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when he attempted to extricate himself from her narcissistic uni­
verse. He now did I ikewise when he felt that an alter ego tried to 

withdraw from him-either the analyst through activities (such as 
a temporary interruption of the treatment) which upset the bal­
ance of the narcissistic transference, or the son through activities 
which demonstrated his growing independence from him. It had 
usually been one of the latter moves---such as the son's stepping 
over to the neighbor's garden without having asked the father's 
permission; or his returning home behind time, even by one or 
two minutes---which the patient had considered a serious mis­
deed and had punished severely. 

In both of the preceding examples I restricted myself to pre­
senting a sequence of cl inical events which demonstrates how nar­
cissist ic rage subsides (and is gradually replaced by aggressions 
which are under the control of the ego) in consequence of the an­
alytically achieved transformation of the narcissistic matrix from 
which it arises. The first example (Mr. A.) illustrates how the pa­
tient's sarcastic rage gradually became tamed and how his empathy 
for the targets of his rage increased as the patient's neediness vis­
a-vis the idealized object diminished. The second example (Mr. 
P.) illustrates how the patient's moralistic punitiveness became 
gradually tamed and how his empathy with the victim of his rage 
increased as the patient began to master his narcissistic involve­
ment with alter-ego figures and grasped the fact that he was re­
peating a crucial situation from his own childhood. 

Therapeutic Implications 
I have here reached a point at which the convergence of clinical 

experience and theoretical reRection permits me to summarize, 
and to restate certain conclusions. Our therapeutic aim with regard 
to narcissistic rage is neither the direct transformation of the rage 
into constructive aggression nor the direct establishment of con­
trols over the rage by the autonomous ego. Our principal goal is 
the gradual transformation of the narcissistic matrix from which 
the rage arises. If this objective is reached, then the aggressions in 
the narcissistic sector of the personality will be employed in the 

.service of the realistic ambitions and purposes of a securely estab­
lished self and in the service of the cherished ideals and goals of a 
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superego which has taken over the function of the archaic omnipo­
tent object and has become independent from it. 

It must be admitted that in practice, e.g., at the end of a gener­
ally successful analysis of a narcissistic personality disturbance, it 
is at times not easy to assess to what extent the propensity toward 
narcissistic rage has been overcome; that it is at times not easy to 
know whether the aggressions are now the activities of a mature 
self and are under the dominance of the ego. But, as is true in gen­
eral with regard to the completion of the analytic task in other sec­
tors of the personality, so also here: we must make no excessive 
demands on our patients or on ourselves. On the contrary, the pa­
itent should face openly the fact that there exists in him a residual 
propensity to be temporarily under the sway of narcissistic rage 
when his archaic narcissistic expectations are frustrated and that 
he must be alert to the possibility that he might be overtaken by 
a tantrum. Such openly faced awareness of the existence of resid­
ual psychopathology will stand the patient in good stead when 
after the termination of the analysis he has to tend his psychologi­
cal household without the aid of the analyst." 

The persistence of some subtle and seemingly peripheral mani­
festations of psychic malfunctioning is at times more dependable 

13 I am here advocating the taking of an attitude of tolerance vis-a-vis a relation­
ship between ego and id which is neither one of ego autonomy nor of ego dominance 
-Le .. which is less than optimal. The comparative evaluation. however, which is 
implied in this cOnlex( warrants a meta psychological elucidation. Ego autonomy is 
achieved when the ego can function without being disturbed by pressures from the 
depth. Ego dominance is achieved when the archaic forces have become integrated 
with the ego and when their power can be employed in accordance with the ego's 
purposes. When I speak acccplingly, however, of a former patient's pOSlanalytic atti­
tude of alertness whh regard (0 the possibility that he might be overtaken by an 
attack of narcissistic rage. J am endorsing a condition which is, according to a strict 
definhion of these terms, neither ego autonomy nor ego dominance (although it is 
closer to the former than to the latter state). I am here referring to the ego's sur­
veillance of untamed archaic forces: of the ego's handling or manipulating them. 
Such a relationship between ego and id may be considered a tolerable imperfection if 
it concerns a narrow sector of the psyche, i.e., if, on the whole, a broad transforma­
tion in the area of the relevant psychopathology has taken placc. 

