Chapter 5

Paradox and play
The uses of enactment

Dariginally imemded 1o write one chapter on plav and ended up with two, one
emphasizing the shifis and overlaps hetween enactmemt and plav. the other
(Chapter 64 the role of negation. In this chapier I tried to play with and it into
the pot ideas cultivated in quite different theoretical territories. It was mostly
writien from a place of nncertainty and questions and this makes for some unclariyy
that may be unavoidable. Thiy chapter is divided into three sections, Part |
introduces the idea of accepting paradox, and makes use of Bateson 's idea of
the double bind ay interpreted for analviic rurposes by Ringstrom (1998) whe
has contribured greatly to thinking about play and improvisation, I discuss how
recognition ocours in aetion through enactment and plav, and how we might
use the idea of paradox 10 reconsider the refation of the two. | am thinking
here about the movement henveen enactment and play as parallef 1o the shifts
hemween complementarity and thirdness. While enactment is known to presemy
dissociated experience in unlinked form, plav can allow Opposing experience to
he accepted in the paradoxical Jorm of thivdness. I consider the developmental
origing of the capacity for plav and how clinical work addresses deficits in thar
development. Part 1 presents o lengthv clinical illustration of some of these ideas -
Part I aims to differentiate relational elinical theory from those contemporary
theories that emphasize cither symbolic or proc edural-implicit modes of inter-
action, by recoupling them, I outline how relational thinking pavs attention to
dissociation and the forms of imtersubjective relating, which in non mforms how
we pul this recoupling into practice.

PART I. THE PARADOX IS THE THING

My contribution is (o ask for a paradox 10 be aceepted and tolerated and
respected, and for it not to be resolved. By flight to split-oft intellectual
functioning it is possible to resolve the paradox, but the price of this is the
toss of the value of the paradox ttself,

(Winnicott, 1971b, xi)
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[1]he paradoxes of play are characteristic of an evolutionary step . . . similar
paradoxes arc a necessary ingredient in that process of change which we call
psychotherapy. The resemblance between the process of therapy and the
phenomenon of play is in fact, profound. Both occur within a delimited
psychological frame, a spatial and temporary bounding of a set of interactive
messages. In both play and therapy. the messages have a special and peculiar
relationship to a more concrete or basic reality. . . . the pseudocombat of play
is not real combat.!

(Bateson, 1972, p. 191)

[ will begin these reflections on fostering the movement {rom enactment to play
by tuming to the meaning of play in psychoanalysis., Thinking about movement
itself is imporant. Borrowing from Gadamer's {1989} reflcctions on play as any
movement of To and Fro, we might view play as an action that creates a Third
by containing the Lither'Or poles within a larger movement: tacking Back and
IForth to encompass both or multiple sides. The idea of play as “any movement™
between opposites, by contrast with being stuck on one side, or locked into a
repetitive back and forth between two sides, approaches the heart of the matter.
Play is not necessarily jocular or humorous. In psychoanalysis, it above all implies
dramatically acting or trying on a {eeling or idea rather than being subjected, taken
over, in the grip of it.

Ringstrom (2001; 2007), in hts seminal work on improvisation and play, elabo-
rated the essence of improvisation in teans of the key improvisational phrase “Yes,
And!” which replaces the “No, But.” The improvisational method of responding
with *Yes, And™ puts into practice the idea “Both, And.” a version of the Third.
The third position being the one that, again, allows movement—in this case,
beyond the rigid opposition of *Lither/Or™ of My Way or Your Way.” The Third
ot Yes'And suggests a kind of movement that releases us from the impasse that
15 generated with the acuon of complementary iwoness: the struggle for control
of "My Way or the Highway,” in which there can be only one reality, one right
interpretation. Metaphorically, that phrase symbolizes the idea that there can only
be one direction of movement, and by exiension. there is only enough space for
onc mind 1o live. The Third refers 10 a movement 10 which both dircctions
contribute, so that there must be, 1f not harmony. then at least a coordination of
traffic. Play implies freedom of movement between the two,

Enactments in the dyad take on the complementary structure of doer and done
to in which cach motion 15 so tightly coordinated that cach person’s move is pre-
determined and controlled by the other. There 1s no give or (yet another meaning)
“play™ in the system. no alternation. and no coordinated realignment to adjust to
the other.

I Bateson goes on o say that “pseudolove and pseudohate™ in the transfereace are not real,
a stalement we might have w modity 10 make paradoxical: real snd not real. Exactly this
sense ot play s imvolving the paradox that something 1s both real and not real was an
impartant ¢tfort to formulate the resemblance betw een play and psychoanalysis,
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Here we come to thinking about process, about how the dyadic shift from com-
plementanity into thirdness is paratleled by the transition, gradual or sudden, from
enactment into play, with its Both/And cooperative structure. In this transition. the
acceplance of paradox plays a great role, for paradox is a form of relationship
that doces not resolve the opposition by denying one side, or by simply synthesizing
Paradox means entertaining incompatibie versions of what is going on. the two
directions on our mental highway, cach of which scems “true™ on its own {Pizer,
1998). As Winnicott (197 Lb) anticulated, o resolve paradox through “split-ofT imel-
lectual functioning™ is to forfeit its value, which is maintaiming both sides of what
seeks expression,

From this vantage point, we recognize that enactments themselves are para-
doxical. They both hinder and further our work, depending upon how we engage
them. At the beginning of the relational turn some 23 yeirs ago, an important
development was the move into reconsideration of enactments regarding them
not as missteps but as both inevitable and opportune. In this move. as formulated
by Ghent (1992) carly on, enactments were a kind of live theatre. where the goal
15 to recognize the meaning of the scenario in order to “demystify some carlicr
traumatic sct of experiences that could never be integrated” (Ghent, 1992 p. 151).
It took some work to realize that cnactments were hard to recogmze precisely
because these unintegrated experiences were obscured by the shadow of dis-
sociation which, fell upon the analyst as well (Bromberg, 1998; 2006; 2011;
Bass, 2003: Black, 2003). Enactments came to be seen as a dramatization of disso-
ciated sclf-states, revealing unformulated cxperience that require us—in the midst
of confusion, shame or guilt - to reflect on our own participation, ofien aloud with
the patient (Maroda, 1999; Renik, 1998b).

And here we may accept the crucial paradox that by making dissociation con-
municative, the very enactment that conceals also serves to reveal. As Bromberg
put it:

A dissociative mentad structure is designed to prevent cognitive represeritation
of what may be 100 much for the mind to bear. but it also has the effect of
enahling dissociatively enacted communication of the unsymbolized affective
experience. Through coactment, the dissociated affective experience i
communicated from within a shared “not-me” cocoon,

(Bromberg, 2011, p. 21. my emphasts)

Or as Ghent (1992) put &, what is calling for recognition ts masked by some-
thing that closcly resembles itself, “Need musquerades as neediness,” (p. 132), The
need for a witness 1o one's pain may appear as the plaint that no one sces or
understands what has been suffered. Or the need to assert a truth that was denied
and mystified may appear as a conviction that it is being denied once again. In this
way the analyst. too. would often be drawn into the dissociation of the “black-
washed” need.
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The paradox of enactment: concealing and revealing

Notice the dialectic here: cven as it prevents symbolic play of the kind psycho-
analysis historically privileged, enactment can enable communication by “playing
something out.” In this sense. cnactment itself presents a paradox: it is only a
misstep because (parallel to Winnicott™s point about destruction) it is liable to be
missed-—if we fail to recognize it, to work within the drama, to e entually grasp
its generative potential (Aron & Atlas, 2015). Despite Freud's carly recognition
of “acting” he oppused it to the use of language: the metaphor of textual inter-
pretation rather than theatrical participation dominated psychoanalysis { Benjamin,
1998).

Essentially, through dramatization or performance of what cannot be spoken
the concealing revealing action of the shared not-me can be understood to work
like dreams. But rather than looking at them from the outside in and decoding. as
in original dream interpretation, enactment demands that the amalvst work as a
participani from the inside out. We must lend ourselves, let ourselves “play a part™
as Freud (1903) notoriously refused to do with Dora. The “shared dissociative
cocoon™ {Bromberg, 2006) incubates the not-me experience—uniil it bursts its
confines so that meanings can be negotiated and symbolized. Play, then, might
be seen as a way of making a transition from dissociated to CXPressive awareness
by lending ourselves—"playing along™-without yet knowing its meaning but
aware that something more than meets the eye is unfolding.

The tension of paradox is essential to psychoanalysis, indeed a formal condition
of'its way of working between illusion and reality. Paradox is the invisible under-
girding of our method, the condition for using transference. Indeed, it is far more
essential 1o the idea of transference than has been recognized. To be able to play,
or learn to play, as Winnicott famously declared what we analysts and patients
must do, 15 to make use of the paradoxical space of analysis. The most obvious
paradox we require 15 the one that permits play by stmultancously engaging in a
way that feels real and noi-real, though very consequential: emotionally what
happens between us serious make-believe,

And yet such paradoxical positions are also inherently unstable: they tend to
break down into one side or the other when the affective arousal becomes too pain-
ful or frightening. The contradiction between their realities can become too intense,
no longer make-believe, We might say that this instability makes for the inevit-
ability of cnaciments, in which the wish ta escape the tension of opposing realitics
which has become o painful drives the effort to resolve paradox. For instance,
“Youare my mother: you are not really my mother,” either of which could become
too panful. Here 1s where we see the splitting 1o resolve the tension by restoring
or perpetuating dissociation.,

As Ringstrom (1998) has shown, the theory of the double bind can help us to
better understand breakdowns of paradoxical tension. A key paradox is that while
the patient is enacting past injurics she must also hold some sense of the analyst
as the safe person who will help repair them. These two visions can casily become
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incompatible realities. As long as the dyad can negotiate the tension betw cen the
pull to repeat and the push to repair-—living within the paradox— things look
“good.” But when the two sides split apart thirdness devolves into complimentary
twoness. The analyst then finds herself unable 1o respond to both demands, 1o
embody the role of both/and. healer and harmer. When the repetitive dimension
takes the lead, it can be frightening to both participants and stymying for the
analyst, especially when she is invested in being the healer. the “good one.”

While enactments bring dissociated self-states into play at the stress point
where the repeating versus repairing sides of this paradox break into Either
Or. this breakdown can be vital to articulate the patient’s dissociated fear and
mistrust: “If you are the onc who hurt me as 1 was hurt in the past, how can  trust
you and see you as the one to witness or understand mi.” For instance, the dis-
sociated unlovable state emerges that feels rejection 15 oo real a possibility 10
engage in play with the fecling of being loved and accepied by the anitlyst. [fboth
positions—trusting and not trusting —seem crazy or threatening to the attachment,
then acknowledging or escaping the danger or disappointment may seem equally
impossible moves. Here we may find ourselves in the double bind, the “crunch™
(Russel in Pizer, 1998),

If the analyst tries to resolve paradox by moving to the side of realism, telhing
herself that this enactment of injury is “not real” and “just trnsference.” her denial
of danger may intensify the patient's anxiety and struggle, Here, acceptance of
paradox may mean accepting the apparent failure, Because, to paraphrase
Winnicott’s formulation about the usable object surviving destruction, the person
who fails is paradoxically the one whom you desperately need to witness how she
Jailed. 1o receive the communication, That is, when the analyst can bear her own
realization that she has played the role of harming, she can step back into the role
of the one who acknowledges and thus offer something new. This then restores
a more complex version of the paradoxical relation between playing out the
Both/And of repetition and repair, The paradoxical form of repairing by acknow-
ledging the fatture can be seen as a form of meta-communication, a tenm introduced
by Batcson.

In whatever version we cnact the repetition of an original failure our (however
tenuously maintained) analytic vision of paradox tells us we are trving to factlitate
the dramatic emergence of new experience. We allow ourselves to become part
of'a complementary opposition that serves to exposc the “truth” of a hidden self
perhaps in us. We have found that the collaborative effort to unpack the dramatic
meaning is part of the process of restoring the paradovical space of thirdness that
holds the old and the new, In the intense collaboration of unpacking cnactments,
d new space opens for self-states and their accompanying “truths™ that have felt
trreconctlable to share the stage,

Enactments can be potentiating. in the sense that one agent in a chemical inter-
action helps potentiate another, by calling forth a part of self into collision w ith
a corresponding part embodicd in the other. The enactment may allow both part-
ners to become more aware of what was dissociated. to recognize the affectiy ely
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charged experience of the patient—and at times that of the analyst as well-—that
had been mcoherent, disorganized, and even disruptive 1o a person’s sense of self,
The effort to restore regulation and coherence by articulating this emotional content
is onc in which part of the incommunicable “not-me™ becomes communicable.
The not-me whe is hurt, injured by non-recognition, is not identical to the not-
me who holds unrecognized needs and desires. however. The rcason for
dramatizing both the failure and the needed recognition is to bring these two not-
me experiences or associated states together—loss and desire. disappoiniment and
reliel. repetitive and generativ ¢ dramatizations.

