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For  more  than  four  decades ,  Dr .  Susan Kavaler-Adler’s clinical practice and 

academic writing have  focused  on fa i thfu l ly  in tegra t ing Br i t i sh objec t  

re la t ions  psychoanalys i s  in to  the  curren t  mains t ream American 

psychoanaly t ic  t radi t ion.  More  so ,  as  a  c l in ic ian ,  wr i ter ,  and  Founder 1 , 

Executive Director, Senior Faculty, Training Analyst, and Senior Supervisor of the Object 

Relations Institute for Psychotherapy and Psychoanalysis (ORI) ,  Dr .  Kavaler -Adler  

g ives  voice  to  some of  the  mos t  chal lenging  psychological complexes found in 

 
1 With Dr. Robert Weinstein.  
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contemporary psychoanalytic treatment. Areas that are explored and uncovered in Dr. 

Kavaler-Adler’s clinical practice and academic writing include the fear of success, paralyzing 

inhibitions of the Real Self, the demon lover complex that affects many women’s creative 

lives, the theme of creative compulsion versus free motivation, the importance of 

developmental mourning in the opening of erotic desire and spirituality, and much more. 

Unique to Dr .  Kavaler-Adler’s clinical approach is her creative reliance on both 

autobiographical and biographical work as reflected by the psychoanalytic exploration of the 

lives and work of such literary luminaries as Charlotte Bronte, Emily Dickinson, Anais Nin, 

Sylvia Plath, and Edith Sitwell (please see bibliography included). As a prolific author, with 

over seventy articles and six books, Dr. Kavaler- Adler’s provides unique psychoanalytic 

insights into the profound mental anguish and creative achievements of these writers. Dr. 

Kavaler-Adler’s well-known books entitled The Compulsion to Create: Women Writers and 

Their Demon Lovers (Routledge, 1993, 2000), The Creative Mystique: From Red Shoes 

Frenzy to Love and Creativity (Routledge, 1996), Mourning, Spirituality and Psychic 

Change (Routledge, 2003), The Anatomy of Regret (2013), and The Klein-Winnicott Dialectic 

(2014) achieved not only a National Gradiva Award  from the National Association for the 

Advancement of Psychoanalysis but a further 16 awards on psychoanalytic writing.  Dr. 

Kavaler-Adler can indeed be viewed as a pioneer in object relations psychoanalysis, as well 

as a seasoned clinician and creative voice in the separation-individuation themes explored in 

contemporary feminine psychology.  

 

In  the  curren t  work ,  Dr .  Susan Kavaler-Adler, as theorist, clinician, and integrator, sets 

out to articulate a long-held vision inherent in her many publications of bringing into 

psychoanalytic dialogue two very creative and seemingly contradictory giants in British 

object relations theory, i.e., the work of Melanie Klein and that of Donald W. Winnicott. The  

in tegra t ion  and  contex tual iza t ion  of  the  conf l ic t ing  ‘posi t ions’  of  bo th 

Kle in  and  Winnicot t  fo l low d i f feren t  bu t  interweaving  contex ts ,  mainly 

the  var ious  ins t i tu t ional  sch isms  wi th in the  Bri t ish  Psychoanalyt ic  

Socie ty ,  as  wel l  as  Ms.  Kle in’s  s ingular  commitment  to  the  death 

dr ive/ ins t inct  psychology.  I t  i s  wel l  documented  tha t  ins t i tut ional ly  the 

polar iza t ion of  both  Ms.  Kle in’s  and  D.W.  Winnicot t ’s  views  had 

det r imenta l  e f fec t s  on  not  on ly the reading  and  ar t i cula t ion of  the i r  

respect ive  theor ies  by  a l l  the  schools  fa l l ing  under  the  umbrel la  of  the 
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Br i t ish  Psychoanaly t ic  Socie ty ,  but  a l so  forec losed  s incere  co l leg ia l  

suppor t  wi thin  divergent  theore t ica l  and  c l in ica l  domains  (workable 

d ia lec t ic i sm) .  In  the  wr i t t en  work  of  Dr .  Kavaler -Adler ;   

“Both the psychoanalytic society camp and the outside 

‘revolutionaries’ of the Middle Group have seen themselves as 

diametrically opposed to one another, and, therefore, have often 

politicised their theory of clinical technique into polarised statements 

that have belied the profound degree to which their separate 

contributions could be integrated on a phenomenological basis. I 

have attempted to integrate their theoretical contributions to clinical 

practice through the use of the conceptual term ‘dialectic,’ a term 

that has been formerly utilized in the American scene theorising of 

Thomas Ogden (1986, 1994) and Sheldon Bach (1985, 1994, 2005).” 

