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The analyses of two young boys, 4% and 5 years old, are presented. One child
was severely inhibited and nearly mute; the other was disorganized, frenetic,
and violent. In the context of these treatments, the author raises several ques-
tions related to clinical theory and technique, including the use of early inter-
pretation of affect with such children; the possible benefit of verbalizing
primary affects in this early interpretive work, and the roles of verbalization
and affect in work with caregivers and adult patients.
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My goals in this brief paper are threefold. I would like to present two child
analytic cases — one severely inhibited and one frenetic and aggressive — and
explore three aspects of technique and clinical theory. The first involves the
early interpretation of affect with such children; the second concerns the
possible benefit of verbalizing primary affects in such early interpretive
work; and the third relates to the use of affect theory in working with the
child’s caregivers. The possible implications for analytic work with adults
are also discussed.

Two cases: Sammy and David

The following two cases of prelatency children are presented briefly to illus-
trate some ideas about affect in the analytic process. One child was quite
inhibited; the other frenetic and violent. Many analytic writers note that
cases are, at best, illustrative of points one is trying to make, and that is
very difficult to determine the nature of therapeutic action and mutative
factors in even the most detailed write-ups. Rather than repeat various
aspects of child analysis which are rather well known, I will focus on areas
which raised questions.

Sammy

Sammy was about 4% years old when I first met him. His analysis lasted
approximately 2%s years, from around 4% to 7 years of age. His parents said
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Sammy, their only child, had been doing well until about 9 months prior,
when a favorite sitter left for another job. Despite liking his new sitter,
Sammy apparently became increasingly irritable. Mother was working part-
time and Sammy was in preschool for several hours 3 days per week. A few
months prior to my seeing him, mother’s work hours increased to 4 full
days per week. Sammy had increasing difficulty at his preschool: he stopped
talking and became virtually mute outside his home; he began losing bowel
and bladder control at school, had episodes of being inconsolable, and
finally was asked to leave. He began to have periods of hyperventilation
and did not want to leave his house; small cuts would require attention,
many bandages, and temporary disuse of whatever limb was involved. He
reacted fearfully to a rather violent TV commercial, and when it came on
he would run away into another room. In addition, he began worrying
about the police, fearing being arrested, wondering whether the police could
hear what he was thinking or saying. He would tap on the wall or a table
and ask his mother, ‘Can the police hear that?” He was afraid to go to
sleep, although once asleep he slept well. A few weeks before I saw them,
Sammy’s parents had consulted with a child psychiatrist. The parents stated
that the doctor had said Sammy sounded psychotic and suggested he be
hospitalized.

Sammy’s parents, George and Sarah, were in their early 40s. They had been
married about 15 years, the only marriage for each, and both were profession-
als. They presented themselves as well-meaning and concerned, and both were
rather embarrassed by what was happening to their son. Despite their com-
mon concern, there was tension between them: mother identified this tension
as due, in part, to her anger about having to work more hours because George
was pursuing further education. Both parents felt that the pregnancy had been
relatively easy, and that developmental milestones had been straightforward
up until recently. There had been no prior pregnancies or miscarriages, and
they had no plans for additional children.

After these two sessions with the parents, I saw Sammy for two diagnos-
tic sessions. He was a good-looking young boy, with dark hair and big,
dark eyes. He related well, shook hands, came into the office without his
mother and with only a little hesitation. He barely spoke, although he
briefly wondered if I had seen the commercial about the police and the bad
guy, and he noted how scary it was. He initially explored and played with
various items in the office: a lamp, the clock. He saw some play figures of
people and began setting them up; they began emptying garbage in his play.
He played fireman and rescue with the figures as well as a little baseball
with me. I tended to be rather quiet, asking an occasional question about
his feelings (e.g. about the commercial which upset him) or the activities in
the play. He engaged me in the play, either commenting fleetingly to me
about the play or eliciting my involvement in some way or another.

In the next session a few days later, he came into the office with no hesi-
tation. He remembered various items in the office. He revisited the clock,
and then began playing again with the figures. He said he hadn’t seen the
commercial again, and he spent much of the session setting the figures up
in a line and pretending the garbage truck was going down the street, with
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them emptying their garbage. He also played with the figures and had them
wrestle; he mentioned he liked to watch wrestling and would wrestle with
his Dad but that his mother did not like it. At the end of the session he
asked if he might come back.

In summary, I felt Sammy related well to me and was able to communi-
cate through his play. The decision to start an analysis (4 times per week)
was based on several factors, including his parents’ description of his dis-
tress and decompensation; Sammy’s capacity to relate and communicate,
albeit primarily nonverbally; his capacity for impulse control and tension-
regulation; and the parents’ psychological-mindedness and commitment to
treatment.

For the first several weeks of treatment, Sammy played quietly with the
little Duplo figures. He spoke very little: most of what I said or asked went
unresponded to, although he very much included and used me in his games.
At one point, he played what he called the garbage game (his mother later
noted he was fascinated by the garbage trucks and the garbage pick-up in
the alley behind his house). He put up two lines of figures, then had a gar-
bage truck go between them; he would then dump the figures into the gar-
bage truck as it moved along. When I asked him about it, he said they
belong in the garbage truck. ‘The people get thrown in the garbage truck?
The people are garbage?” I asked. ‘Kind of,” he answered. ‘Perhaps their
feelings are garbage? 1 wondered. ‘My Mom doesn’t like it when I get
angry,” he answered. ‘She’s crabby a lot these days.” Over time I wondered
with him about his being scared of his own anger — (maybe he sometimes
wanted to throw his mother away into the garbage?) — as well as his
mother’s anger (perhaps he feared he would be discarded (garbage) if he
expressed his anger?). He listened, but tended to shut down and would not
talk further about it.

