


INTR@DUCTEQN T@ THES lSSUE

Seh‘ i\/iothenng Versus Self Indulgence R
Healthy Versus Pathologuc Self Care L _.f;, IR

K ;Although common- in darly usage self-mdulgence is rarely mentroned in the ht---': L
‘eratute of psychotherapy,.and the concept-of self- mothermg is generally still -

~almost unknown. The basic meatiing of both concepts ‘can be-easily deduced but .
beyond that we intend now to examine. therr elmlcal value and therr plaee in the

' psychotherapeutrc treatment of patlents : l :

- Most clm1c1ans agree theoretrcally that approprlate self _cafe is a healthy adult"f_
objéctive; while regressive gratrfreatron is a sign of émotional 1mmatur1ty Con
- fusion abounds, however; when such theoretical agteement ‘is translated into
~ actual reeommendatrons about the procedures and steps needed:to help patients -
_ leamto care for theriselves well, It is very: drffrcult to wean growing ehrldren;i
_from being self-indulgent, and- ‘the task’ wrth patrents is’ much harder yet. We

intend here to lessen'the lack of clarity ox these 1ssues and thus to help clml '
cians do this aspeet of thelr work better ' : oL

fIn out permrssrve soeretres proper and desrrable self motherrng 18 often confused :
* with harmful self- indulgence. So- much is given, promised and avatlable t0 50"
" many of us in our affluence that thereistoo little understanding of every petson’s:
need to still care for him- or. herself. People now expect qurcl( and easy solutions

'to evety’ problem and many have become accustomed to seekmg comfort and -
.solace in any form, as long as only little time and effort are’ required: Thisis WhY
- alcoholism and drugs are a serious nationial problem ‘and why shoplifting is- S0
commion among kids. Taking: aspirin is a. ubiquitous solution to'a headache; even -
" if the pain is due to- fatrgue thirst, a miissed mieal, or anxious tensron The frus- -
“‘tration tolerance of maty. youngsters {s‘'much too- low for the same- reason, they-_-‘--
_shoot and® krll each other for mmor slrghts ot for no reason at all The gun 1s lcrng:_
, when reason is 10t b : = :

In the absence of sensrble self-mothermg young and old satlsfy themselves Wrth
-the help of pathologic self- indulgence. Few among us'sleep, eat, read, relax, wo
-and play enough, but not too muck. ‘What is behind the push to do thmgs that W
ourselves recognrze as bad for us2 Anxrety? Habrt? A wrllful refusal to stop2 .

Much 1gnoranee and confusron exrst about the meanmg of healthy self care and-? :
self-concern. “Self-praise” and “self-satisfaction” often.carry with them negatlve. ;
connotations, while being “self-less” is. considered a good thing. ‘Contradiction:
are common. and they interfere with good ch1ld rearmg no less than they do Wlth
. the Work of. the psychotheraplst - : SRR




_ ' Dlscusswns that foIlow thus aré of the greatest 1mportance in: chﬂdrearmg, but.' o
~our. empha51s is-on ‘clinical relevance. Learning to: successfully battle self-indul-

genice requires that we become competent in self-motheting as therap1sts fnends-;'

- and citizens. Our-success ot failure'in these has a powerful impact, one way or
" the other, on- v1rtua11y evety aspéct of our personal and: professwnal lives. The -
" topic of th1s issue- would therefore be of interest to thoughtful parents and citi:

> z€ns: also ‘but for psychotheraplsts it has an even greater 31gn1f1cance Inareal
sensé it detcrmlnes whether out: efforts are crowned with success. Patients often

g _'-fj.1mprove in psychotherapy but they only, gét well if theéy win not only the narcis- .-
* -sistic battles against self-mdulgence but also become competent in mothermg
. i'themselves lovm_gly Wlthout guﬂt of shame ' TR :

i




SELF MOTHEPHNG VERSUS SELF INULGEE\BCE
HEALTHY VERSUS PATHOL@GEG SELF CARE

Heuven Bar-Levav M D

' "{.Self mothenng and self- 1ndulgence are. opposntes that have rnuch in common

“both concepts are of certral importance in the ‘raising of children and in psy- -

chotherapy, and yet neither is as yet 3 well- l<nown Poorly understood and inade- -
_ -.quately described, both are hardly ever even mentiotied in the psychratrrc l1tera-.
ture. Self-mothering is a relatively new coneept introduced by this-authot |Bat- -

