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jessica benjamin

Two-Way Streets:  
Recognition of Difference and the Intersubjective Third

This article will provide a framework for an intersubjective 
concept of the third as an essential component in social and personal 
recognition. For some time I have adumbrated a position that defines 
intersubjectivity in terms of the relationship in which each person expe-
riences the other as a “like subject,” another mind who can be “felt with” 
yet has a distinct, separate center of feeling and perception (see Bonds; 
Like Subjects). The image I have chosen here to distinguish the intersub-
jective perspective from traditional intrapsychic theories is that of the 
two-way street. By this I mean to emphasize the necessity of grasping 
reciprocal action—the exchange between two or more beings that, however 
asymmetrical, is never one-sided—as opposed to a one-way direction of 
effects. Precisely this focus allows us to grasp how difficult it is—devel-
opmentally, clinically, and socially—to achieve that felt experience of 
the Other as a separate yet connected being with whom we are acting  
reciprocally.

What distinguishes, then, the recently emergent intersubjective 
psychoanalysis (see Aron, Meeting; Mitchell and Aron ) from traditional 
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intrapsychic theory is the effort to grasp the co-creation of patterns by 
two active subjects, not one subject and the other object. Once we reor-
ganize our view of psychic life to include a mode that transcends the 
subject-object oppositions of action-reaction, active-passive, knower-
known, these oppositions appear in another light—as one possible mental 
organization, but not the only one. Psychoanalytic theorizing based on 
the epistemological assumptions of the subject-object opposition, such 
as the foundational works of Freud, can be situated in a framework that 
includes the alternative paradigm of subject-subject relations. Framed in 
this way, Freud’s theorizing of masculinity and femininity by reference to 
the polarity active-passive, having or not having/receiving the penis, can 
be seen as a representation of a specific psychic organization. This polar 
organization can be grasped as a real appearance, a set of representa-
tions that indeed structures much cultural and personal experience but 
characterizes only one psychic position rather than the psyche tout court 
(see Benjamin, “Constructions,” “Sameness”). From the intersubjective 
perspective, it is possible to reread the essential oppositions in Freud’s 
thought, his perspective on the principles of mental functioning, as lack-
ing the intersubjective view. Thus, his categorical oppositions between 
activity and passivity describe a psychic reality, that of splitting, in which 
the theory itself participates.

On the other hand, because intrapsychic theory focuses on the 
mental experience of action-reaction or doer-done to, it does effectively 
highlight the splitting into binary oppositions and provide a detailed pic-
ture of the modality of domination and abjection of the other. This picture 
only becomes definable as domination, however, from the perspective of 
intersubjectivity, that is, the notion of a subject capable of recognition as 
well as domination. The most significant transformation in this direction 
came with the work of Melanie Klein and then Donald Winnicott. In the 
powerful formulations of Klein and her followers, the intrapsychic process 
of splitting via projective identification was seen as one possible psychic 
position, the paranoid-schizoid position (Klein, “Notes”). This position 
could be countered or ameliorated by a more integrative position, the 
depressive, in which ambivalence is tolerated and one can be aware of 
goodness and badness in the same object (“A Contribution”). Indeed, in 
this position the subject attains a sense of history and of responsibility for 
destructiveness as well as an acceptance of loss and an appreciation of the 
independent existence of the Other (Ogden, Matrix).
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118 Two-Way Streets

At the same time that the subject’s depressive potential for 
recognition comes into view, the paranoid process of splitting through 
projective identification provides essential clarification of the psychic 
basis of domination. The notion of a subject who identifies the Other as 
the carrier of unwanted self-parts such as weakness or vulnerability has 
been essential to theories of abjection, gender polarity, and domination 
(as in the work of Kristeva, Irigaray, and Benjamin to name a few). The 
theory of splitting potentiates Critical Theory’s ability to generalize from 
individual intrapsychic processes to social or collective mental processes 
because it serves to grasp the problem of constituting the Other through 
objectification and domination far more directly than the simplistic use 
of Freud’s theorizing of aggression.

However, an essential point that distinguishes the intersubjec-
tive point of view was provided by Winnicott, who, in an implicit critique 
of Klein, developed the idea of destruction and survival of the object. 
Developmentally and clinically, he contends in “The Use of an Object 
and Relating through Identifications,” if the Other is there to receive the 
communication rather than being destroyed by the subject’s assertion of 
omnipotence, a form of differentiation ensues. Then both subjects become 
partners in a process that fosters both differentiation and recognition. 
The critical move beyond Klein lay in Winnicott’s demonstration of what 
the containing subject can do for the other subject. He showed both how 
the subject can become a giver of recognition and how it is possible to 
appreciate the externality and aliveness of encountering uncontrollable 
otherness.

Like all psychoanalytic theory developed in the matrix of 
implicit acceptance of woman’s subordination and explicit valorization 
of heterosexual development, however, the lack of recognition of mater-
nal subjectivity was not explicitly problematized by Winnicott and, con-
comitantly, the challenge of conceiving the relation between two subjects 
was not registered until the confluence of feminism and relational psy-
choanalysis altered our paradigm of recognition. The theorizing of the 
potential for mutual recognition and subject-subject relating represented 
an effort not only to radically shift psychoanalytic theory but also to go 
beyond earlier Critical Theory, including Habermas’s intersubjectivity 
theory (see Knowledge), which had relied upon conventional Freudian 
psychoanalysis (Benjamin, End of Internalization). Thus I argued in 
The Bonds of Love that it was essential to intersubjective theory to shift 
the axis of psychoanalytic theory to include the idea that the child must 
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recognize the mother, the subjectivity of those who care for her or him. 
It was necessary to formulate maternal subjectivity not only in Kleinian 
terms, as a containing subject/mind, but also as one who participates as a 
co-creator of interactive patterns. The conception of the maternal subject 
simply as individual container-mind invited the obvious move of reversal, 
the perspective whereby the child turns mother into object in order to 
become the subject or actor—a one-way street.

In this essay I will augment the perspective on the double 
directionality of recognition by reinterpreting the idea of the third. To 
begin with, I have postulated that insofar as we ever manage to grasp two-
way directionality, we only do so from the place of the third, that is, from 
another vantage point outside the two (see Aron and Benjamin). However, 
it matters greatly whether this position of the third informs the relation-
ship—giving us access to what I call thirdness—or whether it remains only 
a perspective of outside observation, for instance, a point of reference in 
one person’s mind. The intersubjective position that I refer to as thirdness 
consists of more than this vantage point of observation. My focus is not on 
the conventional idea of the third as a mental representation (as in Lacan’s 
Name of the Father), but on the process of creating thirdness, that is, on 
how we build relational systems and how we develop the intersubjective 
capacities for such co-creation.

I think of thirdness as a quality of intersubjective relatedness 
that has as its correlate a certain kind of internal mental “space.” The 
paradigm of co-creation gives rise to a radically different notion of the 
third, which I shall elaborate in this essay, as the principle of respect and 
activity on the part of both sides, even the side traditionally defined as pas-
sive. This understanding of co-creation and intersubjectivity should make 
more palpable how the two-way structure is indeed fragile, highlighting 
its susceptibility to a kind of breakdown in which the pattern of “doer and 
done to” predominates. In other words, such complementary structures 
as the subject-object opposition, with its one-way direction of effects, are 
more clearly visible as the modality that becomes dominant in breakdown, 
with the collapse of thirdness or recognition.

