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Austen Riggs Center, Stockbridge, Massachusetts, June 3-5, 2011
Response to commentaries by David Wolitzky, Morris Eagle and Jeremy Safran 
at the 2010 Rapaport-Klein Study Group Meeting
Irwin Hoffman
Fourth of four files:
Concluding section
HEARTS IN THE RIGHT PLACE?

In conclusion, let me say that I appreciate Jeremy Safran’s valiant effort (in press in Psychoanalytic Dialogues) to bring a hermeneutic spirit into his own thinking and to the world of research on psychoanalytic process and outcome. I think he and a small minority of like-minded allies have their work cut out for them. This whole debate is emotional and tricky because there are common enemies on both sides and, perhaps, some feeling of abandonment and betrayal. I can understand how the friendly-to-psychoanalysis researchers might feel betrayed by me and other hermeneutically oriented critics when we lump them together with the CBT-EBT-neuroscience enthusiasts, who are in power and who are utterly disdainful of any research sympathetic to psychoanalysis regardless of its merits. Conversely, it should be understood, that hermeneutically oriented critics like myself feel betrayed and abandoned when we are lumped together with proponents of traditional psychoanalytic case studies and associated theory, considering that we have devoted so much of our careers to doing battle with that very objectivist approach. Maybe we would do well to recognize and stay in touch with some common moral spirit that has to do with an aversion to psychoanalytic dogma and absolutism, even as each of us alleges that the other is unwittingly sliding into our common enemies’ camps. That bond should not be lost sight of even as we engage in this debate. It suggests that our hearts, despite our serious differences, may be in the same “right place.” Certainly, that would be no small thing. 

NONLINEAR CONSTRUCTIVIST LEARNING

Jeremy writes: 

«It is critical, however to distinguish between the traditional psychoanalytic case study method that Hoffman defends and the kind of rigorous, systematic case study methodology advocated by people such as Daniel Fishman (who Hoffman cites as an ally) or for that matter Hans Strupp, who advocated for the use of what he termed research informed case histories. Fishman and others (e.g., Stiles, 1993, 2006) have proposed rigorous guidelines to guide “quality control” monitoring of qualitative data and for establishing the equivalent of psychometric reliability of case reports.» 

First, as I’ve said, I am hardly simply a defender of “the traditional case study method.” Indeed, few have been more ardent critics of it than I over many years, although, to be sure, my critique is of a particular nature, which is that of a critical kind of constructivism as I have understood and conceptualized it. Therefore, the critique and its implications are quite different than those that come from the side of positivist empiricism. Second, words like “rigorous” and “systematic” are automatically revered with respect to advancement of knowledge when they deserve no such special regard in our field. We learn best when our learning is not systematic. We would do well to formulate the features of the familiar way that we learn from experience and recognize its special advantages and power before we embrace any systematic “methods” drawn from the natural sciences. Relegating that familiar way of learning and growing clinically to second class status carries grave implications for our own analytic training, for education of the public, for any kind of funding, for positions in academia, and for our intellectual and moral integrity. 

I’ve become interested in something I call “Nonlinear Constructivist Learning.” Stimulated by clinical experiences of our own, as patients or as analysts, or those of others, or by something we’ve read or encountered––a piece of systematic empirical research, something in a play by Shakespeare or in a Woody Allen film––or by something we’ve realized regarding our sociopolitical environment (an especially important consideration from a hermeneutic point of view), we have a new, heightened readiness to respond to a certain kind of situation in a way that is different than the readiness for that response before. When it will come into play in our analytic work is not predictable. A certain confluence of events, something the patient presents, something about our mood and state of mind at a certain moment, some entirely fortuitous event right before a session, results in the emergence of that response, a kind of understanding or a kind of way of participating, that might not have emerged if it weren’t for that moment of learning some time before. And now what we do is not exactly like what we encountered previously, but a new improvised, creative offshoot of it that is adapted to our sense of who we are and who the patient is in this moment. 

Over time, instances of Nonlinear Constructivist Learning accumulate. What evolves is not scientific progress but the development of one’s “sensibility” and perhaps one’s wisdom as they color one’s ways of being in the context of the analytic relationship. This kind of development applies to the patient as well as the analyst. Psychoanalytic conversations can be enriching of people’s lives because they entail reflection on many issues, including the impact of one’s will on the course of one’s life and on one’s world, and, at the same time, the limits of what one can know and what one can control.
 Such reflection is of value intrinsically. It is not merely a means to an end, but an end in itself. Yet changes, including symptom reduction, might come about as a byproduct. If such a basically noninstrumental view of the psychoanalytic experience jeopardizes medical health insurance coverage, which do we discard: the view or the coverage? Perhaps, at a minimum, we shouldn’t discard serious dialogue about it. 

Safran writes that “[Hoffman’s] failure to apply his trademark of dialectical thinking to an analysis of the process of science, leads him to a position that is less of a middle ground than he believes.” I would submit that Nonlinear Constructivist Learning reflects such an application insofar as the process entails a dialectical interplay of previous generative experience and current creative adaptation. Dialectical thinking is not something to apply to any attitude that deserves nothing but consistent repudiation, and that is precisely what the privileging of systematic, quantitative research on psychoanalytic process and outcome deserves.
� I am assuming,  in the background, sophistication about psychoanalytic theories of development, motivation, technique, etc.


� The ongoing creative dimension of the analytic therapist’s participation, and of the patient’s participation as well, in my view, is something that we cannot fully comprehend. There is something elusive, even mysterious, about how responsible creativity works, indeed,  about how any exercise of will as a “primary cause” works (Rank, 1945, pp. 44-45).  Thinking about that is like trying to think about the ultimate origin of things (Hoffman, 2000, pp. 828-830; 2006b, p. 46; 2009a, p. 1053).
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