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Introducing the Psychodynamic Approach

An Important Question

Hannah perched cautiously on her chair as the session began. She looked 
out of the window for a second, then turned her head rapidly and 
fixed me with a rather threatening gaze. ‘Are you a psychoanalyst?’ she 
said, her voice indicating the same anxiety that her body language was 
communicating to me.

I paused a second, wondering if the sense which I had, of being 
threatened, reflected her own feeling. I waited just long enough to see if 
she wanted to say more, but she clearly wanted me to respond. The brief 
silence gave me some space to frame my reply: ‘What does “psychoanalyst” 
mean to you?’

I had not answered her question, but I appeared to have understood the 
significance of it, because Hannah came straight back at me, quite forcibly, 
‘Well, one of those men who see sex in everything – you know, Freud 
and all that. I’ve had enough of that sort of thing.’ She paused, and then 
said more wistfully, ‘I hoped I’d be able to see a woman.’ A suggestion of 
sadness crossed her face before her look of agitation returned.

‘You hoped you’d be able to talk to a woman,’ I said gently, ‘and you 
find yourself talking to a man. And you’re afraid I will only be interested 
in sex.’ It was a slightly risky comment, but I hoped that it was ambiguous 
enough not to be taken as too rapid an introduction of the significance of 
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the relationship between us (rather than the significance of sex), because it 
is the relationship that would form the basis of any future psychodynamic 
work with her.

‘So you are a psychoanalyst?’ Hannah replied, but this time with a hint 
of a smile. Perhaps she had caught my ambiguity, but it seemed more 
likely that her smile indicated some relief that I had grasped the nettle of 
a central issue. I hoped I had handled it gently, neither pretending that 
my being a man was not of some significance, nor showing too obvious 
an interest in an area of her life which she had already made clear was in 
some way threatening to her.

‘No, I’m a counsellor. But I am interested in what worries you about 
psychoanalysis . . .’

The Development of Psychodynamic 
Theory and Practice

Hannah’s initial question suggests similar concerns and confusions about 
the relationship between counselling and psychoanalysis which appear in 
some clients and in the general population. I will return to this first session 
in the next chapter. For the moment Hannah has raised an issue that 
provides a useful introduction to psychodynamic counselling in action.

Hannah’s concern is one that is shared by some counsellors, who are 
suspicious of anything that smacks of Freud. There is a certain irony in 
such antipathy. It is, of course, over 120 years since Freud first began to 
develop his theories and techniques, and since that time nearly every 
therapeutic method (other than cognitive-behavioural therapy) has 
evolved from or in reaction to his ideas and practice. There has been an 
evolution of therapy and counselling from psychoanalysis, which Hannah 
would of course have no reason to know about. This development has 
sometimes led to methods and philosophies which seem quite unrelated 
to Freud’s practice, and which even dismiss his ideas as unhelpful or 
irrelevant. Some of the models have developed his ideas; others have 
dismissed controversial aspects of his theories, while others have pioneered 
apparently new methods.

Of course, Freudian theory and practice have evolved too. Given 
Hannah’s suspicion and her distress, it was inappropriate to explain this 
to her, or to point out what enormous influence psychoanalysis has had 
on modern Western thought and popular culture. Hannah’s picture of 
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Freud was a one-sided, almost stereotypical one. She did not appear to 
know (but why should she?) that, for example, during his own lifetime 
Freud extended his thinking beyond sexuality to look at the problem of 
death and aggression. (I have written about Freud at length elsewhere, 
summarising his life, his ideas and practice as well the influence of his 
theories; Jacobs, 2003.) Furthermore, since his death in 1939 there has been 
both considerable reinterpretation and development of Freud’s original 
models of personality, of understanding the centrality of the therapeutic 
relationship, and much greater development of theories of the early years 
of life (Keppen, 1985). Indeed, had all this not been so, Freudian therapy 
could easily have become a psychological backwater.

Hannah raised the question of the emphasis which Freud put on sex. 
Such questions were raised right at the start of Freud’s career by some of his 
medical colleagues. At that time it may have been right to resist their own 
embarrassed sensibilities, and doggedly assert the importance of sexuality as 
one of the causes of personal neurosis. However, fighting such opposition at 
that stage made it difficult for Freud to accept the later refinements urged 
on him by some of his own circle. Jung and Adler, for instance, questioned 
whether there might not be other factors in the causation of neurosis 
than sexual tensions; but they were met with such opposition to their 
own emphases that each was compelled to break away from mainstream 
psychoanalysis. Jung’s work developed as ‘analytic psychology’ and has 
been very influential (see particularly Samuels, 1985 for a comprehensive 
account of the different schools of Jungian theory and practice). Adler is less 
well known, although some of his ideas find representation in a developed 
form in therapists such as Karen Horney (Rubins, 1978) and Erich Fromm 
(see, for example, 1959, 1967) – often called the neo-Freudians; in Britain, 
Adlerian counselling is not as well known as Adlerian individual psychology 
is in the United States (for an example of Adlerian counselling in practice, 
see Miller’s chapter in Walker, 1995). Psychodynamic counselling has more 
variations than many people realise.

If I list some of the names who have been influential, I do so only to 
illustrate the breadth of the approach and to place some of the better 
known writers in relation to each other. The Neo-Freudians, nearly all of 
whom left the more orthodox Freudian position as a result of emigrating 
in the 1930s from Europe to America, represent the importance of the 
social and the cultural. Other analysts remained within the mainstream 
of psychoanalysis, but developed their own ideas. For example, Freud’s 
daughter Anna (Freud, A., 1968, 1973), and Erikson (1965), each represent 
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different forms of what is called ego-psychology; Melanie Klein (Segal, 
2004) and Bion (Symington and Symington, 1996) are perhaps the best-
known Kleinians; Kohut (1971, 1977) and Kernberg (1975) have developed 
particular (though different) ideas about working with the narcissistic 
personality; Winnicott (e.g. 1964; Jacobs, 1995), Fairbairn (Sutherland, 
1989) and Guntrip (1961, 1971) are representative of the more independent 
school in Britain. Others such as Bowlby (1979; Holmes, 1993), Rycroft 
(1985), Lomas (1973, 1987) or Laing (1965; Kotowicz, 1997) have struck 
out on their own, and are often critical of certain aspects of psychoanalysis, 
yet at the same time have valued what they consider to be its strongest 
points. All these, and many others, have made vital contributions to the 
development of psychodynamic theory, sometimes building on Freud’s 
later ideas, sometimes restructuring whole sections of the psychological 
map. Psychodynamic thought, including psychoanalysis itself, is certainly 
not a monolithic system.