The Theory of Recognition

The question that may serve to contextualize this work is: how 
does the theoretical embrace of the intersubjective traffic of two-way 
streets reconfigure some of the problems that have historically afflicted 
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the theory of recognition? On the one side, the theorizing of recognition 
has been affirmative but abstract. Here I refer to normative theories of 
recognition, those whose point of departure is Habermas’s “Individuation 
through Socialization,” which formalizes recognition without seeing the 
constitutive problematic of Otherness and failure to recognize, thus sim-
plifying and reducing recognition in the language of rights and abstract 
personhood.1 These theories have tended to deemphasize the problematic 
of Otherness, in which we recognize historical forms of domination and 
the ways they are tied to the persistent difficulty “the subject” (that is, 
the subject of Western thought and politics) has in recognizing without 
assimilating the Other. On the other side, the critique of that tendency has 
been elaborated by Butler (Undoing).2 Invoking Levinas, Butler locates the 
Other outside the dialogic recognition by the Subject, such that there is 
a risk of absolutizing the Other’s unknowability and thus paradoxically 
depriving the Other of subjectivity. This paradox, as I have suggested in 
Shadow of the Other, may also lead to a failure to attribute to the Other 
the full responsibility of a subject capable of giving recognition.3

At the risk of being overly schematic, the Habermasian impulse 
might be understood as positing the potential for recognition or self-
reflection in abstraction from the psychological forces of domination 
and destruction, while the Butlerian antidote seems to rely on a negation 
that highlights destructiveness and downplays the specific potential of 
transformation that is opened up by ethical and psychological strivings to 
acknowledge failures in recognition. In seeking to realize the validity of 
both sides but move beyond that opposition, I emphasize breakdowns in 
recognition but focus precisely on the potential for acknowledging them—a 
potential I formulate within an intersubjective concept of the third. The 
moral third, as I have called it, represents the principle of interaction, 
whether explicitly represented as an ideal or as an embedded psychic rep-
resentation, that is essential to the recognition process. The moral third 
may perhaps be best thought of as the principle informing the movement 
from breakdown to renewal—the expectation that failures in recognition 
can be addressed, acknowledged, and either repaired or mourned.

While Butler, in “Longing for Recognition,” reads my work 
as having ultimately landed on one pole of the opposition—as support-
ing an ideal of authenticity in “intersubjective space [. . .] utterly free of 
destruction,” as a notion of recognition triumphing such that destruction 
“is overcome once and for all,” and as a faith in a “harmony that drowns 
out discord,” I do not believe my analysis to have been quite so one-sided. 
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I hope to clarify in the present article, through the elaboration of the 
concept of the third, how essential the negative is to my perspective on 
recognition. As I have maintained since The Bonds of Love, “[B]reakdown 
of tension [. . .] is ‘built into’ the psychic system, [but] so is the possibility 
of renewing tension.” In an effort to consciously reflect on the tendency 
toward idealization of the redemptive moment, I stated that “the renewal of 
recognition in the wake of its breakdown is not a final redemptive ‘end of 
prehistory’ ” (223). I have therefore tried to be consistent in exploring how 
negation/destruction and recognition mutually constitute each other in 
the process of breakdown and renewal, so as not to deny the great failures  
we witness and suffer regarding recognition.

I am, however, increasingly preoccupied with the practical 
question of restoring recognition, which with some mediation might be 
susceptible to translation from clinical to social theory—that is, with how 
the intersubjective moral third might allow us to take responsibility for 
such failures.4 The question is how we can acknowledge breakdown and 
denial of recognition and thus work against our tendency to destructive-
ness by building a process based on acceptance of loss, on rupture and 
repair. In psychoanalytic practice, we assume a deep immersion in and 
commitment to this process, not a one-time triumph of recognition or 
establishment of an ideal state.

With this practical perspective in mind, the third refers not to a 
simple ideal, but rather to the principle that underlies the process whereby 
self and other recreate recognition after breakdown by acknowledging 
historical responsibility for injury, failure, loss, suffering: the wounds and 
scars of destructiveness. The process itself, the relational experiences,  
I think of as thirdness.

Doer–Done To Complementarity  
and Thirdness

My approach to intersubjective theory originally sought to 
analyze domination by transposing the Hegelian paradox of recognition, 
analyzing the breakdown that results from the subject’s simultaneously 
seeking independence yet needing the other’s recognition of it (Bonds). 
This inability to sustain the tension of opposites is seen as one original 
source of our propensity for splitting relationships into doer and done to. 
In this sense, intersubjective breakdowns are to be expected because the 
dyadic system is stressed by the existence of individuals’ competing needs 
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122 Two-Way Streets

to be both dependent and independent, to receive recognition each from 
the other. When the stress is resolved, as in Hegel’s depiction, by a split 
between the one who recognizes/submits and the one who asserts/negates, 
domination supplants the possibility for mutual recognition between the 
two subjects, who each respects the difference and commonality of the 
other.

I have also underscored the reversability of this power dynamic, 
the simultaneous identification with both parts, which is emblematic of 
what I call the split complementarity (see Bonds; “Beyond”). While the 
idea of the split complementarity draws from Klein’s idea of splitting (“A 
Contribution”), the intersubjective perspective emphasizes not the inter-
nal mental process, but the interactive patterning of the complementary 
relationship. When we are “in” complementary relations, we are precisely 
unable to experience the two-way direction of effects. Losing our sense of 
agency or that of the other, we can feel only the choice between control or 
submission. By contrast, in the space of thirdness we are not submitting to 
the Other when we respect her agency; rather, we are surrendering to the 
third, as when we are able to let go of the absolute position of self-assertion 
to take in the other’s point of view or reality without abnegating our own. 
Surrender implies the freedom from any intent to control or coerce.

Considering the causes of and remedies for the breakdown of 
recognition, the way that breakdown and renewal alternate in psychoana-
lytic and other interpersonal processes (Bonds), led me to this contrast 
between the “twoness” of complementarity and the potential space of 
thirdness. In the complementary structure, dependency becomes coercive 
and conflict cannot be processed, observed, held, mediated, or played with. 
What is notable about such interactions is that conscious observation, 
which has traditionally been designated as the point of the third, arises in 
us as a helpless awareness of something we cannot control, rather than a 
sense of responsibility or agency. Awareness, observation, and reflection 
are dissociated from felt motivation (see Bromberg, “Standing”); thought 
is sundered from feeling, and behavior is experienced as split off from 
conscious control. A person might feel as if in a vehicle moving toward a 
collision with no steering wheel or brakes, yet with no sense of felt danger, 
or no belief in the existence of other cars—that is to say, of other people who 
can be damaged. To address the propensity for denial in the face of destruc-
tiveness—denial of responsibility for or even the existence of damage to 
others or the humanity of those who are damaged (see Cohen)—requires 
us to recognize such dissociative processes and the loss of thirdness that 
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accompany them. A salient property of complementary relations, both 
personal and social, including outright violent relations that assume the 
form of victim/perpetrator, is that both sides feel done to and do not feel 
themselves to be agents helping to shape a co-created reality.

The doer–done to relation, to speak metaphorically, lacks the 
space of thirdness; it reduces to a linear pattern in which movement is 
possible to either pole (Aron and Benjamin). The meaning of the third 
derives, after all, from the geometric metaphor wherein the third point 
creates a space rather than a line. The linear aspect can also be captured 
by thinking of an inverse mirror relation, for the complementary dyad 
conceals an unconscious symmetry, as when, for instance, the perpetrator 
feels done to by the victim’s accusation.

In complementarity, symmetry is a crucial part of what unites 
the pair, generating the “takes one to know one” recognition feature of the 
doer–done to relation (see Benjamin, Shadow). In such interactions we can 
see the underlying symmetry, which characterizes the apparent opposition of 
power relations: each feels unable to gain the other’s recognition, each feels 
subject to the other’s power. In the clinical or personal setting the essence 
of complementary relations is that submission or resistance to the other’s 
demand appear to be the only choices (Ogden, Subjects). Characteristi-
cally, in complementary relations each partner feels his perspective on 
how this is happening to be the only right one, or at least that the two are 
irreconcilable, as in, “either I’m crazy or you are.” When clinicians become 
caught in such interactions, despite their intellectual knowledge that some 
reciprocal dynamic is at work, it is difficult to avoid feelings of self-blame. 
Self-blame is a commonly experienced “false” form of responsibility, a kind 
of helplessness in which one struggles vainly to recoup a sense of agency 
while actually feeling that the other person or group is controlling the 
dynamic and leaving no options except to be reactive or impotent.

