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The Validation of Empathy in Psychoanalysis 

Abstract 

The argument of this Chapter will be that empathy can best be validated by formulating 

one’s empathic receptivity in an interpretation, which, in turn, is subject to confirming or 

refuting experiences, responses, reactions, replies. The unpacking of the term “empathy” 

into receptive and interpretive phases of a hermeneutic circle contains the key to 

answering the question of how to validate empathy. Note that this approach to validation 

involves a flanking movement through which the possibilities of understanding and 

misunderstanding emerge simultaneously. In itself, empathy provides symptom relief, 

which does not last over the long run. Empathy comes into its own when in an on-going 

empathic relationship, empathy breakdown and fails in a phase-appropriate, non-

traumatic way. These non-traumatic failures of empathy occur within a context of 

successful empathy that lies down and builds psychic structure in the self. This structure 

enables the individual to deal with the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, as 

setbacks, breakdowns, defeats as well as accomplishments inevitably arise in the course 

of life. The self is to the function of integration exactly as the coral reef is to the micro 

organisms that live and die there. The self is the beautiful, multi-colored grave yard of 

skeletal remains of processes that have produced results, sedimented, and accreted in a 

boot strap operation of coping with the physical environment and context of human 

interrelations. 

 

Psychoanalysis: not an Observational Science, like History 

The argument of this Chapter will be that empathy can best be validated by formulating 

one’s empathic receptivity in an interpretation, which, in turn, is subject to confirming or 

refuting experiences, responses, reactions, replies. The unpacking of the term “empathy” 

into receptive and interpretive phases of a hermeneutic circle contains the key to 

answering the question of how to validate empathy. Note that this approach to validation 

involves a flanking movement through which the possibilities of understanding and 

misunderstanding emerge simultaneously.  

 

The issue of the validation of empathy goes to the heart of what it means for an 

intellectual discipline to be a science. At the same time that Heinz Kohut was preparing 

his definitive paper (Kohut 1959) defining the scope and limits of psychoanalysis as a 

science based on empathy and introspection, Heinz Hartmann and Ernest Nagel 
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(Hartmann 1959; Nagel 1959) were squaring off for a separate debate about the scientific 

status of psychoanalysis.
1
 While some of the ideals of science as rigorous mathematical 

discipline to which all others should aspire have faded since then, the aura of 

respectability - and its contrary – lack of scientific respectability – continue to haunt 

psychoanalysis. In many ways, this debate was the original “trauma,” to which Kohut 

was a witness but in relation to which he was just a “voice crying in the wilderness.” His 

contribution was overlooked at least until his 1977 Restoration of the Self, on which a 

detailed drill down of the scientific position of psychoanalysis was performed in the 

context of empathy and introspection.
2
 Consideration of the perspective of empathic data 

gathering would have made a difference in specific ways that can only and best be 

appreciated by laying out the terms of the debate as well as the response that occurred as 

Paul Ricoeur entered the fray in 1970.
3
 

 

Taking off from Nagel’s philosophical remodeling of the kinetic theory of gases, 

Hartmann compared psychoanalytic metapsychology to just such an axiomatic system of 

propositions. The basis of the comparison was the fact that neither molecular interactions 

nor process in the unconscious are directly accessible to observation. Nevertheless we 

have indirect confirmation of the existence and efficacy of these phenomena in such 

effects as temperature, pressure, and change in volume, and, from the psychoanalytic 

perspective, dreams, symptoms, and slips of the tongue, etc. Nagel countered Hartmann 

by asserting that the “correspondence rules” or “operational definitions” for relating 

                                                 
1
 H. Kohut. (1959). “Introspection, empathy, and psychoanalysis.” Journal of the American Psychoanalytic 

Association 7, No. 3: 459-83. Heinz Hartmann. (1959). “Psychoanalysis as a scientific theory.” 

Psychoanalysis, Scientific Method and Philosophy: A Symposium, ed. S. Hook. New York: New York 

University Press, 1963: 3-37; E. Nagel. (1959). Methodological issues in psychoanalytic theory. 

Psychoanalysis, Scientific Method and Philosophy: A Symposium, ed. S. Hook. New York: New York 

University Press, 1963: 38-56. 
2
 See Chapter ___ on Empathy and Introspection. See also Heinz Kohut. (1971). The Analysis of the Self. 

New York: International Universities Press. When I say “the contribution was overlooked,” I mean 

“overlooked” as a contribution to the scientific foundation of psychoanalysis; obviously the appreciation of 

two new kinds of transference and related issues about the self were immediately appreciated if no less 

controversial for all that. Also Heinz Kohut. (1977). The Restoration of the Self. International Universities 

Press, 1977. 
3
 P. Ricoeur. (1965). Freud and Philosophy, tr. D. Savage. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970. 
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theoretical to observational terms were loosely formulated, and that the economic point 

of view of libidinous forces in conflict was just a metaphor (Nagel 1959: 40).  

 

This debate was driven forward by Ricoeur’s presentation of Freud and Philosophy 

(1970). There the strategy consisted in applying the terms of a general question about the 

epistemological status of the human disciplines (or Geisteswissenschaften) to the specific 

field of psychoanalysis. Ricoeur advanced the thesis that psychoanalysis is not an 

observational science (1970: 358). This may seem enigmatic at first. However, it does not 

imply that the analyst is prohibited form using her or his eyes and ears. Rather, it means 

that the analyst’s use of the senses is different than the use any scientist makes of the 

perceptual apparatus in an experimental setting. Ricoeur’s thesis should be taken to imply 

an opposition to modeling therapy and clinical practice on a research laboratory. The 

comparison of psychoanalysis with the physical sciences should not be taken too far. 

Ricoeur then attempts to turn this thesis, which is allegedly a criticism in the hands of the 

opponents of analysis, into a counter-attack against a particular interpretation of science, 

that of the so-called logical positivists.   

 

Let’s take a step back and put matters in perspective. The philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey 

(1833-1911) distinguished the natural sciences and the human disciplines according to 

the principles of knowledge on which they were based. The former employs mechanical 

explanations of the causal interconnections between phenomena, while the latter aims at 

understanding human purposes and intentions in an intersubjective context where 

“intersubjective” means a “community of human beings.” Dilthey proposed to 

complement the mathematical foundation of the natural sciences with a historical 

foundation for the human disciplines. The understanding of language, art, and cultural 

expressions of human initiative happens through the interpretation of these phenomena in 

their historical milieu. For an account of Dilthey’s work see Palmer (1969: 98-123).
4
 

Dilthey’s account of this foundation processed from being an explicitly subjective and 

psychological one to an explicitly linguistic and quasi-semiotic one, exploiting the 

                                                 
4
 R. W. Palmer. (1969). Hermeneutics. Evanston: Northwestern University Press.  
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resources of “objective meaning,” available in language and an early version of 

pragmatics.  

 

Even before Dilthey, Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) attempted to demonstrate that 

mechanical explanations must be complemented by an account of purposefulness in order 

to encompass intelligibly the rule-governed organization of living beings. Kant’s 

thinking, however, was more cautious tan Dilthey’s. He insisted that purposefulness was 

a function of our finite human understanding and, in fact, a limitation to it. Indeed 

purposefulness was a form of the subject’s reflection, not a determination of the object 

(Kant 1790: 233-234, ¶79).
5
 

 

Ricoeur draws explicitly on this tradition but is otherwise original in applying its terms to 

psychoanalysis. A positive thesis is implied in saying that analysis is not an observational 

science. The alternative is that analysis is a science of interpretation. It employs the 

method of reconstruction for solving questions of meaning. From this perspective, 

analysis is as much (if not more) like archaeology and history as like physics or biology. 

One might easily overlook this is one remained at the level of a theoretical system of 

deductively linked propositions. Instead one msut look at the method that is practiced.  

 

Relying on Dilthey’s distinction between causal explanation and understanding purpose, 

Ricoeur states his case: 

 

Analytic experience bears a much greater resemblance to historical understanding 

than to natural explanation. Take for example the requirement put forward by 

epistemology of submitting a standardized set of clinical data to the check of a 

number of independent investigators. This requirement presupposes that a “case” 

is something other than a history, that it is a sequence of facts capable of being 

observed by many observers (1970: 374).  

 

Clinical practice is oriented toward problem solving in a genetic context. It is not a form 

of experimental research. In any case, analysis is clearly not an observational science in 

the sense that the molecular theory of gases is one. The latter has the restriction and the 

                                                 
5
 I. Kant. (1790). Critique of Judgment, tr. J. H. Bernard. New York: Hafner, 1968.  
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privilege of defining its object of inquiry in a setting where independent investigators can 

repeat, check, and publicly control the reporting of data. In comparing analysis with 

archaeology, Freud  gives us warrant for saying that the study of the individual life 

history is an historic discipline in the broad sense.  

 

For reasons of his own, Hartmann rejects the archaeological comparison. One suggestion 

is that this rejection is intended as a criticism of Wilhelm Reich, who saw analysis 

exclusively as a peeling of historic layers of the personality. The issue is further 

complicated by Hartmann’s explicit acknowledgment of the value of the “reconstructive 

approach,” independent of the archaeological analogy (Hartmann 1959: 8-9).  

 

Freud further notes that neurotics are usually unable to give an ordered history of their 

life in relation to their illness (1905: 16).
6
 This happens due to actual fear and shame of 

revealing certain intimate events as well as genuine amnesia, all of which serves the 

purposes of repression and the unconscious. 

 

Remember that a case history is precisely that, a history. It’s a unique sequence of events. 

This sequence is not capable of being repeated or of being repeatedly observed by many 

investigators. The events are accessible only through the interpretive reconstruction of 

memories, dreams, associations, and related reflections. Without reconstruction there 

may be a calendar of events. The events hang together thanks to the method of the 

chronicler, descriptively labeled “scissors-and-paste” history Collingwood (1946: 278).
7
  

 

In a sense, the spontaneous reports, the free associations of the analysand are like the 

historian’s “sources” or, as they used to be called, “authorities.” The critical historian 

questions, cross-examines, and revises his sources. If he is not only critical, but also 

scientific, then he realized that the false and misleading and incomplete statements in his 

sources are as important as the true ones. Mind’s blind spots reveal the dimensions and 

                                                 
6
 S. Freud. (1905). A fragment of an analysis of a case of hysteria. Standard Edition 7. London: Hogarth:  

7-122. 
7
 R. G. Collingwood. (1946). The Idea of History, ed. T. M. Knox. London: Oxford University Press, 1969. 
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scope of their limited situations. For the historian, the reports provided by the men and 

women engaged in living their lives’ time (the “authorities”) are not yet evidence. A 

selection process must first occur through the posing of questions that the historical 

thinker wants to answer. Random information is constituted as evidence in juxtaposition 

with questions that are answered through it. Evidence is what answers questions.  

 

Similarly, in psychoanalysis random free associations are not evidence. Neither is 

observable behavior or symptoms evidence. In this connection, it’s significant that the 

same overt behavior, the same symptom, can have many different meanings. 

Psychoanalytic questions seek to reconstruct meaning, not describe behavior. The 

description of overt behavior is not a specifically analytic task, though it may be an 

enabler of one. What then is evidence in the analytic field where fantasies are as 

important as – indeed more important than – objective state of affairs? A select part, not 

necessarily determined in advance, emerges from the dialogue between the analyst and 

analysand. A select part of the mass of analytic discourse and behavior is constituted as 

evidence through its disclosing of the meaning of the patient’s intentions, purposes, 

projects, desires, affects, sensations, emotions, reactions, and, in short, way of being in 

the world of human interrelations.  

 

Empathy as a method of data gathering is particularly relevant here. Empathy is a 

particular use of the sense organs aiming at both a participation in and a distance from the 

emotional and affective life of the other individual. The questions and answers of the 

psychoanalytic setting unfold in a situation that is intermediate between the naïve give-

and-take of everyday conversational implicatures and the manipulative artificiality of the 

social science laboratory. Clinical therapy is a practice governed by rules of its own. On 

the one hand, these rules are more rigorous than those of every life. One must try to tell 

everything, no matter how trivial, irrelevant, or embarrassing. At the same time, clinical 

practice is more flexible than scientific experimentation. Human beings have to be 

respected as ends in themselves and not mere means to attaining metatheroretical 

knowledge. In short, the therapeutic situation is a dialogical one, in which human 
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existence, not properties of an object, is the issue at stake. With simple devotion to the 

phenomena, the analyst turns his “evenly hovering attention” towards the analysand’s 

“free associations” as they emerge (Freud 1912: 111-112).
8
 This is a way of initiating 

understanding. A life story, a case history, unfolds between the two individuals about the 

one individual. Questions are posed and answers sought to solve problems that are 

intimately personal, yet not less universal for all that.  

 

Here is the point at which psychoanalysis goes beyond history. Even if analysis can be 

classed with history for epistemological purposes, still the practice of analysis uses 

history as a means to an end of its own. In undertaking the compilation of a life history, 

in uncovering an archaeology of the self, the therapist is engaged in an enterprise oriented 

toward alleviating human suffering. But this alleviation is or at least ought not to be the 

be-all and end-all. The path to the alleviation makes a difference and must be by means 

of a strengthened and integrated self, enhanced human understanding, and the creations 

of new possibilities for community of the self with the other. In the words of 

Shakespeare, the patient and therapist must “pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow. . .” 

 

Now some may object that, without really taking Nagel’s criticism seriously, we’ve 

plunged into an alternative way of representing psychoanalysis in comparison with 

history, not physics. This objection is warranted, and we must retrace our steps to 

eliminate this shortcoming. The reason for postponing this consideration was not to 

shortchange Nagel’s views, but rather to prepare the way for an intelligible reconstruction 

of them.  

 

According to Nagel, theoretical knowledge consists of a system of propositions, 

deductively linked by valid logical inferences. Scientific method involves specifying 

observable as the basis of otherwise unobservable theoretic terms through 

                                                 
8
 S. Freud. (1912). “Recommendations to physicians practicing psychoanalysis.” Standard Edition 12: 109-

120. 
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“correspondence rules” or “operational definitions” (Nagel 1959: 40). Thus scientific 

method os a technique of relating theoretic terms to observational ones. 

 

However, this way of representing the scientific method is limited. The view of science 

that emerges here is too narrow. It is, in fact, not a scientific method, but the method used 

by a particular philosophical view of science to analyze theoretical constructs. The trap 

int o which we are led is one of conceiving scientific rationality in the form of a system 

of deductively linked propositions. The result is preoccupation with the distinction 

between theoretical terms and corresponding observational ones. We forget that the 

correspondence is arrived at in terms of practical techniques and operations. That is to 

say, theoretical terms are applied to observations in the context of practice.  

 

For the practicing scientist, theory and observation are more intimately related than the 

discussion of Nagel and the language of operational definitions would have us believe. 

Experimental evidence is theory laden. Random observations have no place in science.  

 

The history of philosophy offers a lesson here. Kant understood that theory and 

observation are separable only for a transcendental idealist, not an empirical realist. He 

provided a valuable clue for representing the relation between theory and observation in 

his maxim: “Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind” 

(1781/87: 93).
9
 Following this formula we can say: Theory without content is empty, 

observations without theory are blind. Similarly, Wittgenstein went in search of an 

example of pure observation, unalloyed by any theoretic or conceptual determination. He 

didn’t find pure seeing. Instead he found “seeing as . . . “ (1945: 200).
10

 He always found 

the “echo of thought in sight” (1945: 212). Even the most primitive perception is already 

structure by thought as this or that.  

 

                                                 
9
 I. Kant. (1781/87). Critique of Pure Reason, tr. N. K. Smith. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1929. 

10
 L. Wittgesnstein. (1945). Philosophical Investigations, tr. G. E. M. Anscombe. New York: Macmillan, 

1971.  
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Scientists do not make accidental observation, but constrain phenomena to answer 

questions of their own formulation. Once again, evidence is what answers the 

investigator’s question. When Galileo, for example, let balls roll down an inclined plain, 

he had already mathematically anticipated the curve they would describe. The parabola is 

the shape yielded by the spatial interpretation of the algebraic function for acceleration 

under the influence of gravity, F(x) = ½at
2
. He was cross-examining his witness, in this 

case nature itself, to test out his mathematically based conjecture.  

 

It is instructive to consider that Galileo was giving a physical interpretation to a 

mathematical formula of the form, F(x) = x
2
. Similarly, the molecular theory of gases 

consists in an interpretation of Newton’s second law of motion (net force = rate of change 

of momentum) in the closed system of a volume, V, within a limited temperature range. 

The result is a function relating the pressure exerted by the molecules’ mass and velocity 

to the temperature in terms of the kinetic energy of the system.  

 

These examples should upset our complacency just a tad. They imply the breakdown of 

the neat dichotomy between the natural and human disciplines from an unexpected 

direction. The natural sciences are more humanistic and interpretive than we thought. The 

interpretation of symbols is a source of meaning in both. 

 

The point is that there are indeed important parallels between the methods of 

psychoanalysis and physics, even in the most theoretical aspects. But these parallels 

emerge at the level of the practice of interpretation, not in terms of the artificial 

distinction between theory and observation. Two qualifications are useful at this point. 

No one wants to claims that dreams and their symbols have the atemporal invariability of 

the symbols of the language of mathematics. Dream symbols are inevitably culture 

bound. The use of mathematical models in physics is subject to the development of the 

discipline and so to historic change. Mathematics provides absolute certainty only as long 

as it is disconnected from the contingencies of empirical situations. Physics remains an 
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empirical science subject to the vicissitudes of future refutation, anomalies, and 

confirmation.  

 

This digression into the philosophy of science was necessitated by the objective of 

making sense out of the comparison between the molecular theory of gases and 

psychoanalytic metapsychology. This comparison was initiated by the debate between 

Hartmann and Nagel. Unfortunately, both men are committed to – perhaps even 

bewitched - by a preconceived notion of scientific method. Their formula represents 

scientific method as mapping unobservable terms (e.g., molecules or unconscious 

content) onto observable ones (e.g., pressure or dreams). The reconstruction of the sense 

of their dialogue consists in showing that interpretation has a positive role to play in the 

method of the physical sciences, where there is a practical inseparability of theory and 

observation.  

 

Thus, this discussion has the consequences of deepening our perplexity about the relation 

between psychoanalytic metapsychology and the case histories of clinical therapy. Here 

the gap between theory and practice seems greater than in the natural sciences. Some 

psychoanalysts resist theorizing, are antipathetic toward metapsychology, and even 

ignore it; but they are still skilled at helping patients to overcome their problems and 

regain their personal integrity and well-being.  

 

Psychoanalysis: Between Energetics and Interpretation 

One approach that contains an engaging proposal on how to deal with the gap between 

theory and practice is George Klein’s “Two Theories or one” (1973).
11

 In effect, Klein 

argues that the gap would be eliminated if one pole of the opposition was discarded. 

Klein suggests that the economic and dynamic points of view of the metapsychology are 

really a veiled extension of the efforts at neurological/physiological explanation of 

Freud’s 1895 “Project for a Scientific Psychology.” Klein argues that, although Freud 

                                                 
11
 G. S. Klein. (1973). “Two theories or one?” Bulletin of the Menninger Clinic 37, No. 2: 99-132. 
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abandoned this particular form of the neurological program, he never gave up the idea. 

But this effort to find a neurological model is actually an obstacle to the development of 

the psychoanalytic enterprise. According to Klein, psychoanalysis is most intimately 

related, not to biology but, to the work of the dramatist and novelist (and historian), for it 

focuses on the intentional structure of human encounter, conflict, and understanding 

(Klein 1973: 115, 126; Ricoeur 1970: 375). There are really two psychoanalytic theories 

presently. One is oriented towards “unlocking meaning” (1973: 109, 113). The other aims 

at a general psychological theory in which behavior is explained causally, ultimately in 

terms of physiological mechanisms (1973: 106-7). Klein proposes that this latter theory 

be abandoned and replaced with further efforts toward developing “experiential” and 

“functional” concepts (1973: 110) in the clinical setting.  

 

Klein is sympathetic with the reconstructive themes in Freud’s 1937 “Construction in 

Analysis.” What is central to the psychoanalytic method is “unlocking meaning.” Klein’s 

representation of the “two theories” of analysis definitely intersects with Ricoeur’s 

distinction between energetics and hermeneutics. The language of cathexis of libido, 

discharge of tension, and hydraulic forces in conflict provides the energetics; the 

semantics of desire, the translation of latent content into the surface structure of dreams 

and symptoms by means of condensation, displacement, and other metaphor-like figures 

of interpretation provides the hermeneutics. There is a further intersection of Ricoeur and 

Klein in that both turn to the model of the historian in contrasting the clinician with the 

experimenter (though Klein actually suggests several alternatives).  

 

Still, the force of Klein’s proposal is undercut by dispute about the accuracy of two of his 

three statements about Freud’s alleged philosophy of science.  

 

Klein asserts that Freud’s philosophy of science assumed that “concepts of 

purposefulness and meaning are unacceptable as terms of scientific explanation” (Klein 

1973: 104). However, in discussing slips of the tongue and related parapraxes, Freud 

talks in terms of double intentions and meanings. In fact, Freud argues vehemently 
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against those who want to reduce these slips to mere organic aberrations. Such a 

reduction serves the interests of resistance, though it is not always an example of 

resistance to cite organic compliance with psychic acts. Freud says that slips are “psychic 

acts,” arising “from mutual interference between two intentions” (1915: 60).
12

 

Furthermore, he believes that the thesis explains slips in a way that no appeal to organic 

influences can. Freud says that his explanation of errors (slips) as psychic acts has 

 

won for psychology phenomena which were not reckoned earlier as belong to it. 

Let us pause for a moment over the assertion that parapraxes 

[Fehlleistungen] are “psychic acts.” Does this imply more than we have already 

said – that they have a sense? I think not . . . . The question will then be whether 

the particular mental phenomenon has arises immediately from somatic, organic 

and material influences – in which case its investigation will not be a part of 

psychology – or whether it is derived in the first instance from other mental 

processes, somewhere behind which the series of organic influences begins. It is 

this latter situation that we have in view when we describe a phenomenon as a 

mental process, and for that reason it is more expedient to clothe our assertion in 

the form: “the phenomenon has sense.” By “sense we understand “meaning,” 

“intention,” “purpose” and “position in a continuous psychical context” (1915: 

60-61). 

