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‘Richard Frankel helps the reader explore the archetypal dynamics particular to adolescence. Through clinical vignette he is able to tutor us in the kind of insight and therapeutic presence that can make a real difference to the adolescents we work with.’

Mary Watkins, Pacifica Graduate Institute, USA




‘The Adolescent Pscyhe is a welcome addition to contemporary Jungian literature. Frankel weaves concepts from Jung, Hillman, Winnicott and others to give us important new understandings and ways of viewing and working with adolescents. I highly recommend this book to practitioners, theorists and researcheers alike.’

John Allan, Jungian analyst and author of Inscapes of the Child’s World






The Adolescent Psyche

In the classic edition of this outstanding book, originally published in 1998, Richard Frankel explores adolescence as a crucial, unique, and turbulent period of human development. He provides guidance for clinicians working with young people as they undergo significant transformations in the way they think, act, feel, and perceive the world.

The book addresses how the disruptions manifest in adolescent behavior are upsetting and often incomprehensible to the adults surrounding them. It seeks to revision the traumas, extreme fantasies, testing of limits, etc., so endemic to this period of life through the lens of the urge toward self-realization. This allows for new and creative ways of working with the intensely confusing, and often extreme, countertransference feelings that arise in our encounter with adolescents. It offers ways of reflecting upon the vicissitudes of our own experience of being an adolescent that helps to unlock the typical impasses that occur in the stand-off between adult and adolescent ways of seeing the world. Through engagement with the work of Jung, Hillman, and Winnicott, Frankel offers a critique of the traditional psychoanalytic understanding of adolescence as a recapitulation of childhood, thus making a claim for adolescence as a discrete developmental period with its own originary dynamics. In this light, he explores such topics as individuation, persona, shadow, bodily, idealistic, and ideational awakenings, as well as the effects of culture on development.

Featuring numerous clinical case studies and clear theoretical formulations, this classic edition is important reading for psychotherapists, analysts, parents, educators, and anyone working with adolescents. This classic edition also includes a new, extended introduction by the author that examines what effects the digital revolution is having on the contemporary experience of being an adolescent. Looking back on this work nearly 25 years since its publication, Frankel contends that the core themes of adolescence addressed in this book offer a compelling framework for comprehending both the positive and negative impacts of the digital on adolescent life.

Richard Frankel, Ph.D., is a faculty member and supervisor at The Massachusetts Institute for Psychoanalysis. He is a teaching associate and a supervisor in psychiatry at Harvard Medical School. Along with the philosopher, Victor J. Krebs, he is the author of Human Virtuality and Digital Life: Philosophical and Psychoanalytic Investigations (Routledge, 2022).
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Foreword

The adolescent girl who cuts herself in secret rituals, the teenage boy who affiliates himself with a violence-ridden gang, the 15-year-old girl who rages at her parents when moments before she had expressed sweet feelings toward them, the ones attracted to cultish religious groups, the ones preoccupied with thoughts of death and suicide, the bizarrely dressed and oddly pierced young people, the teenagers held up in their rooms, watching endless hours of television … what does psychological theory have to offer us to help us understand and witness the disturbing manifestations of adolescence? Richard Frankel—trained in phenomenology and depth psychology—brilliantly exposes most of our current theories as reducing adolescence to a rehashing of the dynamics of early childhood. In this book he releases us from this reductive circling back as the only explanation of the adolescent and attempts, instead, to lay bare the archetypal landscape of adolescence itself.

Following Jung, he asks what is the teleology of this part of the life cycle. What is adolescence aiming toward? Is there anything in the often odd and dangerous, frequently idealistic, and spiritually probing behavior and attitudes of adolescents to respect, to nurture, to understand on its own terms? In this heterogeneous American culture that has eroded common custom, ritual, and expectation, is there a way for us to see adolescents fashioning—in guises that are often hard for us to recognize—their own transition rituals and offerings? Frankel asserts that much of what we witness with adolescents are their attempts—often desperate—at self-initiation; efforts to shatter their innocence through wounding; efforts to build their capacity to endure losses through the navigation of betrayals, separations, and symbolic deaths; efforts to express the purity of their idealistic visions of the possible. He argues that the extremes of adolescence are intrinsic to it, and must be insighted on their own terms, not through the lenses of childhood or adulthood.