Thus, in the doer–done to mode, assuming the position of per-
petrator, actively hurtful, can feel involuntary, reflecting the helplessness 
that indeed underlies it. In any true sense of the word, our sense of self as 
subject is eviscerated when we are with our “victim” who is also perceived 
as a victimizing “object.” Invariably, such feelings are a signal that power-
ful projective forces are at work but that some aspect of the back-and-forth 
is being dissociated—that is, consciously known but without affective 
conviction or specificity. Some form of surrender, that is, acceptance of 
the “bad” feelings—helplessness or destructiveness being chief among 
them—is required to really reclaim the position of responsible agency.
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An important relational idea for resolving impasses is that the 
recovery of subjectivity requires the analyst’s recognition of her own par-
ticipation, which involves stepping out of the resistance to responsibility 
that has been stimulated by blame. Perhaps the deepest fear underlying 
this resistance is the fear of doing harm—a problem that Sandor Ferenczi 
identified as early as 1932 in Confusion of Tongues between Adults and the 
Child. Ferenczi proposed that what differentiates the analyst from the 
original perpetrator is his willingness to acknowledge openly what has 
heretofore been denied, that is, to take responsibility for one’s own diffi-
culty in tolerating feelings that arise in response to the patient. This stance 
in turn makes it possible for the patient to express critical feelings without 
fear of retaliation or withdrawal and to be connected without submitting 
to the authority’s aggressive refusal to know about the mistrust or pain he 
is causing. It thus “establishes the contrast between the present and the 
unbearable traumatogenic past.” Ferenczi goes on to argue that only in 
this way can we break through the patient’s loss of confidence in “the tes-
timony of his own senses” and identification with the aggressor—positions 
that psychoanalysis has long understood to cement authority relations and 
prevent fruitful protest or action by the powerless on their own behalf.

Because psychoanalysts, subject to a self-subjugating ideal of 
neutrality, so long denied the inevitability of reenacting with the patient 
injuries suffered in the past, they could not make good use of their own 
countertransference. The result was most often the attribution of resis-
tance to the patient in the very moment when the analyst herself felt dis-
regulated—a fact often registered by the patient. Insofar as analysts were 
encouraged to interpret the patient’s resistance in the very moment when 
the relational matrix tends to be the “hottest,” that is, unavoidably repeat-
ing old injuries, they were deprived of the attitude required to more or less 
gracefully accept that moment. Thus the insistence on retaining the power 
of the one who correctly observes and interprets (the one who knows) 
was likely to iatrogenically foster the relation of complementary twoness. 
Illustrations of this are legion, but perhaps nowhere more striking than 
in Freud’s “Dora,” where he justifies his actions as a refusal to play a part 
or to give in to unreasoning demands. In contemporary relational analy-
sis, precisely those engagements that were previously labeled resistance 
have been reinterpreted as the moment of insistence on recognition by a 
patient’s neglected self-part—a moment that is often unavoidable because 
unless the analyst plays her part in creating the drama, this self cannot 
come forward (see Mitchell; Bromberg, “Resistance,” “Potholes”).
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Once the analyst has deeply accepted her or his own contribu-
tion to such an enactment, the fact of two-person participation becomes 
something that can be felt with conviction and used with understanding 
to enable both analyst and patient to feel less helpless. In this sense, the 
analyst surrenders to a principle of interaction, a third—which we might 
here think of as “truth” as in “truthful acknowledgment of my involve-
ment.” This surrender to truthfulness or truth (and I admit that I cannot 
claim knowledge of how such terms are or should be used; they can only 
be directional signs in my thinking), or at least the intention to give up 
privilege in order to pursue it, is what makes possible active, freely given 
recognition. This action is what allows the Winnicottian survival of 
destruction, whereby the person’s ability to withstand the other’s negation 
allows the person to come into view as an outside, different other rather 
than a projected, internal object who repeats the collapse of objects in the 
past (“Use”). The process of surviving destruction is now something we 
are more likely to recognize as mutual—both analyst and patient must pass 
through some experience of “being killed” (Eigen, Sensitive).

Winnicott’s account can now be extended to say that survival 
of destruction not only allows the other to become real, it also opens the 
space of thirdness, enabling us to negotiate differences and connect. The 
repeated and necessary experiences of surviving breakdown into comple-
mentarity, or twoness, and subsequently of communicating and restoring 
dialogue form the basis for building a resilient, complex third between 
two or more persons. This process of breakdown and reestablishing rec-
ognition is crucial to creating a more advanced form of thirdness, based 
on what we might call the symbolic or interpersonal third.

A Developmental Schema of the Third

Initially, the idea of the third passed in to psychoanalysis 
through Lacan, as can best be seen in book one of his Seminars, which 
expresses the idea of the third as that which keeps the relationship between 
two persons from collapsing into merger or power struggle. Lacan thought 
that the intersubjective third was constituted by recognition through 
speech, which allows difference of viewpoints and interest, which in turn 
saves us from the kill or be killed power struggle in which there is only 
one right way.

A vital difference between the relational position as I interpret it 
and the theories of both Lacan and the contemporary Kleinians is that the 
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latter identify the third with theory or interpretation and see its symbolic 
expression in the father with whom the mother analyst has intercourse 
(Britton, “Missing”; Feldman, “Dynamics”). This can lead, not only in Laca-
nian but also in Kleinian theory, to a privileging of the analyst’s relation to 
the third as theory and of the analyst’s authority as knower (despite Lacan’s 
warning against seeing the analyst as the one supposed to know), as well 
as to an overemphasis on the Oedipal content of the third. Unfortunately, 
Lacan’s Oedipal view equated the third and the father, equated the differ-
ence between twoness and thirdness with the division between a maternal 
imaginary and a paternal symbolic or law (see Benjamin, “Omnipotent”). 
The idea of the paternal third in the mother’s mind as the force of prohibi-
tion against or limiting of merger completely sidelines the child’s direct 
encounter with the mother’s subjectivity. I have elsewhere emphasized the 
intersubjective postulate that the child develops through recognizing the 
mother’s independent aims and subjectivity, stressing the importance of 
this for gender relations, for acknowledging women as subjects (“Recogni-
tion,” “Omnipotent”). I have tried to show how the notion of the father as 
creator of symbolic space denies the recognition and space already present 
in the dialogue between mother and child. In that notion it is as if the third, 
the symbolic representation of the father, were the cause rather than the 
result of symbolic processes, or what I am calling thirdness.

I do agree that Oedipal theory has an undeniable explanatory 
power—for instance, that in some cases we might think in terms of a per-
son needing to accept the full blow of the reality that mother has her own 
desire and has chosen an other adult object. And there is value to the idea, 
espoused by Kleinians such as Ronald Britton, that the triangular relation 
of a child and two others precipitates the intersubjective position of one 
person observing two others (in our view, not necessarily mother and 
father), and thus also of self-observation.5 But unless there is already space 
in the dyad and unless the third person is also in a dyad with the child, he 
or she will become a persecutory invader rather than a representative of 
symbolic functioning, a figure of identification, and an Other whom both 
mother and child can love and share. This persecutory, observing third 
can become the basis for a perverse, alienated simulacrum of the third, 
in which self-condemnation is conflated with self-reflection, the suppres-
sion of one’s own needs and emotions is conflated with the capacity to 
recognize those of others.

