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Abstract

In recent years, the clinical relevancy of psychoanalytic structural theory has been called into question.  The complexity of structural theory has reached a point in which so many versions of psychic structure vie for consideration that consensus seems unlikely.  Perhaps nowhere is this disparity more strikingly seen than concepts of ego and self, where theorists are especially polarized.  However, this paper offers a conception of psychic structure in which the disparity between ego and self can be reconciled:  the ego/self amalgam.  In this conception, the defining features of each are retained and understood to exist only in relationship to one another, like figure and ground, as a single undifferentiated ego/self system.  To develop this conception, an account is offered building upon the seminal contributions of Freud, Hartmann, Kernberg, and Kohut.  The benefits for conceiving of the psyche according to this new democracy of mind are also explained.
Introduction

Psychoanalytic structural theory is currently in disarray.  Indeed, as things now stand, structural theory is in need of revision.  Yet, what will constitute the right and appropriate form of this revision is still under consideration.  Any shakeup in fundamental doctrine is always attenuated by some measure of controversy and uncertainty (Kuhn, 1996) and this discussion is no different.  The ideas swirling in the maelstrom of the disagreement can be seen to have fomented and regenerated over and over again.  Even so, the impetus for the discussion as it now stands can be said to have come in the following manner:

Recently I have had some doubts.…  My doubts concern the question whether the facts as we know them today support the theory that there is a structure or agency of the mind, the id, that consists of drive derivatives; that it is separate from another agency of the mind, the ego, which has other functions, including defense; and that both are separate from still another structure, the superego.  (Brenner, 1994, p. 473)

Brenner goes on to suggest that the psychoanalytic conception of structural theory be abandoned:  “This is what I proposed three years ago, namely, that the mind no longer be understood as consisting of or divisible into separate structures” (1998, p. 6).  His argument is based on the fact that conflict, and the compromise formations that result from it, are spread throughout the psyche.  That is, psychic structure is so thoroughly saturated with conflict and compromise formation that any separation between agencies is accomplished only by illusion.  Consequently, it is recommended they be purged from the theory.

However, Boesky offers a challenge to this proposal:  “I do not see how one can have a notion of unconscious conflict without an assumption of functional continuity in the human mind.  Functional continuity is essentially another term for psychic structure.  How best to account for these functional continuities remains to be seen” (1994, p. 528).  Boesky agrees that the present depiction of psychic structure is untenable and no longer of particular relevance in clinical practice.  But he recommends adaptation, not abandonment.  Yet, the present depiction of psychic structure remains the mainstay of psychoanalytic theory.  This suggests one of two possibilities:  either psychoanalysts harbor an uninspected preference for this depiction of structural theory (and, therefore, are reluctant to change it—however unconsciously) or else no one has come along to offer a particularly more compelling version.  It is the latter that this paper hopes to rectify.

In a sense, Brenner is attempting to do the right thing—but for the wrong reason.  There is something untenable about current accounts of structural theory.  However, the ubiquity of the parts is not the problem.  Rather, it is the ambiguity of the parts that is troublesome.  Better said, it is not so much the inordinate amount of traffic between the various agencies at issue as the obscure and arcane manner in which the operations of these agencies are currently described.  Despite the ego and self long being topics of inquiry, there is little consistency among their many references:  “The literature of the self is massive and confusing.  Terms are not always concepts; sometimes they merely cover vacuums.  A redundancy exists…enough to fill many volumes” (Spruiell, 1995, p. 430).  
Perhaps more to the point, rather than ambiguity, the main difficulty with concepts of ego and self is the conflation.  Not only have the ego and self been defined in a myriad of ways, these definitions often overlap.  Indeed, at times the different meanings of the ego and self are even thought to indicate the same psychic structure, starting with Freud’s own seminal account:

Freud preserved throughout his writings the German Ich—“I”—for the ego as both a mental structure and psychic agency, and also for the more personal, subjective, experiential self.  In other words, Freud never separated what we think of as the agency or system ego from the experiencing self.  This use of Ich resulted in a sacrifice of clarity and precision, but it kept the meaning of the word open-ended.  (Kernberg, 1993, p. 227)

However, it is suggested the lack of clarity and precision is precisely what is driving the present controversy, while the benefits of keeping the word open-ended remain decidedly unclear.  Ambiguity is readily seen in the concept of the ego, which has come to mean so many different things that it hardly means anything at all.  In fact, it has come to be virtually a synonym for the word “mind,” which is to say, a vague and all-inclusive rubric.  


