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Projection and Projective Identification in a Three-Year Old Boy

Observations of a three-year-old boy are interpreted in terms of the psychoanalytic concept of projection as articulated by Sigmund Freud, as well as Melanie Klein’s theory of projective identification.  The author concludes that the projective mechanisms described by Freud and Klein are both useful tools for understanding this young boy’s behavior, and proposes that these projective processes are qualitatively different, having emerged in this young subject at different periods of emotional development, and are unconsciously employed by the boy to accomplish different objectives.  Projection was employed by this young child as an ego defense warding off intolerable feelings and self-representations.  Requiring a complex use of verbal explanation, projection is a developmentally more advanced process than projective identification which involves the nonverbal emotional communication of an unconscious fantasy.  Where projection is an intrapsychic process employed at moments of relative ego autonomy, projective identification is used by this young boy to strengthen his narcissistic attachment to objects, and to fuse together libidinal and aggressive drives to simultaneously hate and preserve these objects.

This is a study conducted over a period of four months of a three-year-old boy and his family.  Specifically I observed the emergence of various projective processes in this young boy and then applied psychoanalytic theories of projection and projective identification articulated by Sigmund Freud and Melanie Klein to my observations.  From my observations of this young boy’s behavior I formulated several questions about these projective processes which this paper will address:

(1) Are projection and projective identification qualitatively different?

(2) Why are these processes employed and what functions do they serve?

(3) Does an unconscious wish precede these projective processes, and if so, what is it?

(4) Do these processes defend against something, and if so, what?

(5) Are these processes intrapsychic or interpersonal?

The paper begins by contrasting Freud’s concept of projection and Klein’s projective identification, presents seven observations of my young subject, and concludes with a discussion in which the questions listed above are addresses.

Projection 
Throughout his career Sigmund Freud wrote on the topic of projection, first recognizing it as an ego defense used in paranoia, later describing it as the mechanism employed in the creation of delusions and hallucinations, and finally identifying it (along with introjection) as an essential ongoing mental process through which conceptions of external reality are formed.  In his Draft H, an essay on paranoia enclosed with a letter to Wilhelm Fliess on January 24, 1895, Freud first wrote of this peculiarity of the paranoid defense:

Earlier it had been an internal self-reproach, now it was an imputation coming from the outside.  The judgment about her had been transposed outward:  people were saying what otherwise she would have said to herself.  Something was gained by this.  She would have had to accept the judgment pronounced from inside; she could reject the one arriving from outside.  In that way the judgment, the reproach, was kept away from her ego.

The purpose of paranoia is thus to ward off an idea that is incompatible with the ego, by projecting its substance into the external world. (Freud, 1895, p. 109)

For the next twenty years when Freud wrote about projection as an ego defense it was always in association with paranoia.  In the case of Schreber, Freud (1911) identified projection’s role in the formation of delusions in which feelings and ideas were first transformed before being projected.  Frightened by his homosexual wishes, Schreber unconsciously transformed his love into hate and then attributed this substitute feeling to either a persecutory god or his psychiatrist.  Finally, in Totem and Taboo, Freud (1912) described the normal everyday use of projection in establishing an internal representation of the world.  Projection, he now recognized, was not created for the purpose of defense; it also occurs when there is no conflict as the mind builds up internal conceptions of external reality.  Along with a complementary mental process, introjection, Freud (1915a) now conceived of projection as a means through which the world is given sensible form.


Beyond projection’s use to form internal representations of external reality or to externalize intolerable self-representations, in his two papers, “The Unconscious” and “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” Freud (1915b, 1920) articulated another use of projection:  The externalization of instinctual impulses.  When responding to instinctual anxiety Freud noted that “the ego behaves as if the danger of an outbreak of anxiety threatened it not from the direction of an instinct but from the direction of perception” (1915b, p. 117).  Proposing that a barrier shield exists on the surface of the ego to protect it from external stimulation (while no such insulating barrier exists internally between the ego and id), Freud (1920) suggested that the ego projects disturbing instinctual impulses to the point of perception to marshal the maximum defense against them.
Projective Identification

While projection and introjection were both psychological concepts which emerged at the end of the nineteenth century and figured prominently in the writing of Sigmund Freud, projective identification was an original conception of Melanie Klein.  The significance of Klein’s contribution to the concept of projection was its application to the earliest mental functioning of the infant.  In her paper “Notes on Some Schizoid Mechanisms,” Klein (1946) introduced projective identification as an attribute of the narcissistic merger of  infant and mother.

Expelled in hatred, split off parts of the ego are also projected on to the mother or, as I would rather call it, into the mother.  These excrement and bad parts of the self are meant not only to injure but also to control and take possession of the object.  In so far as the mother comes to contain the bad parts of the self, she is not felt to be a separate individual but is felt to be the bad self.


Much of the hatred against parts of the self is now directed towards the mother.  This leads to a particular form of identification which establishes the prototype of an aggressive object-relation.  I suggest for these processes the term “projective identification.” (p. 8)

Although Klein first discussed projective identification in the context of destructive aggression (the deflection outward of the infant’s death instinct), she also noted that the infant may project good parts of the self into his caregiver to solidify a positive relationship and to integrate his ego.  Klein believed that this continuous process of splitting and projecting parts of the self into the mother was of vital importance for the infant’s healthy development.


