administrative assistant

ALICE RAPKIN

former editors

1932-1934 ‘
FRANKWOOD E. WILLIAMS

DORIAN FEIGENBAUM GREGORY ZILBOORG

BERTRAM D. LEWIN
1935-1936

BERTRAM D. LEWIN
FEIGENBAUM
Rkl GREGORY ZILBOORG

1937
LAWRENCE S. KUBIE
CARL BINGER et
HENRY ALDEN BUNKER ,?A%T\]L%AéMA?MEYER
2l FElGENBAIlIiIM GREGORY ZILBOORG
RAYMOND GOSSEL
1938

LAWRENCE S. KUBIE
BERTRAM D. LEWIN
MONROE A. MEYER

GREGORY ZILBOORG

CARL BINGER
HENRY ALDEN BUNKER
RAYMOND GOSSELIN

1939-1940
ABRAM KARDINER

LAWRENCE S. KUBIE
BERTRAM D. LEWIN
MARTIN W. PECK
SANDER RADO

GEZA ROHEIM

LEON J. SAUL
GREGORY ZILBOORG

ERANZ ALEXANDER
CARL BINGER

HENRY ALDEN BUNKER
HELENE DEUTSCH
FLANDERS DUNBAR
OTTO FENICHEL
THOMAS M. FRENCH
RAYMOND GOSSELIN

1941-1959
RAYMOND GOSSELIN

1960-1966
BERTRAM D. LEWIN

1967-1970
GERARD FOUNTAIN

1971-1978
JACOB A. ARLOW

1979-1984
DALE BOESKY

1985-1991
SANDER M. ABEND

1992-2001
OWEN RENIK

2002-2010
HENRY F.SMITH

2011-2020
JAY GREENBERG

production editor
REBECCA A. CORPIER

© The Psychoanalytic Quarterly, 2022
Volume XCI, Number 4
hitp://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00332828.2022.2153528

ON COMING INTO POSSESSION OF ONESELF:
WITNESSING AND THE FORMULATION
OF EXPERIENCE

BY DONNEL B. STERN

In this paper I wuse clinical theory and illustration to
explore details of the formulation of experience, which depends
upon the metamorphosis of experience from not-me fo feels-
like-me. [ take the position that the movement from not-me to
Jeels-like-me, with the accompanying possibilities for formulat-
ing new meaning that open at such moments, happens when
we not only know or feel something, butl also, and simultan-
eously, sense ourselves in the midst of this process—that 1is,
when we know and feel that it is we who are doing the know-
ing and feeling. When these two evenls co-occur, which
depends wpon the process of witnessing and the breach of dis-
sociation, we come into possession of ourselves. Wilnessing of
one person by another is a process of recognition, but it is
also a kind of affirmation performed by “someone who is
trusted and justifies the trust and meels the dependence”
(Winnicott 1971, p. 60).

Keywords: Witnessing, enactment, formulation, dissociation,
enactment, not-me, feels-like-me.

In the interpersonal/relational theory of dissociation and enactment,
when a meaning that has been dissociated emerges in one’s mind, the
creation of the meaning takes place because one can tolerate or accept
something now that one could not tolerate or accept then. In the terms I
have used elsewhere, not-me becomes me (Stern 2008, 2004, 2010, 2015).

Subjectivity that had been unformulated, non-meaningful, dissociated,
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is a subtle difference between this phenomenon and the sense of the
ownership of experience. To recognize our participation in the creation of
meaning is not synonymous with being aware of it. Recognition goes beyond
mere awareness. In fact, it would often be misleading to use the word
aware in this context, because in becoming aware, the object of our atten-
tion usually is an explicit meaning. By contrast, more often than not the
kind of recognition of our participation in the construction of experi-
ence that I want to describe is implicit, unspoken, even unthought. We
could call it a feeling-sense of our participation, something that lets us
know we are involved, vital, vibrant, alive. Winnicott called it “the sense
of being real” (1960, p. 146), and wrote that, “Our patients, more and
more, turn out to be needing to feel real, and if they don’t, then under-
standing is of extremely secondary importance” (1952, quoted by
Caldwell and Robinson 2017, p. Ixx).