Interestingly, in his assessment of the literature, Brenner draws the following conclusion:  “After all, this idea has been a basic part of psychoanalytic theory since the beginning [where] it has remained unchallenged since its introduction some seventy years ago.  How is one to justify changing it now in any major way?” (1994, p. 477).  This is an astonishing statement.  Hartmann (1939), Kohut (1971, 1977), and Jung (1928) all offer cogent elaborations, if not outright alternatives, to the psychodynamic structural model—not to mention significant contributions coming from other fields such as cognitive architecture (e.g., Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968; Baddeley, 1986, 2002; Ericsson & Kintsch, 1995), as well as theories of presence and the whole person (e.g., Bohart et al., 2003; Bugental, 1981, 1987; Rogers, 1959).  Indeed, the profession of psychology is replete with challenges to psychoanalytic structural theory, virtually all of which with some merit.  This situation involves a reality hard to accept:  any truly accurate or comprehensive account of psychic structure must include all of these alternatives.  

Mahon puts the issue most in perspective:  “Dr. Brenner’s revisions do shake up the staid and the stolid in our self-satisfying theories of the mind.…  The sacred cows, superego, ego, id, lose their untouchable status and must rub shoulders with the other underprivileged aspects of the new democracy of mind” (1994, p. 489).  Put somewhat differently, the problem for these marginalized aspects of the psyche involves not so much a separation of agencies as their segregation from this new democracy of mind.  Therefore, the task is not to reinvent structural theory, but to integrate it.  Obviously, to do so, it will be necessary to include wisdom from other fields.  
However, to provide such an integration of theory, this paper does not offer a comprehensive survey of ego and self concepts (see Bellak et al., 1973; Levin, 1992; Paranjpe, 1998; Spruiell, 1995).  Nor does it include references to a self supraordinate to the ego, as might be found in transpersonal psychology (e.g., the self archetype, Jung, 1928; atman, Rama at al., 1998).  Rather, the focus is on the main theories of ego and self appearing in the conventional literature of the psyche.  Further, to integrate these concepts, it will be necessary to redefine them, indeed, perhaps even to the point where they are no longer recognizable in their present form.  However, for doing so, it is possible to introduce an entirely new concept for the ego and self, whereby these elements of psychic structure can not only be more accurately explained, but understood to exist in relation to one another:  the ego/self amalgam.  
The Objective Ego


Although it was Freud’s intent to preserve for the German Ich both the meaning of a psychic agency and personal, subjective, experiential self, the decision to translate das Ich as the impersonal Latin term ego works against retaining this latter meaning.  As a result, a separate term is sometimes thought necessary to provide this absentee meaning:  “I would agree with Arlow (1991) who distinguishes ego as theoretical abstraction from self as experiential construct, each with its appropriate realm of discourse.…  Modell (1993) makes a similar distinction between the ego as objective and the self as subjective” (Meissner, 2000, p. 377).  This position has precedence in earlier philosophical accounts of the ego:  “As a result of this analysis, Kant now has two selves:  the phenomenal (empirical) self that I sometimes can catch in introspection, and a noumenal self….  The noumenal self is…the I am that transcendentally must accompany every thought” (Levin, 1992, p. 40) (emphasis in the original).  Likewise, Heidegger (1927) makes a similar distinction, splitting the psyche into the transcendental and empirical egos.
Yet, what does it mean to speak of the ego as empirical, objective, or an abstraction—over against a self that is transcendental, subjective, and experiential?  Here the situation gets particularly confusing, for the positions of the ego and self can be reversed, differentiated in exactly the opposite fashion:

The real self exists as a parallel partner of the ego and has its own development, its own capacities, and its own psychopathology.  The self and the ego develop and function together in tandem, like two horses in the same harness….  One aspect of the self could be viewed as the representational arm of the ego….  Similarly, one aspect of the ego, since it deals with volition and will and with the activation and gratification of individual wishes, could be viewed as the executive arm of the self.  (Masterson, 1985, p. 22)

Clearly, the self is being used in two strikingly different ways in these accounts.  With this latter conception, the transcendental, subjective, and experiential self is affiliated within the executive arm of the ego (i.e., volition and will).  Kernberg suggests essentially the same arrangement, elaborating on the tandem nature of the two:  “I propose defining the self as an intrapsychic structure that originates in the ego and is clearly embedded in the ego” (1993, p. 230).  Like Masterson, Kernberg sees the executive function as belonging to the ego and the ego as grounded in the perceptual and conscious system, as originally suggested by Freud.  Kernberg goes on to justify this conceptualization because it maintains Freud’s implicit insistence that “the self and ego are indissolubly linked” (1993, p. 230). 


