
Journal of Analytical Psychology, 2003, 48, 207–233

0021–8774/2003/4802/207 © 2003, The Society of Analytical Psychology

Published by Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 9600 Garsington Road, Oxford OX4 2DQ, UK and 350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148, USA.

Trauma and defences: their roots 
in relationship 

An overview
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Abstract: In this paper the differing psychodynamic models of defences are outlined
and compared with an attachment theory perspective in which affect regulation plays
a central role. Behavioural and intrapsychic distance regulation (defensive exclusion)
are seen as the main strategies for affect regulation and are the manifestations of the
habitual pattern of emotional regulation in the relationship between the child and
the primary caregiver. A new perspective on unconscious fantasy is offered, in which
fantasies are seen to be actively created as defensive narratives to protect the develop-
ment of healthy narcissism and to become integrated into a person’s internal working
models. Archetypal defences are explored from a developmental perspective and some
neurobiological issues relevant to defences are highlighted.
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Introduction

The nature and function of defences is described very differently in psycho-
analysis, analytical psychology and attachment theory. I shall explore these
respective models and develop an attachment theory perspective in which
defences can be seen to evolve out of the earliest patterns of relationship
in a child’s life and in which unconscious fantasy may be thought of as
a defensive narrative that protects the self from traumatic experiences or
expectations of abandonment, rejection or cruelty in relationships. Defensive
fantasies demonstrate the fact that fantasy does not precede reality but
protects the psyche from unbearable reality. First I will describe the main
psychodynamic models of defences in order to clarify what purpose they are
thought to serve.
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Psychodynamic models of defences

Repression

The earliest Freudian view of repression, the affect-trauma model, arose out of
Freud’s collaboration with Breuer and their attempt to find a psychological
explanation for hysterical phenomena. In this model, real trauma plays a key
part in the production of symptoms, producing intense emotions and memories
which are unacceptable to a person’s normal moral standards. Freud described
repression as ‘a question of things which the patient wished to forget, and there-
fore intentionally repressed from his conscious thought and inhibited and sup-
pressed’ – a form of voluntary dissociation from consciousness of memories and
associated emotions (affects) that were threatening to the individual’s standards and
ideals and which could overwhelm the ego if conscious (Freud & Breuer 1893).

In the topographical model, which emerged from 1897 onwards, the emphasis
has shifted from the role of actual trauma to the role of instinctual drive in the
formation of mental representations. The unconscious was considered to consist
of unsatisfied instinctual wishes which derive directly from sexual and aggressive
drives. Repression accordingly is a mechanism whereby the subject attempts to
repel, or confine to the unconscious, representations (thoughts, images, memories)
which are bound to an instinct (Freud 1915, p. 86). In early infancy, sexual and
hostile images, thoughts and feelings towards parents are said to arise univer-
sally as an expression of instinctual drives and take the form of the ‘Oedipus
Complex’. Unpleasant emotions of anxiety and, later, guilt, trigger the repression
mechanisms that keep these mental processes out of consciousness.

The structural theory was the third and final formulation of psychic organiza-
tion which Freud proposed and which he spelt out in full in The Ego and the Id
(Freud 1923). In the structural theory, Freud concerned himself with describing
the organization of mental structures and the relationship between those struc-
tures. In this model, intrapsychic conflict between the Superego, an unconscious
representation formed of a partly real, partly fantasy, prohibiting and threaten-
ing parent, the Id, the reservoir of instinctual, sexual and aggressive drives and
wishes, and the Ego, the mental structure that evolves to cope with the demands of
external reality, eventually brings about repression, a notion which replaces the
former idea of a barrier between conscious and unconscious parts of the mind.

However, in a contemporary psychoanalytic model, which has mainly
evolved from Joseph Sandler’s work, repression is thought of as the intentional
keeping out of consciousness of the meaning of a memory rather than the
memory of the event itself. Lifting of repression needs to be re-conceptualized
as a ‘change of understanding and feeling in relation to a childhood experience’
(Fonagy & Target 1997, p. 197), rather than the recovery of a previously
unavailable memory. Oedipal impulses and anxieties can be encompassed
within the larger framework of attachment patterns and the development of
a healthy narcissism (the development of good and secure self-representations),
rather than being seen as expressions of instinctual drive and the main source



Trauma and defences 209

of the division of the mind into conscious and unconscious parts. Repression is
based on the tendency to avoid the emotional significance of experiences,
thoughts and fantasies in the past and in the present. Such emotional avoidance
leaves the person with rigid and outdated schemas of self, object and inter-
personal relationships, because they are not constantly updated and revised by
new information and experience as a more healthy person’s schemas are
(Bowlby 1988, p. 130).

The contemporary psychoanalytic view could be seen as a return to the
affect-trauma model of repression combined with features of the structural
model; the role of anxiety aroused by traumatic events is recognized rather
than the view in the topographical model that instinctual drives play the key
role in repression. However, there is a re-definition of what constitutes
trauma, with attachment and separation issues playing a central role (Eagle
1995). The contemporary psychoanalytic view of repression also gives a central
role to the influence of internal psychic structures, a model which on the surface
seems to have some features in common with the superego, id and ego of
the structural model. However, in contemporary psychoanalytic models, these
internal structures can be considered to be much more closely related to the
‘internal working models’ of attachment theory rather than to drive-based
psychic structures such as the id.

Splitting, projection and projective identification

Freud did not use the term dissociation but referred instead to ‘splitting’ of the
ego (the agency which has the task of self-preservation by mediating the
demands of the id, the superego and of external reality). He regarded this as
a consequence of repression rather than as a different mechanism and described
it as the coexistence within a single subject of two contrary and independent
attitudes (Freud 1940[1938], p. 204). Klein extended Freud’s concept of splitting
to include splitting of the object as well as of the ego, so that in her model, the
mind would contain ego + object representations with a particular affect tone,
kept separate from other clusters of ego+object representations with a different
affect-tone (Klein 1946, p. 6). According to Klein, splitting is a different process
from repression and is conceived as an earlier developmental mechanism and
as a more severe defence, which therefore may exert an influence on the form
that repression takes later.

A fundamental principle of this model is that splitting is not primarily
a mechanism for keeping memories of real events out of consciousness, but
rather, for keeping anxiety derived from the death instinct out of consciousness.
The death instinct is conceived of as a separate instinct from libido and one
which is essentially destructive, with the aim ‘to undo connections and so to
destroy things. In the case of the destructive instinct we may suppose that its
final aim is to lead what is living into an inorganic state. For this reason we
call it the death instinct’ (Freud 1940[1938], p. 161).
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The problem is that Klein developed this model from her clinical work with
patients with severe clinical symptomatology; she observed phenomena such
as resistance, acting out and various other negative therapeutic reactions, and
then derived a developmental model from these clinical patterns, a model
which was assumed to apply to normal as well as abnormal psychological
development. Dissociative mechanisms which she observed in her adult and
child patients were assumed to originate in the first few months of life, the
‘paranoid schizoid’ position, in which she suggested that the infant experiences
external reality in a polarized and split way, as either totally gratifying and
good, or totally persecutory and bad.

In the Kleinian model, external events are perceived and reorganized within
the framework of the relevant pre-existing unconscious phantasy and fre-
quently distorted by it (Perlow 1995, p. 157). Such distortion would affect
memories as well as perception, and Kleinian analysts focus much less on
patients’ memories as representations of real events and more on them as
expressions of unconscious phantasies and therefore of the presumed instinct-
ual drive which the phantasy is supposed to express.

