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Jokes and their Relation to the Unconscious: Humor as a

Fundamental Emotional Experience 
Joseph Newirth, Ph.D., ABPP

This paper discusses the use of humor and jokes in
psychoanalysis from both theoretical and clinical perspectives. I
review and extend Freud's concept of “joke-work” as a parallel
to “dream-work” and suggest that his interest in jokes brought him
to the limits of the one-person energy theory and to the threshold
of two-person relational theory. The paper expands concepts
derived from Klein, Lacan, and Matte-Blanco in the development
of both an intrapsychic and an intersubjective understanding of
jokes and humor. This contemporary perspective on jokes and
humor allows us to enter into a view of the unconscious as a
transformational system that addresses issues of powerlessness,
meaninglessness, and the limits imposed by biological and social
reality and differentiates aspects of unconscious and conscious
processes. Clinically jokes and humor present a means of
interpreting, organizing, perceiving, and generating unconscious
meanings and developing profound intersubjective experiences of
affective connection and understanding. I provide several
illustrations of the use of humor and jokes in psychoanalysis and
psychotherapy and present theoretical observations and
suggestions on the importance of these processes in the
development of intimate relationships.

—————————————
An earlier version of this paper was presented at the Fourth International
Bi-Logic Conference, Rome, Italy, September 2004.
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Laughter is a protest scream against death.
Mel Brooks
Humor and jokes have often been seen as useful tactics in establishing the

psychoanalytic and psychotherapeutic relationship or as a means of
communicating painful insights within an affectively safer context. However,
jokes and humor, like other art forms, have been part of our shared history and
culture, suggesting something more essential then a therapeutic tactic,
something more like play (Winnicott, 1971) or the pretend mode of thought
(Fonagy and Target 1996), which are necessary for the development of the
capacity for mature human relationships and emotional connection and
understanding. Before turning to the clinical use and the intersubjective
experience of jokes and humor in the analytic relationship, I want to look at
these processes from a theoretical perspective as a way to further understand
intrasubjective structural aspects of the mind. In this paper I extend Freud's
(1905) concept of “joke-work” in terms of bi-logical Kleinian and Lacanian
theory and discuss the use of jokes and humor in psychoanalytic treatment as a
means of interpreting, organizing, perceiving, and generating unconscious
meaning and profound intersubjective experiences of connection and
understanding.

Freud's Evolving View of Humor and Jokes
Freud (1905) described jokes, humor, and wit as unconscious productions,

universal experiences, like dreams, in which processes of condensation and
displacement organize and generate deep emotional meaning. He suggested
the concept of joke-work as parallel to dream-work to explain the process
through which perceptions, drives, and affects are pulled into the
unconscious, resulting in the creation of jokes, of moments of disinhibition, of
pleasure, and of controlled as well as uncontrolled laughter. Freud's concept
of joke-work, like his concept of dream-work, entails hypothetical constructs
used to explain the complex affective and cognitive processes involved in the
unconscious creation of meaning, which have been addressed by Matte-
Blanco (1975) as the complex layering of symmetrical and asymmetrical
thoughts, by Kleinians as processes of symbolization within the depressive
position and by Lacan (Dor, 1998) as a metaphoric process of substitution.

Freud (1905) catalogued jokes by form, by technique, and by purpose, and
he compared them to dreams, constantly deepening his argument that
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both dreams and jokes provide an understanding of the unconscious mind and
the importance of the nonrational, nonlinear thought processes of
condensation, displacement, and indirect representation. Freud underlined the
spontaneous, involuntary, and unbidden nature of jokes, which reflect their
origin, like dreams, in the unconscious mind:

We speak, it is true, of “making” a joke; but we are aware that
when we do so our behavior is different from what it is when we
make a judgment or make an objection. A joke has quite
outstandingly the characteristic of being a notion that has occurred
to us “involuntarily”. What happens is not that we know a moment
beforehand what joke we are going to make, and that all it then
needs is to be clothed in words. We have an indefinable feeling,
rather, which I can best compare to an absence, a sudden release of
intellectual tension, and then all at once the joke is there – as a rule
ready-clothed in words [Freud, 1905, p. 167].

