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  Dedication

  For all those who have worked with me, in appreciation for your trust, and your commitment to an endeavor that benefits us all.


  Preface

  “So what am I supposed to DO? What do I have to do to change?” It was shortly after I’d finished my postgraduate training when Edward, a sturdy young account manager sitting across from me in my office, asked these questions. He’d come to therapy to address his reactive anger and what he recognized as an otherwise shut-down emotional life. “I told my friends I’m working on it in therapy, but to be honest, I have no bloody idea what that really means.” This was his third month in therapy and we were beginning to gain insight into some of his issues. He was eager to make progress and was willing to work, but he was at a loss as to what he needed to do to make therapy effective.

  I had to sit back and reflect. It seemed like it should be an easy question, one that I should be able to answer immediately. But the training and study I had done hadn’t focused on what the client needed to do; we had focused only on our role as therapists.

  Thinking on the fly, I told him that his job was to bring himself—each and every part of himself—into our meetings as completely as possible, to tell me about every little scrap of joy or frustration or vulnerability or any other feeling that flashed across his screen before it got deleted by his censors. But I also wanted him to contain these feelings—not to react to them—so that we could get to know them first. I told him that he was already doing that by being direct with me about his frustration. I also suggested that we both get very curious—without judgment—about the patterns and the stories that went along with these emotions, not to get lost in the details, but to try to keep the big picture in mind so that we could challenge those stories when we needed to. I told him that there would be more he could do, but that would make for a good start.

  Since then many clients have asked me what they need to do to make the process successful, and many have asked me to recommend a book to help them understand the process. I appreciate their willingness to take an active role in the work, and I try to give them some guidelines about how to make the best use of their experience in therapy. But I’ve found that anything other than the briefest instructions in session can be onerous and disruptive, and I’ve never found a book that I felt I could recommend to explain what they needed to do to make the process effective. Plenty of books tell the therapist what to do, and many other books give hints about what clients might need to talk about in therapy to deal with their specific issue. But clients are generally left with little guidance and many questions about how to actually proceed:

  •   What are people doing in their sessions when things are going well?

  •   How do I know if I’m making the best use of my investment there?

  •   Is there anything that I need to do, or is it the therapist’s insight and empathy that will change me?

  •   Should I vent or be objective and analytical?

  •   Is there anything I’m supposed to do outside of the session?

  When I first considered writing a book that would answer these questions, I had my misgivings. Therapy is ideally an organic process; it flows spontaneously and whatever arises in sessions serves as the basis for the work. I didn’t want to disrupt that spontaneous flow with instructions. But the more I thought about it, the more it seemed to me that a guide to psychotherapy could actually help clients to see the value of first being spontaneous and then reflecting on whatever came up, and that I could encourage them to dive in and use both.

  So what does it mean to “work on it” in psychotherapy? This book is an answer to these questions and similar ones that I’ve heard from clients in the years since Edward first prompted my interest in the subject. I’ve written I’m Working on It in Therapy: How to Get the Most Out of Psychotherapy to demystify the client’s role in psychotherapy so that those of you who are in therapy can make the most of your experience. I’ve also written it so that those of you who are considering entering psychotherapy can get a more realistic sense of what it entails. I offer it too as a resource for other therapists, that it might enrich your work, and that it might stimulate more thinking and discussion about how we can help our clients get the most out of psychotherapy.

  This book will convey the client’s role in therapy as I’ve come to understand it through twenty-five years of practicing therapy and teaching the process to advanced students. I will share stories of what clients have done to make their experience in therapy successful, and stories from literature and mythology that demonstrate what heroes and heroines have done for millennia to achieve change. I will also draw upon recent research that helps us to understand how to use psychotherapy effectively.

  I hope that this book will help you to use your therapist as a guide and partner in your own process of discovery. I believe that the human psyche has an innate aspiration to heal and grow, a constructive unconscious (which I’ll describe in Chapter Three). If you and your therapist are both enlisting this natural tendency, the energy that arises will be very productive. I also believe that taking an active role in improving our lives helps us to develop a powerful sense of mastery and agency that is in itself healing.

