International Connections
By Asaf Rolef Ben-Shahar

Fairy Wings
and the Psychotherapeutic Act:
Who’s Regulating Whom?

Finding an ‘Ok’ Foot: Selfobject and Resonance
Biosynthesis Body-psychotherapist Gil Arad
(Arad, Askarov, Gihon, Lieblich, & Medina, 2013)
described a client who, despite his wish to engage in
a meaningful relationship with his girlfriend, could
only feel terror and dread whenever their relationship
deepened. Even though the client acquired some
intellectual understanding of the origin of his
anxiety, his bodily and emotional responses were
nonetheless paralyzing. Arad described his resonant
experience of paralysis and tension, yet he insisted
on searching for sensations and feelings other than
the terror and paralysis. The client was unable to
relate to his therapist’s request – nowhere in his body
could he sense anything other than pain, tension and
sheer panic. But Arad insisted and observed his own
resonating body. “After a while, and much weaker
than the tension I could sense that my feet were ok,”
said Arad. Feeding this information back, the client
too could acknowledge that his feel felt ok. Slowly
and gradually, with the use of somatic resonance and
feeding it back to the client, the therapeutic dyad was
able to regulate the dread and limit the extent of the
panic. The client reclaimed his body with the help of
Arad who sensed the generative aspects of the
client’s body before the client could do so himself.
The concept of selfobject was coined by
psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut (Bacal, 1995; Kohut,
1959) to describe relational regulation. When the
child is young, he or she is yet unable to contain
certain feelings or affect; the mother or father ‘hold it
on the child’s behalf’, feeling what the child can not
feel, experiencing unformulated and flooding
experiences until the child is able to reclaim these as
her or his own.

The therapeutic act frequently involves similar
processes: we feel for our clients aspects of
themselves that they are unable to yet feel, either
because these are too much (like fear, anger, pain or
neediness), or because these clash with their belief
and value system and are in conflict with their
defense system, like the example above. Arad’s
client was unable at first to notice or tolerate the ok
sensations – it would have confronted him directly
with his avoidance behavior. One of the most
common roles of the psychotherapist, and certainly a
highly important one, is to serve as selfobject for the
client (Lichtenberg, 1991), and the example given by
Arad is an excellent one, demonstrating that serving
as a selfobject may involve holding generative and
resourceful aspects as well as painful ones.
Additionally, this task is oftentimes somatic and
energetic in its nature and is not symbolized in
therapy until the client can respond to and work with
the affect.
Letter to the Fairies
A few weeks ago, my daughter Zohar told me with
excitement that she wrote a wishing-note to the
fairies and threw it out of the window (we live on the
third floor of an apartment building). I am
embarrassed to say that my first response was getting
upset with her throwing things out of the window
and cluttering our neighborhood, but I quickly
managed to get my bearings together and shared her
excitement. “What did you ask for?” I inquired, and
Zohar, who is 5 ½ years old, whispered in my ears,
“to have wings, so that I could fly.” It really moved
and excited me.
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I guess that being a good father
and trying to be a good father are
sometimes oppositional forces. I
was deeply touched by Zohar’s
initiative, and wanted to be a good
dad, and so went downstairs to the
garden to look for the note. It was
there, between the grass blades, a
shiny note with hearts drawn on it
and my daughter’s beautiful and
naïve handwriting asking the
fairies to give her a pair of her
very own fairy wings to fly.
Wanting to make her happy, I
took a piece of paper, glitter,
stickers and a flowery envelope
and sat with my wife to write
down a note.
We wrote: “Dear Zohar, thank
you very much for your letter
which is attached here. We were
very touched to hear your request.
While little girls in the world of
humans cannot have wings like
we do, we wanted you to know
that we are keeping a pair of fairy
wings here just for you. Every
time you visit us in your dreams
or your journeys to the fairyworld, these wings will be yours
to use as much as you want. With
love, Tinkerbell, Ellie and Ruby.”
Both my wife and I were aching
for the sweet hope and dream and
were hoping Zohar would be
satisfied with this letter.
We brought home the letter and
Zohar opened it and read it
quickly, excitedly, jumping up
and down with joy that the fairies
answered her letter. Zohar asked
me if I would take her to the land
of the fairies that night. We often
practiced lucid dreaming together,
using trance to open to those
magical worlds that were still
open for Zohar and that I’ve
managed to reclaim with a lot of
therapeutic work – worlds that

