Is the Cup Half Empty? Written by Nelly Kaufer LPC

Psychotherapists are well acquainted with the language of metaphor. It often arrives
unannounced in the consulting room, offering a compact way to gesture toward inner
states. One of the most common metaphors is the image of the cup: half empty,
signaling a depressive orientation; half full, suggesting optimism or resilience.

When a client describes their world as “half empty,” we may recognize well-worn
cognitive and affective patterns associated with depression: a narrowing of attention, a
privileging of absence over presence, a sense of foreclosed possibility. The reflex to
counter this stance—Dby inviting the client to consider what is “also true,” what remains
intact or available—can be therapeutically useful. And yet, the counterpoint of “half full”
can feel insufficient or even alienating when introduced prematurely. Clients often
experience such reframing as a subtle disconfirmation of their lived reality, a pressure
toward optimism that does not seem authentic. In this way, the “half-full” position can
drift into a kind of psychological insistence, one that risks bypassing rather than
deepening contact with experience.

A more nuanced therapeutic move might hold both perspectives simultaneously: the
cup is both half empty and half full. This formulation invites multiplicity. It acknowledges
that loss and presence, grief and gratitude, depletion and sufficiency, can coexist
without canceling one another. For many, this shift from opposition to inclusion can be
quietly transformative. It expands the field of awareness, allowing for a more complex
emotional life that does not require premature resolution.

In Reflective Meditation: Cultivating Kindness and Curiosity in the Buddha’s Company,
the book | co-authored with Linda Modaro, the “four-cornered argument” offers a further
development of this kind of inquiry—one that can be generative in psychotherapeutic
work. Drawn from Buddhist logic, the four-cornered approach invites us to examine a
proposition from four distinct vantage points: that it is so, that it is not so, that it is
both so and not so, and that it is neither so nor not so. Rather than serving as a
solely philosophical exercise, this framework can function as a lived, experiential inquiry
into the nature of our assumptions.

Applied to the metaphor of the cup, the four corners unfold in a way that derails any
fixed interpretation. First, the cup is half empty. This honors the immediacy of loss, the
felt sense of lack that may be central to experience. It validates without correction.
Second, the cup is not half empty. Here, we begin to question the totalizing nature of
the initial claim. What has been overlooked? Third, the cup is both half empty and half
full. This introduces a dialectical holding, a capacity to remain with apparent
contradiction without collapsing it into a single, definitive view.



It is the fourth corner, however, that often opens the most unexpected therapeutic
space: the cup is neither half empty nor half full. At first glance, this may seem abstract
or evasive. Yet clinically, it points toward a loosening of the entire framework through
which experience has been organized. The question is no longer simply how much is in
the cup, or whether one perspective is more accurate than another. Instead, attention
shifts to the assumptions embedded in the act of measuring itself—the implicit belief
that experience can be fully captured, defined, and known in this way.

This fourth position can be disorienting. It invites a step outside the familiar terrain and
into something less certain. The mind’s habitual movement—to conclude, to settle, to
know—is gently interrupted. What emerges in its place is not an immediate answer, but
a different quality of awareness: one that is more open, more curious, and less
constrained by the need for certainty.

This is where the therapeutic relevance of uncertainty becomes particularly vivid. Much
of psychological suffering is sustained not only by painful states, but by the conviction
that these states are definitive—that they will persist, that they reveal something final
about the self or the future. The depressed client “knows” that emptiness will endure;
the anxious client “knows” that threat is imminent. These forms of knowing are rarely
experienced as conjecture. They present as fact.

The four-cornered argument offers a way of engaging these certainties without directly
confronting or dismantling them. Instead, it widens the frame. If something is so, could it
also not be so? If it appears to be both, could there be a way in which it is neither? This
is not an invitation to flexibility—a softening of the structures that organize experience.

In the consulting room, this kind of inquiry can deepen the therapeutic process in subtle
but significant ways. It is most effective when it is not introduced as a formal technique
or named framework, but rather embodied in the therapist’'s way of listening and
responding. When the four-cornered argument is presented explicitly, it can easily
become something the client feels asked to “do correctly,” or a cognitive exercise that
distances them from the immediacy of their experience. Approached more carefully and
experientially, however, it becomes less a method and more a stance—one conveyed
through tone, pacing, and the kinds of questions that are allowed to open rather than
close inquiry. The therapist might gently reflect one aspect of the client’s experience,
then, at another moment, leaving space for ambiguity without rushing to organize it.
Without naming the framework, the therapist invites movement across perspectives,
allowing clients to explore their experience from multiple angles without requiring them
to abandon any single perspective too quickly.

Importantly, this approach does not lead to a detached or indifferent stance. On the
contrary, by loosening the grip of fixed views, clients may find themselves able to feel



more deeply, not less. When experience is no longer constrained by a single interpretive
lens, its texture becomes richer, more varied, and more alive. The vulnerability of
uncertainty is still present, but it is accompanied by something else: a sense of
openness and insight, even creativity.

For psychotherapists, engaging with the four-cornered argument might involve a
reorientation of our therapeutic practice. It asks that we, too, relinquish some measure
of certainty—not only about our clients, but about our formulations, our interventions,
and the trajectory of the work itself. This does not mean abandoning clinical knowledge
or skill, but holding them more lightly, allowing space for what cannot be anticipated.

In this shared field of inquiry, therapy becomes less about arriving at the correct
interpretation and more about cultivating a way of relating to experience that can
accommodate its inherent complexity. The cup is not simply redefined; it is released
from the necessity of being defined at all.

What remains is a different kind of engagement—one grounded in curiosity, sustained
by kindness, and open to the unfolding nature of life. This is not simply an attitude the
therapist adopts toward the client, but one the therapist can learn to cultivate in relation
to their own experience through the practice of Reflective Meditation. As therapists
become more familiar with observing their own thoughts, emotions, and assumptions
without prematurely organizing or resolving them, a corresponding flexibility begins to
inform their clinical presence. In this way, Reflective Meditation is not applied as an
intervention, but lived as a sensibility. It shapes how the therapist listens, how they
tolerate uncertainty, and how they resist the pull toward quick conclusions or fixed
interpretations. When this capacity is embodied, it naturally enters the therapeutic
encounter.

The work becomes less about directing the client toward particular insights and more
about participating together in an unfolding process. Within this shared space, neither
therapist nor client is required to know in advance where the exploration will lead. And it
is precisely this willingness to remain with not-knowing—without collapsing into
confusion or retreating into certainty—that allows something genuinely new to emerge.