Those familiar with Jungian psychology know that Jung and post-Jungians have had little to offer clinicians regarding adolescence. Jung’s developmental interests were largely confined to mid and later life. Yet through Frankel’s careful harvesting of the scattered insights into adolescence—provided by Jung, Hillman, Guggenbühl-Craig, Bosnak, Wickes, Allan—he is able to present a coherent, convincing alternative to the psychoanalytic visions which have dominated clinical thinking about adolescence. Having steeped himself in both clinical experiences with adolescents and Jungian psychology, Frankel is able to expose and articulate those parts of Jung’s thoughts that are invaluable when considering adolescence—for instance, the emphasis on telos, the encounter with the shadow, the ways in which adolescents engage the individuation process, the need for ritual in a culture that provides little ritual coherence, the function of trying on various personas in the search for an individual self. He succeeds in bringing adolescence out of a state of neglect in Jungian and post-Jungian psychology, showing us that it can be a fertile site for the application of Jungian theory and practice.

Winnicott is also included here as an insightful theorist of the adolescent psyche. His recognition of the value of non-compliance in adolescence for the unfolding of the personality is given voice throughout the book. Despite Winnicott’s overt lack of respect for Jung, many depth psychologists work with a profound appreciation for both Jung and Winnicott. Frankel deftly weaves between Winnicott’s astute sensitivity regarding adolescence and Jungian approaches, exposing their compatibility and capacity to mutually enrich each other.

Frankel’s book has a therapeutic effect on the reader, as it helps us discern our own countertransference reactions to adolescents. It tutors those who want to understand adolescence to reconnect with their own transit through this tumultuous period. Our adult dreams point us back over and over again to adolescence and the puer side of ourselves. Frankel queries us, “What was born there that needs to be recalled and remembered?” As well, he helps us sort through our own “adult” emotional reactions that are overly quick to negate, deride, pathologize, and condescend to the expressions of adolescence, seeing through these as senex reactions deeply alienated from the spirit of youthfulness, the puer. Through building in us a respect for the psychological work that is being done in adolescence, and by helping us see the barrier created by our own envy of youth’s vision and energy, Frankel is able to help the reader step toward what he or she initially judged as outlandish, horrific, developmentally off-track.

I especially appreciate Frankel’s affirmation of therapy with adolescents, and his careful outlining of the functions of a therapeutic relationship in adolescence such as internalizing the reflective voice of the therapist, witnessing and taking an active interest in the many aspects of the teenager’s personality, modeling how to dialogue with and reflect upon them, helping the patient engage a crisis in a meaningful way so that its inherent potential for transformation can unfold, reflecting back to the adolescent the grace, beauty, and power of her engagement with the spirit of youth. Through careful and interesting clinical vignettes, he is able to tutor us in the kind of therapeutic insighting and presence that can make a difference to the adolescents we work with.

Frankel’s work illustrates the fruits of a deconstructionist approach to psychological theory and practice. Apart from its manifest theme of adolescence, Frankel teaches us how to work with theory. As he works on the theories of adolescence he lays bare the way in which psychological theory is a creative process of the culture, each theory revealing aspects of the phenomenon under study while concealing others, each carrying its own set of implicit values. To see adolescence in a way that allows us to manifest our caring toward the youth traversing it, he beckons us to see with clarity first from one vantage point, then from another—Freud, Jones, Anna Freud, Blos, Hillman, and so forth. Only in this way do our theories begin to serve the young people and their experience, rather than subjugating their experience to a monocular vision of our own. I am very moved by the fruits of Richard Frankel’s sustained gaze on adolescence. He has not succumbed to segmenting theory from practice, the imaginal from the lived, the causal from the teleological, the deconstruction of theory from the construction of it. As you can see, I am happy to invite you into this book, and eager for its sensitivities to grow within the much needed relationships we form with adolescents.


Mary Watkins, Ph.D.,

Pacifica Graduate Institute,

Santa Barbara, California
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One: Prelude

I’ve always had the sense that what made this book come alive for certain of its readers (and perhaps also what provoked its critics) was its puer sensibility. I wrote it in my thirties, when many of life's possibilities still lay ahead of me. I had not yet had children of my own, so adolescence was something I knew from the clinic but not the home. As I write this now, nearly a quarter of a decade later, having had the experience of being a father to adolescent children and training as a psychoanalyst, you may hear in what follows, broadly speaking, more of a senex sensibility. Indeed, given the advancing years, how could that not be the case. However, as I set out to show in the book, there is a lively and dialectical interplay between puer and senex; it is never a one way developmental street. So rather than an overcoming of the high flying spirit of the puer with the grounded wisdom of the senex, it is more accurate to say that there is rather a different alignment between them in the sixth decade of one's life as opposed to the third, and you may perceive something of that shift in the tone and sensibility of these new introductory thoughts as compared to the book.