A detailed description of the different theoretical formulations about 
the development and structure of the personality found in psychodynamic 
literature could easily become confusing in this context, although there are 
valuable texts which take the interested reader further into psychoanalytic 
and psychodynamic theory and practice (Gomez, 1996; Greenberg and 
Mitchell, 1983; Klein, 1987; Kohon, 1986; Rayner, 1990). Much modern 
psychoanalytic theory is called ‘object relations theory’, a term which partly 
means ‘personal relations’, but also includes the relationships people have 
with ‘objects’ as well, and which thinks not just in terms of relationships 
between people, but also of the relationship between different ‘parts’ of the 
individual, where ‘internalised’ and fantasised representations of external 
relationships also play an important part in a person’s make-up. My concern 
in this book is more with practice than with theory. The technical aspects 
of the psychodynamic practice, particularly as applied to psychodynamic 
counselling, are sufficiently unified to be encompassed within this one text. 
Past disputes between leading psychodynamic therapists may have resulted 
in splits into various schools of thought, but these have been replaced in 
our own time with a certain degree of rapprochement and mutual learning, 
so that whatever the particular orientation of a psychodynamic counsellor 
(Freudian, Kleinian, Jungian, Object Relations), there is a fairly common 
base from which (at least in this author’s view) each practitioner gradually 
develops her or his own style; one which is informed by a theoretical base 
but is refined in response to the different types of client and settings in 



The Psychodynamic Approach 5

which each person works, as well as through the personal development of 
theory and practice that comes with experience.

Psychoanalysis therefore means a therapeutic technique, one which 
has been adapted to the rather different settings in which psychodynamic 
counselling is practised; it also involves a theoretical model of human 
development and ideas about the workings of and within what we call 
‘personality’. To describe psychodynamic counselling in action, I concentrate 
on how a psychodynamic counsellor approaches the therapeutic task.  
I have elsewhere demonstrated the way in which theories of personality 
are used in the practice of psychodynamic counselling and therapy (Jacobs, 
2006). Even though I do not dwell on those aspects in this book, as I think 
they constitute the next stage of learning to practise the psychodynamic 
approach, the psychodynamic counsellor needs to gain knowledge 
of personal development through their training, looking at the way in 
which the expression and the repression of emotions and fantasies and the 
influence of inter-personal relationships contribute to psychological health 
or unease.

My own position, developed like other practitioners over years of 
experience, is closer to the independent school within psychoanalysis.  
I find it impossible to follow a single theory. I value some of the ideas put 
forward by Jung and Klein. Other psychodynamic counsellors, who think 
of themselves as Jungian and Kleinian, may sometimes use concepts and 
terms which differ from independent post-Freudian ideas. In the examples 
in this book I may occasionally include a psychodynamic formulation with 
which a Jungian or Kleinian counsellor would disagree. Similarly, symbols 
in dreams and fantasies can be interpreted in distinctive ways by different 
schools. Nevertheless, some of the differences evident in psychodynamic 
schools are questions of emphasis, or may even be semantic, and the same 
experience can be interpreted in different theoretical terms. What matters 
above all is how much sense these different ideas make to individual clients.

Those who go on to learn more about the psychodynamic approach can 
gain much from the discussions that take place about different concepts; 
but generally, such technical matters are best reserved for the training 
setting, for supervision and for casework discussion. What experienced 
practitioners know is that theory must constantly relate to practice and 
to what the client experiences. Psychodynamic counsellors need to be 
centred on what the client experiences and what the client thinks. In 
speaking with the client, psychodynamic counsellors should also use words 



Psychodynamic Counselling in Action6

and descriptions which each individual can comprehend. A counsellor 
always has to translate theories into a language which is understood by 
the client (and which is understood too by the counsellor!), and which by 
and large can be illustrated from what the client has talked about in the 
present or earlier counselling sessions.

Although I wish to emphasise a psychodynamic approach rather than 
the finer points of theory, I have already begun to use some technical terms 
myself. Some of the most common underlying terms and principles which 
typify psychodynamic work need to be explained before considering in 
more detail, in subsequent chapters, the ways in which these principles 
are seen in action.

Some Basic Terms: Psychodynamic

Given the different theories that have developed from and within psycho-
analysis, I believe the word ‘psychodynamic’ is a particularly useful 
one, since it encompasses the different schools mentioned above. 
The word ‘psychodynamic’ links psychotherapy and counselling with 
psychoanalysis, although ‘psychoanalytic’ has largely come to mean long-
term psychotherapy, twice or three times a week, whereas psychodynamic 
counselling is usually a once-weekly process. I recognise too that the 
term ‘psychodynamic’ is one that is used in the development of ideas 
and practice of many who have no wish to call themselves Freudian, 
whatever significance they are willing to attribute to some of his work. 
It is noticeable, for example, that the psychodynamic approach forms a 
major part of the thinking and practice of many counsellors and therapists 
who call themselves ‘integrative’. There is a strong psychodynamic 
interest in Transactional Analysis, and the days have gone when person-
centred counsellors scorned the idea of transference. Close demarcations 
of territory are less in evidence than once they were, except (I am sorry 
to say) perhaps in certain psychoanalytic circles. It is because I do not 
like to be associated with some of the preciousness and rigidity of some 
psychoanalytic politics that I prefer to use the term ‘psychodynamic’, as 
it is a term that is not so historically tainted. Nevertheless, like others 
who are critical of aspects of psychoanalysis, I too draw deeply upon the 
imaginative and thoughtful work and experience of many extremely 
talented analysts, whose writing is a treasury of insight.
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The term ‘psychodynamic’ clearly needs some explanation. ‘Psyche’, 
the root word on which psychology, psychotherapy, psychodynamic and 
so on are built, has often been translated in English texts as ‘mind’ (see 
Bettelheim, 1983 for many examples of mistranslation of Freud’s work). 
Such a translation carries connotations of intellectual processes alone, 
whereas ‘psyche’ should also include emotions and feelings. A secular age 
is not happy with notions of the soul, although some such word as ‘spirit’ 
begins to get closer to what psyche means. Psyche, especially as used in 
psychodynamic literature, means all three aspects: thought, feeling and the 
spirit of a person. I cannot here discuss the complex ideas there are on  
the relationship between body, mind and spirit; nor do I know whether 
these three alone constitute the whole person, or even whether there is 
one Self or many selves – parts of the psyche, or aspects of the person 
(for a useful overview of the Self across different orientations, see Brinich 
and Shelley, 2002). It is sufficient to point out that if we think about 
ourselves, we know there is more to us than mind, and more than thought 
and intellect. Emotions or feelings are an equally important feature, 
influencing and influenced by interaction with body and mind.