Freud (1905) also described the social or interpersonal nature of jokes as
different from dreams, which he thought of as an “antisocial mental product…
a compromise between the mental forces struggling within” a person which
involved an effort to remain unintelligible and disguised (p. 179). Freud's
(1905, p. 156) one-person, conflict model of the mind did not allow him to
fully develop the importance of jokes as a two-person, inter-subjective
emotional and cognitive organization of experience. Although Freud was
unable to fully take this step into a two-person psychology, his ability to
observe the importance of the other, the importance of the listener, seems like
a forerunner to our contemporary intersubjective views of mental processes.

Laughter is among the highly infectious expressions of psychic
states. When I make the other person laugh by telling him my joke I
am actually making use of him to arouse my own laughter; and one
can in fact observe that a person who has begun by telling a joke
with a serious face afterwards joins in the other person's laughter
with a moderate laugh. Accordingly, telling my joke to another
person would seem to serve several purposes: first to give me
objective certainty that my joke work has several purposes: first, to
give me objective certainty that my joke work has been successful;
secondly, to complete my own pleasure by a reaction from the other
person upon myself; and thirdly—where it is a question of repeating
a joke that one has not
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produced oneself—to make up for the loss of pleasure owing to the
joke's lack of novelty [p. 156].

Freud's (1905) difficulty understanding the intersubjective, affective, and
symbolic aspect of jokes and humor reflected the limits imposed by his view
of the mind as an energy discharge system in which affect arousal implied a
potentially dangerous situation that required either inhibition or a moderate
pleasurable discharge to maintain the individual's psychic balance and
relation to reality. However, in 1927, in a brief paper, Freud (p. 166) moved
away from this model of the mind which was centered on the inhibition and
discharge of drives and suggested a new understanding of jokes and humor in
terms of an early theory of object relations in which the superego functions
like a kind parent reassuring a frightened child, as if this inner parent were
saying, “Look! Here is the world, which seems so dangerous! It is nothing but
a game for children—just worth making a jest about!”

Freud (1927) began this paper, “Humour,” with a joke that describes an
individual's triumph over adversity. Interestingly, Freud (1905) also
presented this joke in his earlier work, suggesting both an importance and
special pleasure that he does not discuss. Here is Freud's repetitive joke: “A
criminal who was being led out to the gallows on Monday remarked: Well
this week is beginning nicely.” (p. 161). I believe that Freud's repeating this
joke reflected an important aspect of his identity, his identification with the
criminal as both an outsider and as one who challenges authorities, and
ultimately has the last laugh.  I believe that this paper suggests an incipient
shift in Freud's view of the individual's relation to reality, of the function of
the superego as an internal object, and a different set of goals for
psychoanalysis. Freud (1927) now seemed to conceptualize humor as a
potential asset, a synthetic process, and a means for the individual to triumph
over the inevitable limitations of life, suffering, and external reality. This new
view seems to suggest a constructive view of narcissism that involves
identification, merger, and a positive view of omnipotence.

Like a Buddhist ko'an, this joke about the criminal places us in an
important paradox; it reflects both the shortness of life and the eternity of a
moment, it emphasizes the necessity to take pleasure in one's circumstances to
transcend the universal experiences of limitation, persecution, powerlessness,
—————————————

 A similar situation arouse when Freud was released by the SS having been
ransomed from being held prisoner by the Nazis. The SS insisted that he
write a letter denying any negative experiences or intentions, which Freud
ended with a postscript in which he “recommended the SS's hospitality”
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meaninglessness, and insignificance. In a Buddhist ko'an, which seems similar
to this joke, a young monk is being chased by a hungry tiger; he reaches a cliff
and is about to jump to safety when he sees below him several hungry tigers.
Hanging over the cliff, barely within reach, is a fragile branch with one
perfect strawberry dangling off the end. What is he to do? How is he to
escape this dilemma, his fate? The monk's solution is to jump and grab the
fragile branch and enjoy the perfect strawberry as he falls through space to his
encounter with the hungry tigers, with his fate, with the Lacanian real.

