
 

When two people speak to each other, they soon become inextricable: words are contagious.  
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thing you read stirs your own thinking.  
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Was the Atomic Bomb Necessary? 

Herbert J. Weiner 

 Due to the time constraints of this conference, only portions of the DVD on 
the use of the atomic bomb were shown. I will limit my presentation to a few 
minutes in order to open it for discussion by those present. I have distributed 
handouts to elaborate the points that I will be making. (They are noted at the end 
of the text of the presentation.) 

 It is my contention that anxiety, fear of ego disintegration, the sense of 
omnipotence and magical thinking were the underlying psychological elements of 
the decision to use the atomic bomb. But the historical context must first be 
examined. 

Firstly, it should be noted that the atomic bomb primarily targeted 
Japanese civilian populations. Most military targets had been destroyed by 
August 1945 by air bombings. The attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki parallel 
those of Dresden, Berlin and London where the targets were not military. 

 Secondly, General officers, as Dwight Eisenhower, opposed its use. 
Eisenhower attempted to persuade President Truman not to use it, stating, after 
the nuclear attacks, “We didn’t have to hit them with that awful thing.” Admiral 
Leahy, adviser to Truman and Roosevelt, voiced revulsion over the use against 
women and children.  Generals Mac Arthur and Le May did not feel that military 
victory had been secured with the use of the bomb. Air Force General Henry 
“Hap” Arnold felt that the Japanese would have surrendered by November 1945, 
the planned date for land invasion, without the use of infantry at all. 

 Japan had been militarily devastated to the point of surrender. Even the 
Emperor was sending out peace feelers. One main point of negotiation was the 
retention of Emperor Hirohito on the throne which America eventually agreed to. 
It should be noted that, when the Emperor ordered the Japanese to lay down 
their arms, they surrendered upon his command.  

 Thirdly, it was stated by Lewis Strauss, assistant to James Forrestal, 
Secretary of the Navy,  that there could have been a demonstration of the bomb to 
the Japanese in order to compel surrender. My own opinion is that a film of the 
successful detonation in Almogaodo, New Mexico would have shocked the 
Japanese Government for this purpose. 

Fourthly, Truman stated, as early as July 1945, that, with the agreed entry 
of the Soviet Union into the Pacific War, the Japanese would be compelled to 
surrender. 

This entry of the Soviet Union into the Pacific Theatre is a crucial reason for 
the use of the bomb. Earlier in 1945, James Byrnes, one of Truman’s advisers, 
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had indicated to the nuclear physicist, Leo Szilard that he desired that the atomic 
bomb would make the Soviet Union more manageable in Europe. The use of the 
bomb, in essence, was geared toward diplomacy, atomic diplomacy, to coerce the 
Soviet Union to adherence to American postwar aims and goals. 

Here, we must examine the psychological aspects of the use of the bomb 
and its relationship to anxiety, fear of ego annihilation, the loss of the self, 
magical thinking, and the sense of omnipotence. 

The underlying fear of Soviet expansion into Eastern Europe and possibly 
the Far East was the threat and potential loss of property rights and ultimately 
the loss of the ego and self. The late Konni Zilliacus, a leftwing Labour Member of 
British Parliament notes that: 

The rich are genuinely indignant at the sordid materialism of the poor, who 
press their claims to be better housed, fed and educated. Their political 
thinking and patriotic and religious loyalties are the same moral quality as 
those of the rest of us. For the class-bias,  the egotism and arrogance of 
those who regard wealth, and the power and privileges attaching to wealth, 
as part of their birthright, are so profound as to be unconscious. 
Nevertheless, they shape their ideals of right and wrong. They corrupt and 
pervade the social psychology of the propertied classes to-daly, because of 
alarm at the crumbling of our social and economic foundations that are 
choking the garden of civilization. 

 The class egotism of the plutocracy is such, because they are the 
governing class, they sincerely and passionately identify “national defense” 
with the defense of their own class. They are incapable of seeing national 
interests except as their own class interest writ large. They agree with 
Bismarck’s dictum that a country which took away his property rights 
would no longer be his Fatherland. 

 A rival social system, based on the elimination of private property, was 
perceived as a threat to Western leaders. The breakdown of social structure and 
the threatened loss of honor and wealth constitute a threat to the self. The 
experience of infantile anxiety was reactivated by the political and military 
expansion of the Soviet Union.  

 To counter this threat, nuclear weaponry presented a powerful response 
with a sense of omnipotence.  General Farrell, observing the successful nuclear 
detonation, stated: 

The effects could well be called unprecedented, magnificent, beautiful, 
stupendous and terrifying. No man-made phenomenon of such tremendous 
power had ever occurred before. The lightning effects beggared description. 
The whole country was lighted by a searing light with the intensity many 
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times that of the midday sun. It was golden, purple, violet, gray and blue. It 
lighted every peak, crevasse and ridge of the nearby mountain range with a 
clarity and beauty that cannot be described but must been seen to be 
imagined. It was that beauty which the great poets dream about but 
describe most poorly and inadequately. Thirty seconds after the explosion 
came first, the air blast pressing hard against the people and things, to be 
followed almost immediately by the strong, sustained, awesome roar which 
warned of doomsday and made us feel that we puny things were 
blasphemous to dare temper with the forces heretofore reserved by the 
Almighty. Words are inadequate tools for the job of acquainting those not 
present with the physical, mental and psychological effects. It had to be 
witnessed to be realized. 

As Robert Oppenheimer, the director of the Manhattan Project, in awe of 
the success of the test recalled the words of Shiva, the Indian god of destruction; 
“I am become Death, Destroyer of worlds.” 

Magical thinking, which accompanied such omnipotence, came into play 
with the notion that the bomb, with its awesome power, could coerce the Soviet 
Union into diplomatic concessions which ultimately failed. The Soviets finally 
developed their own nuclear device which resulted in an arms race which has not 
ended to this day. 

This is the nightmare fruit of the use of the atomic bomb which was 
undergirded by the threat to collective ego identity and the loss of self with 
elements of omnipotence and magical thinking. 

 

Was the Atomic Bomb Necessary? 

• The atomic bomb was used on targets that were primarily civilian, not 
military in nature. This paralleled the air bombing on London, Dresden and 
other German cities in the Second World War. Admiral Leahy, adviser to 
Roosevelt and Truman, and British General Hastings Ismay were morally 
repelled by the use of the nuclear weapon against civilians. 

• General officers of the United States and British military felt that the bomb 
was not the significant factor in ending the war.  General Eisenhower 
stated: “It wasn’t necessary to hit them with that awful thing.”  General 
Ismay,  stated that Japan was tottering. Japan was militarily devastated. 
General Curtis Le May, in charge of the aerial bombing of Japan felt that 
the Japanese would have surrendered within two weeks without the atomic 
bomb. General “Hap” Arnold stated in July that the war would be over by 
September or October without a land invasion. General MacArthur stated, 
after the war, that the use of the bomb was unnecessary. Admiral Lewis 
Strauss felt that the war was nearly over and that the Japanese were ready 
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to capitulate. He advocated the demonstration of the bomb to facilitate 
surrender. (My own opinion: Wouldn’t a film of the original test in New 
Mexico, shown to the Emperor,  political and military leaders have strongly 
encouraged surrender?) In 1946, the Strategic Bombing Survey concluded 
that Japan would have surrendered prior to December 31, 1945 or earlier 
without the atomic bomb, without Soviet intervention or land invasion.  

• The Japanese, including the Emperor were sending out peace feelers.  
Between July and August 1944, peace initiatives from Japan began. Soviet, 
Swiss and Swedish Governments were approached by the Japanese. By 
July, the Emperor, through his representative, Prince Konoye, approached 
the Soviet Union with the desire to end the war. Truman was advised that 
Japan might surrender if the Emperor 
were kept on the throne which was eventually agreed to after the war. 

• Soviet entry into the war was a crucial factor in ending the war. Truman 
indicated in his diary that Japan would capitulate upon Soviet entry into 
the Pacific Theatre. While Soviet Russia’s aid in the war effort was originally 
welcomed and encouraged, it was now unwelcome with the desire to keep 
Japan free from Soviet presence and influence.  

• The use of the atomic bomb was aimed toward containing and coercing the 
Soviet Union. Early in 1945, Secretary of State, James Byrnes indicated to 
Leo Szilard that the bomb was designed to make the Soviets more 
manageable. Despite the attempts to coerce the Soviet Union by atomic 
diplomacy, the use and threat of nuclear weaponry in statecraft, the Soviet 
Union did not capitulate, and, eventually, developed their own nuclear 
device to the shock of the United States. 

• There are psychological elements underlying atomic diplomacy. These are; 
the threat of ego disintegration and annihilation, the sense of omnipotence 
and magical thinking. The above contaminate reality testing and judgment, 
impairing rational statecraft in the national interest. The threat of ego 
annihilation is shown by the group anxiety of the political and military 
expansion of a rival social system, based on the collective ownership of 
property and industry, ending the Western rights of private property which, 
in turn, would result in the loss of self. This anxiety was collectively 
experienced by Western elites. This anxiety resembles the unease of social 
disturbances and the fear of losing body parts. In reality, the aims of the 
Soviet Union were primarily based on preventing another invasion by 
foreign powers, having experienced this three times within two centuries 
and losing 20 million in the Second World War. The sense of omnipotence 
occurred with the awe of witnessing the destructive impact of the bomb in 
its testing in New Mexico and its use against Japan. Witnesses to the bomb 
felt that they had godlike powers. Magical thinking occurred with the belief 
that the bomb with its destructive powers could coerce concessions and 
submission of the Soviet Union. Truman was bolder in his diplomacy at the 
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Potsdam Conference upon hearing the news of the bomb’s successful test. 
Postwar diplomacy was also more aggressive but ultimately failed. The 
successful Soviet detonation of their own nuclear weapon ended the sense 
of omnipotence and magical thinking, but the fear of ego annihilation 
remained. The presenter believes that this anxiety still remains to the 
present date.   

• The above psychological factors underlay the diplomacy of the early postwar 
period, leading to the breakup of the Big Three wartime coalition, the 
shattering of collective security, one of the aims of the United Nations, the 
beginning of an arms race and the danger of nuclear annihilation which 
exists to the present day. 

Much of this material is based on my Doctoral dissertation: The Dissolution of 
Alliance: The Psychology of Atomic Diplomacy which you can read by e-mail 
attachment. For the text of the above, contact: h.weiner@sbcglobal.net 

        Herbert J. Weiner    
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Social Reality in the Consulting Room: Psychoanalytic View of the Poor, 

with Emphasis on the Latino Poor 

     
Ruth Lijtmaer, Ph.D. 

 
 

Ivan is a Latino a handyman in his early fifties who came to see me because of  a depression 

he has experienced for some time.  He has been in therapy with me for two years and Spanish is the 

language of our sessions.  

Early in the treatment he stated, “Doctora (Doctor), I was thinking about the last session and 

I realized something.  When I see children I am afraid. I remembered a teacher in elementary school 

who used a cane to hit us if we did not understand something.  I remember having difficulties with 

division and I was afraid of the teacher. The same thing happened with reading. But in both cases I 

was suddenly able to get it. I could do it.  I wondered if my fear of the teacher is similar to my 

feelings about you?  At times I am afraid that I will have nothing to say in the sessions, or that I will 

not understand what you tell me. I am concerned that you may be angry at me because of this. Other 

times I am afraid that you cannot see how hard I am working in my therapy”. He continued by also 

telling me that he had a dream about this. “I was very angry at my mother.  I was telling her how 

angry I was.  She did not want to hear me.  This was the end of dream”.  He then added, “I realized 

through the dream how selfish and self-centered my mother is.  Injustice makes me angry as well as 

lack of recognition in my work”. 

I asked him if there are times that he felt angry with me. He responds by saying, “Perhaps, a 

little, because of the fear I spoke about.  But it is so little that it does not count”.  I responded that as 

with the Math and reading, he gets it here too. He is aware of his feelings and our relationship. 

    In another session Ivan came with a dream and told me his observations about it.  He said,  

“I was driving a car with a man next to me and we were going uphill. The car started to make noises 

and it became difficult to continue. Then I decided to put it in first gear and we were able to arrive 

at our destination”.  His association to the dream was,  “It is a hopeful dream. I know inside myself 
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that I am going to feel better. We are driving together in this therapy, uphill on this difficult road, 

you and me.  But we will arrive”. 

  An additional dream produced this association, “I had a long hair coming out of my mouth, 

like a string.  I was pulling it out. Then it became thicker and still I was able to get it out 

completely”.  He continues, “ But does the dream have to do with my trusting you, trusting your 

help, and being able to empty my guts here, with you?  I believe this is a hopeful dream.  I can 

conquer my depression.  I feel that it is a miracle that I found you.  I feel so good knowing that you 

are here to help me, and to listen to me. All these give me comfort”. 

This summer, before my vacation Ivan said, “ I know that I can think of you.  I feel 

connected in my head when you are not here”.  And then he related the following dream:  “My 

mother was in a car and it fell over a precipice. I tried to save her but I could not.  I was concerned 

and I went down the hill where the car stopped.  I see my mother safe and alive.  I can see her 

smiling at me”.  He then began to speak about his mixed feelings about me,  and the upcoming 

interruption in sessions.  But,  also added that at the same time, he knew that he could keep me safe 

and smiling in his head. 

This brief recount of Ivan’s therapy, a man who only finished elementary school, is just a 

glimpse of his  insight and  emotional involvement in treatment. 

I am unable to recount the number of  times during and after his sessions in which I asked 

myself if he had  read Freud, Winnicott or Relational Theories in another life?  During many a 

session,  he  would describe the way he worked to fix something. When he was in doubt about how 

to repair it, he would go through a long problem solving process.  I was amazed to hear about his 

reading and the inquisitiveness he used to solve some problematic work successfully.  Ivan is 

always excited to tell me about his successes.  Is it the “gleam in the mother’s eyes” that he is 

looking for, I wonder?  Or is it the desire of wanting me to be proud of him the way his mother was 

not? I frequently wish he were not my patient so that he could come to my home and fix the leak in 
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the roof, my AC that was not working, etc. As the reader can hear I always look forward to his 

coming to the sessions. 

   I have many patients in my practice who are college educated, some have advanced degrees 

and some are very bright, others are economically well off.  But only Ivan, with his poor social class 

and his poor education brings to the session the richness of his internal life and his involvement in 

therapy. 

  From a theoretical viewpoint, in the context of the imprint of diverse cultures and acute 

social needs, it is not only the classical drive model that must be questioned but also the relational 

formulations on which the two-person psychologies are based. Some concepts of attachment theory 

and object relations may themselves be Western middle class ideas.  Similarly, the symbolizing 

processes operate in parallel ways in treatment in different cultures and different social classes.  Do 

the different communications styles that exist in diverse cultures and social classes indicate 

differences in the basic symbolizing function or should we instead say that they indicate different 

ways in which this function is carried out?  Can the process of reconstruction of the emotional 

schema operate without the sharing of a central narrative in verbal form? Are there different forms 

of the symbolizing process involving language or operating without language for different patients 

and at different phases of treatment? To what extent is the symbolizing function dependent on the 

context of the therapeutic relationship? (Bucci, 2002) 

Following this perspective: What happened with the ideas of early psychoanalysts that 

discuss the role of social forces in personality development? Danto (2005, in Borden, 2006) 

enlarges our appreciation of the social and political concerns of a divergent group of thinkers, 

including Ferenczi, Adler, Fenichel, Reich, Erikson, Horney, Fromm and others.  Over the course of 

her survey, she describes the development of their theories, exploring their approaches to 

psychosocial intervention and placing their work in the context of the clinics and the political 

culture.  She describes the therapeutic methods that emerged during 1918-1938, noting 

developments in conceptions of the psychoanalytic frame, crisis intervention, short-term 
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psychotherapy, and child analysis. Psychoanalysis, as carried out in the free clinics, was practical, 

flexible, and relatively brief. To make more of my point, Adler is increasingly recognized as one of 

the first psychodynamic thinkers to view the person as a social being, and he emphasized the 

interdependence of human life in his conceptions of family, community and society. He stressed the 

role of cultural, political, and economic conditions in his understandings of vulnerability and 

problems in living, tracing the origins of neurosis to social conditions that undermined the 

individual's sense of dignity and self-esteem; he focused particularly on poverty, sexism, and 

discrimination (Borden, 2006).  Or  Fromm, (1970, in De Millan, 1997) who in an explicit and 

systematic manner emphasized the social dimensions of human experience. His fundamental 

principle regarding clinical practice was that the analyst needs to be “awake”.  This meant for 

Fromm not only being aware about oneself but also of the social system and its hidden 

requirements. This includes the capability of developing a critical view with respect to the existing 

social system and to the way in which it unconsciously modulates people's experiences.  Everyone, 

including the analyst and the patient, is thus seen as adapting to a particular social role, 

inadvertently wanting to fulfill the requirements of this social system in order to maintain its 

stability, although it is at the same time alienating.  He emphasized that the analyst also needs to 

examine the conflicts implicit in his or her present existence with respect to the social world: In 

order to remain “awake” he/she needs to scrutinize both himself/herself and society  

(De Millan, 1997).  