But what is self, and what is ego?  And in what way are they indissolubly linked?  As can be seen, the above references overlap and are often even opposed.  What is curious is that each agrees in the existence of a subjective, executive arm over against an arm that is objective, and abstract.  The only question is which gets labeled self and which gets labeled ego, with preference going both ways.  As a result, self and ego are ambiguous in these accounts.  But more to the point, they are ambiguous in such a way as to produce a tripartite structure overall, which can be diagrammed this way:
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As can be seen, there are two kinds of self, each of which straddling the ego.  However, the confusion can be sorted out this way:  as each theorist picks the sense of self they prefer, the remaining sense of self simply gets conflated into the ego.  That is, if one gives priority to the experiential self, the objective, representational self is enfolded into and thought to be a feature of the ego.  On the other hand, if one gives priority to the self as an abstraction, the subjective, executive self is enfolded into and thought to be a feature of the ego.

In this way, the two kinds of self split the subjective, executive and objective, representational arms between them, leaving the ego to be a third arm in the middle.  As a result, the ego can be thought to be not only burdened with the enormity of “owing service to three masters and consequently menaced by three dangers:  from the external world, from the libido of the id, and from the severity of the superego” (Freud, 1923, p. 46), but a fourth agency as well:  the subjective, experiential, and executive self.  As can be seen, the self in the sense of Masterson and Kernberg has affiliations with Freud’s id and superego—the second and third of Freud’s three masters.  The exact nature of the fourth agency and its relationship to the ego will be presented later.  For now, Freud’s original formulation of the tripartite assembly can be depicted as follows:
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It is only according to this arrangement that Brenner’s concerns over the ubiquity of compromise formulations makes any sense, precisely because the psyche is defined, in the classical view, as merely those aspects of psychic structure involved in the process of compromise formulation.  Yet, Brenner’s concerns are well founded in another sense, for this constraint is untenable, as will also be seen.  For now, the focus of this section is on the central hub of Freud’s assembly—the ego—and redefines the concept according to the principle innovations of structural theory following him.  Not only is the above diagram redrawn according to these innovations, but the main elements relabeled with more ordinary nomenclature.  It is thought that doing so will not only more accurately represent the psyche, but make the account more accessible to the reader.
Ego as Perspective
Separating the ego into two parts was first suggested by Hartmann (1939), who sought to clarify the ego concept by introducing the term “conflict-free sphere” of autonomous ego functioning into psychoanalytic nomenclature.  Hartmann saw the primary autonomy of the ego as not only inherently free of conflict, but also essentially synonymous with cognition:  “I refer to the development outside of conflict of perception, object comprehension, thinking, language, recall phenomena, productivity, to the well-known phases of motor development, grasping, crawling, walking, and to the maturation and learning processes implicit in all these and many others” (1939, p. 8) (emphasis in the original).  Consequently, the term “primary autonomous ego” is best referred to with more ordinary nomenclature:  cognition, or better still:  intellect.  This aspect of psychic structure is situated within what cognitive psychology calls cognitive architecture (see Graubard, 1988; Martindale, 1991; Searle, 1990).  

Likewise, the objective, representational arm can also be referred to by a more common term, which, as Kernberg says, originates and is embedded in the intellect:  memory, especially that aspect of memory which specifically pertains to the ego:  perspective.  In noting Hartmann’s distinction, Kernberg posits that the ego comes into existence as a developmental process involving a two-tiered structure:

At what point does the ego come into existence?  Certain ego structures, and functions connected with them, exist from the beginning of life:  perception, the capacity to establish memory traces, and the other functions just mentioned [i.e., intellect]….  It is suggested that the ego as a differentiated psychic structure, in the sense of Freud’s (1923) description, comes about at the point when introjections are used for defensive purposes, specifically in early defensive organization against overwhelming anxiety.  (1976, p. 35)
This second set of functions is what Hartmann refers to as the secondary autonomous ego.  Although Kernberg regards these two tiers to be simply two aspects of a single ego structure, they are better thought of this way:  intellect and perspective, the latter of which an aspect of memory embedded within the intellect.   Conceiving of the ego in terms of the memory apparatus of cognitive architecture offers a significant advantage over the present configuration of psychoanalytic structural theory in a particular respect:  the unconscious.  