Projection and projective identification are concepts closely linked to that of
splitting. Hinshelwood summarizes the range of ways in which good or bad
versions of internal objects and parts of the self are projected into others and
related to outside oneself, pointing out the difficulty in a precise distinction
between these terms (Hinshelwood 1989, p. 387).

Dissociation

This is the term that Jung usually used. One major difference between the
Jungian use of this concept and the Kleinian meaning of the term ‘splitting’ is
that Jungian dissociation is not rooted in drive theory; it is a description of
structural divisions in the psyche, but a quite different structural division from
that of Freud’s structural model.

The extent to which Jung’s account of dissociation has its origins in Janet’s
ideas has been carefully investigated by John Haule (1999). Jung’s developed
the idea of dissociation to suggest that it gives rise to complexes, splinter psy-
ches which are dissociated from each other. This is a very different use of
Janet’s ideas from that of the information-processing model of contemporary
clinical psychology, where dissociation is considered to be an altered state of
consciousness which gives rise to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and, in
its most extreme form, to Dissociative Identity Disorder. For example, van der
Kolk and Fisler (1995) showed that trauma leads to abnormal encoding of
sensory and affective elements of the traumatic experience and that, in PTSD,
these are retrieved as visual, olfactory, affective, auditory and kinaesthetic
experiences, which are dissociated from any coherent semantic component.
Brewin et al. have also proposed that, in traumatic conditions, intense emotion
alters the way in which mental representations are formed, so that situationally
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accessible memories or representations are formed, encoded and stored
separately from verbally accessible memories. Verbally accessible memories
are representations of a person’s conscious experience of a trauma and these
can ‘in principle be deliberately retrieved from the store of autobiographical
experiences’. Situationally accessible memories (SAMs) cannot be accessed
deliberately, but resurface automatically when the person is in a context in
which the physical features or meaning are similar to those of the traumatic
situation (Brewin et al. 1996).

However, the Jungian model of dissociation is closer to this model than at
first appears, in that its roots lie in Janet’s recognition that when people experi-
ence intense emotions, memories cannot be transformed into a narrative. Janet
wrote that under these circumstances a person is ‘unable to make a recital which
we call narrative memory, and yet he remains confronted by the difficult situation’
(Janet 1919/1925: 660). He suggested that this leads to a failure to integrate
the traumatic memories which remain split off from ordinary consciousness,
a view which is supported by the research of van der Kolk and Fisler (1995).

Whereas repression is a division between conscious and unconscious functioning
of the mind, in dissociation both conscious and unconscious representations
are kept separate from another. For Jung, psychological difficulties do not
arise from the influence of repressed childhood memories, but from a difficulty
in the present activating a dissociated part of the mind, a complex, which then
dominates mental functioning inappropriately and without self-reflection.
Jacobi emphasizes that ‘the complexes are impressive indicators not only of
the “divisibility” or “dissociability” of the psyche but also of the relative inde-
pendence of the fragments, which may amount to complete psychic disintegration
in all its variants’ (Jacobi 1959, p. 12).

An attachment theory model of defences – trauma, defences 
and affect regulation

An attachment theory model of defences has some features in common with
each of these differing frameworks, although some authors have argued that it
is closest to the contemporary psychoanalytic perspective. However in attachment
theory, the purpose of defences is very different from the role that they are
thought to serve within the frameworks I have just summarized. In attachment
theory, the main purpose of defences is affect regulation, a view introduced in
a classic paper widely accepted by contemporary attachment theorists (Sroufe &
Waters 1977; Goldberg 2000, pp. 136–9). The main mechanism for achieving
this in infancy is distance regulation, a range of behavioural strategies which is
most evident in young infants, for example in the Strange Situation. In adults
‘secondary strategies at the representational level can be seen to parallel these
infant behavioural strategies’ so that intrapsychic mechanisms can be thought
of as a symbolic form of distance regulation, a way of keeping distressing
memories and ideas at a safe distance from consciousness (Dozier etal. 2001,
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p. 63). Bowlby described this intrapsychic form of distance regulation as
defensive exclusion (Bowlby 1980, p. 45.)

In both cases it is the relationship to key attachment figures which is the
central focus for feelings of security and a sense of comfort and well-being
or the alternative experience of insecurity and the distress this causes, so
that affect regulation is inextricably linked to the actual experience of
relationship and to the internal working models built up from that experi-
ence. This is one of the most crucial contributions of attachment theory to
a contemporary psychodynamic understanding of the intrapsychic world, which
can no longer be considered a solipsistic closed system, insulated from the
effects of actual experience and the impact of other people’s intrapsychic
states: it is a relational and interpersonal unconscious (Schore 1994; Brown
& Harris 1978). Holmes places the roots of this interpersonal unconscious
in the evolutionary pressures, writing that: ‘where infants are exposed to
predators and the only guarantee of security is the bond to a parent, there
would be strong selective pressure towards attachment behaviours’ (Holmes
2001, p. 24).

Defences as higher order internal working models and their role in appraisal

At first sight it might be easy to reify defences as described in attachment
theory and so to fail to appreciate the intrapsychic process that underpins
defensive patterns of behaviour, relationship, thought and emotion. Cortina’s
view is that appraisal plays a central role in the processing of information in
general and defensive processes in particular. He writes: ‘Appraising, selecting
and interpreting experience is not a function of an agency of the mind such as
the id or the ego or superego; it is what the brain does’ (Cortina 2003). Inter-
nal working models play a key role in this process of appraisal, especially in
relation to appraisal of the degree of safety or danger in the world around us,
a process as essential to psychological as it is to physical survival.

It is vital to recognize that distance regulation and defensive exclusion are the
behavioural and emotional manifestations of the operation of internal working
models, which contain information that the parent (or other key attachment
figure) avoids intimacy or is alternately overwhelming and rejecting. These
internal working models also contain self-representations and representations
of the pattern of relationship between infant and parent, including the defen-
sive patterns that have emerged as a means of avoiding intense distress – in
other words as a means of affect regulation. The reader should bear in mind
that, when I describe a behavioural strategy, there is always an intrapsychic
model that motivates the behaviour, which should therefore never be thought
of as a mindless automatic behavioural response to a stimulus.

The Strange Situation demonstrates clearly the strategies that infants acquire
in order to cope with the distress that is caused by a parent who is unavailable
or unpredictable and unreliable. Dozier et al. describe this:
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Rather than directly seeking out and obtaining comfort from the caregiver, such
infants employ secondary strategies that involve the deactivation or hyperactivation
of the attachment system. The deactivation of the attachment system is characterized
by avoidance of the caregiver when the infant is distressed or needy. Hyperactivation
of the attachment system is characterized by preoccupation with the caregiver
(at times when most other infants would not seek out the caregiver) and resistance to
the caregiver’s ministrations.