This leads to the theme of social injustice.  Social injustice and inequality have become 

pressing themes in critiques of psychotherapy and they represent a powerful source of unnecessary 

suffering that, in principle, can be modified and diminished. Considerations of justice and equity 

suggest that the poor and racially and ethnically marginalized in our society ought to have more 

access to what is available to the rich, especially in matters of health and mental health services 

(Borden, 2006).  For this reason, a number of socially conscious psychoanalytic therapists have 

argued that psychoanalytic treatment ought to be made more widely available to these populations. 
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However, poverty is usually thought of as being within the domains of economics and politics. 

Rendon, (1991, in Herron & Javier, 1996, p. 611) has noted that, with few exceptions 

psychoanalysts have avoided both.  Mainstream psychoanalytic theory and practice has been 

prominently concerned with the middle class. Working with the poor and disenfranchised 

individuals whose economic, cultural, sexual orientation and linguistic backgrounds may be 

dramatically different from that of the analyst introduces questions like: How are we to determine 

the extent of accessibility to psychic content as the work of the repression or as a result of different 

class, ethnicity, cultural and linguistic codification processes? What about a patient whose style and 

manner of dress, outward appearance, skin color, or linguistic accent differ greatly from those of the 

analyst? Furthermore, most analysts are also middle class, how do they respond to the poor patient? 

Are they uncomfortable with or frightened by the thought of poverty and would rather not deal with 

any of its representatives? Some clinicians suggest that many of these individuals, referring to the 

economically poor, required a period of didactic approach in which they learned a new “conceptual 

matrix,” that is, a verbal reformulation of their symptoms and the importance of their personal 

dynamic history they were eventually able to appreciate the importance of insights on the 

modification of their conditions (Olarte and Lenz, 1984, in Javier 1990). However, Ivan did not 

need that. He was able to look inside himself, be reflective and was able to associate and verbalize 

his experiences. 

The concept of privilege is embedded in this discussion.  Baldwin, (1993, in Altman, 2004, 

p. 54) defined whiteness in terms of privilege. Privilege, economic and political, is associated with 

being white; privilege is sought to provide the illusory sense of safety and security that it provides.  

Baldwin saw the lives of white people as impoverished, positing that their unending search for an 

elusive sense of security precludes a life-enhancing embrace of risk, change, and transience. White 

people can seek to avoid experiences of deprivation, insecurity, and powerlessness (inevitable 

though these are) by acting so as to make nonwhite Americans even more un-free and 

underprivileged than they are, creating a sense of relative wellbeing by contrast. Exploitation, 
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criminality, greed, and unrestrained sexual passion can be similarly disavowed by white people and 

projected onto minorities, who might then identify with that which has been projected. There is a 

great deal of overlap between the ways in which race, ethnicity and class are constructed in this 

culture; some of the specificity of racial constructions concerns the specific attributes projected, 

often having to do with the psychic resonances of particular physical characteristics such as 

darkness and lightness, facial features and hair texture, as well as the emphasis on freedom or 

enslavement deriving from the history of slavery in the United States (Altman, 2004) 

In reviewing studies on the poor investigating time perspective, delay of gratification, 

achievement motivation, expectancy for internal versus external control, the role of concrete versus 

abstract incentive, and the self concept among the poor, these studies failed to provide proper 

controls for obvious confounding effects. These studies frequently have small and non 

representative samples, and tended to use measuring instruments of dubious validity. The extent to 

which the assumptions about the poor are maintained, despite their lack of scientific and logical 

support, it perpetuates the perception of the poor as being psychologically and intellectually inferior 

and deficient. In contrast, non-poor individuals are concurrently perceived as superior and more 

psychologically sophisticated. When these assumptions are incorporated into the treatment process 

of poor individuals, they may function as a convenient scapegoat for the projection of unacceptable, 

negative, and hostile impulses on the analyst's part. It may reflect, in part, our own anxiety in being 

unable to appreciate fully the psychological characteristics associated with these individuals. Who 

are the poor in our midst? According to the latest Census (2011), the majority of the poor in many 

urban cities are Latinos, Blacks, and other minority groups.  Hence, the tendency is to apply the 

characteristics associated with the culture of poverty to members of the minority groups. In the case 

of the Latino group, such a tendency may have contributed to our difficulties in distinguishing 

between the cultural and ethnic characteristics of the Latino poor on the one hand, and the 

characteristics emanating from the pure socioeconomic and sociopolitical influence of the poverty 

condition on the other hand (Javier 1990). 
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Gelman’s paper (2003) supports the above findings talking specifically about Latinos. She 

stated that there are a number of theoretical articles in the literature on clinical practice with Latinos 

advancing the assumption that a psychodynamic approach would not benefit from, and indeed might 

not be capable of, introspection and insight. Furthermore, the studies necessary to make such a 

definitive statement about the efficacy or lack thereof of any form of mental health treatment for 

Latinos, let alone a psychodynamically informed one, do not in fact yet exist. There are, 

representing what is a “minority opinion” theoretical and anecdotal works presenting 

psychodynamic treatment as adequate and appropriate for this population. These writers recognize 

that psychodynamic treatment, like “any system of psychotherapy is embedded within a particular 

cultural-historical context, which shaped and conditioned the thought processes and values of both 

its practitioners and the clientele for which it was designed” (Wohl, 1995, p. 75, in Gelman, 2003). 

Thus, there is recognition of many valid criticisms made of these theories and their inherent 

sociocultural roots but also a belief that it doesn't necessarily follow that all psychodynamic 

concepts are useless or unrelated to work with Latinos. Among the proponents of applying 

psychodynamic techniques with the poor, of all ethnic backgrounds is Altman (1995) who 

incorporates the relational, two-person model, which focuses on individuals and their interactions 

and the three-person model in which racial, cultural and social class status of both patient and 

analyst is taken into account. He also argues that we can fulfill Freud’s original belief that “a poor 

man should have just a much right to assistance for his mind as he now has to the life-saving help 

offered by surgery” (Altman, 1995, p. 30).  

 

Conclusion 

In approaching the psychoanalytic treatment of the poor, the concept of developing a 

psychodynamic formulation remains basic to the endeavor. However, in determining the role of 

drives, structures, and object-relations, the influences of poverty and ethnicity have to be given a 

particular focus because the expectable environment has been altered. Thus, an immediate question 
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is:  how has the individual adapted to poverty? This is a depriving environmental influence that 

exists within and outside of the family structure. The history of the individual's survival is of special 

importance in its impact upon, and interaction with other psychodynamic considerations (Javier & 

Herron, 1992).  

        I believe that everyone can be understood and described from a psychoanalytic point of view. 

In middle-class patients less attention is devoted to influences that are more germane to the 

underclass because the class issue is relatively integrated into available conceptualizations. The 

method of therapy also incorporates these, so that analysts tend to investigate what is considered 

important, such as mother-child interaction or transference, within a context familiar to analyst and 

patient. The disadvantaged patient presents a new context and different views in the exploratory 

picture, but the applicability of the analytic process is a constant (Javier & Herron, 1992, p. 473). 

The presenting vignettes of Ivan at the beginning of this article, hopefully demonstrated, that 

insight has no racial, ethnic and social class borders. The fact that he is able to use free association, 

engages in dream analyses, and benefit from transference interpretations, despite his initial 

inexperience with the psychoanalytic process, demonstrates his ability to do deep analytic work.  

Therefore, what are we to do with those  of us who both embrace and deplore the racism and 

classism that this society fosters and reinforces? I believe that one form of resistance to the 

socioeconomic system is to be more aware of how that system affects the meaning systems 

operative between us and our patients (Altman, 2004).  As Stern (1997, in Grand 2008, p. 686) 

suggested, “To be a psychoanalyst is inevitably to take a political and moral stand”  

(p. 141).  As citizens, and as psychoanalysts, we must continue in this type of endeavor.   
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HIDDEN INJURIES: 

Stories of social class and politics in the therapeutic hour 

Lane A. Gerber, Ph.D., A.B.P.P. 

babyfood@u.washington.edu 

Peter Marin states, “The responsibility of the therapist neither begins nor ends with the individual 

client; the client’s responsibility neither begins nor ends with the self.  Both extend far outward, into 

the past and into the future and toward countless other lives.”  (p. 135) 

I want to acknowledge, first, how a larger horizon of the world of others, particularly in 

social/political terms, opened to me and lifted me out of the embeddedness of my day-to-day life.  

My grandparents and many great uncles and great aunts fled pogroms against Jews in Eastern 

Europe and Russia.  These remarkable close relatives, many of whom fled their homelands when 

they were 10 or 11, traveled across Europe and sailed to America to try to establish better lives for 

themselves.  They would sometimes talk and sigh together about what things were like in “the old 

country”.  I, as the oldest grandchild, was sometimes permitted to hear their conversations; 

conversations that were mostly kept out of the usual back and forth of the extended family for fear 

that they would be too painful for others to hear and would evoke too much remembered pain in the 

survivors.  But with a nod of assent from my grandfather, I was allowed to quietly listen as they 

talked about such things as hiding in a snow-bank while they witnessed their little shetl being 

attacked and pillaged by Cossacks.  They were terrified children desperately hoping not to be seen 

and yet afterwards determined to escape to show that they indeed would live/could live, not just 

survive, in the face of all that hate and anger. 

 Another enlargement of my horizon occurred when I was a young boy and came home after 

playing ball with friends.  My mother was watching a live televised encounter of the McCarthy 

hearings.  Senator Joseph McCarthy was the demagogue who, in the 1950’s, spear headed a crazed 

witch-hunt against alleged Communists.  My mother, with tears in her eyes, was watching Senator 
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McCarthy try to dismantle a young, bewildered soldier, accusing him of countless crimes and giving 

him no time to respond.   

 As I came in, my mother said to me in her quiet voice but with strength and urgency, 

“Laney, sit down and listen to this.  This is important.”  So I watched and listened as the Senator 

was ripping this young Army soldier to shreds.  At some point, the lawyer for the defense, Joseph 

Welch, said to the senator in a tone that was defiant, pained and righteous, “have you no decency, 

sir?”  The lawyer continued on and my mother said, “Remember this Lane.  This is important for 

you to always remember.”  This episode, particularly Joseph Welch’s standing up to Senator 

McCarthy, began to turn the tide against these witch hunts and the general atmosphere of fear and 

psychic narrowing. 

  

 After having given some early experiences of my own, let me now turn to some experiences 

from my clinical work. N., a Cambodian woman I had been seeing for some time at a local 

refugee clinic, had suffered much torture and loss (including seeing three of her children killed in 

front of her) during the genocidal era of the Khmer Rouge.  She told me through an interpreter about 

a time when she had been able to flee Cambodia and was staying in a refugee camp in Thailand.  

During this time, the Khmer Rouge periodically attacked the camps and then there would be 

automatic rifle fire and artillery shells landing all around her.  On this occasion, the bombardment 

and the rifle fire were particularly intense.  She and all of the others fled to seek shelter in the forest.  

The Khmer Rouge forces followed them shooting at everyone.  N. described the scene to me as a 

“flood of people” desperately running and tripping over dead or dying bodies.  As she ran down the 

road with her two remaining children and her friends, she noticed a woman sitting on the road 

holding and nursing her infant.  The woman was rocking back and forth and moaning and crying.  

Although gunfire was erupting all around her, N. stopped.  Telling her children to go with their 

friends into the forest, she covered the woman and infant with her own body.  She noticed that the 

infant was dead, yet the mother still was trying to nurse it.  She stayed in that position sheltering the 
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woman with her body until the shooting and fighting finally ended.  They were the only ones left 

alive on the road into the jungle, which was now littered with dead bodies. 

 After hearing this story, I asked her what made her stop when everyone else ran past this 

woman and child? I knew her to be a religious person and wondered if that was part of her 

motivation.  She told me that Buddha did not create this war and that Buddha would not end the 

war.  “Then why did you stop in the midst of all the shooting and fear?” I asked. 

 She said that she had lost children herself and when she ran down that road she saw the face 

of the woman and then heard her cry, she felt like she “knew” that face and that sound. She said that 

she could not ignore the way that cry and that face called to her. 

 “But weren’t you afraid for yourself when you stopped?” I asked.  N. said that she and the 

woman trembled together, but that she had to do what she did.  “The woman was in pain.  I knew 

crying and pain, too.  That made us related to each other.”  She explained that during the Khmer 

Rouge time no one in the work-concentration camps could talk with one another.  If they did talk 

with each other about their hunger or pain, they would be killed. “We all suffered, but we suffered 

in ourselves.  We could not talk.  When people hear each other’s pain and talk together, then the 

suffering reminds them that they are all people.”  She continued, “It was so easy to die in Cambodia 

because we all suffered alone.  I could not let that woman on the road suffer alone.  The Khmer 

Rouge didn’t want us not to act like people.  People suffer and it is people who must care for each 

other when they hear each other’s pain. We must hear that and see that in each other or we are not 

people.” 

 As N. told me this experience, I felt like something changed in the room. I felt such sadness 

and heaviness yet I also felt more alive somehow.  I felt warm.  I felt the presence of something 

more in the room. It felt like some kind of exchange was happening somewhere between the two of 

us.  It was almost like we weren’t sitting on chairs, like we were suspended somewhere in the room.  

I think that something sacred was happening as she was talking and we were there.  Words cannot 

do this justice.  I remember thinking “this is why we were born.  This is what being human is.” 
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Emmanuel Levinas (1994) writes of “the interhuman perspective of my responsibility for the other 

person…a non-indifference to another” (Levinas, p. 132).  Do we do that with our patients, with 

each other, in our institutes?  And when don’t we “see” each other?  Why do we avert our glances?  

How do we sometimes injure another person often times without our awareness of doing so?  

 In our contemporary world there are increasing numbers of people who are survivors of 

violence, war, homelessness and abuse.  There is much to learn from the experiences of survivors 

given a world that increasingly finds each of us trying to survive violence, environmental 

degradation, and feelings of powerlessness, cynicism, meaninglessness and isolation.  And what 

about the survivors of the dislocation that we see each day in the homeless men, women and 

families on our streets?  Do we in fact still “see” them?  And, is there “room” in our psychotherapy 

praxis for seeing the socio-political contexts of their lives?  Is it just in the stories of refugees from 

distant lands that the interconnectedness between a client’s “inner” world and “outer” world are 

acknowledged? 

   “Homeless women,” says a 44-year-old woman in psychotherapy with me for 

about a year and a half.  “I passed a homeless woman and her daughter on the street.  I didn’t know 

what to do.  There are more and more of these people around.  What is happening here?” 

 R. works part-time as a teacher.  She is married, has three children and came to see me 

because she was depressed. 

 I respond to her initial statements by reflecting the impact and urgency that the homeless 

woman and daughter had on her.  She continues, “My youngest son (age 10) and I passed them this 

morning as we were shopping.  They looked so forlorn and disheveled.  I gave them some money, 

but I wondered where they would go and would someone steal the money they had.  I just kept 

thinking about them…picturing their faces.” 

 I reply, “Something about them really seems to have touched you.  Can you tell me more?”  

She says, “I don’t know why I’m thinking about it.  She isn’t the first I’ve seen.  I know that sounds 

awful, like I’ve seen so many that they just shouldn’t register anymore…and mostly they don’t… 
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But wait, that’s not why I’m coming here to talk to you.  That’s not what we are supposed to do in 

here.” 

 This client, like others, talks about something that strikes her in the world and yet at the 

same time indicates that talking about these matters is not what she understands psychotherapy 

should include.  Homelessness, environmental problems, violence, terrorism are all issues that come 

up in therapy, often accompanied by a comment about what therapy should include or not include.  

It seems to be something beyond the normative vision of therapy. 

 In response to her concern about the homeless woman and her statement that talking about 

such matters is “not what we are supposed to do in here,” I state, “You didn’t come into therapy to 

talk about that homeless woman and her child, and yet you are clearly affected by her.  At the start 

of therapy you said you came here because you felt depressed and like no one really took you 

seriously.  Well, I do take seriously what you are saying and the strength with which you say it.  

There seemed to be something about the homeless woman and her daughter that touched you 

deeply.  Can you tell me what you meant when you said we are not supposed to be talking about 

that here in therapy?” 