An analogy from another field may illustrate my meaning concerning the type of 
imperfection which I have in mind. 1 once knew a man who had 50 many muscular 
tics and spasms (probably on an organic basis) that his volitional motility was 
severely interfered with. He had, however, learned to wait for an appropriate tic 
movement that he could exp loit for the action which he wanted to perform. 
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evidence of the incompleteness of the analytic work than the occa­
sional recurrence of gross behavioral disturbance under stress. In 
the area of our scrutiny, in particular, we may be able to recognize 
one, often rather inconspicuous, residual of psychic malfunction­
ing which is, in my experience, an especially reliable indication 
that the work is still unfinished: the persistence of the patient's 
inability to mobilize even a modicum of empathy for the person 
who is the target of his anger. I consider this disturbance in em­
pathy of much greater significance when I attempt to evaluate an­
alytic progress than the patient's propensity to react occasionally­
and under unusual stress- with the flare-up of the kind of rage 
which before the analysis had occurred frequently and in response 
to minor provocations. A patient's total and abiding lack of com­
passion for the offender and his arrogant and rigid refusal even to 
try to consider the other's position or tTIotivations are, in other 
words, more reliable signs of the incompleteness of the analytic 
work in the narcissistic sector of the personality than the degree 
and the form of the residual rage attacks. Patient P.'s unfeeling 
moralism toward his son, and the immovable dogmatism of his 
conviction that he was acting appropriately when meting out the 
punishments, demonstrated more clearly that his behavior was in 
essence motivated by narcissistic rage than did the severity of the 
penalties which he imposed on the child. True enough, the penal­
ties were disproportionate. (Unsurprisingly, they consisted mainly 
in the vindictive re·establishment of his narc issistic control in the 
form of the prolonged withdrawal from his son of such privileges 
as leaving the house; or in the boy's being banished to his room.) 
They were, however, never inflicted in an uncontrolled or in a 
sadistic manner. 

A Metapsychological Formulation of Narcissistic Rage 

The scrutiny of aggression as it is interrelated with the area of 
narcissism has, up to this point, been focused on the phenomenol­
ogy of narcissistic rage and on the explanation of the matrix of 
archaic narcissism from which it arises. As my final task I shall now 
attempt to explain narcissistic rage in metapsychological terms-­
even though I know that metapsychology has fallen into disrepute 
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and is considered by some to be hardly more than a sterile thought 
exerCise. 

In previous contributions (Kohut, 1966, 1968, 1971 ) I provided 
a metapsychological formulation of the emotion of shame. I said 
that it develops under the following conditions. Exhibitionistic 
libido is mobilized and deployed for discharge in expectation of 
mirroring and approving responses either from the environment 
or-I spoke in this context of "shame signals" -from the idealized 
superego, i.e., from the internal structure which took over the ap' 
proving functions from the archaic environment. If the expected 
response is not forthcoming, however, then the flow of the exhibi· 
tionistic libido becomes disturbed. Instead of a smooth suffusion 
of self and body·self with a warm glow of approved and echoed ex· 
hibitionistic libido, the discharge and deployment processes disin· 
tegrate. The unexpected noncooperation of the mirroring object 
creates a psychoeconomic imbalance which disrupts the ego's ca· 
pacity to regulate the outpouring of the exhibitionistic cathexes. 
In consequence of its temporary paralysis the ego yields, on the one 
hand, to the pressure of the exhibitionistic urge, while, on the 
other hand, it strives desperately to stop the flow. The exhibition· 
istic surface of the body·self, the skin, shows therefore not the 
pleasant warmth of successful exhibitionism, but heat and blush· 
ing side by side with pallor." It is this disorganized mixture of 
massive discharge (tension decrease) and blockage (tension in­
crease) in the area of exhibitionistic libido which is experienced 
as shame. 

Similar considerations also apply to the experience of narcissis­
tic rage. But while the essential disturbance which underlies the 
experience of shame concerns the boundless exhibitionism of the 
grandiose self, the essential disturbance underlying rage relates to 

14 I am grateful to Dr. Milton Malev for bringing to my attention the following 
passage from the Babylonian Talmud (Epstein, 1962; Tractate Baba Melia, p. 58B) : 
"He who makes pale the face of his companion in public [i.e., embarrasses his com­
panion], it is as if he had spilled his blood" (my italics) . This statement not only 
predicates the intense painfulness of nardssiSlic injuries, it also appears to take for 
granted that the physiological correlate of the painful experience is a derangement of 
the distribution of blood (pallor and blushing: "makes pale the face" and "spilled 
his blood") in the exhibitionistic surface of the body. especially in the skin of the 
face. 
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the omnipotence oE this narcissistic structure. The grandiose selE 
expects absolute control over a narcissistically experienced archaic 
environment. The appropriate mechanisms--they belong to the 
aggression-control-power sector oE the personality-are set in mo­
tion, in expectation oE total dominance over the selE-object. When 
the environment fails to comply, however- be it the unempathic 
mother who does not respond to the child's wishes or the table leg 
which noncompliantly is in the way of the child's toe; or an analo­
gous unempathic archaic object in the world oE a narcissistically 
fixated adult-then the formerly smoothly deployed forces become 
deranged. Parallel ing the processes described with regard to shame, 
we see discharge and inhibition side by side or in rapid succession, 
except that here, as stated before, the underlying Eorce is not the 
grandiose self's boundless exhibitionism. i.e., its insistence on be­
ing admired, but its omnipotence, i.e., its insistence on the exer­
cise oE total control. It is the disorganized mixture of massive dis­
charge (tension decrease) and blockage (tension increase) in the 
area of unneutralized aggression, arising after the noncompliance 
of the archaic self-object, which is the metapsychological substra­
tum of the manifestations and of the experience oE narcissistic rage. 