Humor and the Lacanian Real
From a Lacanian perspective (Dor, 1998, p. 69), jokes are examples of

unconscious formations that combine metaphor and metonymy, condensation,
and displacement. Lacan (1997) viewed humor as an important aspect of the
individual's developing capacity to address the limitations imposed by
society, mortality, and the unspeakable terror of the real. Lacan (1997, p. 313)
compared the relationship between action and desire within the psychosocial
structures of tragedy and comedy. For Lacan, the essence of tragedy is the
triumph of death, the willingness of the tragic hero to choose death as an
expression of choice and dignity in a confrontation with the real. In contrast,
Lacan viewed comedy as an unconscious structure that expresses the
individual's capacity to choose life in an encounter with the real, with the
limits of existence. Lacan stated

One must simply remember that the element in comedy that satisfies
us, the element that makes us laugh, that makes us appreciate it in its
full human dimension, not excluding the unconscious, is not so much
the triumph of life as its flight, the fact that life slips away, runs off,
escapes all those barriers that oppose it, including precisely that
are the most essential, that are constituted by the agency of the
signifier (language)…. Life goes by, life triumphs whatever
happens. If the comic hero trips up and lands in the soup, the little
fellow nevertheless survives [p. 314].

Zizek (2001a), using Lacanian theory to understand socio-political events,
argued that comedy is a powerful way to symbolize those aspects of human
experience that leave us speechless and horrified. He illustrated this aspect of
comedy through a discussion of films about the Holocaust, an unexplainable
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and unspeakable horror, which he believed can best be understood through
comedies such as Robert Benigni's 1997 film Life is Beautiful and Lina
Wertmüller's 1975 film Seven Beauties. These films confront the question of
how we might understand and symbolize the Holocaust without sacrificing the
subjective experience of this emotional reality for a more objective and
coherent historical narrative involving explanations and abstractions. Zizak
suggested that in comedy, when the subject, such as the hero in Seven
Beauties, continues to maintain the absurdity of his survivalist stance,
attempting to seduce the sadistic and horribly unappealing commandant,
eventually our laughter stops and we come to experience the desperation,
powerlessness, nausea, and disgust that is at the center of this experience of
the real, unmediated by abstract thought and explanation. For Zizek, like
Lacan, and I believe Matte-Blanco, comedy paradoxically provides us with
the ability to faithfully symbolize the emotional, unconscious experience of
the real, of the horrifying and terrifying experiences that make us feel
helpless, meaningless, empty, and dumb.

Bi-logical Aspects of Jokes and Humor
Matte-Blanco's (1975, 1988) development of a bi-logical theory of

conscious and unconscious experience is very useful in extending Freud's
theory of jokes and humor. Matte-Blanco hypothesized two separate modes of
apprehending and knowing the world. Conscious organizations of experience
are based on the use of asymmetrical or Aristotelian logic through which we
perceive, organize, and generate our understanding of differences and
distinctions among persons, places, time, and causality. Unconscious
organizations of experience are based on symmetrical logic in which
differences among persons, places, time, and causality are effaced and
similarities are perceived, organized, and created. Asymmetrical logic is the
logic of science, the law and objective rational experience, whereas
symmetrical logic is the logic of dreams, poetry, art, and subjective emotional
experience. The difference between conscious or asymmetrical thought and
unconscious or symmetrical thought can be understood functionally, with
asymmetrical thought used to understand, denote, differentiate, and elaborate
objective aspects of reality and symmetrical thought used to perceive, evoke,
and create similarities and elaborate subjective aspects of reality.

