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Abstract 
Dreaming Woman decenters Europeanist histories of psychoanalysis by 

examining the ways in which forced migration has shaped psychoanalytic theories of 

sexual difference and evolving modes of feminist practice in Latin America. Home to 

more psychoanalysts per capita than any other country, Argentina emerged as a site of 

political asylum during WWII and of exilic dissemination during periods of military 

dictatorship. Taking Argentina as an exemplary case of psychoanalytic entrenchment 

that disrupts neat oppositions between Europe and its others, Dreaming Woman reframes 

the psychoanalytic archive on sexual difference as a discourse on migration. Tracing the 

coincident rise of psychoanalysis and authoritarianism in Argentina, I examine the role 

of migrant women, and of discourses on Woman, in establishing new relationships 

between psychoanalysis and politics.  

Through a multimedia archive that includes literature, autobiography, pop 

culture artifacts, transnational correspondences, clinical case studies, theoretical essays, 

and artwork, Dreaming Woman approaches psychoanalysis as a heterogeneous set of 

clinical and cultural practices through which Argentines have articulated distinctive 

feminist and anti-imperialist projects throughout the twentieth century. These archival 

materials share a concern for female sexuality as a national problem—that is, a problem 

tied to national identity and a problem for the nation-state to solve. They also show the 

transformative impact of clinical encounters with female sexuality, maternal grief, and 
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torture on modern theories of the subject. In view of contemporary anxieties 

surrounding global migration, the case of Argentina shows that psychoanalysis has 

always been a political practice forged through exile, one that offers an indispensable 

conceptual framework for addressing the persistent psychic traces of displacement. 
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Introduction: Psychoanalysis in the Feminine 
 

Psychoanalysts have long found fertile ground for theoretical speculation in the 

clinical observation of Europe’s others. From Wulf Sachs’s Black Hamlet (1937) to Octave 

Mannoni’s Prospero and Caliban (1956), Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (1961), 

Marie-Cécile and Edmond Ortigues’s Oedipe Africain (1966), Gananath Obeyesekere’s 

The Work of Culture (1990), Sudhir Kakar’s The Analyst and the Mystic (1992), Ashis 

Nandy’s The Savage Freud (1995), and Gohar Homayounpour’s Doing Psychoanalysis in 

Tehran (2012), psychoanalysis has been deployed as a clinical method to, on the one 

hand, assert universal principles of psychic structure and, on the other, to locate the 

psychic particularities or pathologies born of cultural difference. Predicated on the 

geographical displacement of the analyzing agent, these works are of a piece with 

psychoanalytically informed ethnographic studies of non-European cultural forms 

conducted by George Devereux, Paul Parin, Goldy Parin-Matthéy, Fritz Morgenthaler, 

Géza Róheim, Bronisław Malinowski, and Margaret Mead. Together, these modern 

works of psychoanalysis and anthropology have often been allied with or enabled by the 

colonial administrations their observational insights condemn or endorse. Thus, these 

disciplines represent another side of the colonial enterprise, informing European 
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fantasies of primitive, native, or colonized subjectivity that have become central to the 

deconstructive labor of postcolonial studies.  

More recently, scholars from across the globe have published monographs and 

edited collections taking psychoanalysis itself as an object of historical analysis. Martin 

Miller’s Freud and the Bolsheviks (1989), Elisabeth Roudinesco’s Lacan & Co.: A History of 

Psychoanalysis in France, 1925-1985 (1990), Jingyuan Zhang’s Psychoanalysis in China 

(1992), James Rice’s Freud’s Russia (1993), Jean-Michel Rabaté’s Lacan in America (2000), 

Christiane Hartnack’s Psychoanalysis in Colonial India (2001), Joy Damousi’s Freud in the 

Antipodes (2005), Salman Akhtar’s Freud Along the Ganges (2005) and Freud and the Far 

East (2009), Wendy Larson’s From Ah Q to Lei Feng: Freud and Revolutionary Spirit in 20th 

Century China (2008), Rubén Gallo’s Freud’s Mexico (2010), Eran Rolnik’s Freud in Zion 

(2012), and Omnia El Shakry’s The Arabic Freud (2017) represent an explosion of new 

archival content for the study of psychoanalytic practice as a multivalent cultural form. 

Some of these works approach psychoanalysis as a commodity exported and consumed 

through globalized economic markets while others examine divergent cultural 

appropriations of psychoanalytic thought.  

Both critical genealogies—the psychoanalytical and the historical—help situate 

the potentially abstract discourses and elite clinical practices of psychoanalysis in the 

world. In so doing, they ground psychoanalysis as an intellectual tradition within the 

framework of modern internationalism, raising questions about the purity of Europe as 
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its origin. However, often lost in the methodological shift from psychoanalysis as a 

technique for reading culture to psychoanalysis as an object of historical analysis is the 

interpretive utility and heterogeneous content of psychoanalytic theory itself. In other 

words, the latter group of studies rarely employs psychoanalysis’s own conceptual tools 

to make sense of its historical manifestations.  

Most germane to the regional focus of the present study are historical accounts of 

the development of Argentina’s intersecting “psy“ fields (psychiatry, psychology, and 

psychoanalysis): Jorge Balán’s Cuéntame tu vida: Una biografía colectiva del psicoanálisis en 

la Argentina (1991), Hugo Vezzetti’s Aventuras de Freud en el país de los argentinos (1996), 

Mariano Ben Plotkin’s Freud in the Pampas (2001), Sergio Visacovsky’s El Lanús: memoria y 

política en la construcción de una tradición psiquiátrica y psicoanalítica argentina (2002), and 

Alejandro Dagfal’s Entre París y Buenos Aires: La invención del psicólogo (1942–1966) 

(2009).1 Home to more analysts per capita than any other country and situated on the 

geographic periphery of Western intellectual exchange, Argentina holds a unique 

position in the transnational history of psychoanalysis, one that each of these texts seeks 

to explain.  

                                                        

1 For internal and/or institutional histories of psychoanalysis in Argentina written by clinical 
psychoanalysts, see Arminda Aberastury, Marcelo Aberastury, and Fidias Cesio, Historia, enseñanza y 
ejercicio legal del psicoanálisis (Buenos Aires: Omega, 1967); Jorge Mom, Gilda Foks, and Juan Carlos Suarez, 
Asociación Psicoanalítica Argentina, 1942-1982 (Buenos Aires: APA, 1982); Asociación Psicoanalítica 
Argentina, Asociación Psicoanalítica Argentina, 1942-1992, coordinated by Raquel Rascovsky de Salvarezza 
(Buenos Aires: APA, 1993); Germán García, La entrada del psicoanálisis en la Argentina (Buenos Aires: 
Catálogos, 2005); and Marcelo Izaguirre, Jacques Lacan: El anclaje de su enseñanza en la Argentina (Buenos 
Aires: Catálogos, 2009).  
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Balán’s social history foregrounds oral testimonies of Argentina’s early 

practitioners to examine the role of close-knit social networks in shaping psychoanalytic 

institutional orthodoxies and theoretical orientations outside the medical establishment. 

Vezzetti distinguishes the institutional history of psychoanalysis in Argentina from the 

diverse cultural impact of “Freudism” there, focusing on the latter to examine discrete 

instances of Freud’s “autochthonous appropriation” (11) by Argentine doctors, analysts, 

philosophers, and poets. Visacovsky’s institutional ethnography of Lanús, a public 

psychiatric hospital on the outskirts of Buenos Aires, illuminates the experimental 

comingling of psychiatry and psychoanalysis, revealing the ways in which the terms of 

therapeutic technique developed at Lanús were informed by national political discourse. 

Dagfal’s analysis focuses on the entangled institutional histories of Melanie Klein’s 

reception in Argentina and France, arguing that psychoanalysts in Buenos Aires 

triangulated the movement of Kleinian thought from London to Paris.  

All of these historical narratives offer useful accounts of the relationships 

between institutional and national politics in Argentina, as well as the broad range of 

cultural practices that can be understood under the sign of psychoanalysis. However, 

with rare exceptions, they do not pay sustained attention to the professional 

contributions of women, nor do they address the influence of psychoanalytic theory in 

shaping local discourses on feminism or sexual difference. In fact, Aventuras de Freud 

somehow manages to exclude any discussion of women who are not Melanie Klein. For 
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the most part, these monographs all attribute the cultural prehistory and institutional 

development of Argentine psychoanalysis to the same group of men whose names 

dominate the books’ chapter headings and theoretical analyses. This blind spot is 

curious considering the fact that women represent a disproportionately high percentage 

of the field today.2  

Like Dagfal, Plotkin’s Freud in the Pampas does note the contributions of women 

to the development of child analysis in Argentina. Plotkin also argues that gender 

discrimination played a key role in psychologists’ exclusion from psychoanalytic 

practice until the early 1980s, when lay analysis was finally legalized in Argentina: “The 

fact that psychologists were overwhelmingly women and most psychiatrists and 

psychoanalysts were men fostered the subordinated position that psychologists 

occupied within the psy professions” (10). But rather than investigating this 

phenomenon in terms of psychoanalysis’s rigorous theoretical engagement with the 

question of sexual difference, Plotkin’s analysis simply attributes psychologists’ 

degraded prestige to sexism.  

                                                        

2 According to psychologist Modesto Alonso’s 2006 survey, over 85% of psychologists in Argentina are 
women; see Modesto Alonso, “Los psicólogos en la Argentina,” Psicodebate 6 (2006: 7-14). Though the 
discipline of psychology extends far beyond psychoanalysis, Plotkin notes that, in Argentina, most 
university psychology departments are run by psychoanalysts or psychoanalytically informed 
psychologists, particularly since the psychoanalytic boom of 1956-1966: “In the early 1970s 95 percent of a 
representative sample of psychologists either were in or had undergone psychoanalytic therapy” (2001, 145). 
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Freud in the Pampas, the only one of these monographs published in the English 

language, has become the dominant historical account of psychoanalysis’s institutional 

and cultural dissemination in Argentina. The scope of Plotkin’s intellectual history is 

vast, offering meticulously detailed evidence of the impact psychoanalytic thought has 

had on medical, literary, academic, and popular discourses in Argentina long before and 

since its local institutionalization. Threaded through Plotkin’s rich collection of archival 

materials are interconnected narratives of psychoanalytic development weaving 

together its clinical and cultural dimensions. Central to Plotkin’s explanation for 

psychoanalysis’s protracted endurance in Argentina relative to other national contexts is 

its adaptability to dramatic changes in Argentine political and social conditions. For 

Plotkin, this adaptability is a consequence of Argentina’s “failure to create a native 

school” of psychoanalysis: 3  

unlike their American and French colleagues, Argentine analysts have not 

produced a distinctively national psychoanalytic school. The reception of 

psychoanalysis in Argentina—a country that, as the literary critic Adolfo Prieto has 

suggested, formed its national identity through the view of the ‘other’—was mostly 

derivative. (2)  

                                                        

3 For a sustained critique of Plotkin’s claim that Argentina had no national school of psychoanalysis, and a 
critique of Plotkin’s refusal to engage with the content of psychoanalytic theory, see Philip Derbyshire, 
“Objects of Analysis,” Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies 12, no. 2 (August 1, 2003): 273–84. 
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Positing Argentine (intellectual) culture as a “derivative” of European traditions 

is a familiar trope that extends as far back as the nation itself—one that, Dreaming 

Woman will suggest, is inflected by an anxiety tied to the question of the feminine.  

Departing from regional histories of psychoanalysis that particularize the 

institutional and social content of national psychoanalytic movements, Dreaming Woman 

approaches Argentina less as a geographical or anthropological category than as an 

exemplary case of psychoanalytic entrenchment that self-consciously disrupts neat 

oppositions between Europe and its others. Informed by feminist, postcolonial, and 

critical race theories, it investigates the philosophical mechanisms through which the 

notion of the derivative, or the “other,” is constituted and deployed. I take 

methodological cues from scholarship that analyzes the global dissemination of 

psychoanalysis with conceptual tools responsible to psychoanalysis’s own theoretical 

archive. Ranjana Khanna’s Dark Continents: Psychoanalysis and Colonialism (2003), Edward 

Said’s Freud and the non-European (2003), Andrew Rackoff’s Pharmaceutical Reason: 

Knowledge and Value in Global Psychiatry (2005), and Antonio Viego’s Dead Subjects: 

Toward a Politics of Loss in Latino Studies (2007) all engage psychoanalytic theory and/or 

poststructuralism more broadly to grapple with questions of national identity, 

transnational migration, racial and ethnic difference, exile, assimilation, globalization, 

and sexuality. From their various disciplinary locations, these texts clarify 

psychoanalysis as a set of discourses produced through figurations of otherness and 
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categories of difference. As a consequence of its geographical displacement, they 

suggest, psychoanalysis is well-suited to address the psychic mechanisms of othering in 

political manifestations of racism, sexism, colonialism, and xenophobia.  

If Plotkin presents Argentine psychoanalysis as a derivative of the European 

original, it is worth considering the ways in which the logic of the derivative has been 

used to devalue woman, understood in the Western philosophical tradition as the other 

of man. For Simone de Beauvoir, the metaphysical fantasy of sexual symmetry, 

complementarity, and correspondence masks a hierarchy of value enshrined in the 

binary division of sex: “This is what the Genesis story symbolizes, where Eve appears as 

if drawn from Adam’s ‘supernumerary’ bone, in Bossuet’s words. Humanity is male, 

and man defines woman, not in herself, but in relation to himself; she is not considered 

an autonomous being. ‘Woman, the relative being,’ writes Michelet” (25-26). In practice, 

Beauvoir insists, woman’s position as the other of man produces the feminine as a lesser 

derivative of the masculine; the girl is what Luce Irigaray would later call “a 

disadvantaged little man” (26). As such, Beauvoir argues, woman can only be 

understood in her particularity while man embodies the universal: 

[B]eing a man is not a particularity; a man is in his right by virtue of being man; 

it is the woman who is in the wrong. In fact, just as for the ancients there was an 

absolute vertical that defined the oblique, there is an absolute human type that is 

masculine. Woman has ovaries and a uterus; such are the particular conditions 
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that lock her in her subjectivity; some even say she thinks with her hormones. 

Man vainly forgets that his anatomy also includes hormones and testicles. He 

grasps his body as a direct and normal link with the world that he believes he 

apprehends in all objectivity, whereas he considers woman’s body an obstacle, a 

prison, burdened by everything that particularizes it. […] He is the Subject; he is 

the Absolute. She is the Other. (25-26) 

The derivative, the particular, the material, the bodily, the other—all terms used to 

diminish the feminine, all terms that, I shall argue throughout Dreaming Woman, are 

invoked to mark psychoanalysis in Argentina as psychoanalysis in the feminine.  

Dreaming Woman decenters Europeanist histories of psychoanalysis by 

examining the ways in which forced migration has shaped psychoanalytic theories of 

sexual difference and evolving modes of feminist practice in Latin America. As 

psychoanalytic fervor grew in Argentina, the country became a site of both political 

asylum during WWII and of exilic dissemination during periods of military dictatorship. 

In response to these overlapping movements of people and ideas, the dissertation 

reframes the psychoanalytic archive on sexual difference as a discourse on migration, 

tracing the coincident rise of psychoanalysis and authoritarianism in Argentina to 

examine the role of migrant women, and of discourses on Woman, in establishing new 

relationships between psychoanalysis and politics. From the perspective of Europe’s 

supernumerary bone—a site of exile, displacement, and imitation—Dreaming Woman 
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traces an alternative intellectual history of psychoanalysis through the singularity of the 

Argentine, bringing psychoanalysis’s theoretical approach to the “problem” of 

femininity to bear on questions of place, displacement, and the legacy of colonial 

occupation. 

The chapters are organized chronologically, beginning prior to the 

institutionalization of psychoanalysis in Argentina (1920s) and concluding with the 

triumph of Lacanian analysis during the most recent military dictatorship (1976-1983). 

Through a multimedia archive that includes literature, autobiography, pop culture 

artifacts, transnational correspondences, clinical case studies, theoretical essays, and 

artwork, Dreaming Woman approaches psychoanalysis as a heterogeneous set of clinical 

and cultural practices through which Argentines have articulated distinctive feminist 

and anti-imperialist projects throughout the twentieth century. These archival materials 

share a concern for female sexuality as a national problem—that is, a problem tied to 

national identity and a problem for the nation-state to solve. They also show the 

transformative impact of clinical encounters with female sexuality, maternal grief, and 

torture on modern theories of the subject.  

Chapters 1 and 2 trace modernist artistic affiliations across the global South to 

foreground displacement as a central feature of Argentine identity and to challenge 

unidirectional narratives of intellectual inheritance from Europe to her colonies. 

Analyzing love letters between Victoria Ocampo, Rabindranath Tagore, and Jacques 
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Lacan, Chapter 1 charts Ocampo’s emergence as a distinctly feminine figure of 

Argentine nationalism, international hybridity, and anticolonial solidarity from the 

1920s until her death in 1979. Putting these letters into conversation with the poetry and 

scholarship they inspired, Ocampo comes to triangulate multiple intellectual networks 

across three continental scenes, suggesting a postal prehistory to psychoanalysis in the 

feminine. 

Looking closely at an Argentine dream interpretation column published in a 

popular women’s magazine from 1948 to 1951 and The Red Book by Carl Jung, Chapter 2 

examines the popularization of psychoanalysis through visual media under conditions 

of Peronist nationalism. The column, “Psychoanalysis Will Help You,” emerged during 

Juan Perón’s first presidency, featuring surreal photomontages by German refugee Grete 

Stern. While the column’s Jungian text encourages readers’ adaptation to the external 

reality of their social situation, Stern’s droll images emphasize the disjuncture between 

subject and environment, exposing tensions between the experience of exile and the 

Peronist mission to consolidate an Argentine national identity, partly through the 

charismatic iconography of Eva Perón. Experimenting formally with European avant-

garde techniques, Stern presents femininity and nation as conflictive imaginary 

configurations.  

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on the work of psychoanalyst Marie Langer, a Viennese 

Jew and Communist operative who was forcibly displaced by European fascists in 1938 



 

12 

and by Argentine paramilitary forces in 1974. Chapter 3 investigates how the 

convergence of Kleinian psychoanalysis and psychosomatic medicine, popularized by 

Langer, led Argentine clinicians to map post-WWII fantasies of ethnic otherness onto the 

(non)reproductive female body. Langer’s bestselling Motherhood and Sexuality (1951) 

argues that psychoanalytic therapy can facilitate female reproduction by uncovering 

women’s unconscious defenses against motherhood. Her clinical approach aims to 

feminize the body, promising her patients regular menstruation, pregnancy, even pain-

free birth. Langer invokes anthropologist Margaret Mead to introduce culture as the 

third term mediating the mind-body relation, arguing that women’s reproductive 

capacities are enervated by societies that devalue maternal labor. Synthesizing Klein’s 

violent theory of the maternal body with Mead’s work on “primitive” mothering in the 

Pacific Islands, Langer investigates the influence and limits of culture on the body’s 

sexual functions. The result is a theory of female sexuality informed by regionally and 

historically specific confrontations with cultural difference: the migration of European 

exiles to Argentina and the rapid urbanization of Argentina’s indigenous population 

during the mid-twentieth century. Thematizing pregnancy as the body’s violent 

penetration and occupation by another, Langer reveals psychic conflicts linked to 

modern migration and inadvertently asserts women’s corporeal agency to resist foreign 

invasion. 
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During social upheavals of the 1960s and ‘70s, radical Argentine clinicians broke 

from institutional authority to translate psychoanalysis into the vernacular of Latin 

American movement politics. Chapter 4 explores how these clinicians attributed new 

forms of political agency to women by revising Melanie Klein’s theory of reparation. For 

Klein, reparation is an effort to mend the subject’s inner psychic objects. For Leftist 

psychoanalysts in Argentina, Uruguay, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Cuba, reparation also 

characterized revolutionary struggles to mend the external world and heal the national 

body. Langer championed the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo’s public militancy as an act of 

psychic reparation, and maternal loss as a new form of political agency. As many 

Argentine clinicians were forced into exile in Mexico and Cuba, the Mothers also came 

to exemplify political struggle as a psychoanalytic technique for “socializing” the 

symptomatic effects of poverty, exploitation, torture, and state terror across Latin 

America. This encounter between psychoanalysis and maternal grief, I argue, forged a 

new relationship between psychoanalysis and politics that enabled the former to survive 

the rise of Rightwing authoritarianism as well as Leftist antipsychiatry movements in 

the region. 

The concurrent diffusion of Lacanian psychoanalysis in Argentina and the state’s 

widespread deployment of torture and disappearance during the military dictatorship 

led many to interpret the turn to Lacan as a cerebral substitute for political protest after 

the coup d’état. Reevaluating the terms of this assessment, Chapter 5 examines how the 
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ruling junta’s specific forms of violence provoked a crisis in the relationship between 

psychoanalysis and humanism, erupting in the literary field through the figure of the 

desaparecida. 4 In tension with human rights discourses prevailing in the 1980s, Luisa 

Valenzuela’s experimental fiction explores the subject’s fragmentation under conditions 

of state terror and the ethical ambivalence of humanitarian efforts to repair the ego in 

the wake of torture.  

The five chapters of Dreaming Woman move through key terms anchoring the 

development of psychoanalysis in Argentina to the figurative role of woman. In Chapter 

1, woman is letter—the postal hub triangulating transnational circuits of intellectual 

exchange and erotic attachment. In Chapter 2, woman is dream—the fantasized image of 

national cohesion Grete Stern’s photomontages work to dismantle through the formal 

representation of women’s actual dreams. In Chapter 3, woman is materialized as body, 

a psychosomatic unity responsive to her own reproductive desires and to those of her 

analyst. In Chapter 4, woman is vessel, mobilized politically to contain lost objects that 

cannot be properly mourned under conditions of state terror. In Chapter 5, woman is 

witness to torture, disappearance, and the sadistic enjoyments rendered imperceptible 

through the lens of liberal humanism. Together, the chapters stage a feminist revision to 

intellectual history, mapping a network of transnational affiliations through which 

                                                        

4 The term desaparecido (disappeared) refers to individuals who were kidnapped and murdered by military or 
paramilitary forces. Desaparecida is the feminine form of the adjective-turned-noun.  
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Argentina, as the other of Europe, constitutes psychoanalysis in the feminine. While the 

chapters provide a historical narration of psychoanalysis by periodizing it according to 

intellectual movements featuring women protagonists, they simultaneously address 

distinct figurations of the feminine across evolving stages of psychoanalytic history in 

Argentina. Offering both an historical and a conceptual account of psychoanalysis in the 

feminine, Dreaming Women investigates intersecting dimensions of feminist and 

psychoanalytic theory in Argentina that have been inadequately addressed thus far.  

One of the arguments developed across several chapters of Dreaming Woman is 

that Argentine clinicians’ centrality in the development and revitalization of 

psychoanalysis enabled it to survive the local rise of Rightwing authoritarianism and of 

Leftist antipsychiatry movements. In Europe and the United States, I suggest, 

psychoanalysis and politics were severed by the same ideological currents. In Marx and 

Freud in Latin America (2012), Bruno Bosteels affirms the “antagonistic kernel” driving 

both Marxist and psychoanalytic discourses in Latin America during the 1960s and ‘70s, 

though he argues that clinical practice erodes the radical political potential of 

psychoanalytic theory. Bosteels presents an “impasse at the heart of the psychoanalytical 

tradition” resulting from what he perceives as a tension between Freud's “adaptational” 

approach to talk therapy—“transforming your hysterical misery into common 

unhappiness”—and Lacan’s theory of “pure negativity,” articulated through the concept 

of the real. For Bosteels, these two poles—the clinical and the theoretical, the 
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conservative and the radical—lead psychoanalysis to “oscillate without end between 

subversion and adaptation, between emancipatory radicalism and the acceptance of a 

generalized sense of common unhappiness” (245), contributing little to the evental 

ruptures required for revolutionary change. Quoting Raul Cerdeiras, Bosteel insists, 

“psychoanalysis puts forward revolutionary statements but ultimately gives shape to a 

reformist clinical practice” (245). Bosteels distrusts the clinic’s “democratic 

culturalism”—a postmodern, relativist condition in which the singularity of the 

individual case leads to the “absolutization of the particular” (250). Consequently, 

psychoanalysis becomes a politically inert technique of assimilation in which “there is 

no longer any truth left, only minuscule points of view” (250).  

The story of psychoanalysis Bosteels tells severs it from Marxism to trace two 

distinct ideologies operating in Latin America at the same time. Local figures forging 

explicit connections between Marxism and psychoanalysis are either philosophers like 

León Rozitchner, able to retain psychoanalysis’s “antagonistic kernel” by remaining 

outside the clinic, or their clinical work is given little theoretical weight, like Marie 

Langer. Dreaming Woman tells a different story, focusing not only on the feminist 

discourses actively challenging the premises of psychoanalysis and Marxism together, 

but also examining the ways in which conceptualizations of the clinic—its techniques, its 

boundaries, the ideological transferences and countertransferences it enables—respond 
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to contemporary political realities in Argentina and, as Argentine clinicians migrate, 

throughout Latin America. 

It is possible to interpret the popularity of psychoanalysis in general, and Lacan 

in particular, as evidence that Argentina has been culturally colonized more effectively 

by European epistemologies than its regional neighbors, visible in the everyday 

rootedness of psychoanalysis in Argentina. Indeed, the early expulsion of African slaves 

from Argentina, the gradual elimination of indigenous populations, and successive 

waves of immigration from Europe aimed at racially whitening the domestic population 

characterize the country’s uniquely efficient history of colonization. This crucible of 

intersecting forces and their impact on the formation of national identity raises a version 

of the question animating The Second Sex: what is an Argentine? Jeffrey Bass argues that 

psychoanalysis achieved massive popularity in Argentina as an instrument for coping 

with “national anxiety” about the country’s “immigrant past,” resulting in an 

interminable “identity crisis” as well as a “crisis of confidence” in the state’s economic 

and political stability. For Bass, psychoanalysis acquires value in its capacity to address 

conflicts regarding “national belonging” and “national disappointment,” worked 

through in the consulting room (436).  

Dreaming Woman takes a different approach, suggesting that Argentine identity is 

not only a consequence of the migration of people, but also of the cultural entrenchment 

of ideas. Argentina, in the context of the dissertation, becomes a conceptual tool for 
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framing the categories it has always upset: center and periphery, native and foreign, 

European and non-European. Narrating its intellectual history calls for an examination 

of the ways in which psychoanalysis is mediated by geographical space and political 

contingency, but also the ways in which Argentina’s peripheral position in the 

psychoanalytic pantheon has rendered it feminine—an impoverished facsimile of the 

European original. Narrating the history of psychoanalysis in Argentina thus demands 

specific attention to the theoretical contributions of women who propagated and 

popularized it, but such a narration is also formally implicated in psychoanalytic 

theories of femininity.  

In “Geopsychoanalysis: ‘…and the rest of the world’” (1981), Jacques Derrida 

argues that in order for psychoanalysis to be responsible to the political realities that 

condition its practice, it must use its own conceptual tools to address them. Specifically, 

Derrida confronts the political reality of state-sponsored torture in Latin America, a 

region with high concentrations of psychoanalytic practitioners, warning of two possible 

roles psychoanalysis might play in the future of state terror: “Psychoanalysis may serve 

as a conduit for these new forms of violence, alternatively, it may constitute an 

irreplaceable means for deciphering them, and hence a prerequisite of their 

denunciation in specific terms—a necessary precondition, then, of a struggle and a 

transformation” (74). Derrida accuses the International Psychoanalytic Association (IPA) 

of abandoning psychoanalysis’s uniquely robust conceptual vocabulary for 
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“deciphering” the psycho-social mechanisms of torture, leaving it vulnerable to 

appropriation by perpetrators of state violence. Rather than deferring to liberal human 

rights discourse to denounce torture, the IPA must name it, name the geographical sites 

in which it flourishes, and use its own theoretical insights to denounce it. 

Taking seriously Derrida’s admonition, Dreaming Woman uses the conceptual 

tools of psychoanalysis to understand the political forms through which it acquires 

legitimacy in Argentina. Situating Argentina in the world as both a concept and a site, 

the dissertation clarifies national discourses on sexual difference that, like the history of 

psychoanalysis, hinge on relationships between the theoretical and the material, the 

conceptual and the bodily, the cartographical and the geological. Dreaming Woman thus 

examines the singularity of the Argentine case to formulate a theoretical argument about 

the manner in which Argentina becomes the feminine of psychoanalysis. To that end, 

Dreaming Woman features the literary analysis of work by women clinicians, artists, and 

writers in Argentina, all of whom exist on the periphery of the official psychoanalytic 

archive, but it also performs a theoretical investigation of Argentina as a supplement to 

Europe that challenges the purity of Europe’s originary status. In view of contemporary 

anxieties surrounding global migration, the case of Argentina shows that psychoanalysis 

has always been a political practice forged through exile, one that offers an 

indispensable conceptual framework for addressing the persistent psychic traces of 

displacement by interrogating the question of difference. 
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Chapter 1. Postal Legacies: Ocampo, Tagore, Lacan 
 

There are some experiences which are like treasure islands detached from the 
continent of the immediate life, their charts ever remaining vaguely deciphered—and my 

Argentine episode is one of them. Possibly you know that the memory of those sunny 
days and tender care has been encircled by some of my verses—the best of their kind—the 

fugitives are made captive, and they will remain[,] I am sure, though unvisited by you, 
separated by an alien language. 

—Rabindranath Tagore to Victoria Ocampo, 14 March 1939 
 

(I specify in passing: no legacy without transference. Which also gives us to understand 
that if every legacy is propagated in transference, it can get underway only in the form of an 

inheritance of transference. Legacy, legation, delegation, différance of transference: the analyst 
himself, not even his generation, does not need to be ‘there,’ in person. He can be all the stronger 

in not being there. He sends himself—and the postal system forwards. The post never gives or 
asks for any definitive acquittance to meet the balance of the money order. No receipt. 

Liquidation, to the extent that it sends itself, interminably follows its course.) 
—Jacques Derrida, The Post Card 

 

Transnational Ministrations of Love 

In 1924, Rabindranath Tagore fell ill. He was crossing the Atlantic en route to 

Latin America, fulfilling diplomatic invitations from literary admirers in Peru and 

Mexico. Since becoming the first non-Western Nobel Laureate in 1915, Tagore’s 

international celebrity had grown and his journeys to Europe had become regular, but 

the Americas represented a new world for the Bengali poet to discover. Upon landing in 

Buenos Aires, Tagore’s entourage advised him to pause and recover his strength before 

continuing his journey north. Victoria Ocampo, an author and public intellectual from a 
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prominent family in the Argentine oligarchy, invited Tagore to convalesce at her family 

estate in San Isidro, a wealthy suburb of Buenos Aires. In her letter of invitation, she 

confessed, “I think I never loved any other poems with such intensity.”1  

During the next several weeks, Tagore and Ocampo, whom he came to 

affectionately call Vijaya, developed an intimacy they would nurture through letters and 

rendezvous until his death in 1941. They corresponded in an intermediary language—

English—and their subsequent meetings took place in intermediary spaces—mostly in 

Europe, once in the United States. Tagore abandoned his Latin American tour after six 

weeks in Argentina with Ocampo, and Ocampo never made good on Tagore’s many 

invitations to visit India, but their chance encounter along the Rio de la Plata would 

produce several literary offspring, including Purabi, a book of poems Tagore wrote in 

San Isidro and dedicated to Ocampo in 1925. Though Purabi was never translated into 

English or Spanish in its entirety, Tagore sent Ocampo a signed copy of the first Bengali 

edition, translating the title himself: “the East in its feminine gender.”2 A gendered 

reference to the cardinal position Bengal occupies on a European map, Purabi mirrors 

the title of Sur [South], the literary journal Ocampo founded in 1931 and edited until her 

death in 1979. Sur became a powerful publishing house of the same name, bringing 

                                                        

1 Victoria Ocampo to Rabindranath Tagore, December 1925, in Ketaki Kushari Dyson, In Your Blossoming 
Flower-Garden: Rabindranath Tagore and Victoria Ocampo (New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1988), 418.  
 
2 The literal meaning of the Bengali word “purabi” is “Orient,” though Tagore provided this extended 
translation in a letter to Ocampo dated July 10, 1940. 
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interwar European literature to Latin America in Spanish translation, and ushering Latin 

American Modernism into existence as a regional literary movement. The journal 

published works in translation by European luminaries like Virginia Woolf, Carl Jung, 

Sartre, Camus, Huxley, and Nabokov, as well as original works by Latin American 

authors Jorge Luis Borges, Octavio Paz, Ernesto Sábato, and Pablo Neruda. As Tagore’s 

prized poetry drew the Modern literary gaze Eastward, Ocampo worked to draw it 

South, both allied in challenging the notion that Europe’s intellectual claim to 

modernity, established through colonial relations that both marginalized and tokenized 

non-European artists, belonged to the West.   

In a letter written shortly after Tagore’s arrival in Buenos Aires, he describes the 

nature of Ocampo’s local hospitality in the context of two careers set in precarious 

relation to the whims of European intellectual markets. He also articulates the curious 

specificity of his attachment to Ocampo as a woman: 

Last night when I offered you my thanks for what is ordinarily termed as 

hospitality I hoped that you could feel that what I said was much less than what 

I had meant.  

It will be difficult for you fully to realise what an immense burden of 

loneliness I carry about me, the burden that has specially been imposed upon my 

life by my sudden and extraordinary fame. I am like an unfortunate country 

where an inauspicious day a coal mine has been discovered with the result that 



 

23 

its flowers are neglected, its forests cut down and it is laid bare to the pitiless 

gaze of a host of treasure-seekers. My market price has risen high and my 

personal value has been obscured. This value I seek to realise with an aching 

desire which constantly pursues me. This can be had only from a woman’s love 

and I have been hoping for a long time that I do deserve it.  

I feel today that this precious gift has come to me from you and that you 

are able to prize me for what I am and not for what I contain. This has made me 

so glad and yet I know that I have come to that period of my life when in my 

travel across a desert I need my supply of water more than ever before but I 

neither have the means nor strength to carry it and therefore can only thank my 

good fortune when it is offered to me and then take my leave.3 

If, on the one hand, the Nobel Prize represents recognition by the West, it also intensifies 

the Orientalizing commodification of Tagore’s poetry and his person. In expressing 

gratitude for Ocampo’s hospitality during his protracted illness, Tagore weaves together 

the feeling of colonial exploitation that has accompanied his rapid rise to fame with the 

desire for “a woman’s love,” positioning Ocampo as a figure of both feminine care and 

anticolonial solidarity. Drawing on spiritual asceticism inflected by the revolutionary 

rhetoric of Bengali nationalists, Tagore insists that his human value cannot be measured 

                                                        

3 Rabindranath Tagore to Victoria Ocampo, November 1924, Dyson, In Your Blossoming Flower-Garden, 374. 
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by his “market price.” But instead of seeking confirmation of his worth in artistic 

achievement or his contribution to ongoing struggles for national liberation in India, 

Tagore affirms his value in the possession of “a woman’s love.” Specifically, he 

analogizes that love to the fleeting nourishment of water in the desert—a resource upon 

which his survival depends, but one that disappears when absorbed and must be 

replenished over and over again. This oscillation between the transience of Ocampo’s 

material care for Tagore in San Isidro and the long duration of their perpetually 

reaffirmed love for one another constitutes a temporality of intimacy interrupted and 

sustained by the geopolitics of modern transnational affiliation. Love, in this instance, is 

not confined to a single time or place, but is anchored to concrete acts of hospitality that 

support life amidst the frenetic movement of people and ideas.  