In the year 2023, it's difficult to imagine an exploration of the developmental vicissitudes of adolescence that does not grapple with the major impact the digital revolution has had on the lives of young people. The Adolescent Psyche was written in a pre-digital era, before the introduction of the smartphone, social media and all of the novel and vertiginous possibilities for a hyper-connected life. In the early 90's, just on its cusp, most were unable to imagine or foresee what was to come. Thus, it is very important to avow that the book you are about to read was situated, culturally and clinically, in the contemporary experience of adolescence from the perspective of a pre-digital, analogic era.

In the intervening years, I have become interested in the question of the digital and have been especially taken with the ideas of the late French philosopher of technology Bernard Stiegler. In his book, What Makes Life Worth Living (2013), he presents a very distinct (and original) reading of Winnicott's transitional phenomena that has inspired me to think about what impact our digitally saturated world is having on the adolescent psyche. Stiegler writes from a pharmacological perspective, which means he sees the positives and negatives of technology and asks us to stand, unflinchingly, with a foot in both, refusing those seductive dichotomies–are the new technologies a remedy for our age or a poison?–that pushes us to prematurely settle the issue once and for all. He insists that they are at the very same time both, and their salutary and destructive effects should never be split from one another, if we are to grasp something of the whole.

In the wake of the digital revolution that has fundamentally changed so much about how we live our everyday lives, I want to use this new introduction to say something about its psychological effects on young people today. All of the major themes I develop in this book–adolescent initiation, the dynamics of puer and senex, prohibition vs. inhibition, the need for solitude, struggling through the doldrums, bodily, idealistic and ideational awakenings, the spectre of mortality, etc.–are radically impacted by the digital, such that the present-day experience of being an adolescent is, in crucial ways, very different from the era in which I was writing.

Adolescents are drawn, like moths to flames, to everything technological. As digital platforms become the new holding environment, supplanting the world of home and family, adolescents are desperate to possess the newest phone, video-game or app. Parents feel a great deal of ambivalence about how much time their children spend in front of the screen, but also know, from bitter and painful upsets and arguments, there is no fighting a tidal wave. So they do the best they can to tolerate the digital life of their adolescent and hope its remedies override its poisonous effects.

In the privacy of one's screen, outside the gaze of the parental eye, there is so much to see, learn and experience. Digital virtuality–that potential space of never-ending possibility–offers the adolescent a unique haven for psychic exploration. In the liquidity of cyberspace, a newly enlivened and impassioned eros finds safe harbor. In providing an immediately accessible platform in which desire so effortlessly becomes actualized, the virtual becomes rocket fuel, blasting off the adolescent search for self. It's pleasures, intrigues, and satisfactions are irresistible and nearly unstoppable. Ask an adolescent to put down their phone, to come away from the screen, to go outside, or just sit down and talk, and they respond as if you are inflicting real pain upon them, discharging an unending river of annoyance and irritation. Inside the caverns of what Laurie Anderson (playing with the ordinary understanding of the word virtual) movingly calls an ‘almost’ world–that uncanny admixture of private and public, not wholly inside or outside–adolescents discover a ‘room of their own’ and they are reluctant to leave it. And given the suffering, broken ‘adult’ world that hauntingly lies just outside, on the edges of awareness, who can blame them.



Two: Individuation

One central idea that winds its way through all the others in this book is that of individuation. How, in passing through these very tumultuous and disorienting years–no longer a child, not yet an adult– does one learn to contain, and thus grow from the grand collision of internal affects, bodily awakenings and the utterly new encounter with externality? How do we step aside and make room so that what is moving inside the adolescent can unfold of its own accord, in its own time? Creating the right kind of conditions–at home, in school, on-line–that promote the advancement of the individuation process is a rather complex affair. There is the strong sense that we have to shield the adolescent psyche from having the world prematurely crash in upon it. This can happen in the face of uncontained, destructive acting-out, so endemic to this period of life, as well as external demands and expectations forcing a premature adaptation or a position of compliance. There is an on-going and often tumultuous dance for the adult between the protective impulse of boundaries and the setting of limits and a necessary yielding and letting go.

One of the critical tasks of adolescence is the creation of an enlivening relationship with potential space. Whereas in childhood, it manifests in the specificity of a transitional object, in adolescence it becomes a processive movement that opens toward the world. The transformative moments in adolescence bring one into contact with difference, radical otherness, the not-me, i.e. the vast, chaotic, and undifferentiated realm out of which subjectivity emerges. There is an acute awareness of loss and the passing away of things, which calls forth an originary encounter with mortality. The sense that life is meaningful and things feel real relies upon the formation of a sustaining, non-destructive relationship with this incommunicado core at the center of one's being.