Of course, as soon as I refer to vitality in psychoanalytic treatment; I
bring to mind many writers besides Winnicott (1960, 1971). Here is just
a selection: Alvarez (1992, 2012; see also Director 2009); Balint 1968;
Ferenczi (1988, Ferenczi & Rank 1925); Fromm 1955, 1964/1991,
1970; Gerson 2009; Green 1986; Laub 2005; Lichtenberg et al. 2015;
Loewald 1978; Mitchell 2000; Ogden 2019a, b; Schwartz-Cooney and
Sopher 2021; Tauber 1959; and D. N. Stern and the Boston Change
Process Study Group (2010)

and each of those resonances is entirely
appropriate. But I want to find my way to something a bit different than
these writers have told us.

What I am looking for is something like going meta on an affective
level: I do not only know and feel; I also know that 1 know and feel. That
is, instead of merely feeling our experience washing over us, instead of
just registering its presence as if it comes from elsewhere, we have a sense
of our participation in these events, and we accept this sense of our par-
ticipation. We accept our involvement, we feel it even if it seldom occurs
to us to think it in words—that is, even though we cannot say exactly
what we are doing or how we are doing it. This sensing of our participa-
tion is certainly related to vitality, agency, and the ownership of experi-
ence, as the writers I have just cited and others have brought to our
attention; but the sense of our participation in the creation of meaning
is not synonymous with these other qualities of experience. No doubt,
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contemporary clinicians, comprises the largest proportion of the pro
lems patients bring to treatment.

I share with all these writers the perspective that witnessing is a ¢¢
tral part of treatment. We all agree on the role of witnessing in creatin
the capacity to give symbolic form to unsymbolized psychic materi:
especially trauma, and thereby to experience it explicitly. But many wr
ers in both groups would also agree that the meaning of witnessing is N
exhausted by its role in symbolization. Witnessing is also the interpe
sonal or intersubjective medium within which the wordless registrati
(Reis 2000) of the memory/experience of trauma comes about. Hele
Bamber, for instance, founder of the Medical Foundation for Victims

Torture, writes about her experience, as a twenty-year-old in 1945, Wi
just-liberated victims of the concentration camp of Bergen-Belsen:

People were in very difficult situations, sitting on the floor,
they would hold on to you and dig their fingers into your flesh
and they would rock and they would rock and they would rock
and we would rock together. You saw people rocking, but the
act of rocking together and receiving their pain without recoil
was essential. [Quoted by Gerson 2009, p. 1352]

Clinicians generally acknowledge that witnessing without symboli:
tion is an important part of any analyst’s clinical responsiveness. But
my experience, more often than not, the position is held implicitly. R¢
(2009) is one of the few who has explicitly recognized the point:

The goal of psychoanalytic witnessing, if there may be said to be
a goal, is to allow and witness memory in its varied forms, without
attempting to symbolize or make personally understandable
the experience—to accept the experience of trauma, without
therapeutic ambition. The analyst occupying the position of
witness in a treatment understands that performative and
enactive features of traumatic experience are not to be simply
translated or transduced into symbolic form, and that a part of the
integrity of the experience of trauma is itself its wordless
registration. [p. 1359, italics in original |

One last point about the literature of witnessing. For many write
witnessing is a process that takes place between two separate peop
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interaction of the infant’s inborn potentials—Winnicott’s true self—with

caregivers’ provision of a sensitive mirroring response to what they
believe they can understand about the infant’s relatively undifferentiated
somatosensory experience—its proto-intentions and affects. Sharing this
view, Alvarez (1992) tells us the caregiver, arousing “novelty, surprise,
enjoyment and delight” (p. 68) in her baby, (1992, p. 63), “[claims] her
baby as her own, claiming his attention, calling him into relation with
her and, in a way, calling him into psychological being” (p. 68).

Implied, and sometimes explicit, in these views is a further point
that I take to be crucial: by creating the earliest portraits of those they
care for, early caregiver-witnesses help to lay down the rudiments of self
in the minds of their young charges. The role of these reflected appraisals
in the formation of one’s sense of oneself was emphasized by the influen-
tial Chicago School of Sociology (Cooley 1902; Mead 1934), and
through them, by Harry Stack Sullivan (1940). Loewald (1960) and
Winnicott (1971) have been both lucid and poetic on these points. Let
me offer a brief, illustrative passage from the work of each of them.
First, Loewald:

The child, by internalizing aspects of the parent, also internalizes
the parent's image of the child—an image which is mediated to
the child in the thousand different ways of being handled, bodily
and emotionally. Early identification as part of ego-development,
built up through introjection of maternal aspects, includes
introjection of the mother's image of the child. Part of what is
introjected is the image of the child as seen, felt, smelled, heard,
touched by the mother.... The bodily handling of and concern
with the child, the manner in which the child is fed, touched,
cleaned, the way it is looked at, talked to, called by name,
recognized and re-recognized—all these and many other ways of
communicating with the child, and communicating to him his

identity, sameness, unity, and individuality, shape and mould him

so that he can begin to identify himself, to feel and recognize

himself as one and as separate from others yet with others. The

child begins to experience himself as a centered unit by being
centered upon. [p. 19]

