time of the break had 

provided us with the opportunity for forward development as the spell was broken 

through further working through. This enabled Jill to enjoy her wedding day and the 

subsequent honeymoon. But the ghosts were not properly laid to rest; further 

consolidation and working through continued as Jill’s increasing development regularly 

caused a negative therapeutic reaction and stressful phases.  

 

This particularly came to the fore as, a year or so after the wedding, Jill and her husband 

began to plan a family. Jill was extremely ambivalent, and all the above themes forced 

their way through again. After struggling with her anxieties about becoming a mother, 

feeling me as the witch in the transference who would not allow her to become a woman, 

let alone a mother, Jill and her husband did finally decide to ‘try’. Month after month Jill 

suffered the disappointment of not conceiving and interpreted the failure as a punishment 

by me who was condemning her to be a daughter forever, even though a married 

daughter. After several months while Jill struggled to distinguish her fantasies of the 

envious attacker she did conceive. But tragically within two days or so of the positive 

pregnancy test she was diagnosed with an ectopic and was operated on immediately. One 

of her fallopian tubes was removed. 

 

This was disastrous and confirmed Jill’s conviction that she would not be allowed to have 

a baby. She can only go so far. Survival came to the fore. The fact of the ectopic was that 

the foetus could not move down the tube into a space of growth and development; Jill felt 

completely identified with the foetus. But she was also horrified that being stuck in the 

tube threatened her life which was saved by the operation which at the same time 

repeated the fate of the earlier foetus that had been terminated. 

 

The trauma forced further work, mostly taking Jill back to her memories of her first 



 

 68  

pregnancy that was terminated. Retrospectively she felt that she had given her body to 

her mother as if to say, ‘This is your body not mine’. Jill came to recognize her wish to 

revenge her mother in her passive way of not taking responsibility for her body with a 

boyfriend because she felt her mother was dictating Jill to stay with him when she wanted 

to reject him. She started to see that the pregnancy was a vengeful act towards her mother 

and came to understand that after the abortion she was in such a state of shock and felt as 

if she had been killed and punished for daring to prove that her body had the potential to 

replace her mother.  Like the Queen in Snow White who cannot bear the mirror to tell her 

that Snow White is the fairest in the land; she disguised herself as an old woman and goes 

out to kill Snow White just because she has reached the beginning of womanhood. And in 

the transference, at this layer of experience, Jill was convinced I, the older woman/witch 

could not tolerate the fact of her fecundity.  

 

This is a layer where there is only one winner and one loser. It is either she or I. As in the 

novel she was gripped by after the ectopic – Life of Pi – a young boy was caught on a life 

boat with a Bengal tiger. How was he to survive? To get off the lifeboat into a deep ocean 

full of sharks was dangerous. But on the life boat there was a hungry Bengal tiger. Jill 

saw this as depicting her experience of analysis – she could not leave for certain death, 

but equally, to stay on the life boat meant that she had to find a way of keeping me, the 

Bengal tiger, at bay and prevent me from eating her up. How can she possibly survive my 

immense power? 

 

Jill was aware of how her unbearable envy and jealousy of her friends who were having 

babies was eating her up inside, and these excruciating feelings also related to me who in 

her fantasy had had lots of babies and leads a perfect life. Like the survivor in the novel 

she believed his first story of survival rather than the second. The second was too horrific 

to imagine – murder of a father and sibling, decapitation of a mother. His body survived 

but not his mind. This is not survival of the object in Winnicott’s sense.  

 

The events around the ectopic forced Jill to re-visit her exasperation with her mother, 

who let her down again by not being available to speak to Jill after the operation (having 
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gone to a restaurant without her mobile). And then not being able to look after Jill 

because she the mother was having so many panic attacks. Meanwhile, Jill felt panicked 

that when she left a message for me to ring her, after being taken into hospital, she was 

sure I would not ring her back. (Significantly she did not leave the right number for me to 

contact her). So, like the spring break scene her husband reassured her that I would and 

rang me himself leaving the right number. When I did ring her she felt surprised although 

reassured).  

 

This is where I leave Jill’s story. This is where we were, struggling to work through the 

primitive layer of actual survival represented by the boy on the life boat with the Bengal 

tiger which depicted the analysis during that phase. This represented the layer of infantile 

anxieties related to aggression and appetite. But who was the Bengal tiger? Jill or me?  

