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What is Object Relations?

Object Relations is a set of theories which conceptualizes that early relationships, beginning with the oral phase of development are supreme, and that internal and external interchange, lay the groundwork for the structure of identity. The self’s understanding of these relationships- both conscious and unconscious- becomes the basis for later relations with others, in every single aspect of interaction.  The perception of self and other become muddled, and the meaning and strength of each reciprocal exchange needs to be modulated, or discharged.
     Early life actively influences later life, and endo-psychic structures need to be nourished. What one perceives to throw-off emotional equilibrium can be the pathological conduit that damages affective states for an indefinite amount of time. A child after, or around, the age of two years old, is exceptionally susceptible to infirmity and maltreatment. Proper attachment needs to be formed and needs to be consistent.  This takes place naturally with mother and child.  When this relationship is compromised or arrested, then the child is more prone to maladies.  A mother who is neglectful can induce a sense of fear, abandonment, rage, and frustration in the child.  This is brought upon the child on a conscious as well as an unconscious level.  When the child internalizes these feelings, they are overwhelming and painful.  The ego and/or sense-of-self are challenged and threatened.  In order to quell this anxiety, the ego develops a defense to ward off the intrusion.  One such defense is a narcissistic one in which the child develops a sense of entitlement and wants and expects (emotionally needs) items or objects.  This demand serves to fill the void that was created in the pathological relationship, or reactive attachment, with/from the mother.  The mother-object is seen as something that is lacking, but the impulse is to fill in those attributes, which are vacant.  That is, the child introjects into his own self-identity those attributes which the mother failed to provide or transmute, so now feels that he has a right to glean whatever he desires. In reality though, the child has a deep sense of despair, grief and hopelessness, and vigorously attempts to shield itself from those feelings. The manifestation is a child who ({with therapists} is known to have endured neglect, yet) presents with an inflated sense of self, and with grandiose fantasies, and with an expectation that he will receive or acquire what he asks for. This manifestation can be seen more explicitly in clients who announce that they go first in games, or find discarded items on the floor or trash and announce possession of the item, or act as though they can manipulate a device without help or instructions, or tell anyone who asks that they are doing good. (The prerequisite is that they expect that an affirmation will be offered with regard to their actions). There develops a distortion of self, of reality and of need-gratification, as the child is searching to fill up his world, internally and externally, with dis- or misplaced love or transitional objects that he was deprived of, instead of possessing compassion.

     This search entails many relationships with (substitute or destructive) objects (people, mother figures, money, drugs, video games, masturbation, antagonism,  vanity, greed, etc. ) that may seem to quell the disturbance, internally or intra-psychically, of a nurturing-lost, or opportunity-lost or intimacy-lost. This sense of entitlement is driven by libidinal, even pleasure-seeking, perhaps mischievous impulses, and not parental super-ego structures or drives. Unless his relationship permits externalization (perhaps cathexis), or acquisition of healthy expression, he feels almost literally at risk of total estrangement or even disappearance.  There tends to be psychological vulnerability and the dissolution of all relationship boundaries. There, too, seems, to be the disregard for other's feelings, and this can come out in inappropriate anger or alienation.  Relationships will mimic the converse of what was endured, and the threat of a repetition-compulsion is inevitable, yet not usually made conscious.  If a child with this sort of narcissistic blow recapitulates the actual neglect, knowingly, he is prone to even more guardedness and disillusionment. The inner-pinnings of this process is turbulent, and the child claims what he believes is owed to him.  The relationship and event which did actually take place is discordant, and serves the child to no advantage.  This narcissistic mechanism the child chooses, seemingly is sound, yet is wholly a resistance. He will protect himself from the overwhelming and nefarious feelings by putting up a front; a strong claim for compensation.

   In order to gain understanding of these split introjects, one must be important to the patient.  One must allow for a corrective emotional experience. One must be a container for blocked wishes and aggressive tendencies. One must be aware of how certain feelings are displaces or suppressed.  One must be aware of the power of defense mechanisms which shield true anxieties. One must allow the patient to verbalize how wants in the future are tied to needs-not-met in the past. One must not express cynicism at distorted cognitions.  One must be aware of sensitivity to rejections.  One must foster trust and understanding. One must not show disgust towards powerful or ugly feelings. One must not accept the notion that a person is bad based on few examples of bad behaviors.  One must be aware of how an infant may perceive reality with overly stimulating or depriving mothers.  One must show that an inadequate parent does not translate into its child being non-worthy. One must see how arrested developments, and the impact on the troubled ego.

  The emergence of a projective identification can be the opposite of this phenomenon.  In this case, the child will act as the mother caretaker in a very nurturing sense in order to re-enact a mother-child fantasy that never materialized, but is a secret and powerful wish and need on the child's part.  The idealized aspects of the mother's, or of a mother's role is dramatized.  The child is in essence acting parentified and is joining with the part of caretaker it craved.  There is only a quasi-fulfillment in this circumstance, and the child is left feeling lonely, even though his actions may reflect otherwise.
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