And here is one of many poetic passages one might choose from
Winnicott (19g71) about the interpersonal sources of the self:
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of self—a dependable and sometimes pleasurable feeling of being a par-
ticular person. Only to the extent that the child senses that the image of
itself in the caregiver’s mind is beloved does the relationship result in
the seeding and tending of a fully realized and valued sense of self—
realized, that is, not just in the child’s cognitive recognition of itself as
what Loewald referred to in the passage above as a “centered unit,” or
what Fonagy et al. (2002) describe as the process by which infants
“fathom ... their own minds” (p. 2). The self is most fully realized, in
other words, when it is rooted in the confidence that one has a home in
the mind of the other, a home that the child senses the other not only
provides, but wants to provide (Bach 2006; Benjamin 1995, 1998, 2017).

What is needed is not only recognition, but also affirmation—
“someone who is trusted and justifies the trust and meets the dependence”
(Winnicott 1971, p. 60). Only under these conditions can the caregiver’s
image of the child serve a fully developed witnessing function. The more
widespread this kind of atmosphere becomes in the personality of the child
and then, of the adult the child will become, the wider and deeper is the
range of formulations of experience that can be allowed to reach fruition,
and therefore, the more often thought and feeling can be allowed free
rein. While Winnicott never expressed himself in just these words, he could
have; and he is surely their ultimate source.

Here, Loewald (1960, see also Chodorow 2019) again deserves men-
tion since he beautifully conveys the links between the parent-child relation-
ship and certain aspects of the therapeutic action of psychoanalysis. I think
also of the clinical perspective presented by Fonagy and Target, heavily
influenced by Winnicott and represented in one instance by these words:

The analyst needs to infer and create a coherent representation
of the patient's true self, separate from but concurrent with any
countertransference enactment. The psychotherapist's mentalistic
elaborative stance ultimately enables the patient to find himself
in the therapist's mind and integrate this image. [Fonagy &
Target 2000, p. 870]

The development of stable self-regard in childhood and later, the
curative qualities of the analytic relationship, require more than two peo-
ple becoming significant enough to one another to develop transfer-
ences and countertransferences—more than becoming psychic objects
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course not the same kind of love he has, for instance, for his
brother, his wife, or his close friend. [p. 233]

When I refer to love, I intend a further meaning, too—perhaps one
that in Nacht’s terms, would be akin to some of the forms of love that we
feel with our intimates outside the consulting room. This point I can
only state, not explain, until I can take up the subject separately and in
more depth in another presentation. Frequently in my experience, the
love I intend here is fair to describe as affection or tenderness, whether
it is the love of the parent for the child or the analyst for the patient—or
whether it is the echo, the internalization, of those loves that imbues the
perception and acceptance of one part of the self by another.

Of course, none of what I am saying should be taken as a denial of
the reality that, in every kind of relationship, love is often nested in pain,
hate, and struggle so that it seldom happens easily and sometimes can-
not happen at all.

The last several paragraphs could give some readers the impression
that I am rediscovering Kohut (1971, 1977). Itis true that I have learned
much from him. But what I am describing as witnessing differs from the
selfobject relationship in several respects: (1) In my frame of reference,
the analyst, while usually having a special degree of affective significance
in the patient’s mind, remains a human being like any other. The witness
has no special status corresponding to the role of the selfobject. (2)

Witnessing is a relational phenomenon: in the process of analyst and
patient becoming partners in thought (Stern 2009a, 2010), acceptance of
being witnessed is as crucial a contribution as witnessing itself. (3)
Witnessing often or usually contains empathy but cannot be reduced to
it. (4) Most important, and overlapping with the former points, the self-
object is a special kind of object used to regulate and stabilize the self,
while the witness is not an object at all, but another subject who is recog-
nized as such by the one who is witnessed.

DISSOCIATION AND THE INTERRUPTION
OF WITNESSING

There are circumstances in which the state of mind that needs to be wit-
nessed is dissociated from the states that could serve as its witness. The
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my coolness and took it as evidence (again, noted only later) that I
regarded his neediness with the same contempt he was sure his father
had felt about it. (It turned out that he had always secretly worried that
his neediness was betrayed by the pleasure he routinely took in my
appearance and warm greeting in the waiting room.)