Freud’s (1900, 1915) structural model started out as essentially a theory of memory, and corroborated by clinical evidence:  “hysterics suffer mainly from reminiscences” (Breuer & Freud, 1893, p. 7).  Historically, the dynamic unconscious has been compared to a teapot:  coming to a boil, somehow blocked off and unable to discharge its content of steam, it bursts at the seams until, under the force of this pressure, an alternative route of discharge becomes available (i.e., the “return of the repressed”).  In this view, repressed mental content, like energy, never dissipates but, rather, is malleable and changes shape to suit its purposes.  However, this account is unsatisfactory:  not only are repressed memories unconscious, but so is the very force by which they are repressed.

Sartre was particularly critical of how a person can lie to him or herself….  Sartre would point out that resistance to experiencing or knowing…can in fact arise only if I am conscious of it!…  Freud dealt with the paradox by postulating an independent third part of the personality…which serves the gate-keeper function of blocking threatening desires or memories from consciousness…  (Combs, 2002, p. 207)


However, the critique of Sartre is not the only way in which psychic structure could possibly operate.  In fact, it is highly improbable, precisely because of the very objections he raises.  Rather, it makes far more sense to conceive of the unconscious as a theory of memory, amenable to the principles of information processing found in cognitive psychology (Anderson, 2000; Guenther, 1998).  In other words, Sartre makes an unwarranted assumption:  that unconscious material has always been unconscious, and made so through the questionable intercessions of a censor.  Yet, it is possible that the material rendered unconscious had been conscious originally.  In this view, the censor is actually conscious, but makes decisions about the material that alter it so as to make it inaccessible to recall later.  

A more accurate, although no less homely, metaphor for the unconscious than a teapot could be put this way:  when people remember something, they search through memory until they find it—something like searching through a drawer for a sock.  To think that the sock will somehow jump out of the drawer (i.e., build up steam) is a quizzical way of looking at memory.  The sock has no interest or initiative of its own.  Rather, the mind does the looking—based on your interests and intentions.  The sock just lays there, indifferent to all the tossing of garments onto the floor.  In other words, the way that steam builds up can be reconceived in this manner:  the search is the pressure.  As memory searches through its memory constructs for, say, a matching argyle, but does not find it, then it must persist in the search until it does.  However, if the matching argyle is somehow marked with a stain or a hole in it that makes it unacceptable—and unacceptable in a manner that its being found can even not be acknowledged—then the search must continue endlessly, or at least until some more preferable substitute (e.g., symptom) is located.  


In this manner, the cognitive apparatus that searches through memory does not have to be conscious in order to avoid certain memory constructs.  The point is that there are two fundamental domains of the ego, just as Hartmann postulates, both of which intimately related to memory.  In the case of the primary autonomous ego, it is memory as a storage facility, along with the cognitive functions of retention and retrieval.  In the case of the secondary autonomous ego, it is memory as the particular items stored within that facility, that is, the associations aligning the various parts into a single memory system.  Of particular importance in this regard is the sub-system within the memory system consisting of perspective.
Consequently, the tripartite assembly can be adapted as follows, by aligning the reformulation of theory on top with the psychoanalytic formulation of theory below:
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It is for this reason that interpretation is so important.  Perspective is that aspect of psychic operation that determines not only what one will be aware of, but how they will be aware of it.  Therefore, perspective operates like a filter, or a stimulus threshold, not only admitting (or else not admitting) certain elements of the phenomenological surround, but also influencing the operation of cognition such that it organizes these elements into understandable patterns in the first place.  In this way, the metaphor of the computer becomes particularly important:  whereas intellect is the hardware of cognition, perspective is the software that is produced by the intellect and retained into memory.

Adaptations taking place in the process of perspective play a major role in ongoing ego development:
Loevinger’s (1976) theory of ego development…conceives of the ego as a “master trait” that integrates emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal aspects of functioning.  She defined an ego stage as a frame of reference or a filter that the individual uses to interpret life experiences.  (Pfaffenberger, 2005, p. 281)

Perspective would be better said, or what Hartmann refers to as secondary autonomous ego.  It is only in this structure that conflict and compromise formations come to exist, as opposed to the cognitive operations of intellect or the primary autonomous ego.  The stages of ego development are thought by Loevinger to be spread across several dimensions of the psyche—impulse control and character development, interpersonal relations, conscious preoccupation, and cognitive style—altogether of which referred to here as intellect and identity.  Indeed, in this arrangement, perspective can be conceived of as the front-end to identity, existing at the threshold interfacing between these two fundamental domains of the ego.  

