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Nor would I say that our institutes are of no value. 
They do fulfil their purpose: they turn out . . . a 
 remarkable percentage of competent analysts; 
but . . . the training that is conducted in our profes-
sional schools distorts some of the most valuable 
features of psychoanalysis and hinders its develop-
ment as a science and as a tool by means of which 
to change behavior.

—Siegfried Bernfeld (1952)

T he history of attempts to improve the education of psychoanalysts 
schooled in IPA or APsaA institutes dates back much further than 

Bernfeld’s remarks, but this excerpt of his assessment could have been 
written, as you will soon see, by the authors of the centerpiece of the spe-
cial section on psychoanalytic education to follow. Among others who 
have diagnosed its major limitations, recognized its significant strengths, 
and offered new educational options, the late Robert Wallerstein’s prolific 
contributions to this discussion (1972, 1978, 1991, 1993, 1998, 2007a,b, 
2009, 2011, 2012; Wallerstein and Weinshel 1989; Wallerstein and 
Fonagy 1999) are noteworthy; were he to have lived, he would have been 
one of the continuing contributors to this debate.

JAPA welcomes the collaborative paper by Otto Kernberg and Robert 
Michels that presents their assessment of the current state of psychoana-
lytic education and offers a comprehensive proposal for enhancing its 
future. In this, their first co-authored work on psychoanalytic education, 
Kernberg and Michels join forces to account for the decline in the status 
of psychoanalysis as both a profession and a science, as well as a theory 
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of mind, psychopathology, and remediation. They believe that the psy-
choanalytic culture’s failure to produce acceptable standards of profes-
sional competence and the dominance of the training analyst system 
(TAS) in its educational institutions are ultimately responsible for this 
setback. JAPA’s editors viewed this paper as a significant contribution to 
the debate about the structure and quality of psychoanalytic education. In 
the spirit of that debate, we invited six prominent psychoanalytic educa-
tors to discuss the paper’s critiques and proposals, and then asked the 
authors to reply.

Over many years, Kernberg and Michels have each argued that psy-
choanalysis could more realistically envision a viable future were it bet-
ter integrated with the university (see Michels 1986, 1988, 1994, 2000, 
2006, 2007, 2008; Auchincloss and Michels 2003a,b; Luber and Michels 
2005); Kernberg 1986, 1993, 2000, 2002, 2004a,b, 2006a,b, 2007, 2011, 
2014, 2015; Kernberg et al. 2012), and this idea reappears in this paper 
for good reason. The university’s economic, social, and political support 
is crucial to any culture’s ability to produce and transmit knowledge and 
to reproduce its information industry’s infrastructure. Kernberg and 
Michels understand that their combined effort to establish standards of 
professional competence as a basis for restructuring the psychoanalytic 
educational system could be an important step toward resolving its cur-
rent legitimation crisis and toward recovering needed support from the 
university.

Kernberg and Michels want to dissolve the TAS because it has, 
among other things, become an especially troublesome obstacle to the 
growth of psychoanalytic science. As they see it, the TAS does not encour-
age candidates or faculty to pursue university research careers and in 
some cases actually frustrates their attempts to do so. As long as the psy-
choanalytic profession is perceived within the scientific community as 
lacking the means or the interest to subject its theories to empirical scru-
tiny, or to demonstrate its claims for therapeutic efficacy, the university 
scientific community will have no reason to invest in a psychoanalytic 
future.

I want to briefly elaborate one of the clinically significant analyzabil-
ity problems Kernberg and Michaels believe are produced by an educa-
tional system that promotes a candidate’s problematic identification with 
his or her training analyst. For reasons they articulate, the TAS is thought 
to perpetuate candidates’ desire to become like their educational and 
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1Personal communication from Alfred Goldberg, Ralph Greenson’s friend and 
colleague at the Los Angeles Psychoanalytic Institute and Society (now the New 
Center for Psychoanalysis), December 2015.

therapeutic mentors (who, by and large, are also not university-affiliated). 
Candidates and recent graduates devote themselves to acquiring the tech-
nical and marketing skills required for careers as full-time private practi-
tioners of clinical psychoanalysis and then work to assume the leadership 
of their institutes by themselves becoming training analysts. Since the 
TAS does not encourage and may even discourage the discussion of 
research-related clinical issues during supervision (dismissing them as 
irrelevant, or as intellectualization, or both), a candidate’s interest in 
research-based knowledge may not develop. Consequently, a devaluation 
of research results and the methods and skills required to consume or 
produce psychoanalytic science sets in. It is worth noting in this regard 
that it is still unusual for institute education committees to require research 
courses to help candidates become competent consumers, let alone produc-
ers, of psychoanalytic clinical research articles, even though evaluations 
of such studies appear regularly in major national and international psy-
choanalytic journals, including JAPA.