In her letters to Tagore, Ocampo often emphasizes the practical utility of her love 

for the poet:  

I think I can really be useful because my love is too deep and full of 

understanding, too humble and impetuous to be quite useless. It is all aro[u]nd 

you. It is as a rug thrown at your feet to protect them from cold. And all that it 

asks from you is to see you at peace with yourself, and taking all its warmth. I 
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should like to do something for you. But what can I do except loving [sic] you as 

I did before you came and as I’ll do after you’re gone? 4  

Again referencing the hospitality of fabric, Ocampo writes Tagore a poem in which she 

confides,  

I have only the cloak of my tenderness to throw over him, and he has no use for  

it.  

I have only the warmth of my understanding, and he does not feel that warmth.  

My heart is heavy. How shall I bear such heaviness?  

My heart is full of thorns. take out those thorns of misunderstanding… be my  

friend.5  

Both supplications present fabric (a rug, a cloak) as a devotional offering. Unlike water, 

necessary to sustain life, these textiles are luxuries meant to deliver comfort, meanwhile 

securing a reverential social bond. While Tagore resided at Ocampo’s family home, he 

became enamored of a particular armchair that she insisted he take with him aboard the 

transatlantic ship Cesare. After leaving Buenos Aires, Tagore sent Ocampo a telegram 

from Switzerland to assure her he had reached his next destination:  

I WAS YOUR GUEST ON BOARD CESARE I FELT THERE YOUR  

MINISTRATION OF LOVE  

                                                        

4 Victoria Ocampo to Rabindranath Tagore, November 1924, Dyson, 376. 
5 Victoria Ocampo to Rabindranath Tagore, undated, Dyson, 381. 
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RABINDRANATH 6  

Ocampo’s ministrations of love, proffered in absentia during Tagore’s sea voyage, speak 

to the materiality of transnational intellectual affiliation as a lover’s discourse built on, 

and communicated through, the exchange of material objects: letters, photos, books, 

textiles, and a chair. For fifteen years after their first meeting, Tagore’s letters to Ocampo 

almost never fail to reference the armchair as a place of comfort and repose in his home 

in Bengal. After his death, Tagore’s son, Rathindranath, wrote Ocampo to report that the 

poet spent the last weeks of his life in the chair. Rathindranath even sent Ocampo a 

translation of his father’s melancholy late work, “The Empty Chair,” to suggest the 

literary legacy of her gift.  

Though Ocampo reveled in supplying Tagore’s creature comforts, his mortality 

became a source of increasing anxiety in the 1930s as the international press circulated 

coverage of his declining health. In a small volume narrating Tagore’s visit to Argentina, 

Tagore en las barrancas de San Isidro [Tagore on the Banks of San Isidro] (1961), Ocampo 

affirms the material value of her gestures of hospitality, especially on behalf of a man 

who only entered her life as a result of sudden illness. She recalls Tagore’s medical 

complacency with frustration, positing her caregiving as a vital contribution to the social 

reproduction of poetry: “Oh, hell! People, be they poets or not, die in the East as they die 

                                                        

6 Rabindranath Tagore to Victoria Ocampo, January 21, 1924. All letters not cited in Dyson are from the 
Victoria Ocampo papers, 1908-1979, Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
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in the West when they do not know or want to take care of themselves. And if he does 

not want to take care of himself, well I will take care of him by force!” (66).7 Ocampo’s 

assessment of Tagore’s medical disregard is certainly overstated; the last decades of his 

life were ruled by doctors’ orders, which often determined his transnational mobility. 

Medical treatments in Europe created the occasion for professional events that 

maintained his status in the modernist literary scene while physical ailments severely 

limited his movements on other occasions.8 But Tagore did chafe against the constraints 

medical recommendations put on his life and work. In one letter to Ocampo, he cheekily 

reports that the very act of writing the letter is a transgression of doctor’s orders to 

“behave in every way as if I am dead.”9 The paradox of preserving life at the cost of all 

vitality is a source of humor and frustration for Tagore. But Ocampo’s advocacy for 

“care by force” suggests that the poet’s life does not belong to him alone—that it must be 

sustained through and for transnational affiliations that are struggling to reorient the 

global map of modernist cultural production.    

This chapter examines the networks of ministration and care that connect two 

regionally peripheral modernists—Ocampo and Tagore—to the widening field of 

                                                        

7 All translations of the Spanish are mine unless an English translation is cited in References.  
 
8 For example, Tagore repeatedly wrote to Ocampo of his eagerness to secure “proper” medical attention at 
a sanatorium in Switzerland (1925, 1930). A letter dated April 9, 1930, suggests that Tagore’s son and 
daughter-in-law may have finally made arrangements, though by May, Tagore writes Ocampo from 
London, where he delivered the Hibbert Lecture, “The Religion of Man.”  
 
9 Rabindranath Tagore to Victoria Ocampo, February 27, 1925. 
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psychoanalysis during the interwar period. For it is worth pointing out that Ocampo’s 

blossoming friendship with Tagore coincided with a romantic affair she pursued with 

Jacques Lacan in 1930. At that point, Lacan was a young medical student in residence at 

Sainte-Anne’s hospital. He would not complete his doctoral thesis for another two years 

and would not begin psychoanalytic training until 1934. Ocampo met him at the home 

of another Argentine aristocrat and, as Ocampo narrates in letters to her sister, Angélica, 

she and Lacan became fast friends. Though their romance was short lived, Lacan and 

Ocampo corresponded in French for over forty years. When Seminar XX: Encore was 

published in 1975, Lacan immediately sent Ocampo a signed copy with the inscription, 

“How strange that we reencounter each other today, Victoria” (lanacion.com.ar). 

Ocampo was not a psychoanalyst, nor did she cultivate a public interest in 

psychoanalysis during her long and eventful career. The little Tagore wrote about 

psychoanalysis suggests that he, too, was wary of its therapeutic value and spiritual 

orientation.10 But tracing the prehistory of psychoanalytic fervor in Argentina through 

intimate encounters with Ocampo—the person Borges called “la mujer más argetina”11—

sheds new light on the role of peripheral modernisms in the development of “Western” 

                                                        

10 See Santanu Biswas, “Rabindranath Tagore and Freudian Thought,” The International Journal of Psycho-
Analysis 84, no. 3 (June 2003): 717–32; Sitansu Ray, “On artistic creativity: Tagore, Freud and neo-
Freudians,” The Visva Bharati Quarterly (July1979): 5-13; and Sitansu Ray, “Tagore, Freud and Jung on artistic 
creativity: A psycho-phenomenological study,” Analecta Husserliana XLVIII (1996): 329-41. 
 
11 In English, “the most Argentine woman of all,” or, “the quintessential Argentine woman.” 
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thought and the role of erotic intimacy in the transnational history of ideas. In addition 

to examining the poetry and essays these encounters inspired, I also attend to the robust 

archive of letters, telegrams, inscriptions, and dedications that link the points of a 

triangulated love story connecting Ocampo to Tagore to Lacan. These marginal 

networks of hospitality and care complicate existing accounts of the relationship 

between psychoanalysis and empire.   

Psychoanalysis and the Love Letter 

Expanding the psychoanalytic archive to include its non-European interlocutors 

reveals the extent to which its intellectual traditions are formally tied to the epistolary 

genre. In fact, the history of psychoanalysis can be understood as a history of 

correspondence. Sigmund Freud’s letters to and from Wilhelm Fliess, Carl Jung, Sandor 

Ferenczi, and Martha Bernays constitute more than a biographical archive—they are the 

experimental texts through which the psychoanalytic project was pioneered, contested, 

policed, and disseminated to global audiences. These letters have also become the 

canonical texts through which scholars have mapped the social, intellectual, 

institutional, and geopolitical history of psychoanalysis. It is worth speculating about 

the extent to which all of Freud’s correspondence may be characterized as amorous 

insofar as it charts the movement of intense libidinal investments in people and ideas.  

In A Lover’s Discourse, Roland Barthes notes that, “[l]ike desire, the love letter waits 

for an answer; it implicitly enjoins the other to reply, for without a reply the other’s image 
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changes, becomes other” (158). In a childish letter addressed to his fiancée, Martha 

Bernays, Freud writes:  

Yet I don’t want my letters to keep remaining unanswered, and I shall stop writing 

you altogether if you don’t write back. Perpetual monologues apropos of a loved 

being, which are neither corrected nor nourished by that being, lead to erroneous 

notions concerning mutual relations, and make us strangers to each other when 

we meet again, so that we find things different from what, without realizing it, we 

imagined. (quoted by Barthes, 158-159).  

Freud’s demand for a response to his letters is a demand to sustain the fantasy of the 

beloved. Awaiting the loved one’s response contributes to an erotics of time—one that, 

for Barthes, is intimately linked to the psychoanalytic theory of transference as well as the 

relations of power articulated therein: “(In transference, one always waits—at the 

doctor’s, the professor’s, the analyst’s…one might say that wherever there is waiting there 

is transference[…])” (40). The love letter, Freud and Barthes suggest, stimulates a uniquely 

libidinal relationship to time insofar as, at the moment of sending, uncertainty regarding 

the time or event of the letter’s arrival at its destination is compounded by the fact that it 

already awaits a response. The letter becomes an object of transference, like the armchair 

holding Tagore on his voyage from Buenos Aires to Bengal. The letter and the chair 

represent the materiality of the empty signifier within or upon which any libidinal 



 

31 

encounter can occur. The contents of the letter are of secondary importance to the 

fetishized event of its arrival, intensified by the desirous waiting that precedes it. 

Freud’s correspondence with male colleagues is also charged with obsessive 

attention to time. In a letter to Wilhelm Fliess, Freud pleads, “Now do not let another long 

interval like this happen again (December 24th – January 7th = 14 = 28/2).”12 Two months 

later, Freud’s temporal anxiety is equally uncontained, opening his letter to Fliess with 

desperate glee that turns into a wounded warning:  

A long letter from you at last! I had not heard from you since February 15th, it was 

your turn to write, and apparently you did not receive a card I sent you at the 

beginning of March, mentioning the book by Jonas on nasogenous reflex 

neuroses… Now I am delighted to hear so much about you, because I think you 

would be just as sorry as I should be if our correspondence dried up and our 

meetings came to an end. I was astonished to read that three weeks had passed 

since I had written. (310) 

Several letters between Freud and Jung reference telegrams Freud sent Jung when the 

latter did not reply to his letters with sufficient speed. In March 1909, an unnamed Sabina 

                                                        

12 Sigmund Freud to Wilhelm Fliess, January 8, 1900. In Marie Bonaparte, Anna Freud, and Ernst Kris, eds., 
The Origins of Psychoanalysis: Sigmund Freud’s Letters- Letters, Drafts and Notes to Wilhelm Fliess (New York: 
Basic Books, 1954), 308. 
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Spielrein, referenced only as “a woman patient,”13 comes to triangulate the intensifying 

homoerotics of Freud and Jung’s relationship, compounded by Freud’s perpetual anxiety 

about time and his failed romance with Fliess. Jung opens the letter by addressing 

“Professor Freud:” 

Your telegram today has thrown me into a fluster. I hope you haven't put a 

bad construction on my longish silence. I have been waiting a fortnight for this 

Sunday in order to write to you in peace. All this time I have been under a terrific 

strain day and night. I had a mass of correspondence to cope with every evening I 

happened to be free. All the other evenings were taken up with invitations, 

concerts, 3 lectures, etc. Also my house-building is giving me a great deal to do. I 

didn't want to write to you until I could definitely say when I am coming. The 

fixing of this date is particularly difficult for me, still chained by the neck, as I have 

also to consider the wishes of my colleagues. The last and worst straw is that 

a complex is playing Old Harry with me: a woman patient, whom years ago I 

pulled out of a very sticky neurosis with the greatest devotion, has violated my 

confidence and my friendship in the most mortifying way imaginable. She has 

kicked up a vile scandal solely because I denied myself the pleasure of giving her 

a child. I have always acted the gentleman towards her, but before the bar of my 

                                                        

13 For more on Spielrein’s legacies in psychoanalytic theory and her exclusion from psychoanalytic history 
see Avery Gordon, Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination (Minnesota: University of 
Minnesota press, 1997). 
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rather too sensitive conscience I nevertheless don’t feel clean, and that is what 

hurts the most because my intentions were always honourable. But you know how 

it is—the devil can use even the best of things for the fabrication of filth. 

Meanwhile I have learnt an unspeakable amount of marital wisdom, for until now 

I had a totally inadequate idea of my polygamous components despite all self-

analysis. Now I know where and how the devil can be laid by the heels. These 

painful yet extremely salutary insights have churned me up hellishly inside, but 

for that very reason, I hope, have secured me moral qualities which will be of the 

greatest advantage to me in later life. The relationship with my wife has gained 

enormously in assurance and depth.14  

Jung concludes, “Please don’t chide me for my negligence” (209), foregrounding his 

betrayal of timely response over his betrayal of professional ethics and of marital fidelity, 

the admission of which is buried in his prose and shrouded in the implication of fantasy 

(her “fabrication of filth,” his unconscious “polygamous components”). In so doing, Jung 

further prostrates himself before the master he calls on to protect his professional 

reputation in the wake of his abuse of power, an abuse framed here as a woman’s devilish 

assault on his resilient marital bond.  

Two days later, Freud responds by addressing his “Dear friend:”  

                                                        

14 Carl Jung to Sigmund Freud, March 7, 1909. In William McGuire, The Freud/Jung Letters: The Correspondence 
Between Sigmund Freud and C. G. Jung (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), 207. 
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Many thanks for your telegram and letter, which (the telegram in itself did the 

trick) put an end to my anxiety. I evidently still have a traumatic hyperaesthesia 

toward dwindling correspondence. I remember its genesis well (Fliess) and should 

not like to repeat such an experience unawares. (209)15  

Temporarily appeased (their definitive falling out would not occur until 1914), Freud 

attributes Jung’s present scandal to an uncomfortable consequence of the transference: 

“To be slandered and scorched by the love with which we operate—such are the perils of 

our trade, which we are certainly not going to abandon on their account” (210). The 

neurotic wrath of Sabina Spielrein, the unnamed patient referenced here, brings the two 

men closer together—closer still when Jung finally confesses to the affair, managing to 

blame his attraction to Spielrein, a Russian Jew, on Jung’s transference love for Freud:  

As I have indicated before, my first visit to Vienna had a very long unconscious 

aftermath, first the compulsive infatuation in Abbazia, then the Jewess popped up 

in another form, in the shape of my patient. […] To none of my patients have I 

extended so much friendship and from none have I reaped so much sorrow. (228-

229) 

Triangulated both by Spielrein and by Fliess, Freud and Jung’s love letters indicate the 

affective dimension of psychoanalysis’s transnational circulation and of its institutional 

                                                        

15 As if with dramatic irony, Jung quickly replies, “You may rest assured, not only now but for the future, 
that nothing Fliess-like is going to happen” (quoted in McGuire 211-12). 
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history. As Avery Gordon points out in Ghostly Matters (1997), when Spielrein becomes 

an analyst herself, she is excluded from institutional photographs and documents, 

burying her story, and her theoretical contributions to the development of psychoanalysis, 

in love letters.  

In the epistolary novel Les Liaisons dangereuses, the Marquis de Merteuil, conqueror 

of women, describes the strategic advantage of writing whatever will please the letter’s 

recipient. Barthes draws on the novel to categorically distinguish the love letter from 

“correspondence,” the latter being “a tactical enterprise to defend positions, make 

conquests” (1978, 158). In contrast, for Barthes, “the love letter has no tactical value: it is 

purely expressive—at most, flattering (but here flattery is not a matter of self-interest, 

merely the language of devotion): what I engage in with the other is a relation, not a 

correspondence: the relation brings together two images” (158). But the love letters 

exchanged between Tagore and Ocampo, like the letters exchanged between Freud, Jung, 

and Fliess, make it difficult to distinguish the tactical from the devotional. On the one 

hand, as objects of exchange between two individuals, Tagore and Ocampo’s letters 

repeatedly declare their authors’ deep love for one another. On the other, those letters 

have also been the object of diplomatic exchange between India and Argentina for 

decades. Embassies and government agencies in both countries have commissioned 

scholars to archive and analyze their correspondence for posterity. Even Ocampo herself 

was commissioned by the Sahitya Akademie of New Delhi to translate and publish an 
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Indian edition of Tagore en las barrancas de San Isidro, her sentimental account of Tagore’s 

visit, for the centenary of Tagore’s birth (1961).  

Intersecting intimacies between the writers and their nations make clear that the 

relationship between Ocampo and Tagore did not end with his death in 1941. For decades, 

their interwar encounter and subsequent correspondence fostered a special relationship 

between Ocampo and the British protectorate that would later become the Republic of 

India. The letters were used to forge diplomatic relations between two countries in the 

process of establishing their own national literary traditions outside the shadow of 

Europe’s cultural hegemony. In addition to the diplomatic relations triggered by the 

fortuitous circumstances of Tagore and Ocampo’s friendship, or perhaps as an extension 

of them, Ocampo drew attention to Tagore’s work in Argentina by soliciting or authoring 

translations of his poetry into Spanish. Publication was almost always mediated by an 

initial translation from Bengali to English, then from English to Spanish, generally 

involving the participation of a British national to perform the first translation. Like the 

correspondence that passed between Tagore and Ocampo for many years, these acts of 

translation constitute ministrations of love mediated by material conditions of colonial 

administration and European arbitration of modern taste.  

As Jacques Derrida points out in The Post Card (1980), the biographical intimacy of 

correspondence cannot be disarticulated from the politics of intellectual debt in the 

transnational circulation of Western thought. Structurally, The Post Card can be divided 
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into two halves, the first of which, “Envois,” is a fragmented collection of love letters 

without a named addressee, dated across roughly two years. In those letters—a play on 

the genre of the epistolary novel—Derrida makes frequent reference to a post card 

featuring an image of Socarates and Plato engaged in a scene of writing, the former seated 

in front of the latter. Against the grain of philosophical tradition, Socrates is depicted as 

the one who writes, though he is positioned before Plato, physically and genealogically. 

Derrida reads the image as a primal scene for Western philosophy, repressed to maintain 

the metaphysical priority of Socrates’s speech over Plato’s writing. Derrida also takes the 

unique formal properties of the post card—correspondence tied to a specific location with 

no clear front and back and no envelope to guard its contents for a single recipient—as an 

opportunity to address a broader chain of etymological associations linking the term carte 

postal to his foremost philosophical concerns: “écart” [division, interval], “trace”, “recit” 

[narrative], “écrit” [writing], “cadre” [frame], and “quart” [fourth]. He ultimately inverts 

carte postal into the book’s central anagram, “écart postal” (1987, 37), introducing the 

problem of the letter’s own internal division—its deferral of meaning or différance—as a 

barrier to the notion that a letter could ever arrive at its destination.  

The second half of The Post Card is a compilation of essays on psychoanalysis, 

including a semi-biographical close reading of Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920). 

Taken together, these halves bring the epistolary genre to bear on the institutional history 

of psychoanalysis, a “movement” implying the mobility and displacement of Freud’s 
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theoretical, clinical, and technical speculations. For Derrida, understanding “Freud’s 

Legacy” requires “rebinding what is irreducible about a ‘speculation’ with the economy 

of a scene of writing, which itself is inseparable from a scene of inheritance implicating 

both the Freuds [Sigmund and Anna] and the psychoanalytic ‘movement’” (292). Derrida 

argues that in denying psychoanalysis’s intellectual debt to philosophy, Freud aims to sire 

a new science outside the logic of inheritance that would bind him to Nietzsche and 

Schopenhauer.  

The correspondence between Ocampo, Tagore, and Lacan is a discourse on 

inheritance insofar as it exposes contestations over what kind of subjects are entitled to 

lay claim to Western literary, intellectual, and aesthetic cultural traditions, and what 

political complicities that claim implies. As writers from the global South, Ocampo and 

Tagore shared a unique degree of Continental recognition, but his position as colonial 

subject and her position as creole elite informed dramatically different historical and 

affective attachments to Europe and distinct investments in the prospect of a national 

culture that would challenge European cultural hegemony. While both achieved the 

reified status of Third World informant for European intellectual elites, Ocampo imagines 

herself, and Latin Americans in general, as the rightful heirs to European culture, which, 

for her, is not exactly foreign, but rather ancestral. Tagore, on the other hand, did not live 

to see national independence, locked in colonial subjugation to an Empire that 

championed his creative production while refusing his claim to full citizenship.  
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If, as Derrida suggests, Socrates and Plato established an enduring notion of 

inheritance as unidirectional, irreversible, and patrilineal, psychoanalysis interrupts this 

logic through the theory of the death drive, the speculative preoccupation of Beyond the 

Pleasure Principle. Manifested in repetition compulsion and the haunting trace of loss, the 

death drive conceptually undoes the temporal march of Freud’s legacy. It also 

challenges unidirectional narratives of intellectual inheritance from Europe to her 

colonies. If Lacan and his followers have come to represent the quintessentially “French” 

school of psychoanalysis, what might it mean to situate Argentina, in the feminine, in 

the prehistory of his intellectual formation by way of Lacan’s relationship with Ocampo? 

And how might love letters between Ocampo and Tagore disrupt the purity of 

modernism as a European project? Those fragments of their correspondence that arrived 

at their purported destination—that is, the homes, hotels, and guest houses of their 

addressees—have since been rerouted to new destinations in library archives across the 

globe and, in the context of this chapter, in the archive of psychoanalytic history. In their 

movement across contents, letters written between Ocampo, Tagore, and Lacan reveal 

the importance of the epistolary as an essential form through which to understand the 

history of psychoanalysis in relation to modern internationalism.  

The Guest and the Alien Flower 

In Tagore en las barrancas de San Isidro, Ocampo notes that when Tagore arrived in 

Argentina she had only recently become a published author. As a contributor to the 
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popular national newspaper La Nación, she had written three literary articles on the 

work of Dante, Ruskin, and Gandhi, respectively. When she learned that Tagore would 

be pausing in Buenos Aires on his way to Peru, she decided to make him the subject of 

her fourth article for La Nación, though she admits, “In reality, it was a letter to Tagore 

transformed into an article” (1961, 15). The epistolary genre thus informs Ocampo’s 

engagement with Tagore even before their meeting.  

In the article, she introduces Tagore by way of Proust, identifying “a parallel 

between one of the French writers most representative of our restless Occident and the 

Bengali poet, representative not just of the Orient, but also of a bridge ‘in the making’16 

between Occident and Orient” (16). Grammatically, Ocampo makes clear her 

identification with the cultural traditions of “our restless Occident.” But her use of the 

possessive, and her tokenization of Tagore as “representative…of the Orient,” excludes 

the Bengali poet from the Western literary tradition.  

In acknowledging a non-European archive of literary production, Ocampo 

repeatedly enacts Tagore’s exclusion, at one point mistranslating his English in such a 

way that undermines his stated claim to European modernism. In “The Relation of the 

Individual to the Universe” (1929) Tagore writes, “in literature we miss the complete 

view of man which is simple and yet great, but he appears as a psychological problem or 

                                                        

16 English in the original. 
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the embodiment of a passion that is intense because abnormal and because exhibited in 

the glare of a fiercely emphatic light which is artificial” (11). Through an implicit critique 

of psychoanalysis embedded in an explicit critique of Modernism, Tagore locates his 

work within a tradition he seeks to reform. Ocampo dramatically alters the meaning of 

his intervention when she translates it into Spanish, shifting Tagore’s inclusive first-

person plural to the first-person singular of an outsider: “[…] in modern European 

literature a complete view of man is lacking, which, however, has simplicity and 

grandeur […]” (quoted by Ocampo, 1961, 27). If Tagore’s formulation includes his own 

writing in a modern project failing to offer the “complete” representation of man, 

Ocampo’s seems to assume that the poet’s spiritual mysticism offers a way out of 

European modernism’s “psychological problem.”    

These moments of failure and misdirection in translation are a regular feature of 

Ocampo and Tagore’s dialogue with and about each other. In their early letters, Ocampo 

is often anxious about being misunderstood, worried that her intellect will be dulled by 

her imperfect English, berating herself for perceived miscommunications:  

Just now, I said I felt stupid because I found no words to say all I wanted 

to say, and it made me so miserable that I simply could not stay near you. If only 
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I could make you understand my way of understanding you, I would be happy, 

wonderfully happy…17  

I am longing to speak to you of many things. But those things are sunken 

in the depth of my heart and I cannot bring them to the surface easily. Your mere 

presence disturbs me, because my shyness is paralysing. And I am so shy, with 

you, because the idea of displeasing you freezes my thoughts; and thoughts can 

be only communicated when liquid.18  

I speak so awk[w]ardly.19  

How and why could my letter give you the impression that I 

misunderstood you? I must be very clumsy and very stupid! And I am very 

unhappy about it! But I won[’]t be able to explain things better than this 

morning, I’m afraid. […] [A]s I am not at all in the habit of crying, I feel savage 

and shy when I can’t controle [sic] myself. I knew I would make a fool of myself 

if I tried to speak to you. Forgive me.20  

Though Tagore teases Ocampo affectionately for her English mispronunciations, he also 

reassures her that he recognizes and values her intellect:  

                                                        

17 Victoria Ocampo to Rabindranath Tagore, 1924. Dyson, 377. 
 
18 Ibid., 378. 
 
19 Ibid., 379. 
20 Ibid., 379-380. 
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Unfortunately there was the barrier of language that prevented a true enough 

communication of minds between us, for you never felt fully at home in the only 

European language I happen to know. It was unfortunate because you have a 

richness of mind which naturally longs to offer its own tribute to those whom 

you accept as your friends, and I fully understand the pain which you must have 

suffered for not being able to reveal adequately to me your deeper thoughts and 

to dissolve the fog that screened off the world of your intellectual life from my 

vision.21  

Acknowledging the impossibility of “true” communication when language is not 

homely, Tagore imagines the “richness” of Ocampo’s mind because he “fully 

understand[s] the pain” of compromised communication himself.  

The “fog” separating Ocampo from Tagore never lifted. Their linguistic divide 

appears comically vast when he sends her Purabi, a collection of Bengali poems he wrote 

at Ocampo’s estate and aboard transatlantic ships in transit to and from South America. 

The book is dedicated to Vijaya, Tagore’s Bengali nickname for Victoria, and contains 

poems that address her directly, but it is published in Bengali script, which Tagore 

leaves untranslated for his dedicatee. In 1925, Ocampo writes, “The book you sent me is 

my greatest treasure, but I am mad to know what is inside it.”22 Fifteen years pass before 

                                                        

21 Rabindranath Tagore to Victoria Ocampo, January 13, 1925. 
22 Victoria Ocampo to Rabindranath Tagore, December 28, 1925. Dyson, 421 
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Ocampo even learns the title of Purabi, pleading again in 1940, “Now, tell me, what is 

the title of the poetry book you dedicated to me?”23 At that point, Tagore replies, “You 

have asked me for the title of the book which I dedicated to you. It is named Puravi (the 

East in its feminine gender).”24 The title is curious for several reasons. Tagore’s trip to 

Argentina was, when it occurred, his furthest journey West, and, according to his letters 

and memoirs, he often found Ocampo disappointingly emblematic of Western culture, 

an observation to which I will return later. Purabi is also the musical term for an evening 

ragini, which, Ocampo joked, would more logically be associated with the West. But 

insofar as the title foregrounds the question of place and of gender, it positions Tagore 

and Ocampo’s encounter as an opportunity to reflect on difference through poetic form.  

In the poem “Alien Flower” (also translated as “Exotic Blossom,”25 and “Foreign 

Flower”26), Tagore stages an encounter with a foreign woman that presents difference as 

a source of erotic allure. This allure is not diminished by the utter failure of language to 

facilitate communication; rather, it is heightened by the exotic other’s muteness. In each 

of five stanzas, the poem’s speaker asks the “alien flower” a question. Most of the 

questions solicit basic demographic information: her name, where she lives, what 

                                                        

23 Victoria Ocampo to Rabindranath Tagore, June 8, 1940. Dyson, 456-457. 
 
24 Rabindranath Tagore to Victoria Ocampo, July 10, 1940. Dyson, 458. 
 
25 As translated by Monish R. Chatterjee (1992) 
 
26 As translated by Kshitis Roy (2003) 
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language she speaks. To each question, the narrator reports, the alien flower’s response 

is the same: “You smiled and nodded” ([1925] 2008, 98-99). The only time she speaks is 

in response to the narrator’s question about where she lives: “I do not know I am quite 

sure.” In the final two stanzas, the speaker asks the alien flower about the nature of their 

relationship, shifting his interrogation from the demographic to the intimate:  

O alien flower, when I first came at dawn 

I asked, do you not know me? 

You smiled and nodded and I thought, 

What did it matter whether you did.  

And I said, do you not feel, my heart with your 

 touch 

Is full to the brim. 

Whoever knows me better, O alien flower? 

 

O alien flower, when I ask you, tell me,  

Will you forget me ever? 

You smile and nod, but this I know, 

In your thoughts, every now and again 

Me you would recall. 

And when in a short while 
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I would be gone to a distant land, 

The love of the far, in your dream 

To you will make me known—and you will 

 not forget. (99) 

Her mute response to the questions, “do you not know me?” and “Will you forget me 

ever?” does not deter the speaker’s sense of mutual understanding; he interprets her 

apparent “love of the far” as her knowledge and memory of him. His certainty 

transcends her muteness and the unsettling failure of verbal communication staged in 

the poem. He knows the “alien flower’s” interiority enough to fill the gaps in language 

that divide them. 

It is fitting, then, that Tagore’s interest in the pictorial art of poetry inscribed 

through erasure began to emerge during his visit to Buenos Aires. In his original 

manuscript for Purabi, Tagore included a poem carved into the shape of Ocampo’s 

portrait (Figure 1). The contours of Ocampo’s signature bob and cap are clearly visible in 

a photograph of her seated next to the poet in San Isidro (Figure 2). In the portrait-poem, 

Ocampo’s profile constitutes the negative space of the poem, the dark erasures from 

which the text is carved, like a statue drawn from a single piece of marble. Or perhaps 

the poem is the negative space of the portrait, making Tagore’s recursive, reversible 

artwork evidence of the complementarity between image and text, subject and author, 

Tagore and Ocampo.  
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Figure 1: Tagore, “Prabahini,” from the original manuscript of Purabi, 
composed on December 11, 1924. 
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Figure 2: Personal photograph of Tagore (left) with Ocampo (right) at her 
family estate in San Isidro. 

In “The Guest,” another poem from Purabi addressed to Ocampo, Tagore 

reiterates his certainty of communication across linguistic divides. Here, Woman is not 

mute; rather, she facilitates the traveler’s ontological transition from stranger to guest: 

With what infinite sweetness you fill 

The days of my sojourn, Woman, and with  
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What ease you make the traveler from  

A distant land as one of your own—with  

The ease of those strange stars of the evening 

Sky who with a calm and benign smile greeted 

Me from heaven. As I stood at the quiet 

window  

All alone and gazed upon the southern sky, 

From high above there came into my soul 

In unison, a message of light. And I heard 

A solemn voice—‘You are no stranger, 

 we know 

You from when the earth took you in its arms 

From the arms of the dark; you are a guest 

Of ours, a guest of light for ever.’ 

Blessed one, you gazed upon my face even as 

Those stars and said in the same strain, 

‘You are no stranger, I know you fully well,’ 

And though I do not know the language you  

Speak, I heard you sing, ‘The poet is a guest  

Of love and a guest of mine for ever.’ (100-101) 
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The dream of internationalism is palpable in Tagore’s account of foreign hospitality. He 

posits a universal human understanding rooted in love, and a celestial communication 

that allows the foreign, eternal, Southern sky to speak in place of language. It is unclear 

whether Tagore and Ocampo’s friendship would have thrived without their shared 

internationalist aspiration, which she pursued for the next 50 years as editor of Sur. But 

Ocampo’s approach to internationalism was less invested in cultivating a universal 

humanity than in laying claim to the Western literary tradition that she perceived as the 

American continent’s ancestral birthright.     

In 1930, Ocampo describes the first iteration of Sur in a letter to Tagore. 

Recounting a recent trip to the United States hosted by Waldo Frank, Ocampo writes 

that she and Frank 

were like brother and sister that [sic] had suffered in different circumstances[,] 

but of the same wrongs, and had struggled through similar solitude, similar 

longings. We were both orphans. Europe was the cause of that feeling. We were 

her orphans, Her very image attracted yet repelled us in the same way. Our roots 

ached and our hearts were wistful because of her. We recognised each other, 

Frank and I, when we met, and joined hands as wandering children lost in their 

own America. 

[…] 
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We miss Europe terribly, both of us, and yet when we reach Europe, we feel she 

cannot be for us the kind of nourrishment [sic] we need. We feel, in one word, 

that we belong to America[,] ‘crude, uncultured, unformed, chaotic America.’ 

América that means suffering for us, but for whom we seem ready to suffer, 

against our will, even.27  

Ocampo’s pan-American identification is at once a source of nourishment and 

belonging, suffering and chaos. Translating the history of colonization into a family 

drama, Ocampo considers America akin to an adoptive parent who has taken 

responsibility for Europe’s abandoned orphans.  

Severed from the economic chain of inheritance, Ocampo perceives the 

appropriation of European culture as a genealogical entitlement, one she defends 

against Tagore’s charge of inauthenticity. Citing an interview with Tagore by Romain 

Rolland,28 Ocampo recalls the sting of reading Tagore’s assessment of Latin American 

“dependence” on European culture:  

The people have suddenly become wealthy and they have not had time to 

discover their soul. It is such a shame to see their absolute dependence on Europe 

for their thought, which comes to them fully formed. They are not ashamed of 

                                                        

27 Victoria Ocampo to Rabindranath Tagore, April 1930. Dyson, 433-434. 
 
28 See Romain Rolland, Inde, Journal (1915-1943); Tagore, Gandhi, Nehru et Les Problèmes Indiens, (Paris, 
Éditions Vineta, 1951). 
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taking pride in whatever trend they copy, or of the culture they buy on that 

Continent. (quoted by Ocampo 1961, 69)  

After his time on Ocampo’s estate, Tagore diagnoses a vacuum in Argentina’s national 

culture, dismissing it as European imitation. Ocampo laments Tagore’s disappointment 

in her failure to perform authentic Argentineness, but she also historicizes it:  

But where were we supposed to buy our culture if not in the countries from 

which we came, of which we are sons and the inevitable heirs? Isn’t European 

culture also ours? Can we limit ourselves to the quichua, guaraní, or comechingon 

culture? […] [A]ll of America, from North to South, cannot negate European 

culture without renouncing itself. The case of India facing England is totally 

different. (69-70)  

In effect, Ocampo argues, Argentine culture can only ever appear fraudulent—either an 

imitation of European trends or an imitation of native traditions. Of course, the “we” to 

whom Ocampo refers here is not the rural native populations that existed in the 1960s in 

varying degrees of interaction with the modernizing Argentine state. And Tagore did 

not choose to visit indigenous groups, which had predominantly been marginalized to 

Argentina’s northern and southern provinces by the twentieth century; he visited an 

estate owned by Argentina’s landed oligarchy. Ocampo’s implicit reference—the “we” 

to whom European culture rightfully belongs—is to the creole elites descended from 

European conquers, as well as the offspring of successive waves of European 
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immigration who had doubled Argentina’s population since 1890. This is not the 

internationalism Tagore envisioned in “The Guest,” not a compassionate exchange of 

autonomous national languages and traditions producing mutual understanding. 