 

Here Freud doesn’t even pay lip service –as he occasionally does elsewhere – to the idea 

that an organic explanation will eventually be found. He is clearly interested in 

establishing the autonomy of psychology vis a vis physiology. He sharply distinguishes 

the field of psychological investigation from the region of organic influences, which are 

shoved away “somewhere behind” the field of mental phenomena. The autonomy of 

psychoanalytic psychology is secured in orienting itself toward phenomena that have 

meaning or sense.  

 

Klein’s second assertion about Freud’s philosophy of science claims that Freud assumed 

that an acceptable explanation had to be purged of teleological implications (Klein 1973: 

104). The status of the claims turns on what Klein means by “teleology.” If teleology just 

means purposefulness, then this second statement is a positive form of the first one. And 

                                                 
12
 S. Freud. (1915). “The unconscious.” Standard Edition 14: 166-215. 
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it’s corrected along with the first one, too. However, if Klein is alluding to Freud’s 

strictly antivitalist theory of life, then it may be allowed to stand. A complete account of 

the theory of life implicit in Beyond the Pleasure Principle cannot be engaged here, given 

limitations of the format.  

 

Klein’s third assertion maintains that Freud assumed that purposive regularities would 

eventually be described through the use of purely physiological models (1973: 104). But 

this is open to serious question even at the point of the origins of psychoanalysis. Very 

early on Freud recognized that hysterical symptoms are rooted, at least in part, in the 

hysteric’s ideas. He says: “Hysteria behaves as though anatomy did not exist as though it 

had no knowledge of it (1893: 169).
13

 A physiological explanation is clearly impossible 

where there is no accessible “anatomical lesion.” The organism is certainly implicated in 

“somatic compliance.” But the “lesion” is “dynamical” and “entirely independent of the 

anatomy of the nervous system” (1893: 169). 

 

If this is not enough to show the limits of physiological investigation, there is the further 

fact that hysterical paralysis corresponds to the popular conception of anatomy: “It takes 

the organism in the ordinary, popular sense of the names they bear” (1893: 169). Freud 

never denies that “somatic compliance” is a necessary, though admittedly insufficient, 

condition of neurosis. But he also never forgets that what the body and soma complies 

with has the character of the popular idea of anatomy, not the scientist’s specialized 

theory. The point is that physiology is inadequate to explain hysteria. The psychic 

contributes something to the intelligibility of the phenomena in question, and analysis 

claims its own proper filed as the unmasking of this often hidden contribution. 

 

Admittedly, Klein’s abstract of Freud’s alleged philosophy of science is only a limited 

part of his paper, and perhaps not the strongest or most important part. In the end, the 

conception of psychoanalysis that emerges is close to that of the present structure of the 

discipline. Once Klein has abandoned the dynamic and metaphorical economic aspects of 

                                                 
13
 S. Freud. (1896). The aetiology of hysteria. Standard Edition 3: 191-221. 
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metapsychology, then Klein finds that he must stretch the notion of clinical theory to 

accommodate the clinically relevant concepts that were previously stationed there. 

Instead of two theories, the result is one theory with two kinds of concepts.  

 

According to Klein, clinical concepts are divided into experiential and functional 

concepts, intra- and extra-phenomenological ones (1973: 110). It’s a generalization, but 

an accurate one, to say that this division represents a distinction between concepts that 

are experience-near and those that are experience-distant (respectively). Concepts such as 

projection, introjection, repression, and the ego’s other defense mechanisms operate as 

autonomous processes independently of the subject’s immediate experiential awareness. 

But these functions are a “part of his reality” (1973: 111). Presumably they are a part of 

the subject’s reality, for they serve to transform and bind anxiety (an experiential 

phenomenon) in a way that further adaptation. These mechanisms are classified by Klein 

as “functional concepts” (1973: 110).  

 

The challenge is that Freud often engages in a use of language involving both dynamic 

forces in conflict and meaningful purposes, both mechanisms and intentions (Mischel 

1974 documented this extensively). Freud talks about forces and intentions in the same 

breath. For example, he does this where the phenomena of psychology are described as 

“…signs of an interplay of forces in the mind, as a manifestation of purposeful intentions 

working concurrently or in mutual opposition” (1915: 7). No matter how often one tries 

to suppress the language of dynamic forces in conflict, it seems to reemerge (as even 

Klein admits). After successfully rooting out any mention of physiological mechanisms at 

the level of psychoanalytic explanation, Klein still needs to reintroduce “the dialectic of 

directed forces to which a person is subject” (Klein 1973: 115). Psychoanalysis cannot do 

without is energetic metaphors, whether one draws them from the context of neurology as 

Freud or from the context of drama and history like Klein. 
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Causal explanation and Understanding Purposes 

Strictly speaking, Freud does not recognize, or at least does not consistently adhere to, 

the classical distinction between mechanical, causal explanation and understanding 

purposeful intentions. In mixing the language of forces and meanings, Freud also mixes 

the corresponding explanations and intentional accounts. For Freud, it is an explanation 

to discover through interpretation that an apparently absurd slip, dream, or symptom is 

understandable, i.e., has meaning. Interpretation is one way of showing that certain 

phenomena, apparently unintelligibly subject to chance, do not escape the deterministic 

network (1901: 239).
14

 Interpretation is a form of explanation that seeks understanding 

amid absurdity. I suggest that Klein is basically in agreement with this view, though he 

sometimes gives the impression that he’s revising Freud’s view rather than describing it 

(1973: 116).  

 

The introduction of the methods of interpretation into the debate about the 

epistemological status of psychoanalysis as a science has three significant consequences. 

(1) Psychoanalytic knowledge is shown to be more like that available to the historian than 

that accessible through theories in physics. The approach to knowledge in analysis and 

history is reconstructive. (2) Psychoanalysis and the physical sciences do have a 

comparable area of intersection. However, this comparison is not available through the 

distinction between theory and observation. One must rather look to the level of the 

interpretation of symbols as a source of meaning in both. (3) In psychoanalysis the 

distinction between explanation and understanding collapses. Giving an interpretation, in 

which what was nonsense becomes understandable, is a form of explanation.  

 

Although many psychoanalytic theories exist, there is still only one psychoanalytic 

method. Metapsychological theory can always discover adequate causes to determine 

every example of behavior. And even if some examples escape the deterministic network, 

the discovery of a causal mechanism behind every example of meaningful behavior 

remains a valid task. As Herbert Simon famously noted towards the beginning of the 

                                                 
14
 S. Freud. (1901). The Psychopathology of Everyday Life. Standard Edition 6. 
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Architecture of Complexity, “An in principle reductionist can also be a pragmatic holist.” 

Clinical practice deals pragmatically with the purposes, conflicts, and goals of human 

behavior in its dialogical context and interrelational community. Here the task is to reveal 

the meanings of symptoms, to understand their relation to the patient’s interpersonal 

environment, and to restore the patient’s well-being. People are not causal mechanisms. 

However mechanistic the theoretical issue of symptom formation and discharge of 

tension may aspire to be, the practice of dissolving symptoms still relies on discourse 

about human intentions and purposes. 

 

Bridging the gap between clinical practice and metapsychological theory consists in 

deploying the central psychoanalysis methodology of interpreting reasons as causes of 

behavior. The method of interpretive reconstruction traverses the distance between 

mechanical explanation and human understanding. It seeks understanding amid seeming 

nonsense as a form of explanation.  

 

The method of interpretive reconstruction is an invariable function that links the variable 

metatheories to clinical practice. Here the theories are rather like those mathematical 

formulas that acquire physical meaning in being interpreted in a spatiotemporal context. 

The application of a metapsychological model requires its reconstruction on the basis of 

the materials already available in the case history to which it is being applied. This 

reconstruction is a transitional function mediating the application of theoretical structure 

to practical processes of therapy. It is therefore a kind of reasoning involving both theory 

and practice.  

 

One more point. In a sense, all theories are alike, whether in philosophy or 

psychoanalysis: they come to late to change the world, they can only reflect it. But the 

goal of therapy is precisely that, to change the world by changing the people who dwell 

in it. The practice of therapy aims at answering the suffering and need of personal 

disintegration and confusion with the antidote of self-knowledge.  
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Of course, the debate between Hartmann and Nagel has undergone many transformations 

since it first occurred. Today it lives as the controversy over the social construction of the 

objects and methods of science. Hartmann was more committed to a particular 

philosophy of science – scientism – than most philosophers of science such as Nagel 

were. Scientism is the commitment that the order of discovery is fundamentally different 

than the logic of justification. The former is interpretive, pragmatic, ad hoc, contingent on 

innovations and accidents; the latter is top down, logico-deductive in form a la Euclid’s 

Elements, and as characterized above.  

 

While the pendulum has surely swung in the direction of the flux of interpretation, 

Sokol’s hoax has demonstrated that over-reaching is a real risk – the social construction 

of gravity is the reduction to absurdity of the untamed constructive approach.
15

 Another 

witness to the pendulum swing in the direction of the success of historical ontology is Ian 

Hacking’s The Social Construction of What? (1999).
16

 This should not be taken to imply 

that Hacking is in favor of constructivism, nor even that he seeking a middle way 

between the two extremes. I will try to net out Hacking’s point succinctly, in as far as one 

can do so with a complex position of great subtlety. It is that there is indeed a “what” at 

the end of the particle accelerator tunnel or that an easily manufactured synthetic 

substance is substituted for incredibly rare hypothesized substance, quarks and 

thyrotropin releasing hormone (TRH), respectively (Hacking 1999: 175). The 

constructive approach encounters three sticking points – contingency, nominalism, and 

the requirement to coherently explain the stability we perceive in the natural and, to a 

lesser extent, social worlds. 

 

This is analogous to what happened when Galileo invited the learned scholars sent by the 

Italian Inquisition to look through his telescope at the mountains on the moon, the 

satellites around Jupiter, and the rings of Saturn. They literally did not recognize the 

patterns as what Galileo asserted them to be, and inferred that these were hallucinations 

                                                 
15
 Alan Sokol. (1996). Transgressing the boundaries: Toward a transformative hermeneutics of quantum 

gravity. Social Text. Spring/Summer: 217-252. 
16
 I. Hacking. (1999). The Social Construction of What? Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999. 
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“constructed” by the devil. Galileo was in trouble with the authorities. Significantly more 

technology than Galileo’s cannoli is required to accelerate matter to the speed required to 

make a quark “visible” to science.  The point is that the natural kinds that researchers  

bring to their undertakings are not fixed, logical types. They are dynamic and changing, 

albeit at about the speed that a historical ontology will permit.         

 

Hacking comes into his own when he engages the concept of mental illness. This is a 

poster child for dynamic nominalism. Hacking might focus (but did not do so) on the 

example of hysteria, a form of neurosis that has simply vanished due to social dynamics 

ranging from the sexual revolution to muscle relaxants. The power of the constructionist 

method and, according to Hacking, where the constructionist gets it right is in the use of 

tactics of unmasking in all three of these areas which are otherwise “sticking points” in 

the untamed constructionist program.  

 

The historic contingency of the concept of hysteria, its discovery at a particular place and 

time (Victorian England and Vienna 1890s), and its historic development and 

disappearance, is a strong example. Similar things might someday be said about anorexia, 

autism, or dissociative identity disorder (“multiple personalities”). The constructivist 

performs a service in that the social pretences are engaged and, at least to an extent, 

unmasked. However, such unmasking has its limitations in that real people are really 

suffering, albeit along paths that are culturally influenced. Granted that electricity and 

magnetism are reductively combined in Maxwell’s equations, it is feasible to construct 

another possible historical scenario in which Maxwell was “leap frogged” by 

breakthroughs in solid state physics (i.e., computing) and left as an isolated island in the 

stream of history. More problematic is whether, given any course of events without such 

a leapfrogging, Maxwell’s results were inevitably and necessary. To that set of issues, no 

easy answer is available. 
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Empathy: A hybrid Formation 

Standing by itself in its noun form “empathy” is a hybrid formation embodying a 

compromise between diverging traits. This compromise formation can optimally be laid 

out in terms of a hermeneutic circle which resonates between receptivity and 

interpretation. In particular applications, the circle is implemented in practice as a spiral 

that is iterated repeatedly and integrates increasingly fine-grained sensory-affective 

expressions of experience with a decreasingly general characterization of the other 

individual. A key input to the receptive phase of empathic processing is vicarious 

experience. In vicarious experience the empathizing individual identifies a trace affect or 

sensation that is caused by the experience of the other person. The vicarious experience is 

not an endogenous product of the inner neurological chemical milieu, though of course 

there are neurological correlates to any and all experiences of which an individual 

becomes aware. The vicarious experience is made the target of further cognitive 

processing. In this case, cognition means interpretation. The distinction between self and 

other is applied in an interpretive move that gives meaning to the experience in the 

context of self and other. This already implies an inquiry of experience from the 

perspectives of first-, second-, and third person perspectives, the alignment of which is 

arguably an interpretive activity.  

 

The possibility of failure—the misfiring—of empathy is an implicit consequence of this 

interpretive (hermeneutic) approach. If one’s interpretation does not arise from empathic 

receptivity, then it is condemned to empty unfulfillment; but if one’s empathic receptivity 

does not become articulate, and risk an encounter with experience, then it is trapped in 

mute silence. In short, a rich, gracious listening is an important start to the empathic 

process. However, unless the inner dyad of the two-in-one on which the listener is 

eavesdropping becomes a dialogue between two real people, empathy is a tree that falls 

in the forest without anyone being present. Yes, molecules are perturbed in the 

atmosphere, but no human hearing occurs. Alone, this emptiness or silence does not 

constitute a refutation of empathy; but neither are they its validation. Empathy 

interpretation and mute receptivity constitute the basis of two kinds of misunderstandings 
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(failures) that can occur. So speaking positively, the formulation of an interpretation does 

not constitute a validation of empathy, but only represents the first step in the direction of 

validation. Empathy must become articulate, not just as a generous listening, but it must 

speak out in the form of a response to the other’s being in the world.  

 

If we give an account of one aspect of hermeneutics as a method interpretation 

specifically devoted to disentangling understanding from distortion then the writings of 

practicing psychoanalysts represent an exercise in hermeneutics. In particular, an essay 

by Dr. Ralph R. Greenson does a nice job.
17

 According to Greenson’s penetrating 

account, the possibilities of failure in the interhuman exercise of empathy are at least 

twice as great as those of success in attaining understanding. Greenson calls the two 

forms of misunderstanding “inhibition” and “loss of control” of empathy.
18

 One way that 

the inhibition of empathy occurs is when one imposes an empty interpretation ab extra on 

the manifold of receptivity. If a person prefers to imagine how it would feel “as if” one 

were in the other’s position in order to avoid immersing oneself in the good, the bad, and 

the ugly of the vicarious experience aroused by the other’s original narrative of their 

suffering and joys, it is likely a function of inhibited empathy. Even if the “as if” occurs 

automatically as a function of metaphorical identification with the character(s) in a novel, 

it is the impact of the vicariously aroused experiences that keeps the reader from putting 

down the book in a “page turner” of a story.
19

 The “as if” is a way of jump starting 

empathy when the would-be empathizer is stuck in experience-distant realms, but in itself 

the “as if” does not escape the limitations of abstraction. In contrast, the loss of control of 

                                                 
17
 Ralph Greenson. (1960).“Empathy and its vicissitudes,” International Journal of Psycho-Analysis 41 

(1960): 418-24. The explicit representation of the method of psychoanalysis as a hermeneutic one is 

discussed in detail in Paul Ricoeur. (1965). Freud and Philosophy, trans. D. Savage. New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1970. Within psychoanalysis itself the contrast between “unlocking meanings” and the 

thermodynamic model (hermeneutics and energetics) has been described independently of Ricoeur’s work 

(though somewhat later in date) by the research analyst George Klein in “Two Theories or One?” Bulletin 

of the Menninger Clinic, vol. 37, no. 2 (1973): 99-132. Neither of these authors comment directly on the 

attempt to replace the energetic dimension of forces in conflict with a feedback model drawn from recent 

developments in information and communication theory as interpreted for psychology by (e.g.,) Jean 

Piaget.  
18
 Greenson 1960: 420. 

19
 “Metaphorical identification is discussed in detail by Ted Cohen in Thinking of Others (2008). He does 

not take a position on vicarious experience.  
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empathy develops when one’s receptivity is not limited or properly channeled by 

interpretation. Emotions whether vicarious or not can act as triggers to action and 

involvement with the situation in which others have a role. Loss of control of empathy 

can occur as a form of empathic distress, where the experience of the other is so painful, 

that the listener cannot bear it. He gets up and leaves physically putting distance between 

himself and the other; or, more subtely, “leaves: by changing the subject, superficially 

commenting that “we all have our problems,” or giving advice. The result may also be an 

altruistic intervention in which stops being empathy precisely because it is altruism.  

 

If one surmounts the Scylla and Charybdis of possible failures (misfirings), then one has 

attained a criterion of the meaningfulness of one’s empathic receptivity in the form of an 

explicit interpretation. But an interpretation can be meaningful but false. As we will see, 

the confirmation or refutation of this empathically grounded interpretation depends on the 

response of the person with whom it is concerned (whether his response is a supportive- 

or a counter-example, and to what extent). We have to distinguish between the failure of 

empathy and the refutation of it. The first occurs in the course of formulating a 

meaningful interpretation; and the second, once one has an interpretively indexed 

formulation of receptivity.  

 

Greenson does not explicitly distinguish the receptive and interpretive phases of empathy. 

Instead he writes of a polar, oscillating pattern that swings between observation and 

participation in the patient’s feelings. This is a statement of a hermeneutic circle, which, I 

believe, can be translated into the circle developed immediately above by Greenson. Let’s 

first consider what Greenson has to say about the forms of failure of empathy: 

  

The inhibited empathizer is afraid to get involved with the patient. . . . He 

is afraid to feel the affects, impulses, or sensations of the patient and he therefore 

misses all the subtle, non-verbal communications and their meanings.  

The uncontrolled empathizers do participate in the emotional experiences 

of their patients, but tend to become too intensely involved. . .  (1960: 420) 
20

  

                                                 
20
 Greenson 1960: 420. Incidentally, the vocabulary of psychoanalysis describes these forms of failure as 

counter-transference: “The therapists in group (i) are afraid of their counter-transference and inhibit their 
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The loss of control of empathy results in failure when insufficient empathic distance 

leaves one’s receptivity mute due to lack of formulation in an interpretation. Empathic 

receptivity cannot contribute to interhuman understanding due to a lack of criterion 

through which one’s receptivity can be evaluated. Whereas the inhibition of empathy 

results in failure when insufficient empathic participation leaves one’s interpretation 

empty due to a lack of a receptive manifold to which it can be applied. One does have a 

criterion of understanding here (i.e., an interpretation), but it is left floating free and 

unattached to a concrete interaction. 

 

The isolation of the inhibited empathizer leads to empty behaviorism, in which one can 

think, remember, and infer consequences—perhaps even correct ones—which 

nevertheless cannot be effectively communicated to the person on whom they focus. 

Under the most favorable circumstances one’s interpretation may be rather like a “true 

belief” where one has the right answer but cannot say how one knows it. One still lacks 

understanding. The merger of the enmeshed participator, on the other hand, leads to an 

intuitive sense of certainty and trust that one understand the other. But one’s trusting 

openness is uncritical and unlimited by any interpretation. So a kind of egocentric 

predicament is at hand where one cannot bridge the gap between subjective certainty and 

objectively communicable understanding. Unless one’s trust is tempered from the very 

beginning by a kind of interpretive criterion of suspicion, projection and acting out, not 

understanding will result.  

 

This is the point at which a strictly limited skepticism – skepticism as a method 

tempering judgment rather than as a skeptical result - can play a constructive role. Unless 

my empathic receptivity is to succumb naively to the first instance of another person’s 

pretence and/or self-deception that occurs, my initial trust must be tempered by an 

exercise of suspicion. The best way to fool another person is first to fool oneself. The 

                                                                                                                                                 
reaction. The  ‘uncontrolled’ therapists give in to and act upon their counter-transference reactions instead 

of using them for their analytic work” (ibid). 
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stereotype of the used car salesman intentionally deceiving the customer is wrong, though 

that too may occur. The most effective used car salesman believes the lemon he is about 

to sell you is really a cherry. Of course, the integrity issue is never far away, especially if 

the salesman goes out of his way not to learn the history of the car (e.g., its frame was 

twisted in a wreck) while pretending that he has been diligent. So the concern is not with 

all-pervasive skeptical doubts, but only with interpretation as a limited exercise of 

suspicion that things may not be the way they seem at first.
21

 In Cartesian terms, this has 

the effect of transferring doubt into that alleged citadel of absolute certainty, 

consciousness, and saying to it, “You do not know yourself. Far from having the absolute 

apodicticity of self-evident givenness, what appears here is merely the tip of the iceberg.” 

The results of mapping the scope and limits of introspection from within serve us well 

here.
22

 We must not underestimate the difficulty of self-knowledge and –understanding, 

or the difficulties of other-understanding. In many ways, seeing through the defenses of 

others is easier than seeing through our own (e.g., see Matthew 7: 3-5).The interweaving 

of empathic receptivity and interpretation corresponds to that of trust and suspicion.
 

Recalling that we have just said that we can extend what we have concluded about the 

inhibition and loss of control of empathy. The inhibition of empathy displays a too strong 

emphasis on the exercise of suspicion. Correspondingly, the loss of control of empathy 

occurs as one indulges in unlimited trust. Only if one can steer a middle course, balancing 

the scylla of suspicion and the charybdis of trust, does understanding emerge as an 

interpretively indexed formulation of receptivity. I think these mythical images should be 

taken seriously. If unchecked by interpretation the trust of empathic receptivity can be 

like a whirlpool that swallows oneself along with the other in an all-pervading 

subjectivism. Further, if unchecked by receptivity, the suspicion of interpretation can be 

like an unyielding, impenetrable rock on which understanding runs aground and 

disintegrates. But once these possibilities of failure are successfully negotiated, one has 

attained an interpretively formulated index of empathic receptivity.  

 

                                                 
21
 See Ricoeur. (1965). Freud and Philosophy: 32-6, “Interpretation as Exercise of Suspicion.”  

22
 See Chapter ____ on Empathy and Introspection. [Editorial note: as seems likely, if this chapter is 

excised due to length limitations, then it should be references as an unpublished paper by the author.]  
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Introspection as Evenly-Hovering Attention 

In many ways, the invitation of free association is for the analysand to give her- or 

himself over the dangers of fictionalizing introspection, provided analysand’s integrity is 

intact and what is expressed is what one really believes in the moment. It is precisely 

such an approach that will enable the pathological unconscious content, intentions, 

influences, etc. to be expressed, even if only indirectly in slips and symptoms. Since the 

slide into certain amount of story telling – confabulation – is just human nature in trying 

to give an account of one’s neurotic symptoms, the tactic is to make a virtue of necessity. 