  This book describes ten tools that you can use to “work on it.” Once you’ve finished reading it, you will have a very good sense of what you need to do in therapy to use it effectively. If at any point in your work you feel lost or stuck, I’d suggest that you review the chapter headings and the summaries at the end of each chapter to see if there is a particular tool that you could exercise more to get things moving again.

  When heroes and heroines set off on adventures of self-discovery, they’re usually given something to help them pass the trials they encounter so they can get to where they need to go: an ancient and revered weapon, a magic flute, a tiny wooden doll, a special coin to pay for the ferry across a river, a piece of wisdom, or any of a thousand other articles that symbolize methods for handling ordeals. No one can tell them exactly where they need to go or what problems they will run into, but the “tools” they receive are indispensable for them to navigate the challenges ahead of them. My hope is that these tools will serve you on your heroic journey into your own uncharted territory.


  Introduction and a Few Things to Know Before Reading This Book

  The content of therapy—the specifics of what therapists and clients talk about in sessions—varies widely from person to person, and can’t be prescribed. But the process of therapy—the how—includes essential practices that are crucial to know, whether it’s depression, anxiety, relationship issues, addictions, general well-being, or any other issues that bring you into therapy. These tools, as I’ll call them, constitute the heart and soul of “working on it” in therapy. Learning to use these tools consciously helps clients who have engaged in psychotherapy continue to benefit from the process long after they’ve stopped seeing their therapist.

  These tools are no secret, yet they are not well known. And because they are so rarely discussed, distorted portrayals of psychotherapy have filled the vacuum.

  If you were to base your idea of what you need to do in therapy on conventional conceptions, some of them found in the media, you might wait a long time for your therapist to say something insightful that would suddenly change you. Television and film generally use dramatic moments to entertain us, and the real, more incremental, work that the client does in therapy isn’t always portrayed.

  Older, stereotypical conceptions of therapy portray a removed and reserved analyst sitting out of sight behind a couch making observations that enlighten you. More recent conceptions may evoke a nurturing and empathic, but not-so-challenging, therapist who sits across from you and supports you until your wounds are healed.

  Either version may leave you in a passive state, believing that your therapist’s insights or nurturing will be sufficient to bring about the change you want. Misconceptions about how therapy works may keep some people from entering therapy and reaping its benefits, keep others from sticking with therapy long enough to get help they need, and keep others attending sessions long past the point of diminishing returns.

  An increasing body of evidence suggests that it’s not what the therapist does, or even a particular model of therapy, that accounts for change; rather it’s the client’s involvement, participation, and contribution that actually accounts for most of the progress in therapy.1

  Psychotherapy works less like going to a guru for answers, and more like engaging in a personal and collaborative exploration, one that asks you to bring out, test, and develop your own ideas, feelings, and behavior in the sessions themselves. It’s less like massage and more like physical therapy, which requires a fair amount of stretching and effort on your part.

  The reality is that it’s difficult to achieve significant personal change and that it does take work. If, as therapists, we let you believe otherwise, we’re misleading you, and any therapist that does mislead you that way should be tarred and feathered. Therapy is a heroic venture that requires both initiative and receptivity, neither of which is easy. The very nature of the work requires us to go to the places that scare us most, and it can feel incredibly difficult at times to remain open and persevere.

  But the good news is that psychotherapy does make change possible. There is accumulating research evidence (see Appendix C) that demonstrates the enduring efficacy of psychotherapy. We now know that therapy literally changes the neurological wiring in our brains.2

  Understanding your role in accomplishing that change is key to gaining the maximum benefits of the process and in maintaining those benefits once you’ve stopped attending sessions.

  TEN TOOLS

  I’ve organized the work of therapy into ten tools, ten overlapping ways to use the process effectively, and described each of them in a separate chapter. I’ve tried to lay these out in an order that bears some resemblance to when you might experience them in your process, but they really aren’t so distinct, and you don’t need to exercise them in a particular sequence in your actual work. However, it will be most helpful to read the chapters in order, because my explanations do build on each other.

  Following are the ten tools. But before you read them, I’d suggest you take a few minutes to list the things that you believe you need to do to make psychotherapy work for you. This could come in handy later in discussions with your therapist.