 She replied, “I don’t know.  We are supposed to be talking about my feelings or my family 

or my history.  Something about me, about my insides…I guess it seemed to me like homelessness 

is well, a social problem, and why people talk to professionals like you is for personal problems.” 

 “Homelessness is a social problem, of course,” I said.  “It is a social problem that exists in 

the world that we all are part of.  You didn’t come into therapy to talk about that homeless woman 

and yet you keep picturing her in your mind and are clearly affected by her.  I wonder what she—

and all the feelings she set off in you—have to do with your life?  (I wonder what meanings that 

homeless woman has for you in the same way I would wonder about the personal reactions that you 

might have to anything that struck you in yourself or around you in the world.)” 
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 “I never thought of things that way,” she said.  I mean there is the ‘outside’ world and then 

there is my family and me.  In therapy it seemed like outside things were not relevant. But that 

homeless woman…something about her, about her face.” 

 Several sessions later R. brought a dream.  “I had this dream of being somewhere in a house 

by the ocean and a huge tidal wave coming in and crashing over our house.  Most of the house was 

washed away and I was trying to find the boys and save them before another wave would wash the 

rest of the house and us away.  The dream was terrifying.  I couldn’t see the boys all I could do was 

hear their screams. For a while in the dream I just felt so all alone…like I wanted my mother to be 

there…I don’t know why.  She wouldn’t do anything anyway.  I’m the one who took care of things 

at home. She is the one who told me taking care of the family was somehow my job… I was so 

scared as those waves came crashing in…How am I supposed to deal with all this?  Where is my 

mother?  Why am I alone?” 

 We talked about her feelings of abandonment and betrayal as a child, and the hurt and fear 

that she felt then and that she carries with her today.  Then in a subsequent session she said, “During 

all these weeks since we’ve been talking about my dream of the tidal wave and my feeling 

abandoned, I’ve also been having images of that homeless woman’s face.  Just at odd times, I’ll 

have this picture of her.  And I notice homeless people on the streets…And then the other night I 

had another of those dreams where I see this giant tidal wave coming in and no one else sees it and I 

yell to my husband and children but the wind carries my words away.  Why don’t they hear me? 

Why does no one see what’s happening?  Why does no one see?” 

 I say, “Why does on one see?...  It sounds like you are talking about your own experience of 

feeling abandoned and homeless, in pain, and afraid of being overwhelmed in the world.  It also 

sounds like you see around you other people who are abandoned and homeless and in pain.  You 

feel for them and the fact that no one seems to acknowledge them and their needs as no one saw or 

acknowledged you.  What you are feeling sounds like it is a reflection of your personal history and 
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present state, and some connection you feel with the present state of many people living in the 

world now who also are not seen.” 

 Sobbing, she replied, “Yes, that’s how it is. And it all feels so overwhelming, like the wave, 

so overwhelming. I think I’ve avoided seeing and being seen, but I felt you really wanted to see 

me…and then I let you… I let you see me…And, I let myself look at you and saw you seeing me.” 

 The next session begins with R. telling me that she passed another homeless woman on the 

street, stopped, looked at her, and then gave her some money and asked the woman how she was 

doing.  The woman told her that someone stole her blankets and she was cold.  R. said, “I went 

home, found a couple of old blankets and brought them back to her. As I passed her on the street I 

realized I needed to look at her, at her face, her eyes. I needed to do that for me.  I couldn’t do the 

same thing to her that was done to me.  I had to see her.” 

 These clients’ experiences speak to the general nature of witnessing injuries that are often 

unspoken and even unnoticed between people. They give lie to the artificial division between 

“inner” and “outer” worlds. Unlike so many of us, and unlike our generally “sightless” society that 

does not want to “see” what goes on in the world, they did not turn away.  They teach us about 

seeing the Other in the world that we are all part of.  And, they make us wonder why many of us 

turn away from witnessing that world.  Kenneth Eisold (1994) noted that we as analysts “devalue 

and fear” (p. 785) those institutions that situate us within larger social contexts.  Especially given 

the long hours of isolation and uncertainty in our work, do we narrow our field of vision to quiet our 

own anxieties about our patients, our world, ourselves?  So how, to paraphrase Donnell Stern 

(1997), can we as analysts, as people, embedded in our perspective of the world, court surprise, and 

enlarge our own horizons of the world in which we all live? 

 R. sees the homeless woman and child.  Somehow she is able to pick her head up out of the 

waters of her dream and of our late capitalistic culture; a culture where commodities and not people 

are valued. She experienced personal betrayal herself, and now begins to see the kind of societal 
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betrayal of others that most of us simply live with.  R. had the courage to “see”, not dissociate, to let 

herself be overwhelmed in her dreams yet face the waves and storm.     

 Each of us is constituted by and through other people.  We all are embedded in an historical 

world of social-political forces.  In a culture that so prizes separateness, autonomy and materialism, 

how can we regain the capacity to listen with open ears and see with open eyes?  What is my 

responsibility to my patient, and what is my patient’s responsibility to the trauma of another person 

she sees?  Do we have the eyes to see the larger social forces that affect some of those with whom 

we work?  Can we bear to see others in distress without wanting to protect our senses from being 

overwhelmed by the pain of seeing such not infrequent sights? 

 And, what fears do we as clinicians have in straying from the path of a non-seeing 

“normality” due to the necessities of maintaining our façade of professional “respectability” and 

staying on insurance panels?  Isn’t the “medical model” and the demand for “evidence based” 

therapy an unethical view of human existence? 

 We cannot definitively “know” the “answers” to these questions, but we can steadfastly 

continue to ask what should or should not be included in our analytic conversations, realizing that 

explicitly or implicitly, the ethical dimension is present in every moment of the analytic process.  

We can question the ethical controversies that are built into solely quantitative treatment models 

because these influence our work and largely go unnoticed.  What other meanings are foreclosed by 

acceptance of particular measures without questioning the premises on which they are based?  

Perhaps there should be more qualitative studies regarding the effects of an awareness of ethical 

obligations, or the effects of caring for the other by our patients as well as ourselves. 

 Donnell Stern has said, “We need the kind of ongoing recognition…that psychoanalysis is 

inevitably an ethical endeavor, by which I mean that ours is a field that is constituted by moral 

positions, although the existence of those moral positions often goes as unnoticed in our everyday 

work as the air we breathe” (Stern, 2011, p. 349). 

 (Repeat Peter Marin quote from the beginning.) 
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Arts on the Couch: A Community Outreach Project 

Barbara Drinka, LCSW 

 

Welcome to Portland and Oregon.  

Thank you for inviting me here today and giving me the opportunity to tell you about the 

development and evolution of Oregon Psychoanalytic Center’s exciting “Arts on the Couch” 

Community Outreach project.  The goal of this project has been to increase the visibility of 

psychoanalysis in Portland and expose the community to contemporary psychoanalytic ideas. 

Through an all-volunteer program, we provide a forum for psychoanalytically oriented discussants 

to demonstrate the strong underpinning links between literary arts in the form of plays, operas, 

films, and psychoanalysis. Since the initial season in 2006 to date, there have been 82 community 

programs developed for Artist’s Reparatory Theatre and Portland Center Stage, Portland Opera, and 

Northwest Film Center, and beginning tomorrow, with Bodyvox Contemporary Dance Company. 

Our sustainable program involves no out-of-pocket financial cost to our analytic organization. Since 

it’s beginning in 2006 to date, we have reached nearly 3,000 audience members. 

Our intent is for audiences to learn that psychoanalytic meaning deepens their understanding of 

aspects of theatrical productions as well as increases insight into the contributions psychoanalysis 

might play in their personal and intellectual lives.  Our community partners have provided us with 

rich and varied repertoire to discuss.   A sampling of our programming includes the operas: 

Mozart’s “The Magic Flute”; Verdi’s “La Traviata; ” and Bernstein’s “Candide.” Plays presented 

through community partners PCS and ART have included: O’Neil’s “Long Day’s Journey into 

Night”; Chekhov’s “The Cherry Orchard;” Kesey’s “One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest;” Tennessee 

Williams,’ “Streetcar Named Desire;” and Potok’s “The Chosen.” Films reviewed include “Mary 

and Max” and “Air Doll.” 

 

This afternoon, I would like to share with you the underlying vision and values of the program that 

have allowed us to be successful.  This will include 1) how the project came to be developed; 2) 

how the ongoing organizational structure evolved 3) how we have been successful 4) and finally, by 

using past successes, how I developed leadership to sustain “Art’s on the Couch” into the future. 

 
Some 9 years ago, 2004, when our “new training facility” was in its embryonic stages, Marianne 

Buchwalter, a retired clinical social worker and former board member of the Ore Psychoanalytic 

Society, the precursor of Oregon Psychoanalytic Center, decided to introduce local psychoanalysts 
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as well as psychoanalytic ideas to her friends outside of the mental health community. On several 

occasions over a 2-year period, Marianne held “salons” in her home to discuss a film with a featured 

analyst. In 2006, OPC became interested in expanding this discussion format to address a more 

varied audience and gain more visibility in a public place. 

 

I became involved in 2006, by accepting an invitation to be the speaker at a play called “Mr. 

Marmalade” at the ART. A public event had preceded this invitation that I had attended involving a 

Portland Opera program prepared as a “ thank you” for large donors.  One of our newly arrived 

analysts delivered a scholarly paper on Mozart’s “Don Giovanni” in a program enhanced by arias 

and duets sung by operatic interns.  When approached about doing an up-coming opera, I declined 

out of lack of confidence that I would know how to approach preparation for such an assignment or 

how to develop the skills to carry it off.  

 

 I had a second chance to participate when the concept of a Community Outreach Committee was 

implemented by the Center. Peter Armstrong, the in-coming director invited me to be a discussant 

for a play about a child coping with barren and tumultuous family relationships with the aid of 

imaginary playmates. Upon agreeing to talk, I was sent a copy of the play and a suggestion that I 

contact Kimberly Howard, Ed Dir at ART prior to the event. Together, she and I brainstormed to 

reach a consensus as to which ideas to prepare to address: 

 

1)Why do children create imaginary friends?  What issues might Lucy be trying to work through in 

her creation of Mr. Marmalade and Bradley? 

2) What are the traumas Lucy is trying to comprehend?  Does the script go too far having her work 

out these issues in “play”? 

3) The language that Lucy and Larry use is far beyond their age.  How much dramatic license does 

the playwright take in the telling of this story? 

 

I attended the opening night of “Mr. Marmalade,” courtesy of ART, as well as a post- play opening 

night gathering. I enjoyed meeting the director, and the cast.  They seemed intrigued by my thoughts 

of the characters they were playing and expressed wishes for a consultant to answer their questions 

on the psychology of children. I began to look forward to the play discussion to be held 4 days, 

hence.  During the intervening days, my thoughts became readily focused on the questions, having 

seen the production and the director’s take, not just having read the play. As I arrived for the 

performance/discussion, I learned that the moderator was ill, leaving the program totally up to me. I 
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immediately needed to change my approach. In another unexpected occurrence, 3 members of the 

cast also appeared for the discussion. My comfort level rose.  The actors and I openly pondered the 

issues of the children in the play. The actors shared their experiences being in character and I 

commented on the situations and issues from my psychological and developmental point of view. 

The audience got involved with thoughtful questions and comments. A discussion that was to have 

lasted 20 minutes following the 10:30 PM Tuesday evening performance continued for 40 minutes 

and involved 2/3 of the original audience. By now, I had forgotten my anxiety, as I was now in 

familiar territory.  In fact, the experience of connecting with the audience and creating a discussion 

gave me a little high of satisfaction. 

 

Peter Armstrong had been in the audience and contacted me again, “ Would I accept the task of 

developing this program as part of OPC’s Community Outreach?” Through my experience 

presenting “Mr. Marmalade,” I had formulated ideas that would make presenting easier for others. I 

agreed to the challenge of developing this project within the psychoanalytic community. 

 

The primary purpose for the analytic speaker/discussant is to present 2-3 ideas stimulated by the 

play, film, opera, or dance. Then we facilitate audience participation in a discussion regarding the 

complexities of meaning of the performance. At the same time, we present a 21st Century face of 

psychoanalysis to the public audiences with analytic discussants of diverse age, gender, and mental 

health backgrounds. This counteracts the caricature of the “white, gray, left-brained male physician 

psychoanalyst” as seen in 

“New Yorker”cartoons. We have been in operation for 7 seasons beginning in 2006 with the PO 

program discussion of Don Giovanni closely followed by the “Mr. Marmalade” play. These 82 

discussant programs have involved 41 psychoanalytically oriented volunteers: TA’s, faculty, 

candidates, psychotherapy training program graduates, and faculty mental health spouses. This 

project has relied entirely on volunteers due to the sparse financial resources of our developing 

institute. The rewards to our pro bono participating analytic discussants take the form of 

representation of psychoanalysis in a public forum, an opportunity to enhance speaking, discussant, 

and writing skills, and have their analytic practices become more visible. Our program is sustainable 

as long as we can interest volunteer discussants and the community in the discussions and dialogue. 

 

My thoughts generated by the initial discussant experience evolved into my vision to bring the 

program into reality. A memorable, quoted observation of Margaret Mead’s stated that 

“organizations that last (that can be sustainable) longer than 50 years in any community must be 
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perceived as contributing to the community-at-large.”  I had learned standing on the periphery of 

fund raising efforts that institute successes in this area were seldom, as our organization was 

perceived as a training facility for people who would be adequately reimbursed by their patients.  I 

concluded we must do something that could reach the public eye by enriching the community-at-

large.   Few people in Portland really understood what psychoanalysis was all about: Of what a use 

were 100-year-old Freudian or was it, Jungian ideas anyway? We had our work cut out for us to 

demonstrate and show the benefits available via greater familiarity with psychological and 

psychodynamic ideas. It was evident to me that a natural bridge existed between the arts and letters 

and psychoanalytic meaning making. 

 

My vision evolved into three guiding principles: 

1) I wanted the project to help establish OPC and an understanding of psychoanalysis in our city and 

be seen in the wider community by offering our psychological wisdom and ideas to a wider 

audience than our daily 1:1 office relationships provided. 

2) I wanted the project to provide an opportunity for personal growth and development of any 

volunteer interested in learning more about the arts or wanting to develop his/her public speaking 

skills. 

3) I wanted to strengthen our organization via providing experiences for members that were not yet 

developed or available in the institute.  

 

 As part of the transition to my leadership to locate a program within OPC, Marianne Buchwalter 

and I met that spring with educational directors of PCS, NWFC, and PO hoping to elicit their 

partnership in collaboration with us. Doors were more easily opened, as Mrs. Buchwalter had been 

supportive with her time and energy to each of these organizations. In these meetings, we proposed 

to have a post-performance contact with the audience to deepen the psychological understanding of 

the performance. We carefully listened to each contact person as to their particular venue’s wants 

and ideas should they join forces with us.  

 

We were told a sad tale of one of our esteemed analyst’s experiences years earlier.  This training 

analyst had diligently prepared an analytic talk like he might have given to an audience of analysts, 

and presented it in the tradition as if presenting at an analytic meeting. (What do you imagine that 

might have looked like?) Yes, he read a paper, head down, laced with analytic jargon of his 

complex analysis of the movie.  The final straw for the audience was they had not yet seen the 

movie and were becoming progressively impatient to see the film!  Very unfortunately, this 
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respected senior psychiatrist was booed off the stage and the film center decided to end 

opportunities with the organization for film event fundraisers. (I made mental notes for future 

training purposes: Pay attention to context in attempting to connect with the audience. Since this is 

not an analytic meeting, making 2-3 points are sufficient. Speaking in psychoanalytic jargon is 

likely to be counterproductive.) 

 

In separate conversations there was collective consensus among our community partners:  all 

similarly wanted us to elicit a discussion in everyday language that actively engaged the audience 

through collaborative discussions. ART, PO, and PCS all desired our involvement in several 

programs each, beginning in the 2007-08 season. NWFC joined us in 2009, having heard positive 

feedback from others venues. Marianne Buchwalter had sparked the flame and aided us in making 

the initial contact with key people in the arts community. Now it was my job to develop the stable 

of analytic speakers through my connections at the institute and center. That spring, I sent out a 

letter to faculty and candidates asking for volunteers to participate as discussants. Mrs. Buchwalter 

and I matched volunteers with the opportunities for the coming season before she transitioned off 

the project, leaving its development through the center in my hands.  

 

Early that next autumn, I led a mini-training workshop held to give direction and support to 

volunteers in preparation for their first events. I described a protocol of step-by-step procedures to 

take each volunteer from acceptance to performance: 

 

1) Read play. 

2) Make contact with venue Ed Outreach Director 6 weeks prior to performance to collaborate on 

direction of discussion. 