Now, however, he began to be more mobile and less inhibited in his play.
He found a ball and used it to play football. He would pretend to be a run-
ner, struggling over tacklers and straining for the goal line. My efforts to
talk with him about any of this, including how scary it was to talk at all,
tended for the most part to be met with silence. I began to try to attune
myself to his feelings by linking his bodily motions and play to noises affec-
tively-laden words (Yanof, 1996; Stern, 1985). ‘Pow,” ‘crunch,” ‘smash,” I
would call out as he hit one tackler after another. He strained for the goal
line. ‘Uhh ... uhhh! I groaned. He became more open with his own noises
and facial expressions, especially around the goal line. He would growl and
look angry and very frustrated as he tried but couldn’t make it over the
goal line.

I then began to try to verbally and explicitly interpret his feelings. ‘He is
distressed ... he is mad!” I called out. ‘He is so angry; he wants to get a
touchdown!” As the play continued over the days and weeks, I said more:
‘Perhaps it’s scary to feel and say these things.” I also tried to address possi-
ble unconscious conflicts and fantasies: “You seem to want to score, but
you’re holding yourself back’ or ‘What makes it so tough to score? or
‘Maybe it scares you to score and win’ or ‘Perhaps you are worried I'll be
angry with you if you let yourself go and score and win.’
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Although it is difficult to know what was most useful, Sammy became
increasingly animated and verbal in his play. He began scoring touchdowns.
He would cheer and celebrate and I would join him, again interpreting his
feelings: ‘He is excited, elated! He scores! He is celebrating!” At times he
would have me be the referee, and now he would be able to be angry at me
directly: he would glare and growl at me, talking a bit more, sometimes get-
ting in my face and saying ‘I'm mad!” I became the announcer, who told of
his feelings, or the interviewer, who would ask him after the game how he
felt. He began to talk more about his feelings: ‘I feel great; we scored, we
won!” Or ‘I am mad! I am angry (growl)! I hate the referee. And I don’t
like you either!’

Now, a little more than 5 years old and about 6 months into treatment,
he was becoming more verbal, and his parents described significant changes
occurring in his external world. He was back in preschool and doing well,
talking and playing; the parents also mentioned that his symptoms at home
had lessened significantly.

At this point, his play began to shift to the interest I had heard about
during the first few hours: wrestling. For about the next year Sammy and I
became immersed in a wrestling motif. He talked about the World Wres-
tling Federation (WWF), what he had seen on TV, the wrestlers themselves
(Triple H., the Undertaker, Stone Cold Steve Austin, and many more), and
the different kinds of matches. He would sometimes be one of the wrestlers,
and would take a pillow (the opponent) and pound it, throw it around, pin
it, win, raise his hands exultantly. At times I was to be the announcer, call-
ing out as he walked into the ring, ‘and now, at 39 pounds, the Under-
taker!” and the crowd would go wild. Other times I was the referee or the
mean authoritative Commissioner, often glared and growled at and argued
with.

My interpretations when he appeared to inhibit his anger and aggressivity
were generally accepted. Interpretative efforts to explore the defensive nat-
ure of his toughness and powerfulness, such as talking about how scared
and helpless he might feel, or any link-up to upsets at home, especially his
fear of and rage at his mother, or any reference to sexual aspects of the
wrestling seemed to be disregarded. If I strayed too far into genetics or into
his feelings of vulnerability, I might be met with a hand open towards me
and the statement ‘Talk to the hand, not to the head!” or perhaps ‘Let’s just
play, Doc!” In the transference, I seemed to be both the father who would
play and watch wrestling with him, who understood his feelings, and the
mother who was seen as inhibiting and dictatorial and angry. I also found
myself getting interested in and watching some of the wrestling — who did
win the Triple H./Undertaker match? Who was going to wrestle in the next
version of Smackdown?

Now, about 6 years old, a year and a half into treatment, his parents
described how much better he was doing. They noted his symptoms were
virtually non-existent, and they said he made very little mention of the
police, was doing well in kindergarten, and separated easily from mother. I
continued to meet with the parents once a month. We discussed Sammy
and his development and their feelings about and reactions to me and the
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analysis. More specifically, I discussed the idea of innate affects with them,
highlighting the various feelings Sammy was expressing through his behav-
1ors. This seemed to lead in a number of directions. First, it established a
sense of priority on feelings and the importance of understanding that
actions and behaviors have meaning and are motivated by feelings. Second,
in a larger sense, it allowed us an entrée into the notion of Sammy having
his own internal world of thoughts and feelings — that is, it made possible
conversations about empathy and mentalization (e.g. Basch, 1983a; Fonagy
and Target, 1998). This became quite useful as the parents were increasingly
able to work with Sammy at home in much more effective and reasonable
ways, decreasing the conflict and hostility. In addition, the parents used the
work with Sammy to help them in displacement with their own issues and
relationships. That is, they used their increased understanding of Sammy’s
world and feelings to discuss and appreciate their own feelings and prob-
lems, especially their anger toward each other and the tension which existed.
They began to understand each other better, their pasts, and current ambi-
tions and pressures.

Mother especially became increasingly insightful. She became more
understanding and accepting of Sammy’s anger and aggressivity and the
behaviors which resulted. She also was much more attuned to his interests
and the importance of his interests in his development. In the treatment,
this played out in her increasing acceptance of his fascination with wres-
tling. Finally, as mother became more aware of Sammy’s affects and her
feelings toward Sammy, she realized more clearly her feelings with respect
to her own mother (Benedek, 1959). Mother used this work to make real
progress in her own life — emotionally on her internal frustrations and child-
hood antecedents and present triggers of her anger, and professionally on
her ambitions and interests as she switched jobs and began an upward tra-
jectory. She was the real hero in this story.

