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Introduction

When I first became a student of psychoanalysis in the 1950s I used to keep Edward Glover’s Lectures on Technique in Psycho-Analysis by the side of my bed, as if I hoped to absorb through osmosis the absolute confidence that he exuded about matters psychoanalytic. Years later, when it no longer mattered, I learned that he had written his lectures only a few years after graduating from analytic training, at a time when his experience would have allowed him to know not much more than I did. Were I to say that this has taught me a lesson, it might not be entirely accurate.

For it seems essential in life to idealize people and principles, and equally essential to temper or modify our idealizations through the test of reality. Some things that I have learned from teachers have been priceless beyond saying, while others were shibboleths that took me many years to shed.

This is a book that grew out of the many practical questions that my students have asked me over the years and that I tried to answer with little explications that I distributed to the class. While I do believe that there is ample hard evidence for the usefulness of psychoanalysis and psychotherapy (e.g., Shedler, 2010), this little book is neither an evidence-based compendium nor an attempt to summarize general practice or the viewpoints of others, but is simply my own current personal opinions. They should thus be approached with caution, for they are offered only as one person’s take on complex and often debatable subjects. I have tried to be honest about what I do, but am fully aware that my opinions may sometimes represent a minority in the field, perhaps even a minority of one. In the end, we all have to make our own decisions about how we practise, within the broad constraints of formal legal and ethical principles, but sometimes people are not terribly forthcoming about what they actually do, and this can be confusing to beginners in the field.

At some point I realized that I could never live long enough to learn all the things I needed to know, and that I had to resign myself to doing many important things with a certain degree of ignorance and trying afterwards to repair the damage.

But I do believe that the future of psychoanalysis lies in recognizing that there are multiple truths and learning to live with them, and that this would be a good prescription both for our patients and for ourselves.

Because this is not a scholarly effort I have borrowed freely from the many analysts, living and dead, who have influenced me and given references only when I had a specific reading to recommend. I hope that the many whose work I have assimilated but not specifically mentioned will be tolerant of this first effort to sketch a simple manual without turning it into a scholarly compendium.


Chapter One
How to choose a psychoanalytic theory

When I began in this field we all studied Freudian theory because at that time anything else was considered “not psychoanalytic”. It was a difficult theory and I studied it assiduously with, among others, David Rapaport, who seemed to believe that you couldn’t be a Freudian unless you learned chapter seven of The Interpretation of Dreams by heart.

Nowadays there is a smorgasbord of theories available and beginners often are inducted into one or the other almost by chance, depending on whom they happen upon as a supervisor or analyst. Fortunately, more and more institutes are offering courses in orientations other than their own, so that students are often faced with a panoply of rich and varied viewpoints that can at times seem quite confusing.

It took me a while to realize that major psychoanalytic theories have generally been constituted around the personal character structure, culture, and worldview of their originators, an unsurprising conclusion. If that is the case, it would seem reasonable that you might choose a theory as you choose a friend, that is, primarily because of personal compatibility. In this sense you can become a personal friend of some of the greatest minds in our field such as Freud, Ferenczi, Klein, Winnicott, and so on.

As your clinical experience increases and you discover that your chosen theory does not seem to completely answer or even to deal with some of the clinical facts you encounter, you may find yourself reading within other theories to help you with specific problems. That is the best way to learn psychoanalytic theory for, as most people discover, technical and theoretical papers can seem almost meaningless until you actually have lived through the clinical experience necessary to understand them.

Thus your friendships change as your life experience matures, and although you may hold on to the oldest friendships out of some sense of loyalty, if they have not also grown along with you, then you may have a hard time feeling as comfortable with them as you did in the first flush of youthful enthusiasm. Such may also be the case with psychoanalytic theories, but since new and interesting versions are being born and reborn all the time we can, if we remain flexible, be assured of having enough friends to last a lifetime.


Chapter Two
How to do an initial interview

In an initial interview the patient is seeking relief from some kind of suffering. He wants to find out what the matter is and what can be done about it. He is hoping to find that you are the person who can help him.

In an initial interview you are trying to figure out whether you can help this person, whether you want him as a patient and, if the answer to the first two questions is positive, how you can get him to come back.

You should always have in mind a bottom fee below which you cannot afford to work. If the patient cannot reasonably meet this fee or if you do not want to work with him, then you should make a careful referral (see 14, How to Make a Careful Referral). Although everyone reacts poorly to being rejected, you should make a real effort to help the patient allow you to make the referral, because it will generally be to his own great advantage as well as to yours.

Try to be totally natural with the patient as if he were your friend, which he might eventually become. Begin by asking him how you can help him or what brought him here. If he says that he was brought by a taxi, he is demonstrating a thought disorder but this should not dishearten you.

It has been my experience over the years that the standard diagnostic classifications we have all been taught are not very helpful for predicting whether a patient can use therapy or whether he can be helped or healed.
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