Under these troubled conditions, a scotoma in the candidate’s train-
ing analysis could occur in which an inflated image of the training analyst 
goes unnoticed or becomes uninterpretable by the TA or the candidate. If 
Kernberg and Michels are correct, failure to address this structural imped-
iment could be regarded as an iatrogenic effect of the TAS.

Kernberg and Michels’s understanding of this clinically significant 
enigma reminds me of Ralph Greenson’s amusing story about how during 
one of his own analytic hours, after having talked proudly and at some 
length about interpretations he had made to a patient, his analyst, Otto 
Fenichel, told Greenson that he was consistently more helpful to his 
patient when he sounded less like Fenichel and more like himself!1 This 
is an exceptional interpretation that recognizes the “unanalyzable ideal-
izations” Kernberg and Michels contend the TA system is likely to enable.

As you will soon read, the central component of their proposal to 
reorganize psychoanalytic education involves a gradual process of elimi-
nating the TAS after creating (mostly) objective and “transparent” stan-
dards of psychoanalytic competence and providing for a postgraduate 
certification examination, passing of which would signify a demonstrable 
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2Kernberg and Michels agree that the TAS will eventually fade once standards 
of competence for psychoanalysts are developed and implemented. Although both see 
the TAS having become an institutional impediment to a viable psychoanalytic future, 
Michels believes that the actualization of certifiable professional standards is the 
mutative intervention, while Kernberg’s historical and organizational analysis has 
him thinking that the TA oligarchy will not yield without a significant struggle.

level of clinical proficiency and professional skill.2 Certified psychoana-
lysts would then be entitled to psychoanalyze and supervise candidates, 
and the certification process itself would promote Kernberg and Michels’s 
wish to democratize authority within institutes. In addition to a compre-
hensive curricular plan specifying that faculty be selected by seminar lead-
ers, supervisors, and candidate representatives and that faculty be apprised 
of the overall curricular objectives, Kernberg and Michels’s proposal 
includes creating a dedicated research unit to generate and gain support for 
the conduct of scientific inquiry. Among other things, the addition of a 
research center might well reawaken university interest in this renewed 
psychoanalytic commitment to empirical investigation, especially if uni-
versity research faculty were encouraged to be members.

While Peter Fonagy and Elizabeth Allison agree with Kernberg and 
Michels’s depiction of the problems affecting psychoanalytic education 
and concur with their procedural and curricular recommendations, they 
caution that “background” social processes might continue to impede the 
recovery of psychoanalysis as a profession. They also believe that even 
more should be done to ensure that measures of competence, once devel-
oped, are correlated with the intended patients’ therapeutic needs. They 
want to ensure, for example, that the educational program adequately pre-
pares certified psychoanalysts to serve the interests of their patients and 
suggest that a program assessment team be composed of public members 
as well as certified psychoanalysts to provide a comprehensive program 
evaluation that affords a measure of external validation. Fonagy and 
Allison’s desire to evaluate the educational program, not just the candi-
date’s competence, also supports Kernberg and Michels’s penchant for 
relying on empirical assessments to adjudicate whether an educational 
program in fact achieves its practical objectives.

Concerned about the reproduction of psychoanalysis, given the dot-
age of its leadership, and mindful of the need to recruit the best and the 
brightest young candidates, Fonagy and Allison believe that the psycho-
analytic education crisis is a reflection of other social problems, not the 
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least of which is the growing inequality in wealth and income and the 
asymmetrical power relation between rich and poor, “challenges” they 
see as confronting contemporary Western culture generally. This cultural 
issue converges with one of the major themes of Lynne Layton’s com-
mentary, a theme independently addressed by Stephen Seligman as well.

Layton wants Kernberg and Michels to recognize that their critique 
of psychoanalytic education would be enhanced were it to take into 
account the social context of the educational problems they depict, and 
she is concerned that remedies failing to do so will not bring about the 
changes Kernberg and Michels desire. Similarly, she is not convinced that 
even “stricter” educational standards or the best evidence-based outcome 
research would change the contemptuous attitudes toward psychoanalysis 
typical of psychiatry and psychology departments in American universi-
ties, from which most psychoanalysts have been purged. Although she 
doesn’t oppose Kernberg and Michels’s desire to integrate psychoanaly-
sis in the university, she argues that psychoanalytic knowledge can also 
be generated by highlighting the impact of social forces on psychological 
processes that would then become “a key component of psychoanalytic 
education” (p. 507). In this regard, she reminds us of what we have 
learned from progressive social movements against inequality lest the 
social pathologies of sexism and racism become unconsciously repro-
duced in the psychoanalytic setting. Layton encourages Kernberg and 
Michels to incorporate a social psychoanalytic perspective in their educa-
tional template that would permit candidates to study the dialectics of 
mental phenomena and social context.