3) Attend dress rehearsal or play prior to event. (Courtesy admission for events.) 

4) Make 2-3 points, then direct attention to engaging audience. 

 

 Tips for engaging the audience were given by analysts who had some experience in public 

speaking: 

1) Ask more questions than you give answers.  

2) Locate the “analyst” or the character that listens in the play. 

3) Discover what excites you in the play and lead to presenting that aspect. 

 Volunteers were encouraged to contact others or me for assistance and support if desired.  
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At that inaugural meeting, a sign-up sheet was passed so that each speaker might select a 

performance of another to attend, and then write a review of the program to be published in the 

newsletter sent through the OPC membership mailing list.  This review served multiple purposes: 

 

1) To let the membership community know what analysts at OPC were doing in the community.  

2) To introduce the analytic speaker and reviewer through their ideas presented at the discussion. 

3) To give the reviewer an opportunity for further development of analytic writing skills. 

 4) To provide publicity by being introduced to the Portland community.  

 

Volunteers were enthusiastic about their opportunities and wanted to come back for more. One 

candidate was thrilled to see how capable she had been in answering audience questions as 

confirmation that she had grown substantially through her training.  She had been approached by an 

elderly couple after her matinee performance with PCS and asked, “When might we be able to come 

again to one of these post-play discussions?” 

 

Another volunteer, recently relocated to Portland from an intellectual community in Boston, told me 

with palpable excitement that he had never dreamed he would have discovered such a strong interest 

at this point in his life as he had opera and in Mozart that was developing through these experiences. 

 

Another said, she would never have had the courage to volunteer but for the mentorship involved in 

assisting volunteers in their journey from saying “yes” to being on stage. 

 

Beginning in that 2007-2008 season, I attended all 10 events to support the speakers and to witness 

how our format was working, to see how we might need to adjust our approach to be invited back, 

and to give support to the analytic volunteers. 

As this responsibility was taking 15-18 hours a week, I soon realized this was a committee task, not 

a job for a single person. As a newly minted analyst and faculty member, I had no experience in 

committee development in an analytic organization.  I consulted 3 capable people in our community 

who stimulated my thinking through how I might proceed to do this. At the close of our first full 

season, May 2008, I invited 5 people to be potential committee members, each from a different 

segment of our community to promote inclusiveness: A PPP graduate, a candidate, 2 advanced 

candidates from different classes, an analyst coming from another institute in the city to attend a 

planning meeting. I had selected people based upon:  
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1) Having demonstrated an interest in the arts 

2) Who I thought could connect through creative exploration 

3) Who demonstrated abilities to work collaboratively 

 

 Also, as the authority in the organization was top down, I hoped to spread the wealth by offering 

opportunity to those younger and newer members to be seen and become known, to include the TA 

analysts, while not reinforcing exclusivity by keeping others on the outside of publicity 

opportunities for years to come.  

 

With a committee selected, we initially developed our policies and procedures; each member chose 

the venue partner of most interest to them. I facilitated venue chairs to meet the educational dir of 

their designated community partner and to begin establishing a working relationship with each 

other. The development and maintenance of a relationship with a key person in our and their 

organizations has been central to facilitation of problem solving that would inevitably occur. A 5th 

committee member was in charge of locating reviewers.   

 

 Next the committee offered a training workshop held at the institute.  This event has evolved into 

an early autumn party at the home of a committee member as we began interweaving “thank you’s” 

to past season’s discussants with current season’s volunteers learning the protocols.  Mixing with 

those more experienced discussants to answer questions worked well on both sides.  

 

 Thereafter, monthly meeting agendas entailed collaborative problem solving and troubleshooting, 

plus exploring additional ideas to be part of our Community Outreach.  After months of exploration, 

and involvement in other projects, we decided for the present, to put the majority of our energies 

into the “Art’s on the Couch.”  

 

We have learned much in this process and experienced community and individual successes as a 

result of participation. Film and play audiences are consistently larger, particularly when the 

performance is a weekend matinee and the discussion follows at the same location. Having a ready-

made audience following a performance is a big plus. Season after season, each venue partner has 

asked for our continued involvement. We have become more selective, choosing plays most 

appropriate for our psychoanalytic orientation. 

Tim DuRoche of PCS says: 

“Partnering with OPC on the post-show series has been an incredible way to create an added level 
of value to our audiences' experience of art, theater and ideas.  A frequent comment we've heard is 
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that following a vibrant post-show conversation, the discussion continues out the front door of the 
Gerding Theater and onto the Streetcar--which is more than we can ask for.  
 This is an ideal platform for exploring how shared stories tell us about who we are and what we 
believe and an even better way to use the arts to frame questions around love, power, conflict, loss, 
justice and other big ideas.  
 
“There is a huge hunger for intellectual discussion and for making connections between seemingly 
unrelated things. People come to our discussions not even knowing that they are looking for such 
connections, and leave satisfied--and most importantly they come back. OPC has offered us a deep 
and meaningful partnership--lending insight, expertise and enthusiasm to our programming.      
Alexis Hamilton. PO Education & Outreach 

Within the experience and exposure, volunteers have exercised their personalities in developing 

individual styles and approaches to their presentations: 

 

One of our talented candidates, a chamber music musician, added the playing of arias on the piano 

as an aspect of her opera presentation.  

 

Another volunteer has co-led an opera discussion group running for the past few years at APSA 

semi-annual meetings with an analyst from another city who has established an “Opera on the 

Couch” program in her institute and city, different from, but inspired by our program. 

 

Other volunteers have had invitations to join the Portland Art’s Council and invited to participate in 

groups/think discussions at PNCA during their Centennial Celebration.  

 

We continue to build on the successes of the past, but no program is without its challenges. When 

OPC publicity transitioned from colorful, engaging advance announcements by email to a few lines 

embedded monthly in the new website, advantages and disadvantages resulted to audience size and 

composition. Our community partners provided more publicity through program announcements or 

biographical inserts of the discussant in the programs. Beginning this season, the peer review aspect 

of the program has been eliminated. We need to consider how best to preserve the rich archive of 

past reviews. 

 

My final step in AOC development was to evolve a gradual transition process from my leadership to 

that of a new chair. I recruited energetic, organized, politically savvy Saskia Hostettler-Lippy who 

has been devoted to the program since the development of the committee. Together, she and I 

worked towards this transition over a 2-year period.  She gradually assumed responsibilities 
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beginning in late 2010, while I remained on the committee to offer consultation when requested.  

Through the process of overseeing the program decisions for the 2011-2012 performance season, 

the full responsibility of chair was placed in Dr. Hostettler-Lippy’s capable hands. I stepped down 

from the project in June, 2011, with the satisfaction of knowing that the experience had been 

rewarding for our committee members, all of whom remained active either in committee leadership 

and/ or as discussants; knowing that most of our faculty and candidates have tried their discussant 

wings, and feeling confident that Saskia Hostettler-Lippy would have center support in continuing 

the work of presenting a deeper understanding of psychoanalysis to our city through the “Arts on 

the Couch” programming. If you would enjoy seeing our project in action, I encourage you to attend 

the PCS performance of “The Body of an American” this Sunday afternoon, when she will be the 

discussant. 

 

I have strived to paint a picture of our “Art’s on the Couch” project, how its development has 

evolved, and the important points that have made it a sustainable project in Portland, Oregon.  The 

success of this project belongs to each of the 41 volunteers within the OPC Community who have 

made the commitment to stretch their skills, giving their time and devotion that has facilitated 

preparation for each presentation. As in the case in many worthy projects, to quote Hillary Clinton, 

“It has taken a village” and we fortunately have benefited from the development of dedicated 

volunteers.  

 

 Returning to Lucy and her imaginary friends, Mr. Marmalade and Bradley. Lucy enriched her inner 

life via her imaginary friends who facilitated her developmental trajectory until she was able to 

make a healthy age-appropriate relationship with Larry in the real world. Likewise, those of us 

involved in the “Arts on the Couch” program at OPC have developed through our association with 

our intimate connection to our imaginary friends: characters in opera, plays and film. Through the 

process of presentation, the volunteer becomes vicariously steeped in the inner lives and challenges 

of the performance character, our imaginary friends, if you will:  

 

1) In the depressive struggles of the abstract painter, Mark Rothko in “Red” 

2) In the moral choices made by an interned Japanese-American in “Snow Falling on Cedars”  

3) In the birds’ eye view into the characterological issues and intimate female relationships 

Giancomo Puccini played out in his operatic productions, such as “La Boheme,” “Butterfly,” 

“Turandot.” 
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We have had the opportunity to think of Shakespeare’s “Cymbeline,” of Sarah Treems’ “A 

Feminine Ending;” or John Shanley’s “Doubt” engaging our imaginations to come face to face with 

their choices. Whether part of the audience or as a participant, we are all enriched by the process of 

thinking more deeply through the varied assembly of characters in performance arts. 

 

Perhaps in learning about the deeply satisfying experiences we have had through our Art’s on the 

Couch” project, some of you may feel inspired to develop a program that could benefit your 

institute and the broader community where you live.  

 

Barbara Drinka, LCSW 

OPC Faculty 

Portland, Oregon. 97205 

November 2, 2012 

QUESTIONS 

1) You alluded to challenges discussed as part of monthly meetings.  What kind of problems did 

you work at solving? # projects manageable? Focusing time/direction/purpose/goals. Learning to be 

effective committee members. Challenges in over-all aspects of program: venues, discussants. 

 

2) What were the challenges presented in working with discussants? Convincing old guard to follow 

protocol.  Dealing with anxieties /concerns of presenting. Narcissistic injury. 

 

3) What were the challenges presented by the various venues? Opera: talk before performance, in a 

different location, on weekday eve. Lost funding for speakers, so we volunteered to do the entire 

program that made the paid speaker loss negligible. PCS: inconsistent announcement of speaker; no 

mention Freud. ART: No outreach director.  PNCA: difficult to contact and have calls returned; 

disorganized introductions. 

 

4) Why did the Center suggest no expenditures and how did you manage without it? New training 

facility=no endowment. Elicited more involvement from community partners: bulletins; bios in 

program; posters. 

 

5) You mentioned wanting to strengthen the institute as one of your goals. What measures did you 

employ? Introduced mentoring function and attitude. 
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Created atmosphere of cooperation/collaboration around creativity to reduce competitive attitudes.  

Inclusive rather than exclusive basis for belonging. Experienced speakers thought they knew better 

than to attend workshops, then were disappointed with their own results. 

 

 

If you would like to contact Barbara Drinka, her email is barbaradrinkaink@gmail.com 
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The dark side of the mind and relation with its’ others sides 
Clinical evidences of the failure of repression  

Cristina Nunes  

4th November 2012 
 
 
Abstract 

 

With this paper, the author intends to share and discuss some points of view about her clinical 
experience and reflections related with the failure of repression and the acceptance of the moral 
authority of parental models, especially from those of the same gender. 

 
 
In the author’s experience, clinical evidences suggest that, when the patient couldn’t recognize, while 
a child, his father or her mother as a moral authority model, the repression mechanism could fail 
sooner. Therefore, the patients should be obliged to manage some other way to support and live their 
life in a sustainable way. 

 
 
Frequently they feel (and verbalize it) like they were their own father or mother; they really think they 
grew up by themselves. 

 
 
The failure of the external reality would be felt in different ways, as different as the character of each 
individual; some of them go on disorganized, others become fanatic of the order while others do it 
differently due to their ability to think their feelings or express them in a different language, like the 
artistic one. 

 
 
Those who express their dark side of the mind by artistic language seem to maintain their sexual 
drive active, besides this apparent earlier oedipal disinvestment, probably commanded by primary 
repression, but not so much by sublimation. 

 
 
Thus, the individual could close up on itself, in a kind of narcissistic shell, where the language of 
artistic expression would seem to be the main way to transform and translate their unconscious 
contents. 

 
 
Usually these individuals don’t follow norms, but, aside from the creation of their work, they 
massively invest their affect in something they believe  could represent their sense of life and that 
could be another person or a project, like a football club, for instance, which seems to take the place 
of the parent of the same gender. 

 
 
During the psychoanalytic process, as it evolves, the patients increase their capacity in reflective 
thinking, decreasing their needs of acting out. At the same time, they develop the language of 
artistic expression and increase satisfaction with themselves, becoming more confident and less 
dependent on the outside eye (which served as a mirror) to know who they are. 

 
 
Finally, some short clinical vignettes will be exposed from patients involved with different 
expression of art, like music, dance, cinema, literature, photography and science.
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The dark side of the mind and relation with its’ others sides 

 

Clinical evidences of the failure of repression 
 
 
First of all, I’d like to thank the organization and especially the members of this panel and all of you for the honor 
of being here with you to discuss some questions related to creativity and the artistic world, which I had in my 
clinical activity and that seemed to be interesting to share and reflect with colleagues. 

 
 
My interest in this area started early, especially with the work I´ve done with children, by which I´ve come to 
discover and develop my ability to express myself through drawing and other creative forms of expression that 
were virtually nil before. 

 
 
Moreover, a significant portion of my clinical experience has been developed with artists or persons related to 
that area, or others who cannot be referred to as artists, but, none the less, have a desire, and sometimes, the 
need to find a way to relieve their anxiety by creative expression such as music, dance, writing or painting. 

 
 
I became curious with the repetition of same patterns in “life story” and “life style” of those patients and it led me 
to pay special attention not just to those patterns but also to all the simple things related to them. 

 
 
I’ll try to reflect about it, starting from my clinical experience, linking it with the thoughts of some theorists and 
empirical results of researches in the topic of failure of repression mechanism, associated to the non-recognition 
of the parent of the same gender as moral/ethical authority model, eventually experienced by the child as a 
traumatic event that could be expressed in different ways, from pathology to creativity, of course in the context of 
relation between psychoanalysis and art. 

 
 
But, let’s get to the point, in order to have time to discuss and hear some of your own experiences. 

 
 
The interface between psychoanalysis and art is a source rich in fascination, and   one that has been 
explored, over time, by psychoanalysts, artists and academics from a wide range of disciplines. So, there are lots 
of papers and opinions about this theme. 

 
 
I'll just make reference to those which are related with the reflections I’ve been thinking about. I´ve been reflected 
about clinical evidences of failure of the repression mechanism, when the patient couldn’t recognize, while a 
child, his father or her mother as a moral authority model, and some apparent consequences of that failure, 
namely, the ability to express her/himself through creative process. 

 
 
Freud, through the concept of sublimation, tried to interpret the subject enrollment on culture, in different aspects, 
including the artistic one. Throughout his works, the concept evolved from a negative perspective where the 
demands of civility imposed an excessive repression of sexual drive and several 
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obstacles to the satisfaction of pleasure, implying the desexualization of the drive and the emergence of psychic 
disorders, to a positive one, after the new “pulsional” dualism of the 20’s – Eros e Thanatos - allowing a new 
conceptualization where the sublimation doesn’t oblige anymore to the desexualization of the drive. On the 
contrary, together with eroticism (Eros),  they promote life/civility, in opposite to the movement towards 
death(Thanatos). Eroticization and sublimation would aim to dominate and intricate the death drive in life drive; 
in other words make life possible for the subject by overcoming the quiet work of death drive. 

 
 
Donald Winnicott’s writings on the parallels between creativity and play, and on the role of the transitional object 
and transitional space also provided some understanding of the artistic process. In his works one can see the 
transition from the non-self of the infantile body to another object situated in an intermediary space, thus, 
indicating autoeroticism as the origin of the creative process. 

 
 
On the other hand, there are Melanie Klein´s thinkings; the "empty space" is where the maternal body, originally, 
exists, generating the object that would be concerned in any way of sublimation. The motivation for this creation 
emerges as an attempt to repair the mother's body, shaken by the child's aggressive attacks. 

 
 
For Klein, this impulse is the basis of creative activities, rooted in guilt and the desire to restore and rebuild the 
lost happiness, objects and harmony of his inner world. 

 
 
The fantasies and remedial activities - such as art – could be read as ways to face the anguish caused by the 
confrontation with the whole. (penso que queiras dizer confront com o todo) 

 
 
Although Lacan found the Kleinian theory not sufficiently developed regarding the creative process, he 
recognizes on it, the merit of having set the topology in which the phenomena of creation is unfold. 

 
 
Lacan remains faithful to the Freudian formulation about the structural absence of the object of satisfaction, 
standing in the heart of psychic economy the object always lost: das Ding. 
 
In a specular level, images fascinate and deceive, not letting us see that, although fine, they are hollow. All forms 
of sublimation - religion, art and science- aim to fulfill this “void” and are situated within the 
psychic economy and follow the formula: "Elevate any object to the dignity of the Thing". 