Levav, 1988] and no other references to it were found, except for Blanck’s discus: -

. sion of “self-soothing” as an interim goal in the. anagement of anxiety (Blanck

, ‘1979] Wiggins {1990) discussés self- 1ndu1gence as-a problem that society must: .
- tecognize so that it would ot -become “the- helpless victim of aleohol and nat- .
- cotics.” Walters and. White (1988).see self- indulgence as one-of four characteris-
tics. responsﬂ)le for criminality, while Grieger (1986} relates it to dysfuncnonal T
. rélationships. This author has previously defined self- indulgenice as consisting of.
' acts “that provide regressive gratrfrcatron in an.area already freed from féar” (Bar-"
~ Levav, 1988). When moralists:speak o: self indulgénce. they condemn it, Whlle
7”progresswe educators sometimes. come o 1ts defense L S S

| What is self- n‘.rotherlngz Slmply, it is the s sirhe as good motherlng, eXcept that all'_':i"‘.“-' ,

~the'needed supplies and services:are ptovided to'the person by the'self. The well- - -,
_ mothered baby has all its physical and emotional needs satisfied at- about the

right time and'in the proper dosages by a loving, supportrve responsrble and con--
sistent outside caretaker. The resiilt is an inner sense of safety and well-being "

- which lasts throughout life, provided’ however that the same supphes continue: to;;'
be avajlableon a tegular and steady basis as time goes on. But since maturation is-, -
‘impossible without sepatation from mother, someone else must become the reli-.
- able supplier of these essential needs. To become emotionally ‘self- sufficient We'
" ourselves must learn to be that suppher and self motherlng is. thus the basrc'?.f{
'abllrty Whrch makes 1nd1v1duauon possd)le . SRR SRS '

: -‘Most people do not acqurre enough of the skrlls of self motherrng, and they""_-"‘ -

attach themselves instead to another person when they grow.up. They hope and - '

magically even expect a spouse 'or. someone- else to take mother’s place as the :
source of solace and of other. needs Since both marriage: partnets often. have f
- these same expectatlons many marriages farl Normally, evén very lovrng spous-. :
es tlre sooner or later of one- srded grvmg . S

B Not only bables but adults too need for thelr physreal well helng regular Well bal -

“anced meals, rest, ‘recreation and: emotional stipport. But mahy people clearly fail -
to-take: good care even-of their basic needs, and stocking up on'.emotional sup-
 plies is much more difficult. To do'so'we need clear and flexible personal botind-"
aries that demarcate our 1dent1ty, emotional ties arid roots to sustain our sense. of
belonging, and privacy as Wcll as enough anxrety free tlrne to attend to ourselves T

thoughtfully




But. nowadajfs, b‘bth._:.ééfﬁally_'aﬁc"l 'igheiféﬁhG}iCally,':tdd' ifélw people sit. down ata

_‘taﬁlﬁ'1_10-?diHé','iﬁ-,'thﬁ;-GOmpafilY\Of:O-’;hCIS_'é:Ven‘O'Iicé,in awhile; and instead it is com- - L

" mon-to take meals on the tun. Most.people eat, sleep, work and play too much.or

- too.little. Our busy hustle and bustle lives, TV and .the personal computer are

“constant distractions that make it too-easy to forget our real. needs. Generally,

" people take mote timeé to‘exercise their bodies than they do to replenish needed .

 emotional supplies.: .