(Dozier et al. 2001, p. 63)

Distance regulation is an effective strategy for the regulation of affect because
emotion is so dependent on the relationship with the caregiver. The intrapsy-
chic and the interpersonal are inextricable in early infancy. Jeremy Holmes
points out that both the avoidant and the preoccupied (or ambivalent)
strategies can be formulated in terms of dilemmas ‘arising out of the need to
get close and the imagined dangers of doing so: rejection, abandonment or
intrusion’ (Holmes 1993, p. 150). The avoidant infant has learnt that the
attachment figure may reject her advances and so suppresses her needs and
distances herself from the caregiver. Avoidant infants communicate directly
with mother only when they are feeling well. When distressed, they do not
seek contact but mask negative emotion and engage in self-soothing behaviour
(Cassidy 2001). The ambivalent child fears that the attachment figure may
either fail to respond or will intrude in a way that she cannot control; she
therefore clings and insists on controlling the caregiver’s response. It is as
though the infant has to take on more than its share of the burden of maintaining
the connection (Bretherton 1985) and lacks confidence that the caregiver will
be available if needed. Disorganized attachment is a third pattern of insecure
attachment that has been identified and is usually considered to be the most
severe. There is no organized behavioural strategy because these infants have
experienced caregivers who are themselves the source of threat to the infant,
who is therefore faced with the terrible dilemma of seeking comfort from the
person frightening her. Neither proximity seeking nor proximity avoiding is
a solution (Cassidy 2001).

Jeremy Holmes offers some innovative reflections on the nature of uncon-
scious processes and their relationship to these patterns of behaviour, suggesting
that behavioural strategies such as distance regulation serve to maintain
attachments in the face of relational forces that threaten to disrupt them and
describing this as the ‘behavioral unconscious’. The body (and hence I would
add, the degree of physical distance from other ‘safe’ bodies) is ‘the intermediate
zone between the mind and the Other’ (Holmes 2001, p. 25). Goldberg offers
a more detailed account, describing avoidant patterns as a form of deactivation
which attempts to suppress information associated with attachment needs,
including affect, whilst ambivalent patterns reflect hyperactivation, in which
there is an exaggeration of attachment behaviours and emotions (Goldberg
2000, p. 137).
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Links between attachment-based and psychodynamic 
models of intrapsychic defences

Attachment theory suggests that, throughout childhood development and into
adult life, experiences of relationships are internalized and stored as generalized
patterns in implicit memory, in the form of internal working models. These
guide expectations of subsequent relationships, while a range of studies have
demonstrated the consistency of the patterns of attachment established in early
infancy as shown in the Strange Situation (Cassidy 2001; Karen 1998). The
behavioural regulation of affect evident in early infancy becomes internalized
as a part of this process of formation of internal working models. Peter Fonagy
points out that this is not a new idea, writing:

The notion that psychic functions may be internalized from primary object relationships
is present in the writings of a number of psychoanalytic authors . . . For example,
Bion’s (1959, 1962a) model of containment also assumes that the infant internalizes
the function of transformation exercised by the caregiver, and through this acquires
the capacity to contain or regulate his own negative affective states.

(Fonagy 2001, pp. 164–5)

Once again, affect regulation is placed at the heart of intrapsychic processes.
I suggested earlier that intrapsychic defences mirror the behavioural defences
of early infancy and the most obvious manifestation of this is the defensive exclu-
sion that Bowlby himself described. This calls into question Holmes’s sugges-
tion that the unconscious of attachment theory is a behavioural unconscious
(Holmes 2001, p. 24). The patterns of relationship of early infancy, including
defensive patterns of distance regulation, are internalized and stored as inter-
nal working models, which are schematic patterns, stored in implicit memory,
a format that renders them inaccessible to consciousness. However, they are
not merely procedural ‘habits’ but they are fully symbolic, representational and
intrapsychic models, which exert a powerful organizing influence not only on
behaviour but also on conscious beliefs, attitudes, emotions and desires, whilst
remaining unconscious in themselves. The core internal working models of
relationships can be elicited by means of the second major attachment research
tool, the Adult Attachment Interview developed by Mary Main. From an evo-
lutionary perspective, Susan Goldberg suggests that: ‘the ability to construct
such representations evolved because they confer a survival advantage. They
allow individuals to selectively attend to information, predict future events
and construct plans’ (Goldberg 2000, p. 150). Internal working models play
a crucial role in the constant evaluation of the world that is essential for
survival; this process of appraisal also requires an imaginative exploration of
possible future events not only consciously but also unconsciously, so that
internal working models play a major part in unconscious fantasy.

Internal working models therefore do not bear any clear relationship
to Freud’s central idea that unconscious contents are always the result of
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an active process of repression. However, the concept of the internal work-
ing model does have much in common with Jung’s model of the complex.
Like complexes, internal working models are based on the mechanism of
dissociation (or splitting) rather than repression, in that a ‘vertical’ split
keeps some conscious and unconscious contents separate from others, while
repression reflects the operation of a ‘horizontal’ split in which conscious
attention is kept away from certain disturbing or distressing unconscious
contents.

However, the concept of defensive exclusion may have more in common
with repression than at first appears, in that it may offer the basis for a hierarchy
of defensive strategies and mechanisms, ranging from conscious suppression,
through unconscious repression to splitting and dissociation. Defensive avoid-
ance of painful experiences, thoughts and memories may initially be conscious
and voluntary (suppression), but gradually become unconscious and automatic
(repression), so that eventually whole clusters of associated mental representa-
tions become unconscious islands, disconnected from each other and from
conscious awareness (dissociation). The view that repression originates in
conscious suppression is strongly advocated by Erdelyi who draws on one of
Freud’s earliest definitions of repression to support this: ‘it was a question of
things which the patient wished to forget, and therefore intentionally repressed
from his conscious thought and inhibited and suppressed’ (Freud & Breuer
[1893] 1955). Erdelyi suggests that ‘a conscious defensive operation, through
repeated use, may gradually become automatic and essentially unconscious
in deployment’ (Erdelyi 1995, p. 15). The suggestion that persistent repres-
sion may lead eventually to the more complete separation of mental contents
from each other that occurs in dissociation is lent support by Bretherton who
writes:

Although defensive exclusion protects the individual from experiencing unbearable
mental pain, confusion, or conflict, it is bound to interfere with the accommodation
of internal working models to external reality. Indeed a number of clinical studies
reviewed in Separation (e.g., Cain & Fast, 1972) suggest that defensive exclusion
leads to a split in internal working models.

(Bretherton 1995, p. 68)

Other attachment researchers also highlight the fact that defensive exclusion
eventually leads to ‘the development of segregated or dissociated memory
systems for the loss experience. Because these memories still exist, albeit in
an unintegrated form, they can continue to influence emotion and behaviour
without the person’s understanding how or why’ (Fraley & Shaver 1999, p. 742).
The similarity between this account of segregated internal working models and
Jung’s description of complexes is striking. Jung wrote that a complex is: ‘subject
to the control of the conscious mind to only a limited extent, and therefore
behaves like an animated foreign body in the sphere of consciousness’ (Jung
1960[1934], p. 96).
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Are these defensive strategies successful in regulating affect so that the infant
does not experience too much distress? Fonagy et al. point out that all forms of
insecure attachment are defensive compromises ‘in which either intimacy
(avoidant/dismissing) or autonomy (resistant/preoccupied) appears to be sacri-
ficed for the sake of retaining physical proximity to the caregiver incapable of
containing the infant’s affect’ (Fonagy et al. 1995, p. 243). While the avoidant
pattern may permit an infant to disengage from a painful situation, the resistant
pattern may attract the attention of an emotionally preoccupied parent, for
example, making a depressed or withdrawn mother ‘come to life’. The avoidant
pattern seems to carry a price for the conscious avoidance of attention to painful
ideas and experiences. Eagle suggests that ‘the low anxiety and low distress
reported by the individual employing a repressive style are belied by the
relatively high levels of physiological arousal shown, particularly during stress’
and suggests that this may also be the case with avoidant patterns of attach-
ment (Eagle 1995, p. 144). He also suggests that the preoccupied pattern of
attachment is more maladaptive and less successful than the avoidant pattern,
in that these people cannot shut out distressing thoughts and feelings and
instead try not to show others how distressed they actually are.