Ego as Identity

Like perspective, identity is actually a memory construction, those representations of self (as well as objects and others) retained within memory (Bacal & Newman, 1990; Hamilton, 1992).  Therefore, identity is a feature of the intellect, embedded within the intellect as part of the memory system.  Colloquial accounts of the ego are thought to imply vanity or self-aggrandizement.  These attributes are features of identity, as are other character traits suggesting perhaps even a small or unpretentious ego.  Consequently, ordinary parlance as well as theoretical conception supports including identity as a primary constituent of the ego—which significantly elaborates on Hartmann’s notion of the secondary autonomy.

As suggested earlier, in Freud’s structural model these aspects of the psyche are indicated by the id and superego.  Yet, the exact relationship between each of these features of the tripartite assembly remains unclear, for the ego is said to emerge from the id, borrowing its energies, as it were; and the superego is said to emerge from the ego, performing functions that the ego could not for some reason handle on its own (e.g., repression of the id).  This state of affairs can be depicted as follows:
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Perhaps the most misguided aspect of Freud’s theorizing was that he had the two sides of the psyche enmeshed, rather than integrated, with the ego (not to say id) not only straddling both sides of the fence of the intellect and identity, but splitting earlier and later stages of development between them.  A far better account would incorporate Hartmann’s differentiation.  In this case, the primary and secondary processes are redefined as simply earlier and later developments within the intellect (or primary autonomous ego).  Likewise, the pleasure and reality principles are redefined as earlier and later developments within identity (or secondary autonomous ego).  However, defining the ego in this integral manner means that the ego now takes the place in structural theory where the id and the superego used to be, perhaps only serving to aggravate its already debilitating ambiguity.  Nonetheless, it is claimed that structural theory is best served if the term ego is thought of as a rubric subsuming this more ordinary nomenclature:  intellect and identity.
Of course, doing so requires some account of Freud’s id and superego.  It is proposed that the two are better thought of as simply the two sides of identity.  Kernberg’s (1982, 1993) theory of development supports this arrangement, in which he claims Freud’s tripartite assembly arises from an underlying substrate of psychic structure:  self and object representational units.  Kernberg builds upon an account of early development of Jacobson (1964), who focuses on the interior representations of one’s interpersonal relations.  For Jacobson, these representations are differentiated by the principal categories of the individual’s burgeoning experience:
In the beginning, they are not firm units (Jacobson, 1964, p. 20) but are gradually built up.…  The earliest object representations are usually fused with images of the self in a single image of self and object, with no mental boundaries between them.  Only with time do these early self-images that are fused with images of objects differentiate into representations of the self and representations of the object.  (St. Clair, 1996, pp. 92, 94) (emphasis in the original)


If all goes well and the units do not stay fused, the individual develops constancy among their various self and object representations, as based on the work of Mahler (1968, 1975), which result in ego identity (Erikson, 1993, 1994).  However, this consolidation of the ego takes place over a considerable period of time and is overdetermined, depending on the vicissitudes of development:  “Different childhood periods determine different integrations of ego identity, and the general integration of ego identity stemming from all these partial ego identities normally operates as an attempt to synthesize them into an overall harmonious structure…” (Kernberg, 1976, p. 32).  The situation could perhaps be put this way:  as higher levels of structure emerge, these sets of self/object units piggy-back, so to speak, upon prior, established self/object units, settling finally into a more or less stable structure.


Unfortunately, Kernberg does not fully appreciate a crucial feature of these piggy-backing units, which is some of these units originate within the self, while others originate from without, as introjects from others.  However, Kohut (1971, 1977) addresses this deficit, elaborating on psychic structure in his own way.  That is, he posits that identity is comprised of a bipolar structure overall.  On the one hand, there are ambitions, which are the various interests and objectives originating within the self.  On the other hand, there are ideals, which are those admirable qualities originating in others to which the self aspires—especially as insisted on by others.  Kohut refers to the initial formation of this bipolar conjoining as a nuclear self, which comes into being as a result of its various interactions with selfobjects, or significant others:

This structure is the basis of our sense of being an independent center of initiative and perception, integrated with our most central ambitions and ideals and with our experience that our body and mind form a unit in space and a continuum of time.  This cohesive and enduring psychic configuration, in connection with a correlated set of talents and skills that it attracts to itself or that develops in response to the demands of the ambitions and ideals of the nuclear self, forms the central sector of the personality.  (1977, p. 177)