One characteristic of symmetrical logic is that it treats an object, thought,
or experience as if it were part of an infinite set in which each
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member of a class is identical to all others and represents an unlimited,
identical number of experiences. This infinite quality of symmetrical
organizations of experience led Matte-Blanco to conceptualize emotional
experience as symmetrical, unconscious experience. The infinite quality of
unconscious experience is related to the emotional qualities of timelessness,
absoluteness, and the never-ending aspects of subjective experiences. Matte-
Blanco (1975) illustrated the relationship between the infinite quality of
symmetrical experience and emotion through examining the subjective
experience of love:

When someone loves, his feeling transcend the particular moment
and wraps his whole person in a peculiar non-temporal state of
mind. A young man in love would not express his feelings
adequately if he were to say to his beloved: “I love you for this
limited moment of time and then I shall love you no more.” An
outsider or even he himself (as a spectator of himself) may know
that this emotion is a passing one, but when he feels it, he feels it as
something that will last forever [p. 245].

Matte-Blanco's discussion of love illustrates the critical difference
between the asymmetrical structure of objective experience and the
symmetrical structure of subjective emotional experience. As in the Buddhist
ko'an, or Freud's joke, humor and jokes can be understood as examples of
symmetrized structures that reflect the infinite nature of subjective emotional
experiences in which one moment represents all moments of time and
existence.

Matte-Blanco (1988) suggested that asymmetry and symmetry are parallel
modes of processing information and experience and that “the same reality is
simultaneously treated… as if it were divisible or heterogeneous, formed of
parts, (within the asymmetrical mode) and on the other, as if it were one and
indivisible (within the symmetrical mode)” (p. 72). In clinical psychoanalysis
we are often struggling with and attempting to understand and transform the
patient's deadened asymmetrical experience of self and other into an alive,
vital, symmetrical affective experience of self in relation to other through
processes of interpretation. Bi-logical theory recognizes that this process of
interpretation is not simply a process of making the unconscious conscious but
of bringing the infinite depth of unconscious experience and affects into
experiences that are organized in the asymmetrical mode.
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Interpretation, Jokes, and the Unconscious
Rayner (1995) described interpretation as a form of mapping unconscious

experience into language and suggested that these maps are most useful when
“imbued with bi-logical structures, such as emotionally loaded language,
metaphor, other figures of speech, jokes and poetry” (p. 166). Rayner
discussed the use of jokes, which are symmetrized bi-logical structures, as
talking to “the patient using the language of the unconscious” and stated that
“interpretations in the forms of jokes, etc., can be the closest and most
appropriate mapping of the unconscious at a particular moment” (p. 124).
Rayner illustrated Matte-Blanco's use of humor with a joke that Matte-Blanco
told a patient who had cancelled the previous appointment because of “having
the flu and being afraid to infect the analyst.” Through telling his patient a
joke, as opposed to an explanation or traditional interpretation, Matte-Blanco
expressed the unconscious meaning of the patient's actions and consciously
experienced anxiety introducing a symmetrical dimension within a heavily
asymmetrical analytic relationship, creating a shared moment of pleasure and
a profound emotional experience of the current transference situation.

Matte-Blanco told the patient that his concern about infecting the analyst
reminded him of a joke in which “a man suffering from delirium tremens was
being interviewed by a psychiatrist. This patient complained of the itches ‘of
bugs’ and kept brushing them away towards the psychiatrist who said ‘For
god's sake, don't brush those things on me’ (as cited in Rayner, 1995, p. 124).
The patient laughed, probably seeing aspects of his own behavior reflected in
this joke, this symmetrized, bi-logical structure. Subsequently, Matte-Blanco
suggested a more asymmetrical interpretation, which was that his patient also
wanted to frighten him into thinking that he would be infected so that he would
tell the patient not to come to the following session.

This joke, like other symmetrical experiences that have an infinite quality,
suggests many meanings and emotions that could have been contained in this
therapeutic moment. We may think of this joke as reflecting a universal fear of
infecting or poisoning the other with our toxic substances and wishes, a
Kleinian image of the envious baby at the breast. In telling this joke in the
context of this particular transference relationship, Matte-Blanco reversed the
role of aggressor and victim, caricaturing his own position and creating a
more fluid and accepting attitude toward the patient's unacceptable,
destructive affects and wishes. Typically interpretation is thought of as
altering the patient's internal life; however, in telling a joke
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the analyst also transforms the intersubjective structure of the patient's
transference and the immediate transference–countertransference situation.
We may see this intersubjective aspect of jokes as facilitating a move from
the paranoid schizoid organization of the transference to a depressive
organization of the transference in which both patient and analyst move
beyond the paranoid position of victim and persecutor into a depressive
position in which there is an integration of love and hate and an experience of
mutual identification transcending the personal boundaries of history and time.
Schlesinger (1979), writing about humor and identity, made a similar point,
suggesting that with humor the “distinction between victim and audience is
minimized and their identification (with each other) is more or less complete”
(p. 318).