Do not try to prevent what will happen in any case; but structure and influence it in a way 

to minimize self-deception and prepare the way for unmasking. 

 

In contrast, such is not the case with the introspective process in the analyst, at least not 

as regards his listening. The exercise of “deliberate attention” is “dangerous,” according 

to Freud. This does not mean dispensing with the use of attention altogether; but points 

towards a special use of attention. Freud has a specific recommendation as to how the 

analyst can avoid skewing his listening, making biased selections of material by 

preexisting expectations and inclinations.  

 

This recommendation will enable an empathic listening to be formed in an introspective 

context, and, vice versa, a rich, introspective milieu to be formed in an empathic context. 

In particular, symmetry between empathic and introspective attitudes is enabled. The 

physician is listening with empathic receptivity to the other, and he is also introspectively 

receptive to any patterns that may spontaneously emerge in the other’s free associations  

as well as in his own reaction to what is being communicated: 

 

The technique, however, is a very simple one . . . It rejects the use of any special 

expedient (even that of taking notes). It consists simply in not directing one’s 

notice to anything in particular and in maintaining the same “evenly-suspended 

attention” (as I have called it) in the face of all that one hears. In this way we 

spare ourselves a strain on our attention which could not in any case be kept up 

for several hours daily, and we avoid a danger which is inseparable from the 

exercise of deliberate attention. For as soon as anyone deliberately concentrates 

his attention to a certain degree, he begins to select from the material before him; 
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one point will be fixed in his mind with particular clearness and some other will 

be correspondingly disregarded, and in making this selection he will be following 

his expectations and inclinations. This, however, is precisely what must not be 

done. In making the selection, if he follows his expectations he is in danger of 

never finding anything but what he already knows; and if he follows his 

inclinations he will certainly falsify what he may perceive. It must not be 

forgotten that the things one hears are for the most part things whose meaning is 

only recognized later on.
23

  

 

This recognition of meaning is largely retrospective. It occurs “later on.” The point is that 

the physician becomes aware of this recognition in himself without the use of any 

“deliberate concentration of attention.” The use of the latter is counter-productive – even 

“dangerous” from the perspective of getting at the truth, to quote Freud - in that it reduces 

the chances of highlighting anomalies or surprises. The concentration of attention leads 

either to one’s “never finding anything but what” one “already knows” or simply 

falsifying what one receives to confirm one’s like and dislikes. 

 

Note that “evenly-suspended” is not a lack of attention. It may be correctly described as a 

state of calm, quiet, alertness. One may well ask whether it would not be better to admit 

that a certain amount of selection is inevitable; and, therefore, to approach the 

analysand’s free associations with expectations instead of hypocritically pretending to be 

free of prejudice. However, this involves a distortion of what Freud was maintaining. He 

does not wish to deny that a selection of relevant material will occur. In fact, only a small 

fraction of the patient’s remarks are important. What Freud wishes to point out is that no 

one can know in advance what will turn out to be meaningful in terms of the treatment. It 

is not the physician’s conscious expectations that provide the criterion of selection in this 

context: 

 

It will be seen that the rule of giving equal notice to everything is the necessary 

counterpart to the demand made on the patient that he should communicate 

everything that occurs to him without criticism or selection. If the doctor behaves 

otherwise, he is throwing away most of the advantage that results from the 

patient’s obeying “the fundamental rule of psychoanalysis.” The rule for the 

                                                 
23
 S. Freud. (1912). “Recommendations for physicians on the psychoanalytic method of treatment,” tr. J. 

Riviere, in Therapy and Technique, intr. P. Rieff. New York: Crowell-Collier, 1963: 118; S.E. 12: 111.  
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doctor may be expressed: “He should withhold all conscious influences from his 

capacity to attend, and give himself over completely to his ‘unconscious 

memory.’” Or, to put it purely in terms of technique: “He should simply listen, 

and not bother about whether he is keeping anything in mind” (1912: 118).  

 

Here Freud uses “unconscious memory” in the descriptive, not the dynamic and 

explanatory, function. That is, a person’s memory is more extensive, has a wider range, 

than what he can actively recall at any one moment. The point is that the physician’s 

mind is not a tabula rasa even if he is not bothering to keep anything in mind. The free 

associations to which he is currently being exposed are capable of arousing analogous 

fantasies, memories, dreams, reflections in him. Although he could not be sure in 

advance what would be aroused, it is the unconscious which leads the way in explicating 

the meaning of the situation in which interrelation is unfolding. The criterion of selection 

is what resonates with the unconscious.  

 

Neither the patient nor the doctor makes a prior criticism or selection, though the one is 

talking and the other listening. So there is nothing that, in principle, excludes free 

associating and an evenly-hovering attention from being united in one and the same 

person. This state of affairs must have occurred in the case of Freud’s own self-analysis, 

though mediated by frequent dream interpretation using journaling and written notes. 

This state of affairs also occurs in the case of the analyst who is simultaneously listening 

to the analysand and attending, in an evenly-hovering manner to whatever associations, 

feelings, and ideas occur to him while listening, though, it should be noted, the analyst 

does not explicitly share the associations aroused by the analysand’s discourse with the 

analysand.  

 

Furthermore, the analyst is on guard against the inherent risks of an introspective method 

by means of the analysis of analyst’s own counter-transference. The analyst is a human 

being, and, in spite of his own analysis and training analysis, is still subject to blind-

spots, biases, limitations, and all the hazards of being human. For the psychoanalyst, the 

provisioning of such a method of guarding against the analyst’s own blind spots and 
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distortions of the use of introspection is the analyst’s own self-analysis and the on-going 

analysis of the counter transference.
24

 Thus Freud: 

 

Other innovations in technique relate to the physician himself. We have begun to 

consider the “counter-transference,” which arises in the physician as a result of 

the patient’s influence on his unconscious feelings, and have nearly come to the 

point of requiring the physician to recognize and overcome this counter-

transference in himself. Now that a larger number of people have come to practice 

psychoanalysis and mutually exchange their experiences, we have noticed that 

every analyst’s achievement is limited by what his own complexes and resistances 

permit, and consequently we require that he should begin his practice with a self-

analysis and should extend and deepen this constantly while making his 

observation on his patient. Anyone who cannot succeed in this self-analysis may 

without more ado regard himself as unable to treat neurotics by analysis (Freud 

1910: 81). 

 

One cannot guide another’s introspection or help another to understand the influence of 

the unconscious on his or her behavior, emotions, and thoughts without plumbing the 

depths of one’s own unconscious in direct confrontation with one’s own limitations. It is 

interesting to read in this same article Freud’s warning against the enormous power of 

authority and the power of suggestion that accompanies it. His recommendation is a 

modest one – to continue to work with patients through the analysis of the unconscious 

and not through suggestion and hypnosis. 

 

When evenly-hovering attention works as designed, it discloses to the analyst the subtext 

of the analysand’s conversation with himself. Unconscious issues are allowed to 

influence the conversation indirectly and to surface explicitly. The analyst’s response 

(“interpretation”) can have a soothing and calming effect if it leaves the analysand with 

the awareness that the latter “has been heard” for the first time ever in his pain and 

unhappiness. When accompanied by working through of the content and its integration 

with the healthy and functionally coherent aspects of the analysand’s self, this provides 

the elements of a cure. It can also require repeated passes when the material is 

                                                 
24
 S. Freud. (1910). “Future prospects of psychoanalytic therapy,” tr., J. Riviere, in Therapy and Technique, 

ed. P. Rieff. New York: Crowell-Collier, 1963: 80-1.  Standard Edition, XI: 141–51. 
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multidimensional, highly conflict-generating and fragmentary. Intermediate results can be 

incomplete and upsetting, which results in turn become the target for further gracious 

listening that leaves the analysand with the sense of “being heard,” “being gotten” in his 

struggle for completeness.  

 

Some authors have observed some mental pathology can be dissolved simply through 

making explicit the complex of context and attitude through a process of introspection, 

usually undertaken in the context of psychotherapy (Metzinger 2003). Just paying 

attention to things makes them better (in a psychological reenactment of the famous 

Hawthorne effect).
25

 There is more than a grain of truth to the method by which addition 

processing resources are allocated to integrating the functionally incoherent aspects of the 

individual’s experience into a coherent self representation. What Freud would add to this 

observation is that the process of making explicit what was unavailable will usually be 

accompanied by a process of emotional (affective) discharge. Absent such an 

“abreaction,” the change in structure will remain theoretic and the improvement will not 

occur. 

 

So far, the emphasis on therapy and technique makes it seem as though empathy is 

derivative on introspection. As a tactical tool to be deployed in order to bring an other’s 

experience closer to the listener that is indeed the case. However, if you look again at the 

basic rule of psychoanalysis – to free associate and share the results with the listener – 

then it should become clear that, as it were, empathy is the tail that wags the introspective 

dog. Only in so far as the analyst has created an empathic milieu will the analysand 

succeed in overcoming his own censorship, hesitations, and resistances to communicating 

the inevitably embarrassing material. Only in so far as the analyst has created an 

empathic milieu, will the analysand trust the analyst, providing grist for the analyst’s 

evenly-hovering mill. Empathy is indeed an important tool and tactic; but it is also 

                                                 
25
 The famous study at the Western Electric factory in Hawthorne Illinois showed that when the 

illumination was turned up, productivity improved. For control, the lights were then turned down – 

productivity improved then too. People could see their work just fine either way – paying attention to the 

process improved it (at least within the parameters of this particular situation). Hence, Hawthorne effect.  
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strategic. In particular, the availability of the gracious and empathic listening in the 

context of analysis is what inspires the analysand to share himself without reservation, or 

at least without the usual reservations that one encounters in a conversation between 

acquaintances.  

 

Thus, the discussion of an introspection and empathy leads through Freud’s account of 

free association and evenly-hovering attention.   The difficulty is to unite the spontaneity 

of free associating with the receptivity of evenly-suspended attention in one and the same 

person. It is the tension between spontaneity and receptivity that makes the use of an 

introspective method so difficult without the help of a second person’s participation. 

Here, too, is the source of that resistance to introspection to which Dr. Kohut has called 

attention (Kohut 1959: 466). Most people would rather avoid the tension, and either make 

a premature criticism or select only that which they already know. However difficult this 

tension is to reconcile in practice, still it can be done. What is perhaps needed is further 

examination of the relation between introspection and empathy. 

 

Now instead of introspecting the redness of the apple using Dretske’s epistemic seeing – 

displaced perception – looking externally in order to get information about the state of the 

observer – consider the case where the seeing is seeing of the expressions of life of 

another individual – laughing, crying, expressing feelings, telling a story about how her 

father abandoned her mother and her and her mother was less difficult but still a tough 

case. What is aroused is not a patch of blue. What is aroused is a trace of anger, a sense 

of sadness, a reflection of the affects constellated by going through the experiences 

evoked by and presented in the story. This is not yet empathy, but it is a vicarious 

experience of what the other endured, suffered, or enjoyed. By making the trace of affect 

available for further attentional processing, including cognitive processing, the seeing (or 

listening) is a vicarious introspection of the other. This is Heinz Kohut’s definition of 

empathy as vicarious introspection.
26

    

                                                 
26
 Heinz Kohut. (1959). “Introspection, Empathy, and Psychoanalysis,” The Journal of the American 

Psychoanalytic Association 7 (July 1959): 459-83. 
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Introspection as Vicarious Introspection - Empathy 

Once empathy and introspection have been linked together, it is hard to find an instance 

of one without implying the other. Thus, introspection implies that one is empathizing 

without oneself; and empathy implies introspecting the feelings and experiences of 

another vicariously. The former does not present any particular problem, but the latter 

may be easily misunderstood or distorted and deserves further clarification.  

 

It is relatively easy to say what “vicarious introspection” is not. It is no kind of Russellian 

knowledge by acquaintance with another’s sensation. Nor is it any kind of Schelerian 

intellectual intuition of the alter ego. No privileged access to another’s fantasy life is 

entailed, and the situation remains an interhuman one in which expression of the 

emotional life of the other and receptivity to it mesh with one another.  

 

What the locution “vicarious introspection” wants to call to our attention is how the 

emergence of an interpretation from empathic receptivity is mediated and facilitated by 

introspection. We have encountered the issue of the formulation of an interpretation 

based on one’s empathy before. Now we can make further progress with it.  

 

In vicarious introspection one is not introspecting the feelings, sensations, or experiences 

of the other at all. Such an operation would be to misplace a displaced perception, using 

Dretske’s expression. Rather one is introspecting a vicarious feeling, sensation or 

experience aroused in oneself by the other’s expression of feeling, etc. In introspection 

one comes to realize that this feeling is not an endogenous feeling, arising from purely 

inner processes in oneself, but is a vicarious feeling that is part of being receptive towards 

another’s self-expression. Using the first person “I” for clarity, it is myself, not the other, 

who is the target of introspection. The other is the target of my empathy; I am the target 

of my introspection.  
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If, in defining “empathy” as “vicarious introspection” the emphasis is misplaced – 

misplaced, not displaced - from the vicarious to the “introspection,” then a 

misunderstanding results. This makes it seem that empathy consists in introspecting 

another’s inner life. This goes too far. It is not telepathy. Empathy consists in 

introspecting one’s vicarious receptivity towards the other, and it is through the vicarious 

dimension of experience that one makes the connection between self and other.  

 

It is worth citing an example to see how well this analysis accords with the current 

technical use of “vicarious introspection,” Dr. Wolf discusses Freud’s method of dealing 

with the many free associations with which he as analyst was inundated in listening hour 

after hour to his patients:  

 

Did Freud arrive at his insights by an examination of the associations? I believe 

that he did not proceed in such a manner. Rather, Freud’s guesses came from 

within himself, from an introspected awareness of his own mental states which 

Freud then connected with the mental states of his analysands.
27

 

 

In the next sentence Wolf clarifies what he means by “examination.” 

 

Freud did not deliberately set out to draw conclusions from his experiences. 

Instead of that it seems that as he listened and immersed himself in the patient’s 

presence, thought occurred to Freud which led him to insights about the patient 

(1976: 8). 

 

That is, Freud’s “guesses” were not based on deliberate conclusions drawn as to the 

possible cause of his state of mind, but rather on “introspective awareness.” According to 

Wolf, the use of “introspection” is directed towards the self not the other. The perception 

is displaced, but from the other individual to the self, the opposite direction from 

Dretske’s epistemic seeing which is oriented towards the things in the environment. The 

                                                 
27
 E. Wolf. (1976), “The role of empathy in the work of psychoanalysis” unpublished manuscripts:  8. Even 

here empathy does not arise from introspection without the addition of an aspect of interpretation. This is 

what provides the connection “with the . . . analysands.” Without interpretation the “guesses” remain 

subjective. In being subjected to the interpretive rule, they are candidates for objectivity.  
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vicarious experience is encoded as “mine” – that is, as an inner experience of the other’s 

affect, sensation, mood, etc.  

 

When Wolf writes of “guesses” I think it is clear from the context that what is meant is an 

unvalidated interpretation, a hypothesis about the meaning of some symptom, etc. These 

spontaneously occurring “guesses” or “thoughts” “led” Freud “to insights about the 

patient.” I think it is correct to say that these thoughts and guesses occur as a kind of 

unreported, spontaneous process of free association in the analyst. Put in simpler words, 

as Freud was listening to his patient, he was also receptive and open to his own feelings.  

 

Vicarious Introspection and the Constitution of a Psychoanalytic Fact 

The importance of the question of the relation of empathy to introspection is 

considerable. Nothing less than the constitution of what is a “fact” is psychoanalytic 

psychology turns on the interrelation of these two terms.
28

 A representative text in which 

all four—“empathy,” “introspection,” “vicarious introspection,” and “fact”—are 

connected occurs in Kohut’s “Introspection, Empathy, and Psychoanalysis” to which we 

have alluded more than once: 

 

Let us consider a simple example. We see a person who is unusually tall. It is not 

to be disputed that this person’s unusual size is an important fact for our 

psychological assessment—without introspection and empathy, however, his size 

remains simply a physical attribute. Only when we think ourselves into his place, 

only when we, by vicarious introspection begin to feel his unusual size as if it 

were our own and thus revive inner experience in which we had been unusual or 

conspicuous, only then begins there for us an appreciation of the meaning that the 

unusual size may have for this person and only then have we observed a 

psychological fact (1959: 461).  

 

The transformation of a “physical attribute” into a “psychological fact” (of 

psychoanalytic psychology) occurs in three steps. First, with regard to the other person, 

“we think ourselves into his place.” Next the introspection of vicarious experience occurs 

                                                 
28
 What is said in this section is primarily representative of the Chicago School of Psychoanalysis including 

Drs. H. Kohut, A. Goldberg, M. Basch, E. Wolf, and many others.   
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based on an emerging, transitory, partial identification with the other individual. The 

experiences that are thus revived belong to the content of the introspection. Finally, an 

“appreciation of . . . meaning” of the person’s size accompanies the institution of a 

“psychological fact.”  

 

Admittedly, this text is only an approximation to Kohut’s fully worked-out view, for it is 

prior to the introduction of the central notion of a transitional self-object. This latter is 

discussed in a vocabulary that is unashamedly peppered with the use of “cathexes” and is 

strongly energetic in The Analysis of the Self (1971). Furthermore, the earlier paper is 

incorporated into the texture of the later text on the self.
29

   

 

I think it is fair to say that Kohut consistently maintains that introspection and empathy 

are necessary constituents of psychoanalytic facts (Kohut 1971: 37).
30

 What he says is 

primarily written from the perspective of clinical theory of transference, though the 

discussion sometimes goes over into metapsychology as well.
 
One of Kohut’s major 

contributions to psychoanalysis is the discovery of two hitherto undifferentiated forms of 

transference. The opening of the field of narcissistic transferences reveals two polar 

styles of analysis involving the activation of the grandiose self and the idealized, 

“omnipotent” object in a mirror and idealizing transference. Though it is an over-

simplification, these correspond to a maternal, nurturing role and a fatherly, goal-oriented 

role. Note that we are no longer arguing about the constitution of empathy and 

introspection, but are instead using them to constitute something else (“facts”).  

 

What it means to “think ourselves into the other’s place” is hopelessly ambiguous. Am I 

imaging myself in the other’s situation as I am or as he is? And if I already know how he 

is, then why is it necessary to imagine at all? I already know him. Suppose that I am of 

short stature and hate it. Given Kohut’s example, I would just love it being tall. I would 

be delighted no longer to talk to people while either staring at their middle chest or being 

                                                 
29
 Compare Kohut 1959:  467 and Kohut (1971) The Analysis of the Self.  

30
 H. Kohut. (1971). The Analysis of the Self. New York: International Universities Press, 1971. 
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constrained to look up at them if I want to make eye contact. However, that is not the 

question. The question is how does this person – this other person - feel about being tall. 

If I knew that, then I wouldn’t have to imagine myself in his position. So how does the 

process get started? 

 

Starting with the experience of meeting a tall individual that I have never encountered 

before and who walks into my class or office, I may fall back on something like an 

argument from analogy to bring what is experience-distant closer to what is familiar. But 

this is an argument that already supposes that stranger and I belong to the same 

community of fellow travelers capable of arriving at an understanding. Feeling the 

other’s “unusual size as if it were one’s own” entails an analogous kind of recollection of 

experiences in which I may have been unusual or conspicuous. However, the 

introspection that takes place is not of the other but of one’s own experiences.   

 

In this passage, the vicarious experience is driven by the imaginative thinking oneself 

into the other’s place. This revives experiences that are encoded as inner in which one has 

been “unusual or conspicuous.”  In a coincidence of opposites, the quality of being 

conspicuous due to short stature would work almost as well as being too tall in capturing 

the quality of the experience of unusually sticking out in an uncomfortable way. The 

result is an “appreciation of meaning” of what is implied by being personally 

conspicuous and unusual. In simplest terms, the point is that a physical fact - 7 feet tall – 

is given meanings in terms of human interrelations – pretty girls who are 5 feet tall won’t 

date him; can’t find a decent suit off the rack; height is not all that is required to be good 

at basketball, still a klutz; can’t fit in coach on an airplane and can’t afford business class.  

 

The grass is greener on the other side of the hill, and that is also the case here. When you 

cross over the hill, the grass is not greener after all. So even though I do not know full 

well, experience extends to a range of experiences that enable a bootstrap operation that 

ascends to an experience of the other. The tall individual knows all the disadvantages. He 

constantly bumps his head going down the stairway into the basement. He has to travel 
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on airplanes on business, and does not remotely fit into the seat in coach class. Long trips 

get really painful. It is hard to find clothes that fit without expensive alterations. The 

person is not particularly good at basket ball, and what good is being tall if you can’t play 

some hoops? In short, it is misleading to put oneself in the place of the other without 

considering the particular character traits, personal preferences, and historical patterns of 

experience that go along with “being oneself.” It is clear that Kohut appreciates this in 

that he starts collecting reminders about how being usually tall and conspicuous would 

be, having carefully built “unusual” into the description.   

 

Still, one cannot help but get the impression that Kohut’s interest in observation is as 

much a gesture in the direction of the authority of a certain paradigm of what is science 

(circa 1959) as opposed to a genuine conviction that what is constituted by empathy and 

introspection are “observables.” The intention here is not to deny the analyst the use of 

his eyes and ears or even to suggest that he merely uses his senses in a different way than 

the experimenter (though the latter is true); but rather the idea is to disclosed the function 

of interpretation in the constitution of psychoanalytic facts. We return to the hybrid 

character of empathy, and the way that aspects of two polar dimensions, receptivity and 

interpretation, are intertwined in this concept.  

 

Without Empathy, the Inner Life of Man is Unthinkable 

The following consideration indicates that for Kohut a psychoanalytic fact is not 

principally an observable, but involves an aspect of the understanding of meaning. Only 

after vicarious introspection revives experiences in which we have been unusual, “only 

then begins there for us an appreciation of the meaning that the unusual size may have for 

this person.” Kohut recognizes that an “appreciation of meaning” is involved in the 

constitution of a psychoanalytic fact. Empathy is not only tactical; it is strategic. It is not 

only empirical; it is constitutive of the inner life of the human being. Thus Kohut: 

 

Empathy is not just a useful way by which we have access to the inner life of man 

– the idea itself of an inner life of man, and thus of a psychology of complex 
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mental states, is unthinkable without our ability to know via vicarious 

introspection – my explanation of empathy . . . what the inner life of man is, what 

we ourselves and what others think and feel (Kohut 1977: 306). 