‘Psychodynamic’ refers to the way in which the psyche (as mind/
emotions/spirit/self) is experienced as active, and not static. This does 
not simply mean being active in the sense that thinking and feeling are 
personal activities; nor does it simply mean forces within the psyche 
which actively seek expression or satisfaction. The weakness of such terms 
as ‘instincts’ or ‘drives’, which were a major part of Freud’s theory (Jacobs, 
2003: 43–6), is that they describe a certain sort of activity, akin to energy, 
but do not appear to give sufficient weight to the relationships between 
people, or to the dynamic or the movement of energies between them.

What particularly distinguishes the term ‘psychodynamic’ is that the 
activity of the psyche is not confined to relating to people, or to objects 
outside of the self (there are few who would contend that). The term 
‘objects’ in the phrase ‘object relations’, for example, is used because we 
relate not just to people, but also to non-human objects (see Searles, 
1960), as well as to aspects or parts of people, called in psychoanalytic 
terminology ‘part objects’. It is more the ‘object’ of a feeling or a thought 
or a fantasy, where ‘I’ am the subject, the originator, and the observer 
of a thought, fantasy or feeling. Psychodynamic activity also takes place 
between people but also within the psyche, in relation to oneself. Yet 
‘oneself ’ is an ambiguous word, because the psyche, or the personality, 
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seems to consist of a number of ‘selves’. All this becomes clearer if we 
consider some very common expressions which we find in everyday 
speech, as the exercise at the end of this chapter illustrates.

‘I don’t feel myself today.’ Here the speaker presupposes that there is 
a self which is more normally her (or him) and not the one she or he is 
currently experiencing. In such a phrase the speaker refers to herself or 
himself as both the subject of the phrase (‘I’) and the object (‘myself ’). 
This sense of being more than one person appears in other phrases. For 
example: ‘It just came over me, and I felt so cross with myself.’ Here the 
speaker refers to three aspects of the self: (a) ‘it’, as if there were something 
inside which took over for a while – this is what Freud meant by the Id, 
which is more accurately translated, the It; (b) ‘me’, which seems more 
like a central part of the self which got temporarily thrown off-centre, 
and which may even be blamed for allowing this to happen in ‘myself ’; 
and (c) ‘I’, which here seems not to be a central ‘I’, but more like a critical, 
even a hostile, part of the self.

To analyse such phrases in this way may appear unduly complicated, 
but my purpose is to show how internal relationships do not have to 
be connected with feelings towards anyone else, and do not rely on an 
external person for their promptings. We can just as easily love, hate, 
criticise or fear parts of ourselves as we can other people. This is the 
dynamic within the psyche, as well as between us and other people.

These parts of the self are described in different ways in psychodynamic 
literature. Such descriptions are attempts to make sense of the phenomena, 
although the diversity of terms used, even in the psychoanalytic tradition, 
does not always lead to clarity in the mind of the reader. Freud used the 
terms Id, Ego and Super-ego to illustrate his ‘map’ of the internal relations 
within the psyche (Jacobs, 2003: 61–4). Jung used rather more graphic 
terms, including the persona, the shadow, anima and animus, painting 
a quite distinct picture of the different aspects that go to make up the 
whole person or the Self (Fordham, F., 1953; Samuels, 1985). Winnicott 
described the True Self and the False Self (1965: 140–52; see also Jacobs, 
1995: 47). Melanie Klein developed the idea of ‘internal objects’ (Segal, 
2004: 43–4). Fairbairn (1994) used terms which he preferred to the 
‘id’, and he modified the concept the ‘super-ego’, since he did not perceive 
personality structure in the same way as Freud. Although Transactional 
Analysis is quite distinct from other psychodynamic theories, it too has 
its own tripartite description: parent, adult and child (Stewart, 1989). 
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These ego-states do not simply describe the parent–child relationship, for 
example, between two people, but can also be applied to an internal state: 
‘your (internal) parent is getting at your (internal) child’.

These internal aspects (or ‘objects’) of the psyche are formed over the 
long years of a child’s development, as counterparts of external relationships 
which predominate in early childhood, principally those with mother 
and father. These aspects are more than pictures in the memory; they are 
as alive and as real within as once they were without, sometimes given 
extra force because a child’s perception is coloured by lack of experience, 
and by fantasy, so that internalised objects can be ‘worse’ than they may 
have been in reality. Stronger emphasis is given to innate factors and 
predisposition in the Kleinian school; but all psychodynamic theories 
pay equal attention to the importance of the child’s early environment, 
as promoting the foundation of later personality strengths or areas of 
vulnerability. Hence the importance that a psychodynamic counsellor 
attaches to experiences and feelings from the client’s past, as profoundly 
colouring the present.

These internal objects are not modelled on external relationships 
alone. They are also formed from the particular way in which a child ‘sees’ 
others. Thus a psychodynamic approach also includes serious attention to 
the powerful effect of fantasies. A young child ‘thinks’ in an uninformed 
way, less able than a mature adult to check perceptions against reality. 
Thus a significant aspect of psychological development comes not simply 
from the way a mother and father relate to their child, but also from the 
way in which a child perceives and ‘pictures’ mother and father. Although 
these early perceptions and rudimentary understandings are gradually 
modified by the experience of a wider reality, they are never totally lost. 
So adults also have occasion to view the world, or particular persons, 
or even themselves, through the eyes of the child within them. This is 
especially true at times of stress, when we can be driven back (or to use a 
psychodynamic term we ‘regress’) to more primitive (‘infantile’, in a non-
pejorative sense) ways of thinking, feeling and behaving.

All of these factors contribute to the dynamic forces or activities 
within the psyche, and to the internal relationships between different 
parts of the self. The objects of a child’s feelings or fantasies are therefore 
both external (the parents as they actually are) and internal (the parents 
as they are experienced, particularly at times of stress). Sometimes the 
internal objects also represent the parents we wished we had had, as if we 



Psychodynamic Counselling in Action10

try to recover a time of blissful existence. The images formed in the child’s 
psyche become internalised objects, indistinguishable parts of the self, yet 
with an apparent life of their own. So, to return to the simple phrase used 
earlier, ‘I felt so cross with myself ’: the ‘I’ in this sense owes something 
to my parents when they were actually cross with me; something to the 
fantasy that my parents would be cross with me if they knew what I was 
doing or thinking; even something to the frustration that might have led 
to me also being cross with them. The images also help generate a punitive 
part of myself, called the ‘super-ego’ by Freudians, or more popularly known 
as ‘conscience’.