Rather, the multigenerational hybridity Ocampo describes comes to constitute an 

Argentine national identity that, as she problematically asserts, “cannot negate 

European culture without renouncing itself.”  

Curiously, Ocampo does not identify the same degree of entanglement, or 

perhaps entitlement, in “the case of India,” which, she claims, “is totally different.” 

Ocampo’s remark, articulated in a defensive posture, posits a difference between being 

the heir, or even the orphan of Europe, and being its captive. But the difference between 

Argentina and India’s colonial histories is only as great as the range of difference within 

each “case.” The singularity of Ocampo and Tagore’s international contact, influence, 

and mobility is not representative of their respective national contexts. In rupturing the 

patterns of colonial exchange through postal movements from East to South, Ocampo 

and Tagore cannot avoid the fact that the geography of Europe is no longer confined to 

its continental shelf—that they inhabit and are inhabited by a “Europe” perpetually 

made and unmade by its others.  

By the end of Ocampo’s correspondence with Tagore, which was also the end of 

his life, WWII had broken out. In a letter dated June 8, 1940, Ocampo writes 

apocalyptically about a world that has turned “extremely rotten.” She laments the rise of 
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fascism in Europe with increasing cynicism and is eager to learn how India has been 

affected by mounting conflict in the empire. Her tone sharply contrasts Tagore’s 

preceding letter, in which his language evokes the charm of his first encounter with 

Ocampo. On March 14, 1939, Tagore writes with melancholy nostalgia and florid detail 

of his sojourn in Argentina: 

There are some experiences which are like treasure islands detached from the 

continent of the immediate life, their charts ever remaining vaguely 

deciphered—and my Argentine episode is one of them. Possibly you know that 

the memory of those sunny days and tender care has been encircled by some of 

my verses—the best of their kind—the fugitives are made captive, and they will 

remain[,] I am sure, though unvisited by you, separated by an alien language.29  

Though the verses collected in Purabi had “made captive” the “fugitive” memories of 

Tagore’s time in Ocampo’s care, they would never be translated from Bengali, an “alien 

language,” for their dedicatee. The “treasure island” of Tagore’s experience in Argentina 

may have taken new shape in Purabi, the book Ocampo called her “greatest treasure,” 

but the mystery of its contents remained. The “alien” quality of Tagore’s verses does not 

seem to trouble him, and he does not offer Ocampo personal translations of the poems. 

Only in letters will he write to her in a language she might understand, though he 

                                                        

29 Rabindranath Tagore to Victoria Ocampo, March 14, 1939. Dyson, 455-456. 
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concludes each one with the word bhaloubasa [love] in Bengali or Roman script—a word 

that, for him, requires no translation.  

Reading the content of their correspondence during the war years, Tagore’s 

muteness regarding world events is striking. But reading the material surfaces of the 

letters, particularly the envelopes that contain them, another layer of contingency 

inflects Tagore’s silence on the topic of European war. Marked as having been 

“OPENED BY CENSOR” and “PASSED BY CENSOR,” cut apart and resealed, each of 

Tagore’s letters has at least two addressees, Ocampo and the censor (Figures 3-6).   

 

Figure 3: Envelope for a letter from Rabindranath Tagore to Victoria Ocampo, 
sent from India to Argentina, opened by censor. 
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Figure 4: Envelope for a letter from Rabindranath Tagore to Victoria Ocampo, 
sent from India to Argentina, opened by censor. 

 

Figure 5: A letter from Bengal, India to Buenos Aires, Argentina dated March 
18, 1942. Sent by Tagore’s son, Rathindranath, after his father’s death. 
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Figure 6: Envelope for a letter from Rabindranath Tagore to Victoria Ocampo, 
sent from India to Argentina, passed by censor and redirected to her apartment at 

Viamonte 5118. 

As a consequence of their transnational mobility, these letters are subject to the postal 

service and the political conditions of postage. Like the post card, the inside and outside 

of the letter become reversible, the reader plural, and, in this case, the contingencies of 

arrival are multiplied. Communication between “the guest” and “the alien flower” is 

literally triangulated by the censor as a result of war; affiliations at the margins of 

Europe are explicitly mediated by an inevitable third reader. The presence of the censor, 

signaled by the letter’s formal container, inflects any possible interpretation of its 

contents. Further undermining clear distinctions between the tactical and the devotional 

dimensions of their correspondence, Europe asserts itself as a participant in Tagore and 
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Ocampo’s amorous exchange, eroding the legibility of their relationship outside the 

colonial administration of the postal system.  

Napoleon, when he was still Buonaparte 

On January 11, 1930, Ocampo penned a letter to her sister, Angélica, from Paris. 

In it, she describes a young French doctor with whom she was becoming, “in gigantic 

steps, very friendly.”30 Ocampo had first met the doctor, Jacques Lacan, at the home of 

an Argentine aristocrat, Josefina de Atucha, marquesa de Jaucourt. Describing Lacan as 

the “exact opposite” of Pierre Drieu de Rochelle, a French writer and soon-to-be fascist 

with whom Ocampo was already involved romantically, Ocampo dotes on Lacan’s 

“nearly black hair, enthusiasm, enthusiasm, enthusiasm, a big mouth; the biggest and 

kindest mouth you can imagine!” (17). After a night of flirtation at Atucha’s home, the 

hostess’s driver accompanied her guests to their respective homes, delivering Ocampo 

to her apartment and Lacan to the Hospital Saint-Anne, where he was completing his 

medical residency. Ocampo reports,  

Shortly after having arrived [at home], the telephone. Lacan, who tells me: 

‘Quelle affreuse soirée! J’en creverai si je ne vous en parle. Pouvez vous me recevoir une 

                                                        

30 Victoria Ocampo to Angélica Ocampo, January 11, 1930, in Eduardo Paz Leston, ed., Cartas a Angélica y 
otros (Buenos Aires: Editorial Sudamericana, 1997), 17. 
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minute?’31 (Another hour’s journey, in the metro this time). Conversation until 

five in the morning. (The madmen of St. Anne must have had a good time). (17) 

Over the next several months, Ocampo related details of her tumultuous relationship 

with the young doctor to Angélica—a relationship in which Lacan, rather than Ocampo, 

played the role of caregiver. In one ministration of love, Lacan performs a therapeutic 

gesture that almost reenacts Freud’s erotic scene of medical care in his dream of Irma’s 

injection.32 Ocampo writes suggestively to her sister that she suffered “[a] cold and sore 

throat. And as I do not want my old angina to find propitious terrain to set in again, I 

stayed in bed yesterday. Jacques Lacan cleaned my throat with a marvelous disinfectant. 

Already it doesn’t hurt, but the cold is in my nose” (19). Though they argued often, 

Ocampo repeatedly depicts Lacan as a healer in letters to Angélica, a skill she hoped 

Lacan would extend to her more neurotic associates.  

Drieu took Lacan’s advances toward Ocampo as a threat to his own romantic 

relationship with her, though she thought the young psychiatrist might be able to treat 

Drieu’s neurotic irritability. To Angélica, Ocampo writes, “I have to introduce [Drieu] to 

Lacan so that he can try to give him a remedy” for his “state of unbearable 

                                                        

31 “What a horrible evening! I will burst if I don’t talk to you about it. Can you receive me for a minute?”  
 
32 See “The Method of Interpreting Dreams: An Analysis of a Specimen Dream,” in The Interpretation of 
Dreams (1900). The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud [hereafter referred to 
as S.E.], Vol. 4, translated and edited by James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press and the Institute of 
Psychoanalysis, 1953), 96-121.  
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susceptibilities and misbehaviors [malacrianzas]” (18). When, days later, Ocampo 

arranged a meeting between the two men, Drieu announced to her that “he would not 

come, as he could not tolerate those people and preferred to go live in a desert. In that he 

is sincere. Absolutely neurasthenic and untreatable” (20). Compared to Drieu, whose 

petulant theatrics as a young man would escalate and deepen until his suicide several 

months before Hitler’s, Ocampo finds that Lacan “is an individual no less singular in a 

different way. Intelligent and ambitious. Full of I don’t know what boundless energy 

that devours him physically and morally. With Napoleonic dreams of power” (20). She 

continues, “What I can tell you is that Jacques’s ambition is something in the style of 

Napoleon…when he was still Buonaparte” (21). 

Invoking the young Napoleon to describe Lacan’s early ambition, when 

Napoleon was still an Italian soldier and had not, as it were, become fully “French,” 

Ocampo situates Lacan in a psychoanalytic tradition that has long used the language of 

empire to understand what Freud called the “riddle of the nature of femininity.” (S.E. 

20:113). In The Question of Lay Analysis (1926), Freud remarks,  

Another characteristic of early infantile sexuality is that the female sexual organ 

proper as yet plays no part in it: the child has not yet discovered it. Stress falls 

entirely on the male organ, all the child’s interest is directed towards the 

question of whether it is present or not. We know less about the sexual life of 

little girls than of boys. But we need not feel ashamed of this distinction; after all, 
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the sexual life of adult women is a ‘dark continent’33 for psychology. But we have 

learnt that girls feel deeply their lack of a sexual organ that is equal in value to 

the male one; they regard themselves on that account as inferior, and this ‘envy 

for the penis’ is the origin of a whole number of characteristic feminine reactions. 

(S.E. 20:212) 

Here, the mystery of femininity issues from the apparent invisibility of the “female 

sexual organ proper,” a continuation of the subject’s lifelong grappling with 

ungovernable oscillations between presence and absence. A darkness obscures the 

female sex, rendering it a lack relative to the male organ, which bears its own burden of 

“stress.” As Ranjana Khanna points out in Dark Continents: Psychoanalysis and Colonialism 

(2003), “Leaving the metaphor of the ‘dark continent’ in its original English, Freud 

grants it a further aura: of colonialism and its projection of a mysterious Africa” (49). 

Freud is not satisfied to accept the limits of psychoanalytic knowledge demarcated here, 

attempting throughout his lifetime to solve the “problem” of femininity, to map the dark 

continent of Woman. In a letter to Wilhelm Fliess dated February 1, 1900, Freud 

explicitly likens his vocation to that of the European colonizer:  

On the whole, I have noticed that you usually overestimate me greatly. The 

motivation for this error, though, disarms any reproach. For I am actually not at 

                                                        

33 English in the original. 
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all a man of science, not an observer, not an experimenter, not a thinker. I am by 

temperament nothing but a conquistador—an adventurer, if you want it 

translated—with all the curiosity, daring, and tenacity characteristic of a man of 

this sort. Such people are customarily esteemed only if they have been successful, 

have really discovered something; otherwise they are dropped by the wayside. 

And that is not altogether unjust. At the present time, however, luck has left me; 

I no longer discover anything worthwhile.34  

Freud’s bravado is tempered by his confrontation with failure; he may have the 

temperament of a “conquistador,” but private doubts about his discoveries confirm the 

absence of external recognition he had expected with his recent publication of The 

Interpretation of Dreams (1899). 

This professional identification with the conqueror (a more literal translation 

than Freud’s “adventurer”) is reflected in Freud’s frequent references to Napoleon, 

whose name appears more than a dozen times in the Standard Edition. In several 

instances, Freud famously modifies Napoleon’s pithy take on military strategy, 

“Geography is destiny,” to “Anatomy is destiny.” In so doing, Freud not only associates 

psychoanalysis with Napoleon’s drive for imperial expansion, but also suggests a deeply 

biologist understanding of sexual difference. However, the first time Freud draws this 

                                                        

34 Sigmund Freud to Wilhelm Fliess, February 1, 1900, in Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson, ed. and trans., The 
Complete Letters of Sigmund Freud to Wilhelm Fliess, 1887-1904 (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1986), 398. 
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analogy, it is not in reference to genital difference, but to anatomical sameness. In 1912, 

in an essay on male impotence and the masculine tendency to denigrate the love object 

in order to acquire the potency to conquer it, Freud writes,  

The excremental is all too intimately and inseparably bound up with the sexual; 

the position of the genitals—inter urinas et faeces—remains the decisive and 

unchangeable factor. One might say here, varying a well-known saying of the 

great Napoleon: ‘Anatomy is destiny.’ The genitals themselves have not taken 

part in the development of the human body in the direction of beauty: they have 

remained animal, and thus love, too, has remained in essence just as animal as it 

ever was. The instincts of love are hard to educate; education of them achieves 

now too much, now too little. What civilization aims at making out of them 

seems unattainable except at the price of a sensible loss of pleasure; the 

persistence of the impulses that could not be made use of can be detected in 

sexual activity in the form of non-satisfaction. (S.E. 11:189) 

Demurring to the Latin to describe human genital geography—the universal aesthetic 

misfortune of bearing genitals “inter urinas et faeces”—, Freud argues that one 

explanation for male impotence is that the libido derives from so many drives 

distributed throughout the body in infancy, then consolidated in the genitals in 

“normal” sexual development. But the civilizing process every subject undergoes 

demands compromises (the “sensible loss of pleasure”) and usually falls short, leaving 
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remnants of sexual pleasure strewn about the upright animal. Freud continues, 

anticipating Civilization and its Discontents (1930), with a fatalistic view of modern 

sexuality: 

Thus we may perhaps be forced to become reconciled to the idea that it is quite 

impossible to adjust the claims of the sexual instinct to the demands of 

civilization […]. This gloomy prognosis rests, it is true, on the single conjecture 

that the non-satisfaction that goes with civilization is the necessary consequence 

of certain peculiarities which the sexual instinct has assumed under the pressure 

of culture. (S.E. 11:189-90)  

The “education” of the drives inevitably works against sexual satisfaction. Like 

Napoleon, the libido always wants more, but is destined to fail in conquering it.  

It is only in 1924 that Freud’s adaptation of Napoleon’s motto acquires its 

infamous antifeminist framing. In “The Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex,” Freud 

interrupts his smooth narration of childhood sexual development (read: male sexual 

development) with the problem of the feminine: “At this point our material—for some 

incomprehensible reason—becomes far more obscure and full of gaps” (S.E. 19:177). 

Indeed, these gaps are particular to Woman in the play of absence and presence Freud 

observes in her understanding of sexual anatomy: 

Here the feminist demand for equal rights for the sexes does not take us far, for 

the morphological distinction is bound to find expression in differences of 
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psychical development. ‘Anatomy is Destiny,’ to vary a saying of Napoleon’s. 

The little girl’s clitoris behaves just like a penis to begin with; but, when she 

makes a comparison with a playfellow of the other sex, she perceives that she has 

‘come off badly’ and she feels this as a wrong done to her and as a ground for 

inferiority. (S.E. 19: 178) 

Castration, for the girl, is not a feared possibility, but “an accomplished fact” when she 

perceives absence—a dark continent—in her anatomical geography (178). Mirroring the 

same deft maneuver Khanna registers in The Question of Lay Analysis, Freud’s “lack of 

knowledge has been displaced onto her lack of a penis” (Khanna 49). A process of 

female sexuation that, for Freud, is “incomprehensible,” “obscure and full of gaps” 

acquires concrete substance in the girl’s psyche, constituting “a ground for inferiority.” 

It is worth noting that Napoleon was rumored to have claimed “geography is 

destiny” just before invading Russia—a strategic miscalculation that eventually cost him 

the French empire. With all his interest in the great conqueror, it is not until 1933 that 

Freud admits defeat in his mission to make sense of female sexuality, concluding the 

essay “Femininity” by effectively throwing his hands in the air: “If you want to know 

more about femininity, enquire from your own experiences of life, or turn to the poets, 

or wait until science can give you deeper and more coherent information” (S.E. 22:135). 

Far from the threatening exoticism of the dark continent, here, femininity is Freud’s 

Russia, as it were, a terrain too vast and resistant to fully conquer.  
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Lacan takes up the charge decades later, publishing Seminar XX, Encore: On 

Feminine Sexuality, the Limits of Love and Knowledge, in 1975. That March, he sent Victoria 

Ocampo a copy, penning an inscription inside the cover: “How strange that we 

reencounter each other today, Victoria.” He sent with it his first published seminar, 

Freud’s Papers on Technique (1953-1954), in which he wrote, “Victoria, my love, I dedicate 

this to you…”. Ocampo’s personal library also contains a copy of Lacan’s 1932 doctoral 

dissertation, On paranoiac psychosis as it relates to the personality, inscribed with the 

following dedication: “To Victoria, this work is no more than a first stone, but I would 

like you to receive it with indulgence in your garden” (lanacion.com.ar). Mobilizing his 

publications through the postal system, Lacan turns them into love letters of a sort, 

continuing transnational movements of affection and transference initiated before he 

became the quintessential French psychoanalyst—that is, before he was Bonaparte. 

Correspondence between Ocampo and Lacan is a lover’s discourse mediated by—

literally inscribed in the margins of—Lacanian discourse: Seminar I, Seminar XX, and the 

dissertation.  

Situating Ocampo as a figure in Lacan’s life over the course of 45 years offers 

some insight into the relationship between psychoanalysis, empire, and inheritance. If 

Freud’s attempts to understand the feminine were formulated through the language of 

empire, to what extent might Lacan’s notion of femininity be likewise shaped by 

networks of transnational circulation tied to colonial networks of power? Recalling that 
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there is no empire, and there is no psychoanalysis, without the postal system—a system 

that triangulates Lacan and Tagore through the figure of Ocampo and that modifies the 

temporality and linearity of intellectual history—what does it mean for Argentina to 

inherit “French” psychoanalysis in the 1970s and ‘80s if Ocampo lived in the heart of its 

“great Napoleon” all along?  

At the same time affective entanglements brought Ocampo, Tagore, and Lacan 

together in the 1930s, a far less auspicious encounter left her as the third term in a 

tangential love triangle between another peripheral modernist, Baltic philosopher Count 

Hermann Alexander von Keyserling, and another European psychoanalyst, Carl Jung. 

Though this rather salacious triangle is not my emphasis here,35 its general contours 

further demonstrate the extent to which the history of psychoanalysis is tied to the 

postal system and the ways in which transnational correspondences through Argentina 

have sustained a notion of the feminine as a dark continent for psychoanalysis.  

In 1927, Ocampo invited Keyserling to Argentina, having admired his work in 

The Travel Diary of a Philosopher (1925).36 Keyserling was also an acquaintance of Tagore, 

with whom he collaborated on Keyserling’s edited collection, The Book of Marriage 

                                                        

35 For more detailed accounts of the relationship between Ocampo and Keyserling see Amy Kaminsky, 
Argentina: Stories for a Nation (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008) and Beatriz Sarlo, La 
máquina cultural: Maestras, traductores y vanguardistas (Havana: Fondo Editorial Casa de las Américas, 2001). 
 
36 Keyserling is virtually unknown in the United States today, but remains an important figure in Argentine 
intellectual history, especially to the extent that South American Meditations influenced prominent fantasies of 
national identity propagated by Argentine intellectuals who embraced it. See Kaminsky (2008), Sarlo (2001), 
Graciela Scheines (1991), Nicolas Shumway (1991), and Noe Jitrik (1998). 
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(1926), to which Tagore contributed an essay titled “The Indian Ideal of Marriage.” Dina 

Gusejnova explains Keyserling’s interwar prestige in Argentina as a product of global 

elites’ morbid curiosity about the decadent European aristocracy left to ride out the 

decline of European empire after WWI (68). Keyserling refused Ocampo’s invitation to 

Buenos Aires, but suggested that she travel to France to host him there, which she did in 

1929, accommodating both of them at a hotel in Versailles. When she repeatedly 

rebuffed his sexual advances, Keyserling was outraged.37 Later that year he traveled to 

Buenos Aires, where Ocampo gave him a tepid reception. He went on to compile 

observations about his journey to the continent in a book that eviscerated the character 

of its people: South American Meditations: On Heaven and Hell in the Soul of Man (1932).  

From all the denigrations Keyserling piles on South Americans in Meditations—

they are “primordial,” “purposeless,” “unreliable,” “dumb” social climbers 

characterized by an “essential passivity and inertia”—I will pause for a moment to 

reflect on his brutal assessment of their hospitality and their gana, a Spanish term for 

desire that Keyserling elevates to the stature of a philosophical concept: an “unconscious 

elementary force which urges from within, over which consciousness has no control” 

(quoted by Kaminsky, 158). In the Spanish language, one can have or not have ganas, a 

                                                        

37 For Ocampo’s account of her encounter with Keyserling, see El viajero y una de sus sombras: Keyserling en 
mis memorias [The Traveler and One of His Shadows: Keyserling in My Memory] (1951). Ocampo wrote the 
book in response to Keyserling’s A Traveler Through Time, published posthumously by his widow in 1948. 
The memoir included a chapter titled “V.O.,” which so enraged Ocampo that she finally responded to 
Meditations, published nearly two decades earlier. 
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task can give or not give one la gana, but for Keyserling “Gana” is a haughty willfulness, 

a “blind organic urge” with no specific aim. The psychoanalytic ring of this concept is 

unsurprising: in the years between his first encounter with Ocampo and the publication 

of Meditations, Keyserling corresponded regularly with his friend, Carl Jung, whose 

mystical dyads opposing animus and anima, spirit and shadow, masculine and 

feminine, pervade Keyserling’s work.  

For Keyserling, “South America is the Gana continent par excellence” (174), and 

Argentina is its capital: “In the Argentine the world of Gana manifests itself more 

impressively than anywhere on earth, because its intrinsic passivity is concomitant with 

outward progressiveness, intellectual alertness and great refinement of feeling. This 

nation lives a primordial life, and yet appears thoroughly modern” (185). Echoing 

Tagore’s interview with Romain Rolland, Keyserling perceives an ersatz modernity in 

Argentina that he personifies in Ocampo: “whatever is really characteristic of the 

present-day Argentine has, without an exception, been imported” (Keyserling 26). 

Despite Ocampo’s mission to bring global attention to Latin American cultural 

production and her open avowal of Argentina’s European inheritances, Keyserling 

dismisses Argentine culture as a crude imitation concealing a psychic reality that is not 

just primitive but “primordial.”  

At odds with Keyserling’s assertion of Argentines’ “intrinsic passivity” is the 

sexually active connotation of Gana. In a passage that transparently mistakes Ocampo’s 
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disinterest in him for a virtually demonic national character (these are, after all, 

meditations on heaven and hell), Keyserling writes,  

the Argentine in particular is also the country of cordiality, impulsiveness and 

spontaneity. The women are of a great sweetness, and since the whole order of 

life is rooted in emotion, the warmest of atmospheres ought to pervade the 

continent. This conclusion seems so obvious, that for a long time my imagination 

construed the existence of this warmth. I was wrong nevertheless. Here 

tenderness, gentleness, sweetness and friendliness are essentially qualities 

appertaining to the cold-blooded creatures: chilly in himself, the man of these 

latitudes instinctively adjusts his whole life to being warmed through pleasing 

impressions. He responds to warmth like no other man, but he has none 

himself…this is why South American women have a horror unknown elsewhere 

of all hardness; anger to them is vice; in warm passionateness they sense 

foremost the violence underlying it, and violence they cannot bear. But on the 

other hand in their heart of hearts they desire to be violated. (30)  

In the wake of Ocampo’s rejection, Keyserling imagines her desire to be raped. Given 

that Keyserling’s nickname for Ocampo was Anaconda, a creature as phallic as it is cold-

blooded, he now perceives the warmth of her hospitality as a cunning ruse to mask her 

fiendish lust. It is worth noting that in 1929, when Keyserling visited Argentina, the full 

force of global economic depression had not yet affected the nation, which was then 
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among the world’s wealthiest. Keyserling’s fallen Russian Empire, however, was not 

doing so well. The Revolution had cost his family their status and, as Kaminsky 

emphasizes, “after the events of 1917 Keyserling himself was left with little more to live 

on than his ego and his sense of entitlement” (71). While hosting Keyserling in France 

and Argentina, Ocampo made meticulous efforts to supply the gastronomic and 

sartorial luxuries to which the Count felt himself entitled, partly to compensate for her 

repeated refusal to serve him her own body.38 But in Meditations, Keyserling gives a 

scathing review of Ocampo’s “foolish” hospitality:  

The Argentine craves the possession of inordinate wealth, but not because he has 

any reverence or the wish to create values, but in order to spend it foolishly, as 

fast as he can. To that extent even Argentine generosity, however beautiful it 

may be, is as a rule devoid of all ethical motives: at bottom it is squandering. 

(191) 

The ministrations of love that had forged a bond between Ocampo and Tagore, eventual 

proxies for a national affiliation between Argentina and India, left Keyserling’s 

Argentina discredited as a frivolous woman. Already frustrated by Keyserling’s 

reception of her hospitality as it was being offered, Ocampo sought council from a friend 

                                                        

38 In El viajero y una de sus sombras, Ocampo writes,  
When he discovered the absence of this feeling [of love], it made me look like a monster and a 
traitor in his eyes, when all I was was a woman who was pained to have misled him on this 
point…and who, in the beginning, stubbornly used endless kindness to clarify the meaning of his 
mistake” (quoted by Kaminsky, 88). 
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who knew the Count and whose (sub)continent Keyserling also exoticised.39 On July 13, 

1929, she wrote Tagore a letter, noting, “Count Keyserling is lecturing in Buenos Aires 

just now. He often speaks about you and admires you immensely as you well know. But 

I have never seen, in my life, a man so r[h]ythmically different from you as he is. I should 

like to know how you feel about him.”40 In contrast to the sage Tagore, Ocampo’s 

autobiography likens Keyserling to conquerors even more ambitious than Napoleon—

Genghis Khan and Tamerlain—but also to icons of excess and vice, Bacchus and 

Pantagruel (Dyson 429, n6). 

The same year Ocampo sought council from Tagore, Keyserling sought council 

from Carl Jung on his literary work in progress. After reading Keyserling’s accounts of 

his travels and drafts of Meditations, Jung advised Keyserling to reevaluate his project in 

April 1931:  

From your description, I have the impression that your South American 

experience, especially the encounter with X. has constellated contents in your 

unconscious that are the source of continued disturbance. For better or worse we 

must (in collaboration with the South American earth) take X. as the anima, who 

(like South America) stands for the unconscious. The unconscious has a different 

                                                        

39 In Meditations, Keyserling writes, “Indian impassibility is the extreme expression of Gana-life which 
entrenches itself beyond nay-saying” (190). 
 
40 Victoria Ocampo to Rabindranath Tagore, July 13, 1929, in Dyson, 428. 
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rhythm from consciousness and different goals. Until now you have been 

accustomed, by means of intuition and literary work, to subordinate everything 

the psyche offered you to the aims of your conscious mind, or to create out of it a 

conscious view of the world. You have made South America out of X. Now it is a 

question of expressing those contents which can be located neither in X. nor in 

S.A. (and which seem to you still completely unknown), not by moulding them 

into a picture of the external world or incorporating them in such a picture, but, 

on the contrary, by subordinating your philosophical skill and descriptive 

powers to those unknown contents. Then those contents will be able to mould an 

inner picture of the world without your guidance or intention. The initial 

question to be directed to the Invisible would be: ‘Who or what has come alive in 

S.A.? who or what has entered my psychic life and created disturbances and 

wants to be heard?’ To this you should add: ‘Let it speak!’41  

It is through the postal system, and a homoerotic intimacy triangulated by Ocampo, that 

Jung establishes a theory of femininity (anima) as a function of empire in which X. 

marks Keyserling’s colonial projection of himself onto his own map of the world. 

Keyserling’s conscious effort to understand South America aims to obscure his 

unconscious chain of associations linking S.A. to femininity in general and to Ocampo in 

                                                        

41 Carl Jung to Hermann Keyserling, April 23, 1931, in Gerhard Adler, ed., C. G. Jung Letters, Vol. 1: 1906-1950 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1973), 82. 
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particular. Rather than intellectualizing this phenomenon by publishing a book that 

“molds” the continent and the woman “into a picture of the external world,” and 

assuming a voice of authority regarding intuitions “which can be located neither in X. 

nor in S.A.,” Jung advises Keyserling to turn his attention inward, attending to the voice 

of his own unconscious. 

It is unclear whether Ocampo knew she was the subject of correspondence 

between Keyserling and Jung, but in 1934 she wrote to Jung herself, inviting him to give 

a lecture in Argentina. He declined, claiming, “as a whole I don’t like lecturing. There is 

too [m]uch talk in the world anyhow.”42 In October of that year, Ocampo made her way 

to Jung instead, arranging a meeting in his office in Zurich. In a brief newspaper item, 

“Victoria Ocampo Pays Jung a Visit” (1936), she describes her anxiety about meeting the 

celebrity analyst, suggesting she may indeed have known her reputation preceded her: 

“I was aware of the growth and development within me of one of those inferiority 

complexes which make us feel and play the role of the idiot to perfection” (82). She 

arrives in the rain and laments, “my umbrella—whose fate I envied at that moment—

remained in the vestibule while we (my emotions and I) had to go up a staircase” to 

Jung’s waiting room (82-83). There, Ocampo orients herself and regains confidence by 

identifying detective novels on Jung’s bookshelf, a “silly” genre through which Ocampo 

                                                        

42 Carl Jung to Victoria Ocampo, June 26, 1934. 
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finds common ground with the renouned intellectual: “To me, [the detective novels] also 

announced, ‘Land!’ ‘Homo sum!’ I thought. In Jung’s house they (he or his family) also 

read those completely silly stories that were read in mine or yours, and which relax you 

like a yawn” (83).  

But any trace of silliness or sense of human community are lost when Ocampo 

reaches Jung’s office. Her first visual impression contrasts sharply with the image of 

Lacan depicted in letters to her sister four years earlier. Ocampo immediately responds 

to both men’s intelligence and power, but while Lacan captures her imagination with his 

dark and seductive features, Jung’s imposing physique and inscrutable visage 

foreshadow his dismissive attitude:  

I immediately notice that he is tall, very tall. But, strangely, my eyes, which I 

raise to his, do not learn from his face anything but an expression of power and 

intelligence which suffuses it; an intelligence which comes at me like an 

enormous elephant, blotting out all else. An elephantine intelligence! It is my 

feeling that that great intelligence which sees everything does not see me, that it 

is going to knock me down and flatten me out. (83-84)  

Where Ocampo portrays the young Lacan as a playful, flirtatious dandy—Napoleon 

when he was still Buonaparte—Jung has the prestige of a fully formed authority. His eyes 

betray nothing, she is invisible. To conclude the news item, Ocampo notes,  
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Suddenly [Jung] says something which I still ponder and which I believe is, of 

the entire interview, most worthy of repeating. When I ask him whether he 

would not like to deliver some lectures in Argentina, he answers: ‘What for? 

They could not be interested. They would not understand. Because they are 

Latins? Because they are Catholics?’ (84) 

Despite his elephantine intelligence, despite the fact that he was the first president of the 

International Psychoanalytic Association, despite his avid pursuit of a professional 

legacy in the United States, and despite the fact that Ocampo personally arranged the 

first Spanish language translation of Jung’s Psychological Types that very year—an edition 

published in Buenos Aires for which Jung wrote a special foreword dated the same 

month as her visit to Zurich—Jung does not perceive an opportunity for transnational 

expansion of the psychoanalytic empire to the continent so evocatively described by his 

friend, Keyserling. There is no record of further contact between Ocampo and Jung, 

though letters and books from Lacan (incidentally, a Catholic) continued making their 

way to Argentina through the postal system for more than four decades.   

Though Ocampo was never analyzed, she eventually used the language of 

psychoanalysis to defend herself (and, by association, her country) against Keyserling’s 

sexist, imperialist attacks when, in 1951, she finally published a brief memoir of their 

encounter, El viajero y una de sus sombras [The Traveler and One of His Shadows]. With 

twenty years of hindsight, Ocampo insists that Keyserling’s Meditations is “a projection 
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(in psychoanalysis, this word, as is well known, means the act of attributing to another 

person a desire, a character trait, or an ideal belonging to the subject himself): man 

associates with woman the primordial state to the extent to which she evokes it in him” 

(quoted by Kaminsky 96). Interpreting her role as Keyserling’s other, Ocampo adds, 

“The South American Meditations were to be Keyserling’s reaction to the Rorschach test, 

faced with the great inkblot of our continent” (97). In fact, her reading is not far from 

Jung’s, though the burden of Keyserling’s misconstrual falls squarely on her shoulders 

and on S.A., to which Ocampo had, for so many years, been bound by metaphor. 

No Legacy Without Transference 

The year after Tagore’s visit to Buenos Aires, La Nación published nearly twenty 

of his essays and poems in Spanish translation. As a staff writer at La Nación, Ocampo 

solicited the series and facilitated the transfer of payments to the author. Many of these 

texts were previously unpublished, meaning their first appearance in print—the product 

of two translations—occurred in Spanish, before their appearance in Bengali or English. 

As per Tagore’s contract with La Nación, the newspaper published one or two of his 

poems per month, a pittance Ocampo lamented but attributed to “the quantity of 

rubbish they must squeeze in this paper from each part of the world.”43 In the 

                                                        

43 Victoria Ocampo to Rabindranath Tagore, March 31, 1925, in Dyson, 410. 
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newspaper’s gesture of inclusion, Ocampo identifies and mocks a tokenistic will to 

internationalism consistent with its title, The Nation.  