Chronic Narcissistic Rage 

IE the rage does not subside, it may be added here, then the sec­
ondary processes tend to be pulled increasingly into the domain of 
the archaic aggressions which seek to re-establish control over a 
narcissistically experienced world. Conscious and preconscious 
ideation, in particular as it concerns the aims and goals of the 
personality, becomes more and more subservient to the pervasive 
rage. The ego, furthermore, increasingly surrenders its reasoning 
capacity to the task o[ rationalizing the persisting insistence on the 
limitlessness oE the power of the grandiose self: it does not ac­
knowledge the inherent limitations oE the power of the self, but 
attributes its failures and weaknesses to the malevolence and cor­
ruption of the uncooperative archaic object. We are thus witness­
ing the gradual establishment of chronic narcissistic rage, one of 
the most pernicious affi ictions of the human psyche-either, in its 
still endogenous and preliminary form, as grudge and spite; or, ex-
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ternalized and acted out. in disconnected vengeful acts or in a 
cunningly plotted vendetta." 

Concluding Remarks 

A number of the topics discussed in this essay. especially those 
taken up in the retrospective survey of my earlier work (i.e .• on 
the libidinal investment of the self). were of necessity only sketch­
ily formulated and need elaboration. But what I regret even more 
than the shortcomings of this condensed presentation is the fact 
that I was unable to demonstrate the application of my older for­
mulations about narcissism and of the preceding considerations 
about narcissistic rage to group psychology. to the behavior of man 
in history. 

I hope very much that further efforts in this area will prove to 
be fruitful. But this is for the future. and only that much I would 
like to mention. I have begun work proceeding in two directions. 
First. regarding the contribution which the understanding of nar­
cissism can make to the understanding of the formation and cohe­
sion of groups: in particular the fact that group cohesion is brought 
about and maintained not only by an ego ideal held in common by 
the members of the group (Freud. 1921) but a lso by their shared 
subject-bound grandiosity. i.e .• by a shared grandiose self. Indeed. 
there are groups which are characterized by the fact that they are 
held together by this latter bond-crudely stated. by their shared 
ambitions rather than by their shared ideals. Secondly. the psychic 
life of groups. like that of individuals. shows regressive transfor­
mations in the narcissistic realm. When the deployment of higher 

1 5 The relation between (a) acute and (b) chronic narcissinic rage in the area 
of the omnipotence of the grandiose self is paralleled by the relation between 
(a) acute shame and (h) chronic feelings of inferiority in the area of the exhibi· 
tionism of this narcissistic stmcturc. 

For completeness' sake it should also be mentioned here that narcissistic rage. 
especially in its chronic form, when it is blocked from being directed toward the 
self-object (which is experienced as being ouuide the self or body-self) . may shift 
its focus and aim now at the self or at the body-self. The result in the first instance 
is self-destructive depression; the consequence in the second instance may be psycho­
somatic illness. It shou ld be noted in this context that patient P. suffered not only 
from the manifestations or acute and chronic narcissistic rage (which were described 
earlier) . but also from a rather severe degree of hypertension. 
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forms of narcissism is interfered with (such as, in the area of the 
grandiose self, through the blocking of acceptable outlets for na­
tional prestige; and in the area of the idealized parent imago, 
through the destruction of group values, e.g., religious values), 
then the narcissism of groups regresses, with deleterious conse­
quences in the realm of group behavior. Such regressions become 
manifest in particular with regard to group aggression, which then 
takes on, overtly and covertly, the flavor of narcissistic rage in ei­
ther its acute or, even more ominously, in its chronic form. 

But this is work which still needs to be completed, even in its 
preliminary form, and I must resist the temptation of saying more 
about it at this point. 
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