About 2 years into treatment, Sammy’s play and interactions with me
shifted. He was around 6% years old. Board games began to dominate our
sessions: checkers, chess, and Parcheesi. Somewhat tentative at first, Sammy
became increasingly enthusiastic and competitive after I interpreted his initial
fear in playing up to his full potential. He began to beat me and talked about
enjoying winning. One day we were playing Parcheesi. As he made a move
which boxed me into a corner, he gleefully exclaimed: ‘Oh ho, the shark
smells blood!” He went on to win and headed out the door with a smile on
his face. As he closed the door to my office — after how many hundreds of
times of negotiating the heavy door without incident? — he managed to close
it on his fingers! There was much pain and tears. The next day we talked
about it, and I wondered with him how he felt about what had happened, if
some anxiety about his aggression and beating me had contributed to the
event. He was able to talk more explicitly about his mixed feelings when he
won or was angry — excitement and apprehension both, his worries that he
might destroy me or himself. He discussed his rage, competitiveness, and fear
in terms of the transference with me and his mother and father.

We continued to talk about these issues, usually around the events of the
board games. He began to be more understanding of his internal world and
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feelings and his tendency to project his feelings onto the outside world
and the people in it. He was doing very well in school now, had friends,
and was very involved in outside activities. He began to wonder about stop-
ping, and ultimately we set a termination date several months in the future.

He talked about how he would miss coming, miss me, but how he was
having fun with his friends. He would come back, he said, if he needed to,
but the reasons he came in were becoming a little vague to him. Regarding
the parents, mother in particular went through some mourning around the
ending: she became tearful as she talked about where her son had been
when he first came in and where he was now. She discussed her increased
awareness of her own conflicts around anger and the changes she felt about
herself internally.

There has been some follow-up. I saw Sammy about a year after termina-
tion, as his mother wanted ‘to be in touch’ a little bit. They both said he
was doing well, although mother said Sammy had become anxious a couple
times but they talked about it and the anxiety dissipated. About another
year later, at around 9 years old, Sammy came in again. Sammy remem-
bered the office and some of the things we had done in there. He asked
why he had to come in the first place. When I told him and mentioned his
tapping on walls, and his fears of the police and the commercial, he began
laughing. He could hardly remember any of it, and he had trouble believing
he had said or done those things.

A few years later, when Sammy was about 11, I heard again from
mother. She said things were going well; Sammy was getting into sports,
especially basketball. His role was to run the team as point guard when he
was on the court. ‘How do you do that,” she asked him, ‘with the crowd
noise, and dealing with everything that’s going on around you? How do
you stay so calm and collected?” And now Sammy (Sammy who would not
talk and was terrified of a TV commercial and being arrested) answered his
mother with a statement and a question. ‘It seems easy, Mom,” Sammy said.
‘What’s the big deal?”

Sammy is now about 18. I have heard from him and his mother about
once every two years, in part due to their participation in a follow-up study
we are conducting in child and adolescent analysis. He recently finished
high school and is very interested in getting police training and becoming a
detective.

David

David was about five when I first met him. The oldest of several children,
this handsome little boy was brought to see me because he was about to get
expelled from Junior Kindergarten. He was often out of control in the class-
room, sometimes pushing or hitting other children, having tantrums, or sit-
ting in isolated fashion, not participating, and not responding. At home, he
was volatile, angry, and often quite aggressive toward his younger siblings.
The parents were well-educated, psychologically minded, and frustrated.
They were distressed but not hopeless about their son: they talked about
how he had a heart of gold, and they were willing to work hard to help
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him. They said the pregnancy, birth, and developmental milestones were
not unusual. They did note that, during David’s first year, both parents
worked, so that mother and father shared in the caregiving; for the next
2 years, father was the primary caregiver, after which mother was primary.

I saw David for two evaluation sessions. He related to me in a curious
way: to some extent he included me in his play, talking with me, showing
me what he was doing; but, on the other hand, he seemed distant, frenetic,
going from one activity to another. He wanted to write a letter to his
brother: he took an envelope, scribbled on it, and then started using the sta-
pler to pound staples into it. His difficulties at school and at home, his par-
ents’ concern for him and their distress, and my own sense that he was able
to relate, to be reached, led us all to decide upon intensive outpatient treat-
ment, an analysis at four times per week and meeting with the parents once
per month.

The first few months of the analysis saw some calming of the frenetic
activity in the sessions. I worked to stay attuned to him as he went from
one thing to another, and I actively interpreted his feelings as they emerged,
his distress, excitement, rage, and so on. Efforts to explore his anxieties and
fantasies tended to be unresponded to. What was most striking, however,
was what happened when he left the sessions: he would practically attack
his mother, trying to bite and hit her; he would literally pull his pants down
and try to expel flatus in her face. While I saw some of this anger in the
office and directed at me, the rage at his mother surpassed that. I was see-
ing the parents every 2-4 weeks; their hearts were in the right place and
they worked to try to understand and deal with David.

Things began to shift about 4 months into treatment when David discov-
ered I had a television in my office. He began to turn it on during the ses-
sions, and he got intrigued with the cartoons. Soon we pulled up chairs and
watched the TV together during the sessions. At that point, my feelings
were quite mixed. What was going on? What did it mean? On the one hand,
it seemed as if David had finally found an oasis in his world, a chance for
quiet in the midst of a noisy household of siblings and parents. And some-
thing intrigued him — he was ‘playing’ in his own way. On the other hand, 1
was horrified — watching television during sessions? But something was hap-
pening. We watched Arthur, Clifford, George Shrinks, Transformers, Ber-
enstain Bears, and others. I tended to comment on what was happening
and interpreted the feelings of the characters. They became our friends.

