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self psychology heinz kohut represents a significant advancement in psychoanalytic theory, focusing

primarily on the development and maintenance of the self. Heinz Kohut, the founder of self

psychology, introduced this transformative perspective to better understand human psychology beyond

classical Freudian models. This approach emphasizes empathy, the role of selfobjects, and the

importance of early developmental experiences in shaping a cohesive self. In this article, the core

concepts of self psychology by Heinz Kohut will be explored in detail, including its historical context,

key theoretical constructs, clinical applications, and its impact on contemporary psychotherapy. By

examining these foundational elements, the article aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of

how self psychology enriches the broader field of psychology and mental health treatment.
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Historical Background of Self Psychology

The development of self psychology heinz kohut emerged during the mid-20th century as a response

to limitations observed in classical psychoanalytic theories. While Freudian psychoanalysis centered on

drives, instincts, and conflicts, Kohut shifted focus toward the self as a central psychological structure.

Born in 1913, Heinz Kohut was influenced by his clinical experiences and recognized that patients

often required a more empathic and relational approach. By the 1970s, self psychology was formally



articulated, emphasizing the role of empathy and the relational environment in the formation and

maintenance of the self.

Foundations in Psychoanalytic Tradition

Although self psychology diverged from traditional Freudian theory, it maintained a psychoanalytic

foundation. Kohut retained the use of techniques such as free association and interpretation but

redefined the therapeutic relationship to prioritize empathy and understanding of the patient’s

subjective experience. This shift reflected a broader movement within psychoanalysis toward more

humanistic and relational perspectives.

Kohut’s Motivations and Innovations

Kohut’s clinical work with narcissistic patients revealed that classical psychoanalysis often failed to

address their needs effectively. He proposed that the self requires specific developmental experiences

and empathic responses to remain cohesive. This insight led to concepts such as selfobjects and the

tripartite self, which became central to his theoretical framework.

Core Concepts of Self Psychology

The framework of self psychology heinz kohut is distinguished by several key concepts that redefine

the understanding of personality and psychopathology. These include the structure of the self,

selfobjects, and the role of empathy in psychological development and therapy.

The Structure of the Self

Kohut conceptualized the self as a central organizing structure that integrates experiences, emotions,

and identity. Unlike traditional models that emphasized drives or ego functions, self psychology views

the self as a cohesive entity requiring support and validation from its relational environment. The self is

responsible for regulating self-esteem, maintaining a sense of continuity, and enabling healthy

interpersonal functioning.



Selfobjects and Their Functions

Selfobjects are external figures or experiences that fulfill essential psychological functions for the self.

These are not perceived as separate individuals but as part of the self’s experience. Kohut identified

three primary selfobject functions:

Mirroring: Validation and affirmation of the self’s worth.

Idealizing: Providing a sense of calm and strength by idealizing others.

Twinship or Alter Ego: Offering a sense of belonging and likeness.

Through these selfobject relationships, the self develops cohesion, vitality, and resilience.

Empathy as a Central Therapeutic Tool

Empathy is fundamental in self psychology, both as a developmental need and a therapeutic

technique. Kohut argued that empathic attunement by caregivers and therapists fosters self-cohesion

and repairs disruptions in the self. This empathic stance contrasts with more interpretive,

confrontational methods and emphasizes understanding the patient’s internal experience.

Developmental Aspects in Self Psychology

Understanding self development is crucial within self psychology heinz kohut. The theory posits that

early childhood experiences with primary caregivers are instrumental in forming a stable and cohesive

self. Failures or deficits in these early relationships may result in self disorders, including narcissistic

vulnerabilities.

Stages of Self Development

Kohut described self development as occurring through progressive stages involving the satisfaction of

selfobject needs. These stages include:



Mirroring stage: Infants require affirmation of their emerging sense of self through parental1.

mirroring.

Idealizing stage: The child looks up to and internalizes idealized figures for strength and calm.2.

Twinship stage: The child seeks a sense of likeness and belonging with others.3.

Successful navigation of these stages leads to a cohesive self, while disruptions can cause

fragmentation or deficits.

Pathology Related to Self Disorders

When selfobject needs are unmet or inconsistently met, individuals may develop narcissistic

personality disorders or other self-related psychopathologies. Kohut’s theory highlights how deficits in

early empathic responses result in vulnerabilities that manifest in adulthood. These disorders often

present with low self-esteem, hypersensitivity to criticism, and difficulties in relationships.

Clinical Applications and Techniques

The clinical implications of self psychology heinz kohut have been profound, influencing

psychotherapeutic practices particularly in treating narcissistic and borderline personality disorders. The

approach emphasizes the therapist’s empathic responsiveness and the therapeutic relationship as a

space for self repair.

Empathic Attunement in Therapy

Therapists trained in self psychology prioritize an empathic stance, aiming to deeply understand the

patient’s subjective experience. This approach fosters a corrective emotional experience that

addresses deficits in early selfobject relationships. Unlike classical psychoanalysis, which may focus

on interpretation and insight, self psychology therapy emphasizes validation and emotional

engagement.



Techniques in Self Psychology Therapy

Key therapeutic techniques include:

Mirroring: Reflecting and validating the patient’s feelings and experiences.

Idealizing transference: Supporting the patient’s need to idealize the therapist to restore self-

cohesion.

Twinship transference: Encouraging the patient’s sense of sameness and belonging with the

therapist.

Handling ruptures: Addressing breaks in the therapeutic relationship with empathy and repair.

These techniques are designed to rebuild the structural integrity of the self and promote psychological

health.