 

Discussion 

 

André Green discusses the difference between recovered memories in analysis and the 

‘witnessing of something historical’ deep within the psyche and he describes what he 

means by historical by saying that it is a combination of: 

 

…what has happened, what hasn’t happened, what could have happened, what has 

happened to someone else but not me, what could not have happened, and 

finally…what one would not have dreamed of as a representation of what really 

happened.  

 

(Green 1987 in Abram 2016: 2) 

 

In other words, there is no such thing as the real event because it is always imbued with 

the above variables that conglomerate at various developmental stages in our minds as a 

multi layered construction. Some will be conscious, but many will be memory traces 

forcibly repressed in the unconscious. Green says that a screen memory may be all that is 

left. Actualization occurs all the time in all analyses and ‘…it is a thing that is entirely 
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new and is created by the analytic situation, and which does not and could not exist, apart 

from the situation’ (Green 1987). But when the memory traces push through in the form 

of a screen memory transformed into a scene, a piece of theatre, then we have what Green 

refers to as ‘actualized projection’. 

 

By actualized projection I designate a process through which the projection not only rids 

the subject of his inner tensions by projecting them onto the objects, but also constitutes a 

revivifying and not a reminiscence, an actual traumatic and dramatic repetition. (Green 

1980: 159) 

 

The scene that Jill created by her mistake about my holiday dates, constituted such a 

projected actualization that was ‘vivifying an actual traumatic repetition’. She vividly felt 

this in the three visits to my house. It was as if I was there – the house represented me – 

but I was not available and could not be engaged with because I would not open the door. 

This also had its tantalizing feature that enraged Jill intensely. The tantalizing mother8 is 

the worst mother according to Winnicott, and the erratic environment produces the 

defence of over intellectualization (Winnicott 1949). 

 

This projected actualization yielded further development as Jill became painfully aware 

about the meaning of her mistake. Her terror of falling forever she said felt worse than 

death. This was depicted by the witnessing of the suicide at the famous waterfall site. I 

felt that this gave a picture of Winnicott’s description of primitive agony; an unthinkable 

anxiety which is far worse than death. Death implies that there has been life and so there 

has been something; but an unthinkable anxiety is a catalogued trauma where nothing 

could be assimilated.   

 

This emotional memory associates to Green’s blank anxiety of the dead mother complex 

(Green 1989). The main characteristic of the dead mother complex is the mother’s 

depression and her sudden lack of cathexis in her child. The result is that the baby does 

not understand. This is similar to Winnicott’s notion of unthinkable anxiety although 

Winnicott dates that much earlier in development. From the observer’s point of view 
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there is a loss, but the subject does not feel it so much as a loss but rather as a loss of 

meaning. The trauma occurs because the holding environment suddenly and with no 

warning, turns into a nothingness. And the subject is full of terror and confusion. This is 

what causes the narcissistic wound that constitutes a premature disillusionment associated 

with no love and therefore no meaning. This is what seemed to have been revivified for 

Jill on the three occasions she visited my office. She said she just could not understand 

what had happened. She felt I was there, but not there for her, and she lost all sense of 

meaning in our work together over the previous four years despite the positive support 

from her boyfriend.  

 

Green points out that the narcissistic wound activates different defences and relevant to 

Jill’s scenes I will mention two. Firstly, there is the releasing of secondary hatred. It is 

not fundamental, but the subject wishes to take revenge. Secondly there is the quest for 

lost meaning. These defences serve to structure the early development of the fantasmic 

and the intellectual capacities of the ego and activate the compulsion to imagine as well 

as the compulsion to think. These themes are linked to Winnicott’s concept of the 

intellectual false self that comes about as a consequence of a premature ego development 

as a protective device caused by violation of the self (Winnicott 1960). Jill’s main 

symptom when she had originally broken down were obsessional mentations. In the 

analysis, she had the tendency to use her intellect as a defence against psychic pain.  

 

At the core of the dead mother complex there exists a fundamental fantasy. This is André 

Green: 

 

The solution is to be found in the prototype of the Oedipus Complex, in the symbolic 

matrix which allows for its construction. The dead mother complex delivers its secret: it 

is the fantasy of the primal scene. (Green 1980: 158) 

 

According to Green contemporary psychoanalysis attests to the fact that if the Oedipus 

complex is the structural reference of the psyche ‘the determining conditions for it are to 

be seen…in the isomorphic fantasy of the Oedipus complex: the primal scene.’ But there 
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is a significant twist to Green’s contention that is relevant to Jill’s case. He states that the 

core primal scene in the dead mother complex matrix is not that the child has witnessed 

the scene, (like the Wolf man), but exactly the opposite. It is the fact that the primal scene 

has taken place without the child present. 