One day we were watching ‘George Shrinks’ together. George is a little
boy, around 10 years old; he is about 3 inches tall and lives with a normal-
sized family. He is quite amicable and capable, having his own airplane/car/
boat-submarine which he uses adeptly. At one point, George inadvertently
gets wrapped up inside a box and mailed overseas. His mother becomes dis-
traught. Stunningly, David turned to me, his eyes wide, and said: ‘His
mother misses him!” We talked about this, how his mother felt, how scared
and lost and alone George felt. The door began to open. As time went on,
I took David’s lead and started more explicitly to interpret the affects the
characters were conveying: their distress, anger, shame, excitement. David
joined in, commenting about their feelings and actions.
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This led to David beginning to talk more about both his own feelings
and his external world. He mentioned one day that his mother was ‘snippy.’
He talked about how ‘my little brother embarrassed himself.” Another time,
he said he had been very angry at his little brother and ‘I hate him
sometimes.” He talked about how, in contrast, he loved his little sister. He
brought his feelings for me into the process more readily. One day, he felt 1
was talking too much and interrupting our watching: “You are really annoy-
ing me!” he growled.

The work with the parents continued with meetings once per month and
telephone contact whenever necessary. Among the major issues which
emerged were mother and father’s apprehension about the future of their
troubled son and their frustration and anger with him and his behavior, espe-
cially toward his siblings. I interpreted to the parents David’s feelings which
motivated his behavior and outbursts; we also discussed the parents’ feelings
toward David. For instance, at times the parents put Vaseline on the handle
of his door to keep him in his room. We talked about their distress and rage
toward David, and David’s escalating fear and rage in these situations. Dis-
cussing these issues using specific affects seemed to help the parents gain a
sense of David having an internal world, with his own feelings and interests
which motivated his behavior. As they became increasingly able to give voice
to their own feelings about their son, they were able to create an atmosphere
in which David was more and more comfortable in speaking directly and ver-
bally to them about his feelings, especially his anger. The parents were then
able to use these words with David, which he picked up on. In addition, the
ripples spread in that the parents were able to discuss better the tensions
between each other and relate these difficulties to their own pasts.

In David’s external world, things were changing dramatically. He was
doing very well in school, both behaviorally and intellectually. There was no
more discussion about him being asked to leave the school, and his teachers
seemed to like him a great deal. He had friends now, and play dates went well.
At home he was able to sleep alone without the constant running into his par-
ents’ room, and his aggressivity toward his siblings decreased.

He became able to talk about his internal world and feelings in a more
sophisticated fashion, with the talking often triggered by one of the shows
we were watching or in the context of something he had brought to the ses-
sion (which was happening more often). For instance, one day we were
watching an episode of the cartoon ‘Arthur,” and the character Arthur got
upset with his younger sister. David began talking excitedly about how
sometimes he really hated his younger sister and what she did to him and
how sometimes he really loved her. He became similarly able to express his
ambivalent feelings about his parents and about me. I could now interpret
his resistance to expressing, for example, his rage and disappointment
toward me and explore his fantasies surrounding these episodes.

As David approached 7 years of age and after about 2 years of analysis,
we began to consider termination. One day, shortly before termination, I
was meeting with the parents, and father said he had an incident to tell me
about. ‘There had been a kind of noisy family fight, and afterwards I
couldn’t find David,” father started out. ‘I finally found him on the front
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steps. “David,” I said, “what’s going on?” And David said to me, “Daddy,
I was very angry at you ... and I didn’t know if I wanted to talk with you
directly about it yet, or come out here and calm myself down and think
about it first.””

Discussion

Child analysis has tended to be conceptualized classically in terms of clinical
theory and technique: establishing a relationship, an atmosphere of safety,
and a developmental space within which to play; interpreting defense and
resistance, anxiety and conflict, and unconscious fantasy; working with par-
ents; and using one’s countertransference and analyzing the transference
(Yanof, 1996; Hoffman, 2007; Sugarman, 2009; Tyson, 2010).

Recently, however, discussions and cases have emerged in the literature
suggesting that with more disturbed children, some expansion of our tech-
nique may be useful (Fonagy and Target, 1996; Yanof, 1996; Tyson, 2010).
This seems fueled, in part, by enhancement of our clinical theory, particu-
larly in the areas of development and affect (Greenspan, 1997; Hurry, 1998;
Fonagy and Target, 1998).

For example, Tyson (2010), in discussing the 25-year follow-up of a
severely disturbed child, cogently described the differences between the clas-
sical model of child analysis and the mental process model which emerged
from the research at the Anna Freud Centre (Fonagy and Target, 1996):
“The classical model, using interpretation of unconscious fantasy, defense,
anxiety, and conflict, and the mental process model, using mentalization”
(Tyson, 2010, p. 938). In a sense, this may be overstating the dichotomy. As
we will see, the issue may be more one of timing (early interpretation of
affect) and content (use of primary affects), with the later trajectory of the
analytic process then possible toward more classical work.

Tyson described the beginning of the analysis of a very troubled 8 year-
old boy named Peter. “I was most puzzled by his total lack of ... psycho-
logical mindedness. He did not seem to have any sense of who he was or
what kind of emotional state he was in. He had no words for feelings, no
capacity to think about and reflect on the feelings that might be causing
some of his distress” (2010, p. 934). Tyson discussed the problems in her
clinical technique: “I quickly realized that interpretations of unconscious
conflict aimed at promoting insight were not helpful and did not lead to
elaboration or the introduction of new material” (p. 935).