What distinguishes projective identification from Freud’s notion of projection is that Klein describes projective processes within the preverbal mind of an infant who has yet to establish clear boundaries between self and other.  Through projective identification the infant extends his self into the object of his projection joining both his object and himself as an indivisible unit.  When the infant projects into his mother feelings of hostility and malevolence, the infant both identifies with the qualities of the caregiver as well as feels persecuted by her, therein reassuring himself that he and his object are alike.  In this way, the infant’s projection serves both as a defense and as a form of identification.  A significant product of projective identification is the emotional impact on the recipient of the projection who feels that emotions the infant projects, in this most primitive, eloquent and efficient form of nonverbal communication.  In addition to the particular emotion conveyed by the infant, projective identification brings with it an accompanying feeling of being controlled and manipulated.  Precisely because of the infant’s unclear ego boundaries, he feels that he is a part of another and acts upon this belief to control the other as it if were himself.  These interpersonal and emotional components of the projective process seem to have been overlooked by Freud.  When Freud conceived of projection as the attribution to another of one’s own intolerable feelings, he never addressed what or how the object of the projection felt.  From Freud’s perspective, projection was an entirely intrapsychic process where an intolerable feeling or idea was attributed to an internal object representation.  Klein, on the other hand, conceived of projective identification as part of an interpersonal (albeit intensely narcissistic) process between two people in which the recipient of the projection is induced and controlled by the other’s projected emotion.
Observations of Projection and Projective Identification in a Three-Year-Old Boy:
Duck in the Water

My subject’s father reported first observing projective processes in his son on a balmy September evening as he, his wife, and son boarded a large ferry, intending to travel across Long Island Sound to Connecticut.

Sitting at a table within the cabin of the boat, the three of them looked out the window.  His mother spotted a duck floating on the water’s surface a couple of hundred feet away.

“Look, do you see that duck in the water?” she said.  With quick jerking motions the bird dove under the water, resurfacing second later.

“I see it!” exclaimed Geoffrey.  Peering over his shoulder out the window, Geoffrey’s father saw it too.  Turning to his father Geoffrey said, “That animal is afraid of me.”



“Oh, how do you know?” his father queried.



“I know he’s afraid of me,” Geoffrey insisted.

Geoffrey’s reaction seemed odd to his father.  Never before had his father noticed him describing objects in the world as being frightened of him.  During the past year Geoffrey has become more aware of aggression and violence in the world around him, and in himself.  He had become fascinated with dinosaurs, particularly the powerful and terrifying Tyrannosaurus Rex.  “Tyrannosaurus Rex is my best!” he would proudly exclaim, his chest pushed forward.  He had also begun to talk about monsters and ghosts who lurked in shadows ready to spring out and do harm.  When Geoffrey said that the tiny duck floating in the distance was frightened of him, was this aggrandizing statement a defense against his own fears?  Had Geoffrey defended himself against his fear by projecting it outward and investing it in the duck, and then in a process of reversal declaring that the duck feared him?


Why was Geoffrey frightened at the moment?  Was it being on a large ferry, surrounded by strangers?  Perhaps the tiny duck, floating on the expansive surface of the water and occasionally disappearing from view, reminded Geoffrey of his own subjective experience.  He had recently begun to understand himself as partially autonomous, being on the verge of a larger social world in which he had occasionally been separated from his mother.  Maybe the duck reminded him of how risky and frightening this was, to be adrift in the world.  Perhaps in response to these incapacitating feelings, he projected them outward and replaced them with a feeling of power:  the duck was afraid of him!


My patient’s report of this single and innocuous event led me to think much more deeply about projection.  While first identifying it as an ego defense, I’ve come to recognize it as a primitive though enduring psychological mechanism, which when combined with its opposite, introjection, becomes intimately connected with the subjective creation of both reality and identity.  Though at first I understood Geoffrey’s belief that a duck feared him to be simply a defensive reaction to his own frightening internal state, as I thought about projection I began to see it as a fundamental intellectual process outside of its limited role as an ego defense.  In its broadest sense, projection is a part of an ongoing dialectic between a person and his environment.  Through projection, and its complementary psychical process introjection, one first takes the world in, makes sense of it by giving it a form and then projects this form back into the world, often in pursuit of confirmation (Heimann, 1952).


While some psychoanalytic authors (e.g., Fenichel, 1945) associate introjection and projection with ingestion and excretion, and hence with oral and anal stages of development, I’ve come to think of the process as unconscious and ever-present.  Breathing, with its continuous, effortless and rhythmical taking in and pushing out, seems to me to be an accurate physical analogue for this equally elemental cognitive process.  As Winnicott (1965) points out, it is through breathing that we remain merged with our surroundings:  as he says “an important characteristic of breathing is that…it lays bare a continuity of inner and outer” (p. 9).  While at first the continuous process of introjection and projection may serve as a means of distinguishing one’s self from the environment, of establishing boundaries between self and non-self, like breathing projective and introjective processes ultimately tie together our inner and outer worlds into a seamless whole.