Two-Dimensional Model of Mental Experience
Recently I proposed a two-dimensional model of mental experience that

integrates the bi-logical dimension of symmetry—asymmetry with the
Kleinian dimension of the paranoid schizoid and depressive positions
(Newirth, 2003). From this perspective, when a person uses projective
identification to externalize unacceptable affects these affects become
experienced as part of the external world and are organized and perceived
within the framework of asymmetrical logic, as external, concrete,
persecutory objects. To address the clinical, interpretive, and
transformational aspects of asymmetrical and symmetrical organizations of
experience I suggest two broad interpretive strategies—an asymmetrical
strategy and a symmetrical strategy. In the asymmetrical strategy we use
discursive language to explain and differentiate aspects of the patient's
historical and objective experience facilitating patient development of the
capacity for abstract historical thought, inferential thinking, and self-
observation. In the symmetrical interpretive strategy we use evocative,
presentational language to facilitate patients’ ability to move beyond the
paranoid position of victim and persecutor and develop the capacity for
symmetrical symbolic experiences, such as dreams, metaphors, poetry, and
humor.

The use of jokes and humor in psychoanalysis suggests a symmetrical
interpretive strategy that has two functions: It facilitates the patient's capacity
to transform externalized paranoid and unconscious emotional experience into
metaphors that generate new experiences and perspectives, and it
simultaneously transforms the relational structure of the analytic dyad into a
fluid transference–countertransference situation. For example,

- 565 -

Copyrighted Material. For use only by PEPWeb. Reproduction prohibited. Usage subject to PEP terms & conditions (see terms.pep-web.org).

http://www.pep-web.org/document.php?id=irp.006.0317a#p0318


Matte-Blanco's use of humor in elaborating and mapping the unconscious
emotional meaning of his patient's concerns and fears of infecting him
transformed the relationship from an asymmetrical mode in which the patient
and analyst were well-defined, separate individuals, each with their own
objective role and both functioning in an investigative, scientific mode, to a
symmetrical relationship in which there is a loss of boundaries between the
present situation and the one described in the joke, where each becomes both
persecutor and victim, in an infinite set of therapists and patients, of toxic
wishes and fears of infecting and being infected.

The use of jokes and humor in analytic treatment develops the symmetrical
bi-logical structures that transform unconscious affective meanings,
functioning like dreams, metaphors, and poems while symmetrizing the
relational structures, bringing together two people in a new symmetrized
relationship in which there is a loss of temporal and spatial boundaries, and
an intense pleasure in the transformation of and triumph over the paranoid
schizoid experiences of helplessness, powerlessness, isolation, and the limits
of objective reality. In the following section I present examples of the clinical
use of jokes, humor, and the comic to illustrate the transformation of
unconscious experience and the symmetrization of intersubjective
relationships.

Clinical Illustrations
Many authors (Schimel, 1978; Poland, 1990; Baker, 1993; Strean, 1994)

emphasize the value of humor in reaching difficult patients, particularly those
in which the transference–countertransference relationship is skewed toward
paranoid schizoid organization involving splitting, sadomasochism,
idealization, and the depreciation of the analyst. Bader (1994) noted that
many of these patients seem to be highly resistant to traditional
(asymmetrical) explanations and interpretations and “require a more visceral
and affectively undeniable demonstration from the analyst that the relationship
was safe enough to risk real analytic exploration” (p. 28).

