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This little book on vvinrucott. by Michael Jacobs Is part of the Sage senes - Key 
figures in counselling and psychotherapy It follows the same structure as other Mes 
1n the series and begins with a bioqraphical sketch This ,s followed by a review of 
W1nnicott's major contributions to theory and practice a chapter on cruic.srns and 
rebuttals of his work and an evaluation of his influence The book erds with a seect 
bibliography of Vvtnnrcott's works 

The book strikes me as a good mtrooucnor: to vvmmcott's key ideas It provides a 
survey of the scope of his ideas and a cnucai appraisal of their place and vaiue ,n 
the context of the helping professions Reaaers who are already acquainted 'Mtn 
W1nnicott's work will find little of interest by way of new mterpretatron of n,s ,deas t,L,t 
may be interested by the author's ,nterpretat,on of the broqraprucal context of rus wcr« 
his account of how Vvmrucott's work nas been received and of why ,t has beer tr'.__,s 
received 

The first chapter of the book on W,nnicott's life ,s the one which most interested me I! 
1s filled with entertaining anecdotal material some of which 1s presented here for tre 
first time (there has to date been no major biography of Vvrnrucott) This material 
throws light on various personal and intellectual influences on Vvmmcott's won, His 
ideas and clinical practice are subjected to a kind of psychoanalysis as ,f they were his 
symptoms A half credible account begins to emerge of why W1nnicott thought the 
things he did or at least why ,t ,s not surprising to find these ideas emerging out of tvs 
life story It ,s not uncommon to find ideas being psychoanalysed in the biographies 
of psychoanalysts and one may well ask what useful purpose 11 serves However ,n 
defence of the book only one chapter Is devoted to this pursuit and the book aoes after 
all purport to be an mtr oouctron to Vvrnrucott rather than a comprehensive 
mvestrpanon of his ideas Besides tr1e story of the person provides q· ,1te a te.·, 
quotables for the psychoanalytic reading group How about Clare W,nnicott , n.s 
second wife) saying that Vvu micot: suffered from delusions of t,elllgllitv·;, vvnat abc,.t 
the following piece of correspondence between James and Alix. Str act ey 11• .-.rrt1 
James (W1nn1cott's analyst) at the time breaking contrdenuatuy reveals a te,\ 
mdrscreet details about his analysand? "James refers at one point tc ooor ,:t·e VJ11w.1e 



[suggesting) today that perhaps he pumped (urinated) over his ma at the moment of his 
birth' and Alix appears to suggest that for vvinrucott to end analysis he would perhaps 
need to fuck his wife all of a sudden'" (Jacobs. 199514) A picture Is painted of a 
W1nn1cott of whom 1t Is said "even his naughtiness is told In a way which seems 
intended to charm' (p5) Jacobs professes an interest in talking about that which Is 
not well articulated In the existing biooraphical literature, Vv iruucott's darker side but 
does no more than point In that direction. without ever discovering it The Winnicott 
biography remains to be written and Jacobs's ideas do not pretend to be and are no 
more than a foray In this direction 

In the opening chapter Jacobs draws our attention to the influence of Darwin on the 
schoolboy Vvmnicott. and sees this influence as being quite fundamental to his 
understanding of human development reflected In his concern with environmental 
provision and failure. survival. adaptation and creativity Jacobs also talks about the 
influence of Freud on Winnicott the medical student and the influences that accrued 
through Vvrnrucotts involvement with the family of psychoanalysts It was quite 
surprising to me to realise Just how incestuous the psychoanalytic scene was In those 
early years For example W1nn1cott analysed Klein's son and Klein analysed 
vvmmcotrs second wife. and this while they were colleagues in the same small world 

The strongest image of vvinmcou which emerges Is of him as an independent thinker 
who was mclmed not to need to borrow authority for his views. perhaps to the extent of 
sometimes not acknowledging indebtedness when It was due His work Is for better or 
for worse lacking In obeisance to received ideas He was a chrucian who saw himself 
orawinq on his expenence as the primary source of ideas and depicted his ideas as 
deriving from reflection on his therapeutic work Jacobs's book suggests that this 
accounts for why he Is the psychoanalyst with the widest following amongst 
psychotherapists outside of the psychoanalytic flock His papers are not burdened like 
so much psychoanalytic wr1t1ng with in-house terms and controversies One can read 
almost any one of W1nn1cott's papers and understand It without having a specialist 
knowledge of the tradinon He Is largely non-sectarian In his approach and Is often 
thought about as the key figure In the so-called middle-school or independent tradition 
of psychoanalysis In Britain He avoided getting involved In the nvalnes which split 
Britrsh psychoanalysis at the time (Kle1n/Freud1 and his non-aligned approach has not 
lent itself to becoming a movement There certainly has never been a group that call 
themselves vvmmcotteans and mdrcatrons are that W1nnicott would have disapproved 
of the idea of having followers such was his belief In creatrvrty and independence 
He himself originally had strong ties to Melanie Klein and was a Kleiman training 
analyst. but was apparently not arnbitious In an rnsntutronal sense and was unable or 
unwilling to do whatever It took to rise to posrtrons of power and influence In the 
psychoanalytic firmament 