Such a lengthy excursion into the meaning of ‘psychodynamic’ may 
seem a long way from early Freudian ideas of the child as a bundle of 
mainly sexual instincts, waiting to be satisfied. Like many others, Hannah 
(in the example with which this chapter started) had a dated view of 
psychoanalysis. Her inaccurate perception may have been partly due to her 
fantasy as well as her ignorance. Psychoanalysis and other psychodynamic 
approaches no longer suggest a psyche in which a dominant primitive 
part hungrily waits to be fed, is bursting to defecate, or longs to have 
sexual release. These are certainly moments of experience, but do not 
represent the whole. Psychodynamic functioning is both more complex 
and more complete than such a parody. It includes the powerful feelings 
in relationships, both between people (parent and child, husband and 
wife, within a family or a group) and between the different aspects of a 
person’s psyche. The term ‘relationship’ is more significant than might be 
apparent from reading early Freudian literature, and far more important 
to modern psychodynamic theory than Freud’s instinct theory. The love 
and the hate between a parent and a child, and within each of them, 
are just as significant as orality, anality and sexuality – the stages of the 
original Freudian developmental scheme (Freud, 1905), which are not 
without significance, but are only part of the picture.

Hence the appeal of a different term in post-Freudian theory that I have 
already introduced, object relations theory, which expresses more clearly 
the way in which psychodynamic thinking has developed, even if the 
word ‘object’ at first still looks impersonal. An approximate synonym  
for ‘object relations’ is ‘personal relationships’. The reason why the latter, 
more readily understandable phrase is not used is because, as I have 
explained above, psychodynamic theory attaches significance to the object 
of a person’s feelings or desires, which may be non-human (as Winnicott 
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used the term ‘transitional object’, 1958: 229–42), or part of a person 
(the breast, for example, in the earliest mother–baby relationship). Apart 
from relationships to whole persons, the psychodynamic therapist and 
counsellor is therefore concerned to understand the relationships the 
client has to her or his internal objects (the internalised aspects of the 
personality referred to above); to what are known as ‘part-objects’ (parts 
of the body, as well as persons who are perceived only partially, and not as 
a whole); and to non-human objects (such as a child’s security blanket as in 
some sense ‘re-presenting’ the nurturing, but temporarily absent, parent). 
For a useful text introducing object relations theory, see Gomez (1996).

These ideas are complex, and psychoanalysis does not have all the answers 
to what makes us the way we are. Indeed psychodynamic practitioners 
understand the psyche as including limitless activity, constantly humming 
with life, with feelings and thoughts not always immediately accessible 
to a person’s present state of mind. Although we are more conscious of 
this ceaseless activity at particular times of stress and agitation, it is also 
experienced quite markedly in dreams, when even the most staid conscious 
mind often gives way to the frenetic adventures of the unconscious psyche. 
Modern psychodynamic theory understands the different figures in dreams 
as representing various aspects of the self. But apart from dreams and other 
fantasies which a client may relate (and these are not in fact a major part 
of psychodynamic work, whatever the fantasy of psychoanalysis might be), 
the psychodynamic counsellor is also alive to the various indicators of 
psychodynamic activity in the way the client talks about situations past 
and present and, as we shall see, in the counselling relationship itself.

The Unconscious

This is another term requiring explanation, because it is frequently surrounded 
by myth and mystification. Freud distinguished between mental activity 
which is conscious (that is, what we are currently thinking and feeling); that 
which is not conscious but easily becomes so, such as a memory of a fact, 
a feeling or an event (Freud called this the ‘preconscious’) which can be 
fairly readily recalled; and ‘mental processes or mental material which have 
no easy access to consciousness, but which must be inferred, discovered and 
translated into conscious form’ (Freud, 1940: 20). It was for this last category 
that Freud reserved the name ‘the unconscious’ (Jacobs, 2003: 34–6).
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The importance of the unconscious for Freud and for those who 
followed him makes it one of the principal hypotheses of psychodynamic 
work. The term is not original, because it was a concept current in 
some of the literature and philosophy of his day (see Edwards and 
Jacobs, 2003 for a full examination of this concept in psychoanalysis and 
in other models). Perhaps Freud gave more substance to the term, 
through his determination to show the significance of unconscious 
material. It was hypnosis which first alerted Freud to the influence 
of the unconscious, since he found that certain memories seemed 
accessible only to this particular form of suggestion. Hypnosis, long 
since abandoned in psycho dynamic practice, certainly demonstrates 
the way in which mind and body can be influenced both during and 
even some time after the hypnotic experience.

One of the original aims of psychoanalysis was, and still is in all 
psychodynamic work, to make the unconscious conscious, and in doing so, 
to help a person to act with more conscious awareness than unconscious 
reactions permit: ‘Where id was, there shall ego be,’ as Freud put it. In fact, 
this is a somewhat limited definition of the aim of psychotherapy and 
counselling. His later formula, put in more straightforward terms, suggests 
that successful psychotherapy and counselling enables a person (here, the 
ego) to balance the often conflicting demands of basic psychological (and 
some physiological) needs (the id); the demands of conscience (or the 
super-ego, with its views on what is good or bad); and the demands of the 
external reality of the situation: ‘an action by the ego is as it should be if 
it satisfies simultaneously the demands of the id, of the super-ego and of 
reality’ (Freud, 1940: 377–8).

The ‘unconscious’ is, by definition, not conscious. It is therefore 
unknowable. This makes it an impossible concept to picture, since what 
was unconscious is only seen when it is no longer unconscious! Although 
some memories readily come to mind (and show the value of the 
distinctive term ‘preconscious’), others are hidden so deep that, should they 
be recalled, the experience has the quality of surprise, even novelty, about 
it – ‘I had completely forgotten that’, as if the event was being experienced 
almost (though not quite) for the first time. Furthermore, although some 
people may remember events and situations quite accurately, they are not 
always conscious of the feelings which they then experienced; as if those 
feelings were not allowed to surface at the time, but were submerged, or 
‘repressed’ – to use a psychodynamic term. Repression frequently leads 
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to feelings and thoughts being denied in the present as well as in the 
past. For instance, as Hannah was later to recall, when they were evicted 
from their home, she suppressed her grief at leaving, so as not to upset 
her grandfather. Those feelings of grief were set to one side. What she 
was unconscious of at that time, and right up to a certain point in her 
counselling, was how angry she felt with her grandfather’s responsibility 
for their eviction. When she caught a glimpse of that anger, she said,  
‘I never realised that’s how I felt.’ Her grief was suppressed – unexpressed 
but not forgotten; her anger was repressed – not only unexpressed but also 
forgotten.