Bader (1994) described his work with a difficult and demanding patient
who expressed a great deal of dissatisfaction with the analysis while
demanding that the analyst provide him with concrete help with his current
life events. This patient had sought analysis for help with his relationships
—————————————

 The symmetrization of intersubjective relationships may be a way of
thinking about the development of Ogden's (1994) and Benjamin's (1998)
concepts of the analytic third.
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with women, which “became sadomasochistic, with increasing covert and
overt battles for control and a growing sense of despair” (p. 30). Bader came
to understand his own difficulty with the frustration and despair with the
evolving transference–countertransference relationship as a derivative of his
relationship with his mother “who had often burdened him as a child with her
complaints of being cheated and dissatisfied as a mother and wife” (p. 31).
As a result of understanding this concrete symmetrization between the patient
and his mother, Bader was able to modulate his helpless feelings and his
withholding affective style and introduce a more playful and humorous style
in which he sometimes was self-mocking and sometimes confirmed his
patient's accusations in a caricatured way. For example, the patient might
make a sarcastic comment like, “Did they teach you in school to make
interpretations that your patients can't understand or use?!” to which he might
respond, “Do you think I went to school to learn how to do this?” or “Yes—it
was in the same course where they taught me to blame the patient for my
mistakes” (p. 31).

Bader's use of humor reflects several transformations into symmetrized
experience from a closed, concrete, paranoid, despairing transference–
countertransference relationship that emphasized an asymmetrical interpretive
strategy to a more hopeful relationship in which both analyst and patient use
humor to express their paradoxical experiences of hate and love, dependency
and independence, rejection and desire, and hope and disappointment in an
evolving symmetrized relationship. Bader's counter-transference experience
of the patient's criticalness and disappointment as concretely the same as his
mother's is an example of paranoid or pathological symmetrization, whereas
his ability to shift to the use of humor in a symmetrical interpretive strategy
reflected a different form of depressive symmetrization in which there is
movement from a concrete paranoid mode to a more playful one in which
unconscious meanings can be symbolized through the enactment of the fantasy
of the disappointed child and the sadistic, inadequate mother. In this second
symmetrization it is not only the unconscious that becomes symbolized by the
use of humor but also the relationship that has become symmetrized so that the
role of the analyst and the role of the patient become exchanged in an
alternating symmetrized experience of dominance and submission.

Bader's example suggests that an analyst's use of humor is not a simple
intentional, voluntary act but as a dream or other unconscious experience is
like a creative resolution of a disjunction between conscious and unconscious
organizations of living reflected in the transference–counter-transference
situation, where there is an experience of intense frustration
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in the defined asymmetrical roles of analyst and patient. Pasquali (1986)
presented an example in which this transference– countertransference
disjunction is expressed in the despair of being unable to resolve the patient's
sadistic attacks, which led to a spontaneous humorous approach in which she
was able to shift from an asymmetrical interpretive strategy to a symmetrical
interpretive strategy. Pasquali described the analytic experience in the
following way:

“A” starts off the session attacking me in a subtly cruel way, then
goes on to torture me to a sadistic crescendo; the more I try to hold
my head together and find a channel of communication to stop the
passion which makes “A” totally dominated by his hatred of me, the
more sadistic “A” becomes. All my efforts are killed from the start,
the atmosphere becomes very heavy, the hope of finding a way out
minimal.
I am struck by an image “A” evokes just in the middle of his
sadistic attacks: a lizard, the tail of which “A” skillfully chops off. I
see myself dressed up in green, like a lizard; furthermore I perceive
myself desperately trying to create a new thought to replace the one
“A” has just chopped off. Smilingly I say to “A”: “It is a very well
known fact that, like the lizard's tail, the analyst's head grows, after
every new attack, newer and stronger then ever.” “A” laughs; the
atmosphere changes radically. We have both been able to perceive
our own absurdity: “A” who takes pleasure in seeing my head grow
again soon after he has cut it off with sharp words: I clutching at my
arm chair, telling myself that I must stand up at any cost, that I must
find a new explanation: the new one must certainly be the right one
[p. 233].