    1.   Get real: Take off the mask and show your many faces.

    2.   Channel the flow of feeling: Have your feelings without your feelings having you.

    3.   Enough about them: Look deeply within for the sources of change.

    4.   Don’t hold back: Forge an authentic connection with your therapist.

    5.   Be curious, not judgmental: Observe yourself honestly without attacking yourself.

    6.   Carry only your fair share: Differentiate when to take responsibility and when not to.

    7.   What’s your story? Identify the recurring themes and fundamental beliefs that guide your life.

    8.   It ain’t necessarily so: Build a better narrative and choose your beliefs consciously.

    9.   Do something! Continue your psychological work outside of sessions.

  10.   Into the fire: Use the challenges of your life as opportunities for growth.

  A FEW THINGS TO KNOW BEFORE READING THIS BOOK

  I’ve included condensed case examples of typical situations in order to give you a clearer idea of how these tools work. In order to protect my clients’ privacy, these examples are composites that don’t disclose material that would identify particular people. I don’t want any of my clients to ever worry—or hope—that their unique personal information will show up in my writing, so that they don’t feel that there is an audience of readers in the session with us.

  Because human growth and healing predates the advent of psychotherapy one hundred years ago, we have thousands of examples from the lives of heroes and heroines from literature, mythology, film, and fairy tales that demonstrate the processes of healing and growth. We’ll utilize these stories as another way, a more imagistic and poetic way, to feel into these ten tools.

  We’ll also look at psychological research that indicates what may be most helpful in therapy. While there is no research that proves exactly what will work specifically for you, we do have studies that reveal psychological patterns that suggest effective directions for your work. The work of therapy involves a weaving together of heart and head, feeling and thinking. I hope to demonstrate this weaving in the content and process of the book, and that describing these tools from different angles will allow readers with different styles different ways to grasp and absorb the material.

  YOUR THERAPIST’S ROLE

  Your therapist’s efforts are instrumental in activating your healing. Without her insight into what’s happening unconsciously inside of you, her perception into what’s going on in the back of your head, you could wander aimlessly for a long time. But ideally, through a combination of her training and her use of her personal experience of you, she can give you feedback about what may be going on unconsciously that causes you trouble.

  While it may look like your therapist is just sitting there nodding her head, there’s an awful lot of processing going on inside: processing both your feelings and the feelings she has about you, connecting your past with your present, and all the while watching not just what is said, but also what isn’t said. Just as important as her insight is her empathy. Without it there would be little healing. Your therapist’s understanding and personality interrupt your repetitive patterns in a way that frees you to try to live differently. It’s not all your responsibility and you’re not alone in the process.

  THE TEMPO OF THERAPY

  Deep, lasting change takes time to achieve, and this is true for just about everyone. It would be a rare individual who was able to do everything that I suggest in this book right away. Use of some of the tools I describe may come easily to you; others may feel very uncomfortable at first because they’re unfamiliar and undeveloped. The challenge of learning these tools is no different from the challenges that determine the quality of our lives. And exploring what makes each of these tools difficult to use constitutes the work of psychotherapy. Finding your own tempo in using them is in itself an important part of the process. Further, please don’t take these suggestions as “shoulds,” or as hard-and-fast rules; take them rather as opportunities to enhance your work with your therapist when and as you are ready.

  Psychotherapy is a very individual process. You may use some of these tools more than others, and you may use tools that I don’t discuss in this book. My goal is not to be exhaustive or technical, but to be concise and clear, describing what is most often helpful to most clients in their efforts to grow. If you see these tools as possibilities rather than obligations, they will be much more beneficial to you.

  The suggestions in this book are intended for people who want to make changes in their lives, changes in how they think, feel, and behave. Many people use therapy to sustain and support themselves in a difficult time, and do not set goals to make changes. For those of you in this situation, some of these tools may not apply. There is no harm in such an approach, but it would be best to clarify what your goals are with your therapist.