Though she jokes about La Nación’s internationalist conceit, Ocampo does not 

refrain from drawing a correspondence between Tagore and India, just as he comes to 

openly equate Ocampo with Argentina. On May 19, 1925, she writes, “Tell me about 

your health and… if you can, about your India. I am so interested in all that happens 

there. I love India through you, and as I love you with heart and mind, with heart and 

mind is India dear to me. I hope we shall meet some day (India & I).”44 After meeting 

Kalidas Nag and Sophia Wadia at the P.E.N. Club in 1936, she writes, “I can[’]t hear 

about India or meet Indian people without thinking of you because you are & always 

will be India to me.”45 In a letter written while Tagore was still a guest at Ocampo’s 

home, he elaborates a similar personification: 

I am not a born traveler—I have not the energy and strength needed for knowing 

a strange country and helping the mind to gather materials from a wide area of 

new experience for building its foreign nest. And therefore when I am away from 

my own land I seek for some individuals who may represent to me the country 

to which they belong. For me the spirit of Latin America will ever dwell in my 

memory incarnated in your person. You rescued me from the organised 

                                                        

44 Dyson, 413. 
 
45 Dyson, 448. 
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hospitality of a reception committee and allowed me to receive through yourself 

the personal touch of your country.46  

An uncanny inversion of Keyserling’s experience in Ocampo’s care four years later, 

Tagore perceives Ocampo’s hospitality as part of a new world-making endeavor, 

reshaping global networks of cultural production through intimate alliances on the 

margins of European empires in decline. Tagore’s investment in modern 

internationalism is coupled with a deep anxiety about globalization, reflected in his 

disappointed remark to Romain Rolland about Argentina’s “absolute dependence on 

Europe for their thought, which comes to them fully formed. They are not ashamed of 

taking pride in whatever trend they copy, or of the culture they buy on that Continent” 

(quoted by Ocampo 1961, 69).47 Tagore’s desire for an internationalism that preserves 

cultural difference allows him to love Ocampo and, at the same time, lament her 

country’s submission to European cultural consumption. 

In Una modernidad periférica [A Peripheral Modernism] (1988), Beatriz Sarlo 

indicates the extent to which Argentina’s consumer relationship to European culture is 

highly gendered at the time of Ocampo’s professional emergence as a writer: 

                                                        

46 Dyson, 390.  
 
47 My English translation of Ocampo’s Spanish translation of Tagore, quoted in Romain Rolland, Inde, 
Journal (1915-1943); Tagore, Gandhi, Nehru et Les Problèmes Indiens (Paris: Éditions Vineta, 1951). 
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Foreign languages, for women of Victoria Ocampo’s social background, were 

used to write letters, read novels, to recite a bit or attend the theater, to speak 

with shopkeepers or fashion designers, to go to the hair salon. Foreign languages 

were the language of feminine consumption and not of production. Victoria 

Ocampo subverts that, making language productive again: reading, receiving 

visitors, but also citing, giving back. Foreign languages are not just means of 

material or symbolic consumption but rather, in the case of Victoria Ocampo, 

they are means of production. She changes the meaning and gives back what her 

family had given her in infancy. What her social environment considered an 

adornment, Victoria Ocampo converts into an instrument. (91) 

Sarlo claims that it is the essay form, with its emphasis on ideas rather than feelings, that 

distinguishes Ocampo’s deployment of foreign languages from that of her female peers. 

But I would argue that letters, too, are a significant means of intellectual production for 

Ocampo, and an instrument she uses to forge South-East and South-North intellectual 

alliances with profound cultural legacies. Though Tagore’s relationship with Ocampo is 

negotiated through English, a colonial language native to neither correspondent, that 

linguistic triangulation allows specific forms of transnational transference to emerge, 

binding people, objects, and ideas. This is evident in his Purabi poetry of amorous 

unintelligibility—understanding in the absence of speech, hospitality in the absence of 

linguistic communion. 
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Though Ocampo’s correspondence with Tagore has been an object of national 

inquiry since their first meeting, the relatively recent discovery of Ocampo and Lacan’s 

love affair has triggered a great deal of contemporary fascination in Argentina. After 

widespread press coverage of Eduardo Paz Leston’s edited collection, Cartas a Angélica y 

otros [Letters to Angélica and others] (1997) first suggested the affair, public intrigue was 

revived by Jorge Baños Orellana’s La novela de Lacan (2013), a novelization of Freud’s 

early career as a psychiatrist and analytic training candidate that includes a fictionalized 

account of his romance with Ocampo based on her actual letters to Angélica. Ocampo’s 

letters and Lacan’s dedications have made their way to the mainstream news media in 

Argentina as an apparent effort to reimagine the country’s place in Freud’s legacy—

more proximate, more originary, less vulnerable to the charge of being culturally 

colonized by European trends. New opportunities for libidinal transference onto 

Ocampo’s letters have allowed for new movements of the national imagination resisting 

the colonial narrative of intellectual inheritance. 

In The Post Card, Derrida discusses transference as a clinical tool for overcoming 

the patient’s resistances to treatment, but he makes a parenthetical observation that 

broadens the meaning and role of transference in psychoanalysis outside the scope of 

the consulting room:  

(I specify in passing: no legacy without transference. Which also gives us to 

understand that if every legacy is propagated in transference, it can get 
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underway only in the form of an inheritance of transference. Legacy, legation, 

delegation, différance of transference: the analyst himself, not even his generation, 

does not need to be ‘there,’ in person. He can be all the stronger in not being 

there. He sends himself—and the postal system forwards. The post never gives 

or asks for any definitive acquittance to meet the balance of the money order. No 

receipt. Liquidation, to the extent that it sends itself, interminably follows its 

course.) (339) 

The postal system forwarding Freud through Lacan, Ocampo, Tagore, Keyserling, and 

Jung binds Freud’s global legacy to the networks of transference erected among these 

figures—the “projections” aestheticized in their literature and poetry, as well as the 

erotic attachments mediated by the letters they sent. Through these postal movements 

Ocampo becomes a point of triangulation unrecognized within, but indispensable to, a 

history of psychoanalysis narrated in the feminine. Reconceiving Ocampo’s place in the 

history of psychoanalysis and Tagore’s place in the history of modernism reveals the 

geographies of transference mapping intellectual history and the reverse inheritances 

Europe appropriates from its others. Her intimacies and care proffered on the margins of 

institutional psychoanalysis permit the perpetuation of several male legacies from which 

she is intellectually excluded everywhere but in the postal record.  
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Chapter 2. Dreaming Woman: Image, Place, and the 
Aesthetics of Exile 

 

In 2013, the Venice Biennale featured the first public exhibition of Carl Jung’s Red 

Book (2009), an illuminated manuscript elaborately chronicling his own dreams and 

waking visions. Jung had begun the project a century earlier, after experiencing a vision 

he would retrospectively cite as a precognition of World War I. Sonu Shamdasani 

situates Jung’s highly pictorial premonition within its historic milieu: “In the years 

directly preceding the outbreak of war, apocalyptic imagery was widespread in 

European arts and literature…Prophecy was in the air” (Jung 2009, 199). For 

Shamdasani, Jung’s experiments with active imagination, and the symbolic elaboration 

of those images, followed a procedure common among spiritualists, hypnotists, and 

Surrealists of the era, “deliberately evoking a fantasy in a waking state, and then 

entering into it as into a drama” (200). The title of the 2013 Biennale, The Encyclopedic 

Palace, indicates the exhibition’s unifying theme and the epistemological desire at stake 

in The Red Book. For the director, Massimiliano Gioni, the exhibition is 

about knowledge – and more specifically about the desire to see and know 

everything, and the point at which this impulse becomes defined by obsession 

and paranoia. In this regard, it is also an exhibition about the impossibility of 
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knowing, about the failure to achieve omniscience, and the melancholy we suffer 

once it becomes clear that such efforts will always fall short of our desires. (23) 

The Red Book, mimicking the formal style of medieval gospel illuminations, posits total 

knowledge as a utopian creative project. Jung’s concept of the collective unconscious 

holds out the possibility of a spiritual reservoir that not only exists empirically, but that 

can be accessed actively through the visual image. The limitless prophetic potential of an 

encounter with the collective unconscious is rooted in the numinous images to which it 

gives rise, and which Jung sought to record. At the same time, this desire for full 

knowledge, inextricable from its inevitable failure, describes psychoanalysis’s notorious 

relationship to femininity, a point which, I will argue, is informed forcefully by the 

visual image, as well as the national imaginary. 

Take, for example, another exhibition featured at the 2013 Biennale, Nicola 

Costantino’s multimedia installation, Eva – Argentina: A Contemporary Metaphor. 

Costantino’s titular formulation asserts a direct correspondence between Eva Perón and 

the nation she came to represent politically, as First Lady (1946–1952), and symbolically, 

as a persistent and ambivalent icon of Argentine femininity. Costantino’s installation 

divides the exhibition pavilion into historical reproductions of Eva’s living room, dining 

room, and study. Each domestic space is set against screens that curve to surround the 

spectator. Six projectors cast six distinct moving images of Eva onto the screens, each 

styled to represent a different period of her life, and dressed to suit the daily tasks it 
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performs. These spectral projections of Eva, all portrayed by Costantino, consolidate the 

metaphorical relation between Eva and Argentina, woman and nation, in the flat 

iconography of the visual image. 

Understanding the Biennale as a spectacle that celebrates, as it occasions, the 

aesthetic production of the modern subject in both its nationalist and cosmopolitan 

dimensions, I read the coincidence of Jung and Costantino’s exhibitions as a fortuitous 

opportunity to reflect on the role of the visual image in shaping psychoanalytic 

discourse on femininity and national identity in Argentina. Argentina is, after all, a 

country where psychoanalysis has taken root so forcefully that, according to historian 

Mariano Plotkin, it represents the “world taken for granted”—a “part of reality that is 

beyond questioning” (2012, 185). Freud’s methods were discussed in Argentine medical 

circles as early as the 1910s, but rising public interest in sexology and the appearance of 

Freud’s work in affordable Spanish translations during the 1920s and ‘30s set the stage 

for psychoanalysis to attract a mass audience. With the rise of fascism in Europe during 

the 1930s, the majority of first- and second-generation psychoanalysts emigrated to the 

United States and the United Kingdom, but some settled in Argentina. By the time 

World War II was fully underway, psychoanalysis was practiced almost entirely in exile 

from its continental birthplace. 

In 1942, a group of six analysts, many of whom were born or trained in Europe, 

founded the Argentine Psychoanalytic Association (APA), which further stimulated 
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local demand for training and analysis. By the time Juan Domingo Perón was elected 

president in 1946, psychoanalysis had become a cultural curiosity with limited clinical 

accessibility—the APA remained small—but broad popular appeal.1 Its allure extended 

to the pages of popular women’s magazines like Idilio [Idyll], which published a weekly 

dream interpretation column, “Psychoanalysis Will Help You,” from 1948 to 1951.2 

The column, featured on the first page of Idilio, was authored by two scholars 

whose open anti-Peronism had cost them their university positions: Gino Germani, an 

Italian sociologist in exile, and Enrique Butelman, an Argentine psychologist who had 

studied with Jung in Zurich. Writing under a joint penname, “Richard Rest,” they 

addressed the column to young, middle-class women and girls. It followed the 

epistolary format popular among contemporary advice columns of its era, responding to 

dreams submitted by readers. These interpretations began on the first page and 

continued on the last pages of the magazine, offering specific advice to readers based 

not only on the dream itself, but also on the dreamer’s responses to a series of questions 

                                                        

1 For historical accounts of the psychoanalytic movement in Argentina, see Balán (1991); Vezzetti (1996); 
Plotkin (2001); and Dagfal (2009). 
 
2 Idilio was published by Editorial Abril, founded in 1948, and edited by Cesare Civita, a US citizen with 
Italian ancestry who migrated to Argentina during World War II. By 1958, Idilio boasted the second highest 
rate of magazine circulation in Buenos Aires. It is worth noting that Idilio’s was not the first, nor was it the 
only, psychoanalytic dream interpretation column to appear in Argentina. In the early 1930s, the daily 
newspaper Jornada published a column authored under the pen name Freudiano [the Freudian]. In 1951, 
Caras y caretas, an official Peronist publication, also featured a dream interpretation column. For more on 
this trend in print culture, see Plotkin (1999). 
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printed in the column every week. In addition to recounting their dream, readers were 

prompted to describe their childhood, their love life, their “interior life,” and to respond 

to a very long survey including questions like, “What do you think of yourself?” “When 

you fantasize during the day or night, what are your preferred themes?” “Do you think 

you have failed or that you will fail in life?” and so on. Each week, Rest interpreted one 

dream as evidence of an intricate taxonomy of dream symbols. Grete Stern, a German-

born, Bauhaus-trained photographer, illustrated a single moment from each dream in a 

surreal photomontage printed alongside Rest’s verbal interpretation, creating a series of 

nearly 150 photographic images. 

The first part of this chapter looks closely at “Psychoanalysis Will Help You,” 

tracing the political exigencies from which the column emerged as well as the artistic 

movements from which Stern drew photomontage as her primary aesthetic technique.3 I 

argue that while Rest’s verbal interpretations encourage readers to adapt to the 

“external reality” of their social situation, Stern’s surreal photomontages emphasize the 

                                                        

3 In 2015, the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York City presented an exhibition of Stern’s 
photomontages alongside her early work at the Bauhaus, as well as ads she produced in collaboration with 
Ellen Auerbach at their agency, ringl + pit. The exhibition, From Bauhaus to Buenos Aires, also featured 
portraits Stern took of German Jewish exiles in London and Argentina, including her own psychoanalyst 
Paula Heimann and Austro-Argentine psychoanalyst Marie Langer. Many of Stern’s early portraits were of 
sleeping or reclining subjects, anticipating her later interest in dreams. Stern also collaborated with her 
husband, celebrated Argentine modernist Horacio Coppola. His photographs emphasize the specificity of 
place, especially in Buenos Aires (1936), a book commissioned by the Argentine government to 
commemorate the city’s 400th anniversary. Compared to Stern, his is a documentary, social realist style, 
performing archival work that raises questions about the concept of the city as an aesthetic object and the 
status of Buenos Aires as a site of extraordinary transnational migration. 
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disjuncture between subject and environment, exposing tensions between the experience 

of exile and the Perón administration’s mission to consolidate an Argentine national 

identity. Experimenting formally with European avant-garde techniques, Stern’s droll 

images present geography and femininity as inherently conflictive imaginary 

configurations, subverting Jung’s social conformism. Though Jung has been routinely 

omitted from genealogies of psychoanalytic thought in Argentina, I argue that his theory 

of the dream image negotiates a compatibility between Catholic mysticism, Modern 

spiritualism, and psychoanalytic theory that found fertile ground for renewed relevance 

in the context of Peronist nationalism.4  

The second section returns to the scene of the 2013 Biennale to explore the 

serendipitous encounter between Jung’s Red Book and Costantino’s Eva—Argentina. Like 

“Psychoanalysis Will Help You,” Costantino’s work theorizes the relationship between 

femininity, Peronism, and national identity through an engagement with the dream 

image. I examine formal contrasts between Stern’s use of photomontage and Jung’s 

theory of mandala symbolism to consider the divergent ways in which Jung, Stern, and 

                                                        

4 One theory explaining the early appeal of psychoanalysis in Argentina is that it mediated between 
otherwise incompatible investments in Catholic spirituality and modern scientific innovation. Historian 
Mariano Plotkin argues, “psychoanalysis was situated precisely at the confluence of the modern and the 
archaic. It was ‘a modern science of interpretation of the phenomena of the soul’” (1999, 41). I would argue 
that Jung, more than Freud, makes this intellectual convergence possible. This is despite the marginal role of 
Jungian theory in the historical development of psychoanalytic thought and practice in Argentina. 
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Costantino’s artwork posits the therapeutic function of the dream image, and affirms the 

role of aesthetic production in psychoanalytic care. 

Figure and Ground 

“Psychoanalysis Will Help You” staged an encounter between image and text 

that would highlight tensions between Rest’s adaptational therapy, based on Jung’s 

analytic psychology, and Stern’s formal refusal to reconcile figure and ground. I borrow 

this last set of terms from visual art, and from Barbara Johnson, who uses them to 

suggest that the question of sexual difference can be visualized by analyzing the 

structural relation between subject (figure) and (back)ground. The formal terms “refer to 

a certain distribution of outline and attention” (Johnson 2000, 17), the figure generally 

privileged in the visual field as the negative space of the ground recedes to accentuate it. 

The name for this visual asymmetry is, as Douglas Hofstadter points out, a “cursively 

drawable figure,” and its democratic alternative is the “recursive figure,” which is “one 

whose ground can be seen as a figure in its own right” (quoted by Johnson, 19). For 

Johnson, “The dream of psychoanalysis is of course to represent sexual difference as a 

recursive figure, a figure in which both figure and ground, male and female, are 

recognizable, complementary forms,” forms manifested physiologically in the penis-as-

figure and vagina-as-ground (19). Thus the fantasy of complementarity justifies, insofar 

as it denies, the gendered priority of figure over ground. 
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While the fantasy of recursivity, or complementarity, may animate sexual 

difference as a psychoanalytic ideal, Johnson suggests that the relationship between 

psychoanalysis and feminism depends on an interpretive assessment of the relationship 

between figure and ground, the way each is understood to constitute the other. 

Johnson’s conceptualization of visual space highlights dynamics that are central to the 

study of psychoanalysis as a geographically situated and historically mediated social 

practice: in the context of this chapter, examining the visual rapport between figure and 

ground enables a broader interrogation of the relationship between subject and place. 

Jung imagines an ideal subject who is in harmonious rapport with his 

environment, a recursive figure with regard to social space and sexual difference. 

Complementarity is of a piece with visual symmetry in Jung’s psychology, which 

displaces the primary object of interpretation from language (articulated verbally 

through free association) to image (either conjured through ‘active imagination’ or 

appearing spontaneously in dreams). For him, the paradigmatic mental image is the 

mandala. The word itself means ‘circle’ in Sanskrit, but Jung locates versions of the 

mandala in every major religious and cultural tradition throughout human history and 

mythology. The Jungian mandala is ‘the union of all opposites,’ visually coupling an 

upper, conscious hemisphere with a lower, unconscious hemisphere to represent the 

whole, integrated ‘self.’ The mandala’s roundness “expresses…completeness or 

integration” (Jung 1977, 578), but wholeness is a function of holiness for Jung; mandalas 
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represent the patient’s effort to “make holy” a spiritually alienated self through visual 

integration to achieve a state of incorruptibility Jung likens to the Christian “body of 

resurrection” (Jung 1959, 119); the mandala transcends corporeal reality to figure an 

immanent “God-image” in which all is One. 

Above all, the mandala is an interpretive tool, an “ideogram of unconscious 

contents” (Jung 1959, 352). Though Jung and Freud shared an investment in dreams, 

disagreements regarding their interpretive methods depended heavily on the status of 

the dream image. In Freud’s vitriolic response to the defections of Alfred Adler and Carl 

Jung, Freud reminds readers, “dreams are something different from the latent dream-

thoughts which they work over” (S.E. 14:64). He distinguishes between dream content—

the concrete images that appear in dreams—and dream-work—the distortions those 

images undergo relative to the unconscious thoughts that trigger them. He accuses Jung 

of influencing the content of his patients’ dreams through suggestion and regarding that 

content as a direct representation of the patient’s psychic life. Freud admits that the 

content of dreams is always susceptible to the analytic process; a patient in analysis 

begins to dream differently than she did before, sometimes reproducing the analyst’s 

language or presumed desire in the dream’s content. However, this susceptibility is 

precisely why analysis should dedicate itself to uncovering the dream-work through 

verbal association rather than adhering to the manifest content of the dream images 

themselves. 
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Jung corroborates Freud’s assessment of their disagreement when he claims, “If 

one wants to understand a dream it must be taken seriously, and one must also assume 

that it means what it manifestly says, since there is no valid reason to suppose that it is 

anything other than it is” (1977, 192). With his emphasis on the manifest image, Jung 

commits to a mode of interpretation tethered closely to the visual symbol, rather than 

the linguistic signifier: “By free association, we move away from the individual dream-

image and lose sight of it. We must, on the contrary, keep close to the dream and its 

individual form…Only the material that is clearly and visibly indicated as belonging to 

the dream by the dream-images themselves should be used for interpretation” (191, 

emphasis mine). For Jung, free association is a product of “fear”—a “means of escape” 

from concrete images that point to “the unexpected and unknown,” to symbolic 

meanings that transcend time, space, and individual consciousness (192). 

Instead, Jung advocates for “active imagination” as a means of accessing mental 

images that would replace language as the primary interpretive material in the clinical 

situation. For Jung, the goal of dream interpretation is not to generate a stream of 

verbalizations that would always refer back to the individual dreamer’s own history 

(either real or imagined), but rather to make legible the universal, symbolic content of 

the dream-images in their visual specificity. Reflecting on his clinical technique, Jung 

claims that he  
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no longer followed associations that led far afield and away from the manifest 

dream-statement. I concentrated rather on the actual dream-text as the thing 

which was intended by the unconscious, and I began to circumambulate the 

dream itself, never letting it out of my sight, or as one turns an unknown object 

round and round in one’s hands to absorb every detail of it. (1977, 190, emphasis 

mine) 

With his emphasis on the visual, spatial, and tactile apprehension of the dream image, 

Jung posits dream interpretation as a multi-sensorial practice poorly suited to language. 

By disregarding history, Jung suggests that the dream bears only a tenuous relation to 

the dreamer; it is a visual message transmitted by an external agency, specifically “a 

spirit that is not quite human, but is rather the breath of nature—of the beautiful and 

generous as well as the cruel goddess” (208). The dreamer is a medium through which 

truth, dressed as image, is communicated to the dreamer. The dream itself is as amoral 

as nature—it may be a “benevolent agency” or it may “point the way to perdition”—but, 

if interpreted correctly, it performs a moral function insofar as it illustrates the 

consequences of bad behavior. 

Reflecting on Butelman and Germani’s participation in “Psychoanalysis Will 

Help You,” Hugo Vezzetti clarifies the extent to which Jung’s theory of dream 

interpretation, rather than Freud’s, informs their hermeneutic. As “Richard Rest,” they 

accept Jung’s notion of “a dream language made fundamentally of images and 
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irreducible to the articulated word: from there the dominant aspect of dream-work is 

their composition in images and never, as in the Freudian method, the telling of the 

dream” (2003, 158). Rest’s verbal interpretations codify dream symbols based either on 

common objects figured in dreams (for example, “Dreams about Felines,” “Dreams 

about Mirrors”), common emotional states induced by dream events (“Dreams of 

Rejection,” “Dreams of Disorientation”), or formal psychoanalytic concepts exemplified 

in dreams (“Dreams of Condensation,” “Dreams of Inhibitions”). 

Vezzetti claims that Rest’s interpretations follow “a formula that repeats itself: 

‘the motive of your failure does not reside in you, but rather in exterior causes’” (155). In 

fact, I would argue that the opposite is true: Rest repeatedly reminds readers that they 

must look inside themselves, by way of their dreams, to find the true source of their 

“conflicts.” Take, for example, “Dreams of Indecision,” (Figure 7).  
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Figure 7: Grete Stern and Richard Rest, “Sueños de indecision” (1950) 

Rest provides meager details about the dream and its context: various opportunities had 

been made available to the dreamer (it is unclear whether they were professional, 

romantic, neither, or both), but she was unable to choose one. She dreamed of being 

restrained to a sitting chair, “immobilized” by thin ropes. Rest cautions against the facile 

inclination to read the dream as an instance of “rebellion or a desperate effort to break 

with certain bonds that impede [entorpecen] life” (1950b, 2). He urges the reader to look 

more closely at the fine ropes, arguing that they “barely have real consistency” (2). In 
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fact, the dream “comes to signify that the ropes do not really exist, that they are a 

product of [the dreamer’s] imagination” (2). The ropes are merely a “means by which 

the young woman tried to justify her situation, that is, tried to attribute to exterior 

motives the origin of the conflict that distressed her” (2). As an epilogue, Rest claims that 

when the dreamer was made aware of that prescriptive dream message, she “was able to 

make a decision and move forward in life, without any complex” (2). In other words, as 

soon as she accepted that her emotional captivity was self-inflicted she could continue a 

normal psychological development. 

Rest’s interpretation empowers the dreamer to take control of her own life by 

disabusing herself of an incapacitating delusion, but what is the status of “reality” in this 

formulation? Rest argues that an internal reality—the subject is paralyzed by 

indecision—and an external reality—the world is full of opportunities—exist 

simultaneously. Freud made a similar observation about the coexistence of conflicting 

realities when, in 1897, he abandoned his theory of seduction. He was struck by the 

prevalence of female patients reporting incestuous sexual advances by older men. In a 

letter to Wilhelm Fliess, Freud expresses doubt about the empirical validity of his 

patients’ claims, believing many of these testimonies to be the product of a fantasy 

relation to the paternal figure. Freud’s consequent revelation is that “it is impossible to 
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distinguish between truth and emotionally-charged fiction.”5 For both Freud and Rest, 

the problematic status of reality emerges in relation to female fantasy. However, that 

observation leads them to opposing conclusions. For Freud, the move away from the 

seduction theory marks psychoanalysis’s radical orientation toward fantasy life, the 

consequences of which are its primary interpretive material. Identifying the fantasy as 

empirically unreal does not resolve the fact of its effects, just as the unverifiable nature 

of the unconscious does not diminish its effects in the material world. 

For Rest, attending to the dreamer’s perceived sense of captivity, futility, and 

anguish, bears little therapeutic value. The prescriptive function of the dream is to help 

the subject “make a decision and move forward in life.” Dreams disclose an obscure 

reality to which we otherwise have no access, but that disclosure does not 

fundamentally threaten the duality between interior and exterior reality and it certainly 

does not prioritize the former. Rest’s goal is to encourage the subject’s reconciliation 

with an external truth in order to liberate her from her own self-doubt. This approach 

acknowledges the role of unconscious motivations in decision-making and offers a path 

to individual empowerment, but the subject’s recognition of external reality is only 

valued insofar as it facilitates her adaptation to that reality, the true sign of mental 

health and personal growth. Psychoanalysis is only “helpful” to the extent that it shifts 

                                                        

5 Sigmund Freud to Wilhelm Fliess, in Masson, 216. 
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the dreamer’s perspective, putting the scale of her anxieties in proper proportion with 

the verifiable “truth” of her situation. But at what expense does Rest hope to achieve this 

rapport between subjective and objective reality? How does the configuration of dream 

space in Idilio manifest an inherent discord between the subject and the conditions to 

which Rest would have her adapt? 

Grete Stern’s decision to stage the dreams as photomontages brings the aesthetic 

rapport between figure and ground to bear on the question of adaptation. 

Photomontage, a term coined in the late 1910s by artists in the Berlin Dada movement, is 

the result of a process by which multiple images are incorporated into one frame, either 

through combination printing (the superposition of multiple negatives) or the cutting 

and pasting of multiple photographic prints. Stern moved to Berlin in the late 1920s to 

train with Bauhaus photographer Walter Peterhans and to open an advertising studio 

with her partner, Ellen Auerbach. In 1933, Hitler was elected, the Bauhaus was 

disbanded, and Stern, a Jew, fled to London where she married Argentine photographer 

Horacio Coppola and began an analysis with Paula Heimann, at that time a close 

colleague of Melanie Klein’s. In 1936, Stern migrated to Buenos Aires, where she 

collaborated with APA co-founder Enrique Pichon-Rivière to develop the Concrete Art 

movement and continued to practice photography until her death in 1999. Stern’s choice 

to revitalize Berlin Dada technique in Idilio 15 years after her exile from Berlin puts the 
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photo series into productive conversation with the European avant-garde movements 

alongside which she was formed professionally and politically. 

Art historian Dawn Ades underscores the geopolitical conditions in which 

photomontage formally emerged to challenge dominant claims to the nature of reality: 

The photograph obviously has a special and privileged place in relation to 

reality, and is also susceptible of being manipulated to re-organize or dis-

organize that reality. It is for this reason that it was in Russia, and in Berlin, 

where the impetus away from a predominantly aesthetic movement towards 

social concerns was most marked, that photomontage made its appearance. (66) 

Fifteen years after fleeing German fascism, Stern was again living under the conditions 

of a nationalist (this time Peronist) regime that censored anti-Peronist rhetoric in the 

media.6 Germani would later emphasize this political continuity by classifying the 

sociological phenomenon of Peronist populism as a regional permutation of European 

fascism.7  

Photomontage acquired a psychoanalytic connotation when deployed by French 

Surrealists to aestheticize dreamscapes. While many Dada photomontages were directed 

                                                        

6 Press censorship under the Peron administration was not aggressive and was primarily focused on openly 
anti-Peronist rhetoric, though Peron often used the press to popularize his platform through official party 
publications. These comparatively soft forms of censorship should not be confused with press censorship 
under the most recent military dictatorship in Argentina (1976–83), during which time the ruling junta 
responded violently to any cultural manifestation deemed “subversive.” 
 
7 See Germani, Estudios sobre sociología y psicología social (Buenos Aires: Editorial Paidós, 1966). 
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explicitly against the German state, surrealism emerged in interwar France to harness 

the emancipatory power of the unconscious. In fact, one might understand surrealism as 

more of an artistic practice than an aesthetic style. Dreams offered a privileged point of 

access to an unconscious that resisted rational signification and posited an alternative to 

the political rationalism that had led to World War I.8 Andre Breton’s first “Manifesto of 

Surrealism” extols surrealist aesthetic practice as a means by which to recuperate the 

“truth”-value of the dream. He laments the extent to which “the dream finds itself 

reduced to a mere parenthesis” in waking life, lauding psychoanalysis for its attention to 

the dream as essential to any assessment of social reality (11). Breton insists that art 

guided by the unconscious can bring about “the future resolution of these two states, 

dream and reality, which are seemingly so contradictory, into a kind of absolute reality, 

a surreality, if one may so speak” (14). In contrast to Rest’s interpretive model, by which 

the dream reveals an interior reality that must be tested against, and overcome by, 

exterior reality, Breton envisions a world in which these seemingly oppositional realities 

are recognized as mutually contingent. 

One aesthetic instance of the “resolution” Breton imagines is the photomontage. 

Ades argues that a major aesthetic divergence between Dada and Surrealist 

photomontage is the extent to which Surrealists disguised the ruptures between and 

                                                        

8 European Surrealists resist formulating or fixing a particular meaning for a particular image, hence 
Germani’s taxonomies would have been anathema for the likes of Breton, Aragon, etc. 
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among images. While the discrete photographic elements of Dada photomontages retain 

recognizable autonomy, Surrealists sought to convincingly blend absurd elements into 

seamless juxtapositions “in such a way that the process is at first hidden,” producing an 

“apparent continuity of space” (Ades 1986, 135–136). In so doing, Ades argues, surrealist 

photomontage “reveals a further reality, not a substitution of a fantastic for a real 

world” (135). 

If Rest’s interpretations depend on a stable notion of reality against which to 

measure the dreamer’s unconscious drama, Stern’s photomontages, drawing stylistically 

on both Dada and Surrealism, critically illuminate a world in which the juxtaposition 

between figure and ground, subject and landscape, reflects conflict rather than 

continuity. To manufacture the collages, Stern consistently severs the female figure from 

its environment, but she rarely dismembers the body itself, dislocating, rather than 

fragmenting it. The relationship between figure and ground in these compositions 

speaks to the political stakes of collage as a means of (re)organizing social space. Rather 

than blending the figures persuasively with their landscapes, Stern’s figures are 

recalcitrant to their environments. They are obstinately unintegrated, often shadowed by 

a dark outline that preserves a boundary between their body and the space around 

them. Through distortions of scale, Stern presents spaces that either confine or dwarf the 

dreaming subject, who is perpetually out of joint with the ground that holds her. 
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In “Dreams about Ambition” (Figure 8), a young woman crouches in a parlor, 

the exaggerated scale of her body filling the cramped space of the room. As the title 

indicates,9 this dream, like many others presented in the column, thematizes the 

dreamer’s failure to realize, or even recognize, her “ambition.” For Rest, ambition is only 

admirable if the dreamer’s intelligence and maturity merit it; otherwise it is a dangerous 

distraction from her domestic responsibilities. Jung sets a clear precedent for this 

perspective when he argues that consciousness “is easily led astray and seduced into 

following ways that are unsuited to its individuality” (1977, 207). In other words, 

aspirations that emerge over the course of one’s life often digress from the 

developmental path each subject is destined to follow. Jung shows that the unconscious 

corrects these “disturbances” by revealing the dreamer’s true potential: 

The general function of dreams is to balance such disturbances in the mental 

equilibrium by producing contents of a complementary or compensatory kind. 

Dreams of high vertiginous places, balloons, airplanes, flying and falling, often 

accompany states of consciousness characterized by fictitious assumptions, 

overestimation of oneself, unrealistic opinions, and grandiose plans. If the 

warning of the dream is not heeded, real accidents take place. One stumbles, falls 

downstairs, runs into a car, etc. (207) 

                                                        

9 Rest chose titles for all of the dreams featured in photomontages. Stern gave some of her photomontages 
alternative titles for public exhibitions in 1967 and 1994. 
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Figure 8: Grete Stern, “Los sueños de ambición” (1950)  

“Dreams about Ambition,” for Rest, is proof that the dreamer has “evolved spiritually” 

so much that “her current life—symbolized by her room—is already too small for her,” 

but similar dreams submitted by women Rest deems less “evolved” or “mature” are 

interpreted as evidence of their grandiose self-image (1950a, 2). Rest argues that the 

dream’s transformational potential “depends…on the dreamer herself. If she decides to, 

she will manage to change her dreams into reality” (2). For Rest, it is the dreamer’s 

perceived relation to her habitat that must change, not the habitat itself. 

This conclusion draws on Jung’s theories regarding the limits of adaptation and 

the possibility for especially intuitive and intelligent subjects to undergo the process of 
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“individuation,” which yields the “individuant’s” dramatic new relation to the social 

body. Jung identifies two opposing ways in which subjects can come into healthy 

rapport with their environments. The first is through adaptation to her “outer” as well 

as her “inner conditions” (1977, 449). Outer conditions include not only the “conditions 

of the surrounding world,” but also those “conscious judgments” the subject forms in 

relation to the outer world, as it exists objectively. Inner conditions stand for 

unconscious thoughts that intrude involuntarily on the subject. Inner and outer 

conditions should be in equilibrium; “neglecting” one dimension of adaptation (either to 

the outside or to the inside) can allow for a build-up of “the libido intended” for the 

purpose of inner/outer adaptation that then overflows into the other, leading to neurotic 

pathologies. Jung calls this shift and flow “the energetics of adaptation” (450). In most 

cases, Jung’s clinical technique facilitates the subject’s adaptation to the outer conditions 

of the social world embodied in “the person of the analyst.” The “collective function” of 

the individual is thus realized when she proves herself a productive member of the 

social body, as modeled by the analyst. It requires an interpretive movement away from 

the individual, toward the universal, the spiritual. 

However, analytic psychology can also trigger resistances based on certain 

patients’ “demand for individuation, which is against all adaptation to others” (Jung 

1977, 451). Hence the second mode of environmental accord, the therapeutic goal for 
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those exceptional patients Jung deems capable: individuation.10 The will to 

individuation is experienced as antisocial and thus yields a “tragic guilt” that “demands 

expiation” in the form of a “new collective function” to replace the collective obligation to 

adapt to existing values (451). This guilt is enforced by a society that demands payment 

in exchange for the failure to meet its normative standards. In other words, every 

individual has a duty to contribute to the “collectivity,” but the individuant who refuses 

adaptation “must offer a ransom in place of himself, that is, he must bring forth values 

which are an equivalent substitute for his absence in the collective personal sphere” 

(451). The process of individuation requires a renunciation of the outer world by turning 

entirely inward, “into the cloister of the inner self.” This may provoke “contempt and 

hate…from society. But inner adaptation leads to the conquest of inner realities, from 

which values are won for the reparation of the collective” (452). The ultimate beneficiary 

of individuation, for Jung, is not the subject so much as the broader social milieu.  