 

Coming toward the end of The Restoration of the Self (1977), this statement might 

mistakenly be taken as simply rhetorical or inspirational (though it may be these also). 

This statement, however, should be taken at face value. When it is taken in this way, it is 

astonishing. It is an assertion that the very idea of the mental life of the human being 

(man)  - what we ourselves and others think and feel – is “unthinkable” without the 

ability to access (and know) others by means of empathy. Empathy is constitutive of the 

mental life of human beings, what we ourselves and what other think and feel.  

 

An obvious first question is whether Kohut says both too much and too little. Does he say 

too much? What basis is there for asserting that empathy is the foundation for the 

complex psychology of mental states – thoughts (and beliefs?) as well as emotions, 

affects, and sensation? Without making it too easy to skate through on a technicality, it is 

useful to recall that most beliefs do not arouse our empathy because they relate to what 

are prima facia physical facts, not psychological ones. Empathy is not constitutive of the 

physical world, but of the psychological one, understood in the sense of what makes us 

human. Kohut’s interest would be in empathizing with beliefs and related mental states, 

presumably including human actions, in so far as they are vehicles for meaningful human 

relations. Even the simplest imaginable belief takes on a wealth of human meaning. The 

belief that it is raining means that the whole world seems to reflect my sadness; means 

that I can’t go out and play baseball with the guys from work – no fun allowed; means 

that I get to stay home and read – which I love to do; means that the wife and I get to stay 

home by the fire – fun allowed; means that on the day of Mozart’s funeral in the movie 

Amadeus it was raining too – the heavens were crying. The list is without limit. What it 

does not mean is a mere report about the weather. The affects and emotions are what 

make beliefs and actions matter to human beliefs and actions, so empathy brings them 

along too.  
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Kohut is explicit that the discussion extends to both oneself and the other – “what we 

ourselves and what others think and feel.” Empathy is the further “up stream” cognitive 

processing of the vicarious experiences disclosed in introspecting one’s openness to the 

other person. In relation to being open to oneself, empathizing with oneself reenacts the 

entire analysis of introspection undertaken earlier in this chapter in order to position and 

make sense out of introspection. Of course, the content is going to be the recollections, 

memories, patterns of experience and behavior in the past and present that provide access 

to character traits, autobiographical material, and one’s sense of identity. We can readily 

see why it is very useful to have another person -  a committed and gracious listener – to 

mediate the accessing of one’s most intimate meditations. Thus, while it is in principle 

possible to empathize with oneself, all of the risks and hazards of confabulation and 

limitations of introspection loom large. The techniques of journaling, analysis of the 

counter-transference, and interpretations inspired by suspicion that things are not what 

they at first seem to be, are essential. Very few individuals have been able to get far with 

a self-analysis – Freud and Jung come to mind – and even then the results have inspired 

volumes on how incomplete the job was. Still, as an ideal point on the horizon towards 

which to work, empathizing with oneself remains a meaningful task.  

 

Does he perhaps say too little? If the inner life of man is a “we” that is not a mere, 

rhetorical editorial “we,” but an actual first person plural form, then it is an easy next step 

to conclude that empathy is constitutive of the community of human beings, starting with 

the self and other. In this particular passage, Kohut is primarily arguing for the 

constitution of a scientific community – including psychoanalysts who define the realm 

of their data gathering activities through empathy. For example, the Kleinians are okay 

even if somewhat confused, while Alexander goes beyond the pale in rejecting empathic 

methods in favor of education and suggestion (Kohut 1977: 307). Of course, this is a 

caricature of both what Kohut says as well as his would-be Kleinian and Alexandrian 

colleagues; but the point is that empathy is used as the foundation for community, here 

understood as the “in group” of analysts who “get it” about the scientific use of empathy.  
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While this latter statement goes beyond what Kohut explicitly asserts – that empathy is 

the constitutive basis of community – it is consistent with his approach.  It avoids the 

misinterpretations of empathy as compassion, on the one hand, and a sixth-sense 

perception (“telepathy”), on the other hand (Kohut 1977: 304). The essential tools of 

psychoanalytic transference and the interpretation of resistance themselves become 

meaningful within the field of observations constituted by the analyst’s empathic and 

disciplined (“scientific”) immersion in the experience of the other.  

 

If there were any doubt about Kohut’s commitment to the establishment of a community 

of fellow travelers on the path of empathy – the unity of observer and observed - then it is 

Kohut’s account of the first psychoanalytic cure through the application of empathy.  

 

The mutation that opened the door to the new field of introspective-empathic 

depth-psychology (psychoanalysis) took place in 1881, in a country house near 

Vienna, in the encounter between Josef Breuer and Anna O. (Breuer and Freud 

1893). The step that opened the path to a whole new aspect of reality – a step that 

established simultaneously both the novel mode of observation and the novel 

content of a revolutionary science - was made by the patient who insisted that she 

wanted to go on “chimney-sweeping” (1893: 30). Yet it was Breuer’s joining her 

in this venture, her permission for her to go on with it, his ability to take her move 

seriously (i.e., to observe its results and to commit the observations to paper) that 

established that unity of observer and observed which forms the basis for an 

advance of the first magnitude in man’s exploration of the world (Kohut 1977: 

301-2).  

 

This documents the paradigm of the establishment of the first psychoanalytic community 

of self and other in Breuer’s deployment of empathy to cure Anna O. The famous 

“talking cure” was Breuer’s gift of empathy, which should not be underestimated given 

the stereotyped authoritarian approach to medicine characteristic of that time and place.
31

 

Obviously this is not the first use of empathy as every parent, teacher, and human being 

knows. Rather is the first disciplined, scientific use of empathy.  

 

                                                 
31
 In a video on the web site of the Chicago Institute for Psycholanalysis, Kohut refers to Breuer’s (and 

Freud’s) invention of the “talking cure” and explicitly calls out Breuer’s “gift” of empathy. See 

http://www.chicagoanalysis.org/video.htm (site checked on 2008/11/11).  
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Consider an analogy. In order to know some phenomenon I must be capable of being 

affected by it. Musical sounds are a constituent of my experience and understanding 

because of my capacity for hearing. Even if on some occasion my hearing breaks down or 

is destroyed, the concept of “musical sound” still makes sense. It is still thinkable, 

conceivable, so long as we admit the intelligibility of the capacity for hearing. We may 

debate the origin, quality, or meaning of some configuration of sounds. We may marshal 

other empirical tests, authorities, or perspectives to scrutinize some sounds. But we agree 

about the possibility of agreement, even if we never arrive at agreement in this particular 

case. However, in a universe without hearing as a general capacity, in a universe without 

organisms sensitive to - receptive to, capable of apprehending, able to be affected by  – 

sounds, neither music nor even noise is thinkable. It would be a logical contradiction to 

assert “No sounds are audible” [because there is no such thing as hearing] and “Some 

sound is audible.” We are no longer capable of conceiving of sound, much less 

understanding or knowing them.  

 

A parallel consideration applies to empathy. As Kohut’s remark suggests, without 

empathy, the very idea of the mental life of the human being unthinkable. Note how this 

is immediately qualified in the direction of a community of individuals by invoking 

“what we ourselves and what others think and feel.” This is because empathy, as a 

general competence in human interrelations, makes this inner life intelligible and 

meaningful by constituting it as a field of study in the first place. Thus, Kohut writes: 

“Empathy does indeed in essence define the filed of our observations “(1977: 306). Here 

the phenomena (feelings, emotions, thought, and, presumably, meaningful behavior) are 

dependent on that function which makes possible our access to them. Empathy is that 

function on the basis of which the experiences studied by depth psychology are opened 

up and constituted as accessible and knowable. Because empathy is that without which 

the constitution of our psychological life does not make sense, it is the condition of 

possibility of that life.  
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Now let’s explicitly shift this consideration in the direction of the community of human 

relations. Empathy is the function through which human relations makes sense, insofar as 

without empathy we would not even be able to conceive of human beings as capable of 

expressing and being receptive to the expressions of feelings. A communal field of 

experience in which feelings are expressed and receptively apprehended, but which is 

completely lacking in empathy would be unthinkable. Empathy is the organizing 

principle on the basis of which these experiences are made accessible.  

 

Granted that we do have these experiences of expressing and being affected by others’ 

feelings, of becoming aware that the feelings of another have an impact on our own, we 

may ask: How is this possible? We find that it is necessary to posit some capacity or 

competence – let us call it “empathy” - upon pain of contradiction if we refuse it. A world 

with expressed and receptively experience emotions, but without empathy, would be an 

absurdity in the strict sense. It would be a world of musicians without hearing – the 

frantic movement of bows across violin strings and fingers on ivory piano keys would be 

in vain for neither the musicians nor the listeners would in principle be capable of hearing 

the music. Similarly, without the capacity to empathize with the feelings of another, we 

would be just bodies located physically in space alongside one another – no interhuman 

connection would exist at all.  

 

This line of reasoning, which Kant called a “transcendental argument” (1781/87: 592, 

624;A737/B765, A788/B816), provides a principle that answers a question of the form: 

Granted that we have certain experiences, what must the constitution of our mental 

functions be like in order to account for the very possibility of such experiences? In this 

case, human experience in encountering other individuals indicates that we are affected 

by their feelings and that our feelings (in turn) affect them. What is being proposed is that 

there must be a functioning capacity for being receptive to the feelings of others in order 

for the recognition, identification, and further understanding of feelings in another to be 

“thinkable,” conceivable in any sense. Empathy, then, is just such a condition of 
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possibility for describing others (and by implication ourselves) as capable of being 

affected by feelings.  

 

Here the intimidating term “transcendental” requires some unpacking. It can be 

paraphrased as “not capable of being contradicted by experience, but nevertheless 

relating to experiencing and providing the framework or structure within which that 

experience becomes meaningful.” Empathy is what makes possible the experience of 

affecting and being affected by the feelings of another person. This experience, in turn, is 

the basis on which we are subsequently justified in positing the existence of the capacity 

for empathy. But in this experience empathy is itself presupposed, for without empathy 

the experience itself could not occur. Thus, the argument has the force of logic. It is 

concerned with what is “thinkable,” “conceivable,” without contradiction. Yet it is more 

than mere logic, for it concerns the realm of experience. Empathy is that on the ground of 

which being affected by the feelings of others is constituted as a realm of accessible 

experiences in the first place.  

 

What Kohut has in fact given in the cited passage is an example of such a “transcendental 

argument,” although in an implicit and abbreviated form. In tracing a path from the 

experience of self and other in community to empathy, in which empathy is the 

presupposition of community, empathy becomes a component in a kind of 

metapsychological equation. Invoking empathy as an interhuman competence helps to 

make understandable the experiences we do in fact have. It makes intelligible how we are 

able to receptive to the feelings of others. But, at the risk of paradox, how do we explain 

this principle of understanding? 

 

Indeed that is the proper question since a show stopper objection occurs at this point. The 

skeptic might argue back that it is quite conceivable that we would all be emotional 

zombies – where is the logical contradiction in that? There is a wide spectrum of diseases 

of empathy – extending from autism to sociopathy – which, in greater or lesser degree, 

exemplify the loss of empathy without incurring anything illogical. It is true that the lives 
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of such individuals are challenging and characterized by intermittent or frequent 

breakdowns in behavior, understanding, and communication. Yet the capacity for logical 

thinking is unimpaired, and, in some cases, is even enhanced, resulting in elaborations of 

consistent, systematic thinking.  

 

The answer is direct. The statement “empathy is constitutive of the mental states that 

make us human and human members of a human community” does indeed lead to a 

contradiction if the subject term is withdrawn. “If there is no empathy, no mental states of 

the other individual are able to be experienced.” This statement directly contradicts the 

assertion that “Some mental states of the other individual are able to be experienced.” 

This leads back to the further contradiction in terms of being human (“humanness”) 

which is the realm of experience under-girding the connection between empathy and 

mental states. Empathy gives us our humanness of which mental states are a paradigm 

example. Withdraw the one, the other cannot stand. Of course, the skeptic is still able to 

question the premise, claiming, in effect, that the first transcendental argument requires 

another one to establish the conditional upon pain of not really attaining a principle that is 

both logically rigorous and applicable to experience.
32

  

 

One partial answer to the skeptic is to backtrack on the universality and necessity of 

empathy. Empathy is indeed a form of receptivity to the expressions of the affective, 

volitional, and intellectual life of the human being; but it is entirely accidental and 

contingent that we are constituted that way. It is a primitive capacity not further 

analyzable in itself. Of course, one can analyze the neurological substrate, mirror 

neurons, though these are no less contingent than the empathic resonance which they 

ground. One can analyze the intentional structure of empathy, with its necessary 

                                                 
32
 Michael Forster argues this is a risk and failing of transcendental arguments in general. I do not use the 

technical vocabulary of mathematical and metaphysical synthetic a priori principles in this paper for 

obvious reasons.  I see no easy answer to Forster’s challenge to Kant’s transcendental arguments. If Kant 

has a backstop that halts the infinite regress, then it is Kant’s “Highest Principle of All Synthetic Judgment” 

(A158/B197), which delves into the transcendental understanding of the synthetic unity of the manifold of 

intuition as the “to which” all further questioning is referred. I acknowledge this is not a complete answer 

for Kant or anyone (such as Kohut) who wishes to follow him. See Michael N. Forster. (2008). Kant and 

Skepticism. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008: 64f.  
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correlation with the intending of the other in community, though, once again, the 

intentionality is no less contingent than the empathic understanding which it grounds. 

One can analyze the informational infrastructure of empathy, the communicability of 

affect and related propositional content. One can analyze the functional operation of 

empathy, with the mechanism of partial identification. None of these analyzes, while 

enriching of our knowledge of empathy, are a backstop to the regress of the 

transcendental argument. All are ultimately contingent and a feature of the way we 

humans are thrown into the world. The contradictions that results from subtracting 

empathy from the equation are a function of human interrelatedness and limited to the 

sphere of human interrelations, not generalizable to all possible (logical) worlds.  Thus, 

we return to the challenge of confirming or refusting a specific empathically formulated 

interpretation in the context of the hermeneutic circle formed by the analyst and 

analysand. 

 

 

Empathy and the Bipolar Self: A Gift or a Requirement? 

The narrative approach to the self takes significant impetus from psychoanalysis, which 

after all gets its start as “the talking cure.” It inevitably returns to language after plumbing 

the depths of an unconscious that expresses itself in symbols, images, and signs that 

represent by misrepresenting. As Freud famously pointed out “neurotics suffer from 

reminiscences.” An inquiry into the past is warranted. Freud’s case histories contain 

considerable narrative suspense, drama, discovery, reversal, in addition to the historical 

truth on which they are based.
33

 Such an inquiry would not be a problem if the past – 

which we struggle to access in narrating associations, dreams, screen memories, accounts 

of symptoms - would just stay in the past and be done with. The problem occurs – and 

what makes the neurotic, well, neurotic – is taking the past and using it as a pattern for 

on-going, future-oriented actions, engagements, and behaviors.  

 

                                                 
33
 The narrative approach is nicely exemplified in Donald Spence. (1982). Narrative Truth and Historical 

Truth: Meaning and Interpretation in Psychoanalysis. New York: W.W. Norton, 1982. 
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For example, if one is trying to overcome a pattern of experienced rejection by a much 

admired, idealized person of great power and influence in one’s life, then one map 

continue selecting father-like authority figures, who seemingly and inevitably disappoint 

in a certain way, “let you down” after an initial “honey moon” period. The self is directly 

engaged as a repository for such a pattern of experiences that guide the decision to 

engage with the other admired individual as if it were a choice whereas it is a repetition 

of a pattern laid down in an unexpressed commitment by the self.  

 

This unexpressed commitment to ideals and values in the realm of models for living is 

driving the process. From a psychoanalytic perspective, the patterns gets reenacted in the 

idealizing transference in psychoanalysis where the analyst becomes a character in the 

drama that evokes the historical situation – a character described variously as a selfobject 

by Kohut (1977) or a transitional object by Winnicott.
34

 The examination, exploration, 

and interpretation of the transference creates the possibility of breaking out of the pattern. 

This occurs by a process of transmuting internalizations whereby the analyst, who is after 

all an imperfect human, is initially idealized and then seemingly inevitably fails in 

specific ways. But the difference is there too. These ways of failure are non traumatic or 

at least can be so managed by a skillful and caring analyst. As in the example from Dr. 

Wolf cited earlier, instead of being globally unavailable by divorcing his wife and leaving 

the family as occurred in the analysand’s relation with her father, the analyst goes on a 

two week vacation during a period when the analysand is experiencing vulnerability 

(which is almost always).
35

  

 

By interpreting the repetition of the historical pattern in an empathic relation with the 

analyst, the analysand works through the initial trauma. In the process she acquires 

additional structure as part of her self that enables her to delay gratification, to wait, to 

endure the separation. We know that the structure of the self is enhanced because (if) the 

individual is able to endure the frustration and delay that could not previously be handled 

                                                 
34
 D. W. Winnicott. (1971). Playing and Reality. New York: Basic Books, 1971. 

35
 The example is considered in detail in Chapter ___ on Empathy and Intentionality.  
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without breakdown. During the separation, the analysand (say) engages in creative 

activities – using the extra time to pursue excellence in her profession, hobby, or 

recreation – rather than lethargic, empty apathetic moping or watching TV, characterizing 

the loss of contact with the life enhancing, empathic selfobject (the analyst). The self is 

strengthened in its being, not in what it knows; and, thus, strengthened, the self becomes 

capable of dealing at an enhanced level of effectiveness with the challenges of life.  

 

The self that is functionally implicated in these dynamics is described as “the bipolar 

self” by Heinz Kohut (1977: 171).  This has nothing to do with manic-depression or 

bipolar disorder, an accidental (unfortunate) association. Functionally, the self is the 

delimited, abiding, independent center of initiative (Kohut 1977: 227). These functions 

are grouped around a grandiose self that is structured in interaction with an empathic 

mirroring by a caretaker typically embodying warm, maternal actions such as nurturing, 

affectively resonating in tune with the infant’s feelings, and supporting emotional 

equilibrium and well being. This forms the basis of one’s sense of being an effective 

agent, able to get results in engaging the world. The other pole is that of the idealized 

other, as represented within the self system that responds supportively to the growing 

child’s striving to be “just like you” when he or she grows up. This other pole forms an 

idealized other that is structured in response to an empathic mirroring by a caretaker that 

allows himself to be acknowledged, idealized, and recognized as powerful in a beneficial, 

enlightened, gracious, and accepting way by the (apparently) less competent child (or 

individual) without highlighting the many actual imperfections possessed by all humans. 

This forms the basis the self that constituent the kernel for the development of integrity 

and wholeness of character in the area of ideals and value. The gap between a person’s 

grandiose self and the person’s idealization creates a gradient and a “tension arc” in the 

direction of accomplishment.  

 

Much attention has been paid to what is required in one individual empathizing with 

another from the perspective of the individual performing the empathizing. Granted that 

much must inevitably be said about the one who is initiating the empathic relationship 
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simply in order to set the context. The focus has been on the internal dynamics in the 

subject of empathy, the one who is doing the empathizing. That is good; but it is one-

sided. What about the target of the empathy? What about the one who is experiencing joy 

or suffering? The beneficiary of empathy? Little attention has been devoted in the 

literature to what goes on in the one who is empathized with. Kohut is one significant 

exception to this. The person who receives empathy – an empathic listening - is the 

recipient of a great gift - according to Kohut.
 36

 Of course, Kohut refers in this context to 

the application of empathy in an everyday empirical context of psychoanalytic practice as 

well as the empathy of parents and care-takers as inferred from discussions in the analytic 

consultation. If empathy is a gift considered from the empirical perspective, ontologically 

empathy is a requirement. To be empathized with is to be acknowledged in one’s being 

human (“humanness”). It is especially poignant when the experiences are painful or 

belong to those that make us human, all-too-human; but extends to positive experiences 

such as shared joy in the success of a child or loved one where the satisfaction is greatly 

enhanced by being communicated and recognized as an experience by the other. This was 

the focus of the analysis undertaken in the context of Heidegger’s hermeneutic of 

empathic receptivity.  

 

Empathy is fundamental to an account of the dynamics of emotions in that empathy is 

responsible for a person’s emotional equilibrium, homeostasis, balance. Speaking in the 

first person, without another’s empathic regard for me, I cannot get my emotional 

bearings. We see this most clearly when, for whatever reasons, a person’s emotional 

equilibrium has been upset or lost. Without the other’s empathic regard for the person, he 

or she cannot get back the emotional balance that has been lost. The individual may, 

indeed must, “crash and burn” emotionally until she is able to comfort herself enough to 

regain her composure. The person being emotional is whip-sawed from one 

overwhelming affect and instance of emotional behavior to another. It is the other’s 

                                                 
36
 Heinz Kohut. (1984). How Does Analysis Cure? eds. A. Goldberg and P. E. Stepansky. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1984. The answer is without a doubt, “empathy.” It is interesting to hear Dr. 

Kohut discussing on video Joseph Breuer’s “talking cure” and the generous listening that Breuer provided 

to Anna O. as a great gift of “chimney sweeping,” i.e., empathy, at the Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis 

web site “75
th
 Anniversary Retrospective”  http://www.chicagoanalysis.org/video.htm.  



The Validation of Empathy in Psychoanalysis 

Page 47 of 94 © Lou Agosta, Ph.D.  

(Please send comments to LAgosta@UChicago.edu / 1-773-506-9511) 

 

intervention, which consists not just in saying “There, there, I understand,” but in really 

understanding, in being open to the experience as a vicarious experience that hits one 

palpably, albeit less powerfully than it impacts the other, that makes the difference in 

recovering emotional composure.  

 

The experience of the one doing the empathizing has received the lion’s share of 

description, exploration, inquiry and analysis. As noted, the one exception to this is the 

work of Heinz Kohut. The analysis of the beneficial consequences of empathy has 

received less attention than it has deserved because the account has started with and 

highlighted the empathizer rather than the empathasand. Of course, a complete account 

will include both approaches – that of the self for the other and the other for the self.  