The episode provoked rage on the patient’s part. He bitterly accused
me of being an inadequate analyst and, in fact, a cruel human being who
should have known better than to have entered a helping profession. We
went through a painful session; but as it went on, I eventually was able to
explain what had happened in a way that led him to see that, in that
same moment in which he had been convinced that I was (internally)
rolling my eyes at what I thought was his pathetic weakness and needi-
ness, I had actually been flustered and defensive about his attack and
had not actually been thinking what he had thought I was thinking at all.
Thus, was a witness born (that is, me: the patient could now look back at
himself through my eyes and see that he was suffering because he

believed 1 felt something 1 did not feel). This was not something that
could have come about through interpretation

although there was
eventually a great deal to say about it and some of those things were
interpretations in the traditional sense.

Until we loosened the hold of that rigid enactment, until we could
both think, until he could mentalize his own experience (Fonagy et al.
2002), this man had only two choices, neither of which could he formu-
late. That is, while an outside observer might be able to formulate the
possibility of the man’s choices, the patient himself could no more grasp
his choices in words than he could sense his own participation in creat-
ing the problematic perceptions of himself in the first place. His two
choices: he could take on contemptibility as an intrinsic aspect of him-
self, in which case he would have had to blame himself and feel self-hate-
ful and ashamed; or he could do as he did and attribute his feeling of
contemptibility to mistreatment by me. That course, while temporarily
freeing him from shame and self-hatred, led to an interpersonal impasse
that, in most contexts in life, would probably have been fatal to the
future possibilities of this relationship. His choices, in other words, were
restricted to self-blame and intolerable shame or blame of the other with

accompanying rage.
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The latter solution, blaming the other, constitutes dissociative enact-
ment: the (:()memptibility is located in the other, and the other is then
treated—as in defensively motivated projective identification—as if they
embody the not-me part of the self. Enactment is the last resort for those
who face the disastrous collapse of dissociation, a collapse that not only
threatens to flood consciousness with intolerable not-me experience that
not only fills one with shame or terror, but also makes one unrecogniz-
able to oneself (Bromberg 1998, 2006, 201 1). In this dissociative enact-
ment, it was as if the patient organized the analytic field around the
feeling that, “] must not, cannot, will not be my father’s (t(mtcmptible lit-
tle boy.”

By the end of that session, I had begun to serve as the witness the
patient had never had. He saw me seeing him at the very moment that
he felt most certain that he had aroused contempt in me; but that is not
what happened, and he could see it. He experienced it. He knew that I
did not feel the way he had been sure I did. The two of us eventually
hecame partners in thought. “In such cases,” I wrote about circumstan-
ces like these—which are not uncommon, even if they are not always sO
dramatic—‘we not only pr()ﬁt from seeing a psychoanulysl, we need
one” (Stern 2009, P- 725). In other words, because dissociation prevents
imaginative witnessing and mentalization of one’s OWn experience, and
therefore makes impossible the internal conversation of an experiencing
state and a witnessing state, 2 witness in the outside world is required if
the possibility of holding such a conversation is to come about. The wit-
ness reveals to us what and who we are, and in the very act of being wit-
nessed, if we can accept it, we are brought into possessi(m of ourselves.
We have the thought, the feeling, the perception, and we know we have
created them.

The patient, slowly, over time, with repetitions and variations on the
theme, grasped that he did not need to fight me in order to avoid con-
temptibility; instead, he saw that, as much as his suffering deserved to be
recognized and as little as he may have been responsible for its origins, it
was at this point his suffering—his creation or co-creation. In accepting
it, he began to be able to use the experience in the creation of different
forms of living. Not-me began to become me. As time passed, he could
sometimes question his suffering and in some moments, experience him-

self differently enough to be free of it.
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end, part of the working through process. Friedman (1969) says he does
not intend to

...deny the alliance an instrumental value in the process of
analysis, a function which may be pictured as analogous to—
and perhaps an aspect of—working through. But just as
h is capitalizing on an achieved success, so the

working throug
explain the

classical therapeutic alliance should not claim to
achievement which it propagates. [p- 143]
Note that Sterba describes the alliance as “a new point of view of intellectual

contemplation” (see the above passage quoted from Sterba). This statement 1s
consistent with conceptualizing the therapeutic alliance as a ¢ Hgnitive accom-
plishment, one that allows patients (o observe and think about themselves
more or less dispassionately——but not necessarily as a theory of therapeutic
action. This is the view taken by all of those Jater writers who discussed the
observing ego or the therapeutic alliance, with the exception of Loewald
(1960), for whom the identification of the patient with the analyst is part ofa
relationship that has more significant aspects than the instrumental.