 
 
According to Lacan, however, using the fascination and attraction promoted by the image, art is highlighted as 
the only form of sublimation devoted to building significant chains not devoted to the law of deceit. 

 
 
The art, as psychoanalysis, is not guided by the field of ideals, but by and for the real: witch doesn’t 
deceive. 

 
 
Art does not intend to falsify the real or the reality. By affirming itself as representation, art sustains the 
necessary gap for language to operate as speech. This hollow indented into the inner structure is the point that 
ensures the openness so that you can embrace the difference and uniqueness. 
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Also for Kohut, art could be understood as a Self-Object, a process by which the individual's own Self prolongs 
images on objects or activities - more in functions than in people. The Self-Objects are needed for life and they 
exist since childhood, when, if the object  is not available, it may cause, according to Kohut, a kind of trauma. 

 
 
A Self-Object allows the artist or the creative person to create something that speaks directly to the audience 
(mirroring), returning several interpretations and enabling the integration of these psychological attributes in the 
Ego, resolving internal conflicts and reducing anxiety. It is the successful integration of our psychological 
experiences that allows the development of unique skills and talents to a consistent life project. 

 
 
Difference and uniqueness, spoken by all interested in creativity, is a process worth exploring. We’ll go on 
reflecting about it. After the thinking of classical psychoanalysts, we’ll peer others authors and empirical findings 
of recent authors, including some clinical evidences from my clinical practice, related with the topics. 

 
 
In my experience, clinical evidences suggest that, when the patient couldn’t recognize, while a child, his father or 
her mother as a moral authority model, the repression mechanism could fail sooner. Therefore, the patients 
should be obliged to manage some other way to support and live their life in a sustainable way. 

 
 
In fact, all artists, with more or less success, that I’ve been following in psychoanalytic process share a common 
fact: while they were children, they didn’t respect their mother or father (parent of the same gender) as a model 
that they could admire and follow as identity reference. 

 
 
One of the implications of their subjective experience, seems to be that repression, as well as other 
defense mechanisms, in some measure facilitators of integration, isn’t chosen. 

 
 
In fact, the purpose of repression is to reduce the anxiety and conflict by reducing the awareness of the 
“dangerous” content. However there are individual differences in the use of repression. If there is too little 
repression, the individual can be overwhelmed by inappropriate images and affects and if there is too much 
repression, a major constriction of thinking can occur. One of the costs of utilizing repression and not having 
access to affective content is a reduction in creativity. 

 
 
David P. Levine suggests that when the uncertain or absent parents failed to provide consistent 
responses that guide the child toward an effective orientation in the world, the child can attempt to solve it, 
for example, by forming an internal substitute capable of doing what the parent cannot. 

 
By my own clinical experience, I would add that when this possibility is not accessible, by lack of credibility 
of others models available, like the other parent, the child must create that self-ideal by herself/himself, what 
makes she/he feel very lonely and  forlorn. 

 
 
Frequently these patients feel (and verbalize it) like they were their own father or mother; they really think they 
grew up by themselves, what could derive in an egoic fragility   as well as a narcissistic overinvestment. 
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As we will see, in study cases, most part of them, aside from the creation, massively invest their affect or 
expectations in something they believe could represent their sense of life, like a football club, a heavy metal 
band, compulsive sexual activity or a boy or girl friend, which seems to take the place of the parent of the 
same gender, and identified references. 

 
 
Kohut (1997) emphasizes the idea that a good psychological integration of a life experience is one that allows 
development of unique skills and talents that materialize in consistent life projects. 

 
 
When this integration couldn’t happen, a failure of the external reality would be felt in different ways, as different 
as the character of each individual; some of them go on disorganized, others become fanatic of the order (as mr 
D) while others do it differently due to their ability to think their feelings or express them in a different language, 
like the artistic one. 

 
 
We can consider that this phenomenon has its origin in an experience felt as traumatic, whatever form it takes, 
based on feeling forlorn and lonely, feeling that cannot be thought. 

 
It´s not just the event itself and its severity that determines if something is traumatic or not, it is 
also the individual’s inner perceived experience of that event (Elal & Slade, 2005). 

 
 
We can define trauma as an excessive instinctual influx, overlapping the ability of the psyche to turn it 
on and elaborate it. Thus, the trauma would be situated beyond the ability of psychic representation. The 
traumatic event is one that does not represent, yet let that inevitably indelible mark in the memory. 

 

 
 
He remembered how ashamed he was, when his mother demanded him to get his father out of the 
taproom: “I remember me, a little boy of 5 or 6, walking along the walls, between the shadows designed by the 
high lamps, desiring not to be seen”. 

 
His father beat him frequently and violently since he was a little boy. In adolescence he began to protest and to 
be aggressive too, especially with his father, and identified himself with heavy metal. 

 
When I met him, he felt unable of writing and also he couldn’t avoid being aggressive with his girlfriend, and he 
started to feel very disappointed with himself. Frequently, he felt angry and he felt like he could not trust his 
girlfriend, especially when he realized that some time passed since the last time they had sex. 

 
Frequently these patients feel (and verbalize it) like they were their own father or mother; they really think they 
grew up by themselves, what could derive in an egoic fragility   as well as a narcissistic overinvestment. 

 

Frequently these patients feel (and verbalize it) like they were their own father or mother; they really think they 
grew up by themselves, what could derive in an egoic fragility   as well as a narcissistic overinvestment. 

 

He feels much better and able to be satisfied with his life and feels and acts like an adult that can choose his way, 
and he is no longer feeling as an adolescent, like in the beginning. 

 
It seems that the ability to be creative may ameliorate the negative effects of traumatic exposure, with the 
drive to create also a motivation to self-heal. This resonates with evidence that artists and individuals are 
capable of improving their health through the creative process (Bloom, 1997; Culbertson,  1995;  Lerner,  
2004;  Miotto,  2005;  Weine,  1996),  perhaps  by  the  influence  of psychological resilience, a 
characteristic that, in turn, relies on a capacity for self-regulation. This 
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suggests  that  an  individual  can  self-regulate  during  exposure  to  a  traumatic  event,  or  when recalling 
that event, or even when experimenting any kind of sufferance state, whatever has been its origin. 

 
 
When that ability to be creative cannot be developed or manifest in an enough way, by any reason, we can 
suppose that the sufferance or the mechanisms to avoid it might appear in a pathological mode. 

 
 
An example of some sort of creativity, but not enough to overcome life difficulties associated with a weak ego, is 
the case of a failed writer 

 
 
Mrs ww was 29 when she began her psychotherapy. Her father was a very secretive man that talked and 
expressed himself in few words and feelings. Her mother was a controlling and manipulative parent and, 
according to mrs ww, uninteresting as a woman and with a very poor social life, like her entire family. 

 
Mrs ww worst memory of her childhood happened when her mother became angry with her, for no 
significant reason, and tossed to the floor all the dishes that she had in her hands. The patient felt as an 
aggression to herself. 

 
She always lived life in an insecure and anxious way, scared of everything and everyone. She could not bear to 
have people in her house, even her husband, with whom she sometimes didn’t stand to be in the same bed. 

 
She didn’t appreciate the visit of friends and family, and felt serious difficulties in interpersonal relationships. 

 
Her major complaint was that she didn’t know who she was or what she wanted to do, except one thing: Restore 
old books, as her grandfather use to do. However, she couldn’t stand being criticized by her father about it. 

She was finishing an Arts PhD and was teaching one discipline at the university, a few hours per week. She hid 

from me, her need to write, for months. She discovered this need when one night she started to 
write and did not stop until she completed seven novels, which forced her to work at night, and to sleep during 
the day. 

 
Although she sent to several publishers her projects, no one was interested in her novels, perhaps 
because it hadn’t enough quality. 

 
She was very demanding with people around her but was not able to commit herself in relationship. 

 
When she abandoned therapy, excusing herself with the bought of a new house, she was collaborating with a 
colleague in a design advertising project, with who she was having difficulties to work with, because of her 
incapacity to accept differences. 

 
Although she found her ability to create trough writing and restoration, her ego weakness was so enormous that 
would be quite impossible to find enough compensation by any creative process, whatever it was. It seems that 
she hadn’t psychic skin. 

 
 
Creative people may be more divided than most of us, but, although they may periodically suffer from neurotic 
symptoms, they have a special power of organizing and integrating opposites within themselves without recourse 
to repression. 
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This well-known concept refers to the suspension of the control of unconscious and preconscious elements 
that are then organized into a creative solution. 

 
The area of ego defense mechanisms seems to be highly applicable to the study of creativity. G. Domino 
and others (2002), developed an investigation that explores whether creative individuals show any 
differences in their use of ego defense styles. 

 
 
They found significant differences between creative groups, with 4 defense styles (projection, passive–
aggressive behavior, repression, and altruism) judged to be used more often by the low- creative group, and 
9 (schizoid fantasy, acting out, dissociation, displacement, reaction formation, intellectualization, humor, 
suppression, and sublimation) judged to be used more often by the high creative sample. 

 
Given these caveats, the portrait that emerges of the high-creative in contrast to the low-creative person is 
that of an individual who shows a much richer psychodynamic life (more ego defenses evident), who uses 
not only more mature defenses but more immature and neurotic defenses as well. In this context it is 
interesting to highlight that Vaillant (1993) noted that “defenses are the building blocks of interesting 
behavior” (p. 43) like mental illness and like creativity, if not excessively used, I would add again. 

 
 
The creative person could be distinguished from the individual with a thought disorder in that the creative 
individual was in charge of this regressive process and could logically evaluate the loose, primitive 
associations and images. It would appear that the most important contributory factor here is ego freedom and 
superego restraints and the capacity to give rein to underlying fantasies, thus working through a controlled 
manner of free association and primary-process techniques. 

 
 
The solution found by creative artists is the exact dynamic opposite of the neurotic solution. Neurosis is an 
attempt to restore inner order and equilibrium at the cost of preventing the free expression of dangerous wishes, 
splitting, and the "active maintaining apart of identification systems with opposite valences" (Kernberg, 1966). 

 
 
Another clinical example that makes us think about this concept is the case of a Photographer and 
Psychologist 

 
 
A 29 year-old psychologist, in whose history there is also an absent hard working father, but, this time, in an 
admired and idealized form, though unknown to him. 

 
The day he discovered the father's favorite football club (benfica) he became a fervent supporter of the club, 
buying the newspaper and seeing the pictures from 4-5 years, a passion that continues today . 

 
He thinks of himself as very sentimental. He remembers crying the first time his father took him to benfica's 
stadium, and still cries when talking of that subject or when attending the stadium. Here again this passion and 
investment, seems to have come to occupy the place that the father left vacant in his absence, replacing the 
model child identification by another elevated to the biggest club game of men. 

 
He has some difficulty in stemming the expression of affections associated with family relationships, as well as 
the therapeutic relationship. 

 
He shows a narcissistic disorder with enormous difficulty of dealing with failure, as well as difficulties in 
understanding and accepting difference and the others point of view. He feels the difference as failure, which 
points to a considerable egoic weakness, from which he seems to defend by affect isolation and 
intellectualization. 
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He loves photography and feels like in another world when he wanders the city capturing moments with his 
camera. Exhibited in a solo exhibition in his homeland, having had very favorable critiques. Through the picture, 
he expresses his inner world, achieving an unspeakable pleasure, perhaps for facilitate the non thinking. 

 
He started his sex life at age 22, having many fears and insecurities before that. After that he started to feel an 
almost compulsive need for sexual activity that his girlfriends had trouble keeping up. When he terminated 
relationships he kept sexual contacts with ex-girlfriends, only stopping when starting a new relationship. 
Always busy and fast, very intelligent and creative, with little ability to feel full and happy, and not so much able 
to use reflexive thinking. 

 
He makes us thinking about   primary- process thinking, and a good example of it, is the kind of thinking 
that occurs in dreams, because they are illogical, not oriented to rules of time and space, and frequently 
include affect laden content and images. 

 
Dreaming has been compared to creativity ever since Freud (1907, p. 9) coined the expression "dream 
creation," but there are important differences. Contrary to creativity, dreaming occurs during a physiological state 
when motor activity is minimal; although regression be  a prerequisite for dreaming, it ceases without regression, 
unlike creativity and, finally, dream uses inactive stationary defenses, such as repression, which is a 
suppressant of action and in dreaming, thought processes are devoted to distortion, concealment, and 
defense of infantile gratifications. 

 
In a recent review, Holt (1998) concluded that “people, especially males,  who produced material that is 
judged creative tend to have readier access to and better control over primary process modes of 
thought, and are less threatened by driven-laden and unrealistic ideation than are people who are less able 
to be creative”. 

 
The storing of affective content would be especially important for artistic creativity, where one is often 
dealing with affect and the transformation of affect content into universal symbols. There is evidence that 
creative individuals are more sensitive and opened to experience than noncreative people (MCrae & 
Costa, 1987; Richards, 1990). 

 

 
 
However, it could arouse states of dissociation, which are considered normative in young children and  
gradually  diminish  in  late  adolescence  (Ijzendoorn  &  Schuengel,  1996).  Creatives might continue to 
engage in these dissociative experiences long after adolescence has passed. 

 
Dissociative states have also been tied to psychological defense mechanisms, especially when considered 
in the context of a negative-environment developmental model (Grabe, Spitzer, & Freyberger, 1999; 
Ijzendoorn & Schuengel, 1996), where factors such as severity of trauma, and avoidant or disorganized 
patterns of early childhood attachment may reinforce a child’s use of dissociation (Ogawa, Sroufe, 
Weinfield, Carlson, & Egeland, 1997). Here dissociative states are a way to manage overwhelmingly 
painful affect, and a means to protect psyche and soma (Winnicott,1971). 

 
Most part of creative people talks about this kind of dissociative states as well as the feeling of being 
an eternal teenager, during a significant part of their lives. That is the case of  a Producer and musician of a 
successful band 

 
From the life history of this successful music producer and interpreter, I highlight the experiences of an absent 
father, who worked hard throughout his childhood, and a mother, physically present, but paying more attention to 
customers (in their shop) than to the children who were there, playing or doing homework. 
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At the beginning of the process, at age 34, having just broken-up from a 17 years relationship with a female 
compatriot (on the few Portuguese with whom he related himself lovingly) and with whom he had grown up, he 
felt depressed, unwilling to leave home and he cried a lot. He had a hard time thinking about himself. 

 
The end of the relationship had been provoked by the appearance of a Spanish woman, from the 
communication world, with whom he had fallen in love, but he was not able to complete the grieving process: 
the first woman was seen as someone who he could not separate himself from (live without) nor stop thinking 
about. 

 
He only stopped thinking that when a 3rd woman appeared, the U.S. woman, which moved the Spanish up to 
the place of the 1st (who could not be separated), although  this relationship, with the American lasted about 2 
years, he occasionally spent time with the Spanish. 

 
Only after more than two years of analysis, he allowed himself to share that during all these relationships he 
always maintained extra-relationships with women he sought or found through websites and chat (not prostitutes 
or escorts): “I have 2 tickets to a concert, anyone wanna come with me?? 

 
A year later, he confessed, with much resistance and some shame, that the partying that he had spoken before, 
included, when outside Portugal (which happened quite often) orgies, swing and other derivations, interspersed 
with passionate encounters with the Spanish woman and periods dating the American one. 

 
He said of himself: "I am a very sexual person." 

 
It seems that he couldn’t think or link, letting himself go for dissociative states. 

 
He showed strong impulsivity, seeming to live in a permanent hypomanic state, always in sexual involvements 
with foreign women. 

 
He was also a stubborn person who could always get whatever he wanted, either with sponsors, women, his 
band, international expansion or other purpose, whatever it was, he would never give up. 

 
Since his childhood he has an almost irrational passion for the largest Portuguese football club - Benfica 
- who he was always watching. The father couldn’t care less about football and this irritated him so 
much! He aspires to become president of the club, which I think might be feasible, due to his personality. 

 
This passion and investment, seems to have come to occupy the place that the father left vacant in his 
absence, replacing the model child identification by another elevated to the biggest club game of men in Portugal. 

 
He felt himself grow during analysis and can finally look up as a responsible adult while at first thought, 
considered himself to be an eternal teenager. 

 
After nearly five years of analysis, he moved to Brasil where he lives with a Brazilian woman with whom he felt in 
love and with whom he feels very happy. At least she seems to speak the same language! 

 

 
 
Next case, the one of a Spanish film director,  illustrates creativity capacity and some pathological states 
of dissociation. 

 
University professor and filmmaker with 34 years at the beginning of the process. Very 

insecure person, hard to maintain or even start romantic relationships. 
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He complained of suffering with anxiety, inability to avoid obsessive rituals, feeling unable to produce work and 
dissatisfied with life. 