Wanting Cantaloupe

Fenichel (1945) associated the processes of introjection and projection with early judgments made by the ego regarding feeding and the need to distinguish what is edible from what is not.  “The first acceptance is swallowing, the first negation is spitting out.  Projection is a derivative of the first negation meaning ‘I want to spit it out’” (p. 146).  Introjection, on the other hand, serves as the “prototype of instinctual satisfaction.” In the state of the purified pleasure-ego everything pleasant is introjected. 


Thinking of Fenichel’s description of projection as spitting out made me consider how Geoffrey reacted when deeply disappointed, when the environment seemed to pull the rug out from under him, depriving him of his pleasurable state.  In the following vignette Geoffrey seemed to want to spit out his feeling of disappointment and the disappointing quality of his mother.

Sitting at the dining room table one morning Geoffrey was being questioned by his mother, who was standing in the kitchen.



“What would you like for breakfast?” she asked.


“Do you want cereal?” “An egg?” “Do you want toast?”  To each of these questions she received an indifferent “no” from Geoffrey.  After a moment’s reflection, he declared, “I want cantaloupe.”

“Geoffrey, we don’t have cantaloupe.  It’s December, cantaloupe isn’t in season, it’s not in many stores at this time of year.  Honey, why don’t you have some of Daddy’s cereal instead?” his mother suggested.  Geoffrey burst into tears.



“I want cantaloupe!” he insisted.



“We haven’t got any cantaloupes, Honey.”


“I want cantaloupe!”  Geoffrey screamed.  Geoffrey slumped over in dejection, bowing his head to his chest.  He began to sob deeply while he cried.  With a mixture of surprise and confusion, irritation and concern, his mother walked from the kitchen and put him on her lap, comforting him.

“But I want cantaloupe!” he insisted.  Now each refrain of tears ended in a gagging cough, an act of empty vomiting.  Geoffrey retched, his body arching forward trying to forcefully cast something out.


In response to his mother’s question, and after some reflection, Geoffrey apparently remembered the pleasure he had previously experienced eating cantaloupe.  He imagined reliving the experience; the cantaloupe was ripe in his imagination until his mother disappointed him.  He responded with tears leading to deeper sobs.  While sitting on his mother’s lap, his sobbing was punctuated by a retching cough.  Perhaps by coughing he wished to expel both is displeasure as well as the disappointing quality of his mother.  Maybe he wished to cast out of himself her “bad” quality to maintain an internal image of her as omnipotent and all-good, a provider for his every want.  To separate the bad qualities from his internalized image of his mother, he split off the bad and sought to project it outward.  In “The Psychopathology of Coughing,” Fenichel (1943) suggests that coughing may also represent a method of somatic discharge with substitutes for another repressed form of action.  Rather than experience a feeling of aggression, perhaps Geoffrey split it off and discharged its affective charge through his body.  Winnicott (1950) describes the process in an infant entering Klein’s depressive position where: “some of the aggression appears clinically as grief or as a feeling of guilt or some physical equivalent, such as vomiting” (p. 206).
Poison Cereal

As Geoffrey turned three he seemed to have become more aware of his aggressive impulses.  During his first two years Geoffrey responded to a build-up of frustration-aggression by having a tantrum, and he responded to fear from external sources with denial.  When confronted by potential danger he would close his eyes, look away, or hide.  This was most apparent when he was with people other than his family.  When playing with other children it was common for him to simply ignore them; when introduced to an adult he would move behind his mother or father, glancing back at the stranger from this safer location.  As a two year old, discharge through action and denial were two ways in which Geoffrey coped with feelings stemming from fear and aggressive impulses.


In his third year Geoffrey’s view of the world and himself changed.  Exposed to a widening social environment, he met many children and adults outside of his home.  He participated in two ongoing library reading groups, a weekly swimming class and a craft class at the local YMCA.   He also began to understand the consequences of his aggressive behavior.  He was now big and strong enough to do damage and the adults around him became angry when he struck them or broke things.  Responding to the people around him as well as to a growing awareness of his own destructive potential, Geoffrey began to develop new ego defenses to help him cope.  The following vignette demonstrates how Geoffrey’s aggressive feelings were now managed by projectively being attributed to a fantastic object outside himself.

On a Sunday morning Geoffrey and his father were playing with several small plastic figures, four Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and two superheroes.  On this occasion Geoffrey had two Ninja Turtles, one in each hand, and attacked the single turtle held by his father.  After prolonged wrestling between these figures, Geoffrey’s turtles repeatedly overwhelmed his father’s, each time emerging victorious from the imaginary battles.  After fifteen minutes of such play his father grew tired of the game, and sought instead to each breakfast.

“Geoffrey, I’m hungry.  I’m going to eat breakfast now,” he said.  Geoffrey immediately leapt onto his father, in no time crawling onto his chest.  



“No, you’re not!  You’re going to play turtles!” he insisted.



“But I’m hungry.  I want to eat my cereal.  Aren’t you hungry?”

“No! You can’t eat cereal!” Geoffrey announced.

“Why not?” his father inquired.  Geoffrey leaned over so that his face was next to his father’s.  He whispered, “It’s poison.  Your cereal is poison.”

“Poisoned?  My cereal is poisoned?  How could that happen?” his father asked.  Still whispering, Geoffrey responded.  “There are monsters outside, outside the gate.  You must be careful.”