The creation of “substitute values” does not always fulfill the subject’s new 

collective function or merit the esteem of the collective. If the individuant’s new values 

are not ultimately deemed “positive” by the collective, the individuant is “an empty 

waster and windbag” whom society has the “duty” to “condemn” as a “deserter:” “the 

                                                        

10 Insofar as individuation requires a suspension of consciousness in order to plumb the depths of the 
unconscious, Jung’s technique is not an ego psychology in the traditional sense. Jung is not interested in 
fortifying the existing self-image, but in creating a new, harmonious, holistic one with the resources of, and 
through contact with, the collective unconscious. 
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existing society is always of absolute importance as the point of transition through 

which all world development passes, and it demands the highest collaborative 

achievement from every individual” (Jung 1977, 452). Jung uses messianic language to 

describe the ideal individuant, but expresses little faith that most subjects are spiritually 

equipped for the production of new, positive values. Like Rest, he assumes that existing 

values generally represent the best interests of the “existing society.” Rest’s 

interpretation of “Dreams about Ambition” suggests that the dreamer must make a 

choice: either she can adapt to her environment by modifying her perception, or she can 

choose to realize her ambition, neither of which represents a radical break from 

dominant cultural norms. Her apparent constraints are part of an inner reality she must 

learn to overcome. 

Stern’s photomontage offers a different assessment of the relationship between 

subject and space than the Jungian adaptational model Rest proposes. The parlor is not 

an arbitrary metaphor for “life,” as Rest describes it, but a specific representation of 

middle-class domestic space, a space that was increasingly regulated by the Christian 

values of the nascent welfare state. Women, historically the guardians of the health, 

education, and wellbeing of the family, were central to the expansion of the welfare state 

under Perón’s leadership. The therapeutic framing of “Psychoanalysis Will Help You” 

corresponds ideologically with welfare as a means of binding the personal to the familial 

to the social good. 
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Gregory Hammond describes the gendered dimensions of the Perón 

administration’s effort to claim “the power and the authority to reach into every aspect 

of daily life in order to orient the activity of citizens toward the goals of the state” (144). 

Perón legalized women’s suffrage by decree only one year before Idilio was published, 

but he justified women’s civic participation in the language of nationalism and Christian 

family values: “Dignifying women morally and materially equals energizing the family. 

To energize the family is to fortify the nation” (quoted by Hammond, 146). In La mujer ya 

puede votar [Woman Can Now Vote] (1949), Perón explains that with women’s suffrage 

comes expanded domestic and moral duties, which are no longer independent from the 

public sphere: 

Each woman should realize that her obligations have increased because the state, 

by authorizing these rights, has at the same time the need to demand that every 

mother be a teacher for her children, that in her house she build an altar of virtue 

and respect, that she be involved in public life, defending that part of society that 

is the home itself, which must be made sacred. (16) 

Perón thus exalts women’s role in his nation-building program, even as he consolidates 

domestic labor and public service into an ambivalent feminine ideal: on the one hand, 

women were ushered into the public sphere with the right to vote and hold public office, 
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their labor outside the home contributing to a new political identity.11 On the other, Eva 

Perón encouraged women to value their maternal and spousal duties as contributions to 

the good of the nation. For her, women should only work out of economic necessity, not 

an abstract commitment to egalitarianism. She campaigned passionately for the state to 

provide services to the families of female workers in order to reduce the need for 

women’s wage labor and, ultimately, to restore women to their proper place in the 

home. 

The domestic anxiety communicated in Stern’s “Dreams about Ambition” seems 

like a reasonable response to Peron’s rhetorical transition from the notion that women 

can have it all (family, religion, and “public life”) to the imperative that women must do 

it all. In the photomontage, the home’s delicate furnishings, including a fine lace 

tablecloth, are dwarfed by the young woman’s stooped figure as her arm reaches up to 

shield her head from an encroaching chandelier. The room is angular, the edge of every 

stair, bannister, picture frame, doorway, and light fixture converging to inhibit her 

movement. 

Imagery of female confinement is central to Stern’s work in Idilio. In “Dreams 

about Ambition,” the dreamer is confined by the walls and dainty decor of a middle-

                                                        

11 Eva Perón consolidated existing political and charitable women’s organizations into the Peronist Women’s 
Party (PPF) in the late 1940s. Literally, the PPF stands for the Partido Peronista Femenino [Female, or 
Feminine, Peronist Party]. The first generation of Argentine feministas is generally considered to be the 
Socialist suffragists from whom Eva strove to distinguish herself and the PPF. See Hammond (2011) and 
Guy (2009). 
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class home, but in other photomontages she is confined in a glass jar, a birdcage, a 

washbasin, a conch shell, a man’s mouth, a drinking glass; she appears bound to a chair, 

a boulder, a spit suspended over open flames. Luis Priamo acknowledges the theme of 

confinement in the series and points to the photographic subjects’ placid expressions as 

evidence that Stern’s images display “woman’s consent to humiliation” (26). Because 

women appear to enjoy their captivity, Priamo reasons, Stern’s social critique extends 

beyond the patriarchal order to target the women who tacitly authorize and sustain it. 

This may be true in some cases, but Stern’s compositions often oppose the pacifying 

dream message Rest deciphers. 

For example, Rest claims that “dreams of fruit” carry a “very favorable 

prognostic” and that when they include an apple, they are a “sign of superb 

relationships in life.” In this case, a 19-year-old girl has fallen in love for the first time, 

“in a very profound and authentic way.” Like most of Rest’s interpretations, his 

language in “Dreams of Fruit” fulfills the generic expectations of the midcentury 

women’s magazine, obscuring any reference to female sexuality with sentimental 

discourse on love. The “optimistic” and, literally, fruitful apple that appears in the 

dream proves that the dreamer is now experiencing “full vital growth” (Rest 1951, 2). 

Printed alongside this interpretation, Stern’s “Dreams of Fruit” functions as sheer 

comedic irony (Figure 9).  
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Figure 9: Grete Stern, “Sueño de frutos” (1951) 

A far cry from the “optimistic” youth in the throes of “authentic” passion and “vital 

growth,” Stern’s subject is melancholy, almost wary, her sidelong glance avoiding the 

camera’s eye. Her face is in the center of an apple, sliced in half – that is, again, captive 

in the palm of the one about to consume it. Recalling the story from Genesis, the apple 

does not just promise nutritive sustenance for the woman who eats it, and the “fruit” of 

that particular encounter casts Eve (or Eva, the first woman and First Lady of Argentina) 

into sin and shame. 

In “Cosmic Dream” (Figure 10), a young woman is suspended in deep space, 

floating on her back through a milky galaxy crowded with small planets. Her bare feet 

collide with passing clouds as her arms extend gently from her torso, one hand hovering 

above her impassive face.  
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Figure 10: Grete Stern, “Sueño cósmico” (1949)  

While Stern’s photomontage suggests isolation, dispossession, and disaffection, Rest 

interprets the dream as evidence of universal connectedness. Based on his taxonomy, 

cosmic dreams are “universal more than personal,” experienced “when the personality 

of the dreamer is undergoing a transcendental change” (Rest 1949, 2). They are 

rooted deep in the collective unconscious, symbolizing not the experiences, fears, 

and desires of an individual, but rather those of the entire human species. Free 

from the chains that tether her to the earth, the dreamer wanders through space: 

now she sees her homeland [patria], the earth, as one planet among all the 
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planets, and she sees herself, lost in the immensity of the sky. This is the 

condition of all humanity, and the dreamer will now acquire a new perspective 

on her small everyday life, now that, for an instant, she has lived the shocking 

experience of the infinite. (2) 

By recognizing this dream as evidence of the collective unconscious, Rest is able to 

reconcile the exiled figure, disconnected from her homeland, drifting through space, 

with a sense of celestial community; her planet, like her individual life, is just one of 

many. My point, however, is that Stern’s photomontages resist any such reconciliation, 

regardless of whether her figures are confined or free-floating. In Stern’s 

photomontages, foreground and background are always only pasted together, the 

product of an authorial cut that thrusts the subject into exile from an enigmatic 

elsewhere. 

Rest focuses on the outcome of the dream—a “new perspective” on the relative 

insignificance of the dreamer’s individual life, made possible only by “freeing” herself 

imaginatively from her terrestrial constraints. But what social structures might the logic 

of such a platitude work to sustain? Might Stern’s image be read, alternatively, as 

commentary on the displacement of peoples and the inaccessibility of a “homeland” for 

those who have been cast out? Or, perhaps, as a play on the ennui of bourgeois domestic 

life that isolated the female body and threatened the subject’s sense of rootedness in an 

environment to which she was unable or unwilling to adjust? Rest’s universalizing 
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impulse, and the unavailability of the dreamer’s letter,12 make it impossible to discern 

any singular meaning in the image, but provoke a host of uncertainties Rest’s 

interpretation is eager to resolve. 

Stern revised and reprinted several of the montages originally published in Idilio 

for gallery exhibitions later in her life. Thus “Cosmic Dream” became Celestial Bodies 

(Figure 11), an image that plays more explicitly on the relationship between femininity 

and exile. A nude torso is suspended among globes, marbles, and textured spheres, 

overlaid by diaphanous, abstract forms. Excising any facial expressivity visible in the 

original print, this version emphasizes the metaphorical reversibility of idealized 

feminine curves and enigmatic, celestial bodies. Through its fragmentation and layering, 

the montage also marks the way in which the female body, like the globes, is 

territorialized by man. Rest’s eagerness to fold the subject into the social order, to help 

her adapt to the universe that extends beyond her, is an eagerness to smooth over a 

discontinuity that Stern is unwilling to disguise. By composing a pictorial space that 

consistently reproduces an aesthetic of exile through form and technique, and by 

collaborating with fellow exile who had been further excluded from their professional 

                                                        

12 The original letters were never published and have never been seen by anyone but the column’s 
collaborators. It is thus conceivable that at least some of them were fabricated. Furthermore, the joint 
penname between Germani and Butelman makes it impossible to verify the authorship of any given 
interpretation. In fact, nearly all the text featured in Idilio, in and outside the column, was authored 
pseudonymously. Grete Stern was unique in attaching her professional name to her photomontages. 
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institutions,13 Stern forces a column about psychoanalysis to consider femininity and 

place as sites of conflict, investigating the dream’s moment of crisis outside any 

narrative that would resolve it. 

At the same time, Rest’s emphasis on “help” in the column’s title posits the goal 

of psychoanalysis as consistent with the ambitions of the emerging welfare state. In fact, 

in 1950 the title grew even more explicit: “Psychoanalysis Will Help You Solve Your 

Problems.” The grammar itself bespeaks the self-assurance and futurity typical of Jung’s 

therapeutic paradigm.14 Dreams have a premonitory function that, when translated by 

                                                        

13 From 1946 to 1955, Peron’s authority over institutions of higher education was nearly absolute, leading to 
the dismissal and resignation of hundreds of university faculty (Dagfal, 2012, 9). Germani also led private 
study groups on Marx and Freud during this period. Like popular print culture, the study group was an 
alternative social space operating outside the official circuits of intellectual transmission, one that may have 
forestalled the rarefication of psychoanalysis as a medical discourse in Argentina. After Peron was ousted in 
1955, Germani returned to the University of Buenos Aires (UBA), where he became the chair of its newly 
founded Sociology Department. He remained on the faculty until the military coup of 1966, at which point 
he resigned and went into exile in the United States. He taught Latin American Studies at Harvard 
University until returning to Italy in the mid-1970s. Like Germani, Butelman also returned to the UBA in the 
late 1950s, in his case to serve as chair of its newly founded Psychology Department. In 1945, one year 
before Peron was elected president, Butelman founded Paidós publishing house. Paidós specialized in 
‘depth psychology,’ making texts from a wide variety of theoretical and clinical orientations available and 
economically accessible for the first time in Spanish. Its inaugural publication was Jung’s “Psychic Conflicts 
in a Child”, translated as “Conflictos del alma [soul] infantile,” by Butelman’s soon-to-be wife, nee Ida 
German. Throughout the next decade, unable to work within the university, the Butelmans helped usher 
Jungian thought into popular Porteño culture through the private publishing sector. To this day, Paidós 
remains a major force in the publishing industry. In their initial years, they focused on work in translation 
by Jung, Adler, Freud, and Klein. 
 
14 “Psychoanalysis,” in this context, is performing something other than a simple description of the column’s 
contents. In a technical (not evaluative) sense, Jungian interpretations are not psychoanalytic. After Jung 
split from Freud and the IPA, he formed the Zurich School of Analytic Psychology. In On the History of the 
Psychoanalytic Movement, Freud goes to great lengths to safeguard the name of psychoanalysis against Adler 
and Jung’s “secessionist” movements. “Psychoanalysis Will Help You” belongs to Jung’s intellectual 
genealogy and thus to analytic psychology, but the fact that the editors chose to name the column as they 
did suggests that psychoanalysis already had some degree of cultural cache and that the term circulated 
beyond its clinical meaning. 
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an expert, offers advice for mental and spiritual health. While Freud examines the ways 

in which dreams interrupt consciousness with distortions of repressed material, Rest 

eschews what Jung calls Freud’s “retrospective” model to access the dream’s fantasmatic 

announcement of future events. Adopting Jung’s temporality enables Rest to mimic 

Jung’s developmental narrative of the subject: Rest values “maturity,” leaving the past 

behind, putting childhood fears, anxieties, and desires to rest. 

 

Figure 11: Grete Stern, Cuerpos celestes (1949)  
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The Seeing Cure  

In 2012, the Argentine performance artist Nicola Costantino paid homage to 

Stern’s Idilio series by recreating “Los sueños de inhibiciones [Dreams of Inhibitions]” 

(Figure 12) as a self-portrait, Los sueños de Nicola [Nicola’s Dreams] (Figure 13).  

 

Figure 12: Grete Stern, “Los sueños de inhibiciones” (1950)  

 

Figure 13: Nicola Costantino, Los sueños de Nicola (2012)  
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Consistent with the rest of the Idilio series, “Dreams of Inhibitions” emphasizes the 

disjunction between figure and ground, staging an instance of captive dislocation. But it 

is formally unusual: rather than pasting fragments of negatives or of printed 

photographs together, a three-dimensional glass bottle appears to have been placed in 

front of a flat backdrop. In both Stern and Costantino’s montages, the bottle casts a 

shadow on the seascape behind it, verifying the background’s flatness, discontinuity, 

and extreme artificiality. Both photographic subjects are out of place, but they are 

presented in decidedly different postures. Stern’s subject, suffering from “inhibition,” as 

the title suggests, tucks in her knees, training her eyes on the bottle’s corked spout. 

Washed up on an unknown shore, the dreamer appears reluctant to engage with the 

world outside her fragile cell. In contrast, Costantino’s longing gaze is directed outside 

the bottle, her hands pressed against the glass, indicating a desire to push through, to 

escape. 

One year after creating Nicola’s Dreams, Costantino’s work appeared at the 

Venice Biennale alongside Jung’s Red Book. In the context of The Encyclopedic Palace, 

Costantino performs a different, but related, historical re-enactment of midcentury 

Argentine imagery, her depiction of Eva Perón mirroring the iconographic flatness of 

Jung’s illuminated manuscript. Like Nicola’s Dreams, Eva—Argentina: A Contemporary 

Metaphor is also a self-portrait in disguise, returning Costantino’s body to the Peronist 

period, this time styled to portray six iconic versions of Eva Perón moving, as 
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projections, through historical reproductions of her home. In one corner of the gallery, 

an elegant vanity stands in Eva’s bedroom, but a screen replaces the mirrors so that 

Eva’s flattened image is projected as a ghostly reflection referring to no physical body in 

space. Eva appears to move about the room casually in her white nightgown, but the 

mirror image has no referent and disappears when it moves outside the mirror’s frame. 

Costantino used six separate projectors to create overlapping images of multiple 

Evas “living together in distinct time layers” (2013). These layers come together in a 

striking photograph of the exhibit, Eva. Los sueños [Eva. Dreams] (Figure 14). If Nicola’s 

Dreams reproduces Stern’s formal disjunctions and the discontinuity between individual 

and social space, Eva. Dreams deploys photomontage technique to very different effect. 

Here, five Evas sit together on an elegant settee. A warm light issues from directly 

overhead, capping each figure with a golden halo as it casts their faces, turned away 

from one another, in shadow. The montage shares none of Stern’s kitsch aesthetic, but 

echoes her surreal, combinatory impulse, suggesting, as Costantino puts it, that “Eva is 

all those women she was said to be” at once. Again using her own body to occupy and 

reimagine a scene from the midcentury Peronist period, Costantino’s multiplied self-

portrait reaffirms her interest in historical reproduction, role-play, and dream.  
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Figure 14: Nicola Costantino, Eva. Los sueños (2013)  

Unlike Nicola’s Dreams, Eva. Dreams unifies elements from the foreground and 

background convincingly. It also unifies multiple Evas, even as it focuses particular 

attention on the central figure whose glamorous gown billows out to encompass the 

others and whose gaze addresses the viewer directly. Posited as a dream-image in the 

title, the montage presents a certain wish fulfillment in the harmonious congregation of 

five Evas. Instead of reading Eva. Dreams through the lens of discontinuity evoked by 

Stern’s photomontages, what might it mean to read the image as a mandala? 

Jung reminds us that mandalas represent the reconciliation of opposites, the 

union of masculine and feminine, the visually symmetrical fusion of conscious and 

unconscious content. As modeled in one of his own Red Book illustrations (Figure 15), the 

mandala visually couples an upper, conscious hemisphere with a lower, unconscious 
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hemisphere to represent the whole, integrated self. The symbols appearing in each 

mandala, as well as their color, size, and position, indicate the condition of the subject’s 

psycho-spiritual health.  

 

Figure 15: C. G. Jung, untitled painting in The Red Book (2009)  

Sexual difference is among the psychic oppositions the mandala resolves pictorially. 

Jung argues that both men and women possess a ‘soul’ of the opposite gender, an 

unconscious collection of qualities conventionally associated with masculinity (animus) 

or femininity (anima). In the two-dimensional space of the mandala, Jung grafts 

femininity onto the “chthonic,” lower hemisphere (“all that is passionate, corporeal, and 

dark”), and masculinity onto the cerebral upper hemisphere (“all that is aerial, 

intellectual, spiritual”) (1959, 318). The goal of clinical analysis is to promote harmony 
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between the conscious, biological sex and its unconscious opposite by acknowledging 

and cultivating one’s inner other to the point that one achieves equilibrium, verified by 

the mandala’s aesthetic balance. 

Jung encouraged his patients to paint their mandala visions and used clinical 

encounters to interpret these illustrations symbolically. While the ancient and early 

modern mandalas from which Jung derives his theory of symbols are highly 

symmetrical, geometric, and well-ordered, the illustrations done by Jung’s patients are 

rarely round, often closer in formal proximity to landscapes, abstractions, or non-

geometrical shapes. In other words, though the diverse illustrations do not immediately 

register as mandalas, Jung’s practice of reading them as mandalas is an interpretive 

move that fixes a specific meaning to each dream image, one that transcends individual 

subjectivity as well as political critique. 

In Eva. Dreams, Eva’s figures are separate, but together, integrated as a singular 

image while divided within the space of the image itself. The image is perfectly balanced 

along its vertical axis. The montage can be understood as both a self-portrait—the visible 

product of an introspective journey—and a self-projection—an image of Costantino’s 

imaginary displacement onto a national figure presented as metaphor for the nation 

itself. In this transfiguration that brings Costantino, Eva, and Argentina, into dialectical 

relation, the photo, as mandala, comes to figure national reconciliation through the 

“dream”-figure of a woman. 
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Juan and Eva Perón represent the most divisive figures in Argentine history, 

revered as much as they are despised by citizens from across the ideological spectrum. 

But Eva. Dreams suggests the imaginary status of Eva’s contradictory caricatures and a 

repetitive working-through, even reparation, of the national cleavage these caricatures 

make visible. In contrast to Nicola’s Dreams, the title’s grammar makes it unclear who, 

exactly, is the dreamer. Is this photograph meant to represent Eva’s own dreams or, 

more likely, the fantasy relations among Costantino, Eva, and an imagined national 

citizenry? Keeping Argentina’s strong psychoanalytic tradition in mind, is it any 

coincidence that these figures should find their way together on a couch? 

Eva—Argentina can be taken as evidence that, six decades after her death, Eva’s 

iconography remains a forceful symbol of national identity and a highly gendered 

source of visual fascination. Costantino herself was born long after Eva’s death, but still 

claims to be “interested in the trace left by Evita in our emotional memory, as she 

becomes part of our lives from our very childhood. Her status as an emblematic female 

figure of the twentieth century will always transcend political and historical facts, and 

rises beyond any judgement and mythic construction that may be built around her” 

(2013). Costantino’s use of the plural possessive indicates Eva’s capture by the masses, a 

capture that replaces the materiality of the female body (Eva as woman) with its spectral 

remainder (Eva as figure, icon, projection). It also replaces the materiality of “political 

and historical facts” with the very “mythology” Eva’s “status” is said to transcend. 
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At the same time, Eva’s image is invoked at the Biennale in the context of an 

internationalist imperative. Does Eva’s image surface here as an authentic expression of 

a national preoccupation or as a concession (either sincere or ironic) to an institutional 

demand to perform nationalism? Conspicuously absent from Maximiliano Gioni’s 

remarks regarding The Encyclopedic Palace is an acknowledgement of the Biennale’s own 

encyclopedic desire (2013). Since 1895, the exhibition has invited contemporary works 

on the basis of their national origin, a representational system displaying at once 

cosmopolitan inclusivity and nativist tokenism. Its official exhibition catalogue is 

organized alphabetically by nation, literally reproducing the encyclopedia form. 

Eva did not emerge organically as a metaphor for the nation, but carefully 

crafted herself in that role under the specific historical conditions of populist 

nationalism. Costantino rehearses a similar self-making in using her body to substitute 

for Eva’s with the tools of contemporary digital media. In her metaphorical capacity, Eva 

comes to personify ambivalent feminine tropes and to figure national identity without 

the material demands of the flesh. Eva’s death in 1952, at the peak of her popularity and 

influence, facilitated her fragmentation into a multiplicity of flat icons that have never 

been reconciled into a three-dimensional human being, even as Costantino situates them 

in intimate proximity. Eva—Argentina suggests that Eva remains a blank screen on 

which the nation, as well as the global art market, can project political and sexual 

desires. 
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Costantino’s installation could be read as a working through of the extreme, 

contradictory attitudes taken toward Eva before and well after her death. Interpreting 

the urban legends circulating in Buenos Aires during what she calls “the Perón 

dictatorship,” Austro-Argentine psychoanalyst Marie Langer enumerates these 

persistent contradictions as early as 1957. They include “[t]he Evita adored by the 

Peronist masses, and the woman with the whip . . . of the opposition,” “the sensual 

woman with a dubious past,” “the inexhaustible breast” that promises to nourish the 

entire nation, the barren mother who recognizes all citizens as her children, “the asexual 

mother” whose desire is purely maternal, “the ‘lady of hope’, whose sacrifice redeems 

her village,” and “the cold, impotent” wife (1957, 91). When Eva was diagnosed with 

cancer, Langer argues, “her idealized image changed again. She began to transform into 

a martyr, the saint, the dead mother, adored, inviolable and untouchable,” a shift Langer 

deems symptomatic of her detractors’ sense of guilt: “Now that she was really ill, they 

felt as though they had managed to magically make her sick by means of their fantasies” 

(92). These contradictions hinge as much on a gendered political imaginary as the 

concrete, iconographic image of Eva herself, which continues to be mobilized as a 

political tool by Peronists today. 

Costantino’s layered projections overlap in time and space with Jung’s Red Book 

just as Stern’s montages collided in the 1940s with Jung’s entry to Argentine cultural life. 

Coincidentally, Costantino and Stern both rely on the visual image to bring midcentury 
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Peronism into conversation with psychoanalysis through the question of women’s 

dreams. “Psychoanalysis Will Help You” takes a theoretical detour through Jung to 

present a version of psychoanalysis fully compatible with the gender roles, charitable 

values, and narrative sentimentality of Peronist populism. Perhaps this helps explain 

why, as Alejandro Dagfal suggests, the Perón administration was largely “indifferent” to 

psychoanalysis (2012, 145); Jung’s theory did not pose a threat to its ideology, nor to its 

Christian morality. But the column did respond to the kinds of anxieties triggered in its 

readers by the expanding scope of a national feminine ideal and the multiplying, often 

contradictory, duties it demanded. 

James Hillman, riffing on Freud’s discovery of the “talking cure,” calls Jung’s 

method a “seeing cure” (quoted by Adams 110). Following Jung, Hillman believes in the 

therapeutic agency of the image whose numinosity guides the path to psycho-spiritual 

integration. “Psychoanalysis Will Help You” is premised on the notion that this agency 

can be harnessed outside the clinical situation, positing an alternative model for 

psychoanalytic care through an engagement with image and text. This engagement is 

public, circulated widely in print, but also intimate, initiated through correspondence 

confidential in its anonymity. 

To the extent that Stern’s dream images resist narrative closure as well as 

communion between subject and social space, they posit an aesthetic alternative to the 

mandala. While the mandala binds the subject together without regard to time or place, 
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Stern’s photomontages suggest temporal and spatial dislocation, illuminating vexed 

relations between femininity and belonging, nation-building and exile. In her one 

published commentary on the Idilio series, Stern admits that the landscapes she used to 

ground the photomontages were often recycled from her photographic archive, amassed 

over the length of her career (2003). Taken on either side of the Atlantic at any time in 

the first half of the twentieth century, each landscape is made to signify differently when 

thrust into new aesthetic configurations. The photographic subjects’ styling (her hairdo, 

outfit, makeup, jewelry, etc.) dates the photomontages in a historical period, but not the 

ground behind her. Ultimately, the images appear at once historically specific and 

geographically placeless; they are formal meditations on the exilic displacement of the 

photographic subject, and her resistance to social adaptation. 

If we accept that Stern’s photomontages stage a more radical social critique than 

Rest’s accompanying texts, it is easy to conclude that the former (aesthetic) is subversive 

and the latter (psychoanalytic), normalizing. On the contrary, I would argue that Stern’s 

photomontages in fact constitute an instance of psychoanalytic practice insofar as they 

collapse the distinction between representation and interpretation. Though they do 

represent the details of the dreams submitted to Idilio, the images are depicted from 

Stern’s point of view, not the dreamers’. This perspectival shift places Stern in the 

position of the analyst and the photomontage itself becomes a psychoanalytic 

intervention into the way the dreaming subject recognizes and imagines herself in the 
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world. Stern’s images do not simply represent the dream, but also interpret its meaning 

for the dreamer when turned back on her, and on a popular reading public, in the form 

of photomontage. Like Jung, Stern mines the analytic potential of the visual image, 

seizing on moments in which dreams express significant conflict. However, through 

aesthetic form, Stern refuses to reconcile figure and ground into the recursive, 

complementary fantasy of the integrated self, or of the coherent national subject. 
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Chapter 3. From Figure to Flesh:  
Psychosomatic Medicine and the Maternal Body 

 

During the 1940s and ‘50s, population flows to and within Argentina yielded 

social encounters demanding new ways of understanding cultural and sexual difference. 

Strong trade relations with Germany at the turn of the century had led Argentina to 

remain neutral during WWI and most of WWII, maintaining economic ties with both 

Britain and Germany.1 During WWII, thousands of Jewish refugees from Europe made a 

home in Argentina’s urban centers; in the wake of the war, President Juan Perón 

notoriously facilitated the covert relocation of former Nazi officials to rural enclaves in 

the interior of the country. But midcentury migration in Argentina was not exclusively 

tied to Europe. As Perón’s government financed new means of national transit and 

exalted criollo folklore traditions, mobility between Argentina’s rural interior and its 

capital became widely accessible.2 The rapid urbanization of Argentina’s indigenous 

population and a nationalistic fascination with indigenous culture collided with the 

early institutionalization and expansion of psychoanalysis in Buenos Aires. Sigmund 

                                                        

1 German immigration to Argentina began in the mid-nineteenth century and expanded with President 
Nicolás Avellaneda’s Immigration and Colonization Act of 1876. 
 
2 For more on the figure of the “criollo” in relation to ideas of Argentine masculinity, see Oscar Chamosa, 
“Criollo and Peronist: The Argentine Folklore Movement during the First Peronism, 1943–1955,” in The New 
Cultural History of Peronism: Power and Identity in Mid-Twentieth Century Argentina, edited by Matthew B. 
Karush and Oscar Chamosa (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 113-142 
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Freud’s deployment of modern anthropology to explain the instinctual compromises of 

civilization paved the way for Argentine psychoanalysts to use contemporary 

ethnographic findings to address increasingly overlapping concerns with migration, 

modernization, and sexuality.  

Marie Langer was one of Argentina’s many Germanic exiles, an Austrian 

psychoanalyst and former communist operative who had trained as a physician in the 

early 1930s and, in 1934, at the Vienna Psychoanalytic Institute.  After joining the 

International Brigades in Barcelona as a surgical anesthesiologist, the Nazi occupation of 

Austria made it impossible for Langer to return home to Vienna. She migrated first to 

Uruguay in 1938, where she spent several years working in domestic service before 

settling in Buenos Aires and beginning her career as a psychoanalyst. In Argentina, 

psychoanalytic institutions developed outside the medical establishment, partly because 

many early members of the Argentine Psychoanalytic Association (APA) were not 

authorized to practice medicine. Either their status as immigrants invalidated their 

foreign medical degrees (as was the case for Langer) or, as wives of the male founding 

members, they had personal access to psychoanalytic training without medical 

credentials. Arminda Aberastury and Elizabeth Goode, for example, were Argentine lay 

analysts in correspondence with and under analytic supervision by Melanie Klein.3 

                                                        

3 Though Aberastury was translating and publishing Klein’s work in Spanish as early as 1943, it was not until 
Perón was ousted in 1955 that Kleinian thought began to penetrate the formal circuits of intellectual 
production through the Argentine university system. Historian Mariano Plotkin notes the decline in elitism 
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Along with Aberastury’s husband, Enrique Pichon-Rivière, Belgian-born psychiatrist 

and co-founder of the APA, these women are often credited as Klein’s first emissaries to 

Argentina.  

Kleinian theory and technique were institutionally codified through 

transnational exchanges between APA analysts and members of the Kleinian group in 

London. During the early 1940s, Klein famously battled Anna Freud for institutional 

authority in England, contesting the heir apparent to Freud’s Anglophone legacy in the 

Controversial Discussions of 1942-1944.4 Under fraught institutional conditions in 

Britain, Argentina represented a valuable, perhaps tokenized, outpost for challenges to 

Freudian orthodoxy that found little traction on the continental stage. Throughout the 

1950s and ‘60s, Kleinian analysis progressively achieved clinical dominance in 

Argentina, where women without medical credentials were able to cultivate a sphere of 

                                                        

of the APA and its increased openness to society over the course of the 1950s. He argues, “child psychoanalysis 
was an important channel for the diffusion of psychoanalysis in the middle class. It was an area almost 
monopolized by women” (2001, 65). Argentina hosted visits from Hannah Segal (1954, 1958); Wilfred Bion 
(1968); Donald Meltzer (1965+); Herbert Rosenfeld, and Betty Joseph. Klein was reportedly scheduled to visit 
Buenos Aires in 1950, but canceled her journey on doctor’s orders. In her twin capacities as analyst and activist, 
Langer was also attracted to Klein’s status as an institutional outlaw.  
 
4 Langer notes one important consequence of the institutional ruptures between Melanie Klein and Anna 
Freud’s in the wake of the Controversial Discussions: “Melanie Klein was taboo” ([1981] 1989, 143). Klein’s 
followers were “a very marginalized group in the International Association” (144) and, for them, “the 
spreading and convincing of the truth of Kleinian theory was militancy” (117). Langer suggests that theoretical 
disagreements distracted the London Kleinians from participating in the contemporary political emergency 
of WWII, but gave them a revolutionary allure for Argentines in the psychoanalytic field. While 
psychoanalysis may have taken the place of militancy among the London Kleinians, it became an instrument 
of militant resistance to increasingly violent right-wing repression in Argentina. There, Kleinian 
psychoanalysis emerged as a privileged consciousness raising technique harnessed to transform the maternal 
body for the future of the body politic. 
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authority in the domain of child analysis. London Kleinians offered them training, 

encouragement, and a detailed clinical technique, modeling an alternative to Freud’s 

patriarchal line of intellectual inheritance and, eventually, a reciprocal mode of trans-

Atlantic affiliation.5  

Though Klein’s pioneering work in child analysis makes her an obvious 

reference point for work in that field, more surprising, perhaps, is Klein’s influence on 

local theories of psychosomatic medicine. Marie Langer was a leader in that field, 

popularizing a Kleinian approach to the maternal body that diagnosed literal 

manifestations of Oedipal object relations from infancy in female reproductive biology. 

Former International Psychoanalytic Association (IPA) president and Argentine 

psychoanalyst, Horacio Etchegoyen, notes, “the studies on psychosomatic medicine that 

are distinctive to the Argentine school…have always had Klein’s work as an 

unavoidable point of reference” (888). It is worth noting that the first decades of the 

IPA’s existence were riddled with defections by dissenting factions, several of which—

like Alfred Adler’s and Carl Jung’s—found hospitable ground in the United States. Of 

all available theoretical orientations, one wonders why Klein’s met with such success in 

Argentina and what makes her work “unavoidable” in identifying psychosomatic 

medicine as a distinctive feature of Argentine psychoanalysis.  

                                                        

5 Historian Alejandro Dagfal argues that Kleinian thought moved from London to Paris by way of Buenos 
Aires. He claims that the first generation of Argentine analysts discovered Klein’s work in English, translated 
it to Spanish, and later promoted it in Paris (2009, 179). 