There is yet another sense in which the ‘unconscious’ can be understood. 
If I point out to someone how they are reacting, they may not realise it 
until I make the observation. They are not conscious of what they are 
doing, or saying. They may not, of course, acknowledge something so 
obvious to others; they remain unconscious (unknowing, unseeing) of it 
in themselves.

There is no need to unduly mystify the term ‘unconscious’. It is a 
useful concept with which to describe certain phenomena, and even to 
conceptualise the dynamics of the psyche, in which some feelings, certain 
ideas and even whole experiences appear to be pushed into hiding, 
because they are too threatening or too painful for the conscious self to 
acknowledge or experience at the time.

Many of these psychodynamic terms can be more fully understood and 
appreciated if they can be seen more as metaphors rather than as statements 
that are to be taken literally. The ‘unconscious’ is one of those metaphors, 
which attempts to describe the indescribable, one of several images which 
psychodynamic thought makes considerable use of in its attempt to make 
sense of experience. Whether or not the unconscious exists as a separate 
entity is a somewhat fruitless argument. Like many other concepts in 
psychodynamic theory, it is a useful notion to have in order to possess a 
type of therapeutic map, but the map is not of any physical place in the 
brain or the body.

Freud drew two different diagrams in his various attempts to illustrate 
the workings of the conscious and unconscious, and of the id, ego and 
super-ego. He knew they were of limited value, serving more as crude 
pictures of the relationship between conscious and unconscious functions 
within the psyche. They describe nonetheless the type of psychological 
experience to which I alluded above: the sense of there being more than 
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one person within the self; the feeling that there is ‘a place’ in the mind, 
to which unpleasant or unacceptable memories, feelings and fantasies are 
banished; or that the psyche sometimes seems a kind of ‘prison’ from 
which these painful or frustrated feelings and memories crave release. It 
is not unusual to feel that we sometimes act less freely than we wish, as if 
influenced by some other aspect deep within the self.

These feelings about ourselves may help us to unpack what Freud and 
his followers mean by the term ‘the unconscious’ and the structure of the 
personality. Freud’s translators made a serious mistake when they gave 
many of his more straightforward terms a scientific twist. Fortunately  
the newer translations of Freud’s work, published in the Penguin Modern 
Classics editions, are more true to his rather more popular style of writing. 
As Bettelheim (1983) points out, ego, id and super-ego should have been 
translated ‘I’, ‘It’ and ‘Over-I’ – words which are both more expressive of 
personal feeling and less scientifically pretentious. Psychodynamic thought 
can only be understood if it recognised that its images and metaphors are 
ways of attempting to codify experiences and aspects of the personality. 
And, as I have already stressed, counsellors should always communicate 
with their clients using words and images that their clients understand 
and recognise as relevant to their personal situation. In the end, theory 
can be used only as long as it makes sense of clients’ experience, and when 
it fits what clients describe.

Different Layers of Understanding

Many books have been written in which these and other psychodynamic 
concepts are discussed, and in which attempts are made to structure a 
psychodynamic understanding of personal development and of the internal 
relationships within the psyche. It needs to be stressed that the raw material 
from which such theories are formed normally comes out of the practice 
of psychotherapy and counselling; indeed some psychologists and other 
critics observe that the weakness of psychoanalytic theories is that they are 
based too much upon individual practice, and not on extensive research 
using greater numbers of people.

For the psychodynamic counsellor theories provide signposts. They act as 
rough maps which serve as guides through the often bewildering territory 
into which the counsellor is led. The primary purpose in psychodynamic 
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counselling is to help clients to make sense of current situations; of feelings 
and thoughts evoked by those situations; of memories associated with 
their present experience, some of which spring readily to mind, others 
of which may rise to consciousness as the counselling develops; and of 
the images that appear in fantasies and dreams. Often present feelings and 
fantasies have links to the past, recognised as such by the client as much 
as by the counsellor; memories of events, of relationships, of feelings and 
fantasies form part of the content of the session in addition to current 
concerns and experiences. From this wealth of material a psychodynamic 
counsellor attempts to form a picture, representing not just the way in 
which the client relates, or wishes to relate to others, but also the way the 
client relates to herself or himself. This may be linked to ways in which 
the client describes past relationships, and often will be linked to the 
way the client and counsellor themselves relate. Inevitably, counselling 
is sometimes shorn of the luxury of time which longer-term therapy 
permits, and so only catches brief glimpses of the whole, as the work 
concentrates on a segment of the complete picture. Nevertheless all the 
elements are there, if sometimes only in miniature.

One such glimpse of the way in which a segment gives a hint of a 
more complete picture is seen in the question which Hannah asked 
in the opening example. It shows the different levels at which a phrase 
might be understood. She apparently wanted a purely factual piece of 
information, but she clearly had feelings which gave the question more 
than intellectual significance. She did not simply have a somewhat narrow 
view of psychoanalysis, which could be explained as straightforward and 
understandable ignorance. She was also concerned lest psychoanalysis 
meant that sex was going to be the main focus of our work together. It 
was possible that she was not simply unsure of talking about the subject of 
sex: she might also be afraid, because she is a woman and I (the counsellor) 
am a man, that the gender relationship could become an issue between us, 
in terms of the feelings which might be aroused in her or in me towards 
each other. From what she said it seemed as if sex had been an issue, of 
which she had ‘had enough’, some time in the past, even before seeing 
me. Those opening words were actually hints that she was presenting me 
with an important aspect of her current problems, whatever they might 
be. At that stage I did not know whether or not they were significant, but 
I did understand that she was warning me that this was a subject she was 
not readily going to talk about.



Psychodynamic Counselling in Action16

It is this many-layered way of understanding the client, and of helping 
the client to understand herself or himself, that forms the core of 
psychodynamic counselling. Many of those layers were already present, 
if only as possibilities, in the opening moments of the first session with 
Hannah. Somewhere and some time in the past, for instance, there might 
have been difficulties which could be linked to her present anxiety 
about coming to see me – problems perhaps about sex and/or about 
close relationships with men. The possible significance of her words led 
me naturally into some questions which indicated my psychodynamic 
interest in what she meant, and into her previous experience and history. 
What had happened in Hannah’s past? What had she experienced, both 
in reality and in her perception of reality? What had she felt in the past? 
These were all pertinent questions as I started counselling with Hannah, 
even though at this stage I had no idea of whether or not such history 
would turn out to be relevant, or how it might relate to her present 
problems. But note: I did not ask her those questions directly.