Friedman’s (1969) observation that the alliance should not be
understood as a component of therapeutic action highlights what sepa-
rates the observing €go and the therapeutic alliance from the phenom-
ena I am addressing as the internal witness and coming into possession
of oneself. I am emphasizing the creation of the patient’s grasp of their
own involvement in the act of their own knowing or feeling, and I believe
this process plays an important role in the therapeutic process. The
patient’s grasp of their own involvement is not only a sign that the
patiem can now master unconscious process by symbolizati(m in words,
as it is in the therapeutic alliance. Rather, the patient’s grasp of their
own active participation in the creation of their sense of who and what
they are is an end in itself. Not-me becomes feels-like-me. The creation of
this grasp is one way (0 describe therapeutic action.

I also want to draw attention to the fact that in Sterba’s (1934) thera-
peutic alliance, “the patient is called upon to 'co-operate’ with the analyst
against something in himself” (p. 120, italics added). This point differen-
tiates Sterba’s idea from mine even further than I have already
described, because the kind of observation of one state by another that 1
have called “imaginary witnessing”—and that is encouraged by analytic
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Emma suspects that she is involved in this same “manipulative” way
with anyone who has not concluded that she is emotionally incompe-
tent—and people generally do not conclude that at all. T have the
imprcssi(m that Emma is usually taken by others to be a capable, warm,
friendly, and generous presence. People generally like her. I do not have
the impression that this pr(:scmati(m of herself is dishonest, with me or
with others, despite the fact that I really am deeply imprcssed with how
profound a mess she often feels she is. (I know this largely because, des-
pite her fears of pulling the wool over my eyes, Emma frequently tells me
about it.)

You can see that this is a C()mpli(:z\ted situation, because of course
Emma often really is more a mess inside than she lets on, and so her
presentation of herself is, just as she says, partially designed to avoid the
revelation of what she wants to keep to herself. Contributing to the com-
plication is that 1 believe that Emma presents herself as she does not
only to distract others’ attention from the mess she is inside, but also
because she actually does feel and believe that capability, warmth, and
generosity are important in life. Emma, however, can take little satisfac-
tion in her prcscnlalvi()n of an emotionally capable self, since she needs
to maintain the conviction that she is merely fooling those who don’t see
through it. Why? Because she is afraid that, if she accepts that she is
more or less “good,” someone else will see how “bad” or “toxic” she is,
and she will feel caught out, humiliated, and hurt much more deeply
than if she accuses herself first. And so the reason she accuses herself
with such ferocity of abusing other people is, |):u';1(loxi(tally, that it makes
her feel safer than she would be il she let down her guard and allowed
herself to believe that she generally treats people with basic warmth and
respect. Her defensively skewed interpretation of her sclf—presentation
therefore simply reinforces her sense that she is indeed duping and
manipulating people. We might say that I
believe in herself and to trust my belief in her.
of her history that result in this sad outcome, but the history is well

mma is quite literally afraid to
[ will not go into the parts

known to both Emma and me.
And so, when Emma accused herself of duping p(-oplc on this par-

ticular occasion, you should understand my response to her from within

the context I have just described. This was one of the first times I had
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describe ) : : [ i

. cd to Emma what I felt was the positive side of her self-presenta

tion. This is ; - ; il QR
n. This is what I said (reproduced from my notes):

As uslual, you put your observation of yourself in a more
‘|‘1cgagvcﬂway than I would. I don't see a good reason to call it

duping” or false when you present yourself as bctltcr'( l
l,;)gcther than y().u feel inside. 1 would say, as a matter of Iljll(l:_
that your f?klpkl.CII,y to present yourself as better-put-to rclllé‘.,
t.}sz you feel is a notable strength. It grows from 1(‘?1 %(‘li
;zztel;?;lz/oulwam to present yourself in a way that makes ‘y(l)u

ctter about yourself than you would if just o
how things feel sometimes. I);cc it as z:‘ syl(l)(un];l:: %(tv)((:ll lll()
because you actually know you're doing it—you know lllnl B
have all those bad feelings, and you are able to hi(l’ec ‘ly{-)ll
zmyw.zly. It’s a choice you're making. It’s "m) (*xprcwi()lﬁnln;'
Z:];“:)(:ng a C/(\?Y‘l;;il.l 'kin(l of life, and wanting to be a ccr‘l;lin q()(:l
t‘s(')n. And it's not “made up,” either, if o l ¥