She then articulated the shifts she made:

The strategy I developed in treating him was to focus on verbalizing his feelings
and mental states, using Katan’s notion (1961, p. 185) that verbalization of affect
leads to some measure of control. She maintained that such verbalization increases
ego strength by enabling the individual to distinguish between wishes and fantasies
on the one hand, and reality on the other. I hoped that if I could consistently label
Peter’s feelings, and make links to his actions and subsequent feelings, he might, in
time, be able himself to label and think about his mental states.

(Tyson, 2010, p. 935)
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In other words, as I read Tyson, it appears she began to realize she
needed first to focus on putting words to Peter’s affects, to give him a
vocabulary, and only then was able to do what we might consider more
classical child analytic work.

Yanof (1996) described a process somewhat similar to Tyson’s although
with different psychopathology — a little boy who was inhibited and selec-
tively mute, not unlike Sammy. Yanof suggested “the very art of speaking
becomes engaged in conflict” (p. 80) — to the child it is “an act of aggres-
sion” (p. 80), and the child defends himself against this forbidden impulse
by not speaking. Yanof described in detail her treatment of 4% year-old Jer-
emy, who had not spoken in his preschool for over a year. As she struggled
to be attuned to and communicate with Jeremy, Yanof noted she made a
pivotal intervention:

I began to speak to Jeremy in another language. I made noises ... I became the
soundtrack to Jeremy’s play.

(Yanof, 1996, p. 85)

Yanof elaborated upon the complicated nature of this, stating that her
intervention “was accompanied by a range of sounds that clearly expressed
affect ... Like the special dialogue between mother and infant, my interven-
tion amplified affect” (pp. 85-06).

There is room for discussion about this process. Was the mutism conflic-
tual — adaptive and defensive? Was there deficit involved? Certainly, it
appeared that Yanof linked the affect to the noises and then to the words.
Yanof herself grappled with what allowed Jeremy to talk: “This is hard to
know for sure,” she said, but already in therapy his increased freedom in
expressing his destructive thoughts in noisy but wordless play was helping
“to detoxify the danger of his thoughts” (p. 88). She survived his attacks
and put the unspeakable into words: “My words helped him to know and
organize that which had previously been unknowable” (p. 88).

Ferro and Meregnani (1994), Lecours and Bouchard (1997), Gilmore
(2002), and Gedo (2005) are among those who have also discussed this pro-
cess. As Gedo noted: “An affect has to become symbolically encoded ...
the absence of such encoding constitutes alexithymia” (2005, p. 90); “the
inability to encode certain matters verbally has profound adaptive disadvan-
tages” (p. 109).

Similarly, Anny Katan (1961) stated: “Verbalization increases ... the pos-
sibility of distinguishing between ... fantasies ... and reality ... [V]erbaliza-
tion leads to the integrating process, which, in turn, results in reality testing
... If the child would verbalize his feelings, he would learn to delay action”
(pp. 185-6).

With Sammy, my initial efforts to interpret his resistance and unconscious
fantasies around talking seemed rather ineffective, so I began linking affec-
tively-laden words to Sammy’s play: oomph! pow! crash! This was consis-
tent with affect attunement in Stern’s model of development in which issues
of validation and sharing of affect in the domains of core and intersubjec-
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tive self occur well prior to verbal encoding (Stern, 1985; Holinger, 1999); it
was also similar to what Yanof described.

Very soon, I began interpreting the feelings related to these actions and
noises: his distress, anger, fear, interest, and so on. This deepened the pro-
cess in that his play intensified and morphed into the wrestling motif which
was to characterize much of the analysis. Increasingly, he expressed his rage
in his play as well as directly and verbally at me in the transference. Now
my comments about his reluctance to talk about his anger and his hesita-
tion in winning led to his discussing both fear and desire to hurt others and
apprehension of being retaliated against. We became able to talk openly
about his fear of his own rage and aggressivity and his rage at and fear of
me and his mother. With this transference work came other changes:
Sammy was able to think and talk more metaphorically, his play shifted,
and competitive concerns within a paternal transference began to emerge
more clearly. It was at this point that he hurt his fingers in the door, after
which we talked about his ambitions and competitive concerns toward me
and his parents. This then launched us into the termination phase of the
analysis.

David presented at the other end of the behavioral continuum: frenetic
and hyper-aggressive. His initial behavior in the office and waiting room
continued in rather chaotic fashion — until he found the television. As we
began watching cartoons during the sessions, an alliance began to form. As
we worked with what appeared to be a particularly noisy and virulent nega-
tive maternal transference, I tried to be open to whatever kind of creative
play presented itself (e.g. Weiss, 1981; Greenspan, 1997; Harrison, 1998;
Hurry, 1998) — i.e. the television and the cartoons. When my efforts to
interpret his resistance were unsuccessful, I began to use the cartoons them-
selves — interpreting the feelings and conflicts of the characters. I began
explicitly to interpret the specific affects: fear, shame, anger, and so on. It
was after this that David said in the midst of an episode of George Shrinks
that ‘his mother misses him!” This breakthrough led to increasing talk about
his feelings and explicit transference work; David began talking more about
himself, his family, and me, ultimately with the gradual development of a
positive paternal transference which led toward termination.