  The type of therapy that I will describe tends to be long-term, though I’ve seen plenty of people get a great deal out of it in the first few months. Part of the reason I’ve written this book is so that your therapy doesn’t go on longer than it needs to. But this doesn’t mean I am suggesting that you sprint through the process or that we create another form of short-term therapy. Psychotherapy is not a drive-through activity: research suggests that longer treatment correlates with better outcome.3 I suggest that you settle in and reside there for a while, rather than having one foot out the door, like a tourist ready to drive on to the next sight.

  To use a different metaphor, I don’t believe that we can fast-forward the process of psychotherapy. But I do think that learning what you can do in the process will help you to remove the “commercials,” the periods when the therapeutic action seems stalled or irrelevant. The examples I’ve used in this book are by necessity all condensed; the process may appear to be on fast-forward, but actually takes some time.

  WHAT TYPE OF THERAPY IS THIS ABOUT?

  The tools that I describe here have proved their value in a wide variety of therapies used to help individual adults. The overarching term for this type of therapy is psychodynamic psychotherapy, which, on the face of it, would appear to be useless technical jargon. However, unpack it and it says a lot: psychodynamic refers to a mind or soul that’s vigorous, purposeful, active, and changing. Part of that mind is unconscious—it’s powerful but not easily seen. A therapy that is psychodynamic is one that works with this subterranean energy, and the therapeutic relationship, to bring about healing.

  Included within this overarching field of psychodynamic psychotherapy are depth psychotherapy, insight-oriented therapy, expressive therapy, and psychoanalytic psychotherapy (Freudian, Jungian, interpersonal, object relations, and self-psychology). They are all designed to bring about lasting personality change by understanding unconscious processes, and by exploring what happens with the therapist in the sessions themselves. The tools in this book are drawn from the clinical wisdom accrued in over one hundred years of an evolving approach to self-understanding, healing, and growth that these therapies have honed.

  While some of these tools are used in the newer forms of therapy known as cognitive and behavioral therapies, the tradition that I have drawn from is much less structured, and typically longer-term than cognitive and behavioral therapies. Cognitive and behavioral therapies tend to focus on the removal of specific symptoms, tend to be shorter-term, and include very specific instructions about the client’s role.

  The work I am describing in this book is holistic in that we work with the entire personality of the client, trying to understand root causes rather than focusing exclusively on symptoms such as anxiety or depression. It also tends to be “nondirective,” personalized, and spontaneous; we don’t impose a structure on the process, and we usually have the client begin the session. In cognitive and behavioral therapies there is less emphasis on unconscious process and the therapeutic relationship.

  These tools may be used in work with psychologists, social workers, psychiatrists, nurses, and counselors, none of which are bound to a particular sort of therapy.

  I briefly explore the decision of which type of therapy you might find most helpful in Appendix A: Starting Therapy, and briefly describe research demonstrating the efficacy of psychodynamic psychotherapy in Appendix C. My purpose in this book is not to argue the benefits of one type of therapy over another. However, I believe that this book will demonstrate the extensive benefits of a therapy that leaves enough time and space to use these ten tools flexibly and organically, that takes into account unconscious processes, and that uses the therapeutic relationship, all for deep, lasting change.

  * * *

  You may notice that the terms “healing” and “growth” are seldom seen separately in this book. The two belong together; healing leads to growth and growth leads to healing. I think that I can safely speak for many therapists that our hope for our clients is not just to remove a problem, but to move you beyond the problem to a more fulfilling way of living. The issues that bring people into therapy often lead them to more positive change than they had initially hoped for. I hope that this book makes that possible for you.


  Chapter One:

  Get Real: Take Off the Mask and Show Your Many Faces

  [image: image]

  “That’s Eleanor. She’s a fact checker.”

  “Do you talk to your therapist about this?”

  “Of course not, that’s much too private.”

  —Kissing Jessica Stein

  
    After his fourth combat tour, to Afghanistan in 2011, Sgt. First Class Michael B. Lube, a proud member of the Army Special Forces, came home alienated and angry. Once a rock-solid sergeant and devoted husband, he became sullen, took to drinking, got in trouble with his commanders, and started beating his wife.

    “He would put this mask on, but behind it was a shattered version of the man I knew,” said his wife, Susan Ullman.