 

132 

Klein’s theoretical centrality in this field is particularly curios considering Anglo-

American feminists’ explicit and compelling efforts to deemphasize the biological 

dimension of Klein’s work in recent decades, contesting her biologism to recuperate her 

theories of negativity (Rose), reparation (Sedgwick), melancholia (Butler), and semiotics 

(Kristeva).6 Jacqueline Rose presents Klein in opposition to Anna Freud on the question 

of biology, contrasting Freud’s insistence on the “death instinct” as “a pure point of 

biological origin” to Klein’s deployment of the body as a metaphor for psychic events 

(160). In Klein’s work, Rose insists, “the emphasis on negativity operates not as a 

primordial, biological pre-given from which an orderly sequence…can be derived, but 

as the subversion of sequence and biology alike” (169). Because “the subject first comes 

to experience itself negatively” as a hostile reaction to frustrating objects like the 

mother’s withholding breast during weaning, negativity “subverts” biology by breaking 

down the linear developmental sequence of drives (oral, anal, genital) into a perpetual 

oscillation between aggressive and reparative object relations—what Rose calls “a 

psychic activation of the fort-da game” (152).7 Referencing Kleinian analyst Susan Isaacs, 

Rose reframes the “bodily impulses and phantasies” operative in the mechanisms of 

denial and negation through the literary lens of metaphor: 

                                                        

6 See Jacqueline Rose, Why War? Psychoanalysis, Politics, and the Return to Melanie Klein (Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishers, 1993); Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2003); Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: 
Routledge, 1990); and Julia Kristeva, Melanie Klein (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001). 
7 See Freud, S.E. 18:12-17. 
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For if the body can become a mechanism of disavowal for language (‘it is all right 

if it comes out of my body as flatus or faeces, but it musn’t come out of my 

mouth as words’), then the body is already being inscribed in a linguistic 

process, is being called up as metaphor even as it is metaphor—the passage of 

bodily processes into language—that the subject resists. So the more Isaacs 

carries out her derivation of phantasy from impulse, the more the impulse 

becomes after the fact (‘successor’ we might say) the metaphoric correlate of the 

phantasy it supports. Thus the Kleinians flesh out the structure of negation. At 

one level it is without doubt a more literally—vulgarly—corporeal reading than 

that of Lacan; but no more than his can it guarantee the reality of the world 

which it constitutes but can equally efface. Orality appears here as the 

transcription or metaphor of itself. (158) 

The drives are transcribed on the body through language, even if they are sometimes 

activated in place of language. Reading Klein in the wake of Lacan’s linguistic turn, Rose 

highlights Klein’s “emphasis on phantasy” as an avowal of the primacy of language, 

thereby downplaying Klein’s emphasis on biological instincts.  

Likewise registering the body’s metaphorical function in Klein’s work, Judith 

Hughes claims that the mechanisms of introjection and projection elaborated by Klein 

“derived from bodily prototypes—and from [Karl] Abraham’s writing on oral 

incorporation and anal expulsion. Where [Sigmund] Freud believed mind functioned 
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like a machine, Klein saw it working like a digestive tract” (49-50). In other words, Klein 

is less concerned with the physiological processes of the digestive tract itself than with 

the metaphorical utility of digestion for modeling the psychic management of good and 

bad objects. Stated most bluntly, in Juliette Mitchell’s introduction to Klein’s selected 

works, she writes, “Klein is not interested in psychosomatic illness” (27). Instead, 

Mitchell suggests, Klein’s work finds “an important place for the effects (one of which is 

aggressiveness) of the death drive” in inhibitions to libido that do not conform to a 

Freudian temporality of the (psychosomatic) symptom: “Where in [Sigmund] Freud 

repression is a defence that creates a past and a symptom is a return of that past, Klein is 

appropriately more interested in the defences which have no such dimension of time 

past and with atemporal inhibitions of the ego, not with symptoms” (28). We shall see 

that the category of the symptom undergoes significant revision when Klein’s theory of 

the death drive is applied in the field of psychosomatic medicine in Argentina. 

In contrast to Anglo-American feminists’ insistence on Klein’s metaphorical 

deployment of the body, Marie Langer attributes her own defection from Sigmund 

Freud in favor of Melanie Klein to the specificity of female reproductive biology 

articulated by the latter. In Langer’s autobiography, she writes, 

Freud describes the female child as a castrated male child. But a castrated male 

child would not have the female child’s capacity for reproduction. Melanie Klein 

takes this innate capacity into account and examines the specifically feminine, in 
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other words, the fantasies and anxieties of the little girl pertaining to her still 

latent biological-reproductive capacity. ([1981] 1989, 145) 

Rather than regarding this “innate capacity” as raw matter immune to the social, Langer 

is interested in the ways in which unconscious fantasy (phantasy, for Klein’s British 

school) transforms biology over the course of the life cycle. For Langer, phantasies of 

feminine sexuality are, in part, shaped by culture, leading her to combine Klein’s violent 

account of the maternal body with Margaret Mead’s ethnographic research on 

“primitive” mothering in the Pacific Islands, introducing culture as a crucial third term 

mediating the mind-body relation.  

Langer’s bestselling Maternidad y sexo [Motherhood and Sexuality] (1951) argues 

that women’s bodily capacities—their “specifically feminine” power to gestate life—are 

enervated by cultures that devalue maternal labor, leading to frigidity, amenorrhea, and 

miscarriage. Langer asserts that psychoanalytic intervention can “cure” infertility by 

uncovering women’s unconscious defenses against motherhood. Her clinical objectives 

echo Melanie Klein’s pragmatic emphasis on psychoanalytic interpretation for 

immediate symptom relief. But by cultivating the patient’s maternal identification with 

the analyst, Langer’s clinical approach aims to feminize the body itself, promising her 

patients regular menstruation, pregnancy, even pain-free birth.8  

                                                        

8 Langer’s theoretical reliance on Mead continues a strong psychoanalytic tradition of anthropological citation: 
Freud relies on J. G. Frazer to posit incest as the fundamental prohibition of civilized culture in Totem and 
Taboo (1913) and Lacan relies on Claude Levi-Strauss to develop a structural theory of subject formation.  
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By combining Klein’s corporeal account of infant object relations with Margaret 

Mead’s anthropological analysis of female sexuality and mothering, Langer investigates 

the influence and limits of culture on the body’s diverse expressions of sexual difference. 

At the same time, she problematically contributes to the figure of the “rejecting mother” 

emerging (alongside modern birth control technologies) in post-WWII Western societies 

to pathologize non-reproductive femininity. Infertile, prone to miscarriage, and/or 

unable to produce sufficient breast milk to support her offspring, the rejecting mother 

fails to fulfill the natural biological functions of the female sex. Mead recognizes her own 

complicity in shaping the figure of the rejecting mother, acknowledging that 

anthropological research on mothering in native tribes, combined with psychoanalytic 

and medical discourses on psychosomatic illness, lent empirical credence to the idea that 

reproductive biology varied across cultures. This idea, Mead admits, was turned against 

women as fantasies of indigenous female fecundity—supported by modern science—

were leveled against Western women whose biological reproductive difficulties came to 

represent a corporeal expression of their psychic rejection of motherhood.  

In 1949, Mead responds to the “psychosomatic approach” embraced by the post-

war North American medical establishment with ambivalence. On the one hand, she 

commends modern medicine for taking psychic life seriously enough to acknowledge its 

effects on the body, a view permeating Western culture to such a degree that medical 

consensus had become popular common sense: 
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We have only too recently come to understand the intricate connections by which 

a broken heart becomes a blocked nerve-track or a hyper-extended artery, by 

which an unpaid grocery-bill becomes something that an X ray can reveal in the 

stomach, and a forgotten girlhood memory, a severe attack of dysmenorrhea. We 

know that when a little boy starts preferring to eat paper rather than food, it is 

not wise to wait until he has eaten all the theatre-tickets at Grandpa’s birthday-

party before taking him to consult a child specialist. (Mead 1949, 17) 

On the other hand, Mead notes a cultural shift in post-WWII Western societies that 

established the conditions of possibility for the idea of the rejecting mother to emerge: 

infant mortality had become a moral, rather than simply a practical, problem. Because 

infants could survive more readily with modern medical care, they were suddenly 

invested with more cultural value. As a result, Mead argues, reproductive disorders 

perceived as psychosomatic illness were culturally endowed with a moral burden that 

“organic” illness was not. Under these new cultural conditions, a woman who miscarries 

may have her femininity, and her legitimacy as a woman, called into question.  

For Mead, it is precisely because modern, Western mothers no longer permit 

their offspring to die that mother-child dependencies, yielding myriad anxieties and 

frustrations, emerge to complicate the psychic and corporeal experience of both mother 

and child. Mead claims that in societies that regard breast feeding as the mother’s 

individual responsibility, rather than the shared work of many women, the cultural 
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pressure to ensure the infant’s survival has severe psychosomatic consequences on the 

maternal body: 

Attempts to induce mothers to breast-feed, irrespective of early failure and of 

failure of the infant to thrive, have produced their own train of new anxieties in 

which the diminution of the mother’s milk, under conditions of anxiety induced 

by failure, is overlaid by the interpretation of this biologically adequate 

behavior—seen in terms of evolution and of the need for selective survival under 

primitive conditions—as a sign of inadequate mothering. (1957, 373) 

Mead understands these “inadequacies” as a sign of impossibly high cultural standards 

the maternal body is ill-equipped to sustain biologically. For her, bottle feeding is no 

more artificial than other practices developed within primitive societies to nourish 

infants, like collective breastfeeding. Mead thus denaturalizes the primitive maternal 

body—inaccurately romanticized as possessing an abundant supply of fertile ova and 

life-sustaining milk—to expose the “culturally patterned practices” that enable the infant 

to survive if, indeed, the infant is endowed with value. All women share the biological 

capacity to lactate, she insists, but the extent to which a given culture activates, supports, 

encourages, or forecloses that potential depends on what Mead describes elsewhere as 

its “character.” Biology does not determine culture, as evolutionary anthropologists 

before Mead had argued; on the contrary, culture determines the ways in which groups 
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make use of their bodies, thereby reproducing character traits and biological capacities 

within the cultural group or nation over time. 

Reflecting on the entanglement Klein, Langer, and Mead establish between 

psyche, soma, and culture, Part I of his chapter investigates how it is that psychosomatic 

phenomena, particularly as they occur in women, and particularly in relation to 

reproductive biology, acquire the moral burden Mead identifies in the rejecting 

mother—a burden Langer ostensibly sustains by pioneering a clinical field that 

attributes women’s reproductive dysfunction to neurotic illness. I argue that, despite its 

antifeminist framing, Langer’s theory of psychogenic infertility and miscarriage deploy 

Klein’s theory of the death drive to move away from a moral paradigm that would 

blame women for their reproductive inhibitions. In place of morality, I suggest, Langer 

posits a form of psychic agency in female sexuality rooted in somatic compliance. 

Part II takes a speculative historical approach to psychosomatic medicine in 

Argentina, examining the role of local migration and of confrontation with cultural 

difference in Langer’s tendency to map post-WWII fantasies of ethnic otherness onto the 

(non)reproductive female body. Combining Klein’s violent theory of the maternal body 

with Mead’s anthropological observations, Langer investigates the influence and limits 

of culture on the body’s sexual functions. The result is a theory of female sexuality 

informed by the migration of European exiles to Argentina and the rapid urbanization 

of Argentina’s indigenous population during the mid-twentieth century. Thematizing 
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pregnancy as the body’s violent penetration and occupation by another, Langer’s work 

highlights psychic conflicts linked to modern migration and introduces a framework 

within which women’s psychosomatic agency functions to resist foreign invasion. This 

analysis may help account for Argentina’s centrality in the development of 

psychosomatic medicine, as well as the extent to which psychoanalysis in Argentina is 

instrumentalized to fill discursive gaps surrounding regionally specific questions of 

migration and femininity.  

The Rejecting Mother, the Agential Body 

Though Langer’s literal understanding of Klein’s theory of the maternal body 

goes against the grain of recent Anglo-American feminist interpretations, it is worth 

considering moments in Klein’s work that do suggest the kind of biological grounding 

to which Langer responded enthusiastically. For Klein, the precocious onset of the 

Oedipal complex in infancy means that sexual difference occurs much earlier than in the 

Freudian model. In Sigmund Freud’s work, the sexed status of the pre-Oedipal child is a 

question; Klein’s commitment to anatomical determinacy is less equivocal: “In 

consequence of the structure of the female genitals, which marks their receptive 

function, the girl’s Oedipus trends are more largely dominated by her oral impulses, and 

the introjection of her super-ego is more extensive than in the boy” ([1932] 1975, 232-

233). Here, Klein draws a correspondence between genital passivity, orality, morality, 

and psychic introjection that is specific to femininity. However, Klein also posits the oral 



 

141 

drive as passive, an assumption at odds with her otherwise violent depictions of breast 

feeding as a scene of the infant’s earliest sadistic attacks on the mother’s body.  

For Klein, primitive object relations emerge through the infant’s imaginary 

process of splitting the mother’s body into part-objects: the breast that supplies 

nourishment is understood as a good part-object and the withholding or inadequately 

productive breast is understood as a persecutory, bad part-object. Anxiety regarding the 

persecutory bad breast triggers the infant’s entry into the paranoid-schizoid position, 

where sucking is far from passive, often accompanied by biting and tearing. Guilt 

resulting from these attacks and from a growing awareness that the good and bad breast 

belong to the same object—the mother on whom the infant depends for survival—lead 

the infant into the depressive position, in which he or she attempts to make reparation 

for the injuries perpetrated against the mother in reality and in phantasy. The infant thus 

internalizes, or introjects, its good and bad part-objects, installing a nascent superego 

that, for Klein, “dominates” the girl more efficiently than the boy by virtue of her 

anatomically “receptive” genitals.  

These internal objects are also projected onto the mother and father in an 

aggressive effort to externalize the guilt and anxiety activated by the superego. For 

Klein, libido or the self-preserving “life drive” only emerges as a retroactive 

counterpoint to the death drive, which projects persecutory anxiety outward. Esther 

Sánchez-Pardo discusses the inextricable link between Klein’s theory of projection and 
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her understanding of the death drive, first posited by Freud in Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle (1920). Sánchez-Pardo claims that Klein “followed Freud in conceiving of 

aggression as a turning outward of the immediately life threatening death drive and 

argued that the infant felt persecuted as a consequence of the internal threat, and then, 

in turn, was persecuted from outside, following the externalization of the death drive” 

(138-139). Later, Sánchez-Pardo remarks, “Deflection of the death drive, that is, its 

projection outward, marks the first movement of externalization effected by the ego, and 

as a consequence the death drive is attached to the first external object, the mother’s 

breast” (139). The imaginary field of the maternal body may be metaphorical, but the 

infant’s material dependence on it instigates and mediates (when introjected and/or 

projected) all subsequent object relations.  

The conversion of psychic events to somatic symptoms was an early subject of 

psychoanalytic scrutiny, formulated in Freud and Breuer’s foundational Studies on 

Hysteria (1895). There, Freud takes conversion symptoms as evidence of the hysterical 

body’s “somatic compliance” with psychic distress: pathological bodily events come to 

substitute for the inaccessible normative pleasures of heterosexual gratification. The 

psychosomatic symptom represents a compensatory erotic enjoyment often experienced 

as a punishment for unconscious desire. As a therapeutic enterprise, psychoanalysis is 

introduced as a practice of reading, and a technique of verbalizing, those somatic 
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utterances prohibited from speech. Talk therapy translates bodily “conversion 

symptoms” into the field of language.  

Klein’s account of “conversion hysteria” differs from Freud’s in her emphasis on 

knowledge. She proposes that women’s “greater susceptibility” to conversion hysteria is 

a consequence of their inability to access bodily knowledge due to the relative 

invisibility of their reproductive organs ([1928] 1987, 79). The girl’s “developmental 

handicap” is that, unlike the boy, she is unsure of her body’s reproductive capacities. 

Klein insists, 

It is not merely this uncertainty which disturbs her hope of future motherhood. It 

is weakened far more by anxiety and sense of guilt, and these may seriously and 

permanently damage the maternal capacity of a woman. Because of the 

destructive tendencies once directed by her against the mother’s body (or certain 

organs in it) and against the children in the womb, the girl anticipates retribution 

in the form of destruction of her own capacity of motherhood or of the organs 

connected with this function and of her own children. (79) 

It is not clear that Klein understands women’s “maternal capacity” in physiological 

terms here. Is it the girl’s “hope” of maternity or her biological reproductive organ 

function that is at risk? For Klein, the girl or woman interprets her own body as a reality 

test for that which remains invisible: her introjected objects experienced 
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phenomenologically as her internal organs.9 A real or imagined fetus constitutes an 

extension of the female body, bearing the burden of reflecting her self-image back at her. 

Thus Klein develops an epistemology of the visible body in which the woman’s own 

children—either real or imaginary, born or unborn—test her perception of her bodily 

interior. Klein describes the consequent horror of early menstruation in some girls: “in 

adding to their fear of having damaged or abnormal children, [menstruation] causes 

them, consciously or unconsciously, to reject pregnancy altogether” ([1932] 1975, 226). 

Again, it is unclear whether this “rejection” occurs exclusively on the level of desire, or 

whether the subject can somatize such a defense in the form of psychogenic infertility.  

Langer identifies a continuity between Sigmund Freud’s and Melanie Klein’s 

theories of instinct as favorable evidence of psychoanalysis’s scientific foundation in 

biology:  

[Freud’s] biological orientation expresses itself in his concept of bisexuality and 

in the psychic structure he attributes to each sex. That is, …in what we must 

recognize as biolgocially masculine and feminine. That Freud was able to unite 

the psychological with the somatic and see the human being as a unity is one of 

                                                        

9 This invisibility is particularly true before the advent of modern medical imaging technology, but it is unclear 
whether these technologies fundamentally appeases women’s anxiety about their bodily interior. For Klein, 
women’s ignorance and paranoia regarding their insides leads to a compulsive aesthetic attention to their 
bodily exterior. Thus she explains the feminine cult of beauty: women “dread that [their beauty] too will be 
destroyed by the mother” and wish to restore themselves cosmetically by “decking themselves out” ([1928] 
1987, 79). 
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the most decisive merits of psychoanalysis and, at the same time, its foundation. 

(1951, 30) 

Klein agrees with Karen Horney that the girl represses early vaginal sensitivity; this 

repression of specifically feminine sensation leads to the girl’s unawareness of her 

body’s capacity for genital pleasure and for sexual reproduction. The girl’s deficiency in 

bodily self-perception makes penis envy a secondary formation and explains women’s 

“greater susceptibility…to conversion hysteria” ([1928] 1987, 79). That is, by virtue of 

their invisible genitals and the gendered envy it conditions, girls are inherently prone to 

a more bodily experience of psychic illness than boys.  

Langer applauds Klein’s generation of female psychoanalysts10 for reformulating 

Freud’s notion of penis envy to offer a corporeal account of sexual difference from the 

girl’s perspective: “Melanie Klein and her school, upon studying the psychological 

experiences of the first year of life, and basing itself on the concept of unconscious 

phantasy, was able to demonstrate how, the girl as much as the boy, reacted practically 

from the beginning of life, in accordance with her sex and her biology” (1951, 32). 

Langer also follows Klein in linking the infant’s developmental phases to discrete bodily 

                                                        

10 Langer is likely referring to those female psychoanalysts who supported Klein in the Controversial 
Discussions—Susan Isaacs, Paula Heimann, and Joan Riviere—as well as Karen Horney and Jeanne Lampl-
de Groot (one of Langer’s instructors at the Vienna Psychoanalytic Institute). Contrary to recent 
interpretations of Riviere’s essay, “Womanliness as a Masquerade” (1929), that posit her early contribution to 
feminist theories of the social construction of gender, Langer is interested in these analysts’ perspectival shift 
in emphasis from the psychic development of the boy to that of the girl.  
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zones—the oral, the anal, and the genital. These zones become sites of frustrated 

enjoyment and weapons of aggression in the infant’s sadistic attacks against its mother, 

but they are not resolved as the infant progresses toward later phases of development. 

Rather, anxieties associated with all phases are reactivated over the course of the 

subject’s lifetime. 

Langer attests to the tremendous influence of these bodily phases on psychic 

development, but emphasizes their residual physiological effects on the female body. 

While, for Klein, the maternal body is always figured from the perspective of the infant 

and is thus imaginary, for Langer, reproductive female biology is shaped retroactively 

by women’s infantile phantasies of the mother’s body. Thus Motherhood and Sexuality is 

replete with case studies in which, for example, the enjoyment and aggression of infant 

defecation is reenacted in the body’s reproductive, rather than digestive, tract:  

In spontaneous miscarriage, the woman relieves her hostile tendencies of 

expulsion toward the child, which has the unconscious meaning of despised 

excrement, while in some types of birthing difficulties the child is treated 

unconsciously as valued intestinal content, from which the woman does not 

want to separate. (1951, 34) 

Libidinal energy and maternal antagonisms from infancy are reorganized across bodily 

systems as pregnancy reactivates foundational object relations.   



 

147 

Langer dramatically broadens the category of psychosomatic symptoms to 

include all bodily obstacles to reproduction as well as any discomforts that accompany 

women’s reproductive functions. These discomforts may be as minor and statistically 

common as menstrual cramps during puberty or food cravings and morning sickness 

during pregnancy. Remarkably, Langer claims, 

in analysis—or even short-term, well-carried-out psychotherapy—psychogenic 

sterilities, habitual miscarriages and other dysfunctions of this nature were 

resolved[…]. When the sterile or infertile woman is able to identify with her 

mother—and here we have come into contact with another very important 

concept of Melanie Klein’s, reparation, when she can ‘repair’ her and internally 

reconcile herself with her—she will be able to overcome her disorder and have a 

child. ([1981] 1989, 146-147) 

Langer’s investment in maternity as a form of reparation directed toward the imaginary 

mother constructed in infancy is always linked to Klein’s theory of the death drive, 

always part of a cyclical, depressive compensation for aggression, linking reproduction 

inextricably to violence and guilt. When the death drive is turned inward, troubling 

introjected object relations can manifest in reproductive organs themselves. Failed 

identifications with a persecutory, bad mother induce somatic conditions that inhibit 

women’s “feminine functions” at widely diverse points along the path to reproduction: 

vaginismus, frigidity, ectopic pregnancy, miscarriage, and post-partum depression, to 
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name only a few. Implicitly contesting Freud’s claim that psychoanalysis cannot have a 

determinate goal, Langer regards psychoanalysis as a means of discursively aligning the 

body with high standards for sexual function. In other words, psychoanalysis becomes a 

means of protecting reproductive sexual function against the repressed, inhibited subject 

of the death drive by transforming inner object relations.  

For midcentury lay analysts in Argentina, psychosomatic medicine offered a 

clinical technique for discursive management of the body without traditional medical 

intervention. But Langer’s investment in her patients’ reproductive capacity did not only 

represent an investment in the affirmation of life. Her reliance on Klein’s theory of the 

death drive, I suggest, also provides a means of coping with the subject’s powerlessness 

in the face of reproductive phenomena without visible organic cause. Because the infant 

girl develops an epistemology of the visible body crippled by her “invisible” genitals, 

reproductive frustration that cannot be accounted for medically further reduces the 

possibility of an agential relationship to the body. Veiled as mysterious bodily 

phenomena outside the realm of visibility, the loss of miscarriage and the frustration of 

infertility register as failures that cannot be recognized or mourned because the subject 

cannot establish a position from which to perceive her own body. The unconscious force 

of the death drive holds full sway.  

In Sánchez-Pardo’s reading of Klein, the death drive, when not turned outward 

as aggression, can lead to melancholia—a “retreat into interiority,” an affective and 
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cognitive state of “radical impotence” (194) in response to object loss, or the “phantasy 

of dispossession of both a social and a psychic space” (195). Sánchez-Pardo emphasizes 

the forces of twentieth century modernization in generating what she calls “cultures of 

the death drive:” 

a variety of forces that produce melancholia, a malaise affecting the ‘privileged’ 

victims of a new urban, industrialized, and capitalist world order: women, 

lesbians, gay men, blacks, Jews, ethnic minorities, and in general those who 

suffered the consequences of deterritorialization and diaspora after the wars. 

Subsequent losses, as Klein observes, reactivate the primitive paranoid-schizoid 

position. They are negotiated mimetically, and it is difficult to break the circle of 

aggression, fear of retaliation and defense that originates at this point. (194) 

For Sánchez-Pardo, Klein’s view of melancholia is a significant departure from Freud’s 

in that it is no longer a narcissistic response to loss, but a consequence of object relations 

developing in tandem with modernity’s social and political transformations.  

Sánchez-Pardo’s melancholic figure closely mirrors the figure of the rejecting 

mother Mead elaborates in the post-war era. In “Changing Patterns of Parent-Child 

Relations in an Urban Culture” (1957) Mead argues that contemporary psychoanalytic, 

medical, and anthropological literature had inadvertently conspired to produce the 

“rejecting mother” as a modern pariah. Mead confesses,  
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Anthropologists supplied the information that every primitive woman somehow 

produced some milk to feed her child, that women who had been so ill with 

fever that they lost their milk for weeks regained it, and that women who had 

not had children could, by adopting a vigorously sucking baby, produce milk. 

(372)  

But among animal species like reindeer, sheep, and goats, Mead observes, dysfunctional 

mother-infant pairings in which the infant is unable to suckle, or the mother must 

abandon her calf to keep up with the herd, result in the infant’s death. This is the image 

of “natural selection” Mead contrasts to the diverse “culturally patterned practices” 

anthropologists have discovered that enable the maternal body to support its offspring.  

Mead regrets that anthropological data was misinterpreted as evidence that the 

primitive maternal body is naturally abundant in contrast to the “civilized” mother, who 

is physiologically crippled by “her own conflicts and anxieties, her rejection of the 

feminine role or of the sex of her child, etc.” (372). Such a fundamental 

misunderstanding of ethnographic data “appeared to reinforce the verdict that the 

sources of failure in breast-feeding [among Western women] were located in the mother, 

in defects of psychic functioning, psychosomatic but not somatic in character,” thereby 

contributing to the stigmatized figure of the rejecting mother (327). Instead, Mead uses 

the same data to argue that even the least scientifically understood reproductive 

phenomena, like the adoptive mother’s ability to produce breast milk without having 
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experienced pregnancy, demonstrates the extent to which cultures create artificial means 

of supporting the infant who, under “natural” circumstances would surely die. Breast 

milk becomes a biological product of a culture that values infant life above most else, not 

of the individual psyche alone, and certainly not of women’s biological “nature.” 

Langer disrupts this notion of psychosomatic illness by suggesting that virtually 

all reproductive phenomena are informed by psychic mechanisms. In her work, to 

understand miscarriage, infertility, or lactation difficulties as “rejections of the child” is 

not to blame the woman for her unconscious ambivalence toward motherhood, but to 

position her as a “psychosomatic unity” in which experiences of inhabiting and 

interpreting the body are inextricable.11 In “Ideology and Idealization” (1959), Langer 

notes that just because an analyst may diagnose or interpret a symptom does not mean 

the patient or the analyst can control it, or that the patient is morally responsible for the 

effects of the symptom by virtue of recognizing it (421). She argues that the idealization 

of the role of psychoanalyst made clinicians afraid to show any weakness, a dilemma 

which had become “global” with the success of psychoanalytic theory:  

                                                        

11 Langer sets the bar exceedingly low regarding the psychogenic mechanisms necessary for miscarriage to 
take place: unconscious ambivalence regarding motherhood is sometimes enough. If one accepts 
psychoanalytic principles enough to presume that most people experience some unconscious ambivalence 
regarding any significant life change, Langer may be correct that all women who miscarry are ambivalent 
without establishing a causal link. The same may be true for labor pains, which Langer classifies as 
psychosomatic: if labor pains are experienced by virtually all women, and virtually all women are ambivalent 
about motherhood, Langer may be identifying a correlation without apparent causation. In other words, her 
assessment may be true without adding much to the psychoanalytic account of women’s suffering. 
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Everything became interpretable and thus intrinsically controllable. For example, 

in our field they seriously debate whether the person who suffers an aviation 

accident is responsible for her own death because, unconsciously, she must have 

seen it coming. [They debate whether] suffering an accident in which one does 

not participate or have direct responsibility is an expression of one’s tendencies. 

As a result, any minor misfortune signifies failure and guilt. The complaint exists 

[among analysts] that one no longer has the right to fall ill and some, still in 

training analysis, in desperation, told me…that neither suicide nor accident was 

permitted to them to escape their conflicts. (421) 

Langer suggests that the obsessive desire to control one’s fortune, or the narcissistic 

feeling of guilt for having caused one’s own ill health, are the result of an ideology in 

which physical strength and good fortune are endowed with moral value. Though they 

may or may not be connected to psychosomatic mechanisms, the body’s frailty, 

vulnerability, and reproductive dysfunction should convey no more shame than death 

by aviation accident.  

For Langer, to assume the maternal role is always to negotiate with loss. Even in 

the case of a “healthy” pregnancy and birth, the mother experiences the psychic loss of 

an internal object, a loss Langer associates with the development of post-partum 

symptoms. A generous reading of her oeuvre would suggest that Langer’s school of 

psychosomatic medicine aims to make the victim of loss a subject in and of it—to help 
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her take up a place from which to mourn as a subject in relation to loss. Invoking 

Kleinian theory, Langer’s discourse on the body is shaped by a very early, phantasmatic 

relationship to sexual difference, and her view of female reproduction is always 

articulated through a theory of the death drive—an aggressive instinct reactivated and 

turned inward with pregnancy. Langer does not depathologize psychosomatic illness, 

but she destigmatizes it by making its manifestations so ordinary and widespread (like 

menstrual cramps and labor pains) that the symptomatic subject is always only a 

variation on the psychosomatic condition of femininity.   

At the same time, Langer’s case histories present marginal, dispossessed women 

for whom Kleinian clinical techniques are employed with the aim of physical 

feminization. In these cases, intercourse, pregnancy and infertility all “reactivate the 

primitive paranoid-schizoid position” toward the first love object, the mother, who must 

be reborn in a new image—the image of the analyst—for reproductive function to 

obtain. In the case of Gabriela, the loss that must be mourned is not a miscarriage or a 

birth, but a cruel maternal object. Gabriela is one of many female patients Langer 

diagnoses as viril [masculine, manly]. She is native to a small, central Brazilian town 

where her large family was “primitive and full of prejudices and superstitions,” 

including a powerful moral prohibition against sex. Langer adds to this primitivist 

account an ethno-racialized description of Gabriela’s physique: “She was tall, bony, thin, 

with very pronounced features and a lot of body hair” (1951, 109). Gabriela reports 
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having had an “innocent flirtation” with a boy at age 12 while at a strict Catholic 

boarding school. Her severe mother “violently criticized” this romantic encounter. 

Langer speculates that Gabriela’s confrontation with her mother at that point marked 

the beginning of the girl’s “physical masculinization:” “Because sexuality was so 

prohibited for the girl and because her mother was so enraged that she was becoming a 

woman, [Gabriela] had to masculinize herself in order not to lose her mother’s love” 

(109). Consequently, Gabriela developed a pathological fear of losing her virginity, 

which Langer diagnosed as a “phobia” only once Gabriela had married and, the moral 

prohibition against sex lifted, still rejected intercourse with her husband for two years.  

For Langer, Gabriela’s malady is not her failure to assume the passive role in 

sexual relations, nor is her “masculinity” expressed as a refusal to perform the feminine 

role in society—in fact, Gabriela had a traditional, Catholic family role and Langer 

regularly encouraged female patients to pursue professional occupations that were still 

controversial in midcentury Argentina. Rather, Gabriela’s pathology rest in the fact that 

her phobic response to intercourse foreclosed her biological maternal capacities. 

According to Langer, Gabriela’s fear of defloration was rooted in a fear of “competing” 

with her own, introjected mother. Her compromise was an unconsummated marriage to 

a timid, impotent husband. Langer concludes, “I obtained good therapeutic results in 

this case because I could convince my patient’s husband to undergo simultaneous 

analysis with another analyst. In this way, while my patient became more feminine 
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through the treatment, her husband became more masculine [viril]. Thus they were able 

to achieve a happy resolution” (108-109). That is, Gabriela became pregnant and bore a 

child.  

Gabriela’s case illustrates Langer’s insistence on the material utility of 

psychoanalysis in actively feminizing the body—a normalizing procedure that fails to 

recognize a diverse range of physical expressions as properly feminine. But Langer’s 

analysis suggests that psychosomatic phenomena should be interpreted as the product of 

guilt, not the moral cause. The fact that Gabriela’s reproductive function is inhibited by 

object relations is not her moral failure—Gabriela faithfully fulfilled all conservative 

social expectations by delaying sex until marriage. It is, in Gabriela’s unconscious 

phantasy, the failure of a mother who instilled Gabriela’s fear of sex and then demanded 

she offer her a child. Gabriela’s resistance to sex and, by extension, pregnancy, is a 

logical response to her mother’s invasive role in her erotic life. In Gabriela’s case and in a 

subsequent case of “Gestalt pregnancy,” I will argue, Langer implicitly thematizes 

pregnancy as the body’s violent penetration and occupation by another, figuring psychic 

conflicts implicitly linked to the cultural disorientation of rapid urbanization and 

transnational migration.  

Reproduction and Occupation 

Langer accounts for Gabriela’s successful pregnancy in terms of the transference 

relationship she cultivated in the clinic; by installing Langer’s own “image” as a warm, 
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encouraging substitute for Gabriela’s internalized, bad mother, psychoanalysis becomes 

an instrument of Gabriela’s physical feminization. But once she overcomes her fear of 

defloration, Gabriela develops new defenses against “the dangers of sexual life,” this 

time manifesting as agoraphobia ([1951] 1992, 112). Langer interprets Gabriela’s new 

symptom as a defense against the transference accomplished through the analysis 

“because to unconsciously make me a maternal substitute would mean to 

simultaneously lose her real mother. However, at this point, she actually feared her 

mother much less. Because of that, she soon became pregnant” ([1951] 1992, 112). Langer 

actively assumes the maternal role in Gabriela’s unconscious phantasy and offers her 

consulting room as a stage for acting out, and thereby repairing, conflicts with her 

mother. But Langer also positions herself as an emissary of modern rationality to rescue 

Gabriela from her primitive phobias, to soften her body’s masculine edges, and to 

impregnate a new generation of mestizo urban-dwellers who would not suffer the 

superstitious phobias that, in Gabriela’s case, inhibited reproductive functioning.  

Adaptation to the metropole requires the psychic installation of a new, more 

permissive mother to facilitate pregnancy. By Langer’s account, feminization of the 

female and masculinization of the male body are both necessary for reproductive 

function to obtain. But in the case of Gabriela, the reproductive body is both naturalized 

through the figure of the primitive and linked to the political stakes of urban 

assimilation. “Superstition”—whether Catholic or native to Gabriela’s rural Brazilian 
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village—is incommensurable with reproduction in the modernizing capital, where 

women and men must find new mothers and fathers in their psychoanalysts.  

Though Langer rarely remarks on her own national identity (Austrian) or her 

European homeland in clinical texts, cultural difference often comes to inform her 

patients’ phantasies, described in her case histories. In a group analysis presented in 

1957, German-ness, and a specific fantasy of German femininity as an instrument for 

reproducing racial whiteness, yields an interpretive knot in Langer’s treatment of 

psychogenic infertility. Like many analysts in Argentina, Langer had been 

experimenting with group analysis since the 1940s. In “Fantasy and Reality in the 

Psychoanalytic ‘Gestalt,’” she published her experience with a “sterile group” of women 

that met in a room adjacent to a gynecological clinic where resident obstetrician, Dr. 

Bleger, had already informed each patient that she had no physiological impediments to 

pregnancy. The friendly, compassionate Dr. Bleger was beginning her own 

psychoanalytic training and encouraged the women to join Langer’s group analysis, 

promising to attend every session herself.  