The use of the television, cartoons, and movies by David and other chil-
dren deserves further discussion. Initially, I was quite apprehensive as David
gravitated to the television and the various cartoons with which he was
familiar. Yet, as Judy Yanof noted, this is the world most of these children
live in these days — television, cartoons, video games, movies (personal com-
munication). Subsequently, I have worked with several children who gravi-
tated to those venues during periods in the treatment. Developmentally,
most of them were in latency. One consistent feature seems to be the affec-
tive resonance between the characters in the television or movies and the
patients’ internal experience. The facial expressions, the behaviors, the
words, the verbal volume and intonations are all part of the affective
exchange.

To my surprise, a show with which I initially had very little familiarity
seemed to be quite beneficial to some children — “The Simpsons.” The expli-
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cit and intense expression of affect in this show appeared to be very experi-
ence-near and allowed for discussions of the patients’ own feelings and
those of their parents and siblings. In a couple of instances of significant
pathological inhibition, the lack of verbal and behavioral inhibition in “The
Simpsons” seemed to provide an effective springboard for interpreting the
fear and anger and excitement of these children. Parents were often skepti-
cal, but the children’s occasional use of these venues provided another
opportunity to discuss with the parents how child analysis, work in dis-
placement, and focus on affects can lead to change. Consistent with these
ideas is the use of videos in psychotherapy training — that is, that pictures
as well as words can be helpful. In addition, some have found that videos
of therapy sessions, which are then viewed together by patient and thera-
pist, can be quite useful (e.g. Bhaskar Sripada, personal communication).

What kind of interpretation of affects and when?

As noted previously, child analysis has classically emphasized interpretation
of resistance, defense, unconscious fantasy, transference, and other elements
(Hoffman, 2007; Sugarman, 2009). Yet, when I initially attempted this with
Sammy and David, there seemed to be little progress: there was little further
discussion, elaboration of the anxieties or the affects, enhanced tension reg-
ulation, and so on. In this regard, my experience was somewhat similar to
that of Yanof (1996) and Tyson (2010). And so I began to interpret their
affects directly — their anger, excitement, fear, shame, and the like. I did this
in the context of their own play or through the characters in the cartoons
we watched.

In addition to interpreting the affects directly, I also began to do this
carly in the treatment. Finding a lack of progress with interpretation of
resistance (similar to Yanof, 1996 and Tyson, 2010), I soon shifted to direct
interpretation of affect. This seemed to provide the symbolic encoding Gedo
described, a vocabulary, and with this came a greater capacity to discuss
resistance, defense, fantasy, and transference.

There is also an extensive literature in experimental psychology which
tends to support the efficacy of interpretation of affect, particularly as a
viable form of emotional regulation. Experimental studies have found that
verbalization (spoken or written) of current emotional experience reduces
distress in contrast to no verbalization, verbalization of nonaffective mate-
rial, distraction, or reappraisal (Frattaroli, 2005; Kircansky et al., 2012;
Pennebaker and Chung, 2011). In addition, neuroimaging studies suggest
that affect labeling diminishes the response of the amygdala and enhances
the activity of the cortex (Lieberman et al., 2007). This leads to additional
questions about affect.

What affects?

Affect theory is a hugely complicated topic with a massive history and liter-
ature. If we are going to pursue the question of earlier and more direct
interpretation of affects with children like Sammy and David, it seems rea-
sonable to ask: ‘What affects?” There are a variety of conceptualizations
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and models of affect (Rapaport, 1950, 1953; Basch, 1976; Knapp, 1987,
Schore, 1994; Panksepp, 1998; Gilmore, 2002; Gedo, 2005; Holinger, 2008).

Current clinical and neuroscience studies suggest that internal and exter-
nal stimuli trigger inborn facial and bodily responses, termed primary
(innate or categorical) affects (Basch, 1976; Knapp, 1987; Tomkins, 1991;
Panksepp, 1998; Ekman, 1998; Gedo, 2005). These affects combine with
experience and each other over the course of development to form our more
complex emotional life.

Nine categorical inborn affects have been identified, although there
remains scientific controversy about the exact number (Ekman, 1998; Pank-
sepp, 1998; Stern, 1985; Tomkins, 1991; Demos, 1995; Holinger, 2008):
interest, enjoyment, surprise, distress, anger, fear, shame, disgust (reaction
to noxious tastes), and dissmell (reaction to noxious odors). The affects
operate on a continuum from low to high: interest-excitement, enjoyment-
joy, surprise-startle, distress-anguish, anger-rage, fear-terror, shame-humilia-
tion, and greater degrees of disgust and dissmell. Each affect has its own
facial, bodily, and vocal manifestations (Tomkins, 1991; Holinger, 2008).
Fear-terror is related to the defense of repression, and shame-humiliation to
disavowal (Basch, 1983b, 1988; Nathanson, 1992).

With Sammy and David and their parents, I found myself focusing on
and using these primary affects in my interpretations. They seemed more
experience-near and more visceral — less intellectual. I used words such as
distress, anger, interest, shame, and so on in the interpretations. This
appeared to increase their awareness of their internal worlds and self-reflec-
tive capacities, and also to enhance their capacities to verbalize their own
feelings and elaborate on their fantasies, both in transference and extra-
transference work. With this came increased tension-regulation and
enhanced functioning at school and home.

The development of this work deserves further mention and context. In
1859, Charles Darwin’s book on evolution was published: On the origin of
species by means of natural selection, or the preservation of favoured races in
the struggle for life. However, Origin of species had very little discussion of
Homo sapiens. Relating humans to evolution was to come in 1871, in The
descent of man, and selection in relation to sex. An early chapter in this book
is titled ‘Comparison of the Mental Powers of Man and the Lower Ani-
mals.” Darwin leaves no doubt about his intentions, saying his object is to
show that there is no fundamental difference between man and the higher
mammals in their mental faculties (Browne, 1995, 2002). Darwin argued
that certain human facial expressions and postures were innate, inherited,
universal responses. In his lesser-known work, The expression of the emo-
tions in man and animals (1872), he discussed these responses and their evo-
lutionary antecedents in detail. Darwin described various human
expressions he suggested evolved, including: surprise, attention, curiosity,
dejection, despair, anger, fear, shame, and others.