 

Speaking in the first person, the account of the beneficial consequences of empathy ought 

to focus on the other’s empathy for me rather than my empathy with the other. 

Developmentally, the other comes first; and it is a mark of emotional adulthood that we 

are able and inclined to provide such support, service, and solicitude for others. 

 

This asymmetry in the study of empathy is also due naturally to the psychoanalyst 

properly taking a first-person perspective on the process of empathy. Usually, the 

challenge faced by the analyst is to manage his or her counter-transference so that a 

gracious, generous empathic listening can be directed at the narrative streaming forth, 

more or less coherently, from the analysand. However, I suggest there is also reluctance, 

perhaps counter-transference based, for the analyst to appear vulnerable and expose those 

aspects of the analyst’s being human that occasion the analyst requiring empathy (though 

not necessarily as a formal practice on the part of the analysand). I hasten to add that no 

one is recommending revisions to therapy and technique. The analyst’s contribution is 

minimal in that he remains a blank slate for the projection of the analysand’s fears and 

hopes and the establishment of a transference (and empathic relationship) that is to 

benefit the analysand. Except when in the grips of the idealzing transference, the 

analysand surely knows the analyst is a vulnerable human being like everyone, yet the 
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analysand does not necessarily want to be exposed to these vulnerabilities. Those 

vulnerabilities of the analyst that come up in the ordinary course of life – illnesses of 

family, births, deaths, nontraumatic failures of empathy – are par for the course and to be 

interpreted and managed.  

 

Thus, it is customary, taking the first-person perspective, to discuss empathizing in terms 

of my having empathy for the other (second- or third-person); and that is a useful thing to 

do. However, what if we (empathically) switch perspective and discuss the other’s 

empathy for me? I become the second-person to the other’s first-person, and the other the 

first-person to my second. When I am the beneficiary of empathy, then it brings home the 

impact of the other giving me my human being (“being human”), the sense of satisfaction 

in being understood, the comfort of “getting it” that someone else appreciates (“knows”) 

what I am enduring. All of this is available, in principle, when I am empathizing with the 

other; but it is just not visible from the first-person perspective as an “in bound” benefit 

of empathy. 

 

Once again speaking in the first-person, under this account, the other provides me with a 

lever to move towards recovering my emotional equilibrium when it has been lost for 

whatever reason. The other gives me back my balance by demonstrating his empathy, 

recognition of my emotion, recognition of my integrity, thus, contributing to the recovery 

of my emotional balance.  

 

But, one may object, does this require that I, in turn, empathize with his experience of 

empathizing with me precisely in order to know that I have been the target of his soothing 

empathy? In this case, the awareness of the soothing, the awareness of the restoration of 

the equilibrium of the inner affective sensory milieu, follows from the other’s empathy 

and is not the cause of it. I experience the satisfaction of a felt need for equilibrium 

instead of upset, not empathy as such. I experience that at last somebody is aware how 

sad (hurt, over-stimulated, etc.). I experience that at last I am sufficiently self-expressed 

in my hurt; it is complete, in the sense that the unexpressed affect is bound to a particular 
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form of expression; and now I can let go of it. Or if the emotion is a positive one, then 

somebody is aware of how happy, proud, satisfied I am, and the experience is enhanced, 

multiplied, enlarged, by being communicated. This too has an equilibrating result since 

the individual who is “high” can come down gradually without the hazard of over-

stimulation, resulting in crashing emotionally.  

 

What has to happen in order for the target and would be beneficiary of empathy to 

benefit? The experience I have (as the target of empathy) is not one of being empathized 

as such; rather it is one of being satisfied. Satisfaction interrupts the potential loop, and is 

a consequence of the reciprocity (and empathy) not its cause. Receiving empathy is a 

satisfaction, because a person desires to be with one another in the face of overwhelming 

emotions. This is different than the need for approval, agreement, idealization, likeness, 

though these may enhance or be enhanced by empathy.  

 

We are emotional creatures and expressing emotions is inherently satisfying in itself. To 

be sad and not be allowed to express it is stressful - say, because I am in public or crying 

is socially sanctioned or my competitor is present and I do not want him to see me as 

weak. Of course, expressing emotions may be a means to some other end as when a child 

gets the “gimmes” and cries – and is not pretending - in order to get another piece of 

candy. Here we get a glimpse of real disappointment (the desire for sweets is unsatisfied) 

going over into a social pretence, a role that manipulates aspects of the circumstances a 

means to a goal (the candy shows up in order to stop the fuss that the parent experiences 

as too stressful). But when authentically expressed as an action disclosive of an emotional 

situation, expressing emotions is not a means to an extrinsic end. It is an activity in the 

furtherance of the excellence (virtue in the wide sense) of being self-expressed and being 

known for what one is in the situation.  

 

As noted, significant time and analysis is expended on what happens to (“with,” “in”) the 

person who is employing empathy to understand the other. I experience a vicarious 

emotion or pain or feeling. I experience vicarious introspection (Kohut). What occurs in 
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the person who is the target of my empathy? What occurs in the person who is the 

beneficiary of the empathic process? The person who is the empathasand or the one who 

is empathasized with by another experiences: (1) being understood for who she or he is; 

(2) cooperation, lack of resistance, pushback, or contradiction; (3) acknowledgement and 

recognition in his or her human being (“being human”) as one like the other; (4) phase 

appropriate frustration, itself the target of empathic conversation, resulting in the 

formation of psychic structure of the self, building character ; (5) a shared being human 

(“humanness”) in which the listener shows that he or she passes the test set for the 

listener in which the empathasand recognizes his own human being (“being human”). 

 

The assertion is that empathy is an ontological approach, a method – of significance 

above and beyond its cognitive significance – of restoring the self to its integrity when 

the self has become fragmented, when life seems empty and meaningless because the 

empathic other, for whatever reason, has become unavailable. As an approach empathy 

addresses the challenge of the experience of the fragmentation of the self. Fragmentation 

of the self is occasioned by set backs, breakdowns, and thwarted plans – both large and 

small – that life presents in the course of its unfolding. Fragmentation of the self includes 

feelings of being overwhelmed by anxiety, lethargy, depression, and related unpleasant 

affects as well as risky or maladaptive behaviors. The latter include engaging in serial 

adulterous sexual relationship, shop lifting (especially when the individual is financially 

well off), voyeurism in public places, or other high risk behavior.
37

 It should be 

emphasized that neither the causes nor the effects of a disorder (“disease”) of the self are 

capable of being created by single, one time breakdown; but require a series of events 

that form a pattern. 

 

Empathy thus engages what has been described as the theoretical blind-spot of 

philosophy of mind, conscious suffering. And it does so in such a way – to express it 

paradoxically – as to include the unconscious. Empathically based interpretations 
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Hillsdale, NJ: The Analytic Press, 1999. See also Arnold Goldberg. (1995). The Problem of Perversion: 

The View from Self Psychology. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995. 
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disclose the repetitive patterns of past behavior even as they are projected into current 

and future behavior in interpreting the transference. Empathy discloses the suffering of 

the other as a trace affect, a trace of the other’s being human (“being human”) and one’s 

own in relation to the other, providing input to further transformations (“ontology”) of the 

self (“ontological”), cognitive, or ethical processing. From the perspective of the 

individual who is the target of the empathy—“empathasand”—an intrapersonal dynamic 

is launched that is beneficial. I hasten to add that empathy is not sympathy understood as 

a compassionate response to suffering as a moral sentiment. In so far as the suffering 

includes emotional imbalance, upset, loss of equilibrium of one’s inner affective-sensory 

milieu, empathy is like the application of a soothing medicinal poultice to a burn. 

 

A related paradox is that empathy is beneficial in strengthening the self precisely in so far 

as it fails in a phase appropriate and non traumatic way. What does that mean? Traumatic 

failures are easy to identify. Recall Dr. Wolf’s patient whose mother repeated called her 

“trash” in the context of an already stormy relationship. She then turned to her father, 

with whom she enjoyed a supportive relationship, for recognition and esteem. The latter 

was forthcoming until he suddenly divorced the wife and abandoned the family for 

another relationship. A double trauma. On the other hand, a phase appropriate, non 

traumatic failure of empathy is more subtle. A five year boy who is enjoyed a summer of 

playing with similarly aged friends and being taken care of by a warm, empathic stay-at-

home Mom is dropped off at morning Kindergarten in September. To him this is 

traumatic, but phase-appropriate. It’s rough and some tears result, but he can handle it. 

After establishing a relationship, empathy is expected or wished for on the part of the 

empathasand, but it does not always show up or show up with the wished for regularity. 

Breakdowns happen. If the failure is phase-appropriate, that is, not traumatic and not too 

severe to be integrated, then the result is character development, formation of psychic 

structure, strengthening of the self and deepening of the ability of the self to integrate all 

kinds of experiences, including those that are disappointments. This includes the classic 

characteristic of being able to deal with delayed gratification – being able to wait for 

whatever it is that is being anticipated and desired. Just as significantly this also includes 
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subtle strengths of character (of the self) such as being able to deal with ambiguity, 

vagueness, and uncertainty across a wide diversity of behavioral contexts. This includes 

being able to deal with open-ended inquiries in business, personal relations, or scientific 

research where the answer is not known in advance and uncertainty is common over a 

long period of time and wide range of variables.  

 

As discussed above, another benefit to being the recipient of empathy and working 

through phase-appropriate failures of empathy occurs in terms of restoration of emotional 

equilibrium. Individuals acquire skills in self-soothing, self-equilibrating that can be 

applied even when others are not present. Kohut has repeatedly alluded to such benefits 

as an increased sense of humor, appreciation for art and music, as well as an enhanced 

capacity for empathy itself. Attention to fine-grained distinctions in an individual’s 

experience of other individuals is hypothesized to be transferable across domains such as 

the experience of art, humor, and engaging with others. 

 

In any case, the would-be beneficial consequences of empathy has become a matter of 

controversy. Dr. Kohut famously reported that one of his analysands honored him, paying 

him a compliment saying the following: being listened to by the generous empathic 

listening provided in the sessions with Dr. Kohut was like sinking back into a warm bath. 

In the context of the benefits of empathy, the cynic might say, “No good deed goes 

unpunished.” The critic might object that properly speaking the benefit of empathy 

belongs at the same level as a trip to the spa. One takes oneself away from the stresses 

and dynamics of the work-a-day world, takes relaxing bathes, perhaps gets a massage, 

enjoys a specially prepared diet. The result? The person feels better. Symptom relief.  

 

I believe Kohut would agree with the critic on this criticism, while still enjoying the 

compliment. Of course, for someone who is suffering and in real distress, symptom relief 

has its uses and benefits. It enables one to get some distance from the issues and engage 

them in way that makes possible a permanent and long lasting solution. However, a 

permanent solution requires change in the structure of the self. Kohut was always 
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consistent and clear that the effect of empathy on the function and structure of the self 

occurred (as Kohut expressed it) as a result of phase appropriate, non traumatic failures in 

empathy. These failures provided opportunities for interpretation and working through 

that enabled the analysand to take over empathic functions that were being provided by 

the analyst for the analysand. Kohut would align this process with normal development. 

For example, the toddler at play in the playground ventures forth to engage with the other 

child and slide set, returning to his or her Mom to get assurance and emotional recharge. 

Her caretaker functions as a part of the toddler’s self, providing emotional balance and 

equilibrium, and personal validation that things are good. As the toddler grows up, he 

takes over this function of self-regulation and seeks out the caretaker less frequently or 

not at all. The teenager needs fewer reminders to turn off the TV and do his homework or 

pick up his stuff as he takes over the functions of organization that someone else has been 

performing for him. Likewise, the analysand has been benefiting from occasional 

symptom relief provided by the gracious, generous listening of the analyst; but when the 

analyst is not available due to vacations, interruptions in the process, or, even more 

importantly, due to breakdowns in understanding that occur due to the analyst being an 

imperfect human being too, then the opportunity is present for the analyst to take over the 

function of integration, regulation, and balance for himself. This enables him to perform 

for himself and going forward for others an entire set of empathic functions that were 

previously unavailable. The skilled analyst will provide a gracious empathic listening to 

provide symptom relief, knowing full well that the inevitable course of life will occasion 

phase-appropriate breakdowns in empathy on his part, in turn, offering opportunities for 

the kind of interpretation and working through on the part of the analysand that develops 

improved functional integration of the self and resilient self structure.  

 

Now having performed an inquiry into the the target of empathy, let us return to the 

perspective of the one performing the empathic listening. Being an empathic (“good”) 

listener depends on being a certain kind of person rather than possessing a body of 

knowledge. Being a certain kind of person means - having the depth of character to be 

with what you are told, including statements that your empathy is defective, without 
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becoming judgmental, angry, and reactive. Providing a gracious and generous listening to 

the other person, who is telling me of his situation, I form a vicarious experience that is 

subject to further empathic processing. In order for the other to benefit from my empathy 

for the other, do I then have to persuade him or her that I have listened? That is a strange 

way to put it. Do I then have to become an empathic rhetorician and persuade the other 

that I have gotten or captured or understood what he had to tell me? That would be a 

misleading way to put it.  

 

In order for the other to benefit from my empathy (or me from his), the requirement is 

that the empathasand experience being “gotten” in his being human (“humanness”) 

without necessarily explicitly recognizing that he has been the subject of a gracious 

listening. For our purposes here three points are worth noting. One can always talk about 

and describe empathy; but that is not relevant here. The short answer is that in the on-

going, current, actual exercise of empathy, empathy is shown, not said. The recipient of 

empathy can benefit from it without being aware that it is called by a certain label. 

Neonates and young children in normal families are the beneficiaries of the empathic 

caretaking delivered by their parents and siblings.  

 

Granted that no explicit persuasion is required, what does the “showing” look like? How 

could one do that without persuading? The listener must be responsible for the way in 

which the other will receive the response based on empathy with the other. What is 

required is for the empathizer to recreate the situation of the other in such a way that the 

other’s listening is also recreated. Without that, the empathic intention is present, but not 

the communication back to the other. And empathy without communicating it back to the 

empathasand is like a tree that falls in the forest without anyone being present. It does not 

make a sound. Yes, there is perturbation of molecules in the air; but there is no human 

hearing. Likewise, one has attempted to perform empathic acts, but one has not been 

effective in communicating that empathy has occurred. The response must show empathy 

without necessarily saying it. The response must demonstrate empathy, express empathy 

without describing it. In this regard, the response converges with the art of the skilled 



The Validation of Empathy in Psychoanalysis 

Page 55 of 94 © Lou Agosta, Ph.D.  

(Please send comments to LAgosta@UChicago.edu / 1-773-506-9511) 

 

rhetorician who communicates by both saying and showing, granted that one is not 

offering an argument designed to persuade. The matter of persuasion is relevant after all, 

since the skilled rhetorician persuades by communicating who he is rather over and above 

the logic of his argument.  

 

I hasten to add that empathy does not mean agreement, though it may include 

acknowledging the beliefs or assertions or desires of others as to what is so, what is 

wished for, or what is imagined. Empathy means respect, recognition, and 

acknowledgement, of the other’s belief as one which a person in his situation could 

naturally come to hold. From this perspective, it makes no sense to empathsize with 

someone and then tell the other, “You have been empathized with.” If the empathy of the 

one was successful, it will show up in such a way that the other will “get it,” know it in 

the everyday sense of “know” as be aware, be acquainted. If the empathy is not 

successful, the other does not experience being known for what and who he is, does not 

feel gotten, then the assertion (“You have been empathized with”) is not accurate. If the 

other is, then the assertion is redundant. The truth of this admittedly complex interaction 

is that, yes, it does make sense to check how accurate one’s empathy is.
38

   

 

Now we shall consider the implications for empathy of the structure and articulation of 

the self and on the emergence of the self in human development. This entails a shift from 

the dynamics of the gift of empathy ontically to the ontological constitution of the same 

in the context of the self system. After some initial reflections on parallels in the 

traditions of psychoanalysis, phenomenology, and the social behaviorism of G.H. Mead, 

we will introduce some case history material for discussion.  

The Other as a Constituent of the Self? 

In a sense, the hermeneutic of empathic receptivity undertaken in Chapter___ on 

Heidegger’s special hermeneutic of empathy grew up in place of the ruins of the 

philosophical problem of other minds. But this account of empathy remains incomplete 

                                                 
38
 See Chapter ___ on Validating Empathy for a detailed drill down on checking the accuracy of one’s 

empathy.  
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until we can understand how the “other” can come to be a constituent of the “self.” What 

does it mean to say that a model representing the other is a part of the self - that the 

person is not only a part of the community but that the community is also a part of the 

person? In spite of wide divergences of formal vocabulary and substantive method, this 

idea of the other as a part of the self can be documented in several different traditions. Its 

clarification belongs to the foundation of human interrelations, and the account of the 

condition of empathic receptivity can profit from an encounter with some of the specifics 

of these traditions.  

 

One form of the above-cited paradox (that the community is also a part of the self) is 

explicitly stated in a passage from Scheler devoted to the problem of other minds.
39

 But 

within the phenomenological tradition, both Heidegger and Husserl have expressed a 

parallel approach to social interrelations. Heidegger’s “they self” (“das Man” or “the 

one”) and Husserl’s “alter ego mirrored in my monad”; both present variations on a 

theme of how the other can obtain a representative in the self system. Husserl is more 

particular in his attempt to gain at least one alter ego from which social relations can then 

be generated than Heidegger who begins with the recognition of a group of anonymous 

others as such. However, in spite of profound differences, we should not miss the forest 

for the trees. Ample evidence is available that there is a fundamental unity to this 

tradition in terms of the problem of the differentiation of the self in its community of 

human interrelations. 

 

The Freudian Self: Identification and Substitution 

The problem of how a model of the other can be represented in one’s own self also 

emerges in the tradition of psychoanalysis. The question of the introjection of a lost loved 

object, and the establishment of a functioning ego ideal, raises the issue of the 

                                                 
39
 Available in English as The Nature of Sympathy (1913/1922) by Max Scheler, tr. Peter Heath. Hamden: 

CN: Archon Books, 1970: 247. This is the second edition (1922). The first edition (1913) was entitled Zur 

Phänomenologie und Theorie der Sympathiegefühle.  See also M. Scheler. (1913/22). Späte Schriften in 

Gesammelte Werke, ed. Maria Scheler and Manfred Frings. Vol. 9, Bern: Francke Verlag 1976: 305ff.  : 

229-30. 
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differentiation of the structure of the self in the context of psychoanalysis. Here we are 

able to see the connection between a vicarious experience (which is basically empirical) 

and the condition of possibility of the latter (which is an a priori concern). The link 

between these two diverging, yet interrelated, dimensions can be established through the 

intermediary function of “substitution.” Let’s take a step back and see to what this 

amounts in terms of Freud’s theory of the ego ideal, particularly as stated in his 1921 

Group Psychology.   

 

It is of more than passing historical interest that Freud (in 1921) attributes to the ego ideal 

many of the functions of criticism and censorship that by 1923 in The Ego and the Id will 

be subsumed under the superego.
40

 It is unfortunate that he discards this early 

terminology in favor of the more static categories of 1923, for the role, function, and 

symbol of the narcissistic self greater than the ego is lost as a consequence. Furthermore, 

the fate of the ego ideal is tied to that of identification. In short, the ego ideal is a 

formation left by the personal environment’s influence on the child’s narcissism. It is a 

function of the expectations that significant others make on the child, but which the 

child—being the finite creature that he is—cannot always live up to. Freud is worth 

quoting at this point: 

 

It comprises a conscience, a critical agency within the ego, which even in normal 

times takes up a critical attitude towards the ego. . . . Some such agency develops 

in our ego which may cut itself off from the rest of the ego and come into conflict 

with it. We have called it the “ego ideal”. . . We have said that it is the heir to the 

original narcissism in which the childish ego enjoyed self-sufficiency; it gradually 

gathers up from the influences of the environment the demands which the 

environment makes upon the ego and to which the ego cannot rise . . . (Freud 

1921: 109-10). 

 

The ego ideal is formed when, in the grips of the Oedipal drama, the child tries to unite 

the two diverging desires of wanting his mother and wanting to substitute himself for his 

father. He wants to have the first, and be the second. The best way to attain the first is 

                                                 
40
 See, S. Freud. (1921). Group Psychology, S.E., vol. 18. “Group Psychology” is a mistranslation of “Mass 

Psychology” [Massen Psychologie], which deals with crowd behavior and undifferentiated, large groups.  
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through the second. But here precisely is a demand “which the environment makes upon 

the ego and to which the ego cannot rise.” That is, the young child cannot succeed, and, is 

left to make a virtue out of necessity, so to speak.
41

 The child’s (allegedly) self-sufficient 

narcissism runs up against the limits of the real situation. He cannot live up to the model 

of his father. But the identification with him is still fed by the hope of attaining sole 

possession of the woman. So a split in the self occurs between the person that one really 

is and what one would like to be. In so far as the latter is one’s better self, it is ironic that 

it is the result of one’s worst desires and only a more refined and skillful way of seeking 

to gratify them.  

 

This should serve as an outline of the emergence of the ego ideal. But more important for 

our present purpose is the recognition of the function of the ego ideal in the establishment 

of the organization of a group (in our own terms “human interrelations”). A bond 

between self and other is constituted when one replaces his ego ideal with the other. That 

the ego ideal is capable of amalgamating itself in this way with the other is an indication 

of its ability to function as a model of the other. I can put the other in my place and 

substitute him for myself through the mobilization of the ego ideal.  

 

Freud explicitly considers this function of substitution of the other for an aspect of the 

self in terms of the formation of crowds, the bond of being in love, and hypnosis. But, 

with an appropriate shift in emphasis, what Freud says can be extended to cover empathic 

receptivity as well. In addition to the differences in the number of individuals involved 

and the degree that the sexual drive is allowed gratification, these three cases differ from 

that of empathy in what happens to the ego. Descriptively speaking, in hypnosis the ego 

is put to sleep. (The analogy is almost perfect, for the subject does not remember what 

has happened, he may have dreams or vivid hallucination like experiences, and will 

awake refreshed. The only difference is that the subject’s eyes may be open, and he 

remains in contact with the particular person of the hypnotist.) Likewise, in the behavior 

                                                 
41
 This is not only a bad joke, but a literal truth as well. That is, the child is confronted with necessity in that 

he needs his parents to care for him and in that he cannot substitute himself for his father, and the outcome 

of this confrontation is the development of the conscience, which is to tell right from wrong.  
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of crowds and being in love the ego is sacrificed: “The object has, so to speak, consumed 

the ego” (Freud 1921: 104). In contrast, in empathy, although the other is amalgamated 

with the ego ideal in a substitutive way, the ego’s capacity to relate to the environment is 

unimpaired. The capacity to test reality, which is a function of the ego, is still functioning 

effectively in empathy.  