Rather than assigning pseudonyms to each of the group’s primary participants in 

the form of proper names, Langer labels them according to the trait that determined 

their role in the group. Alongside “la Violenta” (The Violent One) and “la Resentita” 

(The Bitter One), Langer introduces “la Juiciosa” (The Sensible One), who “successfully 

repressed her pain, hate, and aggression” after having been rejected by her German in-
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laws “for racial prejudices” (1957, 114). “La Señalada” (The Marked One) had also 

married into a family of German emigres. She was a former actress and prostitute who 

had aborted twelve previous pregnancies and, shortly after marrying her husband, 

suffered an ectopic pregnancy. “Immature,” “aggressive,” and “defensive,” la Señalada 

used makeup to cover her vitiligo, a skin depigmentation which “stained” much of her 

body, visibly marking, in her imagination, the shame of her illicit past.12 

Langer claims that la Señalada was “predestined for sterility” because, when she 

was a child, her mother had died as a result of a miscarriage [aborto].13 La Juiciosa shared 

the same “destiny” because her twin brother had died when he was one year old, which 

led to the surviving twin’s guilt and abuse: “In her family they often used to say, when 

she was young and ‘bad,’ that it was a shame the blonde little angel had died, and that 

they were left with this ugly little black girl” (115). Thus Langer assumes that the 

shadow of reproductive risk is shared not only by mother and child, but that it also 

extends to the other children in the nuclear family, like la Señalada and la Juiciosa, 

whose reproductive capacity is still inhibited by traumatic object relations with their 

mothers. Langer also posits an inevitable shame regarding reproductive loss, whether 

                                                        

12 The term manchado signifies both “spotted” and “stained.” Langer’s analysis evokes both of these meanings, 
likening la Señalada to a “leopard woman” while suggesting that the patient experiences her depigmentation 
as the moral stain of her prostitution and consequent abortions. 
 
13 Langer uses the term aborto to name both voluntary abortions and miscarriages. In some cases, she 
qualifies the term to indicate a “spontaneous miscarriage” (aborto espontaneo). However, as in the case of la 
Señalada’s mother, the agential distinction between these losses is often unclear.   
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intentional or accidental, which extends beyond the mother to those who depend on her. 

But in ascribing a degree of fatalism to the imaginary investments made in the child as 

either the “little blonde angel” or the “ugly little black girl,” Langer signals the extent to 

which nation and race haunt the capacities and inhibitions of the maternal body.  

Langer perceives the group’s early sessions, under Dr. Bleger’s observation, as a 

reflection of the patients’ psychic and corporeal inhibitions. She claims that the patients 

were afraid to expose themselves to the threat of “madness” and argues that she had 

come to embody the threat of madness as the group’s “pursuer,” inspiring a “paranoid 

fear of what I—representative of the doctors—could do to their insides if they allowed 

me to penetrate them” (116). In other words, among the women in the group, madness is 

understood as an inherent risk of opening oneself to the other, a fear manifesting outside 

the analysis in somatic symptoms like frigidity and vaginismus, defenses against 

penetration and pregnancy. Within the analysis, the patients fear that by penetrating 

their unconscious mind Langer would “obligate them to have a child” (117). Langer 

argues that Dr. Bleger’s presence had enabled a splitting mechanism to take place: 

Bleger became the good mother and Langer, the bad. It was not until Bleger was unable 

to attend a session that the patients’ fear of penetration began to pool around the 

question of race and national identity. Bleger’s absence, according to Langer, “unleashed 

madness” within the group. 
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La Resentida (The Bitter One) remarked that some women cannot bear children 

while others “have them and throw them away” (118), an observation Langer 

interpreted immediately as a feeling of “injustice” congruent with La Resentida’s 

resentful attitude toward her own infertility. Witnessing this exchange between Langer 

and la Resentida, la Señalada grew increasingly agitated and dramatically confessed to 

having aborted pregnancies before marrying her husband.14 She then began removing 

her clothing to expose the mottled discolorations that covered her body. Langer 

underscores and contributes to the theatricality of the scene, recalling, “beneath her doll-

like appearance of a pretty girl, we saw something monstrous emerge: large, irregular 

spots that made her look like…the leopard woman” exhibited at a “freak show” (119). 

La Señalada “shout[ed] about her suffering, her shame, and the injustice of such a 

curse,” declaring, “up to my cervix I am stained!” (118-119). The Spanish term for cervix 

is cuello de la matriz, literally the neck of the womb. This association between the throat—

the source of speech—and the womb is very satisfying for Langer, confirming her 

patients’ early anxiety about a perceived correspondence between talk therapy and 

fertility—the fear that Langer would “obligate them to have a child.”  

                                                        

14 In fact, at this point, La Señalada admitted to only eight abortions. It is unclear how Langer acquired 
information about the other four abortions she attributes to La Señalada, or whether they ever took place at 
all. Langer does not discuss the significance of either number, nor does she acknowledge the change in her 
own reporting of the case. 
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Langer uses Klein’s language of “projective identification” to describe how the 

other women both identified with la Señalada’s feeling of culpability and rejected her 

from the group to disavow the shame of their own infertility. Langer describes a shared 

phantasy that resulted from la Señalada’s outburst: the other women unconsciously 

believed that God had punished la Señalada for her abortions, and that their association 

with her had resulted in sterility for the whole group (120). To avoid taking 

responsibility for their own infertility, and to incorporate la Señalada back into the 

group, the women transferred blame to la Señalada’s German mother-in-law who 

demanded a grandson to perpetuate her German surname. Langer claims that in the 

context of the group analysis, the mother-in-law “represents evil, the internal image of a 

bad mother, whose double outside the group is the mother-in-law and within it is 

myself” (120). Langer’s Austrian name, blonde hair, and German accented Spanish, in 

addition to her position of authority, make her a ready substitute.  

During the next session, Langer reports that la Señalada refused to hear her 

interpretations, repeatedly cutting her off. Langer again explains la Señalada’s resistance 

as a resistance to being fertilized by the doctor-analyst: “As I represented the mother-in-

law who demanded reparation through the son, to allow me to enter in the group meant 

accepting fertilization” (121). Finally, Langer writes, “I decided to impose myself. I 

energetically interrupted, forcing the others to listen to me. I interpreted that I was the 

bad woman, the German mother-in-law, the one who demanded a son and wants him 
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all for herself” (122). La Señalada shouted and gesticulated to distract herself and the 

group from Langer, but the rest of the women “formed a united front with me, against 

her,” eliciting a new confession from la Señalada, this time that she had been unfaithful 

to her husband. Her admission further encouraged the other women to side with the 

mother-in-law, and thus with Langer (122-3). Langer reports, “Countertransferentially, I 

had after that session the feeling of having won a battle and having entered the group” 

(123). La Señalada missed her next period and, according to Langer’s calculations, “the 

fertilization must have occurred just after the last session and in the days of the next 

session” (123). As this was the Christmas season, la Señalada noted that her mother-in-

law had given her a gift and that she had likewise treated her kindly, “making her a 

lovely gift” in return (123). Langer interprets la Señalada’s newly fertilized ovum as a 

gift for her German mother-in-law (Langer) and the pregnancy as a form of reparation: 

“La Señalada, upon giving a child to me, to her mother-in-law, to the group, dramatizes 

and acts out the reparation of the hurt caused by her and the others” (124). Langer 

suggests that, in order for la Señalada to accept her husband’s sperm, she must develop 

a new maternal identification with the abjected mother-in-law, represented by Langer in 

the analysis.  

Though la Señalada was the only patient to carry a baby to term over the course 

of the group analysis, Langer argues that hers was “the group’s pregnancy” (124), a 

“gestalt pregnancy” that temporarily mitigated antagonisms within the group. Once 
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Langer had forcibly “penetrated” la Señalada’s psychic defenses by delivering uninvited 

interpretations, her intervention provoked la Señalada’s immediate fertilization, a form 

of same-sex reproduction symbolized through the exchange of gifts between women 

and nurtured by a group of women operating metaphorically as a collective body—a 

Gestalt. In fact, Langer describes the group itself as a placenta, feeding and protecting 

the fragile fetus: the women in the group “protected this pregnancy which was also 

theirs, …from their own hostility, distancing it. But they simultaneously controlled how 

la Señalada managed the pregnancy that they had entrusted to her. […] Ultimately, the 

group was not only the sum of four sterile women, but it acquired its own ‘Gestalt,’” 

that is, it acquired its own bodily form that survived the duration of the pregnancy and 

dissolved quickly afterward (126).  

The eclecticism of Langer’s interpretive frame is remarkable. Not only is she 

combining Klein’s theory of splitting with a version of German Gestalt theory, but she is 

applying this amalgamation to a group of individuals brought together by a shared 

symptom that can only be perceived as a symptom if pregnancy—a condition fraught 

with tremendous medical risk—is presumed to be the normative standard of health. 

Langer’s analysis is also situated within the institutional parameters of a medical 

hospital, designed with the explicit and specific therapeutic goal of restoring fertility.15 

                                                        

15 Contemporary psychoanalytic treatment of infertility is no longer aimed at restoring fertility. Rather, its 
goal is generally to help the analysand endure the anxiety-producing, physically invasive, and financially 
burdensome experience of utilizing assisted reproductive technologies. For a critique of midcentury 
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While Langer reads the Gestalt pregnancy as a victory of psychoanalytic therapy and of 

the solidarity between women over la Señalada’s sterile fate, the case emphasizes the 

morbid risk ensconced in the maternal body and the skin’s capacity to “signal” guilt, 

punishment, and loss. Langer’s logic suggests that it is only through the collective 

nurturing of the group, bound up with its mutual antagonisms and ambivalent 

oscillations between identification and disavowal, that an infant can be brought to term. 

Though Langer later develops an interest in collective child rearing, this early case 

demands an equally pragmatic commitment to the collective production of life as a 

perpetual engagement with the proximity of death. Despite Langer’s insistence on 

reproduction as a libidinal force of feminine creative energy—a capacity that must be 

nurtured collectively and culturally—her Kleinian approach to the Gestalt case exposes 

maternity as a function of the death drive—a repetitive effort to repair object relations to 

the perennial lost object, the mother.   

The case also suggests thematic ties between German femininity, reproduction, 

and the threat of bodily invasion. That is, phantasies of cultural difference intersect with 

phantasies of sexual difference in the shadow of WWII, a period in which large waves of 

Germanic peoples, both refugees and war criminals, emigrated to Argentina. Langer 

fails to note, or assumes the reader’s knowledge of, her own national and racial identity, 

                                                        

Anglophone literature on psychogenic infertility and alternative psychoanalytic therapies, see 
“Psychoanalysis and Infertility: Myths and Reality” (1997), authored by a group of clinicians at the Boston 
Psychoanalytic Society and Institute (BPSI). 
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visibly marked, despite her Jewishness and her wartime efforts as a Communist 

operative, by the German language and Aryan features.16 Langer attributes her 

association with the mother-in-law—the bad mother—to her perceived role as the 

invasive doctor working to penetrate her patients. In contrast to Dr. Bleger, who 

terminates medical treatment for her patients once their infertility is deemed 

psychogenic, Langer is identified with the mother-in-law whose demand for 

reproduction, racial purity, and the perpetuation of the patronym is unrelenting. Langer 

does not explain how the specificity of her racial and national background might 

contribute to or be at stake in that identification.  

In Gabriela’s case and in the case of the Gestalt pregnancy, Langer theorizes the 

maternal body in its compliance with psychic mechanisms. Psychoanalysis feminizes the 

body by eliminating its resistances to the inevitable vulnerabilities of penetration and, in 

pregnancy, occupation by another. By metaphorical association, phantasies of colonial 

occupation are literalized in the materiality of the body through a psychoanalytic 

procedure to which the female body seems always to submit. Though Langer frames la 

Señalada’s resistance to the analyst’s penetration as an impediment to her ultimate 

                                                        

16 Blonde and blue-eyed, Langer’s autobiography addresses the social advantages she enjoyed as a Jewish girl 
who could “pass” as Catholic prior to the German occupation of Austria. After Langer’s death of lung cancer 
in 1987, many tributes to her work inscribed Langer’s German accent into recollected encounters with her 
throughout Latin America and Spain. For example, in “Vida y leyenda de Marie Langer,” María Moreno 
reports that the Argentine Anticommunist Alliance (AAA) pursued Langer despite her age and accent: they 
“were not fooled by this grandmother with an innocent smile and Viennese ‘erre’ which sounded like ‘ge’” 
(1996, 45). 
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objective—pregnancy—those resistances activate the transference relationship necessary 

for fertilization/occupation to occur.  

Langer’s version of somatic compliance presumes maternity as a healthy, 

normative condition of femininity, though not an entirely natural one; it becomes 

increasingly clear in Langer’s account that maternity relies on a complex set of cultural 

and ideological conditions that can be manufactured in the analysis. In other words, 

though the subject’s cultural background may challenge her reproductive capacity, an 

alternative milieu can be established in the consulting room with dramatic physiological 

effects. Langer grounds these theoretical assumptions in case studies like Gabriela’s and 

la Señalada’s, but also in empirical research by Margaret Mead. It is through Mead’s 

comparative study of distinct tribes in the Pacific Islands that Langer adopts the notion 

that the maternal body must be disciplined to nurture life. Psychoanalysis, by this 

account, can be understood as a modern, urban ritual of corporeal training. 

Mead studied anthropology under the supervision of Frantz Boas, known for 

developing and popularizing a formal theory of cultural relativism. However, Louise 

Newman usefully distinguishes between the presumed moral neutrality of “cultural 

relativism” and what she calls Mead’s “cultural comparativism.” The latter term 

conveys “the idea that for Mead the point of studying other cultures was not to accept 

all social arrangements as equally valid, but to determine which arrangements 

represented better ways of living” (237-238). Nowhere is this more evident than in 
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Mead’s analysis of the Mundugumor of New Guinea, which first appeared in Sex and 

Temperament (1935), but would resurface throughout her work as a warning against the 

pathological “rejection of the child.” Mead’s encounter with the Mundugumor, and 

Langer’s deployment of Mead’s analysis, introduce “culture” as a crucial third term 

mediating the mind-body relation.  

Mead’s vivid descriptions of the Mundugumor present a hostile tribe of 

headhunters and cannibals living along the Sepik River in New Guinea. More 

accurately, headhunting and cannibalism had defined Mundugumor cultural identity 

until warring was outlawed by the Australian colonial administration three years prior 

to Mead’s arrival in the region, at which point, she claims, “Mundugumor life stopped 

dead” ([1935] 2001, 157n).17 Mead argues that colonial prohibitions like these rescue 

peaceful groups like the neighboring Tchambuli from annihilation by warring tribes; 

they also save warring tribes like the Mundugumor from their own self-annihilation.18 

She refers in passing to the fact that she was only able to make ethnographic contact 

with groups that were “under control” of colonial authorities. At the same time, she 

laments that she arrived in New Guinea only after the Australian government forbade 

cultural practices like headhunting that she would have liked to capture for the 

                                                        

17 The Sepik region was first colonized by Germans in the late 19th century. After WWI, Australia took 
trusteeship of the German colony. During WWII, the region was occupied by the Japanese, but was reclaimed 
by Australia in 1945.   
 
18 See Mead, Sex and Temperament. 
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historical record. Mead’s inability or unwillingness to acknowledge her own role in the 

surveillance and control of native populations is typical of her generation of modern 

anthropologists who understood their work as an urgent mission to preserve knowledge 

of native cultures before it was diluted or destroyed by colonial rule. Of course, these 

anthropologists regularly collaborated with, and produced knowledge for consumption 

by, the colonial administrations endangering the very cultures they purported to protect. 

Mead claims that after having been occupied, Mundugumor men and women 

retained character traits from the pre-colonial period in which they were permitted to 

war with other tribes. As a group, they strike Mead as notably “aggressive,” “ruthless,” 

and “individualistic,” traits she subsumes under the category of masculinity. The 

Mundugumor abhor children, Mead observes, and the women become embittered when 

pregnancy, or the threat of pregnancy, leads their husbands to deny them sexual 

gratification. Social training begins with breast feeding experienced by the 

Mundugumor mother as a burdensome obligation fulfilled without affection according 

to her own availability, rather than a loving act performed in response to her infant’s 

cries. Because infants are given little opportunity to nurse, Mead claims, when fed, they 

suck so vigorously that they often choke. Their mothers, annoyed by the inconvenience, 

place their infants in rough sacs affixed to their backs, rather than to their chests, where 

they could more easily access the breast.  
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Drawing on Melanie Klein, Marie Langer takes breast feeding as the 

paradigmatic scene of satisfaction and frustration, care and violence, which shapes the 

sexual life of both mother and child. In Motherhood and Sexuality, she deploys Mead’s 

analysis of the Mundugumor attitude toward breast feeding in two ways. First, Langer 

argues that neither the act of breast feeding, nor the quantity of breast milk the mother 

produces alone determines the infant’s degree of oral frustration; what matters is the 

extent to which nourishment is lovingly given. Though Mundugumor mothers may 

boast an abundant supply of breast milk, Langer argues, it will not satisfy their infants 

without its affectionate delivery. In fact, Langer speculates that the mother’s 

psychological rejection of the child could contaminate the quality of the milk her body 

produces: “I would not dare to dismiss outright the possibility that the rejection the 

mother experiences toward breast feeding unfavorably influences the chemical 

composition of her milk” (1951, 222 n5). Langer admits no knowledge of, and requires 

no empirical support from, existing studies that would confirm such a claim.  

Second, Langer interprets the violent sexual practices Mead describes among the 

Mundugumor, which are punctuated by scratching and biting, as reenactments of their 

violent experience of breast feeding. Langer assumes that these furtive sexual encounters 

do not result in vaginal orgasm, a physiological experience inaccessible to women who 

reject motherhood ([1951] 1992, 125). For Langer, the cause of frigidity, a psychosomatic 

disorder defined simply as the inability to achieve vaginal orgasm, is always associated 
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with breastfeeding.19 She argues that if the infant has a satisfying experience of 

breastfeeding, “[h]er vagina will accept the sperm with as much enjoyment as her mouth 

accepted her mother’s milk” (1951, 107). Langer’s notion of vaginal orgasm represents an 

openness to fertility despite the risks it presents to the maternal body. The irony of 

associating orgasm and fertility with the “good feed” is the categorical impossibility of a 

satisfying feed in order for subjectivity to emerge within the framework of Kleinian 

theory. The paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions are both constitutive of the 

subject, both precipitated by bodily frustrations associated with the necessity of weaning 

and other disappointments associated with early maternal care.  

Though it may seem Langer blames individual women for failing to meet the 

cultural expectations of motherhood, she is quite attentive to the ideological forces 

shaping standards for the maternal body over time. For example, Langer compares 

attitudes toward motherhood in three of the societies Mead observes—Mundugumor, 

Arapesh, and Samoan—to similar attitudes circulating in Western society among 

different groups at different historical moments. Langer likens the Mundugumor to 

contemporary frigid women with voracious sexual appetites; the gentle, nurturing, 

universally maternal Arapesh are like good Victorian mothers who “[do] not need a 

                                                        

19 Later in her career, Langer was convinced by the work of William Masters and Virginia Johnson that there 
was no physiological distinction between vaginal and clitoral orgasm. She shifted her definition of 
frigidity from the inability to achieve vaginal orgasm to, as Nancy Hollander puts it, “the fear of sexual 
intimacy, penetration, or orgasm” (1992, 282). 
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sexual life and during intercourse feels nothing more than an agreeable warmth and 

closeness toward her partner” ([1951] 1992, 125). Samoan society, in which premarital 

sexuality is freely expressed and infants are nurtured communally by wide networks of 

extended families, comes to represent an idyllic future for Western society, striking in its 

similarity to the Communist ideals Langer defended in Europe. In Samoa, Langer points 

out, girls rarely suffer any reproductive discomfort. Like Freud, Langer projects 

“primitive” populations into the history of civilized societies, failing to imagine cultures 

emerging in parallel historical trajectories. For her, as for Freud, the native (like the child 

or the woman) can always only represent modern man’s ancestral past or, in the case of 

Samoa, its projected future.20 

Echoing Mead’s comparative impulse, Langer approaches the study of cultural 

difference as a means of revealing better and worse ways of living. Exalting the Samoan 

at the expense of the Mundugumor exposes both Mead’s and Langer’s reformist 

concerns, chief among them being maternal practices, especially breastfeeding habits, on 

the intergenerational transmission of national character. If culture “molds” subjectivity 

through what Mead calls “the ways of the body,” better institutions shape better cultural 

expectations for better mothering. Though Mead is critical of the “rejecting mother” as a 

psychosomatic trope, she perceives the Mundugumor’s “repudiation of children” as a 

                                                        

20 See Freud, S.E. 13:vii-162. 
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moral problem posing an existential threat to the tribe’s survival. Mead attributes the 

group’s decline in numbers and in the vitality of their cultural rituals to their violent 

attitude toward children. In her autobiography, Mead narrates her experience 

performing fieldwork among the Mundugumor with her second husband, Australian 

anthropologist Reo Fortune:  

Most difficult of all for me to bear was the Mundugumor attitude toward 

children. Women wanted sons and men wanted daughters, and babies of the 

wrong sex were tossed into the river, still alive, wrapped in a bark sheath. 

Someone might pull the bark container out of the water, inspect the sex of the 

baby, and cast it away again. I reacted so strongly against the set of the culture 

that it was here that I decided that I would have a child no matter how many 

miscarriages it meant. It seemed clear to me that a culture that repudiated 

children could not be a good culture, and the relationship between the harsh 

culturally prescribed style and the acts of individuals was only too obvious. 

(1970, 206). 

Mead is only able to make sense of the Mundugumor through an identification with the 

unwanted infants who struggled, and often failed, to survive. She reactively commits 

her own body to this identification as part of a moral imperative, divorcing Reo, who, 

from her perspective, had come to identify with and admire the Mundugumor, and 

marrying Gregory Bateson, a North American anthropologist whose “gentle,” 
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“nurturing” temperament would make him a more suitable father. After a series of 

miscarriages, their daughter, Mary Catherine Bateson, was born in 1939.  

The countertransference at work in this scene is a testament to Mead’s implicit 

belief in psychosomatic mechanisms in pregnancy, willing herself to be the mother she 

could not find among the Mundugumor. However, unlike Langer, Mead refuses to 

acknowledge the force of the death drive in pregnancy, projecting it onto the 

Mundugumor, whom Mead positions as a bleak, death-driven culture bringing about its 

own destruction: “I saw for the first time what the active refusal of children could do to 

a society” (1970, 245); “It is far more clear to me now than when I came out of 

Mundugumor that a society that has ceased to care about children…is greatly 

endangered” (1970, 282). Mead’s countertransferential rejection of Mundugumor 

childrearing practices is incorporated into her narrative of heterosexual coupling, but 

remains entirely separate from her formal acknowledgement of the tribe’s violent 

suppression by the Australian administration.  

In the years before the Mundugumor were “under control” of the Australian 

colonial government, Mead notes, Australian agents had burned Mundugumor villages 

and hanged important tribal figures. However, Mead claims, the Mundugumor 

continued to resist colonial authority. It was not until several prominent Mundugumor 

men were imprisoned for months that the tribe capitulated to the occupying 

government. Mead describes the circumstances of their submission with little sympathy, 
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suggesting that they could not endure incarceration because of petty jealousy—

Mundugumor men were infuriated not to know who was sleeping with their wives 

while they were imprisoned ([1949] 2001, 113). Mead argues, “There was virtually no 

tribal solidarity, and it was probably a mere accident of history that they capitulated to 

the mission before they were destroyed by marauding neighbors” (93). Showing little 

“capacity to face emergencies and change,” Mead claims, the Mundugumor “have faced 

new events bitterly. They fought rather than adapted” (111). A mirror image of the 

melancholic modernists Sánchez-Pardo describes in Cultures of the Death Drive, the 

Mundugumor confront colonial loss and displacement with further violence. Because of 

the hostile childrearing practices Mead observes in the early 1930s, she absolves the 

colonial administration of responsibility for the Mundugumor’s decimated numbers and 

compromised cultural integrity, claiming the tribe has “always been in danger of not 

reproducing themselves, of splitting into so many small groups that the culture would 

vanish…” ([1949] 2001, 111). Nowhere does Mead consider the possibility that 

Munduguor attitudes about reproduction may have been affected by the violent 

conditions of colonial occupation, nor does she consider the perspectival complications 

of her subject position as an invited guest of the imperial government. For Mead, the 

infant must be invested with value in order for culture to reproduce itself—that is, in 

order to distinguish human civilization from the reindeer, sheep, and goats whose 
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young fall victim to natural selection. By her account, the Mundugumor had fallen 

victim to their own failure to invest such value.  

Whether informed by the ideological value of maternal labor (Langer) or the 

cultural value of infant life (Mead), Langer and Mead agree that the psychosomatic 

subject is mediated by her social environment. However, Langer marks a limit to 

cultural influence and to her agreement with Mead on the question of sexual difference:  

It would be tempting and very comforting to attribute the causes of all of our 

suffering to merely cultural factors, but that does not correspond to reality. […] I 

cannot agree with Mead in this [Coming of Age in Samoa (1928)] and her other 

studies…in which she attempts to reduce the psychological differences between 

men and women to mere socialization or cultural factors. This point of view is 

unacceptable from my perspective. If we consider the human being as a 

psychosomatic unity, we cannot assume that the anatomical and functional 

differences between male and female do not simultaneously involve a profound 

psychological difference. ([1951] 1992, 43-4) 

For Langer, the fact of anatomical difference should pose no threat to women’s equality 

or value. The problem is when discrete biological differences between men and women 

are “erroneously interpreted” as evidence of women’s inferiority. In an interview with 

Nancy Caro Hollander, Langer turns to Klein to insist that bodily difference structures 

psychic phantasies—that “physiology affects phantasy life” ([1951] 1992, 44n). But 
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Motherhood and Sexuality goes a step further, arguing that phantasy life also affects 

physiology. In other words, phantasies about the mother’s body or one’s own organs in 

relation to psychic objects can modify corporeal function. The method of cultural 

comparison that makes Langer’s reformulation of Kleinian theory possible is borrowed 

directly from Mead, a method pioneered through networks of colonial occupation and 

transnational migration situating Mead in New Guinea and Langer in Argentina as 

imperial representatives. Though Langer frames object relations as universal psychic 

structures, her case studies signal the extent to which material histories of occupation 

haunt the capacities and inhibitions of the female body.  

The centrality of biological reproduction to female subjectivity and the impact of 

psychic life on bodily events in Langer’s work is so inconsistent with Anglo-American 

feminist traditions that its critical value is difficult to discern. The notion of somatic 

compliance, or “conversion hysteria,“ has been used in countless ways by countless 

constituencies to minimize or dismiss women’s testimony of bodily suffering. Its most 

despicable antifeminist deployment in recent history is probably United States 

Congressman Todd Akin’s effort to limit women’s access to abortion in the case of 

pregnancy resulting from rape. In a 2012 interview, Akin claims, “From what I 

understand from doctors, that’s really rare. If it’s a legitimate rape, the female body has 

ways to try to shut that whole thing down” (Moore). At first glance, the continuity 

between desire and reproductive function Akin asserts—authorized by “doctors,” a 
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term as vague as “science” to empirically validate his claim—seems compatible with 

Langer’s theory of psychosomatic unity.  

  Rather than recuperating any of Langer’s specific insights about reproductive 

biology, I would suggest that her work is worthy of feminist regard insofar as it 

separates unconscious phantasy (in the case Akin describes, the victim’s implicit desire 

to be raped, penetrated, occupied) from the moral legitimacy of those culturally 

intolerable violations, or the inaccurate assumption that they are actually desirable on the 

level of social reality at all. The political problematic Langer identifies is that society 

would blame women for their pregnancy, infertility, miscarriage, etc., not the notion that 

psychic mechanisms immune to the subject’s conscious control are at play in biological 

processes. In her case histories, the maternal body must be disciplined to nurture life; 

extinguishing life often comes far more “naturally.”  

Psychoanalysis, by this account, could be understood as a modern, urban ritual 

of corporeal training. At the same time, Langer resists obsessive efforts toward control 

and management of the body—a psychosomatic unity that expresses symptoms in 

excess of consciousness. Women cannot control their desires, resistances, or object 

relations, nor should they be held morally responsible for the dynamics of violence, 

aggression, or reparation operative of their phantasy life. By positioning oneself as a 

subject in relation to these phenomena, Langer’s work suggests, women are given 

psychic tools to cope with the inevitable force of the death drive in the experience of 
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reproduction. The body, in this formulation, is not a passive vessel but an unconscious 

agent of resistance, absorption, and transformation.
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Chapter 4. Psychoanalytic Praxis:  
Reparative Politics and the Socialization of Loss 

 

 

Figure 16: Photograph of Fidel Castro (left), Juan Carlos Volnovich (center), 
and Marie Langer (right) taken at the Primer Congreso de Psicoanálisis, Havana, 

Cuba, 1986. Published in María Moreno, “Vida y leyenda de Marie Langer,” Todo es 
historia (1996), courtesy of Tomás Langer. 

 

To Question the Weltanschauung 

To do psychotherapy is to perform ideological work.  
–Marie Langer, 1987 
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In September 1973, in a text dedicated to Ernesto “Che” Guevara and Salvador 

Allende, Marie Langer offered a novel interpretation of Freud’s iconic myth of the 

primal horde, one better suited to the spirit of Socialist revolutionary fervor she 

observed in Latin America.1 According to Freud’s myth, which first appeared in Totem 

and Taboo (1913), prehistoric man lived in small communities ruled by a single patriarch, 

the primal father, who enjoyed exclusive sexual access to the women of the horde. The 

young men of the horde, bitterly envious of their father, and destined to be exiled when 

they reached sexual maturity, eventually conspired to kill and devour him. “United,” 

Freud proclaims, “they had the courage to do and succeeded in doing what would have 

been impossible for them individually” (S.E. 13:141). The brothers’ repressed love for 

their father subsequently generated a powerful internal authority that operated in his 

place, a psychic agency enforcing his sexual prohibition. As the superego, “The dead 

father became stronger than the living one had been,” and so the brothers “resign[ed] 

their claim to the women who had now been set free” (143).  

Freud deploys the myth to explain how filial ambivalence and guilt together 

yield the two prohibitions at the core of human civilization: patricide and incest. These 

                                                        

1 A coup d’état to overthrow Chilean president Salvador Allende occurred on September 11, 1973. When 
Allende took office in 1971, he was the first democratically elected Socialist president in the region. In 
Argentina, Héctor Cámpora, a stand-in for Juan Domingo Perón’s left-wing party, had been elected in May 
1973 and Perón returned to Buenos Aires after 18 years in exile. Leftist Peronist militants (Montoneros) hoped 
his return would bring about Marxist revolution in Argentina—a hope that was extinguished after the brutal 
slaughter of at least 13 of Perón’s Leftist followers at Ezeiza Airport as they celebrated the president’s return 
from exile in June 1973. 
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taboos, he argues, “inevitably corresponded to the two repressed wishes of the Oedipus 

complex” (143), and were reinstated in the institution of the nuclear family. Langer’s 

1973 interpretation of the same narrative introduces questions of political motivation 

and ideological commitment into the family drama. In “Woman: Her Limits and 

Potential,” Langer argues that under the tyrannical conditions of the primal father’s rule, 

sexual access to the women of the horde was not the only prohibition on the brothers, 

nor was it the most egregious: “another situation that was equally prohibited and 

repressed by the superego preceded the oedipal crime: the alliance between brothers” 

(1973, 270). For Langer, “that which is most ‘criminal’ and, for that reason, most 

prohibited and repressed by this paternal superego, is to overcome the mutual envy among 

brothers to dethrone the father, or, in broader society, to put the solidarity between 

compañeros2 before individual and family wellbeing” (270). Langer’s interpretation 

celebrates the tabooed solidarity between compañeros, lauding the brothers for allying 

themselves “to kill the tyrant-father that exploited them” (270).  

For Langer, Freud’s focus on the psychological dynamics motivating the 

brothers’ revolt underestimates the ideological commitment to class equality 

                                                        

2 Compañero is an affectionate term of solidarity commonly invoked in political struggles across Latin America 
during the 1960s-‘80s. It refers to “brothers” in struggle the way camarada [comrade] was used by Communists. 
In Argentina, the term has a Peronist valence, which is not explicit in Langer’s usage. Though Langer was a 
member of the Austrian Communist Party in the 1930s and supported the Soviet Union until her death in 
1986, she never joined the Argentine Communist Party. Neither was she formally affiliated with Peronism. 
However, she did associate with (and analyze) Montoneros, members of a Leftwing Peronist guerrilla 
movement. More on Langer’s ambivalence toward Peronism can be found in her autobiography, From Vienna 
to Managua: Journey of a Psychoanalyst ([1981] 1989).  
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communicated through their collaborative violence. She locates political rationality in a 

myth of filial revolt that, for Freud, is rooted, at least explicitly, in psychic processes.3 

Langer frames her shift in emphasis from hierarchical to lateral family relations as a 

feminist intervention: she encourages women to meet their “potential” not only as 

mothers, but through fraternal relations of political solidarity. Langer’s interest in the 

fraternal unmoors a longstanding psychoanalytic tradition of privileging parental over 

sibling attachments. Furthermore, it implicitly challenges the paternalistic authority of 

the psychoanalytic institutions from which she and many of her Argentine colleagues 

broke ties in 1971—a break justified by a political conception of the analyst’s role both 

within and outside the clinic. 

Langer’s essay appears in the second volume of Cuestionamos [We Question], a 

collection she edited, which features essays by 35 psychoanalysts practicing in Buenos 

Aires and Montevideo, capital cities separated by the Rio de la Plata (hence the 

colloquial name for this region and its inhabitants, “Rioplatense”). Since the mid-1960s, 

Uruguay and Argentina had oscillated between military and civilian rule, culminating in 

coup d’états in 1973 and 1976, respectively, followed by a period of coordinated military 

dictatorships across the Southern Cone. For the authors of Cuestionamos, this violent 

                                                        

3 Consider Carl Schorske’s argument that Freud’s oeuvre shows “politics could be reduced to an 
epiphenomenal manifestation of psychic forces,” (183) the effect of which was to “his fellow liberals an a-
historical theory of man and society that could make bearable a political world spun out of orbit and beyond 
control” (203). 
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political climate demanded not only a rethinking of classical Freudian theory, but also 

the development of new clinical techniques attentive to the civic and subjective 

conditions of state repression.  

The collection’s title—“we question”—establishes the authors’ interrogatory 

method of casting doubt on institutional hierarchies and training practices, as well as 

orthodox clinical tenets, particularly the principle of analytic neutrality. In 

“Observations on transference-love” (1915), Freud introduces the concept of neutrality 

as a form of “abstinence” in the face of transference love, the displacement of the 

patient’s libidinal attachments from early childhood onto the analyst.4 Freud only makes 

oblique reference to ideological neutrality as a clinical objective in “The Question of a 

Weltanschauung” (1932), an oft-cited text by Cuestionamos authors, and one Langer 

describes as a declaration of “war on the Soviets.”5 In that essay, Freud denies that 

psychoanalysis constitutes its own worldview, subscribing as it does to the rational, 

Enlightened standards of the scientific Weltanschauung. Though Freud shows deep 

suspicion toward religious, anarchist, and Marxist Weltanschauungen for their totalizing, 

deterministic accounts of history and human nature, the text is less concerned with 

                                                        

4 Freud calls transference love a “fundamental principle” of psychoanalytic technique—the primary motor for 
generating the patient’s unconscious material—and thus an inevitable danger for practitioners. 
 
