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JOY IN THE ANALYTIC ENCOUNTER
A RESPONSE TO BIANCOLI

The analyst feels not only the patient, but also himself in seeking to dis-
cover his own humanity in the other, in experiencing the universal human
in himself and in the other.

—Biancoli, 2002

XPERIENCING the universally human is a potential source of joy in
analysis. It is available to both participants. My response to Bian-
coli’s essay is to explore the nature of this, and other sources of joy that
1 believe are at the heart of the analytic encounter.
Focusing on our common humanity can promote the sense that we

can transcend. our.particular idiosyncrasies and-circumstances and that-— --—

can bring-us joy. But there is a second fundamental source of joy in
analysis, in the process of defining and affirming our unique individual-
ity. Biancoli writes of analysis as “a dialogue between analyst and analy-
sand aimed at clarifying who the latter is and why he is the way he is,
that is to say, at unsticking his process of individuation.” (p. 609). Bian-
coli goes on to describe how “the analyst’s own process of individuation
is also activated.” R

Thus I am differentiating two fundamental opportunities for joy in the
treatment process. These two joys, the joy of affirming uniqueness and
the joy of transcending it, can hearten both analyst and patient. Both,
I believe, fortify the relationship, allowing it to weather its inevitable
challenges. Despite difficulties, a treatment can survive and its partici-
pants thrive if there is sufficient joy. - )

I begin by exploring the nature of joy. First, I compare Fromm’s and
Schachtel’s conceptions of joy with concepts drawn from emotion theory
and the poetry of Wordsworth. Then, moving to the analytic encounter,
I explore some of its potential joys. In a final section I reframe these
sources of joy, in a further effort to clarify just what each celebrates.
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Something that Doth Live

Joy is often accompanied by a sense of harmony and unity with the object
of joy and, to some extent, with the world. Some people have reported
that in ecstatic joy they tend to lose individual identity, as in the case of
some mystical experiences associated with meditation. [[zard, 1977, p. 2711

As this quote suggests, joy is often described by emotion theorists as
an affect that connects us with something beyond ourselves. Izard notes
that part of this joy can be the feeling of shedding individual identity. It
is as though our sense of individuality usually blocks joyous connection,
but in moments of intense joy we can transcend this limitation.

Similarly, Schachtel (1959) defines the highest form of “real” (as op-
posed to magical, omnipotent) joy as “a feeling of being related to all
things living” (p. 42). He goes on to describe joy as a continuous turning
toward the world. It is, in his words “the felt experience of the ongoing
acts of relatedness” (p. 43).

Joyous moments, for the poet Wordsworth, prod us to remember our

77— == earliest years, wher-we had-a more palpable cennection te-nature:
O joy! that in our embers

Is something that doth live,

That nature yet remembers

What was so fugitive!

Wordsworth seems to me to agree with Izard that our worldly sense
of self can block the deepest joyous connection to ongoing life. He ex-
horts us to see “our noisy years” as but “moments in the being of the
eternal silence” and bids us focus on the “truths that wake, /-to perish
never; / which neither listlessness, nor mad endeavor, / nor man, nor
boy, / nor all that is at enmity with joy, / Can utterly abolish or destroy!”
For Wordsworth, sensing that we are part of the vast fabric of life can
bring profound joy.

Schachtel (1959, p. 43) says he is in essential agreement with Fromm’s
perspective on joy. Fromm (1947, p.192) defined joy as “an achievement:
it presupposes an inner effort, that of productive activity.” Fromm writes
of joy as though it rewards an active, healthy stance toward life. Both
Schachtel and Fromm seem to me to imply a kind of hierarchy, with the

——————— —active-elevated over the passive. Even when Schachtel celebrates open
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receptivity to the world it is an active receptivity, a deliberate move. We
might read in these authors more of a slant toward mastering life than
we find in the poet, Wordsworth, or the emotion theorist, Izard. For
Wordsworth it is enough simply to appreciate life, in all its forms. He
doesn’t need to act on anything or even turn himself toward anything. It
is enough for him that when life presents itself his heart bears witness:
“to me the meanest flower that blows can give / thoughts that do often
lie too deep for tears.”