Bowlby himself mainly explored defensive exclusion, but he did not emphasize
the fact that the defensive behaviour always has its roots in internal working
models in which the accumulated experience of defensive patterns of relation-
ship between child and parent is stored. He also did not investigate other
defensive strategies such as the construction of narratives in imagination and
fantasy which can diminish anxiety and regulate emotion, in that they provide
alternative and more acceptable symbolic significance to experience. This aspect
of fantasy will be discussed more fully in the next section.

Trauma and the defensive function of fantasy

In a previous paper (Knox 2001) I suggested that, if we reject instinctual drive
theory, which proposes that unconscious fantasy is a direct expression of
instinctual drives, we do need to offer an alternative account of the way in
which internal objects are formed and why they can differ so much from the
actual people, usually parents who have played such a central part in the
formation of our internal world.

Unfortunately, Bowlby himself did not really investigate the concept of
fantasy because he saw it as inextricably a part of the Kleinian model with its
focus on instinctual drive as the source of fantasy. He took great pains to
convey his firm and passionate conviction that real life experience plays a key
role in the creation of psychological distress and psychopathology and
remained critical throughout his life of psychoanalysts who attributed these
phenomena to the distortions produced by unconscious fantasy. In addition,
Bowlby’s model of defensive processes centred on defensive exclusion, and
this view of defences as essentially avoidant did not provide much scope for
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an exploration of the constructive aspects of fantasy, the imaginative narratives
and models that a child unconsciously builds in order to make sense of experi-
ences and to reduce the distress that some memories may cause. However, in
Separation: Anxiety and Anger, Bowlby did investigate the extent to which
a child’s imperfect understanding of the world and its dangers might lead to
‘imaginary’ fears. He reminds us that alertness to environmental cues that
indicate danger is a vital survival strategy, suggesting that ‘if living beings are
to survive, there can be no great margin for error’ (Bowlby 1973, p. 156), so
that so-called imaginary fears can be seen as defensive narratives constructed
to define specific dangers and to avoid them:

Thus, when the bathwater goes down the plughole, how is a toddler to know he will
not go down too? When, later, he hears tales of robbers and red Indians intercepting
coaches or robbing mail-trains, how is he to know that he and his family may not be
the next victims’. The very great difficulty a child has in appraising at all accurately
the degree of danger in which at any moment he may stand accounts, it is argued, for
a much larger proportion of the so-called imaginary fears of childhood than is often
supposed.

(Bowlby 1973, p. 157)

The purpose of these imaginative explanations that children (and adults)
construct is to provide a meaningful narrative that can then be used to predict
and avoid danger. Bowlby gives an example of a small boy who ran hurriedly
away each time a photographer tried to take his picture; later it was revealed
that he thought he was about to be killed each time he heard the word ‘shoot’.

This construction of narratives serves a protective and defensive purpose by
ordering experience into patterns so that the world does not seem to be a place
where dangers occur which the child can neither predict nor control. This is an
unconscious as well as a conscious process, in that the vulnerability, which is
part of being a small child dependent on adults, often leads to experiences of
helplessness and humiliation. This highlights a crucial issue, namely the fact
that fantasy is a normal activity and a healthy part of psychic development,
indeed serving an essential role in the construction of the child’s growing sense
of identity and relationship. Infantile illusions of magical omnipotence play
a key role in the creation of a healthy narcissism as Winnicott pointed out.
Eliot said that humankind cannot bear very much reality and Winnicott’s
work adds a developmental perspective to this, showing that we all need to be
protected from the pain of awareness of our separateness until we have
achieved the psychic capacity to tolerate that knowledge (Winnicott
1975[1951]). Fantasy can contribute a necessary defence against intrusions of
reality that we are not yet equipped to deal with. Fonagy points out that
attachment theory does not seem to have a place for the concept of infantile
grandiosity or omnipotence, but I would suggest that these can be understood,
not as primary motivational systems but rather as defensive fantasies against
the humiliating sense of helplessness that an infant experiences when a parent
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is insensitive or abusive. It is humiliating because the infant feels that his
normal emotional needs are unwanted by the parent and therefore something
to be ashamed of, an experience which leaves a deep narcissistic wound.
Kohut suggests that this injured narcissism calls forth both rage and fantasies
of grandiosity to protect the ego from the shameful awareness of rejected
dependence (Kohut 1972).

This approach can also offer an attachment theory perspective on the Oedipus
complex, a concept which Bowlby largely neglected, perhaps because it
seemed so inextricably bound up with instinctual drive theory. However, it is
possible to offer a new understanding of the Oedipus complex in terms of
Oedipal patterns of attachment. This reflects an idea, which seems to be gaining
ground, that the manifestations of attachment may change with growth and
development. In one of a recent series of articles reviewing the concept of
internal working models, Bretherton takes Bowlby’s notion of ‘a goal-directed
partnership’ to suggest that the nature of attachment itself may change with
development and that a more sophisticated kind of attachment may become
possible when the child’s attachment plans become infused with ‘some
insight into his mother’s goals and motives’ (Bretherton 1999; Bowlby 1969,
pp. 267–8). In the same series of articles, Nelson argues that ‘one could expect
changes not only in the quality of the attachment relationship itself, but also in
the understanding of that relationship under different conditions of discursive
interactions during the childhood years’ (Nelson 1999).

An attachment theory framework can therefore offer us a new understanding
of the core anxieties and defences of the Oedipal stage of development. A key
part of such development for a small child is the growing awareness that his or
her parents have a sexual relationship with each other which excludes the
child, and this awareness would form a very important part of the insight into
mother’s goals and intentions to which Bowlby refers, and into the change in
quality of the attachment relationship which Nelson proposes. This awareness
and the accompanying desires and fears of the Oedipal stage could therefore
be considered as a developmentally-driven modification of the attachment
relationship. New internal working models would be formed, containing new
representations of the key attachment figures, their relationships with each
other, and new representations of self in relation to each parent and these new
internal working models would underpin Oedipal patterns of attachment and
defences.

Furthermore, Peter Fonagy specifically links Kohut’s view that narcissism
has its own developmental pathway with an attachment perspective on the
Oedipus complex, suggesting that Kohut:

characterized the Oedipus complex as the child’s reaction to the parent’s failure to
enjoy and participate empathically in the child’s growth. Unempathic parents are
likely to react to their Oedipal child with counterhostility or counterseduction. Such
reactions may stimulate destructive aggression and isolated sexual fixation. Kohut
identified castration anxiety and penis envy, as Bowlby might have been inclined
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to do as imposed from outside rather than being the consequence of a constitutional
predisposition to Oedipal experiences.

(Fonagy 1999, p. 611)

In a previous paper, I explored the impact of the defensive function of
fantasy on memory, suggesting that wishes, desires and fears not only influ-
ence and distort the way we experience events but also form part of that
experience, and so themselves become incorporated into the memories of
those events (Knox 2001). The child’s own emotions and the imaginative
narratives he constructs to make sense of the world or to maintain a positive
sense of identity become included in unconscious ‘working models’ as they
develop.