 

In metapsychological terms, crowd, (panic, etc.), the fascination of the lover with the 

beloved, and the ego suspension of hypnosis all abolish the distinction between ego and 

ego ideal by more or less completely suspending the first term. But in the case of 

empathy, this split in the self is still functioning productively to be receptive to the other 

simultaneous with rendering the receptivity articulate and intelligible. In so far as the ego 

ideal is that aspect of the self capable of representing others, the ego ideal functions as a 

model structuring receptivity. Yet the ego ideal is the point at which the dichotomy 

between narcissistic self-involvement and other-directedness in the psychoanalytic 

account of object relations breaks down. A person who has been amalgamated with the 

ego ideal is invested with narcissistic interest, yet, by definition he remains other.  

 

This kind of intermediate and transitional phenomenon - what would today be called a 

“selfobject” by self psychology after Kohut - can also be isolated in the connection 

between the work of mourning and of empathy.
42

 In mourning, a lost object is preserved 

in one part of the ego through identification with it. The lost object is substituted for a 

component part of the ego. The object is lost in reality, and one can no longer have it as a 

possession; so one becomes the object in fantasy, in being the object. Freud writes: 

 

Identification with an object that is renounced or lost, as a substitute for that 

object—introjection of it into the ego—is no longer a novelty to us. A process of 

this kind may sometimes be observed in small children. . . A child who was 

unhappy over the loss of a kitten declared straight out that now he himself was the 

kitten, and accordingly crawled about on all fours, would not eat at table, etc.
43

 

                                                 
42
 Ralph R. Greenson. (1960). “Empathy and its vicissitudes.” International Journal of Psychoanalysis 41 

(1960): 418-24: 423-24. “One resorts to empathy . . . when one wants to regain contact with a lost object. 

To not understand is a form of losing or rejecting an object” (ibid.).  
43
 Freud, Group Psychology, S.E. 18: 109. 
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Let’s be clear about this. Here the child is not asking himself “How should I act ‘as if’ I 

were a kitten?” The operation is not cognitive; it is ontological. The child does not care in 

the sense of being worried; he cares in the sense of a thrown introjection in which the 

missing kitten is straightaway implemented by the child’s being the kitten. Here the 

process of identification has been be isolated before it has gone underground, so to speak, 

and been closed from shared access. I think we must admit that the matter has gone 

beyond the stage of a game of pretending when the child no longer wants to eat at the 

table and insists on crawling on all fours instead of walking upright. Freud’s “etc.” also 

speaks volumes here since it may imply that the child is regressing in other ways such as 

“forgetting” how to use the toilet, an area in which the kitten also had no competence. 

While it is a mere speculation who the patience was (Anna?), the loss of toilet skills on 

the part of the child of a family friend may perhaps have occasioned a visit to have a chat 

with “Uncle Sigmund,” thus disclosing this little vignette. Here the child has himself 

become the transitional selfobject. As the work of mourning progresses, the child’s self 

will become further differentiated. He or she will be able to possess the beloved kitten in 

imagination, so it may be able to be relinquished in reality. As the child grows up, this 

ontological capacity for identification will be further elaborated as the talent for role 

playing, leadership, and metaphor.
44

 

 

Likewise through empathy, a substitutive identification is mobilized at an appropriately 

mature level using a vicarious experience. Note the way speech captures an important 

aspect of experience in that “vicarious” has “vicar” (a “substitute” or “deputy”) 

embedded within it. This dimension of substitutability is unambiguously preserved in the 

locution “vice versa,” often used at the end of a statement that can be reversed. It 

indicates that the reciprocal substitution of terms may be made by switching views. 

                                                 
44
 Or vice versa.  Ted Cohen powerfully and concisely argues that the talent for metaphor, a capacity that is 

not further analyzable according to Aristotle, lies at the basis of our understanding of other persons, 

narratives (and related artistic forms such as role playing), and  even empathy. This eloquent and 

entertaining gem of a book carefully issues a disclaimer that empathy is not necessarily always involved in 

the enlarged sense of metaphor implicated (by Cohen) in personal identification. “[. . . ] I have absolutely 

no wish to claim that such efforts of empathy are always involved.” See T. Cohen. (2008). Thinking of 

Others: On the Talent for Metaphor. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008: 16 
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Ontically, the one individual is substituted in a role in which he represents the other. 

Thus, the patient in therapy does not recall rebelling against the authority of his parents; 

but constantly finds himself questioning the authority of the analyst. The child who has 

lost a kitten, refuses to walk on two legs, crawls on the ground on all fours, will not use 

the table to take meals, etc. Ontologically, the one individual becomes the other by 

assimilating the other to his way of being in relation to himself and the involvement with 

the world of locomotion, meals, chores, etc.  

 

Vicarious experience can be characterized as a transitional phenomenon – content 

constellated in an opaque partition of the self model (to paraphrase Metzinger) activating 

the same features of intra-psychic self structure as those of leadership, love, hypnosis, 

and mourning where the other is substituted for a component of the self, in this case, the 

ego ideal. But it is important to note that vicarious experience serves a different purpose 

than all of these. Its purpose is to establish contact with the other in a way that preserves 

the integrity of each individual. Vicarious experience is not as strong as the global merger 

witnessed in the case of the child who lost his kitten (where the ego was completely 

submerged in and sacrificed to the other). It is intermediate between the former and the 

isolation of the adult in mourning (where the other individual (object) is eventually 

recognized as irretrievably lost). In contrast with the latter, vicarious experience has more 

chance of success in establishing contact with an interhuman reality, in which fantasies 

can be shared and tested, than the selected case cited by Freud that also involve an 

activation of a model representing the other.  

 

The patient walking into the analytic consulting room finds himself in the same position 

as the boy with the lost kitten as regards identification and what is superficially called 

“role playing.” Only unlike the child, who suffers from the loss of “love,” the would-be 

analysand is suffering from neurotic symptoms. He is suffering from a loss of self-

control. He is not intentionally role-playing; but, if the analysis gets off to a good start, 

the analysand soon finds himself repeating a pattern of substituting the analyst for 

individuals in other parts of his life – unwittingly identifying the analyst with other 
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individuals in his life. Of course, the analytic consulting room is designed precisely to 

activate this form of identification. The conversation is designed to activate a 

transference of a pattern from the analysand’s life, where it cannot be managed, to the 

analytic “theatre,” where it can be disclosed, interpreted, and raised, restoring the 

patient’s well-being. Initially the patient cannot remember; he repeats.  

 

For instance, the patient does not say that he remembers how defiant and critical 

he used to be in regard to the authority of his parents, but he behaves in that way 

towards the physician. He does not remember how he came to a helpless and 

hopeless deadlock in his infantile searchings after the truth of sexual matters, but 

he produces a mass of confused dreams and associations, complains that he never 

succeeds at anything, and describes it as his fate never to be able to carry anything 

through (Freud 1914: 160).
45

 

 

The pattern matching exercise of substituting one individual for another reaches an 

extreme – a certain kind of reduction to absurdity without the negative implication of a 

logical fallacy – in the analytic consultation. This is the equivalent of an interpersonal 

hallucination. The second person – in this case, the analyst himself - as a physical entity 

is not a hallucination and is given in the standard context; however, the function he or she 

plays in the analysand’s experience is transitory and imaginary. It is the functional 

equivalent of a hallucination that the analyst is your father, mother, brother, etc. and in 

turn. The suggestion is that such substitutions are more common than is generally 

recognized or acknowledged in ordinary experience among standard, normal humans in 

everyday interrelations. Simply stated, such substitutions are common. The difference 

between the analyzed and the unanalyzed individual is that the former has access to the 

distinction and can catch him- or herself in the act before the automatic mechanism of 

substitution has created a misunderstanding, miscommunication, upset, or scandal.  

 

Given the Freudian context, the obvious issue at this point is - what about empathizing 

with the unconscious of the other? In Chapter ___ empathy with unexpressed emotions 

was considered in detail. The conclusion was reached that empathy with an emotion that 

                                                 
45
 S. Freud. (1914). “Further recommendations in the technique of psychoanalysis: recollection, repetition 

and working through” in Therapy and Technique, ed. P. Rieff. New York: Collier Books, 1963: 157-66. 
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is not occurring – that is an emotion that is merely dispositional – makes no sense. 

However, empathy with an occurring emotion that is disavowed and denied due to a 

vertical split in the self – and is dynamically unconscious as a result of this split - does 

indeed make sense. Therefore, in this particular sense, empathy with a split off emotion 

that has been betrayed makes quite good sense.  This use of empathy is perhaps what 

Freud had in mind when he spoke of the analyst using his own unconscious to resonate 

with that of the analysand:  

 

Expressed in a formula, he [the analyst] must bend his own unconscious like a 

receptive organ towards the emerging unconscious of the patient, be as the 

receiver of the telephone to the disc. As the receiver transmutes the electric 

vibration induced by the sound-waves back again into sound-waves, so is the 

physician’s unconscious mind able to reconstruct the patient’s unconscious, which 

has directed his associations, from the communications derived from it (Freud 

1912: 122).
46

 

 

A subject as vast and deep as the unconscious can be engaged only selectively here. First, 

the sense of “unconscious” is that of the “dynamic unconscious.” That is, certain ideas, 

intentions, and affects are denied, rejected, repressed (to use the technical term), and 

become unavailable to introspective attention. This content is denied because it is 

unacceptable to the individual conventionally, socially, morally such that it is 

inconsistent with the survival of the sense of self, the individual’s identity writ large. The 

fate of the contents is different depending on whether they are repressed (i.e., forgotten) 

or split off vertically where they continue to be available to introspection but are 

cognitively impenetrable.  

 

The cognitive impenetrability of the dynamic unconscious should be distinguished form 

what Metzinger (2003) describes as autoepistemic closure in so far as the latter is applied 

to neurological processes. The latter can never cross the threshold of attentional 

awareness. The firing of mirror neurons in emotional contagion or even of rods and cones 

                                                 
46
 S. Freud. (1912). “Recommendations for physicians on the psychoanalytic method of treatment” in 

Therapy and Technique, ed. P. Rieff. New York: Collier Books, 1963. Also to be found in The Standard 

Edition of Freud’s Works (S.E.). Translated under the supervision of James Strachey. London: Hogarth 

Press, 1955-64. Volume 12: 111-20. 



The Validation of Empathy in Psychoanalysis 

Page 64 of 94 © Lou Agosta, Ph.D.  

(Please send comments to LAgosta@UChicago.edu / 1-773-506-9511) 

 

in the eye are never available to conscious introspection no matter what one does. 

However, the unconscious formed as a result of repression or a vertical split of given 

contents is “dynamically” precisely because it can change to become conscious. For 

example, as the result of analytic work, the analysand can transform that part of the self 

model that is the censor – a repository of conventional norms – that is initially transparent 

(and therefore invisible) into an opaque representation of values that the individual 

consciously owns or discards. A similar dynamic applies to the unacceptable and 

therefore repressed desires that form the system unconscious (and designated as the id – 

the German word “es” for “it” – the impersonal other - in the 1923 typography).  

 

Freud is clear about the dubious value of attempting directly to communicate knowledge 

to the patient. Educating the analysand, telling her or him that the behavior is 

inconsistent, using the power of suggestion to implant counter-cognition is useless. Until 

empathically informed interpretations have created some freedom around the patient’s 

censorship of himself or other obstacles to being straight with himself, the unexpressed 

commitments underwritten by desire, passion, and resistance will always win out over 

logic, information, and knowledge: 

 

This disconcerting ability in patients to combine conscious knowledge with 

ignorance remains unexplained by what is called normal psychology. By reason 

of the recognition of the unconscious, psychoanalysis find no difficulty in it [. . .] 

The patients are aware, in thought, of the repressed experience, but the connection 

between the thought and the point where the repressed recollection is in some way 

imprisoned is lacking. No change is possible until the conscious thought-process 

has penetrated to this point and has overcome the resistances of the repression 

there (Freud 1913: 154-5).
47

 

 

As noted, a repressed idea or intention is forgotten and is transformed into a somatic 

symptom using the body to represent sexuality or a reaction formation such as the idée fix 

(obsessive idea) that the sister is being incompetently treated by her physician in order to 

keep the unacceptable idea and intention repressed. For example, the case of the sister-in-

                                                 
47
 S. Freud. (1913). “Further recommendations in the technique of psychoanalysis: On Beginning the 

treatment, tr. J. Riviere in Therapy and Technique, intr. P. Rieff. New York: Crowell-Collier, 1964: 135-

156. 



The Validation of Empathy in Psychoanalysis 

Page 65 of 94 © Lou Agosta, Ph.D.  

(Please send comments to LAgosta@UChicago.edu / 1-773-506-9511) 

 

law secretly in love in her own imagination with her sister’s husband – an unacceptable 

idea in Victorian times and prior to daytime television psychodrama – transiently has the 

idea upon learning of her sister’s serious illness, “Good, now I can have him [the 

husband] to myself,” and falls ill with a hysterical affliction immediately thereafter, 

entirely forgetting the thought until it was uncovered in the course of a short course of 

psychoanalysis. Affects – whether specific emotions or the affective dimension of desires 

- that are repressed cease to be occurrent, and become dispositional.
48

 Those affects that 

are vertically split off remain available to attention, but are typically denied, since they 

are unacceptable. These latter can be surfaced by a subtle empathic resonance. Likewise, 

when a thought or intention that has been repressed is authentically recovered, the 

dispositional affect accompanying it is transformed into an occurrence. This results in the 

famous abreaction – basically a catharsis – that indicates, yes, the idea is no longer just 

cognition, but lives as an effective part of the individual’s life.  

 

The converse is also the case. Just as recovering the idea can lead to the emotion, the 

emotion can lead to the idea. As noted in Chapter ___, in the section on “affect” in The 

Interpretation of Dreams, Freud notes that if an individual dreams of being afraid, then 

the person is really afraid.
49 

The robbers are imaginary, but the fear is real. If Hans 

dreams about a horse, the horse may really be a substitute for his father (or his father’s 

powerful masculinity). However, if Hans, the person, is afraid, he is really afraid. The 

fear is not a substitute for some other emotion. It is fear. But of what is the issue. Thus, 

when an emotion shows up in a dream, day dream, or ordinary awareness, it is exactly 

what it seems to be as an affect (feeling). This is why empathically targeting (“locking 

on”) the emotion—especially if the emotion is ambivalent or unexpressed—is so 

powerful. The emotion is occurrent but unbounded as to its cause or target or even its 

                                                 
48
 S. Freud (1915). “The unconscious” in General Psychological Theory, ed. P. Rieff, New York: Collier, 

1963: 116-50. In section 3 on the unconscious emotions of this 1915 paper “The Unconscious” Freud 

explicitly says that after repression an unconscious affect is only present as “a potential disposition” in the 

“system unconscious” whereas  an unconscious idea has an actual, not dispositional, representation there 

(as discussed in the chapter ___ on empathy and unexpressed emotions).  
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 S. Freud. (1900). The Interpretation of Dreams., tr. J. Strachery. New York: Avon Books, 1965: 497f. 
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exact individuality as an emotion and can provide clues as to the individual’s motivations 

amidst otherwise disguised and distorted expressions and behavior. 

Finally, all the emerging neurophenomenological accounts of diseases of empathy – 

autism spectrum disorders, sociopathy, dissociative personality disorder – belong here 

(Baron-Cohen 1995; Hobson 2002; Farrow and Woodruff, eds. 2007).
50

 Without empathy 

– whether it is interpreted as a module or a source of simulation (or not) – significant 

aspect of the affective life of the individual and the new information implicated quite 

simply disappears. The neurophenomenology is skilled at finding a neural correlate of 

consciousness for virtually every conscious phenomena, and empathy should be no 

different. The distinction of self and other, even if it is only as appearances, coincides 

with the emergence of a new type of information constituted in and accessible through 

empathy. One significant method of access to the other self is through the other’s 

expressions of life. Although Metzinger (2003) has discussed the emotions insightfully, 

especially in the context of Cole’s identification of the human face as an embodied 

communication area, the use of expressions to provide a “social glue” between 

individuals is overlooked.
51

 The information that turned human beings into social beings 

is available as expressed emotions, actions, statements, etc. This expression of emotions 

(understood broadly to include affects, sensations, moods, feelings) is a phenomenon 

virtually indistinguishable from the social context in which it is enacted and 

implemented. Perhaps this is what he means by issuing the disclaimer that the 

phenomenal model of the intentionality relation (PMIR) is “not an epistemic target within 

the scope of this book” (2003: 424).  

 

Thus, while Metzinger’s contribution (2003) is substantial – indeed monumental – the 

research program points in the direction of discovering the empirical structures and 

processes of neurology that undergrid the phenomenal self model (PSM) and the 
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 Simon Baron-Cohen. (1995). Mindblindness: An Essay on Autism and Theory of Mind. Cambridge, MA: 

MIT Press, 1997. Also relevant, J. Fodor. (1983). The Modularity of Mind. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 

1987: 47.  P. Hobson. (2002). The Cradle of Thought: Exploring the Origins of Thinking, New York: 

Macmillan Pan, 2002. T. Farrow and P. Woodruff, eds. (2007).  Empathy in Mental Illness. Cambridge 

UK: Cambridge University Press, 2007.  
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phenomenal model of the intentionality relation (PMIR), not the humanization of the self 

in its phenomenal or related forms. This is not a criticism; it’s just what’s so. What is a 

criticism is that the position – there is no self – turn out to be misleading, albeit as an 

entertaining rhetorical flourish. The “thinking thing” was debunked by Kant as dialectical 

illusion (1781/1787), further exorcized by Gilbert Ryle as a ghost in the machine (1949), 

and periodically purged by analytic thinkers from Wittgenstein (1945) to John Wisdom 

(1946). The suspicion is growing that perhaps Kant was right – no matter how often we 

dispel the illusion of the self as a substantial, thinking thing, the illusion of the thinking 

thing keeps coming back. Obviously this is not the only approach to the self, and given 

wide agreement that the self is not a thinking thing, there is still much room for 

controversy as to what is actually showing up and appearing as the self. Along the way, 

Metzinger integrates a vast amount of empirical material into a powerful and thought-

provoking research program of neurophenomenology. There is no substance-self, no 

immortal source, but there is a phenomenal self model that encompasses the rich, 

dynamic, effective structures and functions attributed to the self under various 

interpretations that are as numerous as the thinkers being integrated. 

One’s earliest caregivers are devoted to ministering to the neonate’s body as regards 

nourishment, warmth, dryness, comfort, and emotional equilibrium. This is the matrix out 

of which the self emerges – not only for the child but for the care-giver too. For the child, 

the formation of structures of the self to regulate emotional experiences depends on the 

availability of the empathic caretakers to sustain and restore equilibrium. We might say 

that Mom is creating a clearing for another person to show up. That clearing is her 

empathy with the neonate and, in the bedtime story, the growing, on the go youngster. 

The caregiver socializes the infant; and the infant humanizes the caregiver. The infant 

challenges the caregiver not just to its role as parent (though it does that too) but to its 

possibility as a human being in committed relationship through thick and thin to another 

emerging human being. The infant by its very being gives the parent his humanness – 

making the caregiver an inquirer in being a human - so that the caregiver can give it 

(humanness) back to the infant in a hundred-and-one contingent circumstances requiring 

empathy.  
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No one is saying that the caregiver feels or needs to feel what the child is experiencing all 

the time or necessarily most of the time. What the caregiver does is feel what the neonate 

is feeling at crucial times, critical times, paradigmatic times. If he or she does not, then 

the two are headed for trouble, which need not include mental illness, but surely includes 

more than one’s share of emotional bumps.  

 

The nurturing caregiver lives the problem of other minds for the neonate before it gets 

started. The hungry body that awakens at 3 AM and is accommodated with a meal and 

some cooing and kindness in spite of the inconvenience learns “Yes, there is someone out 

here who cares. I am effective in getting the world to respond and this nice lady (or man) 

is there for me.”  

 

Once language is acquired, the self is the spontaneous condition of making commitments, 

taking a stand, performing speech acts, and experiencing (“suffering”) the consequences 

of one’s actions. Recall how in Chapter ___ on Empathy and Intentionality, the caretaker 

(mother) plays both roles in the “dialogue” with the infant.
 52

 Here the mother is 

operating at a higher level of integration in mirroring the emerging self.  

The self is to the spontaneous function of integration exactly as the coral reef is to the 

micro organisms that live and die there. The self is the beautiful, multi-colored grave yard 

of skeletal remains of processes that have produced results, sedimented, and accreted in a 

boot strap operation of coping with the physical environment and context of human 

interrelations. Another word for “self” is “character,” though some conditions and 

qualifications need to be added. Accomplishments in the direction of excellence produce 

character.  Character is what remains after experiences have been processed (or not 

processed) and left behind in an on-going living into the future by the eruption of 

spontaneity. The self function is a center of spontaneity, possibly emergent in large-

brained organisms. The self function is the spontaneous intentionality of generating 
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possibilities, synthesizing the manifold of experience, constituting content as meaningful, 

integrating the on-going stream of lived temporal unfolding, and laying down a network 

of experiences that provide a multilayered sediment of experience. This sedimentation 

(context of associations of experience) provides the structure required to support and 

implement vicarious experience – enabling one individual (self) to experience emotions 

with, in, and through the other individual. 

Head I Win, tails You Lose? 