Clearing the Sill of the World

Among the sources of joy in analysis and other relationships is the
thrill of witnessing a leap forward, or a significant step toward greater
freedom. A patient begins to actively battle her depression. She suddenly
seems to grasp the urgent necessity to fight for her life. She remembers
personal strengths she has called on before, and also imagines develop-
ing new resources. It is an occasion for both patient and analyst to feel
joy.

In A Safe Place, Leston Havens (1989)-describes how he tries to avoid
distracting or intruding when the patient is struggling to achieve new
insight. To illustrate that “the neutrality of silence can also conceal a
prayer” (p. 23) Havens quotes from a poem by Richard Wilbur. In this
poem, “The Writer,” a father is silently transfixed, listening outside the
door as his daughter tries to write. He waits, hopeful that he will hear
the clang of the typewriter, which will tell him she is able to find words.

- As he listens he recalls:

1 remember the dazed starling
Which was trapped in that very room, two years ago;
How we stole in, lifted a sash

And retreated, not to affright it;
And how for a helpless hour, through the crack of the door,
We watched the sleek, wild, dark

And iridescent creature

Batter against the brilliance, drop like a glove
To the hard floot, or the desk-top,

And wait then, humped and bloody,
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For the wits to try it again; and how our spirits
Rose when, suddenly sure,

It lifted off from a chair-back,

Beating a smooth course for the right window
And clearing the sill of the world.

It is always a matter, my darling,
Of life or death, as I had forgotten. I wish
What I wished you before, but harder.

The quiet thrill of witnessing someone “clearing the sill of the world”
is, for me, one of the clearest sources of joy as an analyst.

Why do we get excited when a child says her first words, or takes her
first steps? Why does my heart leap when a patient, blocked for years,
finishes her dissertation? I would call this “transcendent joy,” in that T am
identifying with the patient overcoming a limitation.

Interestingly, this transcendence seems to me the opposite of anger,
rather than sadness. Anger, according to emotion research (zard, 1977)

is, at its essence, a response to being blocked. In infancy it first emerges

in answer to frustratmg obstacles. We swipe at the objectin our way,
facial muscles set in an angty grimace. In contrast, transcendent i joy is a
miraculous freedom from obstacles.

Riding the Waves

There are times when the analytic process takes off. Many have de-
scribed this experience (e.g., Levenson, 1991). I feel it is a source of an
exhilarating joy in analysis (for both participants). We are carried along,
still wondering (after all these years) at its power. Like something catch-
ing fire the reflective process builds, taking on a vibrant life of its own.

Somewhat similar to this, for me, is the joy when the strength of the life
force becomes palpable. Sullivan (1953, 1954) referred to the drive toward
health. Fromm (1973) wrote of biophilia. Ferenczi (1929), unlike Freud,
thought we have to be initiated into caring about our lives, by being cared
for. Regardless of how we believe it comes about there are moments when
the patient’s desire for life takes hold. The joy of this is more than just
happiness or relief. It is, at least for me, a grateful surge of feeling.

I am reminded of Michelangelo’s moving image of Adam, a central
figure on the Sistine Chapel’s ceiling. The artist captures the miraculous,
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magical moment of animation. What was inert is infused with spirit. We
feel the joy of life asserting itself.

Like all other human beings, analysts celebrate when life wins. We
may feel we ought to keep our celebrations to ourselves, or we may not
abide by such constraints. But life renewed moves us as it does others.
The patient who no longer considers suicide is a source of joy.

This joy has, for me, an element of greed. As children we probably all,
at times, wanted a bigger portion of something. We urgently wanted to
be “big,” to stay up later, to surpass tomorrow what we could do today.
Not content to crawl, we risked falling, because we needed to walk. Not
content to walk, we ran.

I know I bring this greedy child to my work. She cheers the moments
of ascendancy of the life force, and, still, she wants more.