Eagle draws important implications for the concept of fantasy from the idea
of multiple and often conflicting internal working models. He suggests that
‘some working models may represent idealized representations that reflect the
operations of defence and the fantasy of what the child would have liked the
relationship with the caregiver to be, rather than the actual caregiving experience’
(Eagle 1995, p. 127). Accurate memories of past experience may coexist
alongside both defensive and wish-fulfilling internal working models which
offer a conflicting intrapsychic picture. Fantasy can take the form of uncon-
scious narratives which offer imaginative solutions to the dilemmas and problems
that life creates, a form of unconscious playful rehearsal of a range of possible
attitudes and actions. Unconscious fantasies therefore serve a normal develop-
mental function, opening up new avenues for the child’s developing psyche to
explore.

However, this exploratory function of fantasy, which is one of the mech-
anisms by which an infant constantly unconsciously appraises the degree of
safety or danger in the world around him or her, may also play a central
role when a child is abused, particularly if the abuser is the person to whom
the child is most attached, such as one or other of the parents. To feel hated
by a parent is intolerable and the fear, humiliation and sense of helplessness
are likely to produce profound narcissistic damage, unless this can be
modified by a degree of omnipotent fantasy. A child’s defensive fantasy
that she caused the parent’s violence by some bad behaviour also allows that
child to retain the belief that the parent will love her again, that it is the
bad behaviour that is being punished and not that the parent really hates
the child.

This kind of defensive belief becomes part of the unconscious ‘working
model’ of relationships with key attachment figures, which may emerge in
relationships in adult life and easily lead to the re-creation of the childhood
experience, since ‘one may unconsciously seek out objects who resonate with
early attachment figures and patterns of relating, that, however unsatisfactory
they may have been, provided the only felt security one experienced’ (Eagle
1995, p. 142).
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Projection and projective identification

The example just given shows that projection and projective identification can
be understood, not as purely intrapsychic mechanisms but as interactional
processes. They are the consequence of the activation of internal working
models which not only organize and often distort perception of external reality
but also exert a strong influence on a person’s own behaviour and the cues
they emit to others. Eagle suggests that in analysis the patient’s unconscious
expectations produce patterns of behaviour, often quite subtle, that usually
evoke certain predictable responses from others and that the analyst needs to
recognize that her own countertransference has been evoked in this way in
order to interpret the unconscious expectations that lie behind the patient’s
behaviour and its effect on the analyst herself. Fonagy also highlights the inter-
actional nature of projective identification, writing that projective identifica-
tion is not a truly internal process; it involves the ‘object’, who may experience
it as manipulation, seduction or a myriad of other forms of psychic influence.
Spillius has suggested the use of the term ‘evocatory projective identification’
to designate instances in which the recipient of projective identification is put
under pressure to have the feelings appropriate to the projector’s fantasy
(Spillius 1994). Lieberman (1999) reframes projection and projective identifi-
cation in attachment theory terms as ‘attributions’ and explores the impact on
infants of their parents’ unconscious attributions.

The implication of this approach to projection and projective identification
is that they are the manifestations of defensive internal working models,
rooted in the person’s past experience and are not manifestations of the death
instinct, which was one way in which Klein understood projective identification.
However Klein, and more particularly Bion, did fully recognize the interper-
sonal and communicative aspects of projective identification and the aim to
‘introduce into the object a state of mind, as a means of communicating with it
about this mental state’ (Hinshelwood 1989, p. 184).

Once again, attachment theory has demonstrated its remarkable capacity to
act as a bridge between hermeneutic and empirical understanding of the
human psyche, in evolving research tools that can demonstrate the impact of
a parent’s unconscious meaning on that of his or her child. Studies have
shown that it is the parent’s internal world, not purely their behaviour, that is
the formative influence on the child’s unconscious experience of relationship
and that the internal working models of the parents powerfully influence the
growing child’s internal working models, reflected in the patterns of attachment
which the child shows (Steele et al. 1996).

Fonagy has also shown that the parent’s working model of attachment, as
measured on the AAI (Adult Attachment Interview) before the infant’s birth,
correlates with the infant’s subsequent security of attachment to that parent,
demonstrated in the Strange Situation. Furthermore, each parent transmits his
or her internal working model independently of the other, so that the child
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develops and maintains distinguishable sets of expectations in relation to each
parent (Fonagy et al. 1991). Unconscious communication certainly is a reality
and I think it is very confusing for patients if their perceptions of these uncon-
scious pressures are misinterpreted as entirely a product of their own unconscious
fantasies. The individuation process needs us to recognize that we all internalize
the unconscious of others, which can be experienced as an alien, but at the
same time an internal, psyche.

Jung anticipated this development in psychoanalysis and attachment theory
when he recognized the real effect that one person’s unconscious can have on
another and hence the inter-subjective nature of analytic work. He was the first
to propose that analysts should first be analysed themselves in order to min-
imize the impact of their own unconscious conflicts on the analysand, although
he recognized that this could only be partially achieved. Jung demonstrated his
awareness of the reality of the impact of one person’s unconscious processes on
another, such as the influence of the parental unconscious on the child, writing,
‘I have frequently observed children who were particularly influenced by certain
unconscious tendencies in the parents’ (Jung 1920, para. 1793).

As Fraiberg et al. (1975) so evocatively wrote: ‘In every nursery there are
ghosts. These are the visitors from the unremembered pasts of the parents; the
uninvited guests at the christening’. A less poetic term to describe the mechanism
by which the parental ghosts are incorporated into the infant’s unconscious is
transgenerational transmission. This transmission of unconscious parental
processes may on occasion give rise to massive defences against what is experi-
enced as an alien intrusion, if the parental unconscious is very threatening. Alicia
Lieberman has also explored the processes by which babies ‘become the carriers
of the parents’ unconscious fears, impulses, and other repressed or disowned
parts of themselves’ and how these ‘negative attributions become an integral
part of the child’s sense of self’ (Lieberman 1999). Parental projective identifi-
cation has a profound impact on the child, who is under great pressure to
comply with the parent’s need for him to act as a repository for the parent’s
intolerable emotions and states of mind and eventually enacts the role he has
been assigned. It seems that children are vulnerable to this kind of pressure
because they need to be loved by the parents even if the price is the development
of a distorted sense of self as a result of parental projections, although Lieberman
does not spell this out.

This process may begin even in utero, as Rosenfeld suggests, describing the
powerful influence or ‘osmotic overflow’ of a mother’s experiences and memories,
which are unbearable to her and so denied, to her unborn foetus (Rosenfeld
1987, p. 185). Some tentative empirical support for this comes from Piontelli’s
ultrasound studies of foetuses whom she then observed through early child-
hood, noting that physical trauma during pregnancy seemed to be reflected in
the later childhood patterns of behaviour. Piontelli also suggested that maternal
anxiety could have been a factor in the behaviour of some of the foetuses she
observed (Piontelli 1992, p. 240).
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There are some clinical accounts of extreme defences against invasion by the
alien other. Affeld-Niemayer (1995) describes victims of incestuous sexual
abuse whose loss of instinctual experience and reality sense reflects an extreme
regression to a primary undifferentiated stage of development in which ‘the
identity of the victim is taken over by that of the aggressor and become petrified
in a form of mimicry’. I think this kind of paralysis may reflect the fact that
paedophiles often seize on any kind of excitement in the child, regardless of its
nature, as an invitation or permission for sexual abuse. Wheeley described her
work with a patient whose mother unconsciously communicated murderous
feelings towards her, which the patient then communicated by projective
identification to the analyst so that she at times felt murderous to her patient
(Wheeley 1992). Fonagy suggests that projective identification is the main
defence against the intolerable experience of hostile caregiving, which forces
the child to internalize aspects of the caregiver that the child cannot then
integrate. The alien, unassimilated parts can only be dealt with by forcing them
into others (Fonagy 2001, p. 88).