Meanwhile, the problem faced by the refutation or confirmation of this empathically 

grounded interpretation has been succinctly encapsulated by Freud himself. His paper on 

“Construction in Analysis” does not explicitly mention empathy; however, it is an 

implicit contribution to the question of what it means to validate empathy.
53

 As the 

following statement shows, the difficulty is by no means insignificant. Freud writes 

(playing the devil’s advocate) and stating the objection to analytic interpretation: 

 

. . . In giving interpretations to a patient we treat him upon the famous principle of 

“Heads I win, tails you lose.” That is to say, if the patient agrees with us, then the 

interpretation is right; but if he contradicts us, that is only a sign of his resistance, 

which again shows we are right (Freud 1937: 255).
54

 

 

I doubt if Freud’s most militant opponent could discover a more eloquent objection. Even 

in this rather extreme form, we can see that the analysand’s (i.e., patient’s) response to an 

interpretation is what is crucial in determining the confirmation of the analyst’s 

interpretation. Although the reconstruction of the grain of truth in this objection retains 

the primacy of the analysand’s response, several important qualifications are needed to 

preserve the exercise of interpretation from arbitrariness. Note also that the objection has 

the ring to it of Karl Poppers conjectures and refutations – that is, science learns the most 

when a hypothesis is refuted. Confirmation is inevitably a work in progress, tending 

towards an ideal point on the horizon, whereas refutation has no exceptions and is 

complete. That is, our scientific conjectures can never be completely confirmed, only 
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refuted; and, more importantly, by implication a conjecture which cannot be refuted is 

not strictly scientific in character.
55

 “Heads I win, tails you lose” does not admit of 

refutation in the sense that the applied interpretation could be wrong, so any scheme of 

interpretation that is tested according to this rule is scientifically unacceptable. Freud 

answers the objection in several stages.  

 

First, the objection is quite simply wrong in maintaining that “if the patient agrees with 

us, then the interpretation is right.” An isolated “Yes” is like Kant’s famous thought 

without intuition—i.e., empty. Freud explicitly points this out, and adds the strictly 

limited condition under which a “Yes” can be considered an indirect confirmation: 

   

A plain “Yes” from a patient is by no means unambiguous. It can indeed signify 

that he recognizes the correctness of the construction that has been presented to 

him; but it can also be meaningless, or can even deserve to be described as 

“hypocritical,” since it may be convenient for his resistance to make use of an 

assent is such circumstances in order to prolong the concealment of a truth that 

has not been discovered. The “Yes” has no value unless it is followed by indirect 

confirmation, unless the patient, immediately after his “Yes,” produces new 

memories which complete and extend the construction (Freud 1937: 262).
56

  

 

By itself a “yes” constitutes what is otherwise known as “lip service.” We agree with an 

unpleasant view in speech in order to keep it from affecting our life in any fundamental 

way. Contrary to the ways things seem, we must be very suspicious of a direct 

confirmation unless this is followed by other supporting material. In this paper Freud is 

explicitly concerned wit the (re)construction of the past in psychoanalysis and 

archaeology, so he focuses on the production of “new memories which complete and 

extend the construction.” But he might also have included the liberation of a fantasy, 

association, or other conviction. This, in fact, is what he does in the following, related 

text: 

                                                 
55
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An equally valuable confirmation is implied (expressed positively this 

time) when the patient answers with an association which contains something 

similar or analogous to the subject-matter of the construction (Freud 1937: 262).
57

 

 

The point about requiring the production of an analogy on the part of the patient is a nice 

one. It is designed to guard against the trap of suggested agreement. Particularly when the 

therapist and patient have formed an alliance (against some difficulty of the patient’s) 

there is danger that the authority of the respected, admired, idealized analyst will be 

enough to elicit agreement through the power of suggestion. Here “suggestion” means 

“whatever the analyst says.” This is all the more treacherous for being a sincere form of 

self-deception. But if the further requirement is added that anew and possibly analogous 

memory or association be produced, then a check on this kind of influence is available. If, 

in spite of the production of an analogous memory, the analyst still suspects that he is 

skewing the interrelational process through suggestion, a further check is needed. He 

must rely on the principle that any suggested conviction is essentially momentary and not 

solidly established. A counter-suggestion made not necessarily at once but after a short 

lapse is sufficient to destroy the initial suggestion.
58

 

 

Second, when the response of the other person to my interpretation is a “No,” this does 

not necessarily refute the construction. But saying that it represents confirmation, for it is 

just a sign of the patient’s resistance, goes too far for Freud. In fact, we may translate the 

“No” into a sincere expression of the “incompleteness” of the construction. Freud writes 

the following on this point: 

  

. . . A patient’s “No” is no evidence of the correctness of a construction, though it 

is perfectly compatible with it. Since every such construction is an incomplete 

one, covering only a small fragment of the forgotten events, we are free to 

suppose that the patient is not in fact disputing what has been said to him but is 

basing his contradiction upon the part that has not  yet been discovered. As a rule 

he will not give his assent until he has learnt the whole truth—which often covers 

a very great deal of ground. So that the only safe interpretation of this “No” is that 
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it points to incompleteness; there can be no doubt that the construction has not 

told him everything (Freud 1937: 263).
59

 

 

Thus, that stereotype of the method of analytic interpretation which pretends that 

psychoanalysis transforms every contradiction or opposition into a form of resistance 

does analysis a profound injustice. Freud appreciates the need to undercut an isolated 

“No” by seeing this “No” as pointing to the incompleteness of the construction in 

question. Far from being dismissed as an example of resistance, a “No” represents an 

assignment of a task. The task is to make a whole of experience by incorporating the 

aspects of the past horizon of experience that are still missing. This approach has the 

advantage of respecting the authority of the analysand to determine by his response 

whether the construction is valid, while, at the same tie, allowing for the obvious truth 

that the analysand’s self-understanding is not perfect. 

 

Finally, there is the possibility that the construction is neither correct nor incomplete, but 

just plain false—completely off base. This will elicit the most condemning response—

complete indifference: 

   

. . . No damage is done if, for once in a way, we make a mistake and offer 

the patient a wrong construction as the probable historic truth. . . What in fact 

occurs in such an event is rather that the patient remains as though he were 

untouched by what has been said and reacts to it with neither a “Yes” nor a “No” 

(1937: 261). 

 

In a way, the implication is that vehement denial is more a sign of interest than the 

absence of a strong reaction. So there is after all a bit of truth in saying that “No” is a 

product of resistance. But Freud chooses to de-emphasize this point. 

 

Furthermore, Freud’s decision to replace “interpretation” with “(re)construction” 

necessitates a parenthetical reflection. It points towards the importance of the horizon of 

the past for interhuman understanding. For Freud, “construction” is a global kind of 

interpretation: 
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If, in accounts of analytic technique, so little is said about “constructions,” that is 

because “interpretations” and their effects are spoke of instead. But I think that 

“construction” is by far the more appropriate description. “Interpretation” applies 

to something that one does to some single element of the material, such as an 

association or a parapraxis [Fehlleistung]. But it is a “construction” when one lays 

before the subject of the analysis a piece of his early history that he has forgotten. 

. . . 
 
(1937: 261). 

  

The emphasis is on the recovery of the lost, archaic aspects of interhuman relations. That 

is why, with regard to the actual exercise of interpretive constructions, psychoanalysis 

resembles the historical discipline of archaeology more than (e.g.) an axiomatic system in 

physical dynamics. Freud says of the analyst: 

   

His work of construction, or, if it is preferred, or reconstruction, resembles to a 

great extent of archaeologist’s excavation of some dwelling-place that has been 

destroyed and buried or of some ancient edifice. . . . Just as the archaeologist 

builds up the walls of the building from the foundations that have remained 

standing, determines the number and position of the columns from depression in 

the floor and reconstructs the mural decorations and paintings from the remains 

found in the debris, so does the analyst proceed. . . . (1937: 259).
 
 

 

The main difference between the two forms of recovery of collective tradition and 

individual experience is that for the archaeologist the reconstruction is the aim and end, 

while for the analyst the reconstruction of the past is not an end in itself. The past is 

meaningful only to the extent to which it can be integrated in a totality of interhuman 

experience—encompassing past, present, and future. In this way, the archaeology of the 

past, in its psychoanalytic context, is a kind of regression in the service of the present and 

the future, in which the implicit goal is progress in interhuman understanding.  

 

Example of Validation in Context 

Now before proceeding any further the reader deserves an example where empathic 

receptivity can be interpretively indexed and tested against the response of the other 

person. We have at our disposal an experience which is person but in no way private or 

inaccessible to our common understanding. As a part of a class assignment the following 
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anecdote was reported by a woman, who was about thirty-five years old and a member in 

a course on the developmental aspects of becoming a teacher. The original was in her 

own hand, but is transcribed here: 

   

This is also my first memory: when I was 2 years old we (my parents and I) 

moved to what was then “country”—virtually a suburb of the city of Providence, 

Rhode Island. There were orchards and farms. One day my mother took me while 

she bought fresh eggs and the “farmer’s wife” put into my hand a newborn kitten. 

Now, I am not very big, I was never very big and since we moved form that area 

when I was four I assume I was rather tiny then, but that kitten was smaller than 

my hand. And that image has stayed with me visually and kinesthetically for at 

least 30 years and I can only imagine what it’s helped shape.  

 

This anecdote was penciled quite hurriedly during the last five minutes of the first class 

session and, if nothing else, is spontaneously reported. The account is succinct and vivid. 

So much so, I think, that any interpretation or analysis runs the risk of diffusing and 

fragmenting its impact. Rather than rush to interpret, we must take a step back, and see if 

any relatively interpretation-free aspects of vicarious experience and feeling can be 

brought into focus. Retrospectively, it may become obvious that to do this is already a 

gesture in the direction of interpretation. But for the moment we are more concerned with 

opening up in a trusting way to the vicarious experiences and feelings that are aroused 

than with exercising our suspicions. 

 

As the author indicates (let us call her “Ellen”),
60

 she is a small person—standing perhaps 

five feet four inches—and, obviously, was the kind of person who always been small for 

her age. Ellen’s story is built around one salient experience, which is closely related to 

the way the environment is disclosed to her physical self. Even without closing one’s 

eyes the reader is virtually impelled to a sense of what is involved in holding a newborn 

kitten in the palm of the hand. The incarnated body, animated flesh, is the receptor of the 

experience with “that kitten smaller than my hand.” Put in minimal terms, one must be 

completely closed off not to feel and sense the kinesthetic and visual aspects vicariously. 

                                                 
60
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Provided one can read, one cannot help experiencing a kind of after-image of “that kitten 

. . . smaller than my hand.” 

 

This is the place to recall Edith Stein’s contribution to Einempfindung, empathy with 

another’s sensations.
61

 Here we have a good candidate for a concrete instance of sensual 

empathy, in which one person’s form of receptivity is transformed in a complex but 

specifiable way. Imagining the mirror neuron discharging in the reader’s cerebrum is a 

part of the causal account of how the feeling is affectively (and effectively) 

communicated. However, the causal account is in principle dispensable when it comes to 

interpreting the meaning of the experience for human interrelations.  

 

Regarding the single parameter of the size of the hand, several distinctions are being 

activated. First, the distinction between the hand of the adult and of the child is implied 

relative to the kitten which the adult puts I the little girl’s hand; then, although not 

explicitly described, the distinctions between the reader’s and the author’s hands are 

specifiable in turn. The author is recalling the situation in which her had was (like the rest 

of her) “tiny.” This leads the reader in two ways: either to a vicarious experience of the 

tinniness of Ellen’s hand or to an analogous recollection of his own hand as a little child. 

These two ways resonant with one another, though careful attention to the phenomena 

permit one to separate them. But all of the possible transformation of size—between the 

adult and the child, the author and the reader—are just the tip of the iceberg. The 

meaning of this experience of the relativity of size arrives along with the discovery that 

the hand is one interface at which the world opens up receptivity. For, in the anecdote, 

the child discovers her hand as one boundary at which she can negotiate an exchange 

with the world. The anatomical form of the organism structures receptivity in this way. If 

it is true that the human body is the best picture of the human soul, then receptivity to 

another’s soul is mediated through the body.
62
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 Edith Stein. (1917). On the Problem of Empathy, tr. Waltraut Stein. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1970: 

54.  
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It is evident to the reader that size is an important consideration to Ellen. Her story has 

the salient feature that, while she was very tiny, for the first time she discovered that there 

was something tinier than herf. In this respect, her anecdote is anchored in her present 

picture of herself: “Now, I am not very big, I was never very big. . . .” This retrospective 

reflection comes at the end of a kind of telescopic embedding of locations. Her narrative 

has a complex structure.  

 

Staying at the level of the manifest text, the hierarchical organization of complexity of 

recollection is evident. The memory is unfolded in terms fixed by the landscape. First, we 

are in the country near Providence, Rhode Island. Then, things are reduced in scale in a 

series of steps which leads us, so to speak, by the hand. We proceed from the country to 

the egg farm; from the farm to author’s small hand; from the small hand to the smaller 

kitten which has been placed in it. Then this unfolding of embedded experiences is 

followed by a general reflection on her size as well as on the persistence and importance 

of the image of the kitten in the hand.  

 

Our initial formulation of an interpretation (or in more global terms a construction) is 

admittedly not as rule-governed as the subsequent parameters of validation, but neither is 

it entirely unmotivated. The task of formulating a reconstructive interpretation is 

designed to move beyond the manifest structure of the story by pin-pointing the spot 

where the latent infra-structure can be stirred. This spot is a kind of navel into the 

unknown, and pushing on it can release the further material that is able to provide indirect 

confirmation of the validity of the construction. Our initial formulation of a construction 

is motivated by the anomaly that such an apparently trivial event as a little girl getting to 

hold a kitten should be so persisting. We must let something of the surface 

unintelligibility sink into us. Is it not a mystery that “that image (that kitten was smaller 

than my hand) has stayed with me visually and kinesthetically for at least thirty years”? 

Here, then, is one point—perhaps the focus—to which any construction should address 

itself. Here is a powerful image – the kitten smaller than my hand – that forms the core of 

a complex of sensory, affective, and now verbal components.  
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What is the source of the persistence of the image, kitten smaller than my hand, that it 

should survive so long? Although the literal, surface structure of the text is that of a 

recollection, it is not necessarily the case that the verbal meaning of the story is 

exhaustive. If the persistence of the story is to be motivated—and thirty years is a long 

time—we must be willing to confront latent implication to the meaning. It is an 

assumption, but an extremely useful one, that the story has a thematic unity to it. I think 

that the depth structure of the story has the form of a latent fantasy which determines the 

more superficial appearance of “my first memory.” The juxtaposition of “fresh eggs” and 

the “new born kitten” in the context of “orchards and farms” are variations on the theme 

of being born.  

 

For the first time, the little girl experience a situation n which she is no longer the 

smallest, that she is (relatively speaking) grown up. There is a latent fantasy in the story 

which constitutes an infantile theory of birth. If one’s progress, one’s growing up, admits 

of a beginning, then an egg is as good a place to start as any. The idea of birth from an 

egg is given a concrete representation at a farm where fresh eggs are sold. The fact that 

hasty over-generalization could lead the child to contradict certain well-known facts of 

reproductive biology is not a problem to the little girl. I submit that the force behind the 

persistence of this anecdote lies in the direction of the question, “From where do babies 

come?” The reader of the anecdote can humorously fancy that the heroine may be 

convince that she too was born from an egg (as the kitten obviously was). A global 

construction of the meaning of the story would respond to the author with the expectation 

that the above-stated question be one that is still important to he author. Our empathic 

receptivity is now interpretively indexed in the form of an explicit construction. 

 

More can be said about how this construction emerged from my empathic receptivity. It 

may be that something of a confession on the part of the one who formulates a 

construction is helpful. Can I engage in a cross-examination of the document submitted to 

my understanding by Ellen without committing myself to a self-examination as well? I 
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think not. The associations stirred in me by the anecdote are so much grist for the 

reconstructive mill. The blunder must be avoided of thinking that my associations are 

contents of the depth structure of her anecdote. Yet, my associations are material out of 

which a construction of the latent meaning of the anecdote takes place. Analogical 

thinking comes naturally while working up a construction. (How analogy can guide 

empathy is discussed below.) But, to return to the point, reading Ellen’s anecdote aroused 

a definite feeling in me, for which I then found two associations. I detected the 

expression of a strong feeling of wonder in her anecdote; and I automatically associated 

to Aristotle’s statement about the origin of philosophy. “For it is owing to their wonder 

that men both now begin and at first began to philosophize. . . .”
63

 I then looked up the 

quote to see how it ended, and discovered at what it is that men first wonder as Aristotle 

continues on the same page: “. . . about the genesis of the universe.” This led me to my 

second association (which is rather more individual). I realized that there was a myth that 

gave an account of the genesis of the universe from an egg. In fact, the myth of the 

cosmogonic egg is so widely diffused as to be instantiated on five out of seven 

continents. A good reference is available in Eliade’s Patterns in Comparative Religion 

(from which I have omitted nine different footnotes): 

  

This motif of the cosmogonic egg which we find in Polynesia is also 

common to ancient India, Indonesia, Iran, Greece, Phoenicia, Latvia, Estonia, 

Finland, the Pangwe of West Africa, Central and the west coast of South America. 

The centre from which this myth originated is probably to be located in India or 

Indonesia. What are specifically important to us are the ritual or mythological 

parallels of the cosmogonic egg; in Oceania for instance, it is believed that man is 

born of an egg; in other words, the creation of the cosmos here serves as a model 

for the creation of man . . . 
64

 

 

This is the place at which the boundary between the individual and the collective is 

permeable. That I stumbled onto this material is a contingent fact, determined only by 

equally contingent scholarly musings. What is really important is that Ellen’s anecdote 
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implies an individual witnessing of a widely diffused, nearly universal myth. The impulse 

to myth is definitely there in the wonder of the three year old girl at the miracle of 

newborn life and at her own life as well. Although she does not take the final step, what 

is so engaging about her story is the way it resonates and echoes with (expresses) this 

collective myth.  

 

In spite of the significance of these associations for the collective character of interhuman 

understanding, they do not amount or contribute to the validation of my interpretively 

indexed empathy. Rather they tell how I arrived a formula for testing the validity of my 

empathy. The hermeneutic approach has the consequence that empathy is both realized 

and restricted within the limits of the interpretation and construction which it unfolds. In 

order to contribute to the validation of a construction, the associations of Ellen are 

needed.  

 

As a matter of fact I was exposed to numerous associations of hers—more than I could 

ever transcribe. (I mentioned how the anecdote was recorded as part of a class 

assignment. The one cited was the first of ten anecdotes that each student—including 

myself—produced. They were the focus of the discussion next class.) There was one 

event that stuck in my mind without notes. During the same class that the anecdote cited 

above was written, each student was asked to make some remarks introducing her- or 

himself to the rest of the class. In addition to mentioning her academic goals, Ellen said 

that she was a mother raising her first baby boy. This was her first child, and he was three 

years old. Now, although this is only one example, it is the sort of supportive example 

needed to validate the construction advanced in terms of the question, “From where do 

babies come?” The confirmation of the validity of this construction is only partial and 

would require the integration of more examples of this kind. Further, it is also indirect, 

and gives rise to the following indirect connection. Let’s see how it completes and 

extends the narrative.  
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Ellen reported moving to the country near Providence when she was two, and moving 

away when she was four. Therefore, the recounted events transpired sometime during the 

third year of her life. We have indirect confirmation of the kind that Freud described as 

 

 . . . an association which contains something similar or analogous.
65

 

 

That is to say, it is no accident that Ellen produces an anecdote from her own third year 

of life while she has her three year old son in mind. In her own way she is still asking the 

same question which we attributed to the wonder of the little girl. Only now as an adult 

woman she has a different answer based on her experience as a mother. (Note that the 

choice of recollection is not arbitrary, but has its horizon determined by contemporary 

events.) Instead of the answer of the girl—babies come from the eggs at the egg farm—

we have the proud answer of the mother—they come from me. I think there is an element 

of exhibitionism, not of a grandiose but of a decidedly realistic sort, in Ellen’s choice of 

story. It gives her an opportunity to allude to her recently realized capacity of fertility. 

She senses the connection between past and present as well as the continuity, though it is 

only dimly recognized in the closing lines: “And that image has stayed with me . . . and I 

can only imagine what it’s helped shape.” We now have the answer. Ellen’s association 

has been construed as an instance of indirect confirmation. It brings the anecdote up-to-

date; and shows some of the infra-structure of her situation; indicating why she should 

again be interested in where babies come from. Ellen’s association counts as a 

supportive-example in that it completes and extends the construction. It answers her own 

question about what it has helped shape – her emerging role as a new mother. However, 

not just any mother; but a mother of a certain kind.  

 

The extension of the construction by the incorporation of the indirect confirmation 

provided by Ellen was another implication. It suggests that Ellen is an understanding and 

empathic mother. She has recovered a sense of the wonder and surprise that emerges in 

the experience of the three year old child. It is an idle question whether her experience at 
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the egg farm when she was three determines her use of her experience to aid her in 

understanding her son’s world or whether her interest in understanding her son’s world 

determines that she remember this anecdote when she does. The point is that the past and 

the present come together to form a coherent whole, in which both empathy with her 

childhood and the present childhood of her son resonate together. 

 

As regards the possibilities of misfiring, which loomed so large in our introductory 

remarks, we have not forgotten them. Things can go wrong at every stage of this kind of 

ad hominem validation.  

 

First, we can get swallowed up in the fascinating visual and kinesthetic aspects of the 

story, and think that is all there is to it. Second, we can try and impose a construction 

from without before consulting our empathic receptivity. A good candidate for an 

interpretation of this kind would be a classically Freudian one—that the little girl wants 

to receive a baby from her father. This might become a plausible alternative if Ellen 

started producing associations that something about the experience made her anxious or 

uneasy or otherwise feel she was getting away with something. The fairy tale of the girl 

who loses her hands and must make her way in the work without the means to engage the 

world of work, intellectual accomplishment, or even caring for others looms large here. 

The hand is a rich symbol from many perspectives. The spectrum extends gospel spiritual 

“He’s got the whole world in his hands” to marketing for a large insurance enterprise, 

“You’re in good hands” with “the Good Hands People.” Arguably the developing use of 

hands to engage the world is a challenge from the perspective of traditional female roles, 

this is perhaps less so in the postmodern era. But not completely irrelevant, since the 

image of the “kitten bigger than my hand” forms the focus of Ellen’s screen memory.  

This narrative goes in the opposite direction of the folktale and, if anything, brings us to 

the end point where the hand(s) are available for engaging the world by taking care of its 

new baby kitten, her son. This is not about the loss of hands, which tends to highlight the 

pathological too much to the disadvantage of normal development, but rather about the 
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positive, engaged use of the hand. Limitations on the available feedback from Ellen make 

it impossible for us to presently say much more about this example.  