Meta-communication: the nip and the bite

Secking more insight inte how we release enactment binds, [ tumned back to
Bateson’s ideas about meta-communication and 11s connection 1o the devetopment
of the capacity for play. Both play and meta-communication invelve the mental
holding of more than one truth or view of reality. There is an aspect of differentiation
involved in play in addition to the obvious rhythmic thirdness of joining and
harmonizing. as seen in carly face-to-face play or improvisation, The differentiating
aspect has important consequences for the ability to use meta-communication
commenting upon or signalling the intention of the communication. Meta-commu-
nication also helps to creates space for play: “Let’s pretend that , .\

Bateson™s (1972) work made the link between meta-communication and play,
showing how both rcly on wansmitting two different meanings in which one
meaning modulates and intlects how the other should be reccived. He provided
a new emphasis on the non-verbal, proto-symbolic communication that categor-
izes the message. Both animals and humans play by signatling that the thing
normally denoted by this particutar behavior is precisely now not being denoted:
This nip is not a bite. That is, it is not an act of hostility but of affection or invitation
to play. The idea of psychoanalysis. Bateson thought, 1s to set up a space for play
in which a “pseudo-form™ of the action is communicated. not merely symbolically
represented. This allows us to nip or love to our heart™s content, as it were.

However, Bateson (1972) added. in play combat when people get too aroused
they might accidentally lunge at their partner or strike 1o hard. Bites happen.
Excttement and aggression mix and so may get mixed up. Extrapolating, we could
say that heightened affect arousal can destabilize the paradoxical holding of
something as both in the past and not the past. as when the past is 100 frighten-
ing or painful, and so the play gets mixed up with the real. The nip no longer
serves as a signal of not biting, but rather feels wo much hke the bite it is denoting,
In fooling around. teasing hits a sore spot and someone's feelings get hurt. Same-
ness and difference collapse in certain states, The experience becomes not just
“like™ the past. it iy the past. Paradox collapses when oo much arousal breaks
down the categorical ditference between symbol and symbolized, mip and bite.
We may think we are nipping and the other may feel bitten --or we may be so
fearful of biting that we can’1 properly engage the other’s nip.
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Bateson, having moved from anthropology and animat studies into collaboration
with family therapists and systems theorists, famously noticed how schizophrenic
communication reflected the inability to frame any message or understand in what
scnse it should be reccived, to categorize the relationship between speakers and
receivers (see Ringstrom, 1998). The ability to grasp. signal and denote in this
way is part of applying necessary distinetions between the catcgory of the frame
and the category of what takes place inside the frame: the rules versus-the content
of the “game™ (Bateson, 1972), Without such discrimination of categories, this
ability to differentiate. for instance between play and reality. the transitional area
within the frame is not protected and the content can become threatening. The
ability to read categories may fail entirely. What if this were 2 clue about what
causcs breakdown in paradox and play?

We see this collapse in patients who. in certain self-states, assure us that we
cannot care about them because we are merely professionals, not persons, but in
other states behave as if they expect us to reatlv care. This “categorical” coltapse
likewise means there is no inside separate from the outside, that is, no protected
area for exploring the internal world so that cverything can be played with as
illusion or pretend (Milner, 1987).

Marking and meta-communication

How play is developed and relates to our capicity to understand our own minds
and others’—mentalization—was the concern of Fonagy and Target (1996a;
1996b; 2000), coming from an cntirely different background than Bateson, that
of developmental and psychoanalytic child psychology. Fonagy and Target ana-
lyzed the development of the capacity for differentiating beliefs or thoughts from
reality, which prevents thoughts and feelings from being frighteningly real. They
(Fonagy & Target, 2000) associated 1his capacity for differentiation with the
use of the procedural communication we have considered. called “marking™ or
markedness (Fonagy et al., 2002). Recall that in marking her responses to the baby.,
the mother simultancously exaggerates and mirrors the baby's reaction to show
she understands the fear or pain but does not think the situation 1s serious—as
in, the falling down has not hurt you. As Fonagy and Target (2000) describe it.
mother mirrors the baby's affect with a slight difference, so that it is apparent
she understands the baby's distress but is not herself upsel which conveys “that
there is nothing *truly” to worry about, but more importantly the parent’s reaction,
which is the same vet not the same as the hahy s experience, creates the possibility
of generating a second order {symbolic) representation of the anxicty. This ¢v rhe
beginning of svmbolization . . . [emphasis added]” (p. 836). 1 would also see it us
the beginning of meta-communication, as [ will discuss in a moment,

This idea of the origins of symbolic capacitics in a differentiating thirdness that
distinguishes feeling from reality, relates to our understanding of reflexivity as
well as the ability to hold two meanings at once: this nip stands for a bite, but
means something less frightening. This relates to our use of metaphor, which was
central to the classical definition of play, as revence in pschoanalysis. However,
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Fonagy and Target expand our grasp of the importance of relating two different
mearings to different minds. or mind and reality, The symbolic function that later
crystallizes in metaphor is broader and begins carlicr in proto-symbolic. gestural
marking of same but different, Importantly, that this differentiating function also
underpins dramatic action, simulating affects or attitudes in exaggerated or ironic
wuys that provide a commentary on how a gnen communication is being received
or communicated. That 5, we meta-communicate through action, Meta-commu-
nication through play makes use of symbolization, but as we see 15 rooted in the
implicit domain ol pre-symbolic. procedural action,

The most important aspect of differentiation for both play and mentalization,
n Fonagy and Target's (1996a: 1996b: 2000) theory, is the separation of thoughts
feelings from reality. Initially children hold a view of pretend as a separate domain
m which things arc not frightening but scparated. However, they also operate
mentally i the mode of “psychic equivalence.™ in which thoughts and reality
arc not separated but congruent, I I think it, it must be true and generated by
the "outside.” The child cannot sifely play until he separates pretend from the
mode of psychic equivalence. We can see how this separation s what underlics
the ability 1o distinguish the nip from the bitc,

To generalize, enactment oceurs in the mode of psychic equivalence — “you are
that thing I fear™ and implics the use of dissociation to substitute for differentiation
of real and not real. Play is a mode based in the ability to differentiate, where
pretend can be retained as a domain of emotional expression because it does not
seem equivalent to reality, Itis not what it is, Sometimes the play 1s a very serious
drama, not a comedy, but it is still held in mind as feels real but is not real. The
movement from enactment o play roughly corresponds to the move from psychic
equivalence into differentiation; differentiation of real and pretend, of my mind
and the other's mind, of multiple meanings. Fantasy and pretend can now be used
to process emotions, “rewrite” negative emotions, and so regulate one's own affect
while communicating with the other {Fonagy et al., 2002,

Fonagy and Target's theory, like Bateson's thought, pays attention to the form
of thinking. and therefore the development of capacitics that are intersubjectively
mediated, Rather than merely addressing frightening or painful psychic comtent,
tor example, oedipal rivaley, fear of dependency, we are theorizing the form that
holds content. With this more claborated sense of what functions contribute 10
play. we might better follow Winnicott's (1971a) famous dircctive that the thera-
pedtic work 1s “directed towards bringing the patient from a state of not being
able to play into a state ofbeing able to play™ (p. 44). An important effect of using
an analvtic version of meti-communication or markedness is o introduce the
capacity 1o play with reality. to interact in a way that helps 1o develop the missing
structures of differentiauon and attunement.

The double bind

We might see Bateson's { Bateson, 1956; 1972) theory of'the double bind as repre-
senting what happens when the difference between the procedural and the symbolic
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levels is not marked but takes the form of an unremarked, mystifying contradic-
tion. Originally, Bateson's theory of the double bind (Bateson. 1956) described
asetup tm which the person is subject (o 1wo mutuaily exclusive demands, so that
to fulfil one would violate the other. Resolving the contradiction would require
stepping outside the frame. but any outside perspective is prohibited or reabsorbed
as part of the original demand inside the bind,

Ringstrom (1998) points out that “Historically, the resolution to the double bind
has been in some form of meta-communication. that is, news of a difference . . .
& spontaneous and unpredictable level of language about the confounding para-
dox™ {p. 302}. But how can this occur? Traditionally. analysts tried to interpret
cnactments by referring to the repetition of the patient’s past. and the anatyst's
response would then procedurally be felt as “more of the same.” a perpetuation
of the power struggle ar posing the threar of having one’s own mind disrespected
or negated (Mitchell, 1997). In other words, it did not serve as a viable form of
thirdness but as the pseudo-Third of detached observation, the look-alike for meta-
communication. Conversely, though, once the bind is in effect, empathic under-
standing can be felt as undifferentiated mirroring, a sign that the other is not able
to think her own thoughts. Difterentiating and Joining are opposed and split into
complementary roles, cither one of which s threatening,

The contribution of Ringstrom’s (1998) discussion of double bind theory was
10 show how enactments of this Kind are organized around the mitually exclusive
injunctions to repeat and to repair, the vectors of old and new experience (Stem,
1994). The bind leads the clinician especially to feel “damned if you do and
damned if you don'r* (Ringstrom, 1998, p. 299), Instead of paradox, the contra-
dictory demands 1o be the repeating and the needed object—or the one defeated
and the one who survives—are presented in such a way that they cannot both be
fulfilled at once. The demands ought 10 be paradoxical insofar as we can only
repair by repeating. as when the analyst can only survive if he is tested by being
“destroyed.” But in the impasse the analyst is experienced in the mode of psychic
equivalence, where thoughts are too real, so the paticnt’s beficf is simply true,
she is cither the injurer or iy destroyed. How do we release oursclves and our
paticnts from such binds? This question vexes at least some clinicians some of
the time.,

When a person is able to at least partiaily be in touch with the space of paradox,
they might be enacting in the spirit of “This looks fike the past, hut thiv time it
will turn out differently, I witl get what [ need.™ oreven, “This time { wilf win'™
(This is probubly the spirit in which the analyst should take it). Because of dis-
sociation, at least one self-state is in the psychic equivaience mode and cxperiences
this staging as real —not “pretend.” not a nip but a bite. Yet another self-state may
be backstage, sometimes observing or even making sidebars in the wi ngs. knowing
itis meant as a nip. The dissociation is partial, perhaps in both partners. and
the analyst. it is hoped, can see the Icading cdge possibility of a way 10 engage
both states at once. Here is where play comes in—because it is a way to bring in
the other less frightened selfostage without negating what the injurcd one feels,
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Meta-communication from within the drama can somctimes speak to both the
injury of repetition and the hope of repair together. What 1 mean by meta-com-
munication is this: a form of reflecting or creating difference without disrupting
rhythmicity. staying inside the flow rather than stepping outside 10 comment,
performeng recognition in action.

Performing recognition, meta-communication
in action

The quesuon of how we meta-communicate without appearing to invalidaie one
side of the paradox is related 1o how we play by affinning with marking, by finding
the Yes'And improvisational position. Play describes one method of keeping a
foot in the Third space of paradox. acknowledging what feels real to the patient.
while speaking from a place of difference. At tunes, of course. this occurs first
by enacting the collision. putting the other foot in our mouth —but at least this
gets the feared repetition out in the open. At other moments, through play we more
gradually move the enactment into a space of collaboration without collision. We
try to reshupe the impasse by speaking from “inside™ the play. as we lend ourselves
and become the part we are asked to play. We perform recognition rather than
merely verbalize it, using our rhythmic capacitics, thereby marking it and creat-
ing a degree of difference. This is what it means to use our subjective expression
Lo improvise, to introduce play within the enactment, to shift seli>state so as to
repair distuption or open up to emergent meanings of what is going on.