This event illustrates how Geoffrey managed his aggression by investing it in imaginary objects outside himself.  The game he and his father were playing permitted them both to channel their aggressive impulses into the Ninja Turtles who wrestled on both their behalves.  They weren’t actually battling with each other, rather their turtles were fighting, and each imaginary conflict ended with Geoffrey’s turtles victorious.  When his father chose to leave the game, Geoffrey responded with anger.  At first he went into action, climbing onto his father’s chest to hold him down.  Next he defended himself from his growing anger by projecting his destructive feelings outward, investing them in a monster who poisoned his father’s food.  His father had to be careful:  a monster (not Geoffrey) wanted to kill him.   In this instance, it’s easy to see that the imagined monster represented Geoffrey himself.

Sissy Died

In the next vignette the identity of the monster is more ambiguous.

For repeatedly and defiantly telling his father to “shut up,” Geoffrey was sent to his room.  After a minute or two, angry and crying, he called out, “I can’t be alone!” His father walked into Geoffrey’s room and sat beside him on his bed.

“Geoffrey, you have to learn,” his father said.  “It’s not nice to tell people to shut up or call them names.  People will not want to be with you if you treat them like that.  What you said to me was mean.  I think you should apologize.  You should say you’re sorry.”

Geoffrey covered his head with a blanket.  From beneath the blanket he responded, “Daddy I’m going to tell you a story.  Sissy (his imaginary sister) came upstairs and laid down in her crib and went to sleep.  Then a mean man climbed up on the roof and came through the window and he shot her, and Sissy died.”

“She died?” his father asked.

“Yes.”

“What happened to the mean man?” his father wondered.

“He ran away.”


In this case Geoffrey’s imaginary construction may have served to protect him from his father’s aggression as well as his own.  Sissy, his imaginary narcissistic twin, is killed by the mean man, who likely represents his father.  Geoffrey’s fear of being killed by his father is deflected onto Sissy, his imaginary sister:  she dies allowing him to live.  Sissy fears death at the hands of Daddy, so Geoffrey can relax.  Alternately, or perhaps simultaneously, Geoffrey’s violent and aggressive feelings toward his father could also have been managed with his fantasy by projecting them outwards into the environment.  From this perspective, his murderous aggression became narcissistically invested in the mean man, and in a paranoid way his fantasy portrays himself (via Sissy) as the victim of his own aggressive feelings.


As I’ve thought about Geoffrey’s elaborate use of this projective defense, I have realized that the imaginary external containers into which he placed his fear and aggression served several functions.  Through the fanciful creation of “Sissy” and “the mean man” Geoffrey found containers for both his unmanageable feelings as well as those feelings of his father which must have frightened him.  While it was clear in the earlier episode that he was the monster who poisoned his father’s cereal, in this situation both he and his father become parts of “the mean man.”  The imaginative creation of these substantial (if temporary) internal objects serve Geoffrey as mythical figures might.  They are participants in an internal myth he has created to manage his fears and impulses.


These ideas have made me aware of Geoffrey’s emerging sense of self made up of an amalgam of split off portions of himself and others entwined.  Heretofore I had thought about projection as a process of moving an unwanted internal feeling out of the self and into the environment or into another person.  I took the idea of externalization literally to mean “get it out of me.”  As Loewald (1962) and Schafer (1976) suggest, while such spatial metaphors for mental functions might feel right, they are ultimately confusingly inaccurate.  As the vignette above demonstrates, Geoffrey didn’t move frightening feelings out of himself and project them into the environment, he moved them from one part of his ego into other fantasized internal object representations (“Sissy” and the “mean man”) which were also part of his ego.  Rather than projecting feelings out of himself into an interpersonal space, he shifted feelings “laterally” within an intrapsychic space.  Weiss (1947) described this as one function of the projective process he called “extrajection,” which in primary process thinking such as dreams and hallucinations the ego is split and one portion of the self encounters another.

Spilt Milk

The following vignette describes mutual aggressive impulses projected by Geoffrey and his father.

It was a Sunday afternoon about three p.m. Geoffrey’s mother and father had been working at a picnic table in their backyard making a large Christmas wreath to hang on the front of their house.  The father had trimmed evergreen bushes to supply the raw materials while his wife wired clumps of evergreen onto a circular metal frame.  As his parents worked, Geoffrey ran around the yard chasing his dog.  Several times Geoffrey told his mother that he was sleepy.  His father was delighted by this news.  If Geoffrey would take a nap, he and his wife would be alone at last.  His father had romantic aspirations which had yet to be gratified.

At the father’s suggestion, all three climbed into the family car to go for a ride, ostensibly to look at holiday decorations.  The father hoped that his son would fall asleep as he often does when riding in the car.  After some initial drowsiness, Geoffrey seemed revitalized, sitting up in his car seat and asking that his father turn down the car’s heater.  After a twenty-minute circuit through the neighborhood the family returned home with Geoffrey wide-eyed and ready for action.  As he pulled the car into the driveway the father, in a mood of heightened frustration wondered if he would prefer his son to disappear permanently.  He longed for a return to an earlier period in their marriage, before the birth of their son, when he was still the prime recipient of his wife’s attention.

As the father headed into the house to study for a couple of hours before dinner, his wife and son took a sort trip to the local library.  An  hour and a half later his wife announced that it was time for dinner.  As the father walked into the kitchen she said, “Geoff just said that he hopes you won’t disappear.”