Losing Myself

In Winnicott’s (1971) transitional space we are not bound by the usual
rules. We don’t ask the child to prove why his blanket comforts. We
don’t try to impress him with the fact that it is just a square of wool. We
accept that it is, for him, what he makes of it. ‘

Similarly, for me, as an analyst, my office, the patient, and my own
mind often exist in a kind of transitional space. Like the child’s experi-
ence of the blanket, my experience is unbound by the usual limitations.
I am any age, we are any where, it is any time.

Of course, this is not the only truth. Just as the blanket has a size, in
the treatment hour I still have an identity. But my awareness of it is
intermittent. There are moments when I lose myself in the feel of the
work. The patient‘and I are not bound by our histories and self-defini-
tions. We are two instances of life.

For Winnicott, the child’s transitional play becomes a template for the
adult’s engagement with culture. As the curtain goes up in the theatre I
suspend disbelief. I dont ask whether what happens could be real.
When I read Kafka’s Metamorphbosis 1 don’t ask whether a person can
become an insect. I enter the feel of the person becoming an insect.
Engaging in that process I temporarily let go of my discrete, bordered
self.

There is a kind of joy, for me, in this unmoored state. Perhaps it is
simply the joy of letting go of the work of keeping track of things. Most
of the time it is important to be clear about what is coming from inside
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myself and what is coming from outside. It is usually necessary to distin-
guish the real from the unreal, the likely from the unlikely. It is usually
important to remember who I am and to behave accordingly. Keeping
account takes effort.

A patient tells me about her weekend. Temporarily I imagine it, losing
track of myself, just visualizing what I am hearing. Of course, I could
snap back to a different kind of attention. I could focus on who I am, if
I had to. But for the moment I let myself float in and out of the experi-
ence I am listening to. For moments I have entered her world, and I am
looking around, like Alice in a wonderland that is governed by rules I
have to discover. I am trying to get the feel of the place. I don’t ask
whether things are as they should be, whether it all makes sense. I just
live it, and, in that moment, I am free of the constraints of time, place,
identity. In that freedom there is, for me, a kind of joy.

Finding Myself

“Joy, then, is what we experience in the process of growing nearer to
the goal of becoming ourselves.” (Fromm, 1976, p. 106). . _

Biancoli distills Fromm’s challenge to- human beings: individuate or
you will regress! We are born into the human dilemma of having to face
the loneliness of individuation or pay a heavy price for trying to avoid it.
This vision of the human situation shapes the goals of analysis:

analysis must largely deal with exploration of the factors, in the analysand,
that have inhibited or deformed this capacity—that is, deformed the ex-
pression of the analysand’s own authenticity. “Authentic means original,
and master of oneself” (Dolci, 1985, p. 139, translation mine); therefore
authenticity is encountered along the road to individuation, and repeated
experience thereof should occur in analysis on the part of both the analy-
sand and the analyst. [p. 597]

I believe that individuation is, at its essence, an interpersonal process
because we define ourselves, so often, through contrast. Frequently we
clarify who we don’t want to be before we know who we are. Raising or
treating adolescents usually provides ample examples of this. As another
example, let us briefly consider the process of becoming an analyst, with
an individual style and voice. This is, obviously, an individuation process

——with which we are all familiar. In a paper on joining the psychoanalytic

[
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culture (1988) 1 described how in analytic training we recapitulate our
own earlier adolescent individuation process, defining ourselves as ana-
lysts largely by contrast. Depending, partly, on the vicissitudes of the
candidate’s earlier passage through chronological adolescence the initial
phases of professional identity development can take on tumultuous,
idolatrous, or other qualities. .

Of course, the development of a personal voice as an analyst does not
end at the graduation ceremony. Colleagues can play a decisive role in
nurturing each others’ professional growth (Buechler, 2001). But we
forge our own analytic style mainly in clinical interchanges. Doing super-
vision, teaching, and writing also contribute. In each of these profes-
sional activities we discover ourselves by contrasting our thoughts and
feelings with the responses of others. Treatment affords both participants

- opportunities for self-discovery through contrast. I would say that con-
trast is an essential ingredient of the individuation process described by

Biancoli.
Joy in the Details
v . = o4
For those of us who sometimes treat couples it is not uncommon to
hear the irritated claim “You ahways...” or “You never...” The ac-

cused often objects to being so neatly summed up.