}‘11;11 being “made up” makes i:. in;lulhcf;lLi(i.yo\l/\l/lllz::’d;/:)lll()(l‘s"lll}l/
Pu(.—l()g(rl.hcr ways of being” are just as much a gcﬁuin(' );‘l‘l
of y()u_ as the sadness and despair that the “put-to >‘(‘lhcr’" l' ‘l' ;
sometimes let you keep to yourself. Soah

In saying this as trying
s, d )’l ;l., this, I was trying to represent a part of Emma that I believe
:xists, and the as acutely awar : G "
ey l 1at I was acutely aware of at the moment that Emma spoke
= oy i ZIE a: >
u l duping,” but that Emma tends to dissociate—as she often dissoci
ates the parts of her th: i T AR s
‘( parts of her that might offer a sympathetic account of her
experience or conduct. i
Emma’s self-blame is )
. [~l s self-blame is only half the story, though. She also wants very
Da to feel better. : O S i i gy
b y I(lcl better, and so she is committed to thinking about why she
alls into blaming herself at e i A
rsell at every turn. It is true that E ais
i | it rue that Emma is more or
((l)nunuously (that is, usually but not always) prepared to quash what
ever th : " feeli i i ‘ h ——-
; (])]ughl. or feeling might result in her feeling good about herself:
especic " this  feeli gl (
pecially if this thought or feeling originates with her. If it comes from
someone else, i i just s if : i \

l ne else, it might just stand. But if she initiates it, feeling good is
dangerous. However, it is also tr " i A
T, s also true that Emma is ofi

s at E a is often courageous i
o i ‘ : geous in
(} tioning these inclinations and self-doubts, thereby leaving herself
dangerously unprotected frc b o ' ‘ i
te »m the humiliation th:

Sy P at threatens her wh
ever she is ish e ‘ iy
Tl S ILkLS foolish enough to hope not to be unhappy. The depth and
1gh stakes of her struggele, : illi .

g kes of her struggle, and her willingness to risk real danger in the
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service of her treatment and her own future, lead me to look forward to

her visits. . , : i :
What I have just reported that I said to Emma is prosaic and com

at least not particularly surprising; but that is not how

monsensical, or )

Emma felt about it. She actually was surprised. She said won(ler.mgly, i
never occurred to me to think of it that way. Hmm ... (long sllc,nce.t) t
have to ponder all that.” There was another long silence, and then, just
: “It feels : ening or
before the session ended, she added, “It feels hugely unburdening
i >xpandi rs thing.”
relaxing or expanding or some ‘ : . : i
Some hours later, I received the following email message from Emma:

I just wanted to say thank you. I've had a fc?w glimn.le;s of i (;;er\l/\i
[‘éeling—a feeling that 1 have my own existence, 1.n‘ elfe b
of and separate from anyone else: That somehow itis o zly el
my own person, separately. To just be myself, {1()[ mcvlv i
existence is contingent on other people. I never felt exactly this

way before.

: : i A e SR
This is an eloquent expression of an experience of coming 1.n
o it i s that such an experience requires
possession of oneself, and it illustrates that such an experience req

some part of self—someone
feeling understood by someone else, or some part of onese 1f

(or some part) who is able to take a sympa?lhcl‘i(' view ()l. Wll;\;ﬁ:;; :(tllls
that, up to that point, one has had to bar from l.h(' (.l.()nm‘m.(‘) : Vi.d.e(i
of what is recognized as “me.” This un(l('rslun(ll‘ng is what is pro e
witness: in offering a sympathetic view of an unacceptable part

l) ‘ll(‘ 5 1 o ~ e g
4 would not create by oneself, the witness reveals

of oneself, a view one : . L
can, oneself, create this same view. ['he witness

> path by which one
et in thought. Not-me

and the one being witnessed become partners l b
' i ing the feeling of being erstoo
becomes feels-like-me. Prior to having the feeling of being unde :
ot iy H > AY ~ACOO ',')'
been familiar enough with the not-me part to recogmze

ay have
L but that thought or

it—that is, one could have the thought or feeling, j e
ashes over one, like an ocean wave. It is experiencec
. : . ~ )7 .

a feature of the world, not a creation of one’s own
able to

feeling merely w

i as if it were
passively, as i . . L - ‘
mind. Prior to feeling witnessed, in other words, one may be

o t1 20 > (7 - or
know or feel, but one cannot go meta-affective; one cannot know

feel that one knows or feels. . a |
Emma’s palpable sense of conviction, both in the session and the
email. told me that I was right when I described the self-respecting part
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of her that I stood up for in the session. She listened to me, absorbed
what I said, and later on, made it her own. What began as an alien
thought began to “feel like me.” She did not stop at recognizing and
opening up a new possibility; she also was able to sense that she was the
one doing the opening.