Adolescence is not merely a recapitulation of childhood (an idea that informs my critique of a certain set of assumptions embedded in psychoanalytic theory in relation to this period of development), for it offers the possibiliy of a far-reaching reconfiguration of one's earliest psychic structures in service of a deep transformation of who one is and who one is to become. In the context of breaking away from parents and moving out into the larger world, a new mode of object relations is instantiated. A profound link gets established between a newly developing capacity to bear contingency and difference and the adolescents’ embrace of their own singularity.

In this book, the claim is made that adolescents find their Winnicottian true self, their Jungian individuated self, by attending to the emergence of their own psychic productions: dreams and reveries, the writing and artwork found in their journals, the music they are making or listening to, their idealizations and passion for action and justice in the world. This is an inwardness that is continually moving outward, as the imaginaries that could not be lived out when they were children now have the possibility of actualization. Yet bringing one's fantasies to the world involves taking risks, putting something on the line, and entering the relatively unprotected territory of chance, upset, disappointment and heartbreak.

There is an especially strong connection between the encounter with the autonomous psyche and the awakening of instinctual life, as adolescents come into a new relation with their hungers, passions, and satisfactions. Moving through the world in rhythm with an internal force that has its own independent spirit, its own sources of spontaneity and creativity, means giving sway to an inner directionality all its own. This is one way of understanding the intensity of the conflicts that arise as the adolescents’ attunement to what is moving inside clashes with what they are being told–by parents, teachers, friends, and the unconscious messages of their cultural surround–on the outside.

The earliest experiences of potential space required an attentive mother to feed the world to the infant in small enough doses, so that in being gradually let in, the infant/child learned to play with reality. But in adolescence the world floods in, in large, and often unmanageable doses. In the face of all that, the adolescent has to develop his or her own formula for keeping the internal flow of psychic reality open to the unpredictable fluctuations of externality. The lack of such a capacity results in either a precipitous withdrawal of one's fantasy life back into the self or its being extinguished by the brutal realities of an unforgiving world.

Frankel and Krebs (2022) read Winnicott's potential space, that intermediate area of experience where fantasy and reality, self and world, are held in a life-vitalizing tension with one another, as pointing to what they term human virtuality. Here the virtual is understood as the very source of psychic emergence, that place of possibility and spontaneity, where things come alive and seem to move of their own accord. In adolescence, it turns on that chaotic moment when desire touches down in the world. If we think of the unfolding of human virtuality in developmental terms, adolescence manifests its embodied and wordly dimensions. Coming through its whirlwinds, the adolescent psyche learns to bear what is unbearable about living, and thus, to be positively transformed by its encounter with the contingent and mortal movements of the virtual.



Three: Digital Individuation

For the adolescent of this era, the individuation process is initiated less from inside themselves, in obeisance to the inwardness of psychic life, and more from the virtual spaces of digital life. The border between the “I”, one's individual subjectivity, and the ‘We’, the new forms of collective consciousness that dwell in the networked connectivity of our communication technologies, has become quite porous. This enables the mercurial release of an “I” into a “We” which is an important part of why the social media world becomes so tremendously captivating. With its self-asserting frankness and candor, it offers the adolescent the power to actualize their innermost wishes in a disembodied, yet collectively shared and intimately engaging realm with others, who are simultaneously actualizing their desire. To answer the question of how the digital impacts adolescent life we must take note of what happens when the “I” is dissolved in this virtualized collectivity that escapes the limitations of bodily life.

The essential difference between the virtuality that arises from the digital and the worldly virtuality of potential space is that the former never has to touch down in the actual world itself. Winnicott, however, never wants us to lose site of the actual, of the empirical, of the real; whereas today, it is slowly being replaced by an up-graded (perhaps even more ‘real’) version of itself. Intimacy, passion, sexuality, envy, hate, love, aggression and destruction are held in this strange and uncanny space that traverses all our primary dichotomies: mind/body, private/public, imagination/reason, virtual/real. But in that radical traversal, digital virtuality loses all grounding in the embodied space of existence. That this is changing something about the nature of human virtuality is clear, but perhaps the virtualization of the adolescent psyche becomes the paradigmatic test case for the fate of these changes.

The individuating force in adolescence manifests as a process of psychic differentiation that entails finding out what is true about who you are as opposed to everyone else. One's own psychic productions–the dreams, fantasies and imaginations that are such a fecund aspect of the adolescent mind speak to the singularity of the idiomatic self. From this vantage point, the role of the therapist is to help an adolescent become attuned to the rhythms of the individuating force of their own psyche as it manifests in the intense internal and external psychic engagements of this age.