became far more accessible for me
in Zohar’s company.
The evening approached and
while hugging Zohar during our
nighttime ritual she started crying.
At first her tears were soft, barely
noticeable, but then it became a
heartbreaking sob. I knew what it
was about and felt sad for her,
discovering what Freud would
probably call the tension between
the pleasure-principle and the
reality-principle. I also felt guilty.
“I think the fairies
misunderstood me,” said Zohar, “I
don’t want wings just for fairyworld, I want wings for this
world, real flying wings, so that I
can fly in the kindergarten and in
the playground of our
neighborhood.” I suggested she
stayed in bed with us this night
and held her while she cried
herself to sleep. It felt like a deep
grief over something she had lost.
Shuy Grace, our 1 ½ year-old
daughter, woke up from Zohar’s
sobbing and got up. She sat on
Zohar’s belly and started jumping
up and down; “jumping” she said,
“jumping up and down”. I guess it
was hard for all of us to bear
witness to Zohar’s pain. It’s hard
to bear witness to the pain of
somebody you love.
An Internal Tug to Respond or
Narcissistic Disturbance?
Relational psychoanalyst Stuart
Pizer (2012) called it an “internal
tug to respond”, which constituted
the anal ysts “generous
involvement.” He discussed our
internal pull towards responding
to another person’s suffering. I
believe that a common
characteristic of the
psychotherapeutic profile is this

very urge to respond, to feel this
internal tug calling us to attempt
and meet the other person, to
attempt and alleviate their
suffering.
In her seminal book, The Drama
of the Gifted Child, Alice Miller
(1981) related to this phenomenon
as “narcissistic disturbance.” She
wrote: “It is often said that
psychoanalysts suffer from a
narcissistic disturbance . . . His
sensibility, his empathy, his
intense and differentiated
emotional responsiveness, and his
unusually powerful ‘antennae’
seem to predestine him as a child
to be used—if not misused—by
people with intense narcissistic
needs” (p.22).
Can you identify with Miller’s
statement and with Pizer’s
conceptualization? Can you relate
to the pain of witnessing my
daughter’s pain that led me to this
regulatory attempt? That my
internal tug to respond has
narcissistic elements is clear. It is
also more than just a narcissistic
response, I hope, but the making
of me as a father and as a
therapist.
I wish to think here, together
with you, about the profile of a
responsive psychotherapist – one
that is able to respond. Following
from Miller’s understanding and
Pizer’s somewhat kinder take on
this tug, I think about the balance
between self and mutual
regulation
in
the
psychotherapeutic clinic, and,
even more so, about the making of
a psychotherapist.
To be a good-enough
psychotherapists, we need to be
sufficiently narcissistically
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wounded. The pain of the other
has to move us, to mobilize us to
want to “do something about it”.
Many of us share the basic
predisposition for external attunement as well as hold the two
following beliefs, even if
unconsciously, that (a) it is my
role and/or duty to do something
about someone else’s pain and (b)
that I can do something about
somebody else’s pain, that my
attempts will make a difference.
This predisposition and these
beliefs could be seen as
narcissistic, as well as understood
as empathetic. They are, of course,
both. The therapeutic personality
and the therapeutic act, I believe,
require us to be sufficiently
narcissistic to care and think that
we can do something about it,
while at the same time to have
sufficiently worked through our
narcissism in order for us to
appropriately respond, allowing
the other autonomy and selfdirection. After all, everyone is
entitled to their suffering.
Somehow, this very internal tug is
the source of the empathetic
therapeutic act and at the same
time it holds a potential for
arresting or disturbing this very
therapeutic act, by blocking
natural regulatory processes.
I Need You to Let Me Help You,
Please
At the time, I thought that my
note to Zohar was an attempt to
regulate her distress – to support
her in the journey of balancing
reality and fantasy, in expanding
her potential space. It was also
that, I do not wish to completely
condemn my act, but I was also
using Zohar as a selfobject – I was
using her to regulate my own
anxiety concerning her suffering: I