You can tell in Emma’s email to me that she is not thanking me for a
new insight. She is thanking me because she is experiencing a new,
unbidden feeling/thought that she recognizes as coming from herself.
She is mentalizing (Fonagy et al. 2002); she has the feeling that her
mind is her own. And once you do that, once you are no longer limited
to a passive-receptive attitude toward the thought or feeling in question,
but are able to make it yourself and know that it is you who have done it,
you don’t go back. You can’t go back, not really, because the world has
changed in a small way, and it can never be quite what it was before.

Information alone can’t do that, no matter how subtle and accurate
it may be. Interpretation, as any number of psychoanalytic writers have
told us over the past decades, is not adequately defined by its semantic
content. I believe that Emma could experience being understood by my
act of witnessing only because she believed that I meant what I said to
her. It would not have happened just because what I said was accurate,
no matter how well intentioned. In fact, if Emma sensed I was making a
statement that was accurate and well-intentioned but not genuinely felt
on my part, that itself would have been a strong reason for her not to
take it seriously. She is highly sensitive to that sort of distinction. Emma’s
conviction derived from mine, and my conviction was rooted in my belief
in her suffering.

Like a good poem, Jeanine Vivona (2014) reminds us, an interpret-
ation makes one feel understood at the same moment that one sees
“something new about oneself that has been articulated by someone
else from within that person’s own experience.” And then Vivona
says—expressing what seems to me to be what is most significant about
witnessing in the process of formulation in the analytic situation—that
insight “is an experience of resonance with another person’s vision of
things” (p. 1129).
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0 COMING INTO PO

6060 ON

H
WORKING THROUGH,
OR SOMETHING LIKE 1T

i 1. Eve :n there
But I am not describing a magic psych()analytlc l?}.xllct..(:;y:::‘ :vslzlcll’ At
is a dramatic moment of coming into‘UE:S:EZ:(;;I““,‘\ ,(m’d .
e workm% "L'hl;“(l)%}:hg)b?iz'f :C(‘:TC:ICC I just described mzm?/ Lix?ws’,
l.hrough o Vt.! SIP(; .+ suffering, including the suffering she bl”}Ilgb (.)1‘1
m diﬂ»?rcﬂl Wa}-/bi'l L 1d;:d The part of Emma that hates herself Wl~“, l.l);
o hz;lll(lrz/ ()Qrl dest.roy the part that feels better ab()u‘t. herséi,:lyr;((‘
fCPCatC(‘“‘Yl“" ¢ will not always lose. And I will be part 04‘ l.’hc~ st(li ugji_:];
" ha""‘i“ lpilrill be idealized, as I have been often enm;gh ;111(,1‘1 yl,t o
A 1f heing cast in the devalued 10 e.
bl rcs“hf " t;n:sn: [t;zgifnlt)lj/lgiecj that she has (1isupp0inte-dlr‘ncl.,—
i) Sccmﬂ::ll;ll?clf]}\z;s iluﬁ‘ me or that she is toxic to me; ;lnd sllllc (\:111]16 Z;,l‘y
rse, that ¢ s : b . AT bl (
(f):r“;?)r believing she is having l,h.xs llmipiz:lc; ‘()cn()lln;n;:’yvs/;t (“(\)C’ e
1 > able > disappointec ) i