Tor instance: a paticnt expresses exasperation that the analyst is not advising
her as to how to solve a predicament she can't solve. She begins in a state of
concreteness, without reflection: 1 know you aren’t supposed to tell me what to
do, but why can’t you help me figure it ow? Aren’t you supposed to know”” she
demands. The analyst replies with a Yes/And move that recognizes the patient's
fear: “Uh Oh. You're right, I guess I should know what to do — but what if  don't?”
The patient challenges: “Are you saying you are just like me, you know as little
as [ do? That’s my point, how can vou help me?” The analyst replies: “it really
would be a disaster to be up shit creek without a paddle and have an analyst with
no paddle. You're right. you need somceone who has a paddle or knows how to
getone™ (Again Yes'And, adding to the improvisational tone, with a meaning
to the meta-communication: your need for help, for a grown up 1o be in charge
15 not wrong), Patient. shifting state, speaking metaphorically and reflectively,
somewhat rucful in tone: “Yeah. | guess that would be my luck, [ get the analyst
with no paddle. Eike having a Mom who never tefls you it's bedtime. so the kids
are up until all hours eating cookies and watching TV.™ Analyst: “Yes. You get
the useless Mom instead of the one who tucks you in, reads you a story, and tells
you there are no monsters behind the closet door, And when vou don 't have that,
it's hard to calm down enough to figure out what to do.” The analyst is confirming
that she is both the useless one (destroyed) and also the one who knows what it
15 o have a useless mother (surviving). Patient: “Yeah. | probably could figure
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things out if [ weren't so pissed off about having to do it all by myself. I just had
to take charge of the kids when Mom was out of it, I didn"t want to know I was
scared. | don’t want you to be scared either.™ Analyst: “It is frustrating and scary
to have to be big when realiy youre just a little girl, You don’t want 10 have to
tell me what to do, but it’s kind of irresistible unless [ give you what you need:
bath. bedtime, healthy snack, colored bins to sort all the toys.” These previously
shared metaphars of an intact mother are now used to recognize and differentiate
the “blackwashed™ need from the appearance of controlling behavior, the masking
in which the wish to have a parent reverses into acting like the child’s imitation,
bossy and angry—a repetition of complementarity that has been enacted many
times. While playing with the metaphors the analyst’s tone. the procedural music,
suggests not interpretation but affirmation of the patient’s feeling, pointing towards
the leading edge.

Communicating from within the action, playfully or ironically, can shift from
blocking and defending into more marked forms of thrusting and parrying: some-
times a good catch and throwing back a “zinger” or curve ball can make move-
ment possible (see Ringstrom. 2007). These procedurally recognizable actions
communicate by using marking behavior, Such conpmentary-in-action, or meta-
communication as performance, takes us back. so to speak. to the carly develop-
mental stage where marking creates safety, thus supplying the needed relationship,
the building blocks of later symbolization and differentiation. The therapeutic
cffect is to sponsor intersubjective development, the missing capacities that make
mcta-conmnunication, use of metaphor and dramatic play possible.

Acknowledgment, sometimes sober and serious, is of course a crucial form of
meta-communicative action. Not only when there are collisions, but also in the
course of dialogue. The sense in which acknowledgment remains an action inside
the play is that we do it as actors rather than observers, perhaps because we have
actually bitten and we don’t deny it, even if we meant it as a nip . When the analyst
linds herself playing two Opposing parts at once—causing ijury and recognizing
the feelings of unsafety, confusion or hurt, acknowledges at the implicit meta-
level, that we are open to the other's perspective and feeling. We might later play
with what just happened, meaning will be created together. We reinstate the
paradox that we are simultancously vulnerable puricipants and responsible
observers, both repeating and repairing as we rebuild the Third,

Acknowledgment in this way gives permission for the patient to likewise meta-
communtcate. In the patient’s case. the freedom to comment on w hai the analyst
1s doing or saying is a way out of the bind. and restoring the paradox that the
analyst 1s both the one whao repeats the old and ereates the new. In facilitating this
shared thirdness we are trying to offer an experience, to repair a basic. origmal
tault in which play —trying on feclings and beliefs i the mode ol pretend, fantasy,
or symbolization - did not develop in relation to emotional Itfe. This experience
of vo-created thirdness is itself the repair. Such relational repair of disruption 15
qualitatively different from the simple satisfaction of sharing i “reparative™ fantasy
of goodness that seemingly restores the dyad’s regulation. The patient is beecoming
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able to actively usc the contrasung modes of joining and difference 1o express
his own cmotional expericnce. Repair by the analyst through acknowledgment is
now distinguishable from complementary demands associated with one person
“winning.” and the other “losing,” or submitting—it is not more of the same 2¢ro-
sum game (Ringstrom. 2015; 2016). The forward motion of our back and forth,
grve and take. liberates the capacity to think because thinking something is not
felt 10 be equivalent to making it so . . . or not forever,

PART II. ENACTMENT, PLAY AND THE WORK

I have been trying 1o make a framework for thinking abowt play and paradox as
form, considering dramatic interaction. meta-communication and the perform-
ance of recognition. My clinical theory of the Third 1s an attempt 1o formulate a
process that embraces and ultimately requires binocular vision ol both the rthythmic
and the differentiating or symbolic principles of nteraction. The Third grows
through actions that consist of fiting ‘accommodating/joining and differentiating
articulating.

Play relies on the same principles as the action of marking. in which the coordina-
tion ol implicit and verbal meuanings cremtes attunement with a dilference.” The
dilferentiating moment of marking should be embedded within the attunement to
the other’s inner experience — otherwise marking turns into dissociative distance.
We grasp the other’s anxiety but we are containing and relativizing i, In this
way rhythmicity and differentiation in thirdness work together. Difterentiation of
meanings or the other’s perspective is not dependent on symbolic function, rather
it contributes to the emergence of the symbolic. Differemtiation beging procedur-
ally, with gestures that frame and inflect the meaning of communications, which
in wen establishes the basis for meta-communication and the ability to use symbols
and metaphors.

The usc of symbolic capacities to represent affectively saturated rests on pre-
symbolic experience with hoth differentiating and rhythmic thirdness. Otherwise,
waords will be divorced, split off from, and at odds with the procedural, This
decoupling of the impiicit and symbolic often evolves mnto a detached or disso-
ciated form of observation, a simulacrum of the Third —the split ofT intellcctual
functioping that cannot hold paradox. Whereas play. with metaphor or dramatic
mteraction relies on integrating implicit, procedural with symbolic communication,
inability to play s characterized by decoupling, characteristic ot dissociation.

Clinically, we are tuned into this decoupling: to failures i integration, or
moements when the clash or incongruence between these domains strikes us. As
our process of coming to recognize the unformulated intentions of both partners

2 Consder the parablel with Sieen’s {19855 point that w hen the inother recopnizes the baby s
excilemuent she expresses it cross-modally. that 15, in a diflerent tonn: if the baby crows
the mother shimmies. thus nurmoring wih a diflerence
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necessitates using our own reactions, we are aware of disjunction between the two
channels. of chafing or constriction of our movement (Stern, 2009; 2016), the signs
of dissociation. This takes place not stmply in the patient. but in ourselves and in
relation 1o our shared rhythm. Dissociation presents frequently as failure to
coordinate the implicit or affective with the symbolic. Relational analysis has a
developed clinical lore of attention to dissociation based on our affective-somatic
reception of both channels of intersubjective action, It seems to me that we often
struggle with coordinating symbolic understanding with attention to the tmplicit
movements in the couple. We are aware of when our attention is freer to notice
disruptions. obstructions, the feeling of being able or unable to move and so hold
bath avenues of communication in mind. Play, after all, procedurally implics
frecdom of movement not just within the mind but between us. In the doubie bind,
for instance, we can’t move.

tncreasingly, as such attention to movement and implicit sub-symbolic action
has increased. we are better able to focus on the How and not merely the What
of intersubjective relatedness: implicit relational knowing, the quality of “being
with™ the other (Stem ot al., 1998: Stern, 2004), but also contradictions between
procedural signals of the other’s self-state and the words that metaphorically and
symbolically create pictures and narratives concerned with those states. We are
interested in whether images and words have resonance and impact or function
in dissociation. We are aware that the use of refiexive function can become
detached observation and so perpetuate dissociation,

The development of the capacity for play involves mtegrating procedural and
symbolic channels and thus countering dissociation. The expanding ability to use
different channels to modify and inflect meaning makes meta-communication
possible. In working our way out of enactments we usually need to meta-commu-
nicate, and this helps to initiate or further expand the individual's capacity for play.
The meta-communication from “inside” the interaction becomes part of a shared
process with the patient, whoe is also struggling to say the “unthought known™
(Bollas, 1987). The emergent shared affect. metaphor or meaning is then experi-
enced as a shared Third; the Intersubjective process of creating thirdness along with
the recoupling of affect and symbol may then be more impontant than the content.

This process is so important because the decoupling of symbolic thinking and
implicit action often accompanies or underlics the contradictory demands encoun-
tered i enactment, especially the double bind. Decoupling may oceur only in some
sclf-states or be pervasive, it may have accompanied the dey elopmental trauma
or damage patients come to heal, Recoupling 1s part of what is involved in creating
or restoring the space of paradox. in which two different levels of meaning.
procedural and symbolic, work in tandem. Thus 1 am proposing that we grasp
meta-communication as more than a form of explicit commentary on what's going
on. and view 1t as a form of recoupling thought and fecling dramatically or in
fantasy. [ would contend that even when mela-communication involyes the analyst
formulating what is happening in the relationship, this implies an tntersubjective
process with sub-symbolic procedural dimensions, Recoupling addresses not only
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a specific moment of dissociation in enactment but a developmental need 1o experi-
ence the Third in action.

I'will accordingly describe my work with a patient, Hannah, whose symbaolic
capacities were detached from affect, whose sense of the rhythmicity of attunement
was so constricted that her mode of reflection was largely persecutory or negative
of the Third. Such individuals can symbolize. be humorous and self-ironizing, yet
their most painful experiences drop into the mode of psychic equivalence because
they have known netther reliable attunement with states of distress nor marking
of difterence. The observing function and. indeed. analysis itself are consequently
identifiecd with a shaming scrutiny, split off from the cmotional connection of
compassion--have become a simulacrum of the Third,

In Hannah’s case, this decoupling of the rhythmic and the symbolic appeared
tw be the effect of a failure of both attunement and differentiation. The lack of
maternitl marking of her anxieties led to a detachment of the heay ily rehied upon
symbolic thinking from connection to affect. so that Hannah seldom experienced
a defined emotion in a way that fostered cohierence, T hinking was not genuely
contaiming and ineflectual against the shame of dysregulation. Thus despite her
seeming capacity 1o produce reveric and make use of metaphor, somcething was
missing that makes for the ability 1o play with reality. Any problem Hannah
experienced appeared to be "Real.”

I should note that I originally used this picce in a presentation in front of the
British Psychoanalytic Society, where my assertions about enactment and acknow-
ledgment were considered quite controversial —so much so that a brief version of
my presentation (Benjamin, 2009) was published along with a reply by a member
of their socicty (Scdlak. 2009) in the “Controversies™ section of the fnternational
Jowrnat of Psychoanudysis.’ Originally, however. the paper aimed to illusirite
improvisation and show how the symbolic work of analysis depends upon the
thythmic Third as well as acknowledgment.

In this writing | will illustrate the bind between the repeated and needed
relationship, the use of meta-communication and the recoupling of rhythimic and
symbolic. In this instance, recoupling is part of creating « third position, moving
into play with the paradoxical tension between the forward and tratling edge, the
needed and repeated relationship. Together we succeed in creating a dramatization
of past injury with a “new™ reparative outcome that involves the recognition of
past vulnerability and the need Tor a moral Third.

In a synthetic formulation, Aron and Atlas (2013) have suggested how we might
view this reparative outcome as foreshadowed in the work, They adapted Jung’s

3 Interested readers may note how thoroughls different and incompatible are the views of
psychoanalysis ken by Sedlak and mysell'in this debate. In my reply W i (Bengamin,
2009b) 1 addressed the fundamental difference in assumptions: how from my perspective
the analyst’s subjectivity 15 not a lamentably necessary means ol knowing the other but
an oifering of semething needed, related 10 our deselopmental aced for cannection with
the other, and thus mtrinsically healing,
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idea of the prospective function to theorize how enactments are generative,
bringing the future into the present: with the prospective function. often operative
in drcams, the mind looks forward; it “exercises or rehearses, it anticipates,
prepares, shapes, and constructs” {p. 310). Aron and Atlas (2015) suggest that we
think not merely in terms of what is reparative but what is generative —thinking
not i terms of how collisions simply repeat the past but also create the new,
bringing hidden potential to the fore. This transformative potential. the gencrative
clement, lies not only in working through the enactment but in emphasizing the
tendrils of development it evinces. what Tolpin (2002) called the “forward cdge.™
Fhis formulation has also been related to the “leading edge,” the reparative aspect
of the analytic work (Kohut, 1977).