“Where does he want me to disappear to?” the father replied.  Walking around the corner he spotted Geoffrey who was hiding.  Their eyes met.
“Go away!  I don’t want to see you!  Go back downstairs!”  Geoffrey shouted, waving his arms.

“Why, Geoff?” his father asked.

“You go away!” he said, stamping his foot.

“It’s dinnertime.  It’s time to eat diner.  Come on, let’s sit down at the table.”

“No! Go away!”

“Dinner’s served,” his wife called out from the dining room as she placed plates of food on the table.  Geoffrey and his father walked to the table and sat opposite each other.  They continued their conversation.

“Why should I go away?” his father asked.

“Because you are a bad boy, you are wild! You are a zebra!” Geoffrey asserted. He recently had called frightening nonfamily members “zebras.”

“Why am I so bad?” the father asked.

“Because you spill milk on the floor, you break candles, you break cups, you break pillows!”  Geoffrey said.  In the past he had committed each of these minor offenses.

“Sounds like I’m pretty bad.  Well, I’m going to try very hard to be good.”  The father began to eat.  Geoffrey ate a couple of spoonfuls of rice and a small bite of chicken.

“I don’t want to eat this,” he said.

“Eat what you want,” his mother replied.  After absently pushing the food around on his plate for a minute or so, Geoffrey said, “I want milk!”  His mother got up and headed to the kitchen to get the milk.

Geoffrey drank his milk uneventfully and after a minute left the table to go play in the bedroom.


What is most impressive about this vignette is how clearly (though nonverbally) the father communicated to his son his wish for him to disappear, and how responsive his son was to the father’s wish.  Wanting to wrest his mother from him and temporarily exclude him, Geoffrey was angry at his father for “taking him for a ride.”  Reacting to the death wish implicit in his father’s wanting to “put him to sleep,” Geoffrey responded with a feeling identical to his father’s.  Responding to his father’s wish that he disappear, Geoffrey stood his ground and recommended instead the father’s disappearance.  At this stage of their interaction Geoffrey had responded to his father’s hostile wish through a defensive process of introjection: by assuming the attributes of his rival he “identified himself with his aggressor” (A. Freud, 1936).


However, wanting to make his father disappear may have made Geoffrey anxious, so he defended himself from this feeling by denying it:  “I hope that Daddy doesn’t disappear.”  To protect himself further, Geoffrey hid.  When he did see his father he shouted at him to go away.  At this point it’s unclear if he was realistically frightened of his father or of his own aggressive impulses.  Recognizing that his father would not go away, he projected his bad, angry destructive feeling onto him:  his father became the wild bad boy who spilled milk when he was angry, who knocked over candlesticks breaking the candles, and who broke cups.  He distanced himself even further from these feelings by calling his father a “zebra,” a foreigner.  The father and these angry feelings were to be excluded from the family, to be rendered foreign.


In this vignette the father’s behavior may itself qualify as a form of projective identification although his son’s response was to alternatingly invoke introjective and projective defenses.  By attempting to put his son to sleep the father may have been unconsciously projecting an unwanted feeling of depressive deadness into his son as the first step in “revitalizing” himself through sexual activity.  Geoffrey rejected his father’s verbally unexpressed wish and instead reasserted his own sense of vitality.  Although Anna Freud would have described Geoffrey’s assuming attributes of his aggressive father as a form of identification, articulating the initial stages of superego development, authors such as Meissner (1981) believe that such introjective defensive maneuvers are transitory solutions to pressures of instinctual anxiety and should not be mistaken for the development of the ego.  From that perspective consider how that evening ended an hour later:

Later that evening Geoffrey and his father played on the bed.  They played a game where Geoffrey repeatedly licked his father’s hand, causing him to shriek, which make Geoffrey giggle.  In return his father would gently nibble his ears.  Geoffrey was delighted.  After a while they laid side by side, heads propped up by pillows, legs tucked under the bedspread.  His father read a book while Geoffrey watched a video.  His father eventually turned out the bedside lamp and rolled over onto his left side; within a moment Geoffrey rolled onto his left side and fell asleep.  His mother carried him up to his bedroom.

Recently his father has become more aware of Geoffrey mimicking his behavior, even his posture.  He reports that at times Geoffrey seems to be making himself into his twin, whether through primitive forms of introjection or mimicking his posture.

Kicking the Dash

The following weekend Geoffrey and his parents were doing some last minute errands to prepare for the Christmas holiday.  Driving in their car, they had stopped at several stores to purchase small items.


After their fourth stop, Geoffrey’s mother decided that they should head to one 
more store to purchase a forgotten item.  The streets were filled with cars, the 
sidewalks with shoppers.  As they drove through stop-and-go traffic, Geoffrey 
began to kick the dashboard with his feet.  His father asked him to stop doing this.  
He obeyed for a moment and then kicked violently again while giggling.  His 
mother and father quickly grew irritated, though Geoffrey, in spite of their 
repeated requests to the contrary, continued to gleefully kick the dashboard.  His 
mother tried distracting him by asking him questions about a book, about this 
friends, etc., to no avail.  After several minutes of creeping though traffic to 
Geoffrey’s dashboard percussion accompaniment, his father became furious.  He 
felt trapped.  He felt like simply stepping on the brake, putting the car into park, 
getting out and walking away.  As he pulled the car into a driveway next to the 
store, his wife got out.  Geoffrey gave the dashboard another violent kick.  His 
father turned to Geoffrey and yelled at him to stop kicking the car while he firmly 
held down the boy’s legs.