. Inv-an effort to vanquish narcissism: among. the young, ‘most civilizations have *

.always emphasized the importance of humility. No one wants ‘his children:to.. 2

* become braggarts. Self-praise was thus condernned, evén as children were taught )
- to praise the desirdble traits of others. The Judeo-Christian tradition has undet- -~

- scored the it portance of respecting ar d loving others, but not the self. Yet the . .

commandiment to' “Love thy neighbot as thyself” is ‘meaningléss before one .- :

learns to Jove omeself. -7

“Even so, we still look upon self-love with suspicion and o not teachi our young- - -
sters to attend to themselves with approptiate self-concern; nor do we encourage . -
““ themto take pride in ‘their realistic achievements. Hence the ‘enormous-and’- .

 widespread hunger to be-seen, recognized and prajsed by-others, and the almost

 universal wish to be: canght in the ‘spotlight for even'a passing moment. Thisis SR

 why people wish to becomie VIP's, and why they do grossly bizatre things for a. -

“little attention. Anything to be lifted-out of the gray anonymity that-envelops.- -

-. f'tthsféfw_fio' h'av_e‘;iqt'glearhéd' tb.obsér—_ﬁfé}t‘o s¢¢ and to love themselves: -~ -0 .

Loneliness is especially oppressive for people whorate poor ir self-mothering.

- Disappointment.commonly results-when practically everything must be gotten. .-

-~ from-the outside; and people then' typically protect themselves by allowing to- L

“one to come close; even as they also refuse to leave theirisolated shells to make "

- contact: They are hopelessly catight in this double trap from ‘which there oftenis.

- ho escape. -

 Adults who have ot been adequitely mithered by others do not usually mother ..
. themselves well eveni later.on'becauger-. - =70 IR TSR

L .RéSigxliaﬁ_oan'r hopelessness: is often bulltlntothe core of such peop'lé"s per- B

 sonality. Expecting nothing but disappointment, those who are resigned nevet
reach ‘out to- supply their physical ‘and emotional needs. The possibility of

. being well-satisfied and lovingly cared for is-unknows to them. T hey fill .

" themselves instead with self-destructive indulgences such as over-working, -

. “oyer-eating, alcohol ot drugs. Hopeless people-know t least that hope exists,

s though they lack it. Since they were not mothered well they expect even less .- '

" from-others, and they have neither-a wish not the strengthitg do so fot them- . -

oselves, e

~"2... Such people-also donotknow how to mother thetaselves, since they have riot.

- expetieticed it enough: They:commonly neglect their realistic needs for food, -

* for rest, and for human companionship. The triggeting mechanisms that cause

" others to be‘alerted to their unsatisfied real freeds ate stunted- ot undetdevel- o

o “oped. Thus, they prov1deforthemselvespoorly




Sensible and appropriate self-care; self-recognition. and-self-praise, tempered by
- moderation and by good taste, are scarce and urgently needed in our society. To
make up-for this deficiency kids stare into TV cameras-and screaim that theyand -
their team are number one. This is the closest our advertising culture comes to: -
“promoting self-mothering. Very few people dare ‘to desctibe themselves seriously .

. as.avaluable human being. = - . " -

. Self-indulgence is common in the absence of self-mothering. Without: balanced - -
arid regular meals people have no choice but to satisfy their hunger by eating .-+~ »
popcotn and candy all day-long. When this normal hunger for mothering is * *
expressed pathologically it often involves orality. ‘Alcoholism and over-eating, ™ .
- smoking and endless chewing of gum are all commion. But such people typicalty -
live the life of “noshers” in a myriad of other ways also.. To'make up for what ™ -
they really lack and need;, many:such people tend to: alwdys, grab, demand -and*
expect “more” from everyone: Not feeding themselves propetly, they nonethe: . .