The nuclear self represents a sustained pattern around which all the attributes of the individual gather and coalesce, forming the foundation of identity.  Through this clustering of attributes, two polar aspects emerge, the first of which indicating the ambitions of the grandiose-exhibitionistic self and the second of which indicating the ideals of the child’s idealized parental imago.  In this way, the bipolar self can be seen to have strong affiliations with Freud’s id and superego, which Kohut (1977) himself acknowledges.  
Likewise, the bipolar self also has strong affiliations with Kernberg’s self/object units.  However, in this case, the self/object units of the bipolar self can be thought of as not only tinged with affective valence, as Kernberg states, but also structural emphasis.  That is, self/object units can be thought of as focused in a particular direction:  either self toward objects (ambition) or objects toward self (ideals).  Kohut defines selfobjects as those objects which have some material affect on the self (Ornstein, 1978, 1981).  But the idea is better put this way:  selfobjects are those objects that have the self as their object—especially if that aspect of the self they have as their object happen to be the self’s own interests and objectives.  That is, selfobjects have the self’s own best interests at heart.  It is in this way that reflected appraisals (Cooley, 1902; Sullivan, 1953) can be felt as empathetic understanding and unconditional positive regard, and not merely conditions of worth (Rogers, 1959, 1961).
Consequently, the tripartite assembly can be adapted as follows:
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Unfortunately, Kohut (like Kernberg) enmeshes self and identity, as if one’s “independent center of initiative and perception” could “attract to itself” the ambitions and ideals of the bipolar self.  Better said, ambitions and ideals exist separately from the center of volition and perception as an independent structure within the psyche (i.e., identity), however intimately the two might operate in concert.  Only in this way can one make sense of Kohut’s seminal contribution to psychoanalytic theory:  the self and selfobject relationship.  Simply put, it is only via the relationship of the self to its selfobjects, as experience-near phenomena, that the bipolar self can be internalized into identity and take the form of self representations—subject to compromise formations.  Put somewhat differently, Brenner’s concerns about psychic structure are over-stated:  compromise formations exist only within memory, not the remaining aspect of the mind that is intellect—much less the remaining aspect of the psyche interfacing with the intellect:  the self.
The Subjective Self
Although equating the ego with mind is tempting, doing so is troublesome.  In so doing, the essential characteristic joining self and ego together is not identified, which is to say, the way in which self and ego actually relate to one another.  Indeed, the ego can only be understood in contrast to the self.  To illustrate, ask yourself this question:  Are you a mind, or do you have a mind?  Likewise, you could ask:  Are you a body, or do you have a body?  Are you a car, or do you have a car.  Obviously, very few people confuse themself for their car, nevermind how intimately they might be related to the vehicle as they sit in it and operate the controls.  Indeed, it seems easier to make the distinction between self and elements of the world the further one goes—until things like shoes and pavement and dirt hardly seem like the self at all.  Either way, the essential point is the same:  you are not your mind.  You are something else entirely.

Yet, it is sometimes hard to keep the two separate, as can be seen in the work of both Kernberg and Kohut.  Nonetheless, the self can be understood according to its own features.  Appreciating this difference allows the defining feature of the self to emerge:  

If you get a sense of your self right now—simply notice what it is that you call “you”—you might notice at least two parts to this “self”:  one, there is some sort of observing self (an inner subject or watcher); and two, there is some sort of observed self (some objective things that you can see or know about yourself—I am a father, mother, doctor, clerk; I weigh so many pounds, have blond hair, etc.).  The first is experienced as an “I,” the second as a “me” (or even “mine”).  I call the first the proximate self (since it is closer to “you”), and the second the distal self (since it is objective and “farther away”).  (Wilber, 2000, p. 33) (emphasis in the original)

As can be seen, a crucial distinction separates the two kinds of self.  Yet, the difference can be even more precisely stated.  The proximate self is not simply closer to you—it is you.  And the distal self is not simply farther from you—it is not you.  Rather, it consists of representations of you.  Consequently, it is not properly referred to as self (as maintained by Masterson, Kernberg, and Kohut).  Even referring to these representations as self-concepts is problematic, for this only sets the stage for confusing the two.  The attributions and expectations of these representations are committed to memory through the operation of the intellect, and coalesce over time into a coherent sense of identity (Conway et al., 2004; Weiner, 1990).  But these attributions and expectations are not the living person (i.e., self) of whom they are representations—anymore than a photograph is a distal version of that person.  
The living person is something else entirely.  The intellect processes experience, which is understood primarily in accordance with perspective and identity, thereby resulting in an overlay of experience mitigated by understanding.  This overlay is then displayed to the self.  Similarly, as based on the impact this overlay has on the self, intellect devises a response, which it ultimately downloads into behavior.  Perhaps the best way to differentiate the two is according to the philosophical categories most pertinent to them:
1. Ontology and Self:  who you are—your living being, or presence (i.e., executive function:  awareness and will).