Grandiosity and archetypal defences

The suggestion that infantile fantasies of grandiosity and omnipotence emerge
as defences against too painful an awareness of the reality that, as a small
child, one is helpless, vulnerable and dependent has considerable implications
for a Jungian view of psychic defences. Fonagy suggests that Kohut’s view of
grandiosity as a defence against a narcissistic injury can be described in attach-
ment theory terms as forming one part of a dual and polarized internal working
model:

One component contains a set of omnipotent expectations, based on the child’s view
of the parent’s capacities mixed with infantile omnipotence, and the other component
is one of total helplessness and enfeeblement, the expectations of an infant facing
an unempathic caregiver.

(Fonagy 2001, p. 109)

This description of a polarized internal working model, containing omnipotent
fantasies that defend against actual or feared rejection and humiliation, has
considerable similarities, but also some differences from the concept proposed
by Kalsched (1996) of archetypal defences which are activated by unbearable
trauma. Kalsched highlights the vital protective role that dissociative defences
play when a person is threatened with intolerable trauma, psychic pain or
anxiety, which are severe enough to bring about psychic disintegration, or ‘the
destruction of the personal spirit’. He suggests that trauma produces a frag-
mentation of consciousness in which one part of the personality regresses to an
infantile state and another part progresses in a false and omnipotent adaptation
to the outside world. The regressed part of the personality is usually repre-
sented as a vulnerable innocent child or animal, whilst the progressed part
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appears in dreams as a powerful benevolent or malevolent great being who
protects or persecutes its vulnerable partner. Kalsched identifies this as an
archetypal process which ‘seems to involve an attack by one pole of the arche-
type on the other pole, i.e., an attack of the “spirit” on affect/instinct or of the
mind on the body-self’. He suggests that the powerful and daimonic images
are the ‘psyche’s self-portrait of its own archetypal defences’. These defences are
those of splitting, projective identification, idealization and other primitive,
dissociative mechanisms, the clinical features of which have been most vividly
described by Klein and the post-Kleinians (even though their view that the
roots of these defences lie in instinctual drives is increasingly under question).
Kalsched’s view is that even the most persecutory fantasy figures fulfil a
protective function, for example by fragmenting, encapsulating or numbing
the vulnerable ‘personal spirit’, or otherwise attacking it from inside in order
to preserve it from further assault from the outside world. However, he points
out that the psyche has to pay a huge price for this kind of ‘total defence’
(Fordham 1985), in that ‘once the trauma defence is organized, all relations
with the outside world are “screened” by the self-care system. What was
intended to be a defense against further trauma becomes a major resistance to
all unguarded spontaneous expressions of self in the world. The person survives
but cannot live creatively’ (Kalsched 1996, p. 4).

Kalsched’s model is illuminating in its description of a recognizable pattern
of rigid defences demonstrated by many victims of prolonged or severe trauma
experienced in early life. However, this way of understanding the self-
traumatizing states that seem so persistent needs further elaboration, in terms
of a clearer understanding of the developmental processes that produce these
primitive defences and repeatedly activate them in later life. I agree with
Kalsched when he says that it is not enough to view these defences as internal-
ization of, and identification with, the aggressor because they often seem ‘far
more sadistic and brutal than any outer perpetrator’ (Kalsched 1996, p. 4).

A developmental account of archetypal defences

I think that it is possible to expand on Kalsched’s account of the development
of archetypal defences, rather than identifying them as aspects of the collective
unconscious and the Self, activated by trauma. The problem with the argument,
that trauma activates innate archetypal defences, is that developmental
research increasingly leads to the conclusion that archetypal imagery is emergent
rather than innate. A developmental perspective on these primitive patterns of
defence needs to explain the emergence of the grandiose defences that are acti-
vated by trauma. Such an explanation would draw on two processes, the first
of these being the construction of defensive internal working models in which
fantasies offer some kind of meaningful links between experiences that would
otherwise seem terrifyingly random and chaotic. A developmental model
would also draw on the activation of the bi-polar infantile internal working
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models that Fonagy describes, which contain images of oneself as both omnipo-
tent and helpless.

Trauma is bound to distort the developmental formation of internal working
models. Kalsched describes the mythopoetic function of psyche, a concept akin
to that of narrative competence in attachment theory. Defences are not only
avoidance mechanisms, they are also active constructions in the form of narra-
tives, created in imagination and fantasy to support a positive sense of identity
and personal worth when these are threatened, by cruelty, hostility or indifference
from those whom we love and on whom we are most dependent. To feel that
one is of no value, unlovable or the object of hatred is unbearable. Trauma of
this kind results in the defensive construction of imaginative narratives, which
render the child’s experience of it more bearable and less threatening to the
child’s very identity. One aspect of these narratives is that the child feels that
his or her own vulnerability, naïveté and dependence were the cause of the
trauma and therefore unconsciously condemns and persecutes any such weakness
whenever it emerges. Whereas Kalsched describes this as the activation of
archetypal defences, I would suggest that this is also partly a process of
imaginative construction which serves to alert the child to the danger of entering
into any relationship where the trauma might be repeated. It reflects a defensive
narrative, based on the operation of an internal working model in which all
vulnerability must be avoided or it will be met with abuse or punishment.
These defensive fantasies then continue to form an integral part of the core
internal working models, which organize the sense of self in relationship with
others and with the world.

Garwood offers clinical evidence which supports this pattern of response to
extreme cruelty. He draws on the terrible Holocaust experience of his own
family members as well as his patients to suggest that one of the key features
of this extreme form of trauma is the absolute powerlessness of the victims.
He suggests that ‘Self-blame and consequential guilt, though still causing great
psychic pain, are emotionally less painful, anxiety provoking and overwhelming
than powerlessness. They create a self-empowering omnipotent phantasy which
presupposes responsibility and the power, ability and possibility to exercise it’
(Garwood 1996).

In addition, as Kalsched points out, the human being constantly searches for
meaningful links, but trauma reverses this process by creating dissociative
defences which fragment an unbearable experience into parts, so that its full
horror is mitigated. It is a powerful example of Jung’s insight that an insuperable
obstacle in the present gives rise to a retreat to infantile modes of psychic
functioning and their accompanying primitive defences. Jung anticipated this
attachment theory view of defences when he recognized that regressive fantasy
may be mobilized as a kind of psychic protection when someone is faced with
a present-day situation which feels unbearable or seems insoluble. He under-
stood that infantile fantasies may function in this way rather than being the
causative agents of neurosis. Jung wrote:
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For these reasons I no longer seek the cause of a neurosis in the past, but in the
present. I ask, what is the necessary task which the patient will not accomplish? The
long list of his infantile fantasies does not give me any sufficient aetiological explanation
because I know that these fantasies are only puffed up by the regressive libido, which
has not found its natural outlet in a new form of adaptation to the demands of life.