needed to feel that I could do
something to make her feel better,
and that something could be done.
I am pleased that Zohar was
unwilling to serve (at least not
fully) as my selfobject.
I argue that for the
psychotherapeutic act to be
affective, our clients are
consciously and (more so)
unconsciously required to meet
some of our needs as
psychotherapists. Mostly they do
so simply by suffering and
wanting us to help. It is not only
us who regulate our clients but
also (and sometimes more so), our
clients who regulate us. By
providing us with opportunities to
help, our clients satisfy our
‘narcissistic disturbance’. We
receive meaning, we become, we
receive a sense of our worth.
When my clients let me be
meaningful for them, when they
let me help them, they give my
existence meaning, they regulate
my characterological need for
attunement. If we insist on
adopting a pathological point of
view, we might say that the
practice of psychotherapy can be a
repetition compulsion of our
narcissistic disturbance. In other
words, as the 12th century Jewish
philosopher Moshe Ben-Maimon
(Maimonines) has allegedly
suggested: if you have an aptitude
for blood, become a butcher.
The therapeutic act is thus not
merely an altruistic voyage, it also
stems, and deeply so, from
unresolved and possibly
unresolvable narcissistic
pathologies whereupon my selfregulation and self-worth is
dependent on the capacity to help.
At the same time, being a
psychotherapist is not simply

sublimation of pathological
disturbance, it is also about a true
wish (not need) to love and be
loved, to regulate and be regulated,
to mutually meet and be met. One
of the important enterprises of
relational psychoanalysis (Balint,
Mitchell, & Parsons, 1993;
Greenberg & Mitchell, 1983;
Mitchell & Aron, 1999) was to
conceptualize
human
connectedness and mutual needs
as important aspects of humanity
that could not and should not be
reduced simply to pathological
sublimated drives.
How can we balance the
pathological and generative
aspects of our inner tug to
respond? How can I take
ownership of my utilitarian and
narcissistic needs on the one hand,
while not shaming and
acknowledging also the beautiful,
empathetic, and loving aspects of
my choices, on the other hand?
Bodied Wings and Somatic
Regulation
A few days ago, when I came
home from work, Zohar
approached me. “I’ve been
thinking, daddy, and I don’t think
that the fairies wrote this letter. I
think it was you who’d written it.”
I was taken by surprise.
Unexpectedly, I felt relived. “Yes,
Zohar, it was me. I wrote the letter
from the fairies.” Zohar continued.
I know you just wanted to make
me happy, but it didn’t help at all.”
I apologized to Zohar. She hasn’t
let go of wanting to have wings,
though, although she told me,
yesterday, that “I don’t want to
have wings like birds – not
to fly to the sky. I want to only fly
so that my feet will be above
mom’s head, so that we can still
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plicit by psychotherapist Gil
Arad (Arad et al., 2013) at the
beginning of this paper, and
only realized in hindsight by
me with Zohar, is that the tug
to respond is a resonance phenomenon. To reiterate, the
pain of the other as well as
the resources of the other are
directly experienced by us as
if these were our own, that
the other is alive in me. I have
argued before (Rolef BenShahar, 2012) that resonance
is primarily somatic, that our
ache is first and foremost
bodily. To experience resonance, we have to have an
anatomy, a neurology – we
experience the other through
Zohar and Shuy Grace with their Fairy Wings
our bodies and in our bodies
(I would argue that it is not strictly
see each other, not higher than my body, but our shared, intersubthat.”
jective body, but this is another
story).
Perhaps, when we allow ourselves
to de-idealize the therapeutic act, Perhaps, when we are attentive
and recognize the (sometimes enough to our own bodies, we
deeply) pathological aspect of the stand a greater chance of realizing
psychotherapeutic-profile we can the extent of regulation that we rebetter appreciate what our clients quire in our psychotherapeutic
do for us: they provide us with work and can find creative means
some of our deepest and oft unmet of having those needs met (or at
needs for worth, acknowledgment, least addressing them) benevoand with ample opportunities to lently – some outside therapy and
matter, to make a difference. We some within therapy. Simply said,
have an opportunity to have some we use our clients as much as they
unmet needs on a daily basis use us; we need our clients too. By
thanks to our clients’ generosity. I cultivating embodied mindfulness
feel humbled when I can appreciate of the ways I need my clients (and
how much my clients are doing for my daughters), I hope that I can
me, mostly without me realizing.
become a better psychotherapist
and a better father.
Perhaps, too, when we can
celebrate our pathologies they The morning after the sobbing
become more than pathologies— night, Zohar came to me with
without this internal tug to respond bodypaint. “Can you draw a pair of
our world will be isolated and wings on my back,” she asked. I
lonely.
drew two pink wings on her back.
“It’s not what I really want,” she
Furthermore, what was made ex- made sure that I understood, “but