“You are a bad boy,” Geoffrey asserted, pointing his finger at his father.


“I’m bad?  I’m not the one kicking the dashboard for the past five minutes!” his father countered.

“You are a bad boy!” Geoffrey insisted and then looked away.  His father relaxed his grip on his legs and drove slowly into the parking lot.  Geoffrey gazed out the window.  He appeared calm though is father continued to fume.  His father spoke to him as calmly as he could about not wanting him to damage the car.  Geoffrey looked at him and then looked away, expressionless.

Moments later his mother returned and they drove home.  Along the way, within ten minutes, Geoffrey fell asleep in his car seat.


In this unhappy exchange between Geoffrey and his father Geoffrey appears to employ both projection and projective identification.  At the conclusion of the vignette Geoffrey clearly rejects the feeling of being a bad boy and defensively attributes this to his father.  Yet, what did Geoffrey communicate to his parents through is persistent provocative behavior?  Was the frustration his father experienced while driving in traffic, the feeling of being hopelessly trapped, of wanting to simply get out and walk away from the car, were those feelings Geoffrey’s?  Perhaps overwhelmed by endless errands, did Geoffrey’s repetitive behavior arouse in his father a feeling congruent to his own?  Finally, why was enraging this father so calming for Geoffrey?  In describing a very similar experience with a twelve-year-old boy, Ogden (1982) explains that by tormenting his therapist a young boy attempted to rid himself of his anger and his negative introjects.

When there was verification of the projection (that is, when the therapist showed 
evidence of tension and anger), the patient experienced a sense of relief, since that 
offered confirmation that the noxious but life-giving agents had been both 
extruded and preserved. (p. 16)

In other words, though the boy was unconsciously aware that he ultimately needed both his frightening anger and the split off bad parts of his frustrating parents, he could find temporary relief by depositing them in his therapist where they could be both contained and preserved.

Needing Ice

Frustration and torment are emotions which are prominent in this final observation.

It was eight o’clock in the evening and the family was ready for bed.  As was his father’s custom, he reclined in bed and propped a book on his chest.  Geoffrey laid beside him (in the space his mother would later occupy) and watched a video on the television across the room.  His mother sat reading in a rocking chair at the side of the bed.  After a few minutes Geoffrey turned to his mother and said, “Mommy, I need an ice cube.”

“I’m off duty, Geoffrey,” she replied.  “I’ve been getting stuff for you all day and now I’m tired.  You’ll have to do with what you’ve got or get it yourself.”

“Mommy, no!  I have to get an ice cube!”  Geoffrey whined.  Having gotten up on his knees while his mother responded, he now hurled himself down on his pillow, striking it with his forearms.  “I have to have an ice cube!”  Rolling to his side, crying, he implored, “You have to get me an ice cube.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Geoffrey.  You have two drinks on the bookshelf, milk and red purple juice.  If you’re thirsty, drink one of those.”  His mother, who was exhausted, wasn’t budging.



“The milk’s bad,”  Geoffrey asserted confidently.


“The milk’s not bad.  It’s been sitting there for only a half an hour.  Milk doesn’t spoil in half an hour, Geoffrey,” she informed him.

“You must get me an ice cube!”  Geoffrey screamed, again throwing himself down on the bed, howling in pain.

“Geoffrey,” his father said with irritation.  “I don’t intend to listen to this.  Either you calm down or you’re going up to your room right now!”



“I must have an ice cube,”   Geoffrey sobbed clutching his blanket.  


“Well, I don’t intend to end my day listening to this.  Either behave yourself, or you’ll have to go to your room.  You seem pretty tired to me,” his father said, raising the sensitive issue of going to bed.

“I am not tired!  I just want an ice cube,” Geoffrey said, expecting his father to understand.

“Eh-heh,” his father answered skeptically.  Having angered his parents, and perhaps under the threat of imminent departure, Geoffrey quieted down and returned to his Winnie the Pooh video.  Every five or ten minutes for the next hour he turned to his mother to say plaintively, “Mommy, please get me an ice cube.”  His mother responded by saying “no,” “get it yourself,” or simply glaring at him.  At nine o’clock, his mother rose from her chair and said, “I’m going to the kitchen Geoffrey.  Do you want a drink?”
“Yes! A drink of red purple juice.”  His mother returned handing him the glass half-filled with juice.  Geoffrey drank from it slowly, resting it on his chest.  After a minute or two he looked over at his mother and said, “Put my glass down on the floor for me.”

“Geoffrey, just roll over and lean over the edge of the bed and put it on the floor yourself.  Don’t be ridiculous,” she responded irritably.