‘I do schtick”

Hannah began her treatment in a state of continual psychic pain, a kind of pervasive
unhappiness that seemed without cause —it simply was what she had always felt.
Ier pam was most readily associated with fectings of immense shame, now lived
daily but dating from childhood, when she had felt isolated, outcast, Other unible
to grasp and mesh with the implicit rules of relating to her peers. This state in
urn seemed to represent something like the forced mtrojection of her mother's
despair and self-hatred linked to the absence of any consoling, containing maternal
presence. Family life was overshadowed by the mother's depression, anger and
social alienation. Hannah in young adulthood had used her intelligence to learn
how to function in the normal w orld, but she suffered continuaily from excructating
feelings of failure triggered by any moment of social anxiety, which brought on
lamentations of ruin and disgrace.

Hannah strove for insight but could not belicve in comfort or consolation. My
appointed role in her drama seemed to be that of joining her attacks on hersel f,
to be her critic or at best a stern mentor, her role was to struggle agaunst failure to
be a good cnough paticnt or student of analysis. In this way we were meant to
enact her existing “self-cure.™ In the carly days I ofien found the combination
of selt-beratement and assumption of my superiority quite painful to listen to. For
Hannah mitially psy choanalysis was idealized. associated with & persecutory ideal
of knowing everything. It had little to do with empathy and much with Judge-
ment—while her feefings remained raw, uncontiined.

Itannah deseribed how her mother had always responded to accounts of being
exeluded and nidiculed in childhood with anxious despair, unable t comfon or
encourage her. The experience was one of distorted mirroring by a parent who
was entirely one with her anxiety and despair—reflecting back only the same,

4. Apparenihy there is a difference 10 be made between “leading v, trai ling wdue™ interprora.
tons, first sugpesied by Kohut and de eloped by Lachmann and Tulpin’s developmental
“torward edge.” (Lachmann, commenting on Tolpin, (ADPSS Keynote 2014
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“cchoing the child’s state without modulation, as in the mode of psychic equival-
ence, concretizing or panicking™ as Fonagy and Target (1996a) put it.” As we
reflected together, Hannah could think about her mother’s lack of attunement 1o
emotional cues or a baby's need for regulation as well as her impaired ability
to differentiate between herself and her children. It secemed that mother had never
been able 10 soothe and match. to create o rhythmic Third with her as a small
chifd. There truly was “something to worry about.”

Thus Hannah's precocious ntellectual and verbal development gave her an
apparent access to mentalization and insight into others. but barely masked her
profound aloneness, emptiness and fear of being potsoned by the other’s toxic
anxiety or deadness. Even while Hannah sought in me an antidote —a more
powerful, more perfect and satisfying mother, attuned and empathic. an idealized
ohject with whom she could aspire 1o idenufy —at any moment of vulnerability
when she actually felt need she was hable to be overwhelmed by shame, She strove
to protect herself by convincing me that all was lost, inviting me to join the self-
beratement, obscuring her longing for consolation. so that 1 had to resist the
contradictory injunction to repair by repeating, 1 often found myselfin the position
of a helpless bystander, as if she were forcing me to witness to her attacks on her
shameful. “monstrous”™ selt (sce Benjamin, 2009). My empathic formulations at
any rate failed to reach the shamed, urgent part ol her that needed yet refused a
witness and a consoler, one who could contain and respond to her pain while
marking it as not her own.

The other side of the ongoing enactment expressed the danger that | as bystander
might view her positively and so fail to witness her distress, to contain her anguish,
hold the injured self-state. In taking up the feading cdge, keeping in mind her
functioning, presentable self, or allying my ideal self with her need to be connected
and “good,” T would be denying her pain. rejecting her suflering monstrous seif.
111 wied to mark the difference, rather than reflect exactly the same despair. it
seemed [ was shutting out the frightened part, which would {ind no home in my
arms or mind. The affective experience of different with same had no inner
template. My empathic reverie had to fail,

Reading Ringstrom’s translation of the double bind retrospectively made
clear the structure of this enactment: it [ did not join Hanna’s despair [ would be
denying and refusing to contain her pain: but of [ did join it, I would be missing
her need for both soothing and hope, a leading cdge potnting the way out. Mcta-
communication in the form of commentary. while not torbidden, scemed unable
10 touch the part of her that was dwelling in psychic cquivalence. There was as
vet ao space for it 1 tended to think of her traumatized self-state as one in which
her mother’s anxiety had beconie her own, rather than her separate reality being

5 Alematnely, say Fonagy and Target (1996). the mother may avord reflection on the
chald’s afect through a process akin te dissociavon, which ¢tlectively places the mother
m a pretend mode. unrelated 1o the external reality ol the nfant- - the child’s genuine
feehings or inlentions.
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confirmed by mother. We thought in intergencrational terms: this powerful sense
of catastrophe might reflect her mother’s immigrant trauma of being alien and
endangered (Fatmberg. 2003). Yet. even as we spoke of it, her wound was mixed
with such deep shame that it had to remain hidden—and paradoxically it also had
to be known and healed.

At the ime I could not so precisely formulate this bind. and [ often struggled
to maintain contact with Hannah's need for a vital. soothing mother, to not drift
off into dissociative space when she self-protectively shified into “insight.” her
substitute for the missing rhythmic thirdness and soothing she had missed. In
retrospect, it seemed that the more one part of Hannah craved soothing. the more
her vigilant self felt with traumatic certainty that the mother figure would collapse,
would fail to survive her bid for regulation and so would retaliate in some shaming
way. This mother in turn would be ¢rushed by Hannah's destructive disappoint-
ment. and must be protected by Hannah demonstrating her own unworthiness, The
she who needed and she who repeated dimensions could not come together.

However, as many small disruptions were survived, Hannah and | attained some
rhythmicity that allowed us to play with the negativity that shadowed her every
move. Hannah could recognize her identification with the “one who was doing
the beating,” as Guatrip’s (1961) patient famously put it and her expectation
that I. as the powerful one, would join the beating. Hannah had a dream that her
whole family was having a picnic and Adolph litler was joining them. In the
dream, as she reported humorously, she told herself that Hitler really didn't seem
like such a bad guy afier all. T expressed my appreciation for her audacity in
inviting “Hutler™ in and she acknowledged her hatred of her family, giving playful
expression to her identification with the evil-doer: at the end of that session she
quipped, paraphrasing Flaubert on Madame Bovary, “Hitler ¢ est moi.”

At about the same time Hannah began to cxpress her intense wish for solace,
her identification with the fearful and injured animals she rescued. and her wish
to become the kind of mother she could be with her animals. In turn, her lenging
evoked anguish over the part of hersetf who hated her mother, even wished she
were dead in order to escape the sense of being infected and poisoned by the dead
food of her mother’s body/spirit. These feclings were associated with the dream
as she Mipped into the horrible thought that she might wish 10 exterminate the
animals, just as she wished she could expunge her shameful self or her reviled
mother. A confusing fantasy of infanticide-matricide afflicted her, a sensc of being
the hated mother. The emergence of both the fongings and terrors suggested an
implicit belief that [ could contain such dangerous emotions, that we. in our shared
space of thirdness. could contain them.

With this greater safety. Hannah and 1 were finally able to revisit her inter-
personal trauma and dramatize a different outcome. a release from her painful self-
cure. Hannah retumed from a weekend in the country with some other young
people. relating a familiar tale of woe. Unable to engage in witty banter. she had
. become withdrawn and grew excruciatingly uncomfortable. as she felt observed
scornfully by her friends. Hannah believed that as she had become progressiv ely
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anxious. they had made fun of her all the more. In this instance | did not question
in my own mind her extravagant conviction of failure and shame. But even w hile
I was empathic to her fear, I challenged her conviction of ruin and catastrophe. [
let mysetf speak from “inside™ the drama. but with my own subjective perception.
which contained alongside empathy an element of difference: a kind of protective
indignation. | had a barely formulated thought, as if she really were my own child:
~There is nothing wrong with Hannah. She is at least a match for her friends in
integrity, personal insight. and intelligence. Why should she be shamed? [ also
spoke from my sense of the moral Third. which led me o formulate my indignant
response as a question: why didn’t she deserve the understanding and compassion
jrom her friends, which she would surely have given had the siuation been
reversed”? 1 warmed to my topic and continued asking: “Why were these feelings
not a pant of imperfect but acceptable humanness?”

To my great surprise. Hunnah began the next session with an unusual response.
saving how surprised and gratified she was by my “staunch defense.” Hannah now
went on 1o refleet that in her mind she had thought accepting her fricnds” making
fun of her was the right thing to do, that she had been trying to take responsibility
for her problems by identifving with her friends” judgment. 1 said rather with
emphasis to mark it, “Indeed, you do identify with this kind of judgment! You
might even have clicited their contempt because you actuatly feel it yourself.”
She readily agreed: “Yes, | do shtick, T make a shtick out of vulnerability when
I'm anxious.” T said, “Yes! It really is a stick—you punish yourself with it and
invite people to join you. What you have to be responsible for is not your vulner-
ability  that's just human — but for your punishing and beating yourself, for vour
lack of compassion towards vens”

[ waited while Hannah ook this in, wanting her to take the lead as we were
now improvising from the same script, She allowed as how her self-beratement
proceeded from thinking this was a way of facing reality (a form of self-
protection), but it suddenly occurred 10 her that there was a different way to listen
and respond 1o the other. What she was able to hear from me this tme was not a
refusal to bear her despair or witness her demise. but rather my presence at her
side defending her vulnerability as well as a way of connecting, my defense of a
principle of empathy for vulnerability. This 15 an idea about behavior she herself
belicves in. Suddenly, this principle, embodied by me, became a felt conviction
about herseli 1 don’t deserve to be treated badly when 1 am fnghtened and need
spothing.” This constituted a recasting of the original scene of distress, in which
reliel is provided rather than catastrophically absent, an absence that ed her to
seli=regulate by telling herself what a bad girl she was.

Further work revealed the generative function of my willingness to enact the
role of a protective mother who stands up for her child, rather than a coliapsed
and deflated mother. one who can mark the pain as real. but not her own and not
catastrophic. 1 could recognize how much this was a reflection of my idenufication
with Hannah. based on my own struggles with shame and social non-conformity,
my own hard won solution of placing compassion and kindness over supcriority
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and invulnerability. [ admit that this value system, highly reflected and intellectu-
ally worked out but stilt rooted in my own personal pain. is not neutral, it is deeply
personal and specific. However, it also scemed to resonate specifically with
Hannah. My indignant rcaction to the pain visited upon Hannah by her protector
self did accord with my ideas about compassion, my sensc of the moral Third.
My response came from a conviction that it was possible to accord dignity and
respect to the fragile, frightened Hannah while simultancously holding in mind
her strength, not least as a person struggling to understand her own pain. She could
shift from enacting a masochistic submission 10 a look-alike Third of pumtive
scrutiny into a shared thirdness, which combined the rhythmic oneness of empathy
with a narrative of compassion and respeet for human vulnerability. My ability
to sce a Hannah who is more than her “weakness™ was like the position of the
muther who sees beyond her baby’s pain to a coherent self who will be free of
it In this way both soothing and differentiating were shaped via the maternal
function of imagining the child’s future function (Locwald, 19603, What Hannah
was able to identify with in me was the sirength that comces not from hating the
shame-filled parts of self, but accepting psychic pain as a position of the moral
Third: aceepting What s,

What fostered the movement towards accepting the reparative protection and
soothing, which in turn allowed her to relinguish shame and have insight into her
sclf-cure, her preference to hurt herself before the other could hurt her? A form
of meta-communication from “inside”™ the drama in which I incarnated (Hoffman.
2010), a version of my protective selfl being called upon by her frightened self,
lent mysclf to the enactment. | was not commenting from outside. rather 1 was
responding personally 1o her pain. In this sense our “moment of meeting™ was
deeply personal, as my response deviated from the script, introducing an element
of difference that came from my personal style of thinking and marking. | did
this, spontancously and implicitly, by playing the part inside her story of a witness
who identifies with the suflering but also uses her indignation to be protective,

Hannah had idealized me and wished to identify with me; but now this ideat
persona turned out to be radically different from her previous idea of strength
onc that dissociated from pain and suffering. Instead she discovered a version of
the moral ‘Third that lifts dissociation by according safety and respect to the fragile.
fnghtened self-state, affirming the dignity to be gained from struggling to under-
stand one’s own pain and that of others. No longer dissociated, both seli-states,
the weak and the strong. converged in a generative moment, a dramatic shifting
from blume and shame w understanding and acceptance.