Throughout her commentary, Layton illustrates the debilitating 
effects visited on psychoanalysis by the international ascendancy of neo-
liberal economic and social policies, some of which Seligman indepen-
dently enumerates as he identifies various constraints on the potential 
success of Kernberg and Michels’s educational innovations: a dramatic 
decrease in the availability and allocation of federal and state funds for 
health care and other social services; “the medicalization of psychiatry”; 
and a significant reduction in insurance-based reimbursement rates for 
psychotherapy, with even more encumbering consequences for psycho-
dynamic treatment. But Seligman’s doubts about the viability of some of 
Kernberg and Michels’s ideas in this particular social context of austerity 
and insecurity go even further. He thinks their paper reflects a “deep 
understanding” of the complexities of psychoanalytic institutional life. 
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However, he remains skeptical about what he thinks is their “positivist” 
view that the returns of psychoanalytic science in the academy (or in the 
psychoanalytic center) would translate as power in the marketplace. His 
psychoanalytically informed political philosophy is what guides his 
doubts in this matter. He is not, for example, arguing against the truth 
value of scientific findings about the superiority of psychodynamic psy-
chotherapy; he simply has little reason to believe that such findings would 
suffice to motivate a majority of psychoanalysts to support Kernberg and 
Michels’s educational proposal, or to convince state or private funding 
sources to support its aims, or to persuade enough of its market competi-
tors to acknowledge that even results of that importance would make psy-
choanalysis a front-runner in the treatment efficacy race. Perhaps this is 
why he concludes that “many of Kernberg and Michels’s proposals seem 
overambitious and perhaps unrealistic” (p. 528) before offering his views 
about “what is to be done” (pp. 531–532).

Steve Levy’s commentary highlights the importance of the recruit-
ment issue, separately identified by Fonagy and Allison. He concurs with 
Kernberg and Michels’s proposal to phase out the TAS and their idea of 
developing standards for national certification of psychoanalysts. He then 
describes an educational innovation at Emory University that attempts to 
foster a diverse student body in which graduate students and university 
faculty, as well as professionals from various disciplines, join institute 
candidates in seminars to learn about psychoanalytic ideas. The newcom-
ers are not necessarily involved in this program to become clinical psy-
choanalysts or psychoanalytic scientists but rather are recruited, among 
other reasons, to bring an informed understanding of psychoanalytic 
thought back to their university communities and nonacademic disci-
plines. He notes the daunting demands of this ecumenical approach to 
psychoanalytic education on both institute faculty and candidates, but 
believes that regenerating an appreciation for psychoanalytic concepts 
among the intelligentsia is an overridingly important way of securing a 
psychoanalytic future.

One of Levy’s final points questions Kernberg and Michels’s empha-
sis on psychoanalysis as a science, as he rhetorically wonders about how 
the study of minds might best be pursued. Similar points about the alleged 
scientificity of psychoanalysis are raised also in Layton’s and Seligman’s 
commentaries. On the other hand, Nancy McWilliams is sympathetic to 
Kernberg and Michels’s concern about the devaluation of science among 
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psychoanalysts, an early instance of which, she notes, was Freud’s dis-
missal of the value of Rosenzweig’s laboratory-based confirmation of the 
repression hypothesis, a rejection of important research findings that is 
still cited as support for the anti-science attitude Kernberg and Michels 
ruefully observe among far too many psychoanalysts. She also believes 
that a basic course in research methods would be especially valuable for 
candidates unfamiliar with how to answer fundamental questions about 
the validity of a psychoanalytic theoretical construct or the efficacy of a 
treatment intervention. While she believes that most clinical psychoana-
lysts are not adequately prepared to defend psychoanalysis against spuri-
ous public attacks in the mass media or to effectively counter allegations 
of its treatment inadequacy in professional journals, she is cautious about 
endorsing the idea of more rigorous training for candidates in scientific 
methodology. Indeed, McWilliams believes that most potential candi-
dates apply to psychoanalytic institutes because they want to be better 
clinicians, not better psychoanalytic scientists.

The editors of JAPA want to thank Drs. Kernberg and Michels for 
agreeing to publish their important paper on the present and future of 
psychoanalytic education. We also want to express our gratitude to the six 
commentators for their close readings and thoughtful critiques of the tar-
get paper. We are confident that the Kernberg-Michels collaboration and 
the respectful commentaries that follow will produce further useful dis-
cussions on psychoanalytic education’s present and future.
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