The only usable third is, by definition, one that is potentially 
shareable, that is, one that supports a process that respects both partners’ 
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subjectivities rather than suppressing the needs and perspectives of one. 
Thus I contend that the mother or primary parent must create the space 
of thirdness by being able to hold in tension her or his subjectivity/desire/
awareness and the needs of the child. Otherwise the mother confuses 
self-abnegation with recognition of the child’s needs.

The attempt to sidestep the kill-or-be-killed war over needs 
in the absence of a representation of the third will lead to dissociation 
or denial rather than recognition of difference, as for instance, when 
the analyst, to avoid the guilt of “killing” the patient, takes flight into a 
form of observation that detaches from the subjective experience of the 
feelings ricocheting between himself and the patient, for instance, the 
Kleinian analyst interprets the patient as envious of the analyst’s connec-
tion to theory. This simulated third, which in fact is a misuse of theory in 
the analyst’s mind, iatrogenically fosters compliance or resistance. The 
analyst’s detachment is then justified as a necessary separation, in which 
the father prevents the mother from being lost in an imaginary, omnipo-
tent fusion with the child. In other words, independence of mind and the 
ability to maintain one’s own thinking is conflated with an exclusion of 
feeling with the other (Benjamin, Beyond). The latter is denigrated as a 
substitute for real analysis, a kind of pseudomothering.

The Problem of Oneness

The issue at hand is to avoid splitting the maternal and paternal, 
if we may momentarily work within the jargon of paternal=observation, 
maternal=empathy. The feminist-inspired recognition of independent 
maternal subjectivity aims precisely to reintegrate individuating and 
accommodating elements in the parental subject and likewise to create 
in psychoanalytic thinking a positive tension between the limit set by the 
other and the vitality of early mother-associated forms of accommodation 
and attunement. In fact, those two sides of the coin are not in contradic-
tion but are interdependent. As infancy researchers have shown for some 
time, the critique of developmental theories that postulate an initial state 
of oneness between mother and baby supports the idea of both mother 
and infant as relatively independent subjects, co-creators and agents in a 
mutual if asymmetrical dialogue (see Benjamin, “Omnipotent”). Thus it 
becomes possible to differentiate even more clearly, that is, to avoid confu-
sion between accommodation of the more powerful mother and a simple 
reversal into submission.

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/differences/article-pdf/17/1/116/405346/diff17-01_07BenjaminFpp.pdf
by USP user
on 15 August 2019



128 Two-Way Streets

A fascinating point can be found in Lacan’s critique of object 
relations theory. Regarding Michael Balint’s idea of primary love, Lacan 
objected that if the intersubjective third were not there from the begin-
ning, if the mother-baby couple were simply a relation of oneness,then 
mother could nurse unstintingly in total identification with baby—but 
there would then be nothing to stop her, when she was starving (as Lacan 
alleges Alice Balint claims the Aborigines do), from turning the tables and 
eating the baby. Thus the child is actually safeguarded by the parental 
ability to maintain aspects of subjectivity that are crucial to suspending 
her or his immediate need without obliterating the difference between I 
and Thou.

This ability to maintain internal awareness, that is, to sustain 
the tension of difference between my needs and yours while still being 
attuned to you, forms the basis of what I call the “moral third” or “the third 
in the one” (the element of thirdness in what we have often called oneness). 
It is analogous to the ability to project the child’s future development and 
thus recognize that the asymmetrical dependency will gradually shift 
toward reciprocal contribution to the interaction and thus also toward 
the child’s assertion of independent subjectivity. The sustained tension 
of difference helps create the symbolic space of thirdness. An important 
piece of infancy research, as Fonagy et al. have emphasized, explains how 
the mother can demonstrate her empathy for the baby’s negative emotion 
and yet by a “marker,” an exaggerated mirroring, make clear to the baby 
that it is not her own fear or distress. The baby is soothed by the fact that 
mother is not distressed but is reflecting and understanding his feeling. 
I am suggesting that this palpable difference between the mother’s level 
of tension and her semiotic is a form of protosymbolic communication in 
early infancy and that it is the basis for the experience of receiving rec-
ognition from and giving it to the other perceived as separate from self. 
Further, the incipient differentiation between the representation of the 
feeling and the thing/feeling itself initiates the symbolic third (Ogden, 
Matrix). It is inherently reflexive, relying on the mother’s third, her abil-
ity to distinguish her distress from her child’s and to represent this as a 
necessity rather than an urgency in her mind. It is the place where self-
regulation and mutual regulation meet, enabling differentiation with 
empathy, rather than projective confusion. The representation of the moral 
third in the mother’s mind, the third that helps to regulate experiences 
of oneness, serves the differentiating, containing function that is crucial 
in fostering agency and responsibility and in distinguishing them from 
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control over the other. Thus the earliest form of the functions attributed to 
the paternal principle can in fact be located in the heart of what we have 
understood as “good enough” maternal nurturance, or, following Ruddick, 
have called maternal thinking.

The third in the mother’s mind becomes important because 
while the mother identifies with baby’s need, “oneness,” all goes well. But 
when twoness arises in the form of her deeply felt need for sleep just when 
baby wants to be fed, a mother may well find herself plunged into the sense 
of “mother or baby must die,” a kill or be killed moment. Now enters the 
need for a third to transcend twoness, but not merely by submission and 
self-abnegation or the illusion that she and the baby are one. Ideally, she 
is able to respond to the baby’s call as surrender to necessity rather than 
submission to a tyrannical demand or an overwhelming task.

In the analytic process it is crucial that the analyst facilitate the 
emergence of the moral symbolic third so that giving and receiving can 
become freed of the complementarity of selfless but coercive giving. Such 
giving must at some time reverse, as Lacan pointed out: the patient will 
feel that because of what the analyst has given her, the analyst owns her, 
and she must suppress her differences to spare the analyst, participate in 
pseudomutuality, or react with envious defiance of the analyst’s power. By 
the same token, the analyst who does not hold in mind the goal of third-
ness may well feel that her separate aims, her being a person with her own 
needs, will kill the patient. She then cannot distinguish between when she 
is holding the frame in a way that supports individuation and damaging 
or refusing empathy to the patient. In some instances the patient’s need 
to safely depend on her and her need for her own life come into literal 
conflict, for instance, when an anxious patient repeatedly calls on the 
weekend, or when the analyst takes a vacation.

I have illustrated the dynamic that is instituted when the 
patient’s world is organized by the choice between suffering being eaten 
or murdering the other in a case example (described in “Beyond”). In this 
case, a man who has chosen to leave his wife for another woman but is 
considering returning to his wife finds himself faced with the demand to 
swear on the Bible that he will not contact his mistress for a certain period, 
otherwise the wife will never speak with him again. The man submits to 
this demand but is confused because he cannot distinguish between an 
ethical principle and a power move that demands compliance. The idea 
of a third that supports integrity, honesty, and the possibility of open dia-
logue in relationship is conflated with a moralistic demand. The patient 
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feels coerced and frightened of losing his wife or his lover. He tells the 
therapist he feels suicidal.

At this juncture the analyst is about to leave for a long-planned 
week’s vacation and finds herself fearing her leaving might kill the patient. 
Separation will kill. She is in “parallel process” with her patient, feeling 
toward him what he feels toward the wife. While the wife appears to be 
helpless and victimized, her demand and accusation control the husband 
who is hurting her; likewise, the analyst feels controlled by the patient. 
She knows this but cannot get to it on the level of feeling. The patient 
and analyst replay the relationship in which the child must submit to the 
mother who devours; the mother who leaves destroys the child. Someone 
must commit suicide to save the other.