 

Let’s try and carry the discussion further by introducing another example from an article  

already mentioned. Of course, I do not have any personal reflections to lay out in this 

case. There is the advantage that Dr. Greenson has a wide clinical practice; but the 

disadvantage that his account forces us to rely, to a greater extent, on his authority in 

reporting and interpreting his experience. In exploring the interrelation of empathic 

receptivity and interpretation in the following case one interesting nuance is immediately 

evident. Instead of constructing an interpretation or building a general construction, 

Greenson writes of “a working model of the patient.” This is a potentially revealing 

innovation in vocabulary, which can advantageously be incorporated into our discussion. 

In the way in which Greenson uses the term “model” it presents safeguards against the 

inhibition or loss of control of empathy. 

 

Example from Greenson 

The clinical example cited by Greenson is relatively simple in that it is concerned with 

some current, empirical matters of fact. Its most interesting feature is the way in which 

there is an initial breakdown in empathy—inhibition of empathy; and how empathy is 

recovered and validated through the interpretation of a model of the patient which allows 

the analyst to participate in the situation (and not merely observe it). Greenson writes:  

 

I had been treating a woman for several years and usually with good empathic 

understanding. In one hour she recounted the events of a weekend and focused in 

particular on a Saturday night party. Suddenly she began to cry. I was puzzled. I 

was not “with it”—the crying left me cold—I couldn’t understand it. I realized 

that I had been partially distracted by something she has said. At the party she 

mentioned a certain analyst and I had become sidetracked, wondering why he was 

present. Quickly reviewing the events she had recounted, I found no clues. I then 

shifted from listening from the “outside” to participant listening. I went to the 

party as if I were the patient. Now something clicked—an “aha” experience. A 

fleeting event told to me as the outsider had eluded me; now in my empathy this 

event illuminated the crying. At the party the woman had graciously served the 
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patient with a copious portion of food. To me as the observer, this event was 

meaningless. But to me as the experiencer, this woman instantly stirred up the 

picture of the patient’s good-hearted and big-breasted nursemaid. The “aha” I 

experience was my sudden recognition of this previously anonymous figure. Now 

I shifted back to the position of observer and analyzer, Yes, the longing for the 

old nursemaid had come up in the last hour. In the meantime the patient herself 

had begun to talk of the nursemaid. My empathic discovery seemed to be valid. 

When the analyst’s association precedes and coincides with the patient’s, it 

confirms that the analyst is on the right track.
66

  

 

There is a lot going on here. Much more than the mere validation of a hunch discovered 

through the introduction of “participant listening” (through the model of the patient). 

Once the hunch or hypothesis is generated, its validation is a relatively straightforward 

matter. But most of the work is involved in setting up the situation within which it is 

possible for a supportive response on the part of the patient (“the patient herself had 

begun to talk of the nursemaid”) to be intelligibly integrated into the interrelation. Most 

of the work is involved in establishing what would count as validation, given the 

interhuman situation unfolded in the conversational dialogue. Although Greenson writes 

of “listening from the ‘outside,’” strictly speaking this is not complete. The “aha” 

experience indicates that the patient’s experience, which was closed off, was opened up 

to him. His recollection of what had occurred in the previous session, which as a 

recollection has to be encoded as internal is contrasted with his being distracted by the 

presence of another psychoanalyst. This is an obvious counter-transference hazard to the 

accuracy of Greenson’s introspection, which he manages through keeping his attention on 

the experience of the patient through what he describes as “a working model of the 

patient” (1960: 421).  

 

However, let’s take a step back in order to get a handle on how empathy becomes subject 

to validation in being restricted and formulated by the model within which it unfolds. The 

interrelation between Greenson and his patient is punctuated by a misfiring of Greenson’s 

empathic receptivity. The patient starts to cry, and Greenson is left puzzled. He is in 

doubt as to what is going on here. He cannot make sense out of the turn of events. It is 

                                                 
66
 Ralph R. Greenson. (1960). Empathy and its vicissitudes, International Journal of Psychoanalysis 41 

(1960): 418-24: 421.  



The Validation of Empathy in Psychoanalysis 

Page 84 of 94 © Lou Agosta, Ph.D.  

(Please send comments to LAgosta@UChicago.edu / 1-773-506-9511) 

 

significant that precisely at the point where a breakdown in communication occurs that 

there too occurs a new opportunity for understanding. How did Greenson break out of 

this kind of inhibition on his empathy? The possibilities of counter-transference – 

professional rivalry with the other analyst, doubts about his own anonymity, issues of 

confidentiality, loom large; but actually turned out to be mere distractions. What did he 

do to facilitate the switch in his way of listening that culminated in the “aha” experience 

(“something clicked”)?  

 

The way in which his empathic receptivity was guided back to the right track occurred 

through the mobilization of a model of the patient: 

   

As I had worked with this patient day by day, I had slowly built up within me a 

working model of the patient. This consisted of her physical appearance, her 

affects, her life experiences, her modes of behavior, her attitudes, defenses, 

values, fantasies, etc. . . . It is this working model which I now shifted into the 

foreground of my listening (1960: 421). 

 

This enabled him to notice an important detail which was passed over at first. Someone 

had served the patient with a lot of food before. The sequence of events was such that the 

patient reported this before she started to cry. Focusing on this generosity was 

simultaneous with the recovery of the lost empathy. Something clicked, namely, the 

connection with the previously anonymous figure of the nursemaid. In this way, the 

model of the patient was able to guide Greenson back to empathic receptivity. The crying 

was illuminated by the analyst’s empathy with the longing of the woman for her old 

nursemaid. This interpretation—that the figures of the generous woman at the party and 

the longed for nursemaid were telescoped together as the latent motive of the analysand’s 

breaking down in tears unexpectedly—is implicit in what Greenson says, and it is 

formulable through the introduction of his “working model.” 

 

Greenson’s example raises many nice nuances. But he is only interested in validating an 

empathically formulated hypothesis (or as he calls it an “empathic discovery”) as to the 

reason for his patient’s crying. This is the one aspect of her complex relation which is in 

focus. The judicious application of a model of the patient based on his extensive 
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experience with her leads through his initial confusion as to what is occurring to an “aha” 

experience. A kind of gestalt switch or recognition of a previously overlooked pattern 

receives indirect confirmation when the patient spontaneously begins to talk about the 

nursemaid. There is first a bit of unintelligible expression of feeling; then, the attempt to 

make sense of this expression; and, finally the support lent to this interpretation by the 

integrated course of experience both past and present. There is no reason why the 

interpretation cannot set up future expectations as well, though Greenson is not directly 

concerned with the issue of prediction. And, although it did not happen, if Greenson’s 

patient had begun associating, not to her old nursemaid, but perhaps to her first boy 

friend or guilt at betraying her husband with another man, then Greenson’s hunch would 

be confronted with a potential counter-example. It was not the nursemaid but the other 

analyst after all, who behaved seductively (though that did not actually occur). There is 

nothing to rule out (at least in principle) that Greenson had formulated an interpretation 

of the patient’s crying that made this crying understandable, but which, nevertheless, was 

a wrong interpretation. To a certain extent, the care with which Greenson goes about 

using his model of the patient to discover an intelligible reconstruction of events guards 

against misunderstanding, but there is no guarantee that his (alleged) understanding will 

not be refuted by the anomalous nature of the patient’s associations. But even this 

anomaly would be made all the more salient and visible by having an interpretation to be 

invalidated. As for the notion that a wrong interpretation is better than none at all, 

asserting this goes too far for my taste. This is only acceptable if we are dealing with a 

case where the wrong interpretation is a special case of the right one, at which we can get 

only through a more limited instance. In this sense, our bait of falsehood catches a carp of 

truth (to quote Polonius). That is, the wrong interpretation may free some material which 

points in the direction of the valid interpretation (though this may not be evident until 

later).  
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Example from Olden 

Now, lest our discussion give the impression that empathy is restricted to the treatment 

situation of psychoanalysis I would like to cite another example where someone without 

any psychoanalytic training or expertise makes use of it. If the analytic situation has any 

priority, then it is that the limited scope of the interrelation between persons makes the 

identification of confirming examples easier and the isolation of empathic validation 

possible. Christine Olden recounts an example of an encounter between one of her 

patients, eight year old Henry, and Mrs. K., her housekeeper (a sensible but otherwise 

psychoanalytically uninformed and naïve person). This example will help us tie together 

another loose end, namely, how trust needs to be tempered with suspicion. Here the 

housekeeper responds empathically to Henry’s communiqué, but that does not mean 

believing everything he says completely literally. Mrs. K.’s empathy allows her to 

unmask Henry’s self-deception. In this way, it is natural for us to include the exercise of 

suspicion in an empathic response even though the suspicion is a function of empathic 

receptivity as informed by interpretation. The therapist (Olden) is just an observer in the 

following. The housekeeper had met Henry once before briefly: 

 

The second meeting occurred at his request. He had dictated to me what he called 

a story and, knowing Mrs. K. was in the apartment, asked that I call her in and 

show it to her. Mrs. K. silently read the following story: 

My mother is a stinker. My father is a stinker. My mother is ugly and has 

wrinkles. Christine’s hair is horrible . . . , etc. 

“That’s quite a story, isn’t it?” Henry said when she has finished. “This is a very 

sad story, Henry,” Mrs. K. told him. . . . “It’s a sad story, because it tells how little 

you like yourself. You paint everybody black, but you really mean yourself.”
67

 

 

In a sequel, Dr. Olden suggests that this interpretation was badly timed and incomplete. 

For that reason it met with considerable resistance on the part of Henry, which, from the 

point of view of establishing a working alliance with her patient, was unfortunate. And 

yet, Henry himself asked for the interpretation, “What do you (Christine) think she (Mrs. 

K.) means by calling it a sad story?” This example is of interest to us because it presents 
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a narrative where validation was impossible due to the incompleteness of the 

interpretation.  

 

Olden writes: “My primary interest is in empathy with children in everyday life, the 

ability or inability to empathize of parents, relatives, teachers, social workers—of any 

adult who lives, works, or simply meets casually with children” (1956: 113). The adult’s 

empathy with children is a function of his feelings for his own fates as a child (1956: 

118f.). Let us take a step back and see how the incompleteness of this interpretation is a 

function of the incompleteness of Mrs. K.’s empathy. In the words of Henry’s story, he 

expresses feelings of disliking just about everyone. There is no reason to doubt that, on 

the basis of his words and behavior, one can justifiably infer that Henry didn’t like 

anyone. He was “usually critical of people, often rude, and sometimes fearful” (1956: 

114). Nevertheless, as he shares his story with Mrs. K. she notices a depth of feeling 

which is split off from his own immediate awareness. First, Henry denies that he does not 

like himself (i.e., the double negation implies that he fancies that he likes himself or, for 

some human reason, needs to maintain the fiction that he is likeable); then he gets rid of 

all the dislike by projecting it onto the personal environment (“No one likes me” and “I 

don’t like anyone”). Mrs. K. is unfamiliar with the terms “denial” and “projection,” and 

she does not use them. However, she is able to sense that all of this pervasive dislike is a 

disguise for a more fundamental dislike, namely Henry’s own dislike for himself. Mrs. K. 

is suspicious of Henry’s report about his feelings. She trusts that Henry is sincere in his 

dislike of everyone, but senses that there is more to this dislike of everyone else. The 

latter is only a consequence of a more fundamental function. This is what makes the story 

sad: Henry doesn’t like himself so he is unable to like anyone else. In a moment, Mrs. K. 

has succeeded in understanding Henry better than he understands himself. But something 

is still missing. Henry’s “Everyone is a stinker” is restored to the context of a larger 

whole of which it is only a fragment. That is to say, Henry’s expression of dislike for 

everyone is put in its context by Mrs. K.’s interpretation: “It’s a sad story, because it tells 

how little you like yourself. You paint everyone black, but you really mean yourself.” 
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Although Mrs. K.’s interpretation reveals the depth of her empathy, the incompleteness 

of it is also disclosed. The interpretation reveals that there is an incompleteness to her 

empathic receptivity. Mrs. K. transforms “I dislike everyone” into “You (Henry) dislike 

yourself.” But, as we have said, an intermediate something is missing. This something is 

not merely a logical possibility omitted from Mrs. K.’s interpretation, it is the key to 

understanding Henry as he understand himself. No doubt, in the long run, Henry’s lack of 

self-esteem (self-dislike) is the most weighty issue. But it is impossible to attack the 

central issue directly, especially if one is a disturbed eight year old. The immediate 

consequence of Henry’s dislike of himself is a feeling that no one likes him. This is the 

missing something, which is of the essence of Henry’s situation. It is this feeling that no 

one can like him—and it is true that he is a rude and critical fellow—that is responsible 

for his subsequent fearfulness. Henry’s story is sad because it also implies that Henry’s 

mother, father, and therapist cannot like such a child as himself. Like it or not, Henry is 

the only one who can do something about his insult. The vicious circle of low self-esteem 

and intense criticism of others can be broken. A first step can be taking with Henry about 

his fear that no one likes him and eliciting his fantasies on how this underlying fear and 

his critical attitude towards self and other might be related. Here we have not put down 

Henry by making him the object and understanding him better than he understands 

himself. Instead, we have joined him in immediate receptivity to the situation, and 

understood him as he understands himself.  

 

This makes all the difference in the world. The first is not the form of a well-formed 

interpretation of empathic receptivity. It presents all the marks of the old “Heads I will, 

tails you lose” pseudo-validation. Understanding the other better than he understand 

himself means that the final criterion of understanding lies with me. Understanding the 

other as he understands himself leaves the final authoritative criterion with the other. That 

is why the interpretation must be put into a form that can be communicated to the other—

his response to it is important. I think that this distinction between understanding better 

than and understanding as is easily overlooked due to the fact that our understanding of 

the other usually emerges in the first form. That is, first we understand the other better 
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than he understands himself. But the first form is the more imperfect one, and we must 

strive to overcome it for the second Note that understanding the other as he understand 

himself in no way implies that I am committed to his blind spots and self-deceptions, for 

these are not aspects of understanding but of misunderstanding. What is needed to show 

the other that I share his understanding of himself empathically is an interpretation which 

opens up feelings to expression and liberates latent associations. Only then will the other 

realize that he is not alone, and is a contributor to the decision as to whether the 

interpretation is valid or not. 

 

 Empathy is “given” to receptivity, and it is “captured” by interpretation. In a sense, the 

experimenter is not only dealing with data, but also with capta (to borrow a term).
68

 This 

latter points towards the a priori part to the experimental situation, to which we have 

already alluded. But this distinction between empathic receptivity and its interpretation is 

one that first emerges and is developed in the interhuman context of personal relations. It 

is the condition of many possible forms of interpretation of empathy (as listening with 

understanding, vicarious affective response, social intelligence, etc.); and, in spite of 

occasional recalcitrance and resistance, receptivity and interpretation will always return 

to one another as two old friends who have had a quarrel.  

 

 

 

 

 Interpretation versus hermeneutics  

If “interpretation” and “hermeneutics” as treated as theories of translation that have been 

generalized to methods of human understanding at large, differences still exist between 

them. Hermeneutics takes it start from and emphasizes clarifying misunderstandings, 

distortions, and miscommunications. Understanding emerges from misunderstanding. 

Understanding occurs because the normal, standard situations in which people live their 

                                                 
68
 G. Spencer Brown. (1969). Laws of Form. New York: Bantam, 1972: xxi. 



The Validation of Empathy in Psychoanalysis 

Page 90 of 94 © Lou Agosta, Ph.D.  

(Please send comments to LAgosta@UChicago.edu / 1-773-506-9511) 

 

lives are disentangled by a hermeneutic method that proceeds bottom up from everyday 

life. The “hermeneutic situation” includes the analysis that people already live in an 

interpretation of what is possible, whether they know it or not, and that the occurring way 

of being is only a small subset of what is possible for themselves and their lives when the 

constraints of the given, occurring interpretation are lifted. Thus, hermeneutics, starting 

from the bottom up, points even further “downward” in the direction of what gives 

meaning to the way people are being, or, more formally expressed, ontology. In contrast, 

interpretation proceeds top down from a formal approach that maps a source to a target, a 

domain to a range, by means of a function that connects the two different sets of 

phenomena, things, or conceptual distinctions. For example, a classic theory of 

interpretation is Freud’s theory of dreams, neurotic symptoms, and culture at large. The 

source to be interpreted is initially incomprehensible, dreams in all their disorganized, 

illogical, and incoherent happenings. The target area of interpretation that gives meaning 

to the source is a group of distinctions about humanly unacceptable wishes and impulses 

that are censored but irrupt anyway during the lessened vigilance of sleep. The mapping 

from the source to the target by means of a set of transformations such as displacement, 

condensation, dissociation, (de)composition, and related transformations of the material 

that is engaged by the dream work. The dream work is precisely the process of giving a 

disguised and distorted expression of the unacceptable wish in the form of the actual, 

explicit dream. This work can be undone and reversed by a process of the interpretation 

of dreams that gives meaning to what would otherwise be an unintelligible and 

meaningless phenomena. The unacceptable sexual desire is expressed – the house is 

burning down – but remains unavailable to conscious awareness. There are in principle 

reasons why it cannot be expressed – the dreamer does not accept the possibility that she 

is a sexually interesting object to her father’s older father-like friend (nor should she) – 

and the idea is repressed. Thus, one individual dreams that her house is on fire and she is 

trying to escape with her precious collection of jewels. A conversation about the context 

discloses that she has a desire for and fear of physical closeness to someone with whom it 

would be unacceptable to have a relationship and for whom she is “burning with desire,” 

and that she is worried she will not escape with her physical and moral integrity intact, 
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her “collection of jewels.” This method of interpretation is extended to neurotic 

symptoms which are forms of behavior that are equally unintelligible, though less global, 

than dreams. In Freud’s time, hysteria, phobias, obsessive compulsive behavior, were the 

main compromises formations that proved accessible to interpretation and alleviation 

through his method. “Compromise formation” refers to the conflict between a powerful 

but morally and socially unacceptable idea or impulse and the resulting symptom. For 

example, unable to integrate the powerful sexual impulses and social strictures, the 

individual develops an “idée fix” that the pillow cannot be allowed to touch the bedpost at 

any cost. Such contact causes unbearable anxiety and a sleep disturbance. Or, 

alternatively, the individual faints and falls into a hysterical trace-like state in which 

bodily convulsions mimic aspects of the sexual act and the act of giving birth. It is 

interesting to note that Freud predicted the disappearance of certain diseases whose 

existence depended on the distorted and disguised expression of denied, socially 

unacceptable impulses. Hysteria has indeed disappeared from the presenting symptoms 

with which patients seek help, as Freud put it, like the disappearance in “fairy-tales” of 

“evil spirits whose power is broken when you can tell them their name which they have 

kept secret” (Freud 1910: 84).
69

 This is not to say that explicitly telling a neurotic “you 

want to get all the attention of the woman to yourself and dispense with the father 

altogether” would make a difference. Such desires and fears are not cognitively 

penetrable. Having the conceptual distinction does not make a difference. As previously 

noted
70

: 

 

This disconcerting ability in patients to combine conscious knowledge with 

ignorance remains unexplained by what is called normal psychology. By reason 

of the recognition of the unconscious, psychoanalysis find no difficulty in it [. . . ] 

The patients are aware, in thought, of the repressed experience, but the connection 

between the thought and the point where the repressed recollection is in some way 

imprisoned is lacking. No change is possible until the conscious thought-process 
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has penetrated to this point and has overcome the resistances of the repression 

there (Freud 1913: 154-5).
71

 

 

Freud is clear about the doubtful value of attempting to communicate knowledge to the 

patient directly. Educating the analysand, telling her or him that the behavior is 

inconsistent, using the power of suggestion to implant counter-cognition is useless. Until 

empathically informed interpretations have created some freedom around the patient’s 

censorship of himself or other obstacles to being straight with himself, the unexpressed 

commitments underwritten by desire, passion, and resistance will win out over logic, 

information, and knowledge: 

 

As noted, a repressed idea or intention is forgotten and is transformed into a somatic 

symptom using the body to represent sexuality or a reaction formation such as the idée fix 

(obsessive idea) that the sister is being incompetently treated by her physician in order to 

keep the unacceptable idea and intention repressed. For example, the case of the sister-in-

law secretly in love in her own imagination with her sister’s husband – an unacceptable 

idea in Victorian times and prior to daytime television psychodrama – transiently has the 

idea upon learning of her sister’s serious illness, “Good, now I can have him [the 

husband] to myself,” and falls ill with a hysterical affliction immediately thereafter, 

entirely forgetting the thought until it was uncovered in the course of a short course of 

psychoanalysis. Affects – whether specific emotions or the affective dimension of desires 

- that are repressed cease to be occurrent, and become dispositional.
72

 Those affects that 

are vertically split off remain available to attention, but are typically denied, since they 

are unacceptable. These latter can be surfaced by a subtle empathic resonance. Likewise, 

when a thought or intention that has been repressed is authentically recovered, the 

dispositional affect accompanying it is transformed into an occurrence. This results in the 
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famous abreaction – basically a catharsis – that indicates, yes, the idea is no longer just 

cognition, but lives as an effective part of the individual’s life. 

 

This is not to say that incest or patricides have become socially acceptable now that 

hysterical symptoms have disappeared, the latter like an evil spirit in a fairy tale. Far 

from it, there are plenty of evil spirits abroad in the land. However, there is significant 

evidence that popular culture is pervaded with the explicit expressions of sexuality and 

violence that virtually guarantee awareness of what Victorian morality shunned. At the 

risk of dishonoring those who are suffering the travails of mental illness, if unexpressed, 

“unacceptable” sexual desires were repressed and transformed into a hysterical symptom 

today, the prospective patient would be paid a bonus and awarded a spot on the latest 

MTV rock video. The point is the outlet of a hysterical symptom is no longer available, 

precisely because it would not be an effective distortion or disguise of sexuality.  

 

As noted, some authors have observed some mental pathology can be dissolved simply 

through making explicit the complex of context and attitude through a process of 

introspection, usually undertaken in the context of psychotherapy (Metzinger 2003).
73

 

Just paying attention to something makes it better (in a psychological reenactment of the 

famous Hawthorne effect).
74

 There is more than a grain of truth to the method by which 

addition processing resources are allocated to integrating the functionally incoherent 

aspects of the individual’s experience into a coherent self representation. What Freud 

would add to this observation is that the process of making explicit what was unavailable 

will usually be accompanied by a process of emotional (affective) discharge. Absent such 
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an “abreaction,” the change in structure will remain theoretic and the improvement will 

not occur. Hence, its disappearance like the evil spirit in the fairy tales.  

 