But with the advent of the digital, a dynamism of intensified collectivity (taking place at a scale heretofore unseen) gets interjected into this process. For Stiegler (2009), what the “I” loses when it so completely dissolves into the “We” is the pacing of its own temporality, its own internally generated sense of how the world unfolds. We could think of this as the existential time signature of one's own idiosyncratic being that so vibrantly reveals itself during this period of life. Stiegler details the consequences for the culture when that is overtaken by the mediatic temporality that underwrites digital experience. The digital creates a collectively shared temporality.


Now, when you who are consciousnesses watch a broadcast or a film, your time-consciousness passes into the broadcast or into the film, adhering to the temporal object that is the object of your consciousness. If it is a television broadcast, the World Cup, for example, then hundreds of millions of people watch it at the same moment as you, and you synchronize yourself with those consciousnesses–you are in the same time-consciousness.

(Stielger, 2009, p. 53)



What Stiegler is pointing out about TV broadcasts is even more serious with the adolescent immersion in the time-consciousness of the unceasing video feeds of digital media like TikTok, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube. Adolescents are extremely vulnerable to being overtaken by the algorithmic force of digital life, which has the potential, in the erasing of difference and otherness, of disconnecting them from their own temporal pacing, as everything becomes like everything else. Stiegler asserts what, in this context, we can understand as the universal proclamation of adolescent life that deserves respect and protection: “My time is absolutely unique … it is irreducible to the time of others” (p. 64). Or, to put it in Winnicottian terms, in order to make life feel worth living, I need space (and time) to dwell in the time-consciousness of my own being so that I can eventually find a way of entering the time-consciousness of the world, without being overtaken by it or having to defensively withdraw from it.

The digital is electrifying for the psyche. Adolescents are especially adept (and thus always our teachers) in using it to probe what's inward and affectively vital. This accounts for the explosive outburst of art, music, story, image-making and play that it is generated from digital life, as it opens up and makes everything (including what the culture has kept so rigidly repressed) possible. Yet, as a pharmakon (poison and remedy), the digital also impinges upon potential space, for when the possible is met with its immediate actualization in virtual reality, there is less access to forms of actualization that lie beyond the simulated world. As they seek the intensification of images, affects and experiences, how can adolescents, so hungry for life, resist the thrill of digital virtuality, even though, paradoxically, it may also be, at the same time, cutting off access to the source of their own becoming (as psychic emergence is replaced by the animated buzz of digital emergence).

Adolescents are especially vulnerable to the negative dimension of the digital pharmakon. As the virtual flow from within dries up, the infatuation with their own devices grow, engendering new modes of despair and alienation. Often left to deal with the fall-out from this negative turn, parents of adolescent children know better than anyone the kind of immersion in virtual life that sinks rather than swims, to say nothing of the issues of dependency and addiction. Young people today have trouble negotiating those aspects of life and the world that lie outside the digital enframing of reality. This causes many run-ins and fall-outs, as adolescent mental health crises reach an all-time high. Put the pandemic together with the ever deeper plunge into the digital world and you have heretofore unseen dimensions of psychological trauma.

What's the difference between having the actual world as your backdrop, and the ‘almost’ world of simulated reality that lives a relatively independent life on one's phone and in one's screen. Young people are compelled to share their thoughts, feelings and behaviors with others in their frequently updated postings or on-going story. Rarely is an activity undertaken–whether meeting up with friends, going out to eat, playing a sport, dancing, making music, art, fashion, erotic life itself, etc.–without its on-going digital register, to be mulled over, re-edited, shared, at some later date, in some new context. It is in adolescence that we learn how to creatively weave past, present and future together in an emerging amalgamation that generates new self-experience. All of this recording and archiving of memory creatively complexifies that whole process, while at the same time injecting hyper-collectivized, and at times, alienating rhythms into the creation of experience.

The digital's life-benefitting expansion of self is tethered to forces that want to constrain and up-end it. As the self becomes increasingly reticulated, the virtuality that flows through the distinctive veins of the autochthonous psyche is drowned out by the hum of the digital swarm. And, at the very same time, our precipitous immersion in this swarm can also be read as a desperate attempt at self-recovery in a culture that no longer offers sustaining structures of containment. This is a grave point of concern given the current epidemic of adolescent self-harm and suicide. It's as if the more we fail at this task of providing cultural containers for adolescent experience (many of us having just given up) the more the digital rushes in, replacing the ‘real’ parent with its virtual counterpart. The digital holding environment–open, free and accessible to all–with its astonishingly potent opportunities for self-exploration, becomes the new container for the adolescent psyche. However, it is crucial to acknowledge (especially as we think about how to respond to the suffering of young people all around us today) that the digital world has the potential to overtake and overwhelm, and it is not so easy to learn to manage, especially on one's own. And we do, more and more, leave them alone!