Impact and Legacy of Heinz Kohut’s Work

The influence of self psychology heinz kohut extends beyond psychoanalysis into broader

psychological theory and practice. Kohut’s emphasis on empathy and relational needs has shaped

contemporary approaches to psychotherapy and contributed to a more nuanced understanding of

personality disorders.

Influence on Modern Psychotherapy

Self psychology has informed various therapeutic modalities, including relational psychoanalysis,

attachment theory, and humanistic approaches. Its focus on empathy has encouraged therapists to

cultivate deeper therapeutic alliances and prioritize patient-centered care.



Continuing Research and Development

Since Kohut’s passing, researchers and clinicians have expanded self psychology’s concepts, applying

them to diverse clinical populations and integrating findings from neuroscience and developmental

psychology. The ongoing evolution of self psychology underscores its relevance in contemporary

mental health treatment.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is self psychology according to Heinz Kohut?

Self psychology, developed by Heinz Kohut, is a psychoanalytic theory that emphasizes the

development of the self and the importance of empathy in therapeutic relationships. It focuses on how

early relationships with caregivers influence the formation of a cohesive self.

How did Heinz Kohut's self psychology differ from classical

psychoanalysis?

Kohut's self psychology shifted the focus from instinctual drives and conflicts to the development of the

self and the role of empathy. Unlike classical psychoanalysis, which emphasized Oedipal conflicts and

superego formation, self psychology highlights the importance of selfobjects—people who help maintain

self-cohesion and self-esteem.

What role do selfobjects play in Heinz Kohut's theory?

In Kohut's self psychology, selfobjects are individuals or objects that are experienced as part of the

self and are essential for the development and maintenance of a cohesive self. They provide functions

such as mirroring, idealizing, and twinship, which help regulate self-esteem and foster psychological

growth.



How does self psychology approach narcissism?

Kohut viewed narcissism not merely as pathological but as a natural and essential part of human

development. He distinguished between healthy narcissism, which supports self-cohesion, and

pathological narcissism, which arises from deficits in early selfobject experiences leading to a

fragmented self.

What therapeutic techniques are emphasized in self psychology?

Self psychology emphasizes empathy as a core therapeutic technique. Therapists aim to understand

patients' subjective experiences and unmet selfobject needs, providing a corrective emotional

experience that helps repair self-cohesion and fosters psychological healing.

What is the significance of empathy in Heinz Kohut's self psychology?

Empathy is central to Kohut's self psychology; it is the means through which therapists understand and

respond to patients' internal worlds. Empathic attunement allows therapists to meet patients' selfobject

needs, facilitating the restoration of a cohesive and healthy self.

How has Heinz Kohut's self psychology influenced contemporary

psychoanalysis?

Kohut's self psychology has significantly influenced contemporary psychoanalysis by broadening the

focus to include the development of the self and the therapeutic importance of empathy. It has

informed treatment approaches for narcissistic and borderline disorders and contributed to a more

relational and person-centered psychoanalytic practice.

Additional Resources

1. The Analysis of the Self

This seminal book by Heinz Kohut introduces the foundational concepts of self psychology. Kohut

explores the development of the self and the significance of empathy in psychoanalytic treatment. It



lays the groundwork for understanding narcissistic disorders and the therapeutic process from a self-

psychological perspective.

2. Self Psychology and the Humanities: Reflections on a New Psychoanalytic Approach

This collection of essays expands on self psychology’s influence beyond clinical practice, examining its

implications in art, literature, and cultural studies. It highlights Kohut’s ideas on empathy and the

cohesive self, demonstrating their relevance in understanding human creativity and cultural

phenomena.

3. How Does Analysis Cure?

In this work, Kohut delves into the mechanisms by which psychoanalytic treatment facilitates healing.

He challenges traditional Freudian views and emphasizes the role of empathic attunement between

analyst and patient. The book clarifies how strengthening the self structure leads to therapeutic

change.

4. The Restoration of the Self

This text is a comprehensive overview of Kohut’s theory of self psychology, focusing on the restoration

and maintenance of a cohesive self. It discusses the pathological disruptions in self-cohesion and the

therapeutic strategies to repair these fractures. The book is essential for understanding narcissistic

vulnerabilities in clinical settings.

5. Self Psychology in Clinical Social Work

This book applies Kohut’s self psychology principles to clinical social work practice. It provides case

studies and practical guidance for therapists working with clients experiencing self disorders.

Emphasizing empathy and the therapeutic relationship, it bridges theory and application in social work.

6. The Course of Treatment: A Psychoanalytic Perspective

Kohut outlines the stages and processes involved in psychoanalytic treatment from a self psychology

viewpoint. He discusses how patient-analyst interactions foster self-cohesion and emotional growth.

The book offers valuable insights into the dynamics of therapeutic change.



7. Narcissism and the Self: New Perspectives in Psychoanalysis

This volume gathers contemporary essays that build upon Kohut’s theories of narcissism and self

psychology. It explores the complexities of narcissistic pathology and its treatment, integrating recent

clinical and theoretical developments. The book is a resource for those interested in advanced

psychoanalytic concepts.

8. Empathy, Self, and the Therapeutic Relationship

Focusing on empathy as a cornerstone of self psychology, this book investigates its role in establishing

a strong therapeutic alliance. It provides a detailed analysis of empathic techniques and their impact

on patient outcomes. The text underscores the importance of understanding the patient’s subjective

experience.

9. Heinz Kohut: The Making of a Psychoanalyst

This biography traces the personal and professional journey of Heinz Kohut, shedding light on the

development of self psychology. It offers context for his theoretical innovations and captures his

influence on modern psychoanalysis. Readers gain insight into the man behind the transformative

ideas.
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