However much of a client’s personal history emerges, the psychodynamic 
approach is distinct from some other models of counselling, in that the 
counsellor remains aware of developmental issues, as they are described 
in psychodynamic theory, using these ideas in an attempt to throw light 
on what a client says, and on the way a client reacts to the counsellor – 
even though it is not always possible to make definite links between the 
past and the present. I have written fully on this elsewhere (Jacobs, 2006), 
where I demonstrate the richness with which a client’s past experience 
can inform present situations, as well as how their present situation may 
colour memories of the past. But I hope, within the two case-histories 
that run throughout this book, to provide examples of the significance of 
personal history for the relationship between the client and the counsellor, 
and to illustrate the interaction of the past and present. Psychodynamic 
counselling, where the history is made clear, tries to move between these 
different levels, each one illustrating the other.

This link between past and present can as yet only be half perceived in 
what Hannah said. It was too soon to be able to say whether the difficulty 
she had already expressed, about seeing a male counsellor, was also present 
in her current relationships with other men apart from myself. At this 
early stage I knew nothing more about her. I would, however, hazard a 
guess that this was so, while remaining ready to be proved wrong. Neither 
did I know at that stage whether her concern about sex was based upon 
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actual experience, or whether the threat was largely a fantasy with no 
obvious antecedents in reality. What I did know was that Hannah, in 
asking whether I was a psychoanalyst, was also telling me some important 
information about herself, which time might help me to fathom.

The Counselling Relationship and 
Transference

There are important links between the external and internal ‘worlds’ of a 
client, that is, between relationships to others and the internal relationships 
within the psyche. There are links between past and present experience. 
There are, furthermore, links between what is talked about as occurring 
outside the counselling session and what takes place in the relationship 
between counsellor and client. The parallel is two-way, and psychodynamic 
counselling concurs with many other counselling methods in that in the 
immediacy of the counselling situation there are clues to, and sometimes 
obvious signs of the way the client relates and responds to others outside 
the counselling relationship. Hannah demonstrated this when she talked 
about not really wanting to see a man, hinting at the possibility, which 
had yet to be confirmed, that she might find difficulty relating openly or 
trustingly to other men as well.

The relationship between the counsellor and the client is indeed reckoned  
to be a crucial aspect in nearly every school of counselling, and psycho-
dynamic counselling is no exception. The counselling relationship needs 
to be more than a good working relationship, and it requires particular 
qualities in the counsellor if the right conditions are to be present in which 
the client can develop psychologically. The immediacy of the relationship 
frequently demonstrates how the client might feel in other situations, 
or how others might experience the client. None of this is any the less 
relevant to the psychodynamic counsellor. Perhaps what distinguishes the 
psychodynamic approach from others is the way in which some aspects of 
the relationship can be understood – what is known as ‘the transference’.

I provide a fuller explanation of transference in Chapter 6. Technically, 
transference is the repetition by the client of former, often child-like 
patterns of relating to significant people, such as parents, but now seen in 
relation to the counsellor; but it also includes transferring current patterns 
of relating on to the therapeutic relationship. Use of the transference 
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makes it one of the most distinctive features of psychodynamic theory 
and practice, although the use of the term is sometimes overdone. As 
I explain later, transference is not a phenomenon that happens only in 
counselling. Transference phenomena occur in every human relationship. 
In psychodynamic therapy and counselling, particular attention is paid to 
the transference by attempting to show how it influences the relationship 
between client and therapist. There are counsellors of other persuasions 
who do not attach any value to the concept of transference, but the 
psychodynamic counsellor, even looking at other types of therapy, can often 
detect the presence of transference, sometimes helping (that is the positive 
transference), sometimes hindering (and that is the negative transference) 
the client’s progress.

For instance, counsellors rightly stress the necessity of unconditional 
regard – the ability to accept others, whatever they say or do, without 
preconditions. Viewed psychodynamically, this quality in the counsellor 
represents the client finding in the counselling relationship what was 
actually good, or what was desired, in the parent–child relationship. The 
psychodynamic counsellor would therefore expect such unconditional 
regard to encourage what is known as a positive transference relationship 
between counsellor and client. The counsellor becomes, for the client, a 
transference figure with whom the client has the opportunity to relive or 
to find the type of parent–child relationship he or she might have wished 
for, or even to some extent had. Where the parents of the client conveyed 
some of the acceptance and trust he or she also feels in their counsellor, 
this transference presents little problem and probably calls for little 
comment. If, however, the client’s parenting has left the client distrustful 
and suspicious of others, including parental figures such as those in helping 
professions, the counsellor can understand any reticence the client shows 
towards the therapist (which might include distrust of the counsellor’s 
unconditional regard) as transferring the original negative experience of 
the parent–child relationship on to the counselling relationship. In such a 
case the client may be unable to accept the unconditional regard that the 
counsellor is trying to convey.

There are important differences between the type of counselling 
which attempts to provide a positive corrective experience for the client 
through the attitudes of the counsellor, and the more deliberate use of the 
transference. (I will be examining Clarkson’s (1995) useful identification  
of the developmentally needed relationship in Chapter 6.) One difference 
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is that a psychodynamic counsellor can discuss the presence of transference 
feelings in the client, and work with the client to understand them. There 
is a more direct allusion to the relationship. I showed this with Hannah in 
a subtle way when I suggested to her that she was afraid that, like Freud,  
I would be interested only in sex. I felt that she had a perception of Freud 
which she had transferred on to psychoanalysis as a whole, and on to me 
as a counsellor in particular. It was far too early for me to want to look for 
an explanation of this transference and of her anxiety, but mentally I noted 
the possibility that she might be transferring on to Freud at a distance, 
and on to me closer to, some past experience of feeling a man’s salacious 
sexual interest in her. The reader will have to wait, as I myself did, to see 
whether there were indeed any grounds for such a hypothesis.