Four: Solitude in the Digital Age

Struggling through the doldrums, the feeling of isolation and existential separateness from friends, family and group life, the encounter with aloneness (perhaps for the very first time), is dramatically impacted by the digital. Adolescents still go through depressive episodes, they still feel out of sorts with people and the world, but now they may literally never want to leave their screen, so that they can just keep playing video games, or, idle away the hours on social media, watching, checking and updating, to the point of indifference and collapse. No movement. Stasis, for sure. But one very different from the analogical doldrums described in the book. “It is typical for adolescents to respond to the doldrums, feeling dead or numb inside, by sleeping a lot, watching hours upon hours of television, holing up in their rooms for days on end” (Frankel, 1998). By today's standards, that description of adolescent withdrawal sounds rather quaint. Here we happen upon the contrast between zoning out in front of the television and possessing a virtual screen, the latter engendering a state of enraptured flight from feelings of isolation, loneliness, and emptiness.

But does the digital truly help the adolescent reckon with human solitude, with the capacity to be alone? Even though they are so plugged in, they can still feel, amidst all that buzz, terribly alienated. Here again we find the pharmakon at work. In some sense they are never alone: as long as they have a device, the other is always there, waiting and available, for relational engagement. There is a constant source of people, old and new, a plethora of possible connections, available at any and all times. Yet many feel alone and more isolated than ever, especially during the pandemic, when contact through the screen was the only option. One thing the digital doesn’t offer is a remedy for its own iatrogenic loneliness. It's only antidote is the addition of more powerful (faster and clearer) lines of digital connection to ward it off.



Five: The Fate of the Incommunicado Self

With little room for the hidden and private, social media demands more outwardly attuned forms of expression. The screen becomes a stage. Its extraverted exhibitionism menaces the non-communicating dimensions of the self, as one is compelled to show everything there is to show. The protective shield that Winnicott wants us to wrap around the adolescent psyche, insuring that we don’t prematurely impinge upon and breach exposure of a still unformed, not-yet-ready-to-be-found self, is overridden by the ethos of digital performativity. Can an adolescent operate in a world that demands the constant posting and updating of the life of the self while preserving its not yet ready to be seen, shy, and squeamish sides, which are the essential bedrocks out of which one's social identity forms? Or, perhaps, given the anonymity of the virtual world and the potential to engage in a kind of cat and mouse play of showing and hiding, is it more accurate to say that the incommunicado self has a different space to play in now? Think of a group chatting platform like Discord, for example. To a small and select circle of peers, you can reveal the most personal aspects of your experience, from past traumas, self-injurious behaviors, and family conflicts to one's mental health diagnosis and current symptomatology while at the same time regulating the other's contact with and concern about this information. You can be on one channel of the site where you speak freely about such things and ask that no one respond or you can be on another where certain topics are off-limits, or, conversely, opened up and freely discussed. Jung's concept of the persona – the mask you wear, in terms of what you show and what you keep hidden – can be engaged with in entirely new ways.

Because my digital profile exaggerates the achievements and successes of who I am, while at the same time concealing my flaws and vulnerabilities (where I feel less than and inferior), it's easy to dismiss social media life as mode of false self-engagement with others. There's certainly something true about that; it's the basis of the critique of the well-known phenomenon of Facebook envy, FOMO, etc. that the digital so agonizingly exacerbates. But there is also a positive side to it as well, for in being able to play at being so many things (each successively, or all at once) there is ample opportunity for radical forms of what Winnicott calls trial identifications. I am this but not that, or this and that but not something else. Indeed, I can instantly identify and dis-identify with anything or anyone, as I experiment with my social, sexual and cultural identity. I easily fluctuate between being known and not-known. This freedom of identificatory fluidity, to shape-shift, to be hermetic, to trick, to disappear and re-appear (again, at another time, in another form) encourages the liveliness that comes from a self that can creatively bear its own multiplicity.

But as unique and as important as these new offerings are for the revealing/concealing play essential to identify formation, they have the tendency to efface the more private and inwardly attuned aspects of who one is becoming. Currently, adolescents have the tremendous benefit of harnessing the power of digital actualization to make manifest what lies latent in the self, where they can become something they are not yet, in the safe harbors of cyberspace. But, as we have seen, this can overshadow the human virtual behind virtual reality, those unrepresentable sources of one's identity that awaken in adolescence, whose silent ripples are ever so vulnerable to being eclipsed in the face of the 24/7, in your eyes and ears, reality of digital life.