    She begged him to get help, but he refused, telling her: “I’ll lose my security clearance. I’ll get thrown out.” When she quietly reached out to his superior officers for guidance, she said, she was told: “Keep it in the family. Deal with it.”

    And so he did. Last summer, just days after his 36th birthday, Sergeant Lube put on his Green Beret uniform and scribbled a note, saying, “I’m so goddamn tired of holding it together.” Then he placed a gun to his head and pulled the trigger.

    —The New York Times, June 6, 2014

  

  BEWARE THE DANGERS OF THE “GOOD CLIENT” MASK

  Let’s start with the paradox right at the heart of psychotherapy: working too hard to be a “good” client will limit what you get out of it. If working hard means being compliant and taking in what your therapist says without question, you’re in for a long, dry, and not very productive process. Working hard could mean different things to different people. But whatever it is that you think you’re supposed to be doing in therapy, if you restrict yourself to it, your progress will certainly be limited. In fact, to make progress you may need to work harder at being a “bad” client.

  Trying hard in therapy by doing only what you think you’re supposed to be doing would be like wearing a mask in your session, a mask that shows only one face, one facet, of your personality. We all need to use masks in certain areas of our lives. Consciously choosing to present just one part of our personality, a particular mask, helps us to get along with others and to feel safe in the world.

  While the most common mask is a polite one, we may also present ourselves as intimidating, cheery, rebellious, self-effacing, invulnerable, needy, detached, or superior, to name just a few of the ways that we prefer to appear at times. Masks aren’t necessarily fake; ideally they are just limited expressions of who we are. How effective they are depends on whether they are appropriate to the situation. If the mask covers too much, or if we never take it off, our self-expression is quite narrow, which can lead to the problems that bring us into therapy. An appropriate mask has an important place in our lives—but that place isn’t in therapy.

  BRING ALL OF THE DIFFERENT PARTS OF YOUR PERSONALITY INTO YOUR SESSIONS

  This paradox of working hard in therapy need not paralyze you: you need only to redefine what it means to work hard. Working hard in therapy includes taking off the mask and bringing in as many different parts of your personality as possible, not just the one facet of your personality that the mask shows. Some parts want to work hard and others want to just pout and complain. Others would like to play and others would like to cry. Don’t worry, you’re in good company: as Walt Whitman wrote, “I am large, I contain multitudes.”

  Let’s not call these multitudes good or bad, let’s see them all as part of who we are. Taking off the mask and bringing all of these aspects of ourselves into the room is part of what leads to healing and growth. Getting to know the different parts of our psychology, many of them that we’ve hidden from others and from ourselves, is part of what it means to work on ourselves in therapy. And, according to some research,1 is what many clients find to be one of the most helpful aspects of the process.

  Acknowledging these hidden parts of our personalities, sometimes undeveloped parts, and letting them show in session, may feel like a wound to our idealized sense of whom we want to be, but it’s also how we move toward growth and wholeness. The masks we wear cut us off not just from others, but also from the possibilities of our own personalities, possibilities that can make life richer and more fulfilling.

  PAY ATTENTION TO WHO IT IS THAT YOU WANT TO LEAVE OUT

  Trying too hard to be a good client, or trying too hard to please the therapist, could be a repetition of what you’ve been doing for years, and it may hide the parts of you that you need to bring into your process. When you notice what you want to hold back from your therapist (your angry, childish, vulnerable, or strong parts, for instance), you get clues as to what you have excluded from your personality.

  Whatever you think it means to be a good client will make for an interesting discussion with your therapist. Exploring with your therapist what you think you are supposed to do in therapy will tell you a lot about the issues that have kept you from living as you’d like to live. It might also be interesting to talk about what you’d love to do in therapy but think you shouldn’t.

  Sigmund Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis, encapsulated his belief in what work the patient needs to do in the Fundamental Rule: say whatever comes into mind, even if you think it unimportant or irrelevant or nonsensical or embarrassing or distressing. I don’t recommend this technique, known as free association, for everyday interactions, but it is a helpful direction for work with your therapist.

  In similar fashion, when your therapist asks you a question, don’t censor or think about it too much. Say the first thing that pops into mind. You can always qualify it later. This approach opens the possibility for the many different aspects of your personality to come to the surface. The more you can do this in the here and now, describing your experience in the session itself, the more you will be able to work at deeper levels of your issues.