In the patient’s marriage, the third is perverted, turned from 
a promise freely given in accordance with an agreed upon principle—for 
example, “We need to give our marriage a chance”—to a promise extracted: 
“Give in to me or else.” The wife threatens the patient that he will go to 
hell for leaving her, thus giving expression to a moral world in which 
goodness/God is opposed to freedom, where freedom is only possible in a 
world of moral chaos ruled by the devil. (I am paraphrasing the Scottish 
analyst Fairbairn’s famous dictum, “It is better to be a sinner in a world 
ruled by god, than a saint in a world ruled by the Devil.”) The perversion 
of the moral third accompanies the kill or be killed complementarity and 
marks the absence of recognition of the other’s separateness, the closing 
of the space that permits desire and the acceptance of loss. In consultation, 
the analyst recovers the moral third by realizing she must bear her guilt 
for desiring to be separate and have her own life as the patient must bear 
his; she is thus able to distinguish between responsible commitment and 
submission to the patient.

The Energetic Third

As we have seen, the discussion of maternal versus paternal 
function has long been imbricated with the question, “How does a sym-
bolic third develop?” I have been suggesting a reconceptualization of the 
symbolic third, of dialogic function, and of differentiation that shows the 
intersubjective conditions of its development to lie in something more spe-
cific and more universal than a symbolic paternal function. Furthermore, 
for the symbolic third to actually work as a true third—rather than as a 
set of perverse or persecutory demands as we saw in the case described 
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above—requires an internal representation of the Other not as a coercing 
authority but a recognizing subject. This identification in turn requires 
integration of the capacity for accommodation to and identification with 
the other.

The primal form of this accommodation manifests itself in the 
co-creation of interactive patterns based on affect resonance and nonver-
bal coordination, such as turn-taking, matching, synchrony. The child 
learns to participate in interactions based on shared expectations, that is, 
with an essentially lawful character: if I move this way, I can expect you to 
move that way, because we are in (approximate) synchrony. Precisely this 
early aspect of lawfulness was missed by Oedipal theory, which privileges 
law as boundary, prohibition, separation. It frequently misses the element 
of symmetry or harmony in lawfulness, its musical aspect. Such theorizing 
fails to grasp the origins of the third in the nascent or primordial experi-
ence that has been referred to by such terms as oneness, union, resonance 
(see Knoblauch). Thus the complex development that includes the dialogic 
forms of early recognition, the semiotics of two collaborating to create a 
third, form the basis for our relation to larger thirds that we constitute as 
“the law.” The principle that governs this semiotic lawfulness is one in 
which the adult can balance the necessary asymmetry in capacities with 
responsiveness to the message of the child, thus allowing the dynamic of 
a co-created pattern to unfold as an intersubjective third.

Lacan’s insight into the way that the thirdness of speech is an 
antidote to the struggle to the death between your reality and my reality 
evolved into a crucial understanding of symbolic law. Nonetheless, I think 
his emphasis on the symbolic or speech in the linguistic sense obscured 
the early origins of lawful exchange in earlier patterns of interaction. If 
thirdness, the process of recognition, is not first constituted by verbal 
speech, if it begins with the early nonverbal experience of sharing a pat-
tern, a dance, with another person, then the origins of intersubjectivity lie 
much earlier than he thought. I propose that we think of a nascent third, 
as distinct from the third in the mother’s mind. This nascent thirdness is 
present in the earliest exchange of gestures between mother and child, 
in the relationship that has been called oneness. Thus we might call the 
principle of affective resonance and accommodation that underlies it 
“the one in the third”—literally, the part of the third that is constituted 
by oneness. This form of thirdness, based on affective responsiveness, 
constitutes the basis for a relation to lawfulness as freedom rather than 
submission. Recognition, developmentally speaking, is founded in the 
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“specificity of being known” (Sander) rather than merely the obligatory 
or generic respect for the other.

Work on infancy research that focuses on the development of 
recognition has dubbed the lawful aspect of affective resonance “rhyth-
micity” (see Sander). Rhythmic experiences help constitute the capacity for 
thirdness, indeed, rhythmicity may be seen as a model principle underly-
ing the creation of shared patterns. Rhythm constitutes the basis for coher-
ence in interaction between persons as well as between the internal parts 
of the organism. Considering the fundamental role of the breath in bodily 
interaction, rhythm may be seen as constituting the primal experience  
of patterning.

One important early study of mother-infant coordination 
focused on the complex interpersonal rhythm of the feeding interaction 
(see Sander), revealing the process and principle of accommodation that 
creates the primordial versions of thirdness. Observation showed that 
neonates fed on demand adapted far more rapidly, within two weeks, to 
feeding in the day and sleeping at night, than those fed on a regular four-
hour schedule. This finding illustrated the value of specific recognition 
and of accommodation. When the significant Other is recognizing and 
surrenders to the rhythm of the baby, a co-created rhythm can begin to 
evolve. Notably, as the caregiver accommodates, so does the baby. The 
basis for this mutual accommodation is probably the in-built tendency to 
respond symmetrically, to match and mirror. In effect, the baby matches 
mother’s matching, much as one person’s letting go releases the other. This 
might be seen as the beginning of interaction in accord with the principle 
of mutual accommodation, which entails not imitation but a hard-wired 
mirroring, expressing the intention to match or be “in sync.” This study 
showed that once such a coherent dyadic system gets going, it seems to 
move naturally in the direction of orienting to a deeper “law” of reality, 
in this case, the law of night and day.

Sander interprets this tendency toward communicative coher-
ence based on shared signals as biologically anchored and argues that it 
is widespread throughout organic life. Whether or not this is true I cannot 
judge, but it seems to me demonstrable among organisms who commu-
nicate through sophisticated systems of gestures or symbols. It does not 
seem too farfetched to say that recognition is also an energetic principle 
and that its economy is laid down in organic imperatives we have yet to 
understand. I do not really know how to think about this, but it seems 
clear that energy—vitality, motivation, drive—is created through such 
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shared signaling or patterning, through attunement or recognition. And 
it appears that human beings feel a deep pull to get that energy, if not by 
recognition and surrender then by a substitute, a simulation of surrender 
in submission or destructiveness (see Ghent).

These substitutes come into play when recognition founders 
on the difficulty of maintaining the intricate balance of mutuality: when 
thirdness collapses into twoness. I refer here to the breakdown of recogni-
tion at the societal level, where submission to ideals—those that serve to 
promote domination, manipulation, and extortion while masquerading as 
thirds—are common both to state institutions and to movements that revolt 
against them. In the analytic situation, we are continually confronted 
with the fear and desire for submission rather than the surrender to the 
third. In social life, we see the collapse of the third into a simulacrum that 
demands compliance or offers merger, undifferentiated oneness, between 
people and leader, leader and ideals.

It is crucial, as I have often contended, to distinguish such 
alienated forms of recognition from relationships that foster a process of 
mutual recognition. The developmental basis for such relationships, as 
formulated in studies of infancy, is the lawful paradigm of mutual inter-
actions that support the evolution of symmetrical, two-way exchanges: a 
shared third. In other words, the experience of such exchanges creates 
an internal psychic representation or schema of human interaction that 
includes recognition and co-creation. The equality and symmetry of this 
psychic orientation are essential to counteract the loss of agency and 
submission that would otherwise inhere in experiences with an ideal-
ized other. Representations of self with idealized other differ markedly, 
therefore, depending on whether they are associated with schemas built 
on symmetrical exchange or on interactions in which the other cannot 
be influenced to respond in an accommodating way. In the latter case, 
reactivity rather than responsivity predominates. The ideal is maintained 
through denial of pain or fear.

Our understanding of accommodating mutuality has been radi-
cally deepened by analysis of face-to-face infant play, which shows how 
inadequate is the model in which one partner is seen as reacting to the 
other, as in, one active the other passive, one leading the other following 
(see Beebe and Lachmann, “Representation”). This research shows how 
adult and infant align with a third, a co-created rhythm that is not reduc-
ible to action-reaction. Action-reaction does characterize complemen-
tary twoness, the one-way direction; by contrast, the symmetrical third,  
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a shared subjective phenomenon, makes visible the reciprocity of two 
active partners in two-way interaction.