The drive toward knowledge and the power that arises from it–what Melanie Klein called the epistemophillic instinct, and Freud, the sexual researches of children–is grippingly magnified by the digital. Because it makes what there is to be known so readily available, in such a compact and readily accessible form, this epistemological will to power easily shifts into hyperdrive, and can well instill an unconscious impulse to banish uncertainty and the incalculable. Have a conversation with a young person today and when there is a momentary lapse in knowledge, a missing name, a unknown fact, they immediately, and often, quite aggressively, go to their phone to seek the answer.

The cultivation of negative capability, where one learns to be enriched by what is unknown, and discovers how to make use of surprises, the unexpected and the unforeseen, is made difficult in a digital world. That core adolescent struggle to bear, and not be diminished by, not knowing–by learning to work things out in one's own mind and imagination–is short-circuited by the easily digested search engine results that present what has already been worked out by someone else. Stiegler (and Bion) might say about this technologically enhanced world, where we can point our phone at nearly anything and instantly know it, that there is no room anymore for thinking. In the spirit of the adolescent psyche, we would also contend there is a resulting impoverishment of imaginative engagement and thus a diminishment of the inventive, creative spirit that is the hallmark of this age.



Six: Coda

Looking back at The Adolescent Psyche twenty-five years hence, my advocacy for the protection and nurturance of this fragile, intermediate period of development, whose psychic unfolding is such an essential source of guidance in the progression toward adulthood, is what stands out most vividly. In my new lexicon (Frankel and Krebs, 2022), Winnicott's potential space becomes the virtual within, thus creating a critical point of comparison between adolescent life today and how it existed before the ubiquity of smartphones, gaming and the social media. In the context of our world being permeated by this new and potent form of externally generated virtuality, we simply cannot escape giving serious consideration to the impact it is having on the psyche of young people who have fully absorbed its rhythms. I hope that the reader of The Adolescent Psyche, a book whose phenomenology of such a vital stage of human development was written prior to the digital revolution, can better ascertain what is at stake in this new digital world.
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The theory and practice of adolescent psychology form the cornerstone of this book. In bringing the two together in one volume, I am taking heed of their close relationship by demonstrating how contemporary theories of adolescence have obstructed our vision and thus constrained the manner in which we practice. Psychological theories have a tremendous influence on the actual practice of psychotherapy. They are like lanterns which help us navigate the dark wilderness of the psyche, regulating how we order and make sense of its complexities. The means by which we are seeing, our theoretical lens, determines which features of a case will emerge in the foreground as the clinical “facts,” and which will recede into obscurity. If the source of light is changed, new contours and patterns emerge that previously went unnoticed. My intention is to use the insights of Jungian and Winnicottian theories as potentially new sources of light to illuminate the phenomenon of adolescence. In so doing, I hope to grant a fresh vision to the practice of adolescent psychotherapy so that it does not accede to the pressures of social conformity, becoming primarily a hygienic work. I will provide a theoretical approach to adolescence that is attuned to a practice grounded in the reality of the adolescent psyche, where depth, meaning, and the integrity of one's person can be brought to bear upon the clinical encounter with an adolescent client.

The half-way point of adolescence in the scheme of life-span development suggests three primary directions of orientation for formulating a theoretical understanding of this period of life. The first and most evident direction is to turn to the past as the cause of what is happening in the present. This is exemplified by developmental theory, which understands what happened at an earlier period of development as the cause of later developmental entanglements. A look back toward early childhood becomes the place to search for the origins of the adolescent's current trials and tribulations. While this orientation forms the central foundation of modern psychology since Freud, in Part I, I provide a critique that sets forth its limitations for an understanding of adolescent psychology.

Parents of adolescents also get trapped in causal thinking. When their child reaches adolescence, she may change so dramatically, become so unknowable, that parents are desperate to find out the root of the problem that is upsetting and unsettling to family life.1 However, instead of looking back to early childhood development, parents instinctively turn toward the adolescent's peer group as causing all the problems. By seeing their children's peers as negative and corrupting influences, they avoid coming to terms with the fact that a transformation is happening within their own child, and that they can no longer rely upon previous familiar patterns of relating and communicating. Blaming the peer group is one of the primary defenses that parents utilize to avoid facing the “otherness” that presents itself in adolescence. Some parents concretize the otherness as a surreptitious virus, meandering through the bloodstream. In that case, adolescence is seen as a disease and parents turn to the medical profession, whisking their children away to doctors, neurologists, and psychiatrists who can root out the biomedical cause and alleviate the symptoms.

In contradistinction, I am seeking to explore the implications of envisioning adolescence outside the domain of developmental psychology. With those adolescent clients who have a history of trauma, our attention is naturally drawn to the past; the client's childhood history announces its relevancy in the course of treatment. But what about those adolescents who experience the transformations of puberty in a stormy and tumultuous manner after having passed through a rather undramatic childhood? Is looking back causally the only direction from which to approach their current state of suffering?

