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Toward A Psychoanalysis That  
Listens: Responsibility In The Care  
Of Trans Youth

To the editors:
Recent debates in psychoanalysis have raised urgent questions about 

how we understand and respond to gender diversity in youth. This letter 
addresses a framework gaining traction in some analytic circles, one that 
treats trans identification in adolescents as suspect, calls for withholding 
recognition, and presents these stances as clinical caution and neutrality. 
Though cast as thoughtful engagement, this approach revives older forms 
of analytic gatekeeping and promotes delay over relational presence.

Some recent commentary has focused on the tone and polarization of 
psychoanalytic debate, emphasizing the need for more reflective dis-
course in the face of emotionally charged topics. This concern is not with-
out merit. When disagreements become personalized or rigid, the space 
for thought narrows. Yet framing the issue as a matter of tone obscures the 
deeper clinical and ethical concern: at the heart of this debate lies a default 
skepticism, and at times a frank denial, of trans youth as real or nonpatho-
logical. This theoretical bias legitimizes a posture of delay, reinforcing 
the preconditional bias.

When we frame our patient’s trans identification and identity as a 
symptom, defense, or error, it can have detrimental consequences that 
extend beyond intellectual disagreement, especially if the patient is a 
young person. The question before us is how to think and work with clar-
ity when theory, institutional power, and political discourse intersect with 
the clinical moment.

1370299 APAXXX10.1177/00030651251370299Letter to the EditorLetter to the Editor
letter2025

David Goldenberg, New York Psychoanalytic Society and Institute, Columbia 
University Center for Psychoanalytic Training and Research 
Email: davidgoldenbergmd@gmail.com

mailto:davidgoldenbergmd@gmail.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F00030651251370299&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-09-18


Letter to the Editor

788

The question we must answer is how to listen with responsibility, 
especially when those speaking are young people seeking care. In that 
spirit, I offer three interrelated affirmations: one developmental, one clin-
ical, and one ethical. Together, they describe a psychoanalytic approach 
rooted in complexity, integrity, and care.

A Developmentally Informed Model

Psychoanalytic theory has long emphasized the nonlinear and conflictual 
nature of psychic development. Adolescence in particular involves psy-
chic restructuring, shifts in one’s relationship to the body, and the search 
for symbolic meaning. Trans identification during this time may arise 
from conflict, conviction, coherence, or resolution. Clarity or certainty 
about gender identity in adolescence can reflect psychic integration or 
emergent conviction. Such clarity deserves attention, not immediate 
suspicion.

Some recent psychoanalytic writing presents gender certainty in ado-
lescence as suspect and frames trans identification as a surface expression 
masking deeper pain. This presumption narrows the range of psychic pos-
sibilities. It treats meaning as singular and fixed, rather than layered and 
unfolding. A developmentally informed psychoanalysis does not require 
this restriction. It can accommodate conviction, contradiction, and change 
without assuming pathology.

A Clinically Participatory Stance

The analyst’s task is to support the patient’s process of self-understanding 
through careful listening, emotional presence, and relational engagement. 
This includes attention to unconscious conflict, symbolic representation, 
and transference dynamics. It also requires openness to the ways patients 
experience themselves, even when those experiences do not conform to 
the analyst’s expectations.

In some formulations, the analyst is called upon to delay care, to resist 
recognition, and to interpret trans identification as something other than it 
claims to be. The posture is not one of exploration. It is one of withhold-
ing. Some recent accounts express empathy for parental ambivalence but 
grant less legitimacy to the adolescent’s voice. That asymmetry distorts 
the analytic frame and privileges adult anxiety over youth subjectivity.
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Some clinicians are working to develop psychoanalytic approaches 
that meet trans youth with openness rather than suspicion. These efforts 
aim to support self-understanding without positioning therapy as a pre-
requisite for medical care or as a substitute for it. When analysis resists 
adjudicating identity and instead engages with listening and presence, it 
can contribute meaningfully to a broader landscape of care.

An Ethically Grounded Practice

Ethical psychoanalysis operates with full awareness of its historical, 
political, and institutional contexts. Our language shapes legitimacy and 
harm. Some published work on this topic does not engage the growing 
empirical literature on the benefits of gender-affirming care. Studies show 
significant mental health benefits among trans youth who receive timely, 
supportive interventions. These findings do not require uncritical applica-
tion. They do require acknowledgment.

When ideological commitments are embedded in clinical writing with-
out acknowledgment, they undermine the possibility of genuine inquiry and 
misrepresent the ethical position of the field. An ethical psychoanalysis rec-
ognizes that open listening, however aspirational, is not achieved by retreat. 
It is achieved by rigorous engagement with what is present, including our 
own assumptions. Trans youth come to treatment seeking recognition, under-
standing, and the space to explore meaning without fear of being invalidated. 
The analyst must be able to receive what is said, to bear what is felt, and to 
support the unfolding of meaning in a space that is both grounded and alive.

Conclusion

Psychoanalysis has the tools to support the real suffering and agency of 
young people seeking care in a context of political hostility and profes-
sional ambivalence. This work requires accountability and a willingness 
to meet complexity without precondition. The discipline best fulfills its 
potential when it resists the urge to interpret away experience or authorize 
identity, and instead remains in close contact with psychic life, lived,  
spoken, and heard, as meaning unfolds.
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