 
Showed great anxious suffering, reaching depressivity when he became conscious of his solitude, in general, at 
the end of the day, when he used to feel symptoms of dissociative states. 

 
When he could produce his work in a satisfactory way, his suffering would ease, but he always conserved many 
doubts. 

 
In his life story a violent and manipulative  mother who came to tear their clothes to victimize and an 
“off” father barely able to express affection, come to picture. 

 
He leaves home very early, 14-15 years, apparently looking for identificatory references, and circulating in 
London, Amsterdam, Paris and Brussels before settling in Lisbon. 

 
Seems to feel his past like a traumatic ghost, with his parents and uncles, showing along the therapeutic process, 
making awareness of his feelings of inferiority and doubting his value, despite the positive feedback that was 
always getting in the activities and projects that he developed. 

 
One of his projects, awarded at a festival in Asia to which he was invited, was a documentary / movie starring 
by his own parents, where they spoke of their own life and son, where he allowed himself to develop some 
thoughts about his inner world and his infant relationships in a more freely fashion, and resume the movement 
of mourning the parents, suspended many years ago, probably when he left Spain. 

 
Performing artists may have had previous traumatic experiences, or negative developmental environments 
and troubled early attachment relationships. These are all commonly related to pathological levels of 
dissociation. Yet it does not necessarily follow that, in the course of their creative work,  they will  rise to  
pathological  levels  of  dissociation  (as  measured  by the  taxon subscale of the Dissociative Experience 
Scale–II, Waller, Putnam, & Carlson, 1996). Indeed, individuals in nonclinical populations seldom score 
consistently in the taxometric range (Carlson et al., 1993), supporting the hypothesis that this would also 
hold true for nonclinical samples of performing artists. 

 
An interesting study developed by Thomson et al, attempted to explore the interacting factors of 
dissociation, trauma experiences, fantasy proneness, and affective variability in generators (those that 
generate new work) and interpreters (those that interpret the work). 

 
There were no significant differences between generators and interpreters on endorsement of traumatic 
events, with natural disasters and childhood sexual and/or physical abuse endorsed more frequently than 
the alternative choices. This finding supported the claim that artists do experience traumatic events (Albert, 
1996; Simonton, 2000). However, results did not suggest that these experiences were disproportionately 
significant when compared to the other factors measured. 

 
The results indicates that interpreters employed more dissociative processing than fantasy proneness. 

 
Anger was negatively correlated with trauma experiences. The findings suggested that affect states were 
not strongly correlated to traumatic events, with anger being even less pronounced than other affective 
states. 

 
Sadness and loss seems to evoke elevated multidimensional dissociative states. Although further study is 
needed here, perhaps training and working in the performing arts enhances the ability to strategically 
regulate dissociative states, as seen in others aspects of self-regulation. 
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In conclusion, the literature review and my own experience, demonstrate the validity of the psychoanalytic 
concept, which alerts us to the interference of repression in the development of the processes involved in 
creativity. 

 
We can see that repression is not a defense mechanism used by creative people. Also, it seems that, in part, 
the lack of use of that mechanism is related to the no recognition of the parent of the same gender as a moral 
authority model and the consequent need of patients to manage some other way to support and live their life in a 
sustainable way. 

 
 
In all clinical vignettes, repression was never utilized, even when other pathological defenses were present, like 
dissociation, acting out, humor, and sublimation. 

 
 
It appears that, when parents fail to provide consistent responses that guide the child toward an 
effective orientation in the world, the child can attempt to solve it, for example, by forming an internal 
substitute capable of doing what the parent could not. 

 
 
Thus, they frequently feel like they were the father or mother of themselves, like we have seen in this 
exposition; they really think they grew up by themselves, and could close up on themselves, in a kind of 
narcissistic shell, where the language of artistic expression would seem to be one of the ways to transform and 
translate their unconscious contents. 

 
 
Eissler, Bellak and others have stressed the highly narcissistic qualities and the poor object relationships one 
invariably observes in creative people. 

 
 
On the basis of my own material, I tend to concur with both Eissler and Bellak. The creative people I have studied, 
namely those ones I shared here with you, are in fact highly narcissistic individuals with a limited ability to 
empathize with others. These ideas are consistent with the results of Domino and others where projection, 
passive–aggressive behavior, repression, and altruism were not very frequent in creative participants. They do 
show substantially less repression than low-creative individuals, suggesting that high-creative people tend more 
to confronting painful feelings. 

 
 
We have seen, that, in general, artists, with more or less success - and even some people with borderline or 
obsessive perturbation, while they were children, didn’t respect their mother or father (parent of the same 
gender) as a model that they could admire and follow as identity reference. 

 
 
All this can be felt as an excessive instinctual influx, overlapping the ability of psyche of turning it on and 
elaborate it and situate beyond the ability of psychic representation. The traumatic event is not represented, 
yet it lets an inevitably and indelible mark in memory, while cannot be thinking. 

 
 
Probably because of that, we can think of a need to express them more than communicate to others their 
internal contents. 

 
 
In the point of view of several authors and in my own, too much emphasis is being placed on the need to 
communicate. The creative individual has a primary need to express himself; in many instances, his need to 
communicate appears to be of secondary significance. Eissler, too, in his Leonardo Da Vinci paper, says that 
“Although the factor of communication is stressed in conjunction with creativity in 
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general and Leonardo's drawings specifically, I am inclined to see in it only a secondary motive, 
comparable to the secondary quest in neurotic illness.” 

 
Usually these individuals don’t follow norms, but, aside from the creation of their work, they 
massively invest their affect in something they believe that could represent their sense of life and 
that could be another person or a project, like a football club, for instance, which seems to take the 
place of the parent of same gender, and that could be permanent or always in replacement. 

 
 
In fact, in my experience, as I could share with you, the patients, particularly the most creative or 
the most successful in the arts, seem to have invested in internal or "transitional" models while 
replacing the parent of the same sex, in multivariate "parental "identification of objects overvalued 
culturally, from the greatest Portuguese football club, to boyfriends or pure and simple sex, 
apparently by excessive stimulation of the traumatic nature that could not be represented. 

 
 
The creative process begins with the primary process of the fantasy and the inspiration. It 
becomes a formed unity through the secondary process in which the fantasy is elaborated and 
aesthetically organized. 

 
 
However, in general, all these contents, more or less unconscious, which circulate freely, that we 
can imagine in a dark side of a large aquarium in moving fish, algae, water plants and other living 
beings and shells, are not targeted to obsessive tidiness or organization, like an aquatic 
wardrobe, but can be processed: in a more creatively or more pathological way. 

 
 
If pathology is characterized by redundancy and repetition, by the tendency to freeze the situation 
and to be change resistant, creativity, in other hand, is characterized by never-ending attempts to 
renew and reorganize its forms, and by the constant searching of new solutions to old problems. 

 
 
Pathology is a regressive solution, an attempt to restore inner equilibrium and to adjust to reality 
by regressing to the infantile patterns of adaptation that have proved successful in the past, while 
creativity is a progressive solution, an attempt to create new and daring patterns of adaptation 
which have never before been tried out. 

 
 
This does not mean that creativity means mental health, nor that a creative artist may not be 
neurotic, borderline, or even psychotic, but rather that neurosis and creativity represent two 
antipodal attempts to solve the same underlying problems. And, as in any attempt to solve an 
inner mental problem, the creative solution may also require a compromise, that is, a 
suboptimal solution at the cost of using defenses, producing symptoms, etc. 

 
 
The creative solution, contrary to the neurotic solution, seems to be a step in the direction of 
mental health. When the artists create new forms, they always strive to find new means that will 
keep them from being forced to deny, repress, distort, or compartmentalize, and that will enable 
them to be free to express, feel, and communicate without endangering their inner unity and 
integrity. 

 
 
Perhaps this is why creative people refuse to abandon their ideals, getting stuck in the ego ideal, 
often resulting in an eternal adolescence phase, without passing to adulthood, as we have seen 
in multiple clinical vignettes, surpassing those adolescent states with the psychotherapy process. 
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Creatives might continue to engage in these dissociative experiences long after adolescence 
has passed. This suggests something quite different from a pathological trauma-related 
dissociation (van der Hart, Nijenhuis, Steele, & Brown, 2004), which is more likely to be 
marked by a rigid, inflexible, defensive adherence to multidimensional dissociative states. 

 
 
I think we can conclude that creativity does not represent a true sublimation, although it may also 
be expressed by this mechanism. The term “sublimation “should be reserved for acts, or their 
outcomes, in which displacements of energy lead to socially acceptable goals, which may not be 
the case for artists, who create to  express, to free themselves, but not necessary to 
communicate, although it is clear the need for narcissistic approval. If we think that operational 
measure of sublimation, in Domino study, could not include this aspect of socially acceptable 
goals, those results can be consider consistent with this point of view. 

 
 
There are many creative writers and poets—such as Shakespeare, Proust, Hemingway, 
Goethe, and Milton—and artists such as Michelangelo, Da Vinci, and Van Gogh, to mention only a 
few, where we have vivid proof of the proximity of their unconscious to the surface, as well as of 
their capacity to dip into its depths, to discharge it as need be, without being overwhelmed by it. 

 
 
Artistic expression, alternatively, may be expressed through a kind of creative link, not associated 
with reflective thinking, but an immediate attempt to resolve the psychic tension, or the psychic 
conflict, which could be considered the level immediately below to reflective thinking, associative, 
a kind of unthinking bond that connects different unconscious materials in a final artistic product 
without becoming to be thought. Reflexive thinking would awake danger of contacting original 
trauma and its pain. 

 
 
Another interesting aspect is that, those who express their dark side of the mind by artistic 
language seem to maintain their sexual drive active, as other drives, besides this apparent earlier 
oedipal disinvestment, caused by the failure of interdicted model, probably commanded by 
primary repression, not repression itself, and  also not so much by sublimation, in a way that, 
not using repression, the pulses remain free, as an aquarium in which roam freely all the drives 
and impulses which, at times, can be organized into creative sets that will release the pressure by 
discharging more or less artistic productions. 

 
 
During the psychoanalytic process, as it evolves, the patients increase their capacity of reflective 
thinking, decreasing their needs of acting out. They are more able to control and integrate the 
primary process, and, at the same time, they develop the language of artistic expression and 
increase satisfaction with themselves, becoming more confident and less dependent on the 
exterior eye (which serves as a mirror) to know who they are. 

 
 
A creative work is wrought out of contributions from diverse dynamic sources, sometimes even 
antagonistic drives. The artist must be born with structure specifically useful for his art discipline, 
even though its operation is influenced by many psychic forces. 

 
 
In my opinion, there seems to be a creative predisposition, like a disease has a genetic 
predisposition. When the body or/and the mind are exposed to unfavorable conditions, this pre-
disposition acts in counterpoint and in compensation of the traumatic trends that will prevent   
repression, in a way proportionally effective to the intensity and quality of the drive. 
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Freud said that people with artistic predisposition reveal "(...) a mixture, in varying proportions, of 
efficiency, perversion and neurosis "(Freud, 1905: 225) and Cattapan (2004) describes the 
artists as beings with a psychic organization that does not restricts to any category: neither 
neurotic nor perverse, much less how "Mental efficiency" exclusively. "The artist is partially 
effective in giving account of 'dangerous disposition', he is not safe from neurosis nor from 
perversion "(Cattapan, 2004). 
 
 
 

If you would like to contact Cristina Nunes, her email is crisnunes@sapo.pt 
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Abstract 

Some people practice psychoanalysis with spontaneity, probably because they are more used to act than to 

indulge in contemplation. Emphatic enactment and a specific manner of interpretation that characterize 

those people are all the more relevant in psychoanalysis in those cases where the patient, in the course of 

their live, did not have the benefit of ability to improvise nor have they acquired the experience of 

empathy. We will present a case study concerning a psychoanalytical relation that began eight years ago, 

and within which interactive changes took place, not only on the patient’s side, but also on the therapist’s. 

We believe it essential to the process of change within the mind/body unity, as well as to the relational 

style, that both therapist and their pair extricate themselves from transference-countertransference and 

create, from the very beginning, a relation of a new kind.  
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Introduction 

For the process of change to occur, it is necessary that, from the very first moment of the dyad’s life, the 

psychoanalyst establishes a Relation of a New Kind, through their enactory receptivity and through the 

use of interpretation. 

Emphatic receptivity (einfühlung), which allows the analyst to apprehend the patient’s world, even where 

the latter cannot make sense of themselves, stems from the analyst’s availability to let himself/herself be 

permeated by those minute details (spoken or acted) conveyed by patient that evoke/bring about a body 

resonance. Emphatic enactment is the emotional-cognitive anticipation that, in the mind of the analyst, 

organizes itself in the analyst’s body and leads them to almost involuntary action, with metaphor-inducing 

power. 

Gustav Mahler was able to express such creative experience a propos the last movement of his Symphony 

No. 2, on the theme of resurrection; in the composer’s words, as relayed by Henri-Louis de la Grange, ‘It 

struck me like lightning, and everything was revealed to my soul clear and plain. What I had experienced 

on that day, I had yet to put it in sounds. However, had I not already carried that work of art within me, 

how could I have experienced such a moment? It has always been so in my case: it is only by 

experiencing the sensation that I can create through sounds, and it is only when I am creating through 

sounds that I can experience the sensation’. 

Emphatic creativity can manifest itself in the therapeutic relation if that relation is centered, not in the 

patient’s past, but in the small concrete things of the patient’s everyday life – in those things that are 

performed and experienced in the present. As Husserl put it, subjectivity has to do with ‘the now’. 
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Interpretation presents thus itself as a powerful means to hinder the setting of transference neurosis, i.e., it 

is useful as a tool for disassembling and rendering explicit the repetitive relational style that comes from 

the past and challenges the construction of the New Relation within the analytic pair.  

 

A psychoanalytic encounter that evolves imposing three different rhythms to the relation 

To illustrate the change in terms of relational style, we present the psychoanalytical psychotherapy of 

patient Anna, a therapy that has been developing for the last eight years. Anna’s psychotherapy has 

inaugural significance to the analyst, for it nurtured the process that led to his rupture with drive theory, in 

favor of the new paradigm in relational psychoanalysis. The contributions that have ultimately led to that 

change were: Anna’s relational questionings, which posed problems that were difficult to solve; fruitful 

exchanges with António Coimbra de Matos, the Portuguese psychoanalyst who developed the theory of 

New Relation, and who was justly honored on the occasion of the 23rd International Forum for 

Psychoanalytic Education; and the writings of the Boston Change Process Study Group, which lead to 

two hypotheses that it is important to put to the test: i) Psychoanalysis is a relational process with 

enacting action and interaction, experienced in the present, through both conscious and implicit processes; 

ii) Intrapsychic conflicts and defenses are not the cause, rather the effect, of early developmental 

relational experiences. 

The approach taken to the psychoanalytical relation developed with Anna can be differentiated in three 

stages:  

 

1st stage 

In our first session, Anna, 27 years old, says that she wants to be analyzed because she wants to develop 

herself, although she does not wish to abandon her parents, with whom she lives, and who are ill and 

growing old. 
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Anna’s bearing and discourse evidence a woman with no significant vitality, with no more than 

superficial relationships, and who lives focused on her occupation of well-behaved nurse – exactly as her 

father has compelled her to be. She remains a virgin and, in the course of her life so far, had but one 

romantic (platonic) relationship, in her teenage years. 

She exhibits psychosomatic characteristics and was enuretic until the age of 12 years. Weighting 264 

pounds, she is quite obese, with endocrinal alteration, including high levels of prolactin. She also suffers 

from cutaneous eruptions in her arms and legs, characteristic of a dermatological autoimmune disease. 

Anna’s father, a former seminarian, is an authoritarian and stingy man, a man of the old regime – the 

Portuguese dictatorship that lasted 40 years and ended in 1974. He is the kind of man that speaks to his 

daughter through her mother; a sulky and ill-humored man; one who favors his son (male offspring) over 

his daughter (female offspring), but who has nevertheless made his daughter, then entering adolescence, 

swear to him that she would never leave him. He is, furthermore, a man of incestuous tendency, who 

never kisses his daughter, but who forced her, when she was about five or six years old, to wear gloves 

when she went to bed at night, so that she would not masturbate herself, and who also has the habit of 

trying to press his body against hers when they pass across each other on the stairs of the house where 

they live. 

Anna’s mother, who suffers from an autoimmune pathology – rheumatoid arthritis –, is a subdued and 

depressed woman who had six or seven miscarriages before Anna was born, and whose relation with her 

daughter is marked by highly contradictory signs. Anna’s mother also favors the couple’s son, twelve 

years older than his sister; when she pays attention to her daughter, she does so in a dispersive manner, 

something that is somewhat absentmindedly done in between her other charges (either required by her 

illness or concerning her husband), and oftentimes reversing the mother-daughter roles. 