(Jung 1916, para. 570)

He also identified that these fantasies frequently take on an infantile grandiose
character, writing: ‘In other cases the fantasies have more the character of won-
derful ideals which put beautiful and airy phantasms in place of crude reality’
(Jung 1913, para. 404). Jung later increasingly recognized that this kind of
defensive response may be maladaptive and itself perpetuate the problem, in that
a present-day difficulty activates a dissociated part of the mind, a complex, which
then dominates mental functioning inappropriately and without self-reflection.

It is striking how similar this view is to that of one of the most distinguished
contemporary psychoanalysts, Joseph Sandler, who suggested that regression
can be understood as ‘the re-employment of previous structures that have been
inhibited in the course of development (Sandler & Joffe 1967). Fonagy elabor-
ates: ‘Normally, archaic processes remain present but hidden by more efficient
ego processes. It is only in response to pathological inhibition or breakdown of
the higher order processes that such obsolescent aspects become manifest’
(Fonagy 1991). The kind of primitive defences which are activated by trauma
includes the grandiose omnipotence of early infancy, which might well be
expressed in the form of magical or terrifying figures whose protective function
may take the form of the attacks on the vulnerable ‘personal spirit’, so vividly
described by Kalsched. The difference is that I regard these as the activation of
early developmental states and their accompanying imagery rather than viewing
them as innate. In The Inner World of Trauma, Kalsched does not clarify his
views on the origin of archetypal defences, describing one patient’s archaic
archetypal figure as ‘personifying the terrifying dismembering rage of the
collective psyche’, representing the dark side of the Self (Kalsched 1996, p. 17).
This would seem to imply an innate image, somehow existing prior to experi-
ence and waiting to be activated under certain extreme conditions. However,
in his paper published in this issue, Kalsched offers a clearer developmental
account of archetypal defences. He uses the striking metaphor of the ‘Big Bang’
to suggest that, just as gravity pulled matter together until it agglomerated into
stars in the earliest stages of the formation of the Universe, so in similar fashion

we can imagine the early luminosities of a child’s mind as archaic structures, part
somatic, part mental which organize experience and – given ‘good enough’ mediation
by the mother’s empathy – provide the first intimations of meaning’. With the advent
of symbolic language this process accelerates and the ‘illumination’ of the child’s
heretofore undifferentiated world must be like the lighting up of the starry vault of
heaven after a billion years of darkness

(Kalsched 2003)
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This is an emergent model of archetypes, entirely compatible with a develop-
mental perspective.

This kind of information-processing account can deepen our understanding
of the clinical picture that results from trauma and of the distortion of the
archetypal defences that it produces. A developmental failure, or a trauma-
induced disruption, of the process of de-integration and reintegration would be
entirely consistent with Kalsched’s view that ‘an “archaic defense” seems to rup-
ture the integrated functioning of the archetype, severing the links between affect
and image, thereby rendering experience meaningless’ (Kalsched 1996, p. 93).

Dissociative and constructive aspects of defences

I hope that it will have become clear by now that defences serve a twofold
purpose. On the one hand, defences serve to fragment painful meaning, ren-
dering it less unbearable by a process of dissociation and compartmentalization.
On the other hand, defences are also attempts at repair, constructing new and
less distressing symbolic significance which renders trauma less threatening to
one’s personal sense of worth and identity. In both cases the internal working
model (IWM) is the key, in that the dissociative process leads in time to multiple
dissociated IWMs which may be activated and alternate unpredictably, giving
rise to the ‘stable instability’ of borderline personality disorder. Constructive
processes give rise to IWM’s which contain less painful interpetations of painful
realities, although as Bucci points out ‘[t]he new symbols that are incorporated
in the attempted repair may be adaptive or dysfunctional to varying degrees’
(Bucci 1997, p. 205). Bucci describes this balance between the dissociative and
integrative role of defences:

Defenses may be characterized as incorporating both dissociation and attempted
repair, and may be distinguished in terms of their relative emphases with respect to
these functions. I would suggest that defenses that are destructive of symbolic meaning
are more likely to be considered low level or regressive; higher level defenses are
those that carry some symbolic meaning of their own.

(Bucci 1997, p. 205)

Trauma, defences and neurobiology

The impact of trauma on the brain is complex and as yet only partially under-
stood (LeDoux 1998). Wilkinson has reviewed the available evidence relating
to the development of the brain in healthy childhood and under the impact of
trauma and concludes that ‘whether the trauma is physical, psychological or
sexual it sets off a ripple of hormonal changes that organize the brain to cope
in a hostile world’ (Wilkinson 2003).

Is it possible to integrate fully an information-processing perspective
which focuses on the nature and content of internal working models with
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a neurobiological approach which examines the impact of trauma on the struc-
ture and functioning of neuronal pathways? Some links can be made between
these two levels of explanation, in that the higher cognitive appraisal by which
we attribute meaning to experience, determines the degree of fear and anxiety
aroused by implicit and explicit memories. This evaluation, itself stored in
internal working models, plays a crucial role in determining the degree of
stress that a person experiences in a given situation or the amount of anxiety
aroused by any particular memory. Allan Schore has described in extraordinary
detail the evidence that demonstrates that ‘neurodevelopmental processes of
dendritic proliferation and synaptogenesis which are responsible for postnatal
brain growth are critically influenced by events at interpersonal and intrapersonal
levels’ (Schore 1994: 160). LeDoux supports the view that cognition has a direct
impact on neurophysiology, suggesting that the cognitions linked to emotional
arousal stimulate the amygdala which in turn facilitates the cortical awareness
of anxious thoughts and memories. ‘The brain enters into a vicious cycle of
emotional and cognitive excitement’ (LeDoux 1998, p. 257). The extent to
which strategies such as the construction of defensive fantasies is successful in
diminishing the stress aroused by memories of trauma is also therefore a factor
to be taken into account when exploring the impact of trauma.

The effect of stress is to stimulate the production of the hormone cortisol
which, when secreted in excess, is toxic to parts of the brain such as the
hypothalamus and hippocampus. Animal studies have shown that repeated
high exposure to high levels of circulating stress hormones such as cortisol
results in destruction of the parts of the brain that are responsive to these
hormones in the blood stream. LeDoux suggests that the resulting malfunctions
in the hippocampal memory function may lead to a failure to recall details of
an instigating trauma (LeDoux 1998). It is therefore probably impossible to
evaluate the extent to which loss of memory for traumatic events is due to one
of three mechanisms:

– Firstly, a stress-related attentional narrowing that occurs in situations arous-
ing fear, such as any traumatic event.

– Secondly, a defensive avoidance of distressing memories of trauma, whether
this is conceptualized as repression, dissociation or defensive exclusion.

– Thirdly, a physiological failure of hippocampal function which cannot
really be considered as a psychodynamic defence.