“less 'rém_a’;i_n emotionally always hungry. S

 Self-indulgence is ours by: nature: Since we all slip into it aftet infancy: At the =
-beginning of life there is no moderation or judgment, and everyone wants what-" -~ .
ever they want when they want it, immediately -and without delay. Without -~
- enough fathéring these traits conitinue to govern at least some behavior through- .
out life. But with sufficient géod fathering children eventually leam to tolerate
the discomforts of not always getting their way, though not before many crises, -

struggles and disappointments have been overcome. - - |-

"The threshold. of toletance fot discomfort and for disappointments is raised’to - =
- proper levels when success is achieved. This makes planhing-ahead and the pus:.
“suit of important biit distant goals possible, and it enables the person to have sta- ;
- ble human relationships: Such living provides the means and the conditions for

rational and satisfying self-care. It also teduces. the anxiety that springs from the

. constant search for someone outside ourselves to motherus. - -

Self-indulgence is related not only to the absence of good mothering and fathet-
-ing, but it sometimes results from the presence of harsli: fathering. Adults raised =
this way:have o middel to-help them'develop self-respect and self-love,-even if- .
obedience out.of fear is'achieved..Such people tend to be harsh with themselves "
and with othets, and they often mortify their flesh and their soul by driving -
- themselves mercilessly till they burn ouit. To compensate they go-on binges of -~
self-indulgent living which endangers the internal dam. Even self-starvation fits -«
Cinwiththisseenario. oo e

The development of self-mothering thits requites both good mothering and good "
fatheting. Good mothering supplies the physical -and emotional needs of thé: 3
_child, while good fathering directs the struggle against the natural tendency to ..
‘seek instant gratification. Neither function is gender related. Most: early mother- -
ing and fathering is done-by mothers since they-aré the ones Wwho are usually
- responsible for most of the baby’s care. With good eatly: mothering the baby: . - o




1. -,Learns phys1olog1cally that it can count ona steady and consistent supply of o )

i, its teal needs, which’ protects it from the need to hoard prggrshly Enough is
- usually quite enoiigh. :- RO e
:2.-Such-babies also ”learn” that drsapporntment and frustratlon are cornpatlble Sy
w1th hfe o . _ g

" Both these lessons must he 1ncorporated for the eventual process of separatlon- o
: 'f",_'irnd1V1duatron tobe: cornpleted Children and. adults with such inner "knowledge -
are less. dependent on apptoval from others; and they ‘have less of a’ need to

- ”always please in order to get What they need from the outsrde S :

- _Indrvrduated people are self contarned and they do not usually even w1sh to
. indulge themselves. Like a competent Vessel they ‘too can hold their emotional
.. supplies for relatively lonig petiods of time; Whrch lessens their need for frequent s
‘refueling.. Bésides, self-indulgence. always ‘eXacts a price in drgnrty and in, self B
o respect, quahtles whrch such people are eager not to Iose : T

.-:""Self mothermg feeds the adult needs of the person whrle self 1ndulgence is an R |

. attempt to satisfy the inner infant’s pre-verbal hunger which is in fact unsatisfi-

‘able. This is-why ‘self-mothering fills,; ahd noamount of self-indulgence s evet
g enough Self-mothered individuals are typlcally satisfied with their lot and. wille -
_ing to share of their riches with others, while self- indulgent people tend td .
remain emotronally in turm011 no. matter what thelr real achrevements (Bar- L

':Levav 1994)
R SRR @ @ @

3 --:_One goal of effectlve psychotherapy is to convert patrents from the pathologrcal..‘ o
mode of self-indulgence to'the healthy. way of self-care defined as self-motheting. -

" In the ‘process, chronic depression is:lifted; “hopelessness and helplessness are o

essentlally eliminated and core anxrety is lowered at least to the pornt Where it
‘ ._no longer produces symptoms ‘ - S

],'The 1ntensrve work 1nvolved is. based on erght prrncrples descrr’oed elsewhere
. -[Bar-Levav 1988) that aim. to hasmaily alter physiologic responses. Interpreta- -
- tions or explanatrons to the intellect are not relevant to’ this process. Since self-.

indulgence.is a defense against anxiety, itis not given up w1thout repeated strug-

.gles within the therapeutic setting-in a process that in many ways replicates the.

- healthy maturation of children. Emotional dependency and thie Real-relationship

. keep the patient from. bolting even ‘when massive anxiety,- hurt-and anger are |

‘mobilized (Bar-Levav, 1988}. These are expected: and common hy products When- v

| ;; ever self 1ndu1gence is: confronted and chalienged Vs .