As I have stated elsewhere, in attuned play, the experience of 
thirdness can be likened to following a shared theme in musical improvi-
sation, in which both partners follow a structure or pattern, a third, which 
both simultaneously create and surrender to (“Afterward,” “Rhythm”). 
This simultaneity is due to the fact that in nonverbal interaction, we 
receive and transmit at the same time. In this sense co-creation of the 
third is like Winnicott’s description in “Transitional Objects and Transi-
tional Phenomena” of transitional experience, which has the paradoxical 
quality of being invented and discovered. To the question, “Who created 
this pattern, you or I?” the paradoxical answer is, both and neither. I have 
suggested that as with early rhythms of sleeping and nursing, it is initially 
the adult’s accommodation that permits the creation of an organized 
system with a rhythm of its own marked by a quality of lawfulness and 
attunement to some deeper structure—“the groove.” In their remarks on 
mirror-neurons, Beebe and Lachmann have described how in perform-
ing the actions of the other we replicate their intentions within ourselves 
(Infancy Research)—thus, in the deepest sense, we learn to accommodate 
to accommodation itself (we fall in love with love).

Integration: Both One and Third

It is not my intention here to offer a one-sided course correction 
in the direction of valorizing the capacity for accommodation as if it were 
any guarantee of social harmony. The capacity for accommodation as a 
foundation for lawfulness and recognition of difference meets powerful 
opposition by dint of the human psyche’s fragility and consequent defenses. 
Beginning life in helpless dependency on adults who frequently suffer 
and pass on traumatic experience, unmodified by adequate interpersonal 
support and regulation, the hard-wired dysfunctional defenses against 
anxiety—splitting, projective identification, dissociation—are always ready 
to take over psychic organization. My point is, rather, that recognition “for 
itself” necessarily implies a two-way process; it presumes the mutuality of 
identification by which an other’s intention is known to us. Even to speak 
of breakdown—rather than simple opacity—presumes some access to the 
intention of the other, an awareness that can be abrogated or alienated 
from consciousness through projection and splitting. By the same token, 
intersubjectivity, that is to say, the capacity to access the other’s intention, 
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is the condition of self-reflexive understanding, which after all develops 
through the internalization of dialogue. And thus, to posit that there is 
understanding of the other beyond projection requires positing the pos-
sibility of creating a shared third as a vehicle of mutual understanding. It 
is precisely this process of creating a shared third that invariably involves 
ruptures and destabilization, breakdowns and restorations of recognition. 
I would offer that problems can arise from the tendency to overempha-
size either side of the tension between breakdown and repair rather than 
grasping the third way.

Regarding the consequences of foregrounding repair over 
breakdown, I have found that analysts who have worked deeply with 
patients in a style that emphasizes empathic attunement frequently come 
for help with stalemates based on the exclusion of the observing third. That 
third contains the knowledge of breakdown, which knowledge now appears 
as the destructive outside force, “a killer” threatening the treatment. In 
such instances the analyst, secretly fearing that breakdown and aggression 
cannot be withstood by either partner, has engaged in submission to a per-
secutory ideal of being all giving, which gradually vitiates the authenticity 
of both partners. The work necessary here is not that the analyst reverse 
the all-giving posture (you ate me, now I eat you) and demand that the 
patient recognize the analyst’s point of view (this is a misunderstanding 
of the relational position on intersubjectivity commonly held by those who 
equate intersubjectivity with empathy, but that the analyst not “shrink” 
from necessary moments of breakdown and disruption because of fear of 
doing harm to the patient, and in so doing, unconsciously direct the harm, 
the demand for submission, to herself. In supervising such cases, I have 
observed how both members of the dyad become involved in a symmetrical 
dance, each afraid to be the killer, trying to step out of the position of “the 
bad one,” trying to stave off the inevitable murder. The analyst relates to 
the principle of respecting the needs of the other as a persecutory third, 
as if his subjectivity were being killed, and this actually blocks real self-
observation and authentic meeting of the other’s need for recognition.

I believe these insights can be extrapolated and hold good for 
politics as they do for analysis. In politics, as in analysis, we should learn 
to distinguish true thirdness from the self-immolating ideal of recogniz-
ing the other in a form that demands self-erasure, as if such abnegation 
were a proper form of amends. Reversing positions between oppressor 
and oppressed has all too often been the prescription that reproduces the 
disease. The political activist, like the analyst, needs to work through fears 
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of blame, badness, and hurtfulness that lead to a simple reversal of the 
power relations one is trying to oppose. The oppressed cannot be relieved 
of their responsibility to recognize the humanity of the Other; otherwise, 
they succumb to the identity of victim such that dignified assertion of rights 
and agency, rather than reactive rebellion and defiant demand, become 
quite difficult (see Benjamin, Shadow; Cornell Philosophy).

Politically, the conflicts around recognition frequently stale-
mate around zero-sum, kill or be killed perceptions of acknowledgment: 
if one side has suffered it must be blameless, if another is blameworthy, it 
must not have suffered. The well-known saying “you are part of the prob-
lem or part of the solution” follows the path that perpetrators can only be 
extirpated (morally or literally), that guilt can never be followed by atone-
ment, that victims must be without sin in order to cast their stones. Here we 
might learn from the shift, inaugurated by Ferenczi but only now becoming 
well accepted, toward comprehending analysis as a process of reenacting 
trauma, in which the analyst is participant as well as observer, only able 
to help because she is inevitably implicated. We need to accept that those 
who are part of the problem can also participate in the solution.

The slow but radical embrace of this position is moving psy-
choanalysis away from Freud’s original notion of the analyst as detached 
and neutral (which in any case contradicted his view of the necessity of 
action, of killing in effigy) toward the notion of the analyst who cannot 
avoid being part of the painful enactment in order to be part of the trans-
formation (Aron, Meeting; Mitchell). This transformation is compelling 
because of the actual practical experience that recognition continually 
breaks down, that thirdness always collapses into twoness, that we are 
always losing and recovering the intersubjective view. However painful 
it may be to relinquish the notion of analytic privilege, it is possible to 
believe that breakdown and realignment to the third are part of a larger 
process in which a complex system strives to become more inclusive, 
flexible, and resilient. Surrender to the imperatives of participating in a 
two-way interaction had as compensation the realization that disruptive 
enactments—many of the best examples of them being those Freud him-
self provided—can become the means required to get dissociated experi-
ence and split-off parts of self into the room where they can be treated. 
Rather than signifying failure, the emergence of breakdown and rupture 
can be resignified as the opening of possibility. In this punctuation of the 
relational sequence—which to my mind constitutes a simple but radical 
change—failure becomes the condition for reparation.
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The analyst’s work in the area of thirdness then becomes the 
task of carefully facilitating, as Winnicott first called it (Maturational), an 
environment in which it is possible to accept the inevitability of causing 
or suffering pain, of tolerating feelings of badness, of believing that the 
patient as well as the analyst has the capacity to survive ruptures—and 
thus to maintain faith in the third. Increasingly, relational analysts are 
becoming conscious of the need for a witnessing position that accepts 
guilt and observes inevitable failures without falling into blame of self or 
patient. Especially when the patient’s resistance is seen as the source of 
impasses, the patient can easily take the path of countering submission 
by defiance and self-destructive acts. Likewise, stalemates arise when 
analysts conflate compliant submission on the patient’s part with self-
observation or insight. In both cases, the demand to live up to an ideal of 
the self that excludes less “mature” parts—seen as shameful or as threaten-
ing intolerable anxiety or loss—lead to misrecognition: critical judgment, 
disguised as observation, can ricochet between the two partners as in a 
sophisticated marital dispute. Thus, the analyst, subject to a persecutory 
version of the community and its ideals, struggling to regain a place of 
authentic reflection while actually fantasizing the opprobrium of his col-
leagues, founders on what we are now, too lightly perhaps, likely to called 
political correctness—the abuse of ideals, the simulacrum of the third.