In this final vignette Geoffrey made a trivial request which he repeated intermittently over the course of an hour.  Though his drive and determination were enviable, he irritated his parents precisely at the point when they wanted to finally relax at the end of a busy day.  Having gotten each of them angry he kept their emotions simmering throughout the hour by his repeated requests.  The apparent meaninglessness of Geoffrey’s request suggests that his behavior served a symbolic function.  What did Geoffrey want?  Considering his behavior in terms of projective identification is again instructive.  Among other things, through his behavior Geoffrey exercised amazing control over his parents.  Though he was unable to get his requested item, an ice cube, it may be that he had little real interest in it anyway.  What he appeared to want was to draw his parents closer to himself at the moment when they were each withdrawing from him.  Fearing inevitable separation he sought to control them.


In the process, Geoffrey projected into his parents his frustration and irritation.  They felt unfairly intruded upon and resentful of persistent and meaningless demands being made upon them when all they wanted was to regress a bit and withdraw into themselves.  Upon reflection it is easy to understand that these may be feelings which to some extent typify Geoffrey’s young life.  It wasn’t long ago that Geoffrey’s every need was attended to and he now resents being asked to tolerate frustration.  He has to get dressed each morning, eat and go places with adults according to their timetable.  The time that he has to simply relax and enjoy himself must seem constantly intruded upon by the meaningless requests of parents.  Geoffrey’s anger over the loss of some of his narcissism is projected into his parents.  As Porder (1987) and Ogden (1982) suggest, through his projective process Geoffrey may have reversed roles with his parents:  they felt helplessly intruded upon while he felt in control.
Discussion

The behavior of a three-year-old boy was observed over a four-month period and interpreted within the psychoanalytic concepts of projection and projective identification.  One conclusion which can be drawn from this research is that these concepts have considerable utility in providing meaningful explanations of this young boy’s complex behavior.  Owing to the marked difference in these Freudian and Kleinian concepts, when considering Geoffrey’s projective behavior it is helpful to first distinguish those observations of projection from those observed behaviors more easily explained by projective identification.  Of the seven observations recorded in this paper and listed below, I have identified four which I believe conform to Freud’s conception of projection, and three which I have assessed to be examples of projective identification.  In addition to sorting Geoffrey’s projective behavior according to two theoretical models, I have further identified four qualitative differences reported in the psychoanalytic literature which are useful in distinguishing projection from projective identification.  These differences are:

(1) The degree to which semantic explanation played a prominent role in the projective process.

(2) Geoffrey’s unconscious (nonverbal) wish.

(3) What the projective process defended against.

(4) The quality (if any) of the relationship between Geoffrey and the recipient of his projection.

By organizing this information in graphic form, several things become apparent.  First, in accordance with Waelder’s (1951) observation about the importance of verbal explanation in projection, in each instance of projection Geoffrey’s defense depended upon a verbal explanation.  In Waelder’s view, projection is characterized by its complex use of language to make a claim, to explain and re-explain experience.  In the observation of this young boy’s use of projection his explanations ranged in complexity from the statement, “That duck is afraid of me,” to an elaborate story of a mean man sneaking into a bedroom and killing Geoffrey’s imaginary sister.  In the observations judged to be examples of Klein’s concept of projective identification, language played little or no part in the process.  In “Wanting Cantaloupe” and “Needing Ice” verbal requests were interpreted as a general oral need rather than as requests for specific items. In those two instances “wanting” and “needing” were the operative words.  In “Needing Ice,” the denial of Geoffrey’s repetitive verbal requests facilitated the projection of unspoken aggression.  In “Kicking the Dash” the projected emotions were communicated entirely nonverbally through a process of emotional induction.  In terms of Geoffrey’s unconscious wish at those times he engaged in projective processes, it is noteworthy that in the three observations deemed to be forms of projective identification, Geoffrey’s unconscious wish was for an omnipotent provider who would meet his every need and remain a narcissistic extension of his personality.  In “Wanting Cantaloupe,” Kicking the Dash” and “Needing Ice” the recipients of Geoffrey’s projection each felt manipulated and controlled by him.  Because, in those instances, Geoffrey’s projective behavior intensified the relationship between himself and the recipient of his projection, I judged that his projection served to defend against his fear of losing his object.  Indeed, at those points of heightened narcissism Geoffrey and his objects were fused, and losing his object may have meant losing a portion of himself.  Conversely, in instances of projection the fear of object–loss (or self-loss) didn’t appear to be so great.  In fact, on three of those four occasions the recipients of Geoffrey’s projections were either an animal with whom he would never have contact or imaginary figures:  a sister, a mean man, and a monster.  Could it be that at those times when Geoffrey used projection he felt more autonomous and independent of his parents, less fearful of losing them?
In “Spilt Milk” and “Kicking the Dash” projective identification and projection were mixed.  In “Spilt Milk” Geoffrey rejected his father’s wish that he would disappear.  In this instance, the projective identificatory process originated within the father.  Geoffrey reversed his father’s projection and vibrantly reflected this death wish back at his father.  Then, however, he employed projection to defend himself from the feeling of badness which accompanied his destructive wishes toward his father.  In “Kicking the Dash” Geoffrey initially employed projective identification to induce within his father feelings of frustration and rage.   Once his father had become the possessor Geoffrey’s rage, Geoffrey then used projection to deflect his father’s criticism of him as a bad boy.