  Rather than presenting only your mask—your social self—in session, you’ll need to present the full range of your facial expressions, metaphorically speaking. Bring your mask in, show what it looks like, but then take it off and study it to see how it works and what it’s covering up. This part that we want to cover up, deny, or get rid of, is known as the shadow, that part that we don’t want to expose to the light. As we’ll find out, the shadow causes problems only to the degree that it’s hidden or unconscious; once we begin to integrate it more consciously, it actually enriches our personality.2

  Cindy

  
    Cindy was in her late twenties and was determined to study law and become an environmental attorney. She had come from a working-class family and had worked hard since her early teens not only to get good grades and develop a good resumé, but also to help bring some money into the family. She came to therapy at the suggestion of her boyfriend, who felt that while she didn’t get demonstrably angry, she was too hard on herself, on him, and on everyone around them. Even though she tried to hide her anger, people could feel it.

    In our first session she made it a point to let me know that her problems were not serious and that she was actually in pretty good shape. And she was clearly a strong person; since completing undergraduate school she was working two jobs to save money, ran marathons, and served on the rather contentious board of the local food co-op.

    But Cindy was emotionally exhausted on a profound level and kept trying to hold back tears in our initial session. This wasn’t her plan for therapy; she had intended to use her considerable willpower to blast through her problems with strength and determination.

    At first she was baffled by what was happening, but she eventually allowed herself to acknowledge that she had been trying to ignore her emotional depletion and now wanted to hide it from me. She began to take her mask off. She imagined that I would think she was a weakling like everyone else who went to therapy. She liked to think of herself as having no limits, and any sign of limitations proved to her that she was weak and vulnerable. Tears, fatigue, and limitations didn’t fit in with her mask.

    While she was disturbed by her tears and exhaustion, she also had some sense that this more vulnerable side was an important aspect of herself that she needed to come to terms with—in one way or another. The heroic identity her mask portrayed had truth to it—she did have some of the warrior in her personality and she was determined to make changes in the world. But to think of herself and to present herself in this exclusively heroic way denied other essential aspects of her personality—parts that needed downtime and play.

    Cindy gained some awareness of these other parts in that first session, but it took time for her to become more comfortable with them and to actually accept them. In one session she adamantly expressed her disdain for weakness, hers and everyone else’s. Then, somewhat surprised by her vehemence, she sat back in curiosity and wondered how she had become so judgmental.

    She recalled that, accurately or not, she had felt loved by her father for her strength, and disregarded whenever she felt tired, sad, or discouraged. As we explored her relationship to him, it became clear that she had adopted the values she had thought he embraced, thinking it would win her his approval.

    She went back and forth for some time about whether her “limitations” made her a weak person. It took courage for her to take off her mask, let her tears flow, and allow me to see what she was really going through. She told me about the times that she felt exhausted, and about the times when she really didn’t feel like training for another marathon or going to another meeting. She admitted to me that at times she didn’t feel like coming to her sessions because she felt that she was betraying her values.

    Eventually Cindy came to accept that the oppressive way she treated herself was actually counterproductive. It led to her irritability, impatience, and exhaustion. She also came to understand that efforts to make herself “a better person” will backfire if they merely exclude unwanted parts of her personality, rather than get to know, understand, and integrate those parts consciously.

  

  AIM FOR WHOLENESS AND A TRUE SELF, NOT PERFECTION

  The healthy human psyche seeks not perfection, but wholeness. Whatever chance we have for real, sustainable integrity comes about through unity and inclusion, integrating and balancing as many different parts of our psychology as we can, rather than excluding some of them because they don’t fit into our idealized standard of perfection. The experience of wholeness is represented by the mandala, a venerated shape found in cultures across the globe that combines the opposite qualities of squareness and roundness, relating all the different and complementary parts to a center.

  Here are two mandalas, one a classical religious representation, the other a very personal expression by mandala artist April Castoldi (on the right):

  [image: image]

  When we aspire to wholeness rather than to perfection we bring in all the different parts of ourselves into sessions: the part that is afraid this isn’t going to work, the part that would rather skip the session today, and the part that thinks that no decent therapist could possibly hang such an ugly painting on her wall.