vvmmcott's theoretical relation to Klein Is fully mvestrqated In Ogden's (1990) book The 
matrix of the mind Jacobs. on the other hand does not go much further In 
understanding the sirrulantres and differences between their work than to show that 
W1nnicott was more inctinec to speak of needs than drives and more mchned to 
theorise In terms of the dynamics of environmental provrsion than he was to talk of the 
achievements of infant fantasy vvinmcotts work Is given a much greater theoretical 
significance in Ogden's book than 1t Is In Jacobs's book and Jacobs seems to downplay 
his tbeor etical achievements Whatever the real value of Vvrnrucott's work Jacobs 
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makes the point that it has never been given the serious reading and re-reaomq that 
Klein's work Is subjected to and vvmrucott has never enjoyed the same status or 
influence as Klein Although his trunkinq coheres into something that might well be 
called 'vv inmconeen his legacy of wntmqs Is not presented In the form of an extended 
theoretica l expositron or a coherent philosophy He wrote many mdivrdual papers and 
for the most part his books are compilations of these Quite a lot of these we:e 
developed In the context of public talks and broadcasts and Jacobs suggests that 
Wmnicott wished to communicate his ideas In a way that could be consumed by a 
public hungry for the kind of knowledge which psychoanalysis has to otter vvmrncotrs 
papers usually include neat. easy to grasp summaries This practice Is mdicatrve cf 
the general tenor of his wrIt1ng which was directed to a more general readership as 
compared to so much of psychoanalytic wntrnq written for the knowmq and tne 
irutrated Vvinrucotts work Is characterised by a quirky wnrrnsrcal style but ·N111ch Is 
quite masterful In conveying a general sense of issues which really deserve a ",ucn 
lengthier treatment This tendency Is most evident In his summaries For example o~ 
the question of how to work With regressed patients he says 'The analyst we.Jc De 
there. on time. alive. breathing " ( Jacobs 1995821 This Is a good example of t",e 
effectiveness of W1nnicott's non-technical style of communication Any interested 
reader would get the basic message and W1nnicott Is effective to this extent But as 
Jacobs points out the ideas contained In this kind of wr1t1ng are not always fully 
developed In the preceding text and •n many instances not ever 

I would have liked to have read more In this book about W1nn1cott s pobuc hea.tn 
involvement vvmrucott had his O'Ml pucuc service consultancy and In the war was 
involved in designing programmes for the care of child evacuees Beir,g totn a 
paediatncran and a psychoanalyst he was subjected to a different set of demands than 
are most analysts He was faced with questions which he couo not Dut ar-swer 
directly he had to give advice and he had to find ways of comrnurucannq to an i 
prepared (1r1 terms of background uncerstandrnqj public As a paeoratncran no was - 
constant communication with primary care givers (mostly mothers: and needed tc 
develop ways of speaking Which could be usec In these contexts that ,s In dea,irg .vItn 
a public with an appetite for useful mtorrnat.on about mental heattn and ch d-reannc 
Here the arcana of psychoanalyt.c theory were as good as useless a-io ns 
contnbunons In rnak1ng psycnoana.ys.s more accessible must be regarded as a"1 
important actuevenent In his development of the spatula anc squIggie gar,es !'e 
adapted the ep.sternoloqrcal mtncacres of psychoanalytic pr actrce/mterp-etat.on I11:c 
practical cornmur-canon methods His language lends itself to pr act.ca: apprconat-c 'l 
and this may account for his popu,ar,:y amongst psychotherapists cccr-seuors a,-:: 
child care workers 