The existence of both projective processes occurring within the same situation again brings into focus the different uses Geoffrey makes of them.  Why at one moment does Geoffrey engage in projective identification and moments later employ projection?  In her monograph, Ego and the Mechanisms of Defense, Anna Freud distinguishes three forms of anxiety to which the child’s ego is exposed:  instinctual anxiety, objective anxiety projected by a realistic assessment of external stimulation, and anxiety of conscience.  When these forms of anxiety are applied to Geoffrey’s projective processes, his use of these mechanisms becomes clearer.   When employing projective identification Geoffrey sought to reduce his anxiety over his aggressive and destructive urges provoked by his loss of an omnipotent provider or loss of a self-object.  He was responding to forms of instinctual and objective anxiety.  At those moments his environment had failed to support his narcissism, and through projective identification he sought to regain control over his providers.  Considering how fused he was with his object at those moments, this process was both intrapsychic and intensely interpersonal  When Geoffrey employed projection, on the other hand, his use of this defense was entirely intrapsychic.  On these occasions he appeared to use projection to free himself from unpleasant understandings of himself.   For example, through projection he separated from his ego an awareness of his feelings of defenselessness or badness.  In the terminology of Novick and Kelly (1970), these projective efforts would be called externalization of self-representations.  Therefore, projection appears as a defensive maneuver of a more mature and autonomous ego and one encountering anxieties of conscience.
Finally, in most instances I assessed Geoffrey’s projective processes to defend against his fear of his own aggression as well as his fear of aggression in his father or other people around him.  Considering that projection has often been conceived as a defense against ambivalence, this finding may not be surprising.  Nonetheless, it does underscore the vibrant aggression in children (and in families) as described by Melanie Klein.  In many respects it appears that through projective identification Geoffrey narcissistically bound himself to his parents with his aggression.  Through this projective process he conveyed to his parents, and aroused within them, feeling of rage and aggression (i.e., he externalized his aggression).  But rather than having these feelings create an emotional distance among them, a withdrawal into individual schizoid states, Geoffrey’s feelings tended to pull them all together.  For Geoffrey, projective identification facilitated the emotional experience of simultaneously preserving and hating his object.  Considered within the Kleinian context of the splitting of aggressive and libidinal drives early in life, projective identification seems to be a primitive process used to fuse together loving and hateful feelings toward the object.  Bollas (1987) describes such a “loving hate” which has as its goal not the destruction of its object, but rather its conservation.  Meadow (1992) describes such a binding “negative union” as an inevitable outcome of intimacy, where hatred powerfully connects two people.   Kernberg (1987) remarks that, “projective identification assures the capacity of empathy under conditions of hatred” (p. 100).  In Geoffrey projective identification appeared to be an early attempt to resolve ambivalence by fusing his drives, and by using his hatred to preserve his objects.
Conclusion

Projection and projective identification are qualitatively different mechanisms which emerge at different points in development.  Projective identification is the primary method of preverbal emotional communication between infants and mothers, and observations of this young boy suggest that it is a process which continues to manage primitive, preverbal resonances from an earlier period of narcissism not outgrown.  Projection developed in Geoffrey around the age of three when he had begun to acquire language and had begun his first steps toward ego autonomy.  Projection requires language through which anxiety provoking experiences are re-explained.  Projection was a defense employed by this young boy to deflect awareness of negative attributes of his emerging sense of self.  Projective identification, on the other hand, appeared to be employed to maintain a narcissistic connection with an omnipotent provider, and the loss of the object (and therefore, a part of the self) figured prominently in this defense.


In conclusion, this study has provided me with a unique opportunity to apply and understand projective processes in a young child.  Observing Geoffrey I’ve come to appreciate his persistent, dynamic, and rhythmical use of projection and introjection.  Like breathing, he alternately takes in and casts out to sustain and define himself.  I’ve come to think of Geoffrey’s developing ego as a fabric knit by these continuous loops connecting his inner and outer worlds.  With each projective stitch Geoffrey tests his narcissism against the world; with each returning introjective loop he draws a portion of the world back within himself.  At times, parts of this fabric unravels, only to become sewn again with even greater density and firmness.  As Geoffrey grows his healthy ego will hopefully become a continuous fabric, supple, densely layered without splits or tears or holes.  Through a continuous process of projection he will find his way.
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Table I
Observation
Projection
Projective
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_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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       X
                 

simple

  omnipotent
      fear of others;

          imaginary (intrapsychic)









   provider
     feeling defenseless

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Wanting

 Cantaloupe


    X

  none

     death of
      loss of omnipotent
        object becomes narcissistic

     








    inadequate
             provider

               extension of self








       Provider



        (interpersonal/intrapsychic)

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Poison Cereal



       X



complex

death of object;         own aggression
         imaginary (intrapsychic)








to avoid death

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Sissy Died
       X



very complex
  avoid death; 
      own aggression and
         imaginary (intrapsychic)








death of object
       aggressive object

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Spilt Milk
       X



very complex
  omnipotent 
      aggressive object and
        autonomous (nterpersonal)








     provider
          own aggression

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Kicking 

The Dash


     X

simple

  omnipotent
      own aggression and 

object becomes narcissistic









    provider
      loss of omnipotent
                        extension of self












provider


(interpersonal/intrapsychic)

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Needing Ice





     X

 none

    omnipotent
       own aggression and

object becomes narcissistic









      provider
        loss of omnipotent
                         extension of self












   provider

(interpersonal/intrapsychic)