Anna’s relation with her parents is thus felt by her as chaotic, in that it is composed of relational patterns 

that are either invasive, or incestuous, or unpredictable, forcing her to be on a quasi-permanent state of 

alertness.  
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During the first stage of therapy, and abiding by the guidelines of the Psychoanalytical Society, the 

psychoanalytical relation developed at a pace of four sessions per week. This first stage comprehended 

three and a half years, during which several of Anna’s relational patterns were brought to light: 

- A relation mode that is superficial and avoids hypervigilance, where Anna shows to be an exemplary 

daughter and nurse, sacrificing herself for her parents and patients. Invariably composed and punctual, 

she makes but casual and flabby conversation. In this context, the first dream she shares takes place in All 

Saints Church, where Anna is in the company of other nurses and nuns, beside Mother Antoinette. In this, 

as in everything else, we were led to associate, in transferential repetition, the primary formal 

resemblance Antoinette/António (the analyst’s given name) and the context of Anna’s childhood, that she 

was now bringing to the analytic relation. 

- Two other patterns that Anna will progressively let emerge in the relation are characterized by love and 

hate entwined, exclusively directed towards the analyst.  Erotisation manifests for the first time through a 

dream, almost two years after the beginning of therapy. In that dream, Anna, in a euphoric state, moves 

along the Lisbon Bridge which, in her dream, is made of hammocks, jumping from hammock to 

hammock. At that time, rather than reinforcing a return to the past, to a childhood desire, the analyst 

showed her that the desire expressed in the dream was aimed at the near future, and linked to her own fear 

of losing herself in it. All flustered, Anna keeps on progressing, taking pride in the fact that she already 

masturbates herself, but saying that she wants more – she wishes to ‘do things with the analyst’. In that 

she insists on this point, and because that provokes the analyst’s narcissism, she is then confronted with 

understanding what psychoanalysis is and entails. Then, overcame by intense feelings of anger and 

paranoid rejection, she reaches the point of screaming, violently, that she feels persecuted, controlled and 

abused by the therapist!    

- A fourth pattern evidenced by Anna over those first years of analysis is characterized by a strong anxiety 

that occasionally dominates her during sessions, where terror and stress seem to overpower her; on those 

occasions, she halts communication with the analyst, sulks and either becomes aloof or begins, in a 

frenzy, to make calls on her cell phone.   
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Those years of therapeutic relation are abruptly interrupted when Anna eventually admits to her tyrant 

father that which she could not bring herself to allow, namely, that she was in love with her analyst. Anna 

decides then to put a stop to her psychoanalysis.  

 

2nd stage  

A second stage of our psychoanalytic relation, a stage that will last three years, will then begin, where the 

relation becomes secret, for Anna keeps on assuming before her parents, as well as before friends and 

acquaintances, that she has ceased to be analyzed. We keep the therapeutic relation on a fortnightly, 

sometimes weekly, basis, with the singularity of our encounters being decided by Anna a la carte – a 

format I acquiesce to explore.  

Anna seems to wish to circumvent the promise she made to her father and, in fact, it will be in this 

context that she effects some actual changes in her life: She moves out of her parent’s house, moving to a 

town 100 km away; She quits her former occupation, thus renouncing to the professional activity chosen 

by father, and takes a secretarial job, that of executive assistant in a company located in the town she has 

moved to. 

Little by little, Anna accedes to a more assumed and more constant relational style, with less abrupt 

alternations. Such style, while still marked by erotomania, allowed her to experiment, in a virtual manner, 

those forms of romantic intersubjective relationship that she had been very much afraid of, that she had 

never lived in the context of an actual relation, that her father had forbidden her to experience. Her 

fantasies become now those of feeling enveloped, as if by an octopus, by the analyst’s embrace, and she 

figures herself in siren’s songs, seducing Ulysses.    

As the psychoanalyst gains room in her mind, Anna seems less prone to anxiety; on the other hand, brutal 

reactions of depressive detachment begin now to dominate her, occasionally inhibiting her from lying 

down on the couch. When this happens, from the moment she arrives and until she leaves, she does not 

say ‘hello’, she does not make eye contact with the analyst, she does not say ‘goodbye’.  
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One day, however, a period begins marked by anger, rebellion and hatred against her brother, who, until 

now, Anna always adored, as much as her parents. Such hatred shifts progressively into a generalized and 

assumed diatribe against all men (with the exception of her father), in that she feels deeply humiliated in 

her image as a sexed woman, for, as she put it, ‘I don’t care for men and men don’t know how to 

appreciate me!’ 

Gradually, that same anger becomes directed towards women, who are all described as jealous, two-faced 

and hypocritical. Anna’s anger towards women is her anger towards her mother, who adores Anna’s 

brother – it is not, therefore, and contrary to the classic paradigm, an oedipal issue. 

The procedure where aggressiveness is directed towards external targets does not prevent Anna from 

episodically putting her psychoanalyst in the mix, blaming him – accusing him of being responsible – for 

the circumstance of her having no man in her life and for forcing her to get herself one!    

At last, Anna lets it come to the surface her intense depression of neglect with feelings of emptiness. She 

attempts to react with romantic fusional signs, by sending telephone messages, namely on Sundays – the 

day when she feels lonelier – and the analyst suggests that they can meet on those Sundays, should they 

both be available to do so. There begins a period where Anna alternates heart-felt handshakes (at the 

beginning and end of sessions) with arriving late, or taking an inordinate amount of time counting and 

recounting the money with which she pays for the session. She needs her analyst controlled and seduced, 

at her disposal, so that she may face, and not let herself be engulfed by, her massive depression. 

In enacting empathy with Anna (who expects her analyst to be an object of anaclitic nature, a support she 

can lean on) the analyst, who sees her movements and suffering, and wants for her what she wants for 

herself, acts outside the classic guidelines. 

It is then, and only then, that Anna comes to revisit her rage against the family intoxications of her 

childhood. Confidently leaning on her own curiosity, she begins researching her past, and comes to 

realize her complete lack of relationships with other children when she was little. She rebels against the 

solitude that her family forced her to endure; against the nonchalance that surrounded the choice of her 

given name; against the fact that she was not christened before she was six years old; ‘They were waiting 
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for Anna to die!’ – the analyst bringing here to the surface her implicit intuition. Anna begins thus to 

think, and to elaborate, on her horrid pool of depressiveness, of which she had been hitherto unaware. 

Afterwards, Anna begins to take a somewhat loving and caring interest on her herself. In her new 

occupation, she begins to show herself competent in the eyes of others. She shows that she is capable of 

living on her own, in an apartment she herself has rented. She begins to arrange for spending time with 

workmates (female and male) outside office hours. She shows up at sessions with a confident and hopeful 

smile; her own voice becomes more pleasant to hear. She values her sexual self-image. She begins 

attending a gym so as to loose weight. The furuncles on her arms, that prevented her from wearing short-

sleeve tops, disappear. In other words, she makes progresses as to the idiomorphic identification with 

herself, and that process of self-identification becomes central both in her relational process with others 

and for her mind/body unity. 

Anna becomes pleasant, ‘I like you’, she says, ‘you are warm and understanding. You care about me … I 

like our relationship’. She fears, however, that she may be no longer recognized and thus makes 

successive tests.  

Our relation advances towards complementarity, for we are now sharing points of view on a variety of 

subjects. We begin to use colorful metaphors. There is an enthusiasm that emerges in our relation. 

 

3rd stage 

She eventually suggests that our meetings should go back to take place according to a regular schedule, 

that of one session per week.  

In this third stage, initiated a little over one year ago, her father becomes the total object. Anna begins to 

accept, without violent outbursts, the interpretive explanations concerning her father that are put forward 

by the analyst; she herself will at one point accuse him of being ‘incestuous’, and of ‘disliking women and 

being gay’. She adds, ‘I’m no longer afraid of him; I don’t take him, nor what he says, seriously’. Always 

highlighting her mother’s age and illness, Anna continues to fail to identify with her, albeit 

acknowledging that her mother has always been a good housekeeper.  
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The creative aspect of our relation begins now to lead Anna to elaborate on her strong inferiority 

depression, an elaboration that will allow her to get closer to men, particularly to a certain nurse.  

 

Comment: 

We can change – both Patient and Psychoanalyst! 

Throughout the first stage of our psychoanalytical relation, Anna relives and updates the relational style 

of dyadic exchanges she experienced when she was a baby and a small child. Anna acts and reacts 

through the incorporation of unpredictable relational patterns, at times excessive, other times superficial, 

because her parents – one, depressed; the other, incestuous – have treated her according to such invasive 

and inconstant relational patterns. For this reason, Anna’s strategies only stabilize either in the form of 

superficial relations or in depressive disorganization marked by a state of permanent alertness – in 

positive correlation with her immune and somatic vulnerability. 

 As to the romantic relation with strong erotomaniacal manifestation, the analyst has deemed it, not an 

instance of classic resistance, rather a transitive process – a building metaphor of Anna’s mind/body 

unity, where, in a confused way, Anna was able to distance herself from her incestuous father and practice 

(in virtual fashion) the possibility of developing romantic attachments with other men. 

That said, in the first stage of our analytic relation, while developing the context of transferential 

repetition, here illustrated by Anna’s identification with her mother and by the significance ascribed to 

dreams, the analyst made a serious mistake: that of hindering the patient’s possibility to accede to the 

New Relation. Only later did he understand that, by placing herself in a therapeutic relation, Anna was 

looking for her analyst to be the opposite of what her parents had provided to her, viz., the shoulder to 

lean on, the anaclitic object that would allow her to get closer to men. Building on the enacting empathy 

of the analyst, Anna was able to retake her development, until then suspended due to anaclitic want.  

As Novalis has said, ‘Every beloved object is the centre of a paradise’. Perhaps because of that, the 

analyst let himself be led by infra-verbal and verbal details conveyed by Anna, namely her tentative 

instances of rebellion that, in actual fact, represented her ability to escape, and to practice her opposition, 
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to the dominant influence of her father, in the absence of a mother that stood by her side. And thus, 

instead of treating Anna as an irritant alexithymic psychosomatic patient with hysteric traits, the analyst 

sought to be continuingly receptive to each and every movement of life and vital affection Anna would let 

on. She was thus able to show that she was more sophisticated than she appeared to be, and accordingly 

express and develop unexpected and spontaneous emotions and feelings. Enactment consisted here in the 

analyst allowing himself to be led by Anna, courageously and without fear, rather than with sloppiness 

(which would have been schmaltzy and conducive to regression) – in fact, with genuine tenderness, in the 

sense of Sullivan’s theorem of tenderness. 

We, i.e., both Anna and the analyst, have learned to surf the waters, in spite of dealing with wavy and 

unknown tides, in that we have gradually distance ourselves from psychoanalytical grids: 

a) Our relation came to be developed at the level of everyday small things, which allowed for 

intersubjectivity;  

b) Current local and concrete experiences constituted themselves as small discoveries of real meaning in 

the relational context. Such discovery of meaning has incrementally replaced deep-rooted global verbal 

contents: in Anna’s case, that of a family Catholic religious mystique; in the analyst’s case, that of 

psychoanalytic ideology. 

c) Rather than focusing on analyzing a remote past, we decided to consider nocturnal and diurnal dreams, 

taking the projects and fancies they were made of as states of awareness, capable of exploring and 

anticipating the near future. 

The psychoanalytic relation had inaugural significance, not only because, in its course, the analyst 

progressively realized the importance of enactment, which stems from a bodily non-verbal process and 

moves towards building meaning, but also because, in that which is relationally experienced in small 

scale and in everyday life, there occurred seriously critical moments that allowed us to jump farther: 

- When, one day, our paths crossed by chance in a café and we acted circumspectly, Anna reacted with 

anger because, as she put it, ‘we behaved ashamedly’. This event was the final drop that led us to 

definitively break from the neutrality and transference-countertransference model.  
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- When we realized that, in the session that followed some particular interpretation, Anna became violent, 

we started paying much more attention to the implicit in the relation. Enactment made the analyst decide 

to go and welcome Anna at the landing that led to the office’s door when he felt Anna was especially 

suffering. We began to look at each other with a genuine look at the end of each session – an essential 

moment that resonated emotionally with what had took place during the session. It was by that time that 

Anna began to relate – ‘There is something different about you now; you are a different person’. 

Changes began thus to emerge, because we began to feel complementarily. There was a probing of what 

reverberated in the other; there was a common desire to widen the field of our relation. 

In his notebook, the analyst started to register, less the content of the communication developed with the 

patient, and more prominently the intentionality of that which reverberated infra-verbally, and the acting 

movements to which both therapist and patient were compelled.  

Interpretation ceased to be a magic process based on the psychoanalytic grid (Oedipus complex; classic 

interpretation of dreams; childhood sexuality;original ghost ) and it started rendering explicit those 

implicit aspects that occurred in the relation. The interpretation focused on dismantling forms of 

pathogenesis that were set in our relation and on dismantling pathogenic relations that Anna experienced 

in her everyday life. Although unsystematically, it would also focus, on a third stage, in dismantling 

Anna’s childhood relational styles. 

What we gained by following this course of action was the setting and the development of the New 

Relation. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
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1 - The finding of meaning does not stem from the symbolic or from stereotyped theoretical models; it 

stems from the intentionality of one’s actions, so that, as human beings, we act and react on the basis of 

significations that are generated within us in the context of our relations with others. 

2 - Particularly, dreams, which are always random in their significance, for they are invariably based on 

an association of continuity, similitude and contiguity, are not necessarily to send us back to childhood 

desires. The meaning of nocturnal and diurnal dreams is not hidden and turned towards the past, despite it 

being an obvious training program, in a virtual reality, that, based on association of causality, purpose and 

signification, plans for action and anticipates creativity in wakefulness – be it with the aim of preserving 

the status quo due to fear, be it with the aim of experimenting the desired relational change.  

3 – From the mind/body unity perspective, thought is not a by-product of an inhibition of action; it is, 

rather, dependent on gestures and emotions, on movements and actions. Therefore, the deepest level of 

the analytic situation is the interactive relational level, lived in the present and directed towards the future. 

Because this is so, the field of the new psychoanalysis should be designated by new concepts. 

4 – The purpose of psychoanalytic treatment is thus that of a transformation process on the relational 

style, where Interpretation deconstructs every day and childhood pathologic relations and where the 

analytic pair creates a New Therapeutic Relation, as if in a laboratory. This new Relational Model is 

eventually integrated, and will work as representation scheme for life experienced outside analysis and 

after analysis is completed. 
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Abstract 

The bonding, the infra-symbolic mental representation, and the intentionality are at the core of body/mind 

unity of relational style since one’s earliest age, and of the relational change process. Rhythm analysis of 

interactions shows that, when caregivers have difficulty in empathizing with their babies and in shielding 

them from stress and fear, babies cannot anticipate what is going to happen in the relation, thus, 

subjecting themselves to a state of permanent alertness that will depress them and make them immune-

vulnerable. In order for it to effect a change on relational style and on mind/body dialogue, the 

psychoanalytic encounter makes its discoveries on the origins of human communication. As such, 

psychoanalysis, in accounting for its own transformations, becomes kreía-analysis and its corresponding 
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epistemic domain, borrowing from the classic Greek, can be defined as philokreía, which is to say, as 

‘friend of intimate relations’. 

 

Keywords: Representation; Intentionality; Bonding; Superficial relation; Predictability; Shared mental 

states; Mind/body unity; Philokreía. 

 

Introduction 

In psychoanalysis, when we look at the psychic and somatic reality through the lens of abstract and 

generalizing concepts, such as ‘poor ghosts’, ‘operative thinking’, ‘conflictual impasse’, ‘rigid defenses”, 

‘alexithymia’, or ‘type A (B, C or D) personalities’, we should not lose sight of the fact that the deepest 

level of human experience is that of relational exchanges, as experienced in the concrete relationships of 

our day-to-day lives.  

Differently from primates, human babies, in face-to-face communication, lose themselves in the eyes and 

irises of their mothers, as, later in life, those enamored lose themselves in the sweet gaze of their lovers. 

Human beings have developed the ability of attributing to others a mental life similar to one’s own, so 

that intersubjective life is, in fact, the condition proper of human nature and of mind/body unity.  

In intersubjective relations, words are an integral part of one’s actions’ inventory. In our personal 

relationships, there are more or less colored exchanges where form and moment are as important as, if not 

more important than, the content of the message itself. A parent that, in a thought-through and explicit 

manner, proclaims via speech act their immense love for their baby may, via non-verbal and implicit 

contradictory action (e.g., placing themselves inadequately, failing to make eye-contact with the baby, or 

addressing them in an aggressive tone) express their rejection of that same baby! Body/mind unity 

involves thoughts and feelings, body movements and concrete actions. 