Negative Transference and  
the Repetition of Failure

There is another important emphasis in the psychodynamic use of the 
transference, which makes the psychodynamic view of the role of the 
counsellor quite different from many other counselling methods. This is  
the recognition of the therapeutic value of the negative aspects of the 
counsellor–client relationship. Many counselling approaches seek to 
promote the growth of the client through positive regard and the other core 
conditions as demonstrated by the counsellor (Mearns and Thorne, 2007). 
In doing so, at least as understood in psychodynamic terms, such counsellors 
attempt to recreate conditions which might have been absent or lacking in 
the client’s past experience. Psychodynamic counselling does not in any way 
undervalue these basic aspects of the counselling relationship, and indeed 
also recognises their benefits. Freud called this a positive transference, and 
knew how much it assisted the work with the patient. At the same time, 
the psychodynamic approach also takes into account the impossibility of 
the counsellor ever being able to become the type of good and loving 
parent whom the client might have wished for. The counsellor is also a 
person who inevitably repeats the parental failures and shortcomings with 
the client. ‘He can never make up to clients for what they have suffered in 
the past, but what he can do is to repeat the failure to love them enough . . . 
and then share with them and help them work through their feelings about 
his failure’ (Winnicott, quoted in Malan, 1979: 141).
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Counselling can at times involve as much disappointment for the client 
as it does satisfaction. Counsellors are not miracle workers. The counsellor 
cannot, for instance, be present for the client as much as he or she might 
hope, nor does the counsellor provide the clear guidance and advice which 
the client might expect. The counsellor cannot be a friend or an intimate 
partner in the way that a client may sometimes wish. In these and so many 
other ways, the counsellor, simply by acting as a counsellor should, helps the 
client to relive negative experiences which go on influencing the present, 
including the frustration that accompanied past experiences and which 
may still accompany present relationships. While some clients’ problems 
are caused by obvious, deliberate and traumatic maltreatment on the part 
of parents, all too often the ‘failure’ of parenting occurs in what is not done 
as much as by what is done. This includes the unavoidable failure of the 
parent to be the ideal figure whom the child somewhat unrealistically 
wished for – an internalised parent figure who goes on being mourned, 
or even punished, in the child’s inner world. Psychodynamic theory, we 
remember, takes account of the power of fantasy, as much as the power of 
fact, to distort perceptions and relationships.

There is a small example of this failure on the part of the counsellor 
in the opening moments with Hannah. She had wanted a woman for her 
counsellor. I drew attention to the fact that she found herself talking to a 
man, wondering whether she might take that up, either by expressing her 
negative feelings about me being a man or alternatively by saying what 
talking to a woman would have meant for her. Again, we have to wait and 
see whether this disappointment meant more to Hannah than she had so 
far voiced and, if so, what that disappointment signified.

One way in which the counsellor may fail a client is through the 
ending of sessions and the conclusion of counselling itself. That failure is 
felt in a variety of ways: some clients feel let down through not having 
achieved as much as they had initially hoped for; others feel rejected by 
the counsellor; some feel angry, others sad, a few even glad to get away.  
I look at endings in Chapter 7, but here draw attention to a further central 
feature of psychodynamic therapy and counselling, which is the emphasis 
on working with loss, including loss of the counsellor. Although the 
brevity of some counselling contracts does not permit the development of 
much dependency on the part of the client, even short-term counselling 
holds out considerable hope to the new client. Whether its duration is 
long or short, counselling involves sessions which last for less than an 
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hour, breaks at holiday time, occasional alterations because of illness or 
other exigencies, and at some point an end to the work together. These 
breaks and endings repeat the limitations which everyone experiences 
throughout life, but which were felt more acutely in early childhood; 
they therefore provide opportunities for clients to work through early 
frustrations as well as losses in the ‘here-and-now’ in the relationship 
between client and counsellor.

Making Active Use of Resistance

Psychodynamic technique therefore differs from some other schools of 
therapy (except where they too draw upon psychodynamic concepts) 
in the deliberate, although not necessarily overt, use of the transference 
relationship alongside the actual relationship between counsellor and 
client. I illustrate how this can be used in subsequent chapters. Another 
major focus in psychodynamic therapy and counselling is understanding 
and working with resistance. Resistance, which takes different forms, 
describes those times when clients cannot talk or wish not to talk freely, or 
are unable to acknowledge thoughts and feelings, because they are afraid 
of what will emerge or concerned about their or the counsellor’s reaction. 
Even though a counsellor often has less time available for a client than 
a psychotherapist can offer, he or she cannot hurry the process. Clients 
have to work at their own pace, as all sensitive counselling approaches 
recognise. This does not prevent the counsellor from acknowledging the 
resistance which clients show, both to insight into themselves and to 
cognitive or behavioural change. Of course clients want to change, or 
they wish things could change, otherwise they would not have sought 
help in the first instance. At the same time they are frightened of what 
they may learn in the process, or what may happen if they alter ways of 
being, relating or acting.

Hannah showed a hint of a possible resistance when she mentioned 
having had ‘enough of that sort of thing’, with reference to sex. She was 
making it clear that I might get metaphorically slapped down if I explored 
that particular subject. What distinguishes the psychodynamic approach is 
the recognition that resistance has to be handled by understanding the reasons 
for such defensiveness. The counsellor is as interested in understanding the 
defence as in anything that the client might be defending against. Only 
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the client can withdraw the resistance, although a skilful and sensitive 
helper tries to interpret (and help the client understand) the reasons for 
resistance. The counsellor remains aware that resistance renders the results 
of short-term work less penetrating than might be the case in longer 
psychotherapy. I discuss this issue further in Chapter 5.

A ‘Rule’ for the Counsellor and  
A ‘Rule’ for the Client

Nearly all counsellors encourage their clients to express their own agenda 
and to explore their feelings, thoughts and fantasies by deliberately holding 
back at points when in normal social conversation they would usually say 
more. Such holding back is known in psychodynamic work as the ‘rule 
of abstinence’. It does not mean total silence, or being an impersonal 
blank screen, but it does involve being careful not to intrude upon what 
the client is trying to express. To some extent this attitude on the part of 
the counsellor or therapist complements, and yet contrasts with, another 
‘rule’: that the client should express ‘everything that comes into his head’ 
(Freud, 1940: 407). Freud tells us he put it this way to his patients:

You will notice that during your narrative a number of 
thoughts will occur to you, which you would like to 
reject because of certain critical objections. You will be 
tempted to say that this does not fit in here, or it’s completely 
unimportant, or it’s pointless, therefore you don’t need to say 
it. Don’t give in to this criticism, but say it anyway. . . (Freud, 
1913/2002: 56)

Most counsellors prefer to encourage this freedom of expression 
without laying it down as a rule (which might only serve to increase a 
client’s anxiety or resistance). The reason for this ‘fundamental rule’ (as 
Freud called it), and the ‘rule of abstinence’ on the part of the counsellor, 
is to encourage the client, to put it simply, to ‘let things slip out’: all 
that the client says, not just the feelings behind the words, nor just 
the facts within a situation, but all the apparently insignificant details 
contain the possibility of providing more understanding of the client’s 
fears and fantasies. Needless to say, the counsellor’s abstinence may give 
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rise to negative feelings in the client, who may see in the counsellor’s 
withholding the same failure to provide good enough care that he or she 
may have experienced from parents as a child.