But when we are truly fond of someone (including ourselves) isn’t it
precisely his characteristic behaviors that we find charming, amusing,
endearing? And when we lose someone we deeply loved, isn't it remem-
bering his little personal quirks that often evokes tears? Wouldn't we give
anything to hear him fumble with the lock, just once more?

Mourning is as much about remembering details and continuing the
relationship as it is about relinquishing it (Gaines, 1997; Buechler, 2000).
Henry James said that God is in the details, and Sullivan inquired vigor-
ously about just when, and how, the patient’s interpersonal interactions
occurred. I believe that the triggers of individuation, interpersonal aware-
ness, and bearable mourning, are also mainly in the details.

A patient who has had decades of professional experience tells me
about attending an important meeting. I notice that although the topic
for the meeting was quite familiar to the patient, and I know she has a
strong point of view in this area, she didn’t speak at all during the meet-
ing. I focus on why. In retrospect I can.see how overdetermined my

BE— -response was. Transferential and countertransferential factors, in the
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broadest sense of both terms, led me to assume the patient’s silence
at the meeting was born of reticence, inadequate self-worth, truncated
ambition, difficulty with assertion. Intuiting my assumptions from my fo-
cus, the patient confronts me. Why couldn’t her silence at the meeting
be, simply, her brand of participation, just as her forceful confrontation
of me in the session reflects her values about when it is important to
speak up?

As the patient and I examine our interchange we learn about ourselves
and each other. Who is she, about speaking up? Who am I? We discover
our potentially endearing (or maddening) peculiarities. Unlike the joy of
finding human commonalities (as discussed above), this is the joy of
knowing someone by appreciating small (and large) differences. We see
ourselves and each other better through contrast. And such contrasts
allow us to see that we could choose to respond differently to the world.
Someone else already has.

Articulating differences in the details of an interpersonal response fur-
thers the process of individuation. These exercises in contrast may some-
times involve some departure from traditional neutrality (for a discussion
of the importance of neutrality versus the importance of these experi-
ences of contrasting personal styles see, for example, Greenberg, 1991
Buechler, 1999).

I think the parent of an adolescent has to memorably express his be-
liefs and the details of his personal style of living, so as to provide a way
(not the way) to live life. Similarly, I feel the analytic supervisor should
clearly provide a model (not the- model) for conducting an analysis. And

the analyst should show enough of himself to give the patient a point of *

comparison. For example, a patient of mine noted that I didn’t seem to
be attempting to retaliate when hé had deliberately tried to hurt me. The
contrast helped him realize that he would have needed to even the score.
I responded with some curiosity about why we had to keep score at all.

We come to know ourselves and others partly by noticing details. They
endear and they frustrate us. They constitute an important aspect of what
we often fear losing with aging or disease (will I still be me?). They form
a part of what we can retain when someone is gone.

Joy in the Strange and Familiar

There can be joy in recognizing our common human nature, and there
can-be-joy in appreciating our differences. Opportunities for these joys
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abound in the analytic process. For myself, I have often thought of analy-
sis as a process that challenges both participants to know these joys fully
enough to bear our inevitable frustrations, sorrows, and other erosions
of the spirit.

Many years ago I took a course in metaphor, hoping to enhance my
ability to write poetry. I don’t think the course accomplished this goal,
but it did give me some conceptual tools I have adopted in my analytic
work. The course taught us to be able to “make the strange familiar, and
the familiar strange.” We were given exercises and asked, for example,
to invent a new shape for an ice tray. How can we retain its essential
“ice-trayness” but also change it?

Some of the analyst’s tasks are similar. In the initially alien, strange,
disturbing life stories we hear we must find the familiar earmarks to com-
mon humanity. But, just as often, we must notice the unusual where the
patient sees only what he assumes is universal. Heightened awareness
of the profoundly human and the richly idiosyncratic provides some of
the potential joys of an analytic life.
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