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Abstract
I will present a formulation of therapeutic empathy called the “empathic dialectic,” which involves the therapist’s ability to effectively manage the necessary tension between emotionally resonating with the patient’s internal state on one hand, and co-regulating this state on the other hand. To support this concept of an empathic dialectic, I will (1) summarize background literature from the areas of inter subjectivity, rupture repair, relational psychoanalysis, and attachment theory; and (2) review contemporary research in support of this framework. I will then facilitate a discussion around de-identified session material, which illustrates what it means to effectively navigate the empathic dialectic, and its implications for the therapeutic alliance; and, which alternatively demonstrates what it means to ineffectively navigate the empathic dialectic, and the impact of the subsequent imbalance on the therapeutic alliance. These examples will showcase the importance of therapists’ attachment security and metallization, and they will highlight the negative repercussions of therapists’ insecurity (when metallization tends to be underdeveloped). After demonstrating the relationship between therapists’ security, metallization, and their capacities to navigate the empathic dialectic and build and maintain a strong therapeutic alliance, I will offer methods of enhancing security and metallization, including (1) in-depth personal therapy and (2) relational supervision. I will conclude by promoting the empathic dialectic as a key clinical competency, and providing further recommendations for supervision and training. 
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