Hannah explicitly articulated this meaning in her own language sometime later
when she said that what [ had given her was a moral universe. She reflected
on the impact of experiencing me as a protective mother who stands up for her
child but also believes in her child's resilience. This offered a version of anger
that came neither from the place of helpless victimization nor from a simulacrum
of insight that was conflated with a fantasy of acting like a normal person. who
has no shameful fears, who needs no recognition of distress. In accepting my
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marked recognition of how painful that was, she was able to give up her disso-
ciative aspiration to a fantasized normality in favor of a different experience of
being with the other. The implicit experience was that she could be lovable as
a vulnerable being, one whose anxiety is vistble but can be borne by the intact
other,

With the establishment of this greater sense of safety, Hannah spontancously
brought up her “secret life.” the hiding place of her real anger, her worst feelings
of rage and loncliness associnted with adoiescence, when she was desperate and
promiscuous, and ran away from home. All her ragelul self-affliction was reallv
atmed at her mother, whom she hated beyond reason, not least because she still
needed her to provide the missing experience of home. As she contemplated my
leaving for the summer. Hannah was able to speak for the first time of the feared,
shametul, hated image of her own need: a stalker. A vision of the girl who had
Killed her college roonmmate because an first they had been close, but then she
suffered a stinging rejection when the roommate felt sutfocated. The appearance
of the stalker girl deepened our sense of the fear and destruction that had haunied
her during our first summer separation. This time she was able to 1imagine my
accepting and embracing the girl, her abandoned self. A nascent version of sustain-
ing the paradox of repetition and repair was being constructed: the girl would
be too much for me —and, the girl was just a necdy child and I could hold her.
We then were able 1o take inand give a name to this “not me™ figure of shameful
rejection, which she had tried to ward off and had enacted with her friends; it
became a more metaphorical character with which Hannah could play.

Finding a dance partner, the rhythmic Third

As | have said, my sense of what Winnicott meant by playing was the vse of fin-
tasy and metaphor - alone or with the other — that is now usually referred to as
reverie and associated with transformations inte articulated emotions. Theorizing
of reverie has become a defined perspective, influenced by Bion's idea of thinking
and alpha function. Ferro (2009). one of the main proponents of working with
reverie, has suggested we think of the metaphorical figures that appear in the ficld
as “characters.” We can let these characters (ike the stalker girl. but also objects
representing an emotion or impulse, like a bomb, a plant, a wall) play 1 the room,
without always specifying which real person they are currently attached to or their
transference meanmng. In translation to relutional analysis, we nught think these
characters represent aspects of previoushy dissociated self-states or feelings.
However, | beheve that play with the other also involyes the real relationship. it
creates a real shift i the relations between self-staes and self and other (Pelty &
Goldberg, 2013).

My thesis is that in analysis learning to play is a process that includes not only
use of metaphors but also incremental moments of marking and meta-commu-
nication in action informed by the chythmicity and differentiation originally
lacking. This involves diglogic play with the other on the stage of enactment where
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dissociated characters first appear. Gradually, these characters can be owned and
become more obviously parts of self rather than not-me, and so attached 1o the
other in less restricted ways. Thus Hannah's repudiated needy self that originally
came into the relationship through enactment gradually ¢volved into a character
in our emergent play with the same material.

Here B will illustrate with a moment of spontaneous shared reveric, the kind in
which unconscious communication creates a synchrony of rhythmic and symbolic.
form and content. Play occurs as a back and forth movement. Hannah began a
session speaking about a man she had begun dating. somewhat older, very admired
and liked, whom she found (o be amazingly solid, compassionate and under-
standing. She said he was able 10 call up the best in people, in her. Perhaps, because
Jane Austen was an author we had often referred to. my reverie turned to the
character of Knightly in the film Emma. which | had recently viewed. Knightly,
though obviously in love with Emma. is older and wiser. Emma has taken 1n
an orphaned young woman. Harriet. & farm girl, whom she now trics, amainst
Knightly’s advice, to pair with a higher born man who considers himself too good
for Harrict. In the scene at the ball, this man publicly spurns Harrict, leaving her
to stand embarrassed, without a partner, as ceveryone looks on. Knightly, who of
course is going to marry Emma, comes to Harriet's rescue, dancing with her and
saving her from humiliation. It is afier Knightly has thus restored Harriet’s dignmiy
that he and Emma finally dance together, achieving a compelling erotic synchrony
of gaze and movement, 1 recalled now their dance, a beautiful representation of
the rhythmic Third.

I decided to share the story and the duat image of Emma/Harriet with Hannah,
formulating how touching it was that Knightly first accepted the more ashamed
and socially awkward “part™ of the character. From there we entered into a
surprising moment of mecting. Recalling the film, Hannah burst out: *[ love you,
I'really love you!™ She paused, then explained: “T can’t believe you would compare
me to Emma or someone | fall in love with to characters in o Jane Austen novel.
Fhave always wished I couid aspire to the dignity and self-knowledge of Austen's
characters.” It was as it in this moment | had rescued Hannah’s Harriet self, and
she felt it

Now wu see one of those coincidences born of unconscious mental sharing that
sometimes occur as minds meet, Hannah added: “The add thing is, this morning,
as [ was taking the train in from the Island. [ saw these fat suburban matrons, and
['was feeling a kind of scorn for them. but then | caught myself, and [ said 1o
mysclt. What would Jane Austen sav about that attide” And then as [ eontinued
ltstening to them, | heard that they had lovely voices. And | thought, they reath
are lovely women™. Hannah here has her chance to play the daughter who repairs
the worthiness of the maternal other even as she dircetly recognized her loving
feclings with me Knightly. She also partners with me in a shared reverie that trans-
forms her default rejection of the mother/fat women into a fantasy of cremting the
good: it s her prospective vision of being a loving woman, as well as her own
embodiment of a moral Third.

-
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Austen’s voice, like the voices of the matron-mothers, represents o maternal
Third with which it is possible for her to identify. and it is notably parallel to
the one [ associated with Knightly. The voice of the moral mother and the music
of the rhythmic Third create a space in which it is possible to contain multiples
voices: at the same time. i1 15 the maternal version of lawfulness, a symbolic
Third. which savs: “All my children are worthy of love™ — Harriet and Emima.
the fragile and the strong. As we went on to explore in subsequent sessions,
there is the Emma in the Harriet. whose beauty can be recogmized. and the Harmiet
i the Fmma. whose pain can be accepted. In this and subseguent sessions,
Hannah and 1 continued to play with the metaphors of Emma and Harriet. as we
moved through the feelings of what it means 10 aceept Harniet while finding
new potential in the role of Fmma. a rehearsal for a relationship (Aron & Atlas,
2015) in which desire and safety both feel possible. The story became a repre-
sentation of the moral Third, allowing us to understand more of Hannah's siruggle
to embrace the Hammiet in herself while finding new possibihues as Emma. There
is room for both selves to live,

Knightly, Austen. the man Hannah was dating (whom she in reality would later
£o on to marry), and | all became characters on the stage (Ferro, 2009) and ook
tuns in the dance of thirdness. The part of Hunnah that once appeared as the stalker
became a more lovable character, Harriet, who could be integrated into herself’,
whom I could accept and dance with, not leave alone to become destructive, This
particular movement had many emergent facets, procedural and symbolic, implicit
and explicit: our exchange itself became a rhythmic experience of fittedness and
harmonizing of ditferent voices, infusing the symbolic clements of the shared
reverie with vitality. Form and content synchronized, as Hannah and [ ereated a
new metaphor in action, deseribing a dance and doing a dance. This coordinated
movement suggested a harmony consenant with the content of our play, deepening
the issuc of - Hannab as Emma needing the lawlul world of the moral Third in
which vulnerable, potentially shamed characters like Harriet would be safe.

My play with Hannah around Emmea might be seen as an example of the
rchearsal and preparation deseribed by Aron and Atlas (2015): a generative shared
reverie, with the prospective function of anticipating her life-changing bond with
this man. And the leading edge was in this case expressed through the character
of the man who can “call out the best,™ who represented one pan of the analyst
as well. The aim in working with the enactment, then, becomes not only to identify
the pathogenic past (Aron & Atlas, 2015, p. 312) and bring out dissociated self-
states linked with trauma, injury. loss, pain and shame- - the trailing edge —but
also to recognize the hidden hopetul, the desires. Not only the not-me of loss or
pain but also the not-me of desire and expansion.

However, the integration of the not-me part ot Hannah that stll felt connected
to her damaged and damaging relationship to mother not through shameful vulner-
ability but defiant, rageful adolescent rebellion remained in the wings. She was
not going to stay oft-stage forever. As we shatl see, her appearance in a collision
became pan of a generative enactment of a very different kind.
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Vicissitudes of stage combat, or, a slip and a nip

As Bateson (1979) said, playful rituals can sometimes get out of hand, participants
in the game can get too excited or reactive and forget they were supposed to be
“only playing.” What was supposed to be only a representative nip becomes a
bite. In stage combat. actors ofien slip and jab too hard; there may be bruises by
curtain time. Slips. Freudian and otherwise, are mcant to give us pause. So the
power of unprocessed emotions in the analytic dyad—in the field of interaction
may lead to the analyst’s reactivity, exceeding what she can contain. But such
loss of contatning in analvsis can indeed be thought of as part of the field, “an
accident, sustained en route which will therefore, within limits. be thought of
as inevitable and indeed necessary,” as Ferro and Civitarese (2013) assert. but
a process that can be reflected and uhtimately used to enlarge and potentiate the
inferaction. In English, the word “accident™ is an especially good metaphor for
fatlure 1o contuin, since it is what we call a child's inability to hold it in until he
reaches the bathroom. And, insofar as we think in terms off Unconscious commu-
nication or joint dissociation of that which stips past the analyst's initial
awareness, they are part of the “royal road.” Do we differ about the degree to
which we can fathom the mystery through our own reverie, and how much it is
the patient’s work in the enactment, which we (sometimes unwillingly) co-sponsor,
that moves us both forward? 1 suspect this might be where the ideas of play in
the mode of reverie versus play with interaction may lead 10 different outcomes
{sce Stern, 2013: 2015),

[ will, in the interest of describing working with enactment, relate a moment
where the ongoing movement between enactment and play shifis into an out-right
collision. This can certainly be described as an “accident” on my part; my disso-
clated wish for a centain kind of analytic goodness helped drive the interaction,
thereby becoming dramatized and ey entually understood. This moment illustrates
how the not-me as painful repetition that needs to be dramatically portrayed shows
up together with the unrecognized not-me that needs to find authentic expression
in an intersubjective context: they meet first in a confusing mix, then become more
clearly distinguishable as we unpack. Initially, it may be the analyst™s outburst,
the effort to eseape from a bind (see Mitchell, 1993), that ereates the aceident, In
this case the reaction that broke up our joint dissociation was triggzered wholly
outside my awareness of the repetition of an old pattern,

Originally (Benjamin, 2009), 1 discussed this collision in terms of how the inter-
action of different selves and their dissociation often require an acknow ledgment
of our part, Here, [ am emphasizing as well the potentiating. generative side of
enactment: the revelation of new feelings and the expression of the patient’s
ageney. the leading edge of analyzing collision (sec Slochower, 2006: Bromberg,
2011). with its production of emergent meaning (Stern, 2015). This collision
brought forth a part of self, the defiant adolescent, crucial 10 Hannah's sense of
agency. That agency first took the form of Hannah protesting my reactivity, then
collsborating in the process of thinking, unpacking and creating meaning out
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of disruption. This sharing and collaboration is part of what is potentiating in
cnactments, making them generative, giving us the sense that, as Atlas put it
the patient comes in to the “kitchen™ and we “are cooking together™ rather than
merely having the analyst adjust their cooking to the patient’s reception (Aron &
Atlas, 2013).

