Counter-transference Issues - The Seduction of the Intellect

You have the perfect client - they ask questions, repeat back to you all the clever things you teach them, show interest in understanding everything about the psyche, engage you in conversation with interest, love to learn and are good “students.” And yet, they never express a feeling or talk about an issue.  Do you get seduced into the conversation? Do you love seeing them?  Are you charmed by their intelligence and their beguiling ways? Is it meeting an inner need you have to feel safe, valued, and respected?  Are you on a pedestal and the client is your admiring audience?  Do you both talk endlessly “about” ideas, concepts, theories?

You are both engaging in intellectual masturbation…  this is not therapy… and it can go on for years under the guise of “therapy.”

Strong words?

What happens when you challenge this same client to share a feeling, a need, a real issue, inner conflict, and their responsibility in a relationship? How do they try to lead you away from their emotional life, their shadow, their unaware inner conflicts?  What happens when you challenge their behavior instead of agreeing with the smart explanations and descriptions?

What needs is this client attempting to get met through their relationship with you? How are they repeating a pattern of seduction they have in their personal relationships to avoid shame, feelings of vulnerability and fear?  How do they protect themselves from their feelings and needs with this tactic? Have you noticed their discomfort in their struggles, feelings, needs, and issues being exposed? Have you been attacked and belittled if you make an interpretation, seek to dig into their personal responsibility and inner relationship with themselves?  How afraid are you of doing so?  Are you talking on eggshells to not displease them, feeling wary or cautious?  Feeling gratified when they love the teaching you give them “about” some theory far removed from themselves?

Examine your caseload carefully and see why you are vulnerable to being seduced into intellectual conversations? What are you afraid of?  To what does this go back in your childhood?  Can you have the courage to be a therapist instead of jawing about ideas? How big is the fear?  How big was the issue in your F.O. around speaking your truth, perceptions, feelings, and needs?

There is a difference between this kind of seduction and giving a client psychoeducation about something they need to know. Can you feel the difference within yourself?  How are you collapsing back into the memory state of being a clever and compliant child to a parent when you are being seduced away from someone’s real suffering?

Come prepared to discuss in our next group supervision.