2. Epistemology and Mind:

a. Perspective:  what you know about how things work—or the attributions and expectations of causality.

b. Identity: what you know about who you (and introjected others) are—or the attributions and expectations of society.  

c. Intellect:  how you know what you know—or the information processing and problem solving of cognition.

Unfortunately, people usually end up confusing these aspects of the psyche, mistaking the contents of their memories for who they really are.  Yet, this is like confusing a map for the terrain.

This distinction has important implications for understanding certain disorders of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) (APA, 2004). For example, dissociative disorders are those whose predominant feature is a dissociative symptom—i.e., a disruption in the usually integrated functions of consciousness, memory, identity, or perception of the environment.  Although the DSM jumbles these domains of the psyche together, they can be distinguished according to whether they pertain to self or mind.  Dissociative amnesia and dissociative identity disorder indicate disruptions in the functioning of memory and identity.  Depersonalization disorder, on the other hand, is characterized by the persistent or recurrent experience of feeling detached from or as if an outside observer of one’s mental processes—which is to say, self detached from the mind.  Similarly, derealization is the sense of one not being a real or actual person—i.e., a real or actual self.  Clearly, these are crucial distinctions, suggesting very different therapeutic interventions.

As can be seen, the essential feature of self is awareness, what existentialism typically associates with authenticity:  “By authenticity I mean a central genuineness and awareness of being.  Authenticity is that presence of an individual in his living in which he is fully aware in the present moment, in the present situation” (Bugental, 1981, p. 102).  Indeed, thinking of the self as experiential is something of a misnomer, for the self doesn’t actually experience reality.  Rather, as the intellect processes experience, the overall display is thrown up on a screen as it were, or what could be called a grid (see Adi Da, 1995, 2006).  In this way, experience is broadcast to the executive function of the self (Baars & Franklin, 2003).  As a result, the self becomes aware of experience, which is actually produced by the mind.  The fundamental aspect of this process underlies perhaps the greatest psychic achievement possible for human beings:  “great mystics are merely people who carry to the point of genius an absolutely normal, ordinary, indispensable side of human experience” (Findlay, as quoted in Hunt, 1995, p. 1).    


Of course, carrying consciousness to the point of genius is the difference that makes the difference.  Most people are a long way from attaining this extraordinary depth of awareness—and precisely for one reason:  the self is collapsed upon the mind.  To be collapsed upon the mind means that the self is identified with the mind, or, as certain Buddhist traditions put it, attached to the mind (Suzuki, 1986).  Actually, enmeshed is probably better said.  Although not formally designated as a disorder by the DSM, such traditions consider the process of collapsing the self to be a principle source of stress and dis-ease (Csikszentmihalyi, 1993; Gunaratana, 1993).  In this way, the self mistakenly takes itself to be the mind, perhaps even the body the mind is intended to serve.  

But collapsing upon the mind has grave implications for the self and, therefore, the executive function:

1. the mind overrides the self in the decision-making process, interjecting its own impersonal, mechanical problem-solving process instead; and

2. the mind becomes dominated by the processes of the organism (e.g., pleasure principle, self-protection).

In a sense, Freud (1923) was right—the ego is an amalgam of self and mind.  But he was equally mistaken, for the manner in which he accounts for this amalgam amounts to conflation.  Put somewhat differently, the ego is not merely the operation of the mind, but also the self sucked into this gravitational field, thereby abdicating the force of its own presence in the process (Bugental, 1981; Heidegger, 1927).  Consequently, there is a kind of sliding scale to the ego, whereby its features can be determined according to a particular formula:  the less self, the more mind—and the more ego.  In other words, the ego is best thought of as the ratio between the two, or the manner in which the two relate to one another.  As a result, the ego can be referred to this way:  an activity, as opposed to an entity—something done to the self, and by which the self is altered.
Consequently, the tripartite assembly can be elaborated upon as follows:
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Overall, the self consists of three fundamental aspects:  awareness, attention, and will.  However, these features do not represent discrete elements of the self.  Rather, they indicate a single process by which awareness interacts with the mind, something like the retractable segments of a telescope that slide into place as the telescope is extended and elongated.  In other words, the three come into play as awareness is directed toward the mind, thereby focusing attention on the contents of mind.  The will, on the other hand, can be thought of as sustaining this focus of attention, especially despite difficulties encountered in the environment:  “The effort which goes into the exercise of the will is really effort of attention; the strain in willing is the effort to keep consciousness clear, i.e., the strain of keeping the attention focused” (May, 1969, p. 220).  