This transformational moment in the analytic dialogue can be understood
as an example of Winnicott's (1971) concept of the importance of surviving
the patient's attacks and the shift from object relating to object usage. But like
other examples of the use of transitional experiences in analysis, humor is a
function of the symmetrization of the analytic relationship, a merging or
dedifferentiation of the unconscious experiences of both analyst and patient
that results in a pleasurable moment of mutual identification, a diminution of
the asymmetry of the roles of analyst and patient, and a symbol of the
unconscious meanings of the transference–countertransference fantasy into the
analytic dialogue. Jokes and humor symmetrize the analytic relationship,
creating deeper emotional meanings that are based on subjective experiences
and personal insights.
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To conclude, I describe a moment in which the emergence of a humorous
comment, a joke, provided a new insight into the transference–
countertransference relationship and shifted the analytic relationship from the
repetitive complaints of the patient as an injured victim to joining the analyst
as the persecuting other.

The patient spent many sessions over the preceding months complaining
about her stepdaughter's extraordinary entitlement. In attempting to address
her obsessive, negative response to this adolescent behavior we focused on
the contrast between her feelings of resentment and deprivation as a child and
her stepdaughter's feelings of entitlement and demands for constant
indulgence. However, this insight did nothing to reduce my patient's
complaints and experience of personal outrage. The sessions became litanies
of the latest entitled demands and acts, which I began to experience as
extremely repetitive, boring, and emotionally distancing, and I began feeling
as helpless and powerless as my patient felt in her current and childhood
homes. The patient's self-righteousness pressed many personal buttons for me.
In the midst of a series of repetitive, emotionally deadening complaints I had
the image of the patient and myself as prosecutors/persecutors at the House
Un-American Activities Committee and jokingly made reference to the
McCarthy hearings by saying “I have an envelope in my pocket with the
names of the Communist sympathizers.” The patient immediately understood
my humorous reference, laughed, and shifted her perspective from that of a
resentful victim of her stepdaughter's demands to enjoying the power of her
previously disowned persecutory, self-righteous, judgmental self. In this
moment of laughter and pleasure we became one symmetrized critical and
judgmental voice that facilitated a shift in understanding and symbolizing our
unconscious experiences of envy and destructive criticism while feeling the
absurdity of the superior, pseudoparental positions that we had each assumed
in our attempts to be the grown-up mature one in contrast to the whiny,
entitled child that our transfer-ence–countertransference situation had
propelled us into enacting.

These examples of the use of jokes and humor in psychoanalysis and
psychotherapy illustrate several dimensions of the symmetrization of
emotional experience. Initially, in each example, there was a dedifferentiation
of the transference and countertransference so that both patient and analyst
found themselves encapsulated in an asymmetrical, concrete world of
persecutory anxieties. These deeply frustrating, despairing, and persecutory
experiences become resolved through the analyst's capacity to move into a
symmetrical symbolic mode of organizing experience in which a joke or
humorous comment emerges and reframes the formerly disowned feelings into
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an experience of pleasure, connection, and triumph over the limits of the real.
These examples suggest an important dimension of analytic technique, the
analyst's willingness to utilize a symmetrical interpretive strategy involving a
movement away from the more typical asymmetrical strategy of interpretation,
which differentiates asymmetrical experiences of person, place, time, and
causality, to a symmetrical interpretive strategy in which differences are
effaced, creating an infinite experience of joyfully being connected in a
deeply emotional experience within the psychoanalytic relationship. The use
of humor and jokes in the analytic relationship illustrates a fundamental
emotional process through which separate people become coupled and two or
more individuals become joined in a single affective moment that is felt to
extend infinitely through a double process of symmetrization, one intrapsychic
and one intersubjective. I believe that this double process of symmetrization
underlies all emotional, intimate, intersubjective relationships and that humor
and laughter is the medium that allows for the loss of the burden of individual
identity (see Searles, 1979, for a further discussion of this last point) and
creates moments of transcendence over the limits of biological,
psychological, and physical reality, allowing for the creation of loving
relationships and the development of deep personal meanings and
commitments.
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