The second and trurc criapter s w Jacobs s book. are devoted to ,,nderst,ir,d :'g 
W1nnicotts contut.uuons to theory and practice In the chapter on theory tr e a ,:r,c: 
provides succinct surnmaues of W1n111cott's major ideas ·Nh1ch are prooaoty useful fer 
those wanting to ;iet an overview of his work or those w1sh1ng to cnec-, ;f :r1ey r ave 
grasped the basic «ieas Hie concepts of .ilusion transitional i::.ner,omecia gu·: a:~:: 
the capacity for coicern the ab.Irty to be alone and a number of o.ner ce,:ra: cor cer ;s 
are well described Hie chapter or practice describes the spato.a ano scu ;igle 
games and aescr IDes W11m1cott's apprcacr; tc therapeutic regressIJ', 'N1r:,.c~ 1: s 
caseload 1ncluaec rnany deeply d1stc,rbed patients and In this conte,t 1 0 ,j0,Lc ccc,: 
novel contr1but1011s to our understandIr,g of '."'e riold1ng an::J corita · ,: ::i ·e:y, 



Comments on vvmrucott's views about touch 1n therapy speaking his mind in therapy 
and answering questions directly are addressed 1n Jacobs's book, and make for 
appreciatron of vvmrucott as an oriqina) thinker and pioneering therapist 

The final two chapters of Jacobs's book consider cntrcisrns and rebuttals of Vvmrucott's 
work and evaluate his influence It seems that his work has not attracted much 
attention by way of cntrcrsrn However. there are areas which have attracted some 
cr.trcrsrn and one of these. as Jacobs points out 1s Winnicott's overriding concern with 
the maternal parenting function His preoccupation with mothers and his overvaluing of 
their role 1n development 1s one of the few areas of controversy associated with his 
work Some feminists have not taken kindly to the functions he has ascribed to 
mothers or to his statements to the effect that only one person can properly care for 
the infant His work is said to show little appreciation of the sociology of mothering 
and particularly the social reproduction of mothering 

W1nnicott has been accused before of running with the hares and hunting with the 
hounds It may be said that his beguiling way served to divert attention from or smooth 
over theoretical inconsistencies and tensions Jacobs says that he made little 
attempt at rnteqratrnq his ideas into a single edifice and has possibly avoided tackling 
contradictions 1n his own work. and between his work and the work of others Most of 
his work 1s presented 1n the form of compilations of papers The book Human nature 
was incomplete at the time of his death and was an attempt to bring together his 
various contributions into a single theoretical framework Whether or not W1nnicott 
developed a drst.nctive masterplot of human development 1s a moot question 

The final chapter 1s devoted to vvmmcott's influence Vvmnicott 1s cast as having had 
little influence on wider intellectual culture that 1s, outside of the field of 
psychoanalysis psychotherapy counselling and child-care work Although he did write 
on democracy and various social issues he 1s not regarded as being an important 
wnter outside of the psychological domain There has been very little philosophical 
scrutiny of his work The one piece of philosophical attention which was paid to 
Vvinrucotts concept of tr ansrtional objects found his work wanting There has been a 
good deal of cntrcism of this concept but 1t has not been subjected to much research 
attention 1n spite of lending itself to ernprncal scrutiny (eg the question of the 
universality of transrtional Objects I 

vvmrucott's ideas have had some influence 1n America and Europe and there has been 
some exchange of ideas with l.acaruans about the mirror stage but finally the interest 
1n and influence of his work has been a piecemeal affair However. one doesn't have 
to be a follower to find his work valuable and his ideas can be taken 1n bits that 1s one 
does not have to buy into a theoretical framework before one finds his work useful 
Jacobs suggests that Vvinrucotts work has been seen by psychotherapists as a 
hberannq affirmation of the need to find one's own way of working vvmrucott's work 1s 
strongly characterised 1n this book as championing the value of creatrvrtv and 
ortqrnatity However. the book shows that many of W1nnicott's ideas. such as the 
transitronal object and even the spatula game (compare Freud's fortda game) are not 
entirely orrqmal Jacobs suggests that vvmrucott's work encourages therapists to 
make ideas their own and W1nnicott's creative appucatron of received ideas 1s seen as 
a good example of this 
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The book might be compared to another introductory book also t.t led Winnicott 
written by Adam Phrllrps as part of the Fontana Modern Master's series (Prullios 
1988) I would say that the books are more or less on a par Ph1il1ps s book 1s more cf 
an insider account He obviously subscribes to many of tne ideas himself wnereas 
Jacobs's book gives the rrnpression of an outsider looking 1n Another difference 1s tr-at 
Phillips gives a more thematic treatment which 1s intellectually more st1mulat1ng but 1s 
probably not as handy as Jacobs's book With respect to f1nd1ng reference to a parncular 
facet of Vvmrucott's work 

Finally, Jacobs's book makes for easy reading and does not require one to 'lave a 
psychoanalytic dicuonary on hand I imagine that social workers psychologists ar.o 
child-care workers who are curious about W1nnicott's contribution but nm Sure 1,t1erE: 
to start would do well to start here 
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