This is why, in the analytic process at least, we are becoming 
aware of the need for a deep identificatory “one in the third” as a prerequi-
site for developing the positive aspects of the observing third. Without this 
identificatory underpinning, without the nascent thirdness of emotional 
identification, the more elaborate forms of self-observation based on the 
internalized Oedipal third became perverse forms of power. An integral 
part of the effort to move out of this paradigm has been the realization 
that we require both levels of thirdness, energetic and moral, and the 
commitment to rhythmicity and accommodation as well as the process of 
reaching insight and acknowledging responsibility at the symbolic level, 
which was traditionally the gold standard of American ego psychology and 
remains dominant in British neo-Kleinian analysis.

Again, there are implications here for the clash between the 
valorization of critical, rational insight in politics, and the opposing, oft 
manipulated processes of identification—a clash in which those who 
officially sponsor recognition of the other have often come to grief. But 
we would do well to deconstruct this opposition by understanding more 
deeply how recognition and specifically acknowledgment of injustice and  
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suffering work. First, we may say that, generally, when one expresses 
insight into one’s own (injurious or unrecognizing) behavior in relation 
to the other, one is lightening the burden the other has to bear. Properly 
understood, then, acknowledgment—expressed insight into one’s own 
responsibility—is an action that can initiate the emotional basis for rec-
onciliation. But too often such acknowledgment has been conflated with 
admission of blameworthiness rather than self-knowledge; it is champi-
oned from a position that dissociates the traumatic experiences of pain 
and terror that motivated the injurious behavior, as well as the responses 
to it. Thus, what the hand of insight gives to such an acknowledgment 
process is withdrawn by the other hand, which denies the core of motiva-
tion that can only be understood when suffering is known, as one human 
recognizes another.

The Intersubjective, or Shared Third

I am suggesting that the original psychoanalytic position 
regarding observation, that is, an internal monosubjective third, and 
contemporary approaches that continue this tradition cannot adequately 
address the breakdown of recognition and the reestablishment of the third 
as an intersubjective process. In analytic approaches that valorize the 
analyst’s observational stance, however purportedly self-reflective, the 
experience of breakdown will inevitably appear as the patient’s resistance 
to good ideas. The hope in this scenario is that the patient will eventually 
acquire insight and understanding, his own internal third or “thinking.” 
By contrast, the relational approach stresses a process that creates a dia-
logic structure, a shared third, based on feeling and mutual recognition. 
In the relational view, this shared third, the dialogue, creates mental space 
for the patient’s own thinking and thus facilitates agency. Such thinking 
is not possible for the self as isolate, but requires an internal conversation 
with the other (see Spezzano).

It may be useful here to briefly reconsider a point I alluded 
to earlier, that the notion of an intersubjectively constituted third was 
developed through the critique of analytic authority, which was derived 
from the analyst’s assumed accuracy as observer of countertransference 
and transference. The patient, as object of observation, was accordingly 
deauthorized. This subject-object constellation eventually culminated 
in the neo-Kleinian idea of the third as a construct in the analyst’s mind 
that the patient attacks or accepts (see Britton, Belief). As the patient  
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progresses, the analyst is able to share more of the truth, which he already 
possesses, with the patient—but this is not conceptualized as constituting 
a shared, co-created third. By contrast, relational analysts propose that, 
despite their knowledge and experience, they themselves have to undergo 
with each patient a specific new process of learning and observing in 
which the patient’s contribution is not merely to receive but to give and to 
construct (see Hoffman, Ritual; Mitchell). This view offers an alternative 
to the asymmetrical complementarity of knower and known, giver and 
given to, which complementarity has had far-reaching consequences for 
constructing the analytic dyad as a knowledge-power relationship. Far 
from being “neutral,” in our view the analyst as privileged knower steers 
the process toward the Oedipal collision that iatrogenically fulfills the 
prophecy that the patient will reject the third, the analyst’s knowledge, as 
a child rejects the father’s intrusion into the dyad. When the third is seen 
as something the analyst relates to internally (the father whom the mother 
relates to), the central couple becomes the one that excludes the patient, 
rather than the one the analyst and patient build together by collaborating 
to understand what is going on between them.

The relational critique suggests that the inability to see the 
construction of truth as a shareable intersubjective process is founded 
on the fantasy of privileged access to what we might call the “father of 
interpretive dogma.” In such a world without shared thirds, without a 
space of collaboration, everything devolves into mine or yours, including 
the perception of reality, the truth. In the quintessential devolution into 
complementarity, only one person can be right, only one narrative of suf-
fering can exist, only one side can ever be held responsible for injurious 
actions.

An essential aspect in creating a shared third is the analyst’s 
ability to acknowledge missing or failing, to feel and express regret, and 
to “go first” in taking responsibility for words and actions that, however 
inadvertently, cause pain. In this way the analysis entails creating a sys-
tem based on acknowledgment of what has been missed, both in the past 
and present. The analyst shoulders responsibility for hurting even though 
it may be an unavoidable piece of enactment, perhaps a response to dis-
sociation on the patient’s part. A dyadic system that creates a safe space 
for such acknowledgment of responsibility can transform the experience 
of self- understanding such that it is no longer imagined as persecutory, 
outside observation, but rather, owned as an active and at times even 
pleasurable experience of self agency. The third fulfills its potential to 
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function as the principle of mutual respect and identification and thus an 
opening to the mind of the other.

Within the paradigm of the analytic dyad, what the patient 
initially finds beneficial in opening to the analyst’s independent mind is 
the possibility that there really can be an Other mind that tunes into his 
own. When the analyst is empathic, for instance, the empathy is coming 
from an Outside Other. As Winnicott put it in the nursing metaphor in “The 
Use of an Object and Relating through Identifications,” such understand-
ing is “not me” nutriment, it is real—the milk is coming from an outside 
breast, not from something that is under my omnipotent control. By the 
same token, this relinquishing of omnipotent control is what makes it 
valuable to the patient because it means that there is somebody out there 
from whom I can receive and learn something that is not autogenerated. 
There is somebody, an Other, out there whom I might connect to. In short, 
since the outside can be a source of goodness, it becomes safe and even 
desirable to go outside. Otherness is not simply, inherently threatening.

What can we generalize from the creation of dyadic or group 
systems in which a subject can learn to give up control, righteousness, 
and ignorance of the Other, even of the other’s suffering? Or when the 
subject can relinquish possessing the sole claim to truth in favor of mul-
tiple realities (see Hoffman)—and do this in exchange for a shared third 
and the potential for recognition? I hope that this essay will contribute to 
that process of generalization.

To sum up: I have proposed that we view psychological transfor-
mation in terms of the intersubjective move from the structure of comple-
mentarity to thirdness. This move can be observed in both dyadic systems 
and group reconciliation processes, wherein the relationship gradually 
expands the interactions governed by the third. This expansion of third-
ness entails not a one-time transformation, but a process: repeated experi-
ences of rupture and challenge followed by the negotiation of some version 
of shared understanding. Such experiences of the power of the moral third 
supported by the accommodation-identification responses of the nascent 
third serve to frame, inflect, and reduce the virulence of responses in the 
complementary mode. The opposition between each partner’s need to 
preserve his own mental space and his acknowledgment of the other’s per-
spective can be repeatedly and more reliably transformed into reparative 
experiences of sustaining tension between the two. In the psychoanalytic 
process, this sustained tension allows the subject to become interested in 
the analyst’s different, other mind. The experience of the other’s mind as 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/differences/article-pdf/17/1/116/405346/diff17-01_07BenjaminFpp.pdf
by USP user
on 15 August 2019



d i f f e r e n c e s 141

independent, outside omnipotent control, becomes less threatening and 
more inspiring of the wish to find one’s own independent mind.