- ";Narc1831st1c ”1n]ur1es” are unavmdable, and patrents must physrologlcally come - X
“to realize that they are infact tiot.zeal i injuries at all. Those who first coined the

- ‘term could not have foresee_n the cutrent developments.in psychotherapy thatgo

. heyond “chatacter analysis.” With the ‘Patient’s self-observant capacity and a

- strict ion acting-out contract well in place powerful storms of intense affect are .

3 welcomed encouraged and g1ven open expressron Thrs is the essence of Work- o




ﬂ.f-1ng-through that alters physmlogrc pathways and habrts The 1ncreas1nglv power-[‘ -
ful observing ‘égo of the patient joins the therapist in repeatedly repulsing the

- push to inappropriately gratify the self W1th self 1ndulgences ‘even under the«'

pressure of such forceful strmulr S :

" To survive, evervone needs satlsfactlon of thelr hasrc needs When good nourrsh ‘

~‘ment is'scarce, surviving organisms always find pathologic ‘ways to feed them- =~

-selves. This is true among plants as it also is'in the animal krngdom of which we

are part. Most people marvel at the richand. amazing vatiety of adaptations found, L
* in pature, but they usually overlook the fact that many of these result in stunted - .

'- growth Thls is. What we try to change in the lrves of the patrents who seek our N
help o R

‘But plants ammals and people ate. alrke in therr stuhhorn refusal to: grve up that G

" which helped them suzvive, even when' bettet optrons become available. The o
~worm  that lives inside the horserad;sh will not switch over to make its home_
inside the sweeter cartot. The same for huinans. The compulsron to'repeat our . .

- pathologic waysis rooted in unconscious fear that the new alternatives'may not .
“be life-sustaining. This fear must be' physrologrcallv overconie beforé any real
changes become possible.. ”The push away frorn fear and dread supersedes every- S

thrng” (Bar Levav 1988)

. \

Self 1ndu1genee is. thus deflned as the 1n31stence on: followmg tested pathologrcr

 adaptations even after enough of the relevant fear has been ehmrnated Itindeed "
‘requires much courage to venture for the fifst time into deep water over our .
head, which-is why people normally claim the ‘continued presence of feat to' -
Favord taking suich risks, even when'it-is-no longer présent. This i is the self-indul- * +

- gence that must - be replaced by self- mothering.. Otherwise we are condemned to
_never swrm but to always Wade at the edge of the pool (T

.[.'To succeed in this task theraplsts muist therefore be. able and Wllllng to not onlyfl o

serve in the motheting mode but also to “father” their patienits (Bar-Levay, 1988). -
- This need is not yet w1del§,r recognlzed But self—rndulgence is ot given tp with- .-~ .
- out'it. Upont close examination mary fallures of psychotherapy and PSYChoan aly e

sis will prove to have occurred on thls basrs

,-More specrflcallv, approprlate self-pralse Whrch mav have prev1ous1v been_"_"':_f E

. defined as arrogance must become legitimate, and its use encouraged by patient .~ .
mothering. But chronic lateness or self- medrcatron to. lessen anxiety must be. " - -
confronted by . ftrm fatherlng The: patrent’s needs for rest, recreation and human. -~

-_companronshlp, as well as the niecessity to make a decent living, must all be'”

stimulated if they have been stunted. But these samie things must also be curbed .~

-and: lrmrted by fathenng mterventrons if thev are herng pursued self: 1ndulgent1yf_‘

“and in excess. This is an intrusive; actlve and on—gorng process since none of IR
-these changes occur spontaneously R -_ A TEE TR SRR

The 1nab111ty to self-rnother is'a very common drsab1htv, asis ev1dent wherever o

we laok. Manv mllhons of People have niever learned to care for themselves ina Tl




fhealthy way, and they experlence gullt ot even shame When they mother them- L
+ . selves lovmgly Thls 1s why self 1ndu1gence and the lack of self restramt are so
__.~'w1despread S | S :
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