  The idea of wholeness is similar to what is expressed by the phrase “the true self,” our complete and authentic personality. Emotional health is achieved partly by finding a realistic way to live out the true self. Betraying the true self can lead to anxiety, depression, compulsion, suspiciousness, addiction, and relationship problems. In therapy we can observe how we betray our true selves in both conscious and unconscious ways.

  I will address these more in Chapter Two when we discuss emotions, but as a brief example of how you might consciously betray your true self, you may notice yourself thinking, “Maybe I don’t have to tell my therapist about that episode that happened yesterday that I’m not so proud of.” Yes, it’s true, you don’t have to tell him or her anything, but why don’t you want to, and what part of you are you hiding if you don’t talk about it? Ask yourself: Who wants to hide it, who is it that is being hidden, and who wants to tell about it?

  The famous British psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott once worked with a patient who had previously been in psychoanalysis with another analyst for years. The patient told Winnicott that his therapeutic work had really started only when Winnicott recognized that he had existed only falsely, and that all of the work he had previously done in analysis had been done on a false self that the previous analyst mistook for the true self.3 Watch to see whether you bring your true self or your false self into session; distinguishing between the two can be enormously helpful.

  Our experiences in life often force us to split ourselves into two halves, one supposedly good, the other supposedly bad. Here’s a story about reuniting the different parts that have been at odds.

  The Cloven Viscount Is Reunited

  In The Cloven Viscount, a novella by Italo Calvino,4 a man goes to war and is torn in half by a cannonball. His two halves are saved and rehabilitated, but separately; the right side is helped by military physicians, the left side by spiritual hermits. These two halves then live very separate lives for years.

  The right half returns to his castle in Italy and terrorizes everyone by cutting objects and people into half. “The Bad ’Un,” as this half is later called, believes that being cut in half and suffering enlightened him, and he believes that everyone else should be torn in half too, because “beauty and knowledge and justice exists only in what has been torn to shreds.”

  The left half, known as “The Good ’Un,” has compassion for everyone, and tries to do good, but is rather naïve and righteous in his crusades. His efforts at good sometimes don’t end so well. He becomes moralistic and forbids the celebrations that had helped many to survive. While he isn’t as ostensibly destructive as the “The Bad ’Un,” he’s also cold-hearted in his own way.

  It seems that the separation has caused each of them to go to extremes.

  Eventually they both end up back in the village they came from, and they both want to marry the same woman, Pamela, who lives a simple life enjoying nature and animals. She interrupts their one-sided ways of living; they see her wholeness, sense what’s missing in their lives, and set their sights on getting it back—through her. Each one woos her in his own awkward way. “The Bad ’Un” insists that he must, and will, have her and keep her in the tower of the castle (where of course he can split her from nature). “The Good ’Un” tries to civilize her, reading spiritual texts to her and urging her to join him in his acts of righteousness. He tells her, “Doing good together is the only way to love.” She replies suggestively, “A pity. I thought there were other ways.”

  At a loss as to what to do, Pamela tells them both that she’ll marry them, and manages to get them both to show up for the wedding at the same time and place. A fight ensues, and the two halves are both wounded, their sides opened and bleeding once again. The village doctor rushes in and takes the opportunity to sew the two sides together. The Viscount is whole once again.

  The conflicts we face in life can, as with the Viscount, lead to splits in our personality, cutting us off from valuable character traits. Sometimes this happens when we’re young, before we’ve become aware of these characteristics. These splits can wreck our balance and rob us of our wholeness. The wounds that bring us into therapy often serve as opportunities to bring all the conflicted parts back into the room to be united and healed again.

  EXPAND YOUR COMFORT ZONE WITH YOUR THERAPIST

  Therapy is not a solitary endeavor. Getting real with your therapist, taking off the mask with another person, is part of what makes therapy effective. It’s just not the same in the privacy of your living room. This interpersonal aspect of therapy is also part of what makes it transformational rather than a loose string of interesting ideas that you quickly forget.
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