This experience is both a process and a goal of two-way direc-
tionality (mutuality “for itself”), in which this opening is common to 
patient and analyst. What relational analysts, those committed to an inter-
subjective perspective, have contributed to contemporary theory is the 
more systematic formulation of what it means for the analyst to be open to 
and changed by the confrontation with the patient’s other mind. Perhaps 
most significant about the shift in recent psychoanalytic theorizing is the 
implication of viewing the two-way process as one in which analysts are 
changed, affected, and surprised or shaken by what they learn about them-
selves in the process. Thus, in the shift from the asymmetrical authority 
of the knowing subject to a subject-subject relation, the analyst becomes 
coparticipant in the exposure of each self’s vulnerabilities. As a result, the 
analyst, too, continually confronts the need to change, that is, to agree to 
a process of reflection and transformation based on awareness of feelings 
and needs that each patient arouses (Slavin and Kriegman). The analyst 
learns to surrender control as part of the shared moral third—the respect 
for the perspective of the other—while still maintaining a commitment to 
responsibility, discipline and self-awareness.

To return to our focus on how the concept of recognition evolves 
as it is taken into intersubjective psychoanalysis, we could say that psy-
choanalysis thus conceived becomes not merely a model for knowing the 
other or facing the other’s unknowability—depending on which aspect of 
recognition we emphasize—but confronting the nontransparency of the 
self in the presence of the Other. It is this last emphasis, the presence of the 
Other as Observer to the Subject, that in all areas of theory has shifted so 
much. At the epistemological level, our opacity to ourselves, that is, the 
impact of Freud’s conclusion that we are not masters in our own house, 
has long been well assimilated by Critical Theory. But in analysis, when 
the reversals of position between knower and known occur, we are not 
alone.6 In live action, the confrontation whereby self and Other face their 
mutual knowledge, especially the knowledge of injury and suffering—with 
all the blood, tears, cries of outrage and despair this may bring—is a pain-
ful one. Over and over, both in the consulting room and the social world, 
the overwhelming facts of human suffering confront us with the chal-
lenge to overcome denial and dissociation in regard to ourselves as well 
as others. This painful confrontation, even in psychoanalysis, occurs not 
in the privacy of one’s mind, but in a state of vulnerable connection to the 
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other, as all participants are buffeted by the vicissitudes of unconscious 
and conscious collisions. It occurs in plain view, in the light of the other 
mind’s presence, either as witness or as accuser, as one who supports the 
third or coparticipant in breakdown.

The psychoanalytic experience with this intersubjective pro-
cess gradually acquaints us—analyst and patient alike—with our strength 
to withstand at least some of the truth of our shared condition as creatures 
frighteningly dependent upon and permeable to others—others who are 
“outside,” who are like and who are different from ourselves, but also, per-
haps most painfully, others who have suffered because of our own actions. 
Within this process, if we are fortunate, we fulfill some of our commit-
ment to a shared third, that is, we are able to bear together this condition  
of permeability and vulnerability without resorting to defenses that, 
often violently, isolate and paralyze us, replace our inborn empathy with 
dissociation from the fate of others and rage at the challenge they pose. 
Each time, we commit ourselves anew to assume responsibility for and 
awareness of the suffering that we can only hope to ameliorate or atone 
for in a small and partial way. But in that way, we struggle to hold in mind 
the project of recognition, to sustain and contribute to the greater shared 
third, to give back to the ethical dimension that sustains us as conscious 
beings.

jessica benjamin is a psychoanalyst practicing in New York City who also teaches and super-
vises at the New York University Postdoctoral Psychology Program in Psychoanalysis. She is 
the author of The Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminisms, and the Problem of Domination 
(Pantheon, 1988), Like Subjects, Love Objects (Yale University Press, 1995), and Shadow of 
the Other: Intersubjectivity and Gender in Psychoanalysis (Routledge, 1998). Her current 
work is on the problem of acknowledgment of personal and social trauma.

1 These comments are situated in 
the controversy between Haber-
masian and, very loosely concep-
tualized, poststructural theory, 
as discussed in the book Feminist 
Contentions (Benhabib et al.). On 
one side is the work of Seyla Ben-
habib (Situating) and Fraser, with 
whom I share an intellectual heri-
tage but who nonetheless place 
less emphasis than I do on nega-
tion, domination, and the inability 
to tolerate Otherness as constitu-
tive of an inherently conflicted  

subjectivity and defining  
of the problematic of recogni-
tion. To put more weight on these 
aspects is neither to deny nor 
exalt the capacity for recognition, 
but rather, to concretize it and 
develop its psychological media-
tions (see Benjamin, Shadow).

2 The differences between my 
position and Butler’s can be fol-
lowed through my discussion 
in Shadow of the Other of her 
views as she expressed them in 

Notes
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“Contingent Foundations” and 
in the debate in Feminist Conten-
tions, as well as in her critique 
of my position in her “Longing 
for Recognition” and in my reply 
(see “Response”). Suffice it to say 
here that Butler criticizes me for 
tilting to the affirmative side of 
recognition versus destruction, 
whereas I, in fact, see a strong 
conceptual agreement between 
us regarding the workings of 
identification and of destructive-
ness. Butler does acknowledge 
that all of my written work with 
the exception of one sentence 
in “Afterward” emphasizes the 
inevitability of breakdown, but 
she inclines to see my concept of 
the third as solely based on early 
harmony, rather than on experi-
ences of surviving disharmony, 
that is, destruction (284). Again, I 
believe the point here is not that 
human social life is harmonious, 
but merely that the third, insofar 
as it develops, is founded on the 
moments in which attunement 
works. Nonetheless, she is right 
to believe that what separates 
our positions is the issue of faith 
in the “process.” While I do not 
believe in a one-time resolution 
of any breakdown or destructive-
ness, nor do I believe that repair 
and transformation succeed in all 
cases, I do believe in the ethical 
commitment—as clinician and as 
Other—to the process, the process 
of trying to survive destruction 
through acknowledgment of fail-
ure and loss, through recognition 
of pain and suffering. It may be, 
then, that we need to engage our 
disagreement about the trans-
formational possibilities of such 
intention, especially as expressed 
in acknowledgment of injury and 
injustice. It is my clinical experi-
ence that over time recognition of 

intention can significantly effect 
the relational process and thus 
that the ethical commitment to an 
acknowledgment process func-
tions as the point of orientation, 
or moral third.

3 This paradox is in line with cri-
tiques of Levinas as elaborated by 
Jacques Derrida in “Violence and 
Metaphysics” and Drucilla Cor-
nell in Philosophy of the Limit. Of 
all those writing about the prob-
lematic of recognition, Cornell 
has most closely articulated the 
position I wish to develop, moving 
from Derrida’s critique of Levi-
nas to insist both on the specific 
differences between subject and 
Other and on the ethical respon-
sibility of each to acknowledge 
the other. What I hold to be most 
significant in the conjunction 
of Cornell’s work on the ethi-
cal, as expressed in Philosophy 
of the Limit and Between Women 
and Generations, and my own is 
the emphasis on acknowledging 
responsibility for failure to rec-
ognize the Other (and for one’s 
own position as perpetrator or 
perpetuator of domination).

4 I have been involved in this 
“translation” in an effort to cre-
ate a practical demonstration of 
acknowledgment between Israelis 
and Palestinians, working with 
groups in Tel Aviv and Gaza.

5 See Britton’s “Missing Link,” 
which has been adapted by Aron 
in “Internalized.”

6 To observe the master from 
the standpoint of his Other has 
become a commonplace in post-
colonial and feminist theory as 
well; that is a somewhat different, 
though parallel story.
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