(p. xiv)(italics added) 

 

Adding to politicised views, according to Dr. Kavaler-Adler, and as 

mentioned, a major polarizing factor can also be found in the death instinct 

theorizing of Klein;  

“… I have had to make the case in this volume of thinking that 

the major polarising factor in the contributions of the two camps 

has been Melanie Klein's metapsychology of the ‘death instinct,’ 

rather than Klein's clinical theory with its brilliant 

phenomenology. Part of making this case has been to preface my 

clinical illustrations of the integration of Kleinian and 

Winnicottian theory from their contrasting, but also 

complementary, dialectical perspectives with some studies of 

Klein's psychobiography.” (p.xiv) 

Cent ra l  here ,  and in  an essent ia l  ex tens ion of  Dr .  Kavaler -Adler ’s  

prev ious  work  on  biography of  wel l -known l i t e rary  f igures  ( f lesh ing  out  

the  concept  of  developmenta l  mourning  and  the  demon lover  complex),  

Dr .  Kavaler -Adler  br ings  her  psychoanaly t ic  b iographica l  method in to 

crea t ive  p lay  by  thoroughly  and  sens i t ive ly  explor ing the  var ious  

developmenta l  chal lenges  both  Winnicot t  and  Kle in  had to  endure .  In  
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chapters  one  to  f ive 2 ,  Dr .  Kavaler -Adler  descr ibes  the  d i f feren t  

developmenta l  ways  Kle in’s  au tochthonous  s t r iv ings  fe l l  v ic t im to  a  

profoundly  cont ro l l ing  and  narc i ss is t ic  mother .  Dr .  Kavaler -Adler  a l so 

argues  tha t  the  mother-daughter  bond may serve  as  a  reason  as  to  why 

Ms.  Kle in so  tenacious ly  c lung  to  her  view of  the  impor tance  of  the  death 

dr ive  in  psychic  development :  

 “ I  wi l l  t ry  to  demons t ra te  why Klein c lung to  her  ‘death 

ins t inc t ’  metapsychology.  I  be l ieve  tha t  she  needed  tha t  in  

order  to  psychica l ly  c l ing to  her  mother….  I  be l ieve  tha t  

her  res i s tance  to  giv ing  i t  up  i s ,  in  i t se l f ,  a  d iagnost ic  s ign  

of  Kle in’s  po ignant  and  evocat ive  mourning  s tate .  

Grosskur th (1986) helps  her  readers  imagine  the  maternal  

and  f ra ternal  re la t ionships  that  cont r ibu ted  to  th i s  s ta te  of  

mind  in  Kle in .”  (p .  3 )  

Given  th i s  endopsychic  conf l ic t  and  unreso lved  process  of  mourning ,  Ms.  

Kle in ,  l ike tha t  o f  the  b ibl ica l  f igure  Moses ,  remained unable  to  en ter  the 

promised  land  so ev ident  in  her  own psychoanaly t ic  vi s ion;    

“ I t  i s  the  s tory and  legend of  Melanie  Kle in ,  who,  I  be l ieve ,  

s imilar  to  Moses ,  foresaw the  viv id out l ines  of  a  promised 

land ,  a  psychic land ,  which she herse l f  could not  en ter  or  

could  en ter  only  to  a  par t ia l  degree .”  (pp .1-2) .  

Dr .  Kavaler  Adler ’s  c lose  reading  of  especia l ly  the  work  of  Grosskurth 

(1986) supports a sensitive unfolding of Ms. Klein’s compl ica ted  re la t ionship 

wi th  not  only  her  narc i ss i s t i c  mother ,  bu t  a lso  Kle in’s  pos i t ion  in  her  

fami ly  of  or ig in ,  her  re la t ionship  wi th  her  s ib l ings  and  fa ther  (her  fa ther-

wound) ,  choice  of  par tners  in  adul t  l i fe ,   her  approach  to  being  a 

psychoanalyst ,  and  the  development  of  her  un ique  psychoanaly t ic  vi s ion.  

Dur ing  the  explora t ion ,  the  reader  i s  gu ided  to  empathica l ly  wi tness  and 

re la te  to  Kle in’s  painfu l  re la t ionship wi th her  mother ,  chi ldren ,  husband,  

and  co l leagues ( inc luding Winnicot t ) .  For  those not  fami l iar  wi th Dr .  

 
2 See especially chapter two entitled “ Melanie Klein’s creative writing revealing themes in her life and 
theorising” (pp. 27-41). 
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Kavaler -Adler ’s  prev ious wr i t ing  and use  of  the  biographica l  method 

psychoanaly t ica l ly ,  chapter  two ent i t l ed “Melanie Kle in’s  crea t ive 

wr i t ing  reveal ing  themes  in  her  l i fe  and  theor iz ing ,”  wi l l  undoubtedly 

open  unchar ted  v is tas  in  unders tanding both  Ms.  Klein’s  and  Dr .  Kavaler -

Adler ’s  psychoanaly t ic  sensib i l i t i es .  I  l eave  i t  to  the  reader  to  immerse 

themselves  and  come to  the i r  own imaginat ive  conclusions  as  to  the 

immense  cont r ibu t ion  of  an  object-re la t ions  informed b iographical  

approach .       