it’s ok for now.” Shuy Grace, my
young daughter and Zohar’s young
sister, is running in the playground,
shouting with glee “I am flying, I
am flying, I am flying.”
I hope that we can share some interests and dialogue, and I welcome your
feedback, comments, questions and
challenges. You can email me at
asaf@imt.co.il
Asaf Rolef Ben-Shahar PhD, has been a psychotherapist, writer, and trainer for about sixteen years.
As a psychotherapist, his work is relational bodypsychotherapy, integrating trancework and Reichian
body-psychotherapy within a relational framework.
He enjoys writing and has written dozens of professional papers on psychotherapy, bodypsychotherapy, hypnosis, and their integration. He is
an international board member for BodyPsychotherapy Publications and an associate editor
for Body, Dance and Movement in Psychotherapy.
His first book, A Therapeutic Anatomy, about relational body psychotherapy was published in Hebrew,
in Israel and will be published in English by Karnac ,
2014. His PhD dissertation (Surrender to Flow),
focused on the moments of surrender in three different fields: relational psychoanalysis, bodypsychotherapy and hypnosis, and these three form
the axes of his theoretical and clinical curiosity.

References on Page 67

Dr. Asaf Rolef Ben-Shahar
announces the publication of his
new book: Touching the Relational
Edge: Body Psychotherapy, in Israel
and his upcoming 2014 English
translation to be released through
Karnac Publishing.

Somatic Psychotherapy Today | Spring 2013 | Volume 3 Number 1 | page 53

Continued from page 53
Arad, G., Askarov, R., Gihon, A., Lieblich, M., &
Medina, L. (2013). Panel presentation: BodyPsychotherapy. Paper presented at the Multiplicity and unity in body psychotherapy. "An anatomy of therapy - body-psychotherapy": Book
launch, Tel Aviv.
Bacal, H. A. (1995). The essence of Kohut's work and
the progress of self psychology. Psychoanalytic
Dialogues, 5, 353-366.
Balint, E., Mitchell, J., & Parsons, M. (1993). Before I
was I :Psychoanalysis and the Imagination. London: Free Association Books.
Greenberg, J. R., & Mitchell, S. A. (1983). Object
Relations in Psychoanalytic Theory. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.
Kohut, H. (1959). Introspection, empathy, and psychoanalysis - An examination of the relationship
between mode of observation and theory. Journal
of the American Psychoanalytic Association, 7,
459-483.
Lichtenberg, J. D. (1991). What is a Selfobject? Psychoanalytic Dialogues, 1, 455-479.
Miller, A. (1981). The Drama of the Gifted Child. New
York: Basic Books.
Mitchell, S. A., & Aron, L. (Eds.). (1999). Relational
Psychoanalysis: The Emergence of a Tradition.
New York: The Analytic Press.
Pizer, S. (2012). The analyst's generous involvement:
Recognition and the tension of tenderness. Paper
presented at the Affective relatedness and therapeutic action, The Relational training programme, Psychotherapy Schoold at the Faculty of Medicine, Tel Aviv
University.
Rolef Ben-Shahar, A. (2012). The Relational Turn and BodyPsychotherapy IV. Gliding on the Strings that Connect
Us - Resonance in Relational Body Psychotherapy.
International Body Psychotherapy Journal, 11(1), 12-

24.

Somatic Psychotherapy Today | Spring 2013 | Volume 3 Number 1 | page 67