 

The memory traces of the earlier reactions to impingement, which constitutes the dead 

mother complex, are forcibly repressed. He says that a screen memory may be all that is 

left. But the fantasy of the primal scene at a later developmental date will ‘…set fire to 

the structure which gives the complex of the dead mother retrospective significance.’ The 

fire that gets set IS the ‘projective actualization’ as already stated. So that although this 

scene took Jill through a primitive agony that related to an early developmental stage, it 

was the fantasy of the primal scene at the later developmental date that provided the 

retrospective significance within the analysis. And this was the area of psychic work Jill 

had to face.  

 

I started to question whether the ectopic pregnancy could be viewed as a projective 

actualization that took Jill back to the trauma of her first pregnancy, in order to give 

meaning to what happened then. This was an intense quest for her. But this time round, 

was Jill’s pregnancy not only a projective actualization but also an act of honesty?  In a 

short note Winnicott wrote:  

 

If a pregnant woman is in analysis and the analyst is unable to get in time to the 

interpretation of the patient’s fantasies of her inside (and of insides in general) the 

patient may have a miscarriage almost as an act of honesty. It is as if she would be 

claiming what is false if she were to go through with the pregnancy… 

 

(Winnicott 1989: 162)    

 

In that same note Winnicott wrote: ‘The clue to the analysis of this aspect of motherhood 

is the interpretation of the relation to fantasy of orgiastic functioning (chiefly oral) in the 

transference situation. In this way the inner world of fantasy becomes felt as real, 
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something which need not be secret, and something which can be personally owned; and 

at the same time the analyst witnesses the disappearance of the patient’s hitherto 

compulsive placing of the post-incorporative fantasy material inside the belly.’ It seemed 

to me that this is where the Bengal tiger was invoked.  

 

Just as the narcissistic Queen, in the story of Snow White, becomes full of murderous 

hate and jealousy when the mirror tells her that there is another in the land who is fairer 

than her; a young woman ripe and fecund; so, the dead mother demands loyalty to her. 

This stifles development and inhibits love.  

 

The lesson of the dead mother is that she too must die one day so that another may 

be loved. But this death must be slow and gentle so that the memory of her love 

does not perish but may nourish the love that she will generously offer to her who 

takes her place.   

 

(Green 1983: 172) 

 

Jill’s task in her analysis during that phase was to find a way of bringing this about, so 

that as her capacity to love grew so she was able to love her baby and not fear him. 

This needed to be achieved within the analytic dyad in which Jill had the potential to 

discover meaning about the catalogued traumata to increase her capacity to tolerate 

psychic pain. In turn this experience in the transference relationship helped her to go 

through a process of mourning.  

 

This was a way of exorcising the ghosts. The surviving object needed to grow to full 

maturity to make this possible. The process helps dispel her alliance to the dead mother. 

It required my survival in the transference alongside the fact of my death as the dead 

mother in the transference. We both had to work through the dynamic of destruction and 

survival before Jill could leave the life boat.    
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Notes 
1 The main aim of Donald Winnicott Today was to demonstrate that Winnicott’s work constitutes a 
Kuhnian revolution in psychoanalysis. This project is still in the process of being developed and this book 
is a contribution to that process. 
2 Pontalis said that Winnicott ‘rescued’ French psychoanalysis from Lacan (see Birksted-Breen and 
Flanders 200? P. )  
3 This is a point I have long argued (see Abram, J. & Hinshelwood, R.D. 2018) 
4 These chronological time spans are not rigidly set and vary from baby to baby. 
5 For an elaboration of the ‘subjective object’ look up the index in Abram 2007. 
6 In 2014 I extended this notion and proposed a whole surviving object (see Abram 2014). 
7 See Chapter 1 endnote 10. In Chapter 8 there is an investigation of Winnicott’s concept of 
madness in the context of the negative therapeutic reaction. 
8 This theme was elaborated in a paper commissioned in 2015 on a patient with a psychosomatic 
complaint (Abram 2015) 
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