Influenced by Darwin, Freud considered affect initially to be a conscious
manifestation of instinct, and later affect became a part of an internal feed-
back system (Basch, 1976; Freud, 1915, 1926, 1933). In the middle of the
20th century, some anthropologists (e.g. Mead, Bateson, Birdwhistell)
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argued for cultural relativism rather than an inherited basis of emotional
expression (Ekman, 1998). However, scientific studies (neurobiologic, ana-
tomic, cross-cultural, psychological) consistently privilege evolutionary and
innate expressions of emotion (Ekman, 1998, 2003; Mayr, 2001; Panksepp,
1998).

In the second half of the 20th century, Tomkins and his colleagues (e.g.
Demos, Ekman, Izard, Nathanson) advanced this area significantly, describ-
ing more specifically these inherited emotional processes, their development
and function, clinical implications, and roles in both motivation and commu-
nication (Knapp, 1987). Their data and conceptualizations tackled the follow-
ing key question: How do biological drives, memory, words, and external
stimuli all trigger a relatively small number of primary affects? It now appears
that the activation of affects involves the rate of stimulus increase, stimulus
decrease, and stimulus level (quantity) (Tomkins, 1962, 1991; Demos, 1995;
Basch, 1976; Stern, 1985; Ekman, 1998). Interest, fear, and surprise are related
to the rate of increase of the stimulus. For example, any stimulus (light,
sound, etc.) with a relatively sudden onset and a steep increase in the rate of
neural firing will innately activate the surprise-startle response; if the rate
increases less rapidly, fear is activated; and if still less rapidly, interest is
innately activated. Distress and anger are quantitative and related to the stim-
ulus level: a sustained increase (such as loud noise) innately activates the cry
of distress, and if sustained and still louder, this stimulus activates the anger
response. Enjoyment-joy is activated by a sudden decrease in stimulation. The
affects shame-humiliation and disgust and dissmell are a bit different. Shame
operates only after the affects of interest and enjoyment have been activated
and involves the impeding and reduction of one and/or the other. Disgust and
dissmell are defensive reactions to toxic tastes and odors, respectively, later
related psychologically to rejection and contempt.

Work with caregivers and other adults

Much of my work with the parents was rather straightforward — exploring
their anxieties and fantasies about their child, their transferences to me and
child, resistances, projections, how their own backgrounds contributed,
developmental issues, my countertransferences, and so on. However, as one
might suspect, the parents had very little understanding of the internal
world and feelings of their child — and themselves (Basch, 1983a; Fonagy
and Target, 1998; Novick and Novick, 2005). So I also tried focusing with
them on the issue of affects, doing this both generally and specifically.

In general, I tried to help them understand that the behaviors of their
child, which scared and troubled them so much, had meaning and were
motivated by the child’s feelings. We explored the various feelings which
seemed to precipitate the behaviors, and then explored verbalizing the
child’s feelings and their own (words instead of actions) in their interactions
with their child. This process enhanced the parents’ understanding of them-
selves and their child and allowed for increased verbalizations during times
of stress rather than the chaos, noise, and rage which marked prior epi-
sodes.
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More specifically, I focused on the primary affects of distress and anger.
I used the model noted above in which distress and anger are viewed quan-
titatively: responses to smaller or larger degrees of stimulation, respectively.
Thus, anger is seen as excessive distress, an SOS signal (‘Please help! Some-
thing is wrong!’). This seemed to help the parents shift their focus from
punitive ways of controlling the child’s anger and provocative behavior to
addressing what triggered the distress and anger. In other words, this model
appeared to aid the parents in appreciating that their child had an internal
world worth attending to, and that their child’s behaviors were motivated
by the feelings in that internal world.

I also found myself addressing and interpreting the affect of interest (curi-
osity). Interest has been considered by some as an innate, universal affect of
great importance in learning and exploratory activities, with characteristic
facial and bodily manifestations in infancy and neurobiologic pathways
(e.g. Panksepp, 1998, 2004; Panksepp and Biven, 2012; Tomkins, 1991).
Conceptualizing the affect of interest in this fashion seemed beneficial to
the analyses in a variety of ways. First, it appeared to aid in the analytic
process of inquiry for both child and parents, conveying the importance of
exploring and understanding the internal workings of the mind (Basch,
1983a; Greenspan, 1997; Fonagy and Target, 1998). It helped the parents
listen to their child. In addition, focusing on the specific interests of the
child seemed to impart value to the likes and dislikes and, ultimately, the
identity and sense of self of the child, allowing for better choices both cur-
rent and future (e.g. career and relationships). Using Winnicott, one might
say this process enhanced access to True Self issues (Winnicott, 1960; Holin-
ger, 2009). Finally, attention to the feeling of interest appeared to validate
the importance for the child of this internal affective state.

Might this focus on the early interpretation of primary affects be use-
ful with adult patients who manifest certain kinds of character pathology
or deficits? According to Gedo (2005), this work involves symbolic
encoding — necessary in those whose lack of emotion may be caused by
an inability to connect with one’s own affective reactions. Gedo sug-
gested this constituted an alexithymia, “a failure to connect automatically
generated affective reactions with the words that symbolize them” (2005,
p. 83). What are the therapeutic implications? In addition to the usual
psychoanalytic interventions, Gedo noted that “it may be necessary to
name for the patient the affective reactions the analyst succeeds in identi-
fying through direct observation of nonverbal behaviors, thereby gradu-
ally ameliorating an alexithymia” (2005, p. 153, emphasis in original; see
also Tyson, 2010, and Katan, 1961).