In a session shortly after Hannah had becomie a mother and confirmed her
capacity 1o soothe. comfort and love her baby. she began to revisit an old scene
of seli~criticism, Or so | thought. [ heard her berating herself for being too unread
in the classics (a patently false representation of herself) to answer her teen-
age stepdaughter’s homework questions the night before. Perhaps T was frustrated
by this lapse. but I found myself unusually permeable to the anger in Hannah'’s
reproaches. 1 wondered aloud if Hannah was going to carry this propensity to
denigrate herself into the relationship with her own children. Immediately. giving
the lie o her own seli-portrait. Hannah, in quite a different tone, exclaimed.
“That was draconian!”™ She then tried to backpedal, to spare me being put o the
wrong. as she herself had always been. explaining in an especially insightful tone
that T must have intended something with this remark since 1 am a relational
anmalyst. 1 was upset with myself. but not so dvsregulated that 1 could not
immediately acknowledge having said something hurtful. Stating clearly that it
was not a strategy but an emotional reaction, 1 apologized for the harsh remark,
and suggested she ought to not let me off the hook so readily.

As we reflected wgether in the next session, Hannah was now confidently able
to express in a more foreeful way her sense of being unfairly scolded by me,
demonstrating her capacity for self-protection and tolerating what she knew abowt
me without denial, But she then began to reflect on her own action and what
was being dramatized in this seene: “Maybe you were reacting to sumething,”™ she
said, “Because actually | wasn't tecling like the mother right then, 1 felt like
I was identified with Lucy, [ was the teenager looking down on my stupid mother!”
Well, | reflected aloud, it she was acwally identifying with the teenage daughter.
the one who despises the mother and sees her as pathetically inadequate, then
miaybe 7 was identifying with the mother. Tn the moment where Hannah identified
her part, I was able to recognize and admit my unformulated counter-identification
with the mother who wiss being despised and discarded. This was a dvad { remem-
bered all toe well from my own adolescence.

When | acknow ledged how 1 assumed the counterpart role in the complementary
relation, that of the attacked and retaliating mother, a differem meaning emerged.
fronically - as 15 common in enactment, the hidden svmmetry of dissociated
identifications generates the reverse of what one intends. Wishing to nid myself
ot my assigned role 1o the drama, T stepped right into 1. | became the mother |
was trying to protect. because 1 was also dissociatively resisting being ber (albeit
in the furm of a helpless analyst). In retrospect, T could see the way in which |
felt my own need for affirmation of maternal goodness was frustrated by
Hannah's story of the attacking daughter and the failed mother. [ was not reflecting
on my need to see Hannah be healed by absorbing my goodness. and so my
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conscious disappointment that Hannah was shaming herself masked my own
feeling of failure.® However, our role-switching revealed that the distinction
between attacking herself and attacking me was. in a sense. fictitious. Our iso-
morphic identifications with the need not to be put in the w rong. and not to put
the other n the wrong, were too symmetrical. Her move actually did express a
dissociative attack on the mother’s supposed goodness: my retaliation a disso-
crative defense of goodness. Being forever put in the wrong by a mother who was
herself far from “good™ reenacted the core of Hannah's disastrous fight to the death
with her mother in adolescence —one which had condemned her to be the one
who is crazy.

Our fongstanding work and our experience recognizing the feelings of shame
and disappointment allowed us to move easily into the activity of unpacking.
Iacknowledged to Hannah the way [ had inadvenently become the very thing |
was trying not to be. Once [ acknowledged the pan [ played. the rejected mother
to her defiant conterptuous daughter, Hannah could speak more of her anger at
her mother’s weakness. To both our surprise. then, she shified self-states dramatic-
ally. A new unexpected character came leaping onto the stage, as she spoke in
the voice of the protective daughter who identifies with mother, exclaiming how
sorry she was for this poor mother who couldn’t soothe anyone: “You don't love
her. no onc could love her, she is sa wnlovable!™

We paused to absorb this surprise, the forcible impact of Hannah’s pity for this
shameful person she nonctheless loved and identified with-—the one | had for a
moment become. [ could now acknowledge my shame at my cutbursi and formulate
Hannah's need to protect me, as the unlovable mother in the moment | had shown
myselfto be uncontained and critical. This mother, the one she found it so painful
to identify with, was the last picce to emerge in analyzing the enactment. As our
unpacking proceeded to this point, we slowed down, allowing us to stay together
in feeling sorrow for the poor mother. As this feeling emerged, it scemed that we
could listen together to the presence of opposing voices and reversible positions,
containing and surviving their conflict with one another in that seene. The space
of thirdness, thinking and fecting together, was palpable, open and mutual,

What emerged. “unbidden™ as Stem (2009) calls it, Hannah's surprising turn
after my acknowledgment of reactivity, seemed to be a revelation of the self-states
involved in the earlicr phase of her confusion over who was the one doing the
beating: identifying as her mother's killer or the unlovable victim: either wily. she
had been put in the wrong. In our interaction, my recognition of the mjun
interrupted the switching off between doer and done to and opened up an avenue
for agency as well as expression of the self-protective anger that had been miss-
ing in our carhier enactment where 1 was the one expressing indigniatton on her
behalf. This ime she was defending herself from my criticism even as she was

6 Rachel Mekay, i discussion. clurilicd this idea of the enactmen being dnven in pant
by the analyst’s dissoctated need for aflirmation of zoodness by the patient’s healing
(see Mark, 20135).
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unconsciously attacking her own mother. Recognition of the leading edge of
protest transformed it mto an active assertion, revealed its underbelly of anger,
liberated the ability to think and engage in meta-commentary. and to contact the
mourning about a conncction never made and fulfilled. Thus moving from
repetition to something new. our dialogue enable the space of paradox, the relation
of real and not real. to be restored.

The collaborative unpacking. creating a mutual container. combines new and
old in the process of moving out of enactment. We begin a dialogue of meta-com-
munication that differentiates betwcen old and new. no longer mutually exclusive
pulls but part of the thirdness opened up by acknowledgment, This helped to
restore the paradox of my playving the part of the rejected, critical mother and the
analyst who was present to analyze and hear how she felt about it differentiating
iy contradictory roles.

Ay the meta-communication differentiates between the need to be right and the
need to put things right. feelings move from the place of psychic equivalence,
The anatyst no longer s the destroyed, retaliatory mother for the patient, and the
pattent no longer iy the destroyed objeet for the analyst. The meta-communication
about the process takes the form of play in which Hannah, as an assertive actor,
could react to a bite with a nip: *“That was dracoman!™ Fhe nip, commenting on
my bite, reflected the fact that commenting on my behavior was not destructive,
and indecd paved the way for a symbolic explication of our roles. The analyst is
there to reeeive the communication, and the patient is permitted to communicate.
[n this sense both partners survive destruction, that is o say, putting or being put
in the wrong. Survival reinstates the paradoxical reality of analysis. What feh
forbidden. inaccessible, not pussible to speak becomes speakable now in the third-
ness ol play, made sater by acknowledgment of the violation.

As many relational thinkers have shown, collision may not only be unavoid-
able but potentiating (Davies, 2004: Bromberg, 2006: 201 1; Slochower, 2006;
Stern, 2009), Paradoxically, the concealing-revealing function of dissociated action
made it possible to “play out™ the meaning of the story more fully than my offer-
ing # containing formulation would have done: moving from fatlure to contain,
repetition. acknowledgment, repair, new cexploration and conncction. [annah’s
first anxious reaction, miming to repair my ideal image. might be scen as reflect-
ing u fear that through her anger all goodness would be destroyed and she would
be to blame. However, with my acknowledgment we were able together to hold
and survive the moment of fearing destruction. and so restore the tension of 1s
and Ought i the moral Third. We wok another step towards replacing her old
ideal ol invulnerabslity, the longing for which had protected her agamnst shameful
need and tear of the unpredictable. damaging responses such needs might elicit
while protecting her object from being “reduced to bits™ as Klein (1952) put it.

We are able to move beyond this fear of damage when we create the moral
Third, in this case through taking responsibility for hurt feelings. Hannah and 1
were able to move into a space in which both of us could feel the pain of this
mather-daughter story: Mother's sense of baing unlovable, unable o be soothed,
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her daughter’s identification with her, but also her deeper pain that mother had
never been able to soothe her, Then. with me, the wish to transform that pain into
a form that can be recognized and soothed by me in the part of mother, no longer
teduced to bits but her sunviy ing witness,

Dramatic enactment of jointly dissociated, powerful feelings can open the wiay
for previously unrecognized self-states to step into the lights, But this use of the
collision teguires the analyst’s acknowledgment and demystification. an invitation
to the patient to join in sharing perception, formulating and analyzing. creating
metaphors-—ways of acting as a co-creator of the analytic process who can share
the Third, rhythmic and differentiating. What appears 1n the guise of analyzing
“what happened™ might well be seen as constructing a narrative that can sustain
the ambiguous refationship betw cen Now and Then, We do not begin by knowing.
noreven end by knowing, rather we lend ourselves o a movement from unformu-
lated action to performance that credtes meaning, Procedure matches content, as
the movement of shared reflection and feeling elicits other self-states w ho enter
the play. In this way a form of mutual recognition evolves with appreciation of
onc another’s experience, separate and together (McKay, 20135).

PART Ilil. PUTTING MusIC AND LYRICS TOGETHER

have tried 1o formulate an idea of meta-communication as part of what we do
when there has been a rupture, by making use of enactments, that expose the com-
plementary relationship or the uncoupling of fecling and thought or the shared
dissociation. The effort to find our w ay into a felt connection then arises from within
the action. and usually perforee embodies and encourages this recoupling of thyth-
mic and symbolic, Meta-communication that begins implicitly as performance
during enactment can unfold jn surprising ways, as if the seripL were writing jtself
(Ringstrom, 2007). Once we have performed the content and now the seript contains
a shared narrative action of the play. we may foel as if we, as partners, have become
recoupled. The intersubjective process and psychic content work together,

My clinical illustration aimed to show the process of recoupling, between words
and feelings, implicit and symbolic. With Hannah we saw how in the beginning,
when symbolic representation ts not anchored in the experience of attunement, it
ts not conntected with knowing and being known by an other mind. Emotions first
enter the field i dissociated actions that conceal and reveal. Performance of
recognition within the dramatic action effeets o transition to emotional expression,
which then opens the expenience to sharing of affect attunement, and thus to plny
with usable metaphors or characters, This process moves from Hannah enacting
her outcast self 1o using the metaphor of the stalker to our enlivened exchange
around Austen's Harriet. In this w ay we begin to generate symbalic thirdness in
areas that were imitially too shameful and anxiety-ndden to access. The dramatic
interaction of repairing rupture moves from adversarial to collaborative and
INquiring, with SUTPTISing guest appearances,
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My contention has been that without having developed out of attunement and
differentiation, a simulacrum of the symbolic Third atises that mimics reflection
but is detached. As we work through enactments, moments of recognizing action
can occur that link words and thoughts with feelings: implicit action and symbolic
expression begin to match up.

I have highlighted how developmentally the same marking process that creates
coupling of symbol wth feeling gives risc to differennating thoughts from reality,
thus modifying psychic equivalence. making play with reality possible. as Fonagy
and Target (1996a) theorized. Playing with the other, recognition, thus mvolves
not only connccting through the rhythmic Third. but also differcntiating feeling
belief from reality. This differentiation in turn resulis in ability te hold the paradox
of analysis, the opposing needs for repetition and repair.

In analysis, recoupling the procedural action and the symbolic is what makes
performed recagnition distinet; it enacts or dramatizes rather than muerely states
or formulates. Of course much of what we do involves understanding, formulating,
cmpathizing, reflecting. But the meta-communicating we aim for when we are
stuck in enactment binds, or that comes more naturally when we are playing, can
Iike song or improvisational drama —help to form missing links between implicit
and symbolic, words and music. In fact, what characterizes play s the congruence
between action and words, or placing them in opposition so as to deliberately
produce icongruence. Play requires the ability to use congruence and incongru-
ence to shape new meanings and connection, often swprising and uncaleulated.

Conversely, unintended incongruence and decoupling of these channels points
us towards dissociation. [ would contend that despite our greater attention to inter-
action and affect regulation, implicit sub-symbolic communication. the rhythm
rather than words (Bucei, 2008; Knoblauch, 2000; 2005), the common pull to
dissociation tends to uncouple the symbolic and rhythmic, that 15, cause us to focus
more upon the words or on the music alone, somcetimes in allernation, Clinically,
we may notice how this decoupling signals dissociation, especially the analyst’s,

Decoupling, dissociation and play

[t s part of play that the movement is not only without goal or purpose, but
also withowt effort. [t happens, s it were, by itself, The case of play ... 15
experienced subjectively as relaxation. The structure of play absorbs the player
into itseltand thus frees him from the burden of taking the initiative, which
constituted the actual strain of existence. The actual subject of the play is
obviously not the subjectivity of the individual . . . but is instead the play wself.

