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Abstract

This essay explores the phenomenon of knowledge
as it pertains to the therapeutic relationship. The
author reflects on Jessica Benjamin’s contributions
o theories of subjectivity, intersubjectivity and
mutual recognition. The author also considers “love’s
knowledge,” a theory developed by Martha Nussbaum,
as a complement to intersubjective theory and its
central paradox.

Introduction

Upon reflection in my early training as a social work
dinician, I wrestle with questions about the thera-
peutic relationship between my clients and me.
At times I am mindful of a "mutual presence” in
the space between us, and other times I question
whether a therapist’s office can be a place for true
growth and exploration, or whether the complex-
es of authority cast too dark a shadow upon the
relationship for any growth to occur. For consola-
tion and clarity in these more difficult times, I
turn to metaphor: in the therapeutic moments of
mindful presence [ am like a fiction reader, active-
ly focused on the text and thinking through the
characters’ experiences. When I find myself ques-
tioning the potential for growth, however, I am
the reader whose attention has lapsed while osten-
sibly reading. Somehow, [ have disconnected from
the story (my client) and [ need to return. The
metaphor helps me understand my errant path.
Truly I have not been fooling myself, the story has
continued to be told, just as pages continue to
turn, but I have wandered from it. This kind of
imagining buoys me as I go about becoming a psy-
chotherapist, and I cherish my imagination as an
instrument of knowledge.

50 the central question guiding this paper is an
epistemological one. Drawing on concepts devel-
oped by two contemporary thinkers, Jessica
Benjamin and Martha Nussbaum, my effort is to
make some suggestions for a sound epistemology
for psychotherapy. To this end, I also hope to cast
aside pretensions about the precision of psy-
chotherapeutic knowledge: not to disparage my
certitude that psychotherapists can know and do
know, but to shed light upon the capacities and
the limitations of that knowledge.
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Subjectivity

In order to approach an epistemology for
psychotherapy, I will start with the concept of subjec-
tivity. Benjamin (1988) rightly contends, “No
psychological theory has adequately articulated the
mother’s independent existence.” I extend this claim
to the subjectivity of a therapist. Classically, a
psychotherapist recapitulates the mother/object role
in her client’s life. It is assumed that a new “object”
provides the corrective environment for the client.
But there are limitations to the “object™ concept. As
the introduction to this paper illustrates, even when 1
am practicing psychotherapy, I continue to be myself.
I grow tired and frustrated at times. I try to be cre-
ative and reflective. I have feelings about and hopes
for my client. I feel good about what I am doing, and
I falter from confidence. I laugh, cry, remain quiet,
answer questions and ask them. My experience is that
of a human being affected by and making a difference
in another life. Certainly my experience is not just
that of an object used by or introjected by the psyche
of my client.

We must remember the subjectivity of the
psychotherapist because when regarded as an object,
the psychotherapist loses her human contour, her
particularity, her finite ability to remain focused or
available, and her imperfect yet meaningful attempts
to do so. When objectivity replaces subjectivity in a
philosophy for psychotherapy, the object takes on an
uber quality: beyond human, nearing perfect. And, to
the contrary, psychotherapist as object conveys
another message: that the object is one-dimensional
and false, The commeonly used concept “mirroring”
embodies this problem.

The mother cannot (and should not) be
a mirror; she must not merely reflect
back what the child asserts; she must
embody something of the not-me; she
must be an independent other who
responds in her different way. Indeed,
as the child increasingly establishes his
own center of existence, her recognition
will be meaningful only to the extent
that it reflects her own equally separate
subjectivity (Benjamin, 1988, p. 24).
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