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Psychoanalytical Understanding of Mutuality on Illness:
Focus on a Very Early Stage of Life

MURAI Masami

The mutuality between oneself and others is crucial for human beings. Object relations in the inner
world will determine the mutuality in a patient’s particular life works. This paper discusses the problems
of mutuality behind physical illness. A review of the psychoanalytical literature indicated that one’s
object relations are formed at a very early age, almost as early as birth. The mutuality between a mother
and her newborn baby is essential to the development of the baby’s inner world. Three cases from the
literature are presented to show how each patient’s congenital disease influenced the mutuality between
the patient and his/her mother. Internalized mutuality in each patient’s mind is powerfully repeated onto
the relationship with the therapist. In conclusion, we as psychotherapists especially need to recognize
how suffering from illness influences mutuality. Considering the gross effects on the baby’s
development of the self and future life, it is vital to deal with the influence of illness as a common event
in daily life on mutuality and contain the overwhelming emotions that the patient projects onto us,

which had not been fully understood before.
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Keywords: illness, mutuality, transference/countertransference, container/contained, psychoanalytical

psychotherapy
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