(Gadamer, 1989, p. 109}

Gadamer’s insightful description of play might be seen as one version of surrender
to the Third - giving over to a co-created structure that transcends and ahsorbs the
individuals so that they attain a freedom {rom self-consciousness, elfort, or strain.
Such release into play implies tecling at case tn the paradosical space of analysis
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as real/'mot real, because the boundary is clear and secures the space. But for many
individuals, this space of immersion can only be sustained in certain states while
in other states the tension of opposites breaks apart. Because play 1s self-state
dependent, we can notice the dppearance of strain. which signals that paradox is
becoming untenable as dissociated arcas are uncovered. Here, as we conelude our
discussion of paradoex and play. I retterate that even fruitful chmcal work involves
dyadic alernations between genuine play and strain, like that between thirdness
and complementarity or breakdown, Thus the elinical question becomes how we
entify disruptions, how we theorize breakdown, how we envision restoring
thirdness and reopening the potential space of surrender 1o paradox and play.
Crvitarese (200%) has proposed thinking about play in the space of thirdness as
mimersion in flow. He conceives of an oscillation in psychoanalytic process
between tmmersion in the flow and Interruption that take us outside the flow - n
his terms. interaction or interpretation cause such breaks., He appears to me to he
describing symbolic interaction that is decoupled from the rhythmic. which occurs
because of some dysregulation in analyst or patient. In other words, play with
metaphor and imagery can be interrupted by a kind of thinking “about” rather
than with the flow (Winnicott's split of T intellectual functioning), [nterestingly,
psychoanalysts who have emphasized “being with,” and the importance of implicit
relational knowing have also been concerned that formulating or reflecting on the
process would interrupt the rhythmic flow of empathic immersion, It might seem
as tf the question of how we can avoid disrupting immersion or the rhythrmc Third
of accommodation and attunement, though differently articulated, 1s nonethelesy
common 1o the clinical theories of empathic knowing and containment through
reverie. The sticking point, which has moved relational analysis to focus on
enactment, is that repeatedly we find that the analyst becomes increasingly unable
o maintain the empathic or contaiming stance under the pressure of dissociated
states or dysregulation, The aftect expressed in the mode of psychic equivalence,
which cannot be put into play. often pushes towards complementary twoncess,
rupture or stalemate. This cannot oceur without the analyst’s identifications with
the patient and her objects, but these identifications are usually at least partly
dissociated, The aim of my discussion of meta-communication is to sugpest that
there 15 a way to move through these obstructions in the flow that playvs with and
acknow ledges them, at times explicitly. when they take the form of enactment or
collision. At the same time, the analyst may try to maitain a vision of the Third;
meaning, that we are paddling down the stream together and so —regardiess of
which kind of stream we choose —w hen we must sometimes get out and Lift the
Lanoe over a rock we view lifting together as part of creating a shared Third.
Thus even when the nterruptions or collisions generated by the concealing
revealing dissoctated action become our focus. the question of how we proce-
durally use the experience of repair to acknow ledge and witness is crucial, W
are. after all, often playing with very dangerous and painful elements, such that
the word play may give us pause. On the one hand. in working with patients with
developmental trauma there 15 a nced 1o sty cmpathically attuned 0 affect
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regulation, aim for "concor-dance™ and a sense of interpersanal safety, But since
witnessing and empathy are challenged by the (variously understood) powerful
projections or dissoctated threats and self-states, this rhythmicity is often disrupted
and the analyst’s acknowledgment becomes necessary. Even in the best of con-
ditions. the “core consciousness.” the state that occurs when we are immersed in
reverie or in interactive improvisation can never be wholly sustained (Ringstrom,
2016).

Despite doubts about when and whether [ have only myself to blame for dis-
ruptions. | conclude that 1 must sce to it that this ¢risis becomes opportunity. 1
others succeed at avoiding such crises. [ will happily leam from them. If. however,
as 1t seems 1o me and 1 shall now contend. in many cases useful opportuntties
tor acknowledgment are being smoothed over —an action | am all too familiar
with mysell— then [ believe that [ and most of my colleagues will do better as
Ferenezi advised to humbly analyse our own vulnerabilines and support cach other
n doing so.

For my part, | am interested in what causes these interruptions in play or immer-
ston- assuming we have even gotlen it going, [ suspect that onc-sided focus on
cither symbolic narrative or intersubjective process maty be more likely o cause
us to ignore the pressure put on us by contradictory injunctions on different
channels. We may be reactive, dissociatively, to the fragmentation of experience
this produces. This cun cause us 10 smooth over breakdowns in the tension of
paradox, muddle through the complementarity of less visible enaciments by
returning to what we analysts are comfortable with. our default metaphors,
formulations or erpathic stance. 1tis when we are at home with our own comlort-
able flow that we are apt to be surprised by the unexpected enactment. Especially
it up to this point both partners have seemingly ajusted to famitiar patierns of
reactivity, our reciprocal expectations and reactions are by now on quile cosy and
intumate terms, even if sometimes abrasive, like an old married couple. Our disso-
ciative cocoon, with its tamiliar complementary structure, must now be unwrapped,
exposed to the cold air o be seen: jostled and destabilized in order to create
movemnent (the baby parts of us are not happy with this and need some marked
reassurance!). For all these reasons enactment and subsequent destabilization may
necessarily take the form of interrupting our immersion, perhaps a collision.

An unfortunate illustration of the problems attendant on rejecting the function
of enactment may be found in Boston Change Process Study Group. despite their
recognition of the generativity of “sloppiness™ (Nahum, 2002} that might have
seemed to gesture in the direction ol exploring our missteps. Instead. a one-sided
advocacy for implicit relational knowing and “being with,” a hugely usetul con-
tribution on their part {Stern et al., 1998; Lyons-Ruth, 1999: Stern. 2004; BCPSG,
2005), has been set up in opposition 1o examining the dynamic origins of sloppy
moments and hence the symbolic side of our work. Despite noting the disjunc-
tion between implicit and retlective-verbal domains (Nahum, 2008), they have
explicitly rejected examining the dynamic motivation for this decoupling, specific-
ally dissociation {Knoblauch, 2008). Recently, BCPSG ¢2013) has directly argued
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against the relational theonzing of enactment and dissociation (especially the
analyst’s) in favor of repairing disruptions implicitly through “realigning with
ntention™ —without talking about it. So here ariscs the problem of Interrupting
the flow. I question this assertion that we must choose between symbolically
reflecting on repetition and generating new experiences of "being with™ (implicit
knowing) rather than being able to recouple them through play. I am not convinced
by the categorical assertion that only change at the level of implicit relational
Knowing is mutative (BCPSG, 2013): exploring the uncoupling of that domain
from reflexive-verbal knowing would than appear to be unnecessary.”

In countering the idea of dissociation. BCPSG define cnactments —without
regard to narrative content—as intertuptions, mismatches or ruptures in the flow
of fitting and joining which ought to be smoothed. not highlighted. These ruptures
would then need only be repaired via affect regulation and restoring fittedness at
the procedural level rather than unpacking the meaning of the action or self-states
mvolved. BCPSG dispute the necessary emergence of dissociated parts or self-
states that need to be addressed. that is, the symbolic meantng of the interruption
i irrelevant. The erasure of the category of symbaolic repetition flattens out the
paradox of repairing by repeating. real but not real, that is essential te the psycho-
analytic method,

One might think that maintaining the rhythm of mutual regulation by smoothing
disruptions at the level of the implicit would actually serve to further dissociation
and obscure the narrative content of dramatic ruptures. It would seem that the
paticnt might be mystified and encouraged o accommodate rather than protest
against injury or articulate what feels like repetition of injury. How is this problern
addressed? By defining disruptive emotional events as “local™ to the dyadic 5ys-
tem, BCPSG's proposal decouples the perturbing or painful event from narrative
historical meaning. 1t is hard to imagine that the emergence of histoncal traumata
and emotions related 1o it would not be blocked by this stance (sco Bohlcber.,
2010); that concentrating solely on restoring harmony via attunement and fitted-
ness would adequately constite recognition of complex njuries and failures of
witnessing,

The problem of dissociation underlies both the erasure of repetition and the
patient’s historical trauma as well as the unwillingness to analyzc the meaning
of the analyst’s reactivity and panticipation in enactment. BCPSG explicitly advo-
cate for restoring mutual regulation and moving back into alignment with the
patient and counsel against analyzing our own reactions. Since joint rhythmicity

7 Edlman and Moskow it (2008) make the point that onee having lefi the SCASOR -motor
world for the symbolic realm the dyadic expencnces of recogniion and regulation
are symbohcally mediated, the implicnt experiences are recarsively (“nachtraeglich™)
refonmulated and veeur ar g higher Tevel of differentiation and representation. these are
shaped by and contribute 1 multi-level, and sometimes multi-sell” narrative dramas
Thus reducing the expericnce 1o the implicit and bypasses all subsequent svmbalic
reworkings.

—
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is considered paramount, the symbolic meaning of our “slippage™ becomes
unimportant, This position is the more striking because the case vignettes they
used to demonstrate their argument entailed complex enactments involving
dissociation of different self-siates in both analyst and patient. In both cases
discussed (I3lack, 2003: Stern, 2009) the analysts analyzed their own contribution
and disseciative moments extensively, with reference to the paticnts” traumas. Ye
their seli~reflective analysis is exphicitly rejected by BCPSG who reduce it to the
mplicit demain of failing 10 fit in or align with the patient’s affect.

For instance, BCPSG defend their point with a case presented by Black (2003)
in which the cnactment involves a moment of laughter by the analvsi that scems
to evoke repetition of histonieal injuries, both participants™ experiences with
humiliation in relation to their fathers, Black shows how the collision encouraged
the patient’s expression of anger that was new for her. BCPSG focus solely on
the translormational potential of the emergent anger and the “vitahty™ of the
exchange as a property of the dyad. while reducing the complex narrative to a
moment in which an analyst takes time out from her depressed patient “to enjoy
a moment of laughter™ (2013, p. 231). Tt s unnecessary and “shame-inducing™
for analysts to consider their own dissociation, they declare. Analysts would do
better to simply “regard their behavior as filling important needs of their own,
needs that exist side by side with those of the patient . . . (p. 231). As the analyst's
dissociation, reactivity and vulnerablity are off limits, Black’s laughter is reduced
to a “shippage™ that can be adjusted (a non-Freudian slip?). Since 11 15 @ mistake,
not a repetition of our histories nor expression of the not-me experience, there is
no need to repair through acknowledgment or unpack the enactment,

The logic behind this clinical perspective ts that only the new expertence of
“being with™ 1s healing. The differentiation between the really real and the not
real 1s denied, and so the mentalizing activity, based on sameness and difference
between our experiences is also disregarded. The implicit experience trumps the
symbolic. [n cffect, the analytic relation exists only in its rhythmic dimension,
becoming then a real relationship between persons, one of whom (like Mom)
sometimes needs a break. The paradoxical wension of the analyst as the one who
repeats and the one who receives the communication is lost.

As McKay (2016) has pointed out. the clinical ideal of BCPSG contrasts sharply
with the relational one, in which otherness is seen as vitalizing and verbal nego-
tiation of the enactment can tead o a new qualiy of timate relatedness. We
partake in 4 moment of recognition by the shaning ol inner states that have been
exposed. The intimacy of such potential recognition is discarded along with the
unmanageable. shametul dissociation. By comrast. the relational perspective holds
that such recogmition might actually heal shame and lead 1o greater wleranee of
vulnerability: the mm of learning something new about ourselves and our paticnts
functions as part of our collective Third. In this sense. permitting the ongoing
coactinent o evelve into disruption or collision. or even recognizing our own
dissociation, can be liberating and generative, as both partners create symbolic as
well as implicit knowing.
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In recognizing the value of dramatic enactments in analysis, however, we do
not thercfore reject the effort 1o realign with the patient’s intentions. to create affect
regulation. We attend to contatning the cnactment, hoping it will be safe-enough.
But we accept the dialectical movement of exposing the concealing reveal-
ing action of dissociation to create the new. so that cnactment morphs into play
and we restore the paradox of repetition and repair. Black (2003) argues, and
relational analysts concur. that enactments disrupt the rigid dissociative structure
of the patient and nat merely the dyadic regulation: they grow within but then
break open the dissociative cocoon. From this point of view, disruption can be
vital in loosening the grip of dissociative order. to perturb the system (Bromberg
cited in Greif & Livingstone, 2013). And part of this tightly controlled order
consists in the decoupling of affect from thought, procedural from symbaolic,

Moments of rupture can create movement in static. stuck complementan
relations, and through this motion expose in action the paradoxical pulls of fear
and desire that need to be explored. Indeed, the mos ement between mtersubject-
e positions—between complementarity and thirdness. stasis and disruption,
enactment and play—is ofien foregrounded content rather than background in the
analyst’s awareness of whether there is space for thinking, freedom to moye and
be, for both participants,

The process of using ¢nactment and Joint dissociation as epportune moments
for differentiation and recognition. highlighting disruption and reparr, likewise
punctuates the relation of immersion and interruption di tferently than Bionian
Field Theory (BFT) (Ferro & Ciy itarese, 2013), which nonetheless has much in
common with relational thought (Stern. 2013: 201 5). Turning to that perspective
in effect the opposite of implicit relational knowing—we find a clinical theony
that emphasizes the development of imagery in “pictographing” activity, expand-
ing the capacity for thinking feelings, thus a version of recoupling. Influenced by
Bion’s emphasis on enabling the patient 10 develop his own capacity to contain
and metabolize emotions (Ogden, 1997: Ferro, 2009; 201 1; Brown, 2011). the dia-
logic reverie is infused with new life.