The second direction of orientation is to situate ourselves as much as possible in the actual world of adolescence. This is a realm of being that we, as adults, have long forgotten, but in forgetting that we have forgotten, we are inclined to project our own images of adolescence onto the adolescents we encounter. Projecting one's psychology onto a client is an inherent danger of any therapeutic encounter, but one to which we are especially vulnerable in this type of work. Throughout the book, I articulate the multifarious manifestations of this vulnerability by addressing those situations where such projections are likely to take place. To move past our projections and observe more clearly the realm which an adolescent inhabits involves a willingness to dwell in the indeterminacy between our taken-for-granted, adult ways of perceiving and the world as experienced by the adolescent.

Phenomenology offers a philosophical methodology for making this difficult yet necessary shift in consciousness. Phenomenology is a descriptive and experiential method that requires us to bracket our ontological categories of judgment so that we can be open to how a phenomenon presents itself. For example, one can argue that by focusing on origins or causes to explain adolescent behavior, we are prevented from seeing and hearing what is happening with the adolescent in the context of his own world. By temporarily bracketing our search for causes or any of the other predispositions we bring to bear, including our prescriptive notions of what we think the adolescent should do as well as our intention to fix or cure him, we are in a better position to attune ourselves to the immediacy of his world. By letting go of how we think he should be, the adolescent as other is welcomed into our awareness. Given that the art of concealment plays such a natural role in adolescence, it is perhaps more formidable to enact this kind of “I-thou” encounter with an adolescent than it is with either children or adults. Patience and forbearance are necessary requirements for sustaining a phenomenologically rich vision. The revealing and concealing nature inherent in adolescence is examined in Chapter 7.

One way of illustrating the potency of the phenomenological vision is to reflect upon what happens to us as clinicians when we are told in detail about a “case” before meeting the actual individual. For example, we may sit in on a case conference about a future client, say a 15-year-old female adolescent, and listen to the intake clinician's presentation which takes into account the major events and circumstances of our future client's life and connects them to her current presenting problems in the context of a well-integrated psychodynamic formulation. In walking away from such a conference, we are left with a vague sense of who this 15-year-old is that over the next two or three days gels into a concrete image of what we can expect when she arrives at our office door. In those first few moments of actually meeting her, sitting down, and beginning a conversation, we are startled by the discrepancy between who we imagined this 15-year-old teenager to be, based on the case conference, and the living presence of the young woman who has entered our office. That gap points to the phenomenological reality that a living human being manifests in a therapeutic encounter. As the conversation continues, the discrepancy between how we constructed the “case” in our mind versus our growing awareness of this person sitting across from us widens. Letting go of our preconceptions—and we are always filled with them before actually meeting an adolescent client (the reports and phone calls from teachers, parents, probation officers, other clinicians, etc.)—and staying open to the uniqueness of the other grants a phenomenological vision.

Developing a phenomenological eye plays a crucial role in the treatment process as well. What is therapeutic for adolescents is to be granted the opportunity to reveal themselves in the context of a genuine relationship. Adolescents are yearning to be made visible. Thus, they respond to the containment of a therapeutic vessel by giving expression to parts of the self that are typically held in abeyance. When we allow in what has been disowned and give our attention to it, psychic structures loosen and shift. One of the profound transformations that occurs over the course of time in a long-term individual relationship with an adolescent client (and by long-term I mean anywhere from three months to three years) is the movement from concealment to deepening progressive levels of self-revelation.

My approach to adolescent psychotherapy entails the active establishment of connections to the different sides of the adolescent's self so that she can learn to live in a less split-off relationship to them. I will explore the attitudes and stances we inhabit as therapists (often unconsciously) which either promote or interfere with this rather arduous task of welcoming the perplexingly varied facets of the adolescent psyche that show themselves over the course of a treatment. In Chapter 8, I elucidate the effects of this approach on what we typically term adolescent “acting-out.” This idea of coming into a therapeutic relationship with the multiplicity of the adolescent self is emphasized in many different places throughout the book. The nomenclature changes depending on the school of thought being presented. Hence, I interpret the discussion of id impulses in the psychoanalytical school as denoting essential sides of the psyche that must be reckoned with in adolescence. From the perspective of Jungian/Archetypal psychology, this same phenomenon is thought of in terms of inhibitions, and finally, from the approach of imaginal psychology, exploring one's inmost desires gives access to the richness of the self.

Throughout the book, I refer to the technique of personifying as a method for giving voice and expression to the adolescent psyche.
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