
Heinz Kohut: Unveiling the Mind of a
Revolutionary Psychoanalyst
Heinz Kohut, a prominent figure in the field of psychoanalysis, was a
revolutionary thinker whose ideas and contributions have had a profound impact
on our understanding of the human mind. In this article, we will delve into the life
and work of Kohut, exploring his concepts and theories that have shaped modern
psychoanalysis. To fully appreciate the significance of Kohut's work, we will also
discuss his association with fellow psychoanalyst Robert Ornstein, whose
collaboration helped pave the way for a new era of psychological exploration.

The Life and Background of Heinz Kohut

Born on May 13, 1913, in Vienna, Austria, Heinz Kohut grew up amidst the
turmoil of World War I and the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. These
formative experiences, coupled with his innate curiosity about human nature, led
him towards a career in psychology. Kohut completed his medical degree at the
University of Vienna in 1938, just before fleeing the Nazis and immigrating to the
United States.

In America, Kohut studied psychiatry and psychoanalysis at the University of
Chicago, where he later became a faculty member. He was heavily influenced by
the works of Sigmund Freud, but he also recognized the limitations of classical
psychoanalysis. Kohut's dissatisfaction with the traditional Freudian approach set
the stage for his groundbreaking ideas that would challenge the status quo of
psychoanalytic theory.
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The Emergence of Self Psychology

One of Kohut's main contributions to the field of psychoanalysis was the
development of self psychology. This approach shifted the focus from purely
instinctual drives to the importance of narcissistic needs and the formation of a
cohesive self-identity. According to Kohut, the core of human psychological
functioning lies in the formation and maintenance of healthy self-structures.

Central to Kohut's theory was the concept of self-objects, which refers to the
people, experiences, and relationships that contribute to our sense of self. Kohut
believed that individuals rely on these self-objects to fulfill their basic
psychological needs, such as mirroring, idealization, and twinship. The failure to
have these needs sufficiently met can result in developmental deficits, leading to
psychological disturbances.

The Role of Empathy in Psychoanalysis

Another fundamental element of Kohut's work was his emphasis on empathy as a
therapeutic tool. He believed that the empathic attunement of the psychoanalyst
can facilitate the healing process by providing a reparative experience for the
patient. Unlike previous psychoanalytic approaches that focused on
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interpretation, Kohut's empathic approach aimed to foster a sense of trust and
understanding between the therapist and the client.

By understanding and validating the patient's subjective experiences, Kohut
argued that the therapist can help individuals develop a more cohesive and
resilient sense of self. This therapeutic process emphasizes empathy, active
listening, and genuine emotional connection as crucial components in achieving
psychological growth.

A Collaboration with Robert Ornstein

Robert Ornstein, an American psychologist and author known for his work on
human consciousness, shared a similar interest in exploring the mysteries of the
human mind. Ornstein was drawn to Kohut's groundbreaking ideas and
recognized their potential to transform our understanding of psychology.

Together, Kohut and Ornstein collaborated on several projects, most notably the
book 'The Search for the Self: Selected Writings of Heinz Kohut.' This publication
served as an influential compilation of Kohut's most significant writings, offering a
comprehensive exploration of his ideas. Ornstein's involvement in editing and
organizing the book helped disseminate Kohut's theories to a wider audience,
solidifying their impact on the field of psychoanalysis.

The Legacy of Kohut and Ornstein

Heinz Kohut and Robert Ornstein's collaboration has left a lasting legacy in the
field of psychoanalysis. Kohut's self psychology revolutionized traditional
psychoanalytic thinking and introduced a new emphasis on the importance of
self-structures and empathic attunement in therapy. His ideas have had a
profound impact on contemporary psychotherapy approaches, influencing



modern frameworks such as relational psychoanalysis and intersubjective
systems theory.

As for Robert Ornstein, his dedication to advancing our understanding of
consciousness and the human mind has led to numerous groundbreaking works.
Through his collaboration with Kohut, Ornstein contributed to the dissemination
and popularization of self psychology, ensuring its integration into the broader
psychological discourse.

Heinz Kohut's revolutionary ideas and his collaboration with Robert Ornstein have
reshaped the landscape of psychoanalysis. Kohut's self psychology offered a
fresh perspective on the formation of a healthy sense of self, emphasizing the
importance of empathy and self-objects in therapeutic practices. Ornstein's
contribution in editing and disseminating Kohut's work helped solidify their impact,
establishing their ideas as pillars in modern psychoanalysis.

Their joint efforts have undoubtedly enriched the field of psychology, paving the
way for future explorations into the complexities of the human mind. Heinz Kohut
and Robert Ornstein's contributions remain a testament to the power of
collaboration and the boundless potential of revolutionary thinking.
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An incisive biography of the founder of "self psychology" -- a key movement in
American psychology -- and one of the greatest analysts since Freud.

Heinz Kohut was at the center of the twentieth-century psychoanalytic movement.
After fleeing his native Vienna when the Nazis took power there, he settled in
Chicago and worked in its university; within a decade he became the leader of
the Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis, a site for some of the most important
research and clinical practice in the field.

The years after World War II were the halcyon days of American psychoanalysis,
which thrived as one analyst after another expanded upon Freud's insights. But,
in time, the discipline's gradually eroding humanism began to trouble analysts
and patients alike. Kohut, America's most powerful and prestigious analyst, was
also one of the first to recognize the limits of classical psychoanalysis. His work
brought the self into new focus and helped create psychotherapy as we know it
today.

In this biography, Charles B. Strozier shows us Kohut as a paradigmatic figure in
American intellectual life: a charismatic man whose ideas enriched many, but one
who could be unbearably self-centered and grandiose. He brings to his telling of
Kohut's life all the tools of an analyst -- intelligence, erudition, empathy, contrary
insight, and a willingness to look far below the surface.

"Strozier navigates this complicated material with skill and sensitivity, never
reducing his complex subject to a case study, in a work that will appeal to a small
but dedicated audience." - Publishers Weekly
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