We might say this is a version of what Winnicott saw as the analyst “bringing
the patient into the state of being able 1o play™ (p. 44). In fostering the creativity
of what Ferro (2009) calls “wake ful dreaming.” imagiming the sessions as a dream,
the analyst facilitates the use of shared metaphors, and thus cnables the meta-
bohzing of raw affect (Bion's heta clements) o more articulated emotions
(alpha elements). “alphabetization.” and “pictographs™ (Ferro, 2009: see also
Brown, 20113 .

As deseribed compellingly by Ferro (2003; 2009; 201 1: Ferro & Civitarese, 2013)
the process of contaiming projective identifications and transforming proto-cmotions
that originate in the mode of psychic equivalence contributes to the growth of the

i part of the personality that is “constantly working to find, or rediscover, a basic
i psycho-somatic integration™ (2009, p. 219). Despite his emphatic concentration on

the field within the session, interpreting all outside matertat as characters and
metaphors meeting inside, Ferro (2005) respects and identifies the repetition of




176 Parndox and play

micro-traumas of the patient’s history “in the presence of someone who can “see”

and *repair’ the primal damage . . . which has affected the apparatus of thinking™;
{p. 6} there 1s recognition then tlmt patients use cnactment to repeat and heal such
trauma, by ignoring the real intersubjective process, there is a likelihood of ignoring
the way trauma is repeated relationally, procedurally. and not just through symbolic
content.

The movement | have described from enactment to play, creating metaphors
and bringing new characters on the stage. can be usefully brought together with
BT s method of plaving. as Stem (2013 2013) has shown.” Like Ghent. Ferro
cmphasizes that the pressure of uncontained emotions and needs can be black-
washed as aggression. Wary of spht oft intellectual formulations of puradox or
use of interpretation to decode rather than expand the dreaming, the aim 1s te foster
the patient’s own development of thinking. and the analyst learning from what
the patienl says.

I am most appreciative of the way that symbolic thinking 15 broadened in this
method to embrace the use of image-making and namrative 1o metabolize affect,
a medium for recoupling the words and the music, But. despite the opening that
allows for movement between enactment and play, there are some important
difterences worth highlighting in our respective views of analytic methods and
goals, as noted by Stern (2013; 2015; also Peltz & Goldberg, 2013) especially in
terms of how we view disruptions in the field. Ferro (2007) gives weleome
altention to failures of containment and has stated that “microfractures in com-
munication” give rise to cracks through which “undigested facts can burst in,”
becoming the “engine of analysis.” (p. 34) & position indeed closely akin to
relfational theory of dissociation and enactment,

However a cruciad point of contention between relational theory and BET
cmerges regarding what is happening to us when we fail to comain, and what to
do about it (Ferro & Civitarese, 2013). What clinical responsc 15 called tor when,
1o use Ferro and Civitarese's (2013) erms, the field, as it must, “also contract|s]
the analyst’s illness,” and the inevitable “accidents™ veeur (p. 647)? Ferro (2005)
has already argued that the analyst should monitor the patient’s narrative responses
10 his interpretations, modify them accordingly, but only seldom interpret them;
rather the “person at the helm™ uses them as “gmdelines . .. to stay on course.”

8 Stern’s discussion of this issue resonates with me in many respects but | hise o problem
with his nomenclure: because he refers o the Bionian field theorists, BFT. he gives relatio-
nal analysis the name FRP, Interpersonat Relational Psychoanalysis. Tnmy view eelational
analysis has been eelecucally and sigmiticantly influcnced by (byect Relations Theory
and Self Psschology. at least as much as by the Interpersonal Schoul, So | stick with

“relational theory.™ Stern ratsed the interesting question as o how and i my idea of the
Third can be assimilated to the Biongan idea ot the field. The Third in O\-_duu s theory 18
cluser to the field, the relational matrix that we create and exist in together. For me. as
| said in the intreduction, the pesition of the Third 1s one crucial mosement or position
within the field.
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Ferro and Civitarese (2013) assume that when the inevitable “accident™ occeurs,
the analyst “given appropriate functioning” in the setting should simply “regain
an 1deal position for containing the paticnt’s anxicties.” Even if the analyst does
acknowledge the lapse in comtainment, for example, let the patient know he is aware
of his somewhat critical interpretation (Ferro. 2009) in the previous sesstor, and
modifies his ““cooking™ accordingly, he tells the patient that the dish was too spicy
and he hopes the cook will be more careful in the future (Ferro. 2009). We note
that in giving examples of acknow ledgment. Ferro, who identifics as film direc-
tor. does not call “Cut!™ and review the scene with the actor. The break in our
thythmic Third is repaired implicitly, the immersive flow is not reatly interrupted,
as the director continues to roll the camera. But the patient’s confusion or anxiety
is not directly addressed, his observations of his analyst not elicited.

If relational analysis has focused on ey caling some of our process along with
the source of our dissociation, as well as how we made use of this reaction to
unpack the enactment. it may be because we are not so sure that, especially in
painful accidents, we will regiin an “ideal position™ without talking through what
caused the disruption. Inviting the patient to cook in the kitchen together so that
she has a say in spicing the dish (Aron & Atlas. 2015) might appeal to us because,
as Stern (2013; 2013) cxplains, we don’t trust the analyst 1o reflect alone on where
the ship went wrong or why he put too much pepper in yesterday's stew. We may
be surpnised. Failures are used 1o enlarge the patient’s participation,

The exchange of the unspeakable known has implications for how minds meet,
how truth can be spoken, and how the container becomes more mutual {Cooper,
2008, But of equal importance is the fact that in the face of injury or rupture,
the analyst’s acknowledgment becomes an opportunity for repair of the Third,
for a new quality of relatedness that emerges as we shift self-states from comple-
mentanity o mutual knowing. The transition from complementarity 1o thirdness,
from enactment (o acknow ledgment reinstates paradox. making play possible. This
process of shifting is part of what is mutative in analysis, what intersubjectively
anchors the new ability to integrate thought and emotion.

Ot course, most analysts agree that if we can maintain the rhythm, recover an
empathic stance and contain the “micro-fracture” through understanding, we may
still fined out something about our own reactivity. But some fractures are larger.
more painful, originate in real trauma for which the patient seeks, yeams, for
witnessing and acknowledgment as such, Some not-me states are calting to us
through the pressure of such reality, unmetabolized and intensified by the feariul
equation of inner and outer, then and now. fnsofar as this pressure may activate
the analyst, we wall fcarn from reconstructing the analyst’s part in the cnactment.
We will think in terms of the uncontained projections or dissociated self-state
expressed in the complementary appositions that tend to cither freeze the action
or lead to rupture. From the standpoint of Intersubjective recognition. the
characters of self-states that emerge in enactment are viewed as parts “belonging™
not only to the field but to the analyst and patient as respective individuals,
(Bernstein, in conversation). all the more stuck to us when we do not own and
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take responsibility for them. In this sense, the analyst and patient remain separate
subjects, who are aware of the painful or positive impact of their actions upon
cach other— blaming, criticizing, rejecting, joining or withdrawing from shared
affect—which is part of what feels “real™ in analysis as does the repair through
shared knowing of one another, Such reality of feeling can co-cxist with reverie
and metaphor that contribute to the make-believe of affecting cach other in quite
“unreal”™ wayvs, Working through enactment ideally involves some version of rein-
stating or accepting the paradox that the relatonship is both real and unreal, but
only if the reality of what happened betw cen us s not mystified. Then the analyst
can be the one who both nips you and aids you in healing from the bites vou have
suitered.

This form of repair engenders as well a powerful experience of the moral Third,
of lawful responsiveness: the patient has the experience that the analyst is aware
that she will feel put in the wrong, and that the analyst puts her samity and safety
above his need to be right. The analyst is resisting the pull to be “good™ at all
costs which might extrude the badness into the patient (Davies, 2004) while
making it into a disowned. not-me state for himsell (Mark, 2015). The procedural
action of co-creating the understanding as a form of thirdness figures in our theory
of intersubjectivity as an added dimension; the analyst is able to reflect on one’s
own accidents —those that trigger shame or self-reproach especially,

The procedural meaning of reconstructing our action together or co-creating
a metaphor to express our understanding is that we create a container together,
a form of thirdness. This idea of a third space that holds both partners emotions
suggests that dialogic engagement fosters a form of mutual containing in which
cmotions become communication that moves the other. In this movement, epito-
mized by interactive play, symbolization manifests as an intersubjective process,
a form of recognition between self and other. Procedure matches content. The
movement of shared reflection and feeling clicits other self-states who enter
the play.

The shared activity of reflection is a process in its own right, a form of knowing
cach other that is transformative; mutual recognition. As Bromberg (2011) put it
“mutual knowing or “state sharing” that not only is therapeutic in its own right
hut deepens and enriches the opportunity for symbolic processing . . . of cach
partner’s not me experience .. " (p. 13). Note that Bromberg's description of inter-
subjecuve recognition attends to both sharing of states and symbolic processing
of the separate experience of cach partner. Where the sense of recognizing one
another™s experience may be 100 real™ for field theory, it seems that difterent
self-states and meanings interfere with the unison of “being with™ in the BCPSG
version of implicit know ing. On the one side. the symbolic and symbohizing action
seems o outweigh the impheit meaning of how it feels 10 be know ing cach other’s
minds, on the ather side implicit knowing sidelines the symbolic. Intersubjective
recognition theory emvisions the recoupling, however loose, between interactional
and symbolic knowing. The transformations in intersubjective relatedness provide
carly developmetal expeniences that have been missed, even as they create the
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conditions for analytic play. interactive and symbolic. The intersubjective recoup-
ling that [ am proposing is thus about regenerating the rhythmic thirdness of mutual
knowing that underlies all trustworthy connection, but this depends upon a vital
form of differentiation. 1 is about restoring the paradoxical relationship to reatin
and pretend in psychoanalysis, repetition in repatr of the really real from the pre-
tend real—the ability 1o play in the paradoxical space of the analytic field.

From an intersubjective perspective, analysts can aceept the ways we do not
always know oursclves or the other, but rather surrender to the process of discoven
by accepting the limits of our abilitics to know ahead of the process itself | McKay,
2013). In this way we open ourselves to cmergent meaning (Stern. 200 3). We may.,
of course, become more familiar with the victssitudes of dissociation and enact-
ment, the nip and the bite: with the paradoxical dynamics of rupture and repair,
repetition and reparation; the paradox of expressing pain. disappointment, betrayal
even while being heard and received, We accept paradox in order to lend ourselves,
including our most vulnerable states and feelings, to a movement wward the impro-
visational play where shared meaning emerges through our recognition of the
other. The analyst’s invitation to surrender to this open-ended process is intended
to facilitate the restoration of thirdness as play—the state of absorption and partici-
pation in something larger. This somcething comes from the place of the Third,
which beckons us from beyond our clinging to the familiar Me, This place,
in which the news of difference is enlivening and “saft enough™ we find some
freedom from the ordinary steain of recognizing otherness. In shared surrender to
this Third, we are able o appreciate yet again the thythmic flow of recognition,
as if the improvisation of Yes/And were effortless, as if feelings and symbols were
part ot our playthings. This is the “real™ relationality of the analysis, in which we
play with reality and the other. learning how 1o do it together,