In other words, the will could be said to operate as follows:  wherever attention is fixed, a hold is put on whatever object or event happens to be in awareness.  Consequently, these aspects of reality are given saliency or priority.  As the impersonal and indifferent machinery of the intellect takes place, the will forces cognition to remain engaged and confront whatever experience is presently occurring in awareness.  As a result, whatever understanding is currently the case will persist in awareness, forcing cognition to act upon it accordingly.  When the will is weak, attention wanders.  In that case, cognition becomes capable of shifting gears on its own, so to speak, and offer up more preferable substitutes to awareness instead.  
However, when the will is strong, it can persist in engaging experience, even if unpleasant or objectionable.  Likewise, by this persistence (or mindfulness), it is capable of letting the individual remain indifferent to objects in awareness, allowing them to pass by uneventfully.

Since it is by definition the decision-making function, it can decide to permit influence by some memories and not others.  By maintaining a detached, observing attitude toward the other memory traces, it can allow them simply to pass away and dissipate.  [The self] can decide to step outside the chain of cause and effect.  It can decide not to remain caught up in that cycle of action and reaction determined by previous programming.  By using its full potential it acquires the property of “will”…  (Rama et al., 1998, p. 93)

Focusing awareness on experience not only enhances experience but takes attention off of conceptual interpretation, thereby creating the possibility for greater interpersonal empathy, as well as identity integration (Elliott et al., 2003; Yontef, 1993).  It also allows for the unimpeded operation of an essential feature of the self:  the responsibility for choice and free will (May et al., 1958).  This capacity can be put this way:  “What I term one’s centric mode…is a broadened version of Freud’s ‘ego.’  The centric, like the ego, is the directive core of consciousness” (Schneider, 1999, pp. 31-32).  However, there are two ways in which one might engage in the executive function:

1. conscious choice:  decision-making and the self position, or

2. unconscious choice:  problem-solving and the ego position.

It is precisely for this reason that two versions of das Ich have emerged in the literature—there is an executive function for both self and ego.  In the former case, one is fully aware of their circumstances, making conscious choices and taking responsibility for them.  In the latter case, however, one is typically overwhelmed by circumstances (i.e., trauma) and collapsed upon the mind, thereby abdicating responsibility and conscious choice—precisely to the ego.  Simply put, if the self cannot rise to the occasion and make a decision, the ego will.  It is in this way that the mind takes over the psyche, in order to protect the organism when the self is overwhelmed.  Consequently, the unconscious choice is not really a decision at all.  Perhaps better said, it is a decision already made by the self and deposited into memory by the mind—typically when the individual was at a much younger and impressionable stage of development (Loevinger, 1976).
As can be seen, the directive core of the individual is actually spread across an ego/self amalgam, which can go either way depending on the circumstances.  So long as the self operates with authenticity, the individual can engage choice and decision-making responsibility.  On the other hand, although the default position of problem-solving may handle the current crisis, such choices are typically absorbed into the automatic and unconscious machinery of the ego, where they are hardly ever effective or appropriate to the circumstances thereafter.  Indeed, extraordinarily difficult therapeutic procedures are usually required in order to alter the outcome in such cases.  
Conclusion

It is easy to see how the conflation of self and ego has occurred, for one cannot be understood except in the context of the other:  the self is the ego, at least as collapsed upon the mind; and ego is the self, when emancipated from the mind.  (For a fuller treatment of how self-emancipation and the transcendence of the ego complement ego development, see Sleeth, 2006, 2007a, b).  Consequently, the two aspects of the ego/self amalgam are easily confused, for they alternate in the way of figure and ground, something like an Escher print.  Whichever one takes priority depends on the present point of view.  Nonetheless, the individual is best served when the former submits to the latter.  Indeed, the collapse of the self into the ego can be thought of as an act of bad faith (Sartre, 1957), typically compelling a vital lie in compensation (Becker, 1997).

As can be seen, keeping the two separate is crucial for any understanding of the psyche.  As mentioned, Brenner is attempting to do the right thing—but for the wrong reason.  It is not the ubiquity of conflict and resultant compromise formations that are obsolete, but the conflation of psychic structure into an overly-constricted conception of the psyche.  Indeed, in one way or another, the collapse of the self upon the mind can be understood to underlie many of the troubling dysfunctions seen in clinical practice.  Paradoxically, the separation of the agencies of this assembly can only be accomplished by overcoming the segregation of that aspect of the psyche confused with the mind:  the self.  That is, the self is actually lost as it collapses upon the mind, and even marginalized thereby.  Only in precisely acknowledging the differences between the two can there truly be a new democracy of mind, in which the self and mind are each allowed their rightful place within this democracy—with appropriate priority given to each one.
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