There is an early example of the use of this rule of abstinence in the 
opening of the ‘conversation’ with Hannah. When she asked me, ‘Are 
you a psychoanalyst?’ I did not initially answer her question, as I might 
in any other conversation. I wanted to know what the term meant to 
her, in order to have some basis for exploring the fears and fantasies 
she might have about coming to see me. Her reply furnished some 
initial possibilities for thinking about her internal world and her past 
and present relationships. This deliberate attempt to weave various factors 
together, including apparently innocuous phrases, in search of a shape 
to the emerging patterns, probably gives the psychodynamic approach 
a distinctive position between, on the one hand, those approaches to 
counselling which stress the client doing the understanding and, on the 
other hand, those where the counsellor takes a much more active role.

Whatever rules, whatever techniques and whatever theories psycho-
dynamic counselling may use, nothing is set in stone or is rigid and 
immutable. The reader will have noticed that I did eventually answer 
Hannah’s question. There are times when rules cease to be helpful, and 
techniques need to be adapted, just as theories must always be open  
to adjustment and change. I felt both that I wanted to ease unnecessary 
anxiety and that I had gained enough from initial abstaining from 
answering her question to be able to tell Hannah that I was not an analyst. 
Indeed, it was important not to mislead her into thinking that I was other 
than I am. To abstain further would have laid claim to a false status, and  
I am not into that.

Psychodynamic Counselling and  
Psychoanalysis

In discussing with the reader Hannah’s question to me about whether 
I was a psychoanalyst, I hope I have made it clear that psychodynamic 
counselling is not psychoanalysis, nor is it long-term psychotherapy. 
Psychodynamic counselling has many resemblances to psychodynamic 
psychotherapy, and where the contract becomes at all extended the two 
terms are to some extent interchangeable. There are interesting questions 
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about differences which I have raised, but not resolved, elsewhere (Jacobs, 
1994). But there are certain adaptations that have to be made in order to 
use the psychodynamic approach in counselling.

Contracts are shorter, especially in brief therapy, but actually assume a 
significance which is not so apparent in long-term therapy, where there 
may be no definite time limit. I discuss this further in Chapter 4 (see also 
my chapter in Sills, 2006). Working once a week with a person, rather than 
several times a week, puts some limits on the type of client who can be 
seen, although experienced psychodynamic counsellors often see clients 
who are as damaged as any seen by psychotherapists. I examine the question 
of suitable clients in Chapter 3. Aims in counselling are necessarily more 
limited. Finding a focus for the counsellor’s attention, and even for the 
client’s goals, may sometimes be desirable, given the mass of information 
which some clients produce. There is a sense in which the counsellor 
has to think more quickly (while at the same time maintaining the right 
pace for the client) because the opportunities for accurate and helpful 
interventions are much reduced. Psychodynamic counselling involves 
condensing the psychoanalytic method, and this can be taxing because her 
or his psychodynamic training cannot help but make the counsellor aware 
just how complex the human personality is, and just how slow the process 
of change often is. Yet despite the limited objectives of the counsellor, 
significant shifts in perception do take place and vital insights are achieved, 
both through the natural wish of the client to progress and through the 
careful application of the psychodynamic method. The psychodynamic 
approach, which the counsellor also shows in action in her or his work 
with the client, is also often adopted by the client in self-analysis, as the 
process becomes yet another of the internalised relationships in the client’s 
psyche.

Such is the influence of Freudian thought on Western culture that the 
psychodynamic approach is not as strange as it might appear in cold print. In 
this chapter the main distinguishing features of psychodynamic counselling, 
modelled as it is on longer-term psychotherapy, have been introduced. 
These are: the interrelationship of external and internal worlds, regression 
under stress, object relations, the unconscious, the significance of the past 
and its repetition in the present, the transference relationship between 
client and counsellor, the value of failure on the part of the therapist, the 
use of endings, the importance of understanding resistance, and the rule of 
abstinence. Later chapters show these various features in action.
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Although some of these terms are technical, my guess is that counsellors 
of different theoretical persuasions already use some of these techniques 
and this understanding, sometimes without knowing their psychoanalytic 
origins. While it is important that I concentrate upon what is distinctive, 
I would wish at the same time to affirm that certain basic approaches 
to counselling, common to different methods, are equally important 
in psychodynamic work. Indeed, some of these basic techniques and 
assumptions either owe their origins to, or are at least prefigured in, the 
development of Freud’s own approach to listening, when he moved away 
from more directive and questioning methods into hearing what his 
patients were trying to tell him.

There are, of course, significant emphases in different counselling 
methods, but there is also much which the different approaches share. My 
description of the psychodynamic approach to counselling in subsequent 
chapters is bound to include responses and techniques with which other 
counsellors will concur, as well as features which are more distinct. It is my 
hope that what is common to various forms of counselling in action will 
help the reader feel more at ease than Hannah did at our initial meeting, 
and that anything which turns out to be unique to psychodynamic 
counselling, and therefore perhaps new to the reader, will help expand 
the range of possibilities open to the counsellor.

Exercise

1 Consider the following quotation:

What, then, we can ask, is me? Me consists of a number of 
me’s and I can make the mistake of identifying myself entirely 
with only one of them. There is first of all, the me I put on for 
the benefit of other people. Then there is the me I put on for 
my own benefit. Then there is the me I have locked away out 
of sight (my own sight) in a dark cupboard because it is too 
painful to look at, since it is a me damaged and made ugly by 
the adverse chances of life. But this me, locked out of sight 
though he may be, can still exercise a malign influence on the 
me’s I put for my own benefit and that of others. (Williams, 
1982: 353)
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2  A psychodynamic perspective believes that just as relationships are 
important to a person, so also is the way a person relates internally to 
the different parts that go to make up what can be called ‘my self’.

    On your own, or with another or others, write down as many expressions 
as you can think of which illustrate the different aspects of ‘self’. For 
example:

I don’t know what came over me.
I wasn’t myself.
I was so angry with myself.
I put on a good face.
I am my old self again.

3  Different psychodynamic theories refer to various parts of the self, often 
using technical terms. For example:

Freud:  ego/id/superego [or I/It/over-I]
Jung: ego/persona/shadow/Self
Klein: the good internal object/the persecutory internal object
Berne/TA: parent/adult/child ego states
Winnicott: false self/true self
Fairbairn:  central experiencing ego/libidinal ego/anti-libidinal ego

As far as you understand those terms, do any of them fit the phrases you 
have written down?

4  Is there a real you? Do you recognise an inner self which is at all distinct 
from all the external influences there have been on you throughout your 
life? If discussing this with others you do not have to go into your inner-
most secrets to think about the idea of there being a dynamic relation-
ship between the different parts of yourself.