 

In  cont ras t  wi th  the  narc i ss i s t i c  mother  so  ev ident  in  Ms.  Kle in’s  

developmenta l  s t ruggles ,  Dr .  Kavaler -Adler  l a ter  tu rns  her  a t ten t ion to  

the  work  of  Winnicot t  and  hi s  unique  adapta t ion  to  what  could  be 

cons idered  a  ra ther  sch izo id-depressed mother .  I t  i s  o f  in teres t  to  note 

tha t  bo th  psychoanalys t s  suf fered f rom s t ra ined  i f  no t  absent  

re la t ionships  with  the i r  fa thers  ( fa ther-wounding) .  Both fa thers  were  

pr imar i ly  unable  to  serve  as  guard ians  of  psychologica l  safe ty  to  the  pre-

Oedipal  pressures  and  conf l ict  narc i ss i s t i c  and  schizo id-depressed 

mothers  induce .  By treating both Klein and Winnicott as psychoanalytic ‘artists,’ 

Dr. Kavaler-Adler allows the reader to intimately engage with the fact that no work 

of art can exist in isolation from the biographical past of the artist. Valuing the 

biographical influences of each of the psychoanalytic scholars, the life- experience 

of both Winnicott and Klein as theorists and practitioners become of immense 

importance and sheds light on their creativity, their developmental mourning, their 

unique area of creativity, and singular vision on what makes us truly human.  

 

Given the depth of exploration, as well as the clarity of Dr. Kavaler-Adler’s unfolding 

exposition of both theorists’ conflicted childhood development, most would consider this 

in itself a contribution to our understanding. That is, Dr. Kavaler-Adler’s meticulous 

tracking of both theorists’ developmental conflicts and how developmental mourning limed 

their creative, if not seemingly polarized traditions of autoplastic (Klein) and alloplastic 

(Winnicott) theories, would in itself serve as a valuable contribution. Dr. Kavaler-Adler’s 

conceptualizations continually thicken the reader’s understanding of how developmental 

mourning failure affects the endopsychic processes evident in internal phantasy, paranoid-
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schizoid adaptation, the depressive/reparative position, the eternal search for good enough 

mothering, and the transitional world of intersubjective phenomena, and much more. 

Furthermore, for Dr. Kavaler- Adler as a clinician, another step is always added, i.e., 

bridging such an approach to the psychoanalyst’s day to day clinical chamber. Through 

various in-depth psychoanalytic cases, from a decade long once a week therapy, to more 

classic psychoanalytic cases, that is, three to more sessions per week, Dr. Kavaler-Adler 

clinically explores and illustrates the Klein-Winnicott dialectic and its clinical use with 

entrenched developmental mourning processes. Dr. Kavaler-Adler’s consulting room 

serves as a psychoanalytic window, enlivening the concepts evident in the Klein-

Winnicott dialectic, supporting the unfolding of conflicted inner and interpersonal 

worlds characterized by paranoid-schizoid conflicts, the lack of transitional space and 

as such the emergence of sadomasochistic reactivity in the analyst, the analysts silent 

reworking of such failed transitional space, the impact of paranoid-schizoid conflicts 

on the analytic pair, and how the dialectic enables the analyst to remain 

psychologically available to the analysand by reaching detached and warded off states. 

Dr. Kavaler Adler’s use of the ‘ Klein- Winnicott dialectic’ and case material remains 

in itself an act of psychoanalytic creation. The psychological and developmental 

traumas evident in delayed developmental mourning written on by theorists such as 

James F. Masterson (the abandonment depression), Michael Balint (the ‘basic fault’), 

and Ronald Fairbairn (internal saboteur, moral defense) also all come alive in Dr. 

Kavaler-Adler’s work. For psychoanalysts and therapists wishing to read the 

application of such a dialectism in the therapeutic echo chamber, chapters six onwards 

allows a profound appreciation of the psychoanalytic complexities found in working 

within an object relations paradigm, as well as the hopeful vision that the legacies 

created by both Klein and Winnicott, brought forward in a non-polarized repaired 

dialecticism by Dr. Kavaler-Adler, can indeed deepen our psychoanalytic journey with 

our fellow analysands. The Kle in-Winnicot t  Dia lec t ic  thus  u l t imate ly 

succeeds  as  bo th  a t ransformat ive  new metapsychology and  in terac t ive  

c l in ica l  theory .  Dr .  Kavaler -  Adler  i s  to  be  congra tu la ted  on  a 

psychoanaly t ic  work  tha t  i s  both  crea t ive  and  pass ionate ly wr i t t en .  
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