This constructivist concept that takes development, psychoanalysis, and discovery of meaning as 

emerging from relational interactive systems in context, breaks with the Freudian drive-oriented and 

intrapsychic positivistic model, according to which thought and affection, mentalization, are by-products 
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of action inhibition. Where human beings are concerned, the determining component will be the 

background music of intersubjective communication, i.e., the permanent and positive relationships 

between self and other that consist in discrete actions lived daily. 

 

Representation, intentionality and bonding in the baby´s relational experience 

Even if the attachment model is not sufficiently relational and intersubjective, it stands as an excellent 

starting point in examining early life. Let us consider the famous lab procedure, devised by Mary 

Ainsworth, known as ‘strange situation’. A twelve-month old baby is twice confronted with the stress of 

being separated from, and then reunited with, their mother. How is it that, already at that age, a baby 

develops response strategies as complex as that of the avoiding baby, who does not face his mother or 

moves towards her when, post-separation, she walks towards him, as if being apart and being rejoined had 

no import at all, while, at the same time, that same baby shows rather elevated physiological levels of the 

stress hormone cortisol?  

The answer is that such twelve-month old baby has already learned to react with avoidance; not because 

they are unable to re-experience vital affections and feelings of rejection, but because they have already 

incorporated the representation of their mother’s aversion and disconnectedness. In other words, the baby 

has already physically integrated and mentally established the representation of avoidance. 

Due to their exceptional abilities to engage in subjective exchanges with others, children, from a very 

early age, acquire and incorporate their caregivers’ ways of behaving. When caregivers are sensitive to 

signs and receptive in their responses, the child will react to them with confidence; on the contrary, when 

caregivers are too intense or intent on controlling their child, the child will show withdrawal from the 

relation. 

Early interactions between babies and their parents bring forth three scientific hypotheses of interest to 

the issue of mind/body unity and the relational life:  
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1 – We have to stop considering mental representation as something that is reduced to the symbolic. 

Mental representation includes representations of objects, images, words, symbols and concepts, as 

proposed by Freud, but also sequence of events, motivations and objectives, as argued by Stern, and 

representations of affections, as claimed by Greene. More than a mere content, representation is a process 

not exclusively based on verbal language; it consists in an implicit and infra-symbolic knowledge, 

developed since birth, based on actions and emotions. Also, the meaning of action is not, itself, 

necessarily accessible to symbolic thought; it rather reveals itself mostly in a non-verbal manner, and in 

between the lines of verbal contents. 

Symbolic representations are thus, deeply seeded in infra-verbal implicit knowledge generated in the 

context of significant interaction, and such implicit knowledge is a part of the vast realm of the 

Unconscious.  

2 – From the age of two to three months, babies begin to perceive affections and actions as intentions, 

and, accordingly, they develop a remarkable ability to discover the meaning of human actions. A baby 

will always look for those intentions underlying the behaviors of those who are closest to him/her. The 

baby learns them, not as contents, as Kleinians used to believe, rather as forms with purposes and 

motivations, as baby specialists have found out. 

The belief that there can be no meaning outside of the symbolic is thus, in our view, also false. Babies do 

not reflect on significations; they act on the basis of significations generated in them by the actions of 

their caregivers, with no thought process at all. 

Intentionality and meaning constitute, therefore, the basic element of mind/body unity, as confirmed by 

brain imagery that identifies the existence of intentionality centers activated in the brain, and further 

corroborated by Rizolatti, in the neuroscientific finding of mirror-neurons that show how we partake in 

the mental states of those with whom we interact.  

The most authentic levels of meaning are not inferred from psychological, religious or ideological 

theories; they stem from relationships experienced in the present. In the end, it will be those implicit 
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infra-verbal representations that will bring about the meaning of verbal symbolic representations. When 

one person declares their love for another, the latter will look for confirmation of the words spoken in the 

eyes and in the touch of the former. 

Implicit representation and intentionality are the heart and mind of early relationships, of love 

relationships, of friendships or of therapeutic rapports. So much so that, in the very experience of 

empathy, where we genuinely put ourselves in someone else’s place and accept that person as the core 

centre of our love, the most fascinating aspect is its enactive quality, that movement of availability and 

creation – the bodily and emotional re-experiencing that becomes represented action. Emphatic persons 

are, in particular moments, spontaneously and in a relatively involuntary way, led to look each other in 

the eye, to touch one another, to co-re-sensing, to exchange little mementos, and to mutually adjust. They 

become capable of complementary creation, and those are the sacred moments where shifts in mind/body 

equilibrium take place. 

3--The third hypothesis we are led to states the anteriority and the primacy of ‘bonding’ – a concept 

introduced by Klaus and Kennel (1976) – in the development of children’s attachment patterns. We here 

dispute the view of those who ascribe to babies’ temperament the responsibility for the quality of their 

parents’ love. In like manner, we a fortiori oppose those psychotherapists for whom the success of 

psychoanalysis is contingent on the quality of the patient and on the patient’s so-called negative 

therapeutic reactions. What we have here are different instances of one same mistaken notion – that of an 

alleged symmetry in relationships – that also leads teachers to complain about students, or men to 

complain about women. 

Our view on rhythm analysis is that it is the parent’s constantly positive emotional involvement, manifest 

in providing protection, affection and joy, favors synchronization of biological rhythms and the baby’s 

emotional self-regulation. These, in turn, allow babies to develop self-identification and to love their 

parents in return. A positive bonding with their parents is the starting point for the baby’s development of 

harmonious communication and affective harmonization. The emergence of behavioral patterns within 

interactions is based on the framing principle and on face-to-face tie. Those patterns are brought about by 
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moment by moment sharing, synchronization of emotions and bodily states, mutual resonance, and 

spontaneous emotional communication. Building upon their parents’ vital affections, babies develop their 

proto-narrative envelope and their creative attachments, for babies are, truly, the great creators.  

If the bonding is negatively charged (when parents act aggressively, with sadness or resentment towards 

the baby), or not clear (when they are possessive, indifferent or fearful), the baby will not be able to 

regulate their own emotions, particularly their fears. Now, if, as we learn from Damásio, emotion is the 

highest direct expression of bio-regulation, then interactive asynchrony will lead to an enduring and 

highly elevated stress response.  

We share, with Gunnar, the awareness of the fact that babies present a highly elevated response to stress 

at birth, and that their cortisol decrease throughout the first year of life will be contingent on the quality of 

the bonding, which constitutes a model that, set during childhood, will remain in adult life. This pattern, 

linked to vital affections, may even prevail over genetic predisposition – we see it when an anxious child 

stops showing signs of elevated stress in the presence of an autonomous person. Fear, undoubtedly the 

most frequent emotion amid human beings, is regulated by intersubjective communication. The threat 

comes less from stressors external to the relationship, like specific life events, than from the caregiver’s 

inability to protect the baby from fear in the baby’s day-to-day life.   

 

Clinical observation of interactions between a non-empathic mother and her depressed and sick 

baby 

The first eighteen minutes of interactions that took place between Laura – a five-month old baby girl 

admitted ten days before to a pediatric hospital with severe acute gastroenteritis – and her mother, a 

depressed young woman, during a session with a psychotherapist, were videotaped and later commented 

by Fivaz, Bydlowski, Maury and Stern in La recherche clinique en psychopathologie. The following lines 

are a personal look on that published document; a reading that focuses particularly on rhythm analysis, 
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assessing four variables: (i) movements through the room; (ii) how the baby is hold; (iii) facial 

orientations and looks exchanged; (iv) taking the initiative to speak and tone of voice.  

1st Script 

The mother enters the exam room carrying the baby bottle in one hand and the baby in her arms. She says 

she is afraid of losing her daughter; she starts feeding her. She holds the baby with a lifted arm, so that 

mother and daughter are connected by a reciprocal look, in a face-to-face tie. The therapist is a third 

participant in the overall interaction. This is the first relational pattern.   

2nd Script 

The therapist says a few words to the mother. She lets the arm that is supporting little Laura drop a little, 

which results in the baby being tilted back to a horizontal position. In this second pattern, while the 

mother is looking at her baby, the contact between them holds; however, when the mother turns her eyes 

to the therapist, the possibility of framing is suspended, and the baby stops looking at her mother. When 

the mother returns her eyes to the child, her gaze is no longer there. 

3rd Script 

In this situation, the baby’s gaze is completely directed outwards, outside the relationship. The therapist 

steps aside, so as to facilitate the contact between mother and baby, but the mother remains passive, 

incapable of making any movement that will re-establish eye-contact with her daughter; the arm that 

supports the baby is kept at a horizontal angle. In this third pattern, Laura’s position is that of a newborn, 

which precludes any kind of framing. 

4th Script 

The mother then initiates a long conversation during which she will keep her eyes turned to the therapist, 

leaving the baby out of the three-party alliance. The mother speaks of the vicissitudes of her life that 

include more than one miscarriage and a few situations of abandonment, that latest of which by Laura’s 

genitor. She lives isolated, alone with her daughter. The therapist gets closer to the baby and, from time to 
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time, whispers a few words in the baby’s direction. A fourth relational pattern emerges, more in line to 

the one that we would be expecting to see with a three-month-old baby. 

5th Script 

Laura takes a long look towards the therapist who addresses her, telling her that she is a ‘rather serious 

baby’. Turning her head sideways, so as to face her daughter, the mother says, in an altered voice, that her 

daughter ‘never smiles’. A fifth pattern has thus emerged. 

6th Script 

The baby manifests her desire to move into a seating position, stirring her legs and head. The mother 

understands the signs and holds her daughter in an upright position, seating her in her lap. This new 

pattern marks the shift towards a dyad where the baby is also a participant. Laura looks at her mother’s 

hands and then directs her gaze in the direction of the therapist. She smiles to the therapist and, for a 

moment, an exchange of smiles among the three of them occurs. After 18 minutes of interaction, a 

seventh pattern is set. 

 

The relationship, the neuro-biology and the somatic 

Laura’s mother’s bonding is mostly of a negative quality, where feelings of sadness, resentment, 

disappointment and rejection manifest as predominant. However, emotions of an unclear nature, such as 

fear, indifference and possession also assume a conspicuous presence in the relationship. 

A further significant aspect in this dyad’s relationship is the multiplicity of relational patterns that 

abruptly emerge and disappear – imprecise, with no fluidity or clear-cut transition points between the 

states of being alone, being with someone, and being in the presence of a third person. Accordingly, in 

face of one same event that happens repeatedly, the baby is unable to acquire emotional regularities or to 

perceive invariants and predictabilities regarding how to behave – how to be – with another person. The 
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baby’s vital affections (Langer), her baseline emotions (Damásio), are, consequently, those of a great 

insecurity and discomfort, accompanied by primal emotions, like that of a great fear. 

For purposes of intersubjective communication, that baby is forced to develop four schemes of mental 

representation and intentionality: 

-  She is insufficiently stimulated, and she is stimulated only through facial expression, for she is with a 

very depressed mother; 

- She is occasionally stimulated by a mother who is sometimes physically close to her, but with a diffused 

investment; 

- She is invaded by a sometimes intrusive mother who misreads the baby’s signs; 

- She is a baby who is looked at and provided with adequate lap support by a mother who is truly there for 

her in a peripheral and innate manner. 

In her representations and intentionality, such mother interprets her daughter as a baby who is not 

rewarding, not enriching, and in face of whom she anticipates losses. This mother’s actions evidence, 

above all, that her ability to share the mental state caused by the negative affection experienced by her 

daughter is inhibited. In her representations and intentionality, this mother shows no empathy for her 

baby’s pain. We can hypothesize what a magnetic resonance of this mother would show: activation in the 

right insula, lack of activation in the right striatum, diminished release of oxytocin and dopamine – a clear 

picture of mutually re-shaping interactions between the relationship and the brain. 

For the baby, this entails a micro-depression and a fragmentation of representations which stabilization 

cannot but take the form of a superficial representation of relational exchanges. Interactions between 

mother and daughter are tolerable in those moments where both of them are engaged in something else – 

watching television, for instance. If, however, they experience the intervention of a positive bonding from 

a third party, stress and fear decrease significantly, and may lead to relational well-being. Such implicit 

fashion of relational knowledge, one where inconstant vital affections are predominant, allows us to 
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predict that, in a later stage of her life, Laura will become a woman incapable of self-regulation and with 

a background of depression. We can hypothesize that she will tend to establish poor and precarious love 

relationships. 

At the present moment, the intentional meaning of non-verbal actions testify to the mother’s inability to 

regulate her baby’s vital affections and fears, both in her day-to-day life and in continuity. One would be 

justified in saying that that baby is forced to develop a permanent state of alertness in response to her 

mother’s different patterns, so as not to lose her once and for all – this is something that involves keeping 

a high level of stress, combined with immune system’s vulnerability, which plays here a key role to the 

vital process. 

 

Conclusions: 

The psychoanalytic intimate encounter 

1 – Following the classical perspective, the most significant motivation in a relation is libido, the sexual 

drive, and the power status within the group. The focus of the analysis developed by the pair will 

therefore be on intrapsychic conflicts, ghosts and defense mechanisms. The psychoanalytic relation will 

be centered on recollection of childhood episodes and on the analysis of transference-countertransference 

processes.  

Following the view advocated by contemporary psychoanalysis, the deepest level of human experience is 

that of the intersubjective experience between two equals, in their unique condition as human, far too 

human, beings. Here, the analytical relation focuses on seemingly insignificant and everyday life trivial 

events, and is turned towards the future. Special attention is given to body movements, to the ups and 

downs of the feelings experienced, and to baseline emotions. Careful attention is paid to every small 

narrative of little substance, to every little procedural detail. All this ends up constituting the set of 

elements that lead to affective harmonization – constituting, in fact, the building blocks of mind/body 

unity and of human life. 
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2 – The psychoanalytical relation, from its inception, is carried by the psychotherapist’s consistently 

positive bonding who, like a maestro surrounded by background music, conducts the orchestra from a 

slightly forward position, building a new rapport, opposite to that of transference relations. 

3 – The psychoanalyst uses interpretation mainly to prevent the setting in of transference neurosis, 

conducive to the resetting of pathologies within the analytic dyad, and thus that of bringing to a halt the 

risk of perpetuating unending analysis and converting a person with symptoms into an asymptomatic 

caricatural personality. Interpreting consists in rendering the implicit explicit, in disassembling and 

making connections between present-day pathological relations that re-enact pathological patterns of 

early childhood. 

4 – The psychoanalyst has ceased to be that person who is supposed to know; they are now a person who 

loves, and thinks with, the patient, in a complementary way. They are now that person who, through their 

unconditional parent-like love – ‘Every beloved object is the centre of a paradise’ –, promotes the 

development of their patients’ assisted self-analysis.  

Thus emerges the New Relation, a fundamental concept developed by Coimbra de Matos: A relation that 

is authentic and spontaneous, with emotional sharing, based on positive affections, increasingly more 

permanent and fascinating, where new regular and implicit representations of human contact, notably 

intimacy, gradually begin to form. 

5 – By way of progressive transposition, this new relational style will develop incrementally in the 

patient’s daily relationships – in their love life, in their relationship with their parents, with their friends, 

with their colleagues or co-workers. A successful psychoanalysis will thus be that which touches the core 

of the human being, the mind/body core unity – that which changes the relational style.  

6 – The intellectual persuasion in psychoanalysis privileges the construction of coherent narratives to the 

detriment of actions themselves. Following the perspective we endorse, that of action, the analyst would 

act like parents whose baby is just born do, viz., from the first moment of the encounter onwards, the 
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analyst is to act through interpretation and, above all, to ‘enact’, by co-creating a new way of being-in-

relation.    

7 – The study of human relations, their genesis, development, vicissitudes and transformation, is currently 

the focus of psychoanalytical research and clinical practice. The relational psychoanalysis trend has thus 

been established.   

In order to underline the emphasis on research and conceptualization of interpersonal, intersubjective and 

interactive relationships, we, together with Coimbra de Matos, have put forward the notion of kreía-

analysis which, strictu sensu, means ‘analysis of intimate relations’. However, we jointly propose the 

preferred designation of philokreías, which is obtained from the greek Filos (= friend) plus kreía (= 

intimate human relations). This materializes a new concept with inaugural potentiality. In fact, philokreía 

designates one who is a friend of human relations. It further involves the verb kroamai (= to relate with), 

thus conveying the sense of relationship, of a search for an intimate proximity. We propose that the study 

of human relations, in their intimacy and reciprocity, subjectivity and intersubjectivity, be acknowledged 

as the epistemic domain of contemporary psychoanalysis – the scientific domain of philokreía. 
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