Further questions

The mechanisms behind the mutative effects of both adult and child psy-
choanalysis have been conceptualized in a number of ways: interpretation,
making the unconscious conscious, elaborating unconscious fantasies,
aspects of the relationship, empathic immersion, reconstruction, work in the
transference, countertransference awareness, and so on. Underlying many of
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these processes seems to be the idea of verbalization, especially verbalizing
affects — putting words to affects, interpreting affects — and linking the
words to the visceral, bodily, experience-near sensations of the patient (e.g.
Todd, 2012; Gilmore, 2002; Salomonsson, 2006; Tyson, 2005, 2010; Katan,
1961).

The issues surrounding verbalization seem to account for much of the
effectiveness of our clinical technique. The verbalization/affect discussion
has spawned a massive and important literature on affect theory. Vivona
(2012) recently suggested rethinking the concept of ‘preverbal’ entirely,
given the ubiquity and significance of language throughout earliest develop-
ment. Vivona described linguistic research showing infants have far more
verbal capacities than previously thought. These findings dovetail impor-
tantly with clinical child psychoanalysis in the area of primary prevention,
that is, encouraging caregivers to exploit the beneficial linking of affects
and words far earlier in infancy than is currently done.

Additional questions remain — for instance: how does verbalization, par-
ticularly of affective states, function to allow us the clinical results we value
(e.g. Vivona, 2014)? Does the importance of language and verbalization in
early development give us another tool with which to aid parents with their
children? Regarding the dynamic between interpretation and the analytic
dyad, does the verbalization of affective states, and the understanding which
can result, help account for the significant mutative effects described in the
relational literature (e.g. Mitchell, 1991)? Or, as Valeros (1989) asks, can the
analyst-child play itself become mutative with little verbalization and inter-
pretation, and, if so, how does that happen?

Conclusions

Two child analytic cases are presented — one child was severely inhibited
and the other violent and frenetic. Clinical theory and technique are
explored with a focus on the early interpretation of affect, using direct
verbalization of primary affects, and the implications of aspects of affect
theory in work with caregivers and adult patients. Questions are raised
about the relationships of verbalization and affect to our theory and
technique.
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Translations of summary

Nouvelles considérations sur la théorie, la technique et I'affect dans I’'analyse d’enfants : deux
cas de pré-latence. L auteur présente I'analyse respective de deux gargons, 'un agé de 4 ans et demi,
l'autre de 5 ans. Un des enfants était extrémement inhibé et mutique, I'autre était désorganisé, frénétique
et violent. A partir de ces deux traitements, ’auteur souléve plusieurs questions relatives a la théorie et a
la technique cliniques, notamment : I'utilisation précoce de Iinterprétation de I'affect avec de tels en-
fants, le bénéfice éventuel de la verbalisation des affects primitifs dans ce travail interprétatif précoce et
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le role de la verbalisation et de I'affect dans le travail avec le personnel soignant ainsi qu’avec les patients
adultes.

Weitere Uberlegungen zur Theorie, zur Technik und zum Affekt in der Kinderanalyse: zwei
praadoleszente Patienten. Vorgestellt werden die Analysen zweier 4 5 bzw. 5 Jahre alter Jungen.
Eines der Kinder war gravierend gehemmt und beinahe vollstindig stumm, das andere war desorganisi-
ert, wild und gewalttatig. Im Kontext dieser Behandlungen formuliert der Autor mehrere Fragen, die mit
der klinischen Theorie und Technik zusammenhangen. Er erortert die frihe Deutung des Affekts in der
Arbeit mit solchen Kindern, den moglichen Nutzen der Verbalisierung primarer Affekte in der frithen
Deutungsarbeit sowie die Rolle, die der Verbalisierung und dem Affekt in der Arbeit mit den Bezugsper-
sonen von Kindern und mit erwachsenen Patienten zukommt.

Considerazioni aggiuntive sulla teoria, la tecnica e gli affetti nell’analisi evolutiva: due casi di
bambini di eta pre-latenza. Questo lavoro presenta I’analisi di due bambini, rispettivamente di 4% e di
5 anni. Un bambino era severamente inibito ¢ pressoché mutacico; I'altro era disorganizzato, frenetico e
violento. Nel contesto di questi trattamenti, I’autore solleva diverse questioni relative alla teoria clinica e
alla tecnica, che comprendono: I'uso di interpretazioni precoci degli stati affettivi, con questi bambini; i
possibili benefici della verbalizzazione di affetti primari nel lavoro interpretativo precoce; ¢ il ruolo della
verbalizzazione e dell’affetto nel lavoro con i genitori e con i pazienti adulti.

Nuevas consideraciones sobre teoria, técnica y afectos en el analisis infantil. Dos casos de
prelatencia. Se presentan los analisis de dos ninos varones de 4 anos y medio y 5 anos. Un nino tenia
una inhibicién grave y era casi mudo, mientras que el otro era desorganizado, frenético y violento. En el
contexto de estos tratamientos, el autor plantea varias preguntas relacionadas con la teoria y la técnica
clinicas, entre ellas, el uso de la interpretacion precoz del afecto en este tipo de ninos, el posible beneficio
de la verbalizacion de los afectos primarios en esta tarea interpretativa precoz y las funciones de la ver-
balizacion y del afecto en el trabajo con cuidadores y pacientes adultos.
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