However, there is a final possibility which complicates the picture even further,
that is that the defensive avoidance of distressing memories may in itself lead
in the long term to a disuse atrophy of neurophysiological pathways – defensive
avoidance may itself lead to hippocampal atrophy. Emotional regulation patterns
established in early childhood may also have a lasting effect on the response of
the amygdala to fear and on connections between the prefrontal cortex and
the limbic system (Fonagy 2001, p. 46).
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Another feature of trauma is the phenomenon of post-traumatic stress disorder,
in which memories are not lost but, on the contrary, are activated automatically
and involuntarily. LeDoux suggests that direct projections from the subcortical
sensory systems activate the amygdala, which triggers the accompanying fear
reactions ‘before the cortex has a chance to figure out what it is that is being
reacted to’ (LeDoux 1998, p. 257). In other words, the neurophysiological
response is dissociated from the appraisal process rooted in the internal working
models that are the manifestations of higher cortical function. However, this
automatic physiological process may itself reinforce psychodynamic defences;
after each occasion in which a ‘flashback’ occurs, the traumatized person will
identify features of the environment or of their own state of mind that may
have triggered the ‘flashback’ and will avoid those situations or thoughts on
future occasions. This is a form of repression or defensive exclusion, an avoidance
of the experiences whose significance might indicate further trauma. For
example, a war veteran may have flashbacks that are triggered by any sudden
loud noise and may quickly learn to avoid any situation in which that is likely
to happen. These defensive strategies are initially conscious, but may become
involuntary and unconscious over time.

Clinical illustration

A patient experienced a sudden and traumatic separation from his parents at
the age of 5, when he was rushed into an isolation hospital with scarlet fever.
His parents were only allowed to wave to him through a glass screen and the
nurses treated him harshly, smacking him when he vigorously stirred the jam
into his rice pudding. He had recently learnt to read and he remembers that he
spent as much time as possible reading to avoid thinking about the painful
reality of his actual situation. Later in life he continued to use reading as a way
to avoid distressing experiences, particularly those around separation, but was
not aware of the defensive nature of this until the pattern was explored with him.

Conclusion

An attachment perspective on defences highlights a two-way process in rela-
tion to the meaning and significance of experience. Defences serve both to
fragment unbearable meaning and also to construct new and more acceptable
narratives in imagination and fantasy. One frequent criticism of attachment
theory is that it is too concerned with the effect of external events and not
enough with the reality of the unconscious intrapsychic world, a criticism
which I believe is based on a fundamental misconception. Attachment theory
is truly a theory which integrates the intrapsychic and the interpersonal, in
that its primary focus is on the unconscious intrapsychic meaning of uncon-
scious interpersonal interactions. The core theoretical concept in attachment
theory is that of the internal working model and the research tools, the
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‘Strange Situation’ and the ‘Adult Attachment Interview’, are measures of
the impact of the unconscious internal working models of key attachment
figures on the adult or child subject – they are not merely measures of the
impact of parental behaviour. A child’s very real experience of the parental
unconscious cannot be over-emphasized and has been demonstrated time and
again.

Finally, there are some people for whom all defences may fail, in the face of
overwhelming and consistent mental or physical abuse, neglect or indifference.
The terrifying experience of a parent’s cruelty, malevolence or destructive
intent can sometimes only be defended against by the elimination of thought
itself; Michael Fordham described such an extreme defence, for which he
coined the phrase ‘defences of the self’ (Fordham 1985[1947], p. 152).

Shirley Wheeley (1992) also captured this idea beautifully in the title of her
paper ‘Looks that kill the capacity for thought’, and this relates to another key
concept in attachment theory, that of reflective function which is the capacity
to be aware of oneself and others as independent psychological and emotional
beings. The abandonment of this crucial awareness may be the last and most
extreme dissociative defence of those faced with intolerable cruelty in others.
Projective identification as the unconscious forcible evacuation of an unbearable
state of mind into the object is more fully rooted in interpersonal experience
when seen as a defensive avoidance of reflective function. Fonagy suggests that
children who are traumatized by markedly confusing, inconsistent or hostile
caregiving cannot integrate the internalized images of the caregiver into
a coherent pattern of self-other relationship and self-structure. Projective
identification is the process whereby they evacuate these ‘alien’ representations
into others, in order to preserve a coherent sense of self. However, in this
model the unbearable mental contents do not arise from the child’s own
instinctual drives, but from the internalization of the parent’s mind which
threatens to annihilate the child’s sense of separate identity from within. The
same may be true in reverse, in that a child who senses that the parent cannot
tolerate any psychological separateness will attempt to create a state of mental
fusion by projective identification as a means of communication. In analysis,
the analyst’s attempts to think for himself or herself will be resisted by such
a patient, who can only relate through identification and fusion and who
therefore finds the analyst’s reflective function intolerable. Michael Fordham’s
account of defences of the self can also be seen as an avoidance of reflective
function, both in the patient’s own mind and in reation to the analyst’s mind.
The unconscious purpose is to create an analyst-patient amalgam and to
destroy the analyst’s creative capacities, so that the analyst is in danger of losing
his ‘inner real feeling of self in relation to the patient’, or, in other words, of
losing his reflective function.

It is a defence for which a high price is paid, in that the suppression of
reflective function carries with it the loss of a sense of self and this will be
explored more extensively elsewhere (Knox, in press).
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TRANSLATIONS OF ABSTRACT

Dans cet article l’auteur expose les différents modèles psychodynamiques concernant
les défenses, et les considère de la perspective de la théorie de l’attachement, dans
laquelle la régulation de l’affect joue un rôle central. Les régulations de la distance dans
le comportement et dans l’intra-psychique (exclusion défensive) sont vues comme étant
les stratégies principales de la régulation de l’affect et les manifestations du schéma
habituel de la régulation émotionnelle dans la relation de l’enfant et le donneur de soins
primaires. L’auteur propose une nouvelle façon de penser aux fantasies inconscientes.
Dans cette perspective ces fantaisies sont créées activement comme des narrations
défensives en vue de protéger le développement d’un narcissisme sain et de permettre
leur intégration dans les modèles de fonctionnnement interne de la personne. Les
défenses archétypales sont explorées dans une perspective développementale, et mise en
rapport avec certains des questionnements de la neurobiologie.

In dieser Arbeit werden die verschiedenen psychodynamischen Modelle der Abwehr
beschrieben und mit einer bindungstheoretischen Sicht verglichen, in der Affekts-
teuerung eine zentrale Rolle spielt. Distanzsteuerung durch Verhalten und intrapsy-
chische Maßnahmen (defensiver Ausschluß) werden als Hauptstrategien für Affektsteuerung
angesehen und sind die Manifestationen des habituellen Musters der emotionalen
Steuerung in der Beziehung zwischen dem Kind und der primären Versorgungsperson.
Es wird eine neue Sicht auf unbewußte Fantasie vorgeschlagen, wo die Fantasien als
aktiv geschaffene defensive Narrative aufgefaßt werden, welche die Entwicklung eines
gesunden Narzißmus schützen und in die inneren Arbeitsmodelle einer Person integriert
werden. Archetypische Abwehrmechanismen werden aus einer entwicklungspsycho-
logischen Sicht untersucht, zudem werden einige neurobiologische Themen diskutiert,
die relevant für Abwehrvorgänge sind.

En este trabajo se destacan y comparan los diferentes modelos psicodinámicos de
defensas con las perspectivas de la teoría de las relaciones en la cual la regulación de los
afectos juegan un papel central. La conducta y la regulación de la distancia intrapsíquica
(exclusión defensiva) son observadas como las principales estrategias para la regulación
de los afectos y son la manifestación del patrón habitual de la regulación emocional
entre el niño y la persona que representa a su cuidador primario. Se ofrece una nueva
perspectiva sobre las fantasías inconscientes, estas fantasías son creadas activamente
como defensas narrativas para proteger el desarrollo de un narcisismo saludable para
ser integrado a los modelos internos de funcionamiento de la persona. Las defensa
arquetipales son estudiadas desde la perspectiva desarrollista y se destacan algunas
aspectos neurobiológicos relevantes para las defensas.
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