?‘mn‘m :'V’ﬂ)ll ‘:;;l)i‘ci(,;i)(:lr)t()?ll,ls[if m()nstrous——neither her for hclmglr ;nogizf
3 H Q‘L o Ir her down. All of this, and no doubt a g(?()d dea : A
nor'me i 1?“"‘1% éful that we will get there, because Emma ha§ no‘w—
Sl Ibd*r;]();'(;iperie:nccs of finding her way—her O wa?fj—,—t)(:( pecrri—
had :d ““1“;} t:crsely as good, or at least good en(zugh. ’One 01 thc:cg ;‘ FC : i
Cepmr'm ¥ . 1 have just told you about: Emma’s different ¢ -
ertllccs ‘k: LY'wd(():ilrt\g; whcnghe presents herself as more put—together thar
what she 158 $
- herapeutic action of witnessing depends on Jeeling Wltnf;::ilhrl

el ;W‘P sht to substitute befor, el here. It W(?uld not be Y(l;o ,t .
S W’ « witnessed is to be known, rccogmzed, and un crs ( ;
ol t?at tO'bL'WIW()l‘l‘ld sound a falsely objectivistic not.e, as 1'{ b?l‘ng
o WO‘:d o ley ’s intention to witness is enough. If witnessing 15 :)
= Ob']ea o S(m}um téd in an unconscious field process between ’t“(,
helP, e bf'r?'; st. a web of meaning that, to exist,‘rflust us}m y
e . Lh’L 'm‘ n‘liét status over a significant period of time. Let n)l(,—
gy g'mwn i L'l If the analyst is able to mean what he or she [})lcr
de i Lm:):mi::gj y';md spcaks about the patient, about the a}nasliy:; thc; —t
0 B \ alyti Aredness—and let me €mp 1a81Z
Sflf’ an(l/(r)ern"::()(l)l; t:i "zll:ill};:tc"sril:(t;e(::;nding from what is personally
the emerg >
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meaningful to the analyst is indeed what is required

it is because the
analytic participants have already constructed between them a complex,

affectively resonant, and (at least relatively) emotionally safe interper-
sonal field. The witnessing must be an emergent product of a deep,
powerful, unconscious, nonrational involvement with the patient that
the analyst can feel or sense, at least partly, but usually cannot describe
in explicit terms.

The kinds of enactments that rigidify the field do not disappear just
because dissociation has been breached, an enactment has been ended,
and the field has become more spontancous. The themes persevere;
what is resolved is only these particular expressions of the themes. Each
successful resolution does indeed loosen the structural, dissociative grip
of mind on the formulation of experience that is yet to be created; but
these moments of successful clinical work hardly do away with the pat-
terns they express.

There are any number of theoretical perspectives from which to
grasp the very simple interchange I have presented from Emma’s treat-
ment. Many of these perspectives, like mine, emphasize relational fac-
tors, and most of them might very well tell us something interesting
and/or useful. My ideas about formulation, in other words, are not
uniquely suited to describe this clinical moment. The vignette is, I hope,
useful as an illustration; but it is not intended as empirical evidence for
my point of view. My aim in this presentation has been to describe the
way that the process of formulation—the determination of the shape,

pattern, and content of consciousness—is thoroughly rooted in and
emerges from relational life.

CODA

[ end by reporting what Emma said when I requested her permission to
use in this article the material from our work.

Among Emma’s first reactions to my request was that she would
like to read what I wrote about her because it might be like reading
over the notes she takes after our sessions, which she said she likes to
do. (This was the first time I had understood this, although Emma had
told me she takes notes.) Emma said that she reads over her notes
because they remind her of what we talked about, which pleases her.
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g likes reading them, she said, t?ecaqut d\'mng O(L:nile:b;omn:-
Brcetie o -ply involved in what she 18 talking about : what
she can be s0 deLP y :) that she is unable to pay close attention to i
times SO sel.f—conscmu;rie'nce of her—at least those parts of my xex;:a“
she thinks 1s My Sars an believe are not critical. (She does gcnle ‘.03’1
ence of her th"i‘t Slhe.;‘:nly toward her; but of course that con; l:;r)
bclicvt.f [ I hlt- vimder attack by the self-hateful p'flrtsd Om from
Roment U)mLT- after the sessions allows Emma .the . fO ly the
Reading her notes .eds in order to imagine more fully 'd%’ld rt; meq
urgency that sht r“:j l\might have been thinking and feeling- S, in()v;"s
poatas Cpartf (ii‘ th};'m .. she said, because, as she reade ETTZW her-
L imaglnf thw,(‘. I feé-)l ’differentl}’ about her than she teels, ‘;) ;‘feels
ik th‘;t the I%urprise she experiences with every r_ed Tng:)f ht;r
self. Tn her words, N ‘She can feel her way into my (':Xpe‘“e‘?‘ef hersél;’
freeir;\g-” (hel;lz\;()rrli(:rt.: \s)’nllp'dthctic to her than the portrayals 0 ‘
which is usud
i alo: t;.lve% through our analysts’ €yes, hear ourselves through

We see ourselves

L o
our analysts’ ears.
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