5 Though Weltanschauung is generally translated as “worldview” or “view of the universe” in English, it has 
strong discursive ties to the term ideology.  
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ideological neutrality as a clinical technique than with the defensive affirmation of 

psychoanalysis as a science.  

There is no obvious continuity between Freud’s argument that psychoanalysis is 

not an ideology and the argument that psychoanalysts may not possess, or be possessed 

by, an ideology. But as Argentina’s political polarization grew during the Onganía 

dictatorship (1966-1973), the Argentine Psychoanalytic Association (APA) openly 

enforced ideological neutrality as psychoanalytic orthodoxy. If “abstinence” is advised 

when erotic desire emerges in the clinic, the APA reasoned, “neutrality” is advisable in 

response to the analyst’s political desire for the patient. Radical analysts on the Left 

complained that, in assuming such an analogy, the APA had arbitrarily severed the 

consulting room from social reality and set impossible standards for the analyst’s 

political objectivity. According to Langer, “our ideology will influence the aim of the 

treatment and this in turn will affect the material we select, the way we interpret it, etc.” 

([1981] 1989, 170-171). “In fact,” she continues, “our current theoretical interests, as well 

as our Weltanschauung, will influence the material we choose for interpretation, together 

with our technical criteria about what constitutes elements of resistance, points of 

urgency, etc.” ([1981] 1989, 171, translation modified).  

The fantasy of neutrality, Cuestionamos authors insist, only obscures the 

ideological operations inherent to the transference relation, which can be exploited for 

the good of Socialism through a more explicit clinical engagement. Furthermore, the 
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labor of maintaining the façade of neutrality can take an overwhelming psychic toll on 

analysts grappling with human losses resulting from authoritarian rule. According to 

Nancy Caro Hollander, “As [political] conditions deteriorated” in the region, “the 

analytic function became more difficult to provide. When patients spoke of traumatic 

personal situations arising from the social conditions of state terror, analysts’ ability to 

listen was compromised by associations to their own concerns, conflicts, and fears 

produced by the same conditions” (1997, 133).6 Not only did it become impossible to 

separate the clinic from the outside world, but also to separate the psychic life of the 

patient from the psychic life of the analyst. 

By vernacularizing psychoanalysis in the language of Latin American movement 

politics, Cuestionamos lay the theoretical and practical groundwork for what the authors 

called “psychoanalytic praxis:” a mission to develop “all the possibilities of applying 

psychoanalysis in the struggle for a new society and for the creation of the new man” 

(Langer 1971, 20-21).7 Such a project would not only benefit the patient, but would also 

enable clinicians to continue performing an analytic function amidst social and political 

upheaval. For Langer, and other Rioplatense analysts working in the years leading up to 

                                                        

6 As Braun puts it, “Several years later, my work with the Parochia represented a tremendous emotional relief 
to me because I didn’t have to hide behind the goal of psychoanalytic neutrality” (133). 
 
7 Communist psychoanalyst José Bleger coined this term in 1969 (See “Theory and practice in psychoanalysis: 
psychoanalytic praxis” in The International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 2012). Though Bleger was part of the 
organized Left, he never split from APA, and was something of a celebrity lecturer at the UBA during this 
period.  
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the military coup of 1976, one thread connecting psychoanalysis to popular Marxist and 

feminist movements was its capacity for consciousness-raising, altering perceptions of 

political subjectivity through the demystification of structures, be they economic, 

Oedipal, neocolonial, or patriarchal. For them, consciousness raising would expose 

analytic neutrality as the enshrinement of the status quo.  

With sarcasm and humor, “Woman: Her Limits and Potential” interprets Freud’s 

account of the incest taboo as an account of political insurrection, asking how 

psychoanalytic interpretation itself might encourage or inhibit the patient’s decision to 

act politically. Langer supplements her revision to the primal myth with the case of a 

young, aspiring medical student from the “working class” who joins a women’s group 

analysis in Buenos Aires.8 The patient is unhappily pregnant and her desire for an 

education is further constrained by her “precarious economic situation.” Langer 

describes the patient’s professional ambition as an effort to avoid her mother’s 

“miserable” impoverishment [vida mezquina], but the patient fears that her own 

impending motherhood will make her studies logistically impossible.  

Langer leads the group analysis, observed by two young psychologists who offer 

two Freudian interpretations of the patient’s conflict: “You want to surpass your 

mother,” and, “You are competing with your husband” (1973, 268). They agree that 

                                                        

8 At the time of publication, this group analysis was ongoing. Group analysis had been practiced in Argentina 
since the 1930s and continues to be popular, particularly in the public hospital setting. 
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these Oedipal rivalries have upset the patient’s identification with the role of wife and 

mother, leading her to lament her pregnancy. Langer admits that she “would have said 

exactly the same thing a long time ago” (268), but argues that recognizing the Oedipal 

dimension of the patient’s conflict does not preclude ideological intervention. For her, 

the psychologists’ “correct” interpretations reinforce a patriarchal morality that 

perpetuates women’s inferiority and working-class subjugation. Responding to the first 

interpretation, “You want to surpass your mother,” Langer argues, “latently—and we 

are specialists in latent content—this is an ideological and guilt-inducing intervention, 

because it implies that wanting to surpass Mother is bad” (268).9  

Applying the myth of the primal horde to this clinical case, Langer insists that 

her female patient “not confuse her husband with her father, but rather that she equate 

her husband symbolically with her brother in order to ally herself with him and with 

other compañeros against the system” (270-1). In so doing, the young woman can become 

a subject of the primal myth—an agent of change—rather than a sexual object of 

exchange within its patriarchal kinship economy. Langer thus recommends a critical 

addendum to the psychologists’ Oedipal account:  

Knowing that the pregnant girl’s husband, in addition to working and studying, 

is a militant activist [milita] on the Left, I sum things up: ‘It is true that you hope 

                                                        

9 Furthermore, referring to the patient’s economic precarity, Langer asks, “Is it bad, in itself, to compete [with 
the husband] in an environment where the man has little and the woman nothing?” (268). 
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to achieve more than your mother and to have the same opportunity as your 

husband. And why not? It is within your rights. But there are two paths to 

achieve it: struggle only to rise up [salir] oneself, or struggle simultaneously so 

that everyone rises up and that life ceases to be miserable [mezquina].’ (269) 

Though Langer’s final analysis is blatantly prescriptive, she finds it no more or less 

ideologically inflected than the apparent political “neutrality” of the observing 

psychologists. Langer’s revolutionary reading of Freud’s primal horde challenges 

patriarchal authority as a divisive social force that structurally inhibits collective action. 

Her interest in group analysis portrays it as one instantiation of collective action, but, as 

she articulates explicitly above, it is most effective when supplemented by militant 

political engagement. These therapeutic techniques—group analysis and militancy—will 

be the focus of this chapter insofar as they are understood by purveyors of 

psychoanalytic praxis as extensions and permutations of the psychoanalytic clinic. 

For Langer, the analyst’s political desire for the patient is inevitably transmitted 

through her interpretations. Thus she demands that not only the patient’s, but the 

analyst’s “latent” message be made manifest. She proposes a clinical environment in 

which psychoanalysis can actively politicize the patient by connecting her internal 

conflicts to social structures. In the case of the unhappily pregnant student, Langer 

assumes that her patient’s working-class background and militant husband assure her 

legitimacy as a compañera in the struggle for social justice. Thus Langer perceives the 
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analytic relation as an opportunity to foster solidarity with the patient, a bond that will 

increase clinical trust and honesty. But to what extent can, or should, these rational 

assessments of her patient’s political interests (gender equality, financial security, 

professional opportunity) take precedence over the patient’s unconscious relationship to 

those interests? If militancy is Langer’s therapeutic prescription, rooted to some extent in 

the countertransference of her own political desires, might her technique limit the 

dynamism of the transference and the possibility of free association?  

In her autobiography, Langer gives a compelling example of a patient similar to 

the one described in Cuestionamos 2. Marianne immigrated to Buenos Aires from Paris as 

a teenager, but had difficulty in school. After marrying and having two children, 

Marianne decided to resume high school with the goal of eventually studying medicine. 

This triggered anxiety, which, alongside “a sexual problem she had with her husband,” 

sabotaged her studies and brought her to one of Langer’s analytic groups. Working 

through some of her conflicts in a group setting, Marianne eventually passed the 

medical school entrance exam and expressed a desire for individual analysis, so Langer 

referred her to a male colleague. A few years later, Langer asked that colleague about 

Marianne, assuming the patient had made progress in medical school. “‘No,’ he replied, 

virtually in disgust. ‘She left medicine some time ago, but she’s expecting her third 

child’” ([1981] 1989, 166).  
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According to Langer, her colleague’s satisfaction with Marianne’s progress, as 

well as Langer’s own disappointment, were rooted in their opposing ideological 

investments: “He was a conservative family man, who didn’t want his own wife to go 

out to work, but to dedicate herself to the home and the children. For my part, I have my 

feminist criteria and I believe it’s very important for a woman to develop her capacities 

and not be economically dependent on her husband” (167). Langer explains, “every 

analyst, often without realizing it, projects his desires for the patient’s future and acts—

in good faith—in such a way that the analysand often fulfills them to a tee. However, in 

other cases, as usually happens with our own children, the patient does exactly the 

opposite of what we desired for him” (166). If, as I argue in the previous chapter, culture 

comes to mediate the mind-body relation in Langer’s work, ideology now comes to 

inflect the ways in which subjectivity and sexual difference are constituted and modified 

through psychoanalytic therapy.   

Part I of this chapter addresses Rioplatense analysts’ effort to cope with the 

political violence of the late 1960s by examining its effects on the transference relation, 

particularly analysts’ experience of countertransference. Looking closely at a case report 

by leftist Uruguayan clinicians allied with (and in many cases trained by) their 

Argentine counterparts, I consider the unique challenges clinicians face when the nation 

itself becomes a lost object for patient and analyst alike. Tracing the emergence of 

solidarity as a clinical objective, I suggest that as analysts project their political desires 
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onto patients, and vice versa, the clinic becomes a field in which to enact the phantasy of 

repairing and thus restoring the nation as a common object. Throughout the chapter, it 

will become clear that psychoanalysis, understood as a therapeutic practice, comes to 

function on behalf of the analyst as much as the patient under conditions of 

authoritarian rule.  

The second section investigates the psychoanalytic argument for political 

resistance and human rights work as therapeutic measures mitigating against forms of 

pathological mourning unique to subjects of state violence. In this political and 

professional context, mothers of the desaparecidos became a privileged object of 

psychoanalytic inquiry, inspiring novel, sometimes troubling, theories of feminist 

agency and national identity. For many analysts, militancy becomes the reparative act 

par excellence, a means of sublimating maternal grief that is at once inflicted and denied 

by the state. At the same time, I argue, psychoanalytic praxis demands the mother’s 

refusal to mourn in order for her to qualify as a political subject. 

I conclude by speculating on how the integration of clinical practice and political 

militancy may have contributed to the continued endurance of psychoanalysis in 

Argentina. By contrasting the principles of psychoanalytic praxis to the 

contemporaneous antipsychiatry movement in Western Europe and North America, I 

consider the geopolitical flow of (cultural) influence between Europe and the Americas 

to ask whether psychology is necessarily depoliticizing and how anticolonial attitudes 
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toward institutionalization contributed to divergent discourses on mental health in Latin 

America. Psychoanalytic praxis, I argue, marked a dramatic shift in Argentine clinicians’ 

relationship to institutional authority, rescuing psychoanalysis not only from political 

conservatism, but also from social obsolescence.  

Reparation and the Common Object 

[C]ertain national events set in motion processes of mourning in both the analyst and the 
analysand. Here lies a problem that is still unresolved: how do both experiences of grief interact?  

–Laura Achard de Demaria, Alberto Pereda Valdes, Mirta Casas de Pereda,  
J. Carlos Pla, Marcelo Viñar, Maren Ulriksen de Viñar, 1971 

 
Most clinicians affiliated with the movement for psychoanalytic praxis registered 

their dissent from what they considered a Freudian politics of the status quo in terms of 

Kleinian object relations theory (ORT).10 This is apparent in Langer’s revised myth of the 

primal horde, which defamiliarizes Freud, in part, by introducing Kleinian object 

relations. For Langer, the murder of the primal father leads to the sons’ introjection of an 

ambivalent father-object. The totem animal is a means of repairing the lost father by 

restoring him in the form of a symbolic substitute that is prized and feared. For Klein, 

reparation is the subject’s unconscious effort to mend her inner, psychic objects. For 

Rioplatense clinicians during the 1960s and ‘70s, reparation is also at play in 

                                                        

10 In the introduction to Cuestionamos, the authors claim, “We question the ideological Freud who takes society 
as a given and man as fundamentally unchangeable” (14-15). Their investment in Kleinian ORT is true despite 
the Kleinians’ rejection of Langer’s affiliation at the 1971 IPA congress in Vienna, at which point Langer signed 
the Plataforma petition. According to Langer’s autobiography, she lost Kleinians’ support “because for them 
the spreading and convincing of the truth of Kleinian theory was militancy, and you couldn’t be a militant on 
two fronts at the same time” ([1981] 1989, 117). 
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revolutionary struggles to mend the external world, to heal the national body.11 In other 

words, beyond naming a psychic process occurring in the individual subject, reparation 

comes to name a goal of psychoanalytic praxis within and outside the clinic, and 

“solidarity” a technique by which to facilitate it.  

Amidst the unprecedented violence of authoritarian rule, clinical literature 

shows that the nation itself joins the familial cast of internal objects to attract both the 

patient and the analyst’s reparative instincts. However, once the fiction of analytic 

neutrality is unsettled, I suggest, patients can become surrogates for their analysts’ own 

reparative desire, and instruments of their analysts’ reparative processes. Because no 

reparation is ever full or lasting, it is the ongoing temporality of “the struggle” that 

propels the analytic, and political, work of reparation forward. Solidarity emerges as a 

means of facilitating reparation and is considered particularly urgent for women, who 

suffer the politically alienating effects of domestic isolation. 

Reparation has long been understood as a political concept, especially in response 

to state violence. David Eng points out that reparations have been a feature of political 

discourse since at least the third century BCE, when Carthage was forced to pay Rome 

                                                        

11 Langer considered psychoanalysis itself, like medicine, to be a uniquely reparative profession—an 
opportunity for the analyst to help repair psychic damage in others as a means of repairing her own internal 
objects. Langer agrees with Pichon-Rivière’s conclusion in 1960 that “studying medicine corresponds to an 
unconscious need to ‘repair’ a loved one, or oneself. The future sociologists generally came from families that 
were victims of difficult social situations. And psychologists, through the tool provided them by their science, 
endeavoured to control their own madness or that of others close to them…I must’ve been trying to repair 
my ‘hysterical’ mother and sister and also learning how to understand myself” ([1981] 1989, 77). 
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3,200 talents of silver in reparations after its defeat in the First Punic War (567). 

However, Eng argues, “the political and the psychic genealogies of reparation” have not 

been considered in tandem—a project he attempts by reading Melanie Klein alongside 

modern human rights discourse in “Reparations and the Human” (2011). In Argentina, I 

would argue, the political stakes of reparation are tied explicitly to the status of the 

psychic object in Kleinian ORT.  

For Klein, the infant only becomes a subject through its libidinal relations with 

objects, the first and most formative of which is the mother. But before the infant can 

regard its mother as a “whole object,” it recognizes her breasts as alternately good and 

bad part-objects, depending on whether they satisfy or frustrate the infant’s hunger, as 

well as its oral drive for the sensual pleasure of sucking. Splitting the mother into good 

and bad part-objects is a paranoid-schizoid mechanism that focuses aggression and 

sometimes triggers violence toward parts of the mother’s body in response to, or 

anticipation of, the infant’s libidinal disappointment. For Jacqueline Rose, this 

aggressive splitting is evidence of the subject’s primary negativity, which precedes love 

and is constitutive of it (1993).  

Klein understands aggression structurally, rather than developmentally, to 

account for its dynamism. The paranoid-schizoid position is characterized by violent 

attacks on the mother—both experienced and phantasized—, which provoke 

tremendous guilt once the infant recognizes the good and bad breast as parts of the 
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same whole object. Guilt catapults the infant into the “depressive position,” a period of 

remorse generally inaugurated when the child is weaned, a process of mourning the loss 

of the “love, goodness and security” of the mother's breast ([1940] 1987, 148). Juliet 

Mitchell describes the movement from the paranoid-schizoid to the depressive position 

as a transition to recognizing part-objects in relation to a whole:  

As developmentally the ego becomes able to take in the whole person, to see that 

good and bad can exist together in the same person, it continues to rage against 

the mother for the frustrations she causes, but now, instead of fearing retaliation, 

it feels guilt and anxiety for the damage it itself has done in phantasy...In 

overcoming this position the baby wishes to undo or repair the earlier 

phantasized destruction of the actual and the internalized mother. (20)  

In normal development, the depressive position triggers the infant’s effort to repair the 

injured mother-object. If the process of reparation is successful, the mother is installed as 

a good object in the infant’s inner world, at least provisionally. The physical survival of 

the mother, when confronted by the infant’s attacks, is important only insofar as it 

reassures the integrity of the mother as the infant’s primary phantasy object. Reparation 

is a process that is never fully complete and, in its pathological form, can do more harm 

to the object than good. Klein uses the example of the tidy housewife whose obsessive 

effort to maintain a clean home for her internal and external objects becomes an 

alienating nuisance for the family she seeks to protect and repair.   
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The paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions are not developmental stages so 

much as cyclical phases organized in structural relation to one another, phases that 

return to dominate the psyche at different moments over the course of the subject’s 

lifetime. The depressive position can be revived in adulthood in anticipation of a loss 

that may or may not occur, and the oscillation between aggression and reparation is 

repeated when a love object is lost to death or separation.  For Klein, psychoanalytic 

treatment can facilitate the process of mourning by revealing and modifying the 

conditions of the subject’s inner object world. It is only by reckoning with the subject’s 

good and bad internal objects that losses in the external world derive meaning. Because 

her technique relies on the patient’s ability to transfer affect from its objects to the 

analyst, the good analyst—like the good mother—must endure the patient’s paranoid 

attacks and reparative gestures alike. But this therapeutic scenario assumes that the 

analyst has already worked through her own object relations to establish a stable inner 

world that is not threatened by the patient’s discourse. In other words, ORT implicitly 

demands that the analyst’s and the patient’s object worlds remain separate.  

According to a group of six Uruguayan contributors to Cuestionamos (Achard de 

Demaria et al.), a shift in clinical technique becomes necessary when the provenance of 

the object, and the status of its integrity, are exposed as a problem for both patient and 
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analyst alike. 12 Based on their clinical observations, these analysts conclude that 

dramatic social upheaval can produce a common object of mourning for both patient 

and analyst. In “Social Crisis and Analytic Situation,” published first in 1968 and again 

in the first volume of Cuestionamos (1971), that “common object” is the country itself (el 

país). In other words, the authors’ most radical modification to classical ORT is to assert 

that, as the future of Uruguay becomes uncertain and its stability is called into question, 

the country itself comes to represent a common object threatened by loss for the analytic 

couple.  

In recognition of el país as a common psychic object, the authors expand the 

boundaries of the analytic field to include the social identity of the analytic couple and 

the social reality of political violence. Such an expansion requires a reassessment of the 

relationship between “internal” and “external” objects. Within the “bipersonal field” of 

the clinic, the authors insist, the analyst’s own objects contribute to his or her identity 

and are mobilized in bilateral flows of “projective and introjective identification” with 

the patient (1971, 44). The Uruguayan group argues that to ignore “the external reality of 

social commotion” in Montevideo as it surfaces in patients’ discourse, and to “reduce” 

social reality to the status of internal objects, leads to a “bulwark” of resistances in the 

                                                        

12 Once the APA had cultivated its first generation of locally trained clinicians, a group of new trainees were 
encouraged to pioneer a clinical practice in Montevideo, a short ferry ride across the Rio de la Plata from 
Buenos Aires. Analysts like Willy and Madeline Baranger developed a Uruguayan professional association 
and training institute allied with its Argentine counterparts.  
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clinic.13 They warn that if analysts lead their patients to believe their conflicts are purely 

internal, or that external social reality has no internal referents, the patient may 

artificially exclude ideological elements of her identity from the clinical material they 

provide, thereby limiting the interpretive possibilities of the analysis. In other words, for 

Achard de Demaria et al., a patient who is also a guerrilla should be free to 

communicate her identity and her politics in the clinic.14  

Anticipating the loss of Uruguay as a libidinal object, the authors lament “the 

widespread, shared reality that a Uruguay has died. With it, one loses the mark of 

reference one has cultivated until now, the Uruguayan identity” (1971, 45). Specific 

elements of Uruguayan identity may vary across social classes, but an object-relation to 

Uruguay, and the sense of identity that relation fortifies, “implicates and defines the 

lives of everyone” (45). Further invoking Kleinian ORT, the authors liken Uruguay to the 

maternal “whole object” insofar as it “can awaken ambivalence, persecutory guilt, and 

depressive guilt” (46). Political violence in the “external” world of Uruguayan society 

has destroyed an unconscious conception of Uruguay as a whole object. Psychoanalysis, 

                                                        

13 The authors borrow the term “bastion/bulwark” from Madeleine and Willy Baranger, Jewish exiles from 
France who, after migrating to Buenos Aires in the 1940s and training as analysts there, migrated to 
Montevideo to establish the Uruguayan Psychoanalytic Association (APU). In “The Analytic Situation as a 
Dynamic Field” (1961-2), the Barangers describe the bastion/bulwark as an impasse resulting from the patient 
and analyst occupying static roles in the transference-countertransference relation.  
 
14 Analysts call this transparency into question when they begin to be detained for information regarding their 
patients. One of the Uruguayan authors of “Social Crisis and Analytic Situation,” Marcelo Viñar, was detained 
until his wife (and co-author), Maren Ulriksen de Viñar, was able to secure his release through international 
pressure.  
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which would traditionally help the patient mourn his or her own lost objects, is crippled 

by the fantasy that the clinic is immune—or “neutral”—to these psycho-social dynamics. 

For the Uruguayan group,   

certain national events set in motion processes of mourning in both the analyst 

and the analysand. Here lies a problem that is still unresolved: how do both 

experiences of grief interact? Note that this is not the usual case, in which we 

help him [the patient] in his pain because we have already, separately, elaborated 

our own. The [analytic] work will explicitly consist in the elaboration of the 

patient’s pain for the common object that is lost or wounded. Inevitably, the 

work will, in part, also be the elaboration of the therapist’s own ongoing grief. 

What challenges does this pose to our neutrality when we think or feel that the 

analysand is injuring, not repairing, the common object? (46) 

For the authors, neutrality is an ideational separation between social and psychic reality 

that ignores their inevitable cross-contamination. Such comingling includes the manner 

in which political violence is figured in the patient’s unconscious material and the 

influence of aggressive or reparative psychic mechanisms on the patient’s participation 

in revolutionary politics. In an interview with Hollander, Maren Ulriksen de Viñar, a 

member of the Uruguayan group, argues, “when a patient or those close to her are 

directly affected by political repression and she doesn’t speak about it, the analyst’s 

refusal to raise the subject does not reflect therapeutic neutrality but collusion with the 
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patient’s denial of reality” (quoted by Hollander 1997, 87). To assume that the analyst is 

neutral to the patient’s role in national politics underestimates the common force of el 

país in both their inner object worlds. 

In brief case studies of four young women, all university students, the 

Uruguayan analysts emphasize the porousness of the clinic in relation to social reality, 

the influence of object relations on the psychic experience of political violence, and the 

extent to which political anxiety permeates unconscious life. Each case study focuses 

exclusively on clinical material emerging in the days surrounding a series of student 

protests in Montevideo, which were met with increasing police brutality in August 1968. 

On August 14, Líber Arce became the first student killed by Uruguayan police forces, an 

event that signaled a shifting political tide in Uruguay’s longstanding social democracy 

leading to the military coup of 1973. The authors never name Arce, but the specter of his 

death haunts their interpretation of each clinical encounter. 

Patient A is a single, 26-year-old student, who initiated an analysis to address 

“problems with her feminine identity.” On the second day of student protests, she 

presents a dream from the night before. In the dream, she encounters a large lump 

covered by a canvas on her mother’s bedroom floor. She and her mother, standing on 

opposite sides of the lump, remove the canvas to reveal her father’s dead body. She 

reports to her analyst that the corpse “was castrated, without penis or testicles, you 

could see that it was mutilated, you could see scars” (47). Then the corpse begins to 
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smile, and the patient awakens, “shouting in terror” (47). The first interpretation offered 

emphasizes the patient’s Oedipal conflict: “[The dream] was interpreted in terms of 

internal objects, since the patient is involved in a pathological struggle for recognition 

from her father, to the point that she feels she has killed him…Also, [the dream is 

interpreted] on a the level of transference in relation to the pregnancy of the analyst” 

(47). Patient A’s two subsequent sessions are virtually silent, and, during the third, the 

analyst “introduces the incidents of reality,” namely, that a student had been killed in 

protests that day. Patient A responds that the student’s death is “nothing new,” that her 

previous dream of her father’s corpse had already registered the unconscious impact of 

the violence three nights before.  

For the authors, Patient A’s apparent indifference to the student’s death is 

evidence of the threat it poses to her inner objects: “It signals her attempt at negation in 

an effort to disassociate herself from the dead student, which signifies the reactivation of 

her persecutory guilt upon confronting her dead inner objects. […] On another level, we 

believe that the dream shows the common object—the injured, dead country that 

appears between them [mother and daughter]” (48). The father, whom the patient has 

killed in phantasy, emerges in her dream as Uruguay—tortured and murdered, but 

animate (grinning ominously) at the same time. The authors thus interpret Uruguay as a 

feminized (castrated) paternal figure, though they do not invoke the more nationalistic 
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term that joins these gendered contradictions, “la patria.”15 What is unique about the 

Uruguayan intervention is not so much its attempt to posit the nation as a lost object for 

the patient—the loss of an ideal is a primary object of melancholic attachment in Freud’s 

“Mourning and Melancholia” (1917)—, but to consider what it means for the nation to 

be a common object shared by patient and analyst alike.  

In 1949, and again in 1957, Langer set a precedent for identifying the nation as a 

symbolic figure in unconscious presentations. Instead of in a dream, she locates 

“Argentina” in a popular urban legend, the “myth of the grilled baby,” circulated 

widely in the late 1940s. The legend resembles a twisted fairy tale: a young couple hires 

a nanny to care for their unborn child. A few weeks after its birth, the couple goes out to 

see a movie, leaving the infant alone with its nanny; when they return, the nanny is 

dressed in the wife’s bridal gown and leads the couple to their dining room, claiming to 

have prepared a special meal for them. In the middle of the table is a platter containing 

the infant, grilled and surrounded by potatoes.16  

In 1949, Langer interpreted the myth as evidence of infantile castration anxieties, 

but after Eva Perón’s death and Juan Perón’s ouster, she amended her interpretation to 

                                                        

15 “La patria” is a feminine noun meaning fatherland, not “motherland.” It implies the country of birth, rather 
than citizenship. 
 
16 The fact that the baby is grilled [asado] speaks to the national specificity of the urban legend. Asado is an 
adjective to describe the state of being grilled, but it also names a regional grilling apparatus often found on 
outdoor patios in many Argentine homes. Asado also names the festive social event organized around eating 
the meat grilled on the asado (much like the way some English speakers say they use a barbecue to barbecue 
meat, then they celebrate it at a barbecue). 



 

203 

argue that the historical and political moment in which the myth emerged was actually 

quite germane to its meaning. Langer recalls presenting her original analysis of the myth 

to the APA and summarizes a consensus among her audience. For them, the myth 

addressed 

the dictatorship of Eva Perón, the all-powerful and despotic mother, that 

dominated everyone. Eva Perón was the good, humble servant, from low social 

class, but simultaneously perverse, dangerous, and feared. And the myth had 

emerged precisely because it was too dangerous to criticize her. The myth always 

captured, among other things, that the baby was Argentina and that [Eva] was a 

resentful woman who knew how to take revenge. The couple, ‘good’ people 

according to the myth, represented the class [Eva] despised. (1957, 88) 

In other words, the myth narrates Eva’s careful effort to disguise her vengeful hatred of 

the Argentine oligarchy, which she ultimately indulges in the carnivorous murder of the 

nation itself.  

Eva Perón, “idealized” as the fantasmatic matriarch of the nation-as-Oedipal 

family, is subjected to the same ambivalences Klein perceives in all maternal relations. 

For Langer, as for Freud, myths are the product of social relations, not the reverse. In the 

myth of the grilled baby, volatile political emotions are traversed by unconscious 

Oedipal fantasies to produce urban legends that help put repressed ambivalences into 

language in the form of a mythological narrative that may offer a means of reparation. 
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While those ambivalences may be shared among a national body, they are also 

personalized in the many details that shift in each telling of the myth, as well as in the 

extent to which history, place, and political reality come to inform it. By recognizing Eva 

as an idealized maternal figure, Argentina becomes the innocent victim of maternal 

brutality. 

The consensus among APA clinicians regarding the Oedipal-ideological meaning 

of the myth shows the extent to which their acknowledgement of the nation-as-shared-

object makes psychoanalysis an opportunity for the analyst to grapple with the 

ambivalence of object loss alongside the patient. The Uruguayan group, writing a 

decade later, imputes the common object with a similar degree of shared pathos. Patient 

C begins her analysis the day of Liber Arce, the student protester’s, death, though the 

analyst had not yet heard news of it. Patient C knew the murdered student personally, 

though she chose not to mention the death in her session that day. For the authors, her 

silence demonstrates that the patient “did not trust that she would be understood.” The 

day after the student’s burial, Patient C weeps on the couch: “It’s so sick, as if I were 

crying for the whole world” (1971, 49). The authors see this moment as an opportunity 

for solidarity with the patient’s grief: “We can see this ‘crying for the whole world’ as a 

cry for the common object: the country that is dying” (49). They thus subsume the 

patient’s grief as part of their own mourning process, using the analytic situation to 

establish what they experience as a mutually therapeutic relation. 
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Like Langer, the Uruguayan analysts write in terms of distinct “levels” or planes 

[planos] of interpretation, the “plano Oedípico” in contrast to the plane of social reality. 

Their argument is not only that both levels must be taken into account in order to render 

a fuller interpretation of the patient’s unconscious material; rather, they insist that both 

levels are deeply intertwined. Contributors to Cuestionamos repeatedly demonstrate their 

awareness of the ideological risks associated with interpretations that account for 

psychic conflict—that is, the risk that psycholoanalyzing political acts might 

inadvertently depoliticize them. Several authors criticize a study by Gustave Bychowski, 

“Social climate and resistance in psychoanalysis” (1969), that frames political activism in 

the United States, specifically the 1963 March on Washington, as a means for young 

protestors to “act out” inner conflicts. For Cuestionamos contributors, Bychowski’s 

account is typical of American ego psychologists’ eagerness to encourage their patients’ 

adaptation to existing social norms. Bychowski depoliticizes the choice of militancy, 

reducing its political motivation—social injustice—to daddy issues.17 Vigilant in their 

refusal to minimize the subject’s political agency, the Rioplatense analysts also refuse to 

compromise the principles of Kleinian object relations. They insist that both “levels” of 

psychic life are operative within the subject and thus both must be taken seriously. 

                                                        

17 Langer often reproduces that depoliticizing logic. For example, she interprets U.S. hippies’ refusal to bathe, 
their embrace of “free love,” and their use of contraceptive pills, as consequences of insufficient maternal 
affection (“Efectos psicológicos de los contraceptivos [Psychological Effects of Contraceptives] (1969)”). She 
considers those cultural tropes to be a distraction from the hippies’ respectable political ideals: antiracism and 
an end to the Vietnam War.  
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Klein’s theory of reparation allows analysts a political alternative to the apparent stasis 

of Freud’s descriptive social theory. Not only is analysis an opportunity for the patient 

to mourn her lost objects, but also for the analyst and patient to make reparation 

together.  

Rioplatense modifications to classical technique responded to unique clinical 

challenges of practicing psychoanalysis under authoritarianism. Many analysts remark, 

for example, on the pragmatic impossibility of free association when the language that 

surfaced could put both analyst and patient at risk. Maren Ulriksen de Viñar points out 

the increased danger of group analysis due to the possibility that participants might 

become police informants: “Free association wasn’t possible because everyone knew that 

it took only one traitor within the group for a disaster to befall us all. The moral 

responsibility under such conditions was tremendous, and it was finally necessary to 

stop doing group therapy completely” (quoted by Hollander, 135). Furthermore, 

Hollander points out that paranoid mechanisms were no longer pathological or 

relegated to the psychic plane, but rather necessary for survival: “In the persecutory 

culture of fear, free association—and thus the practice of psychoanalysis—was seriously 

compromised because the distinction between psychic reality (fantasy) and external 

reality (state terror) collapsed” (1997, 133). Psychoanalyst Marcelo Viñar explains, “In 

order for sadism, aggression, and so forth to be freely manifested in a patient’s fantasy 

life, there has to be a guarantee that it’s not happening in reality” (quoted by Hollander 
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133). Like the infant whose fantasized attacks on the mother’s body must be checked 

against the reality of her survival, the subject of psychoanalytic treatment needs the 

phantasy of an omnipotent threat to be measured against a social reality in which that 

threat is not materialized. Without such assurance, movements of the unconscious can 

no longer be articulated in the clinical situation. 

Marxist psychoanalyst Juan Carlos Volnovich continued practicing Kleinian 

analysis for guerrillas as well as their children in Argentina after the coup d’état, but the 

content of his interpretations shifted as he grew increasingly suspicious of Montonero 

leadership:  

I realized my patients were in a state of denial about their extreme vulnerability. 

I’d intervene in ways that were not a direct expression of my opinion but rather 

my interpretation of the patients’ unconscious concerns that emerged from their 

discourse. Based on their associations, I could ask the important questions, which 

is, after all, the role of the analyst. ‘Isn’t it interesting that with what you’re 

describing it never occurred to you that you might be in danger?’ ‘I wonder 

whether you’re aware that when you talk about the revolutionary leadership, 

you’re speaking as you do when you’re describing your childhood and how you 

felt your mother didn’t take care of you.’ (quoted by Hollander 135)  

Volnovich struggled to communicate his safety concerns for patients with radical 

political commitments not because he disapproved of those commitments, but because 
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he shared them. Caught in a therapeutic bind, Volnovich improvised ways of mitigating 

his patients’ denial, alerting them to what he presented as their own unconscious 

knowledge that Montonero leadership was flawed. In doing so, he used psychoanalytic 

interpretation to communicate his own evaluation of contemporary political tactics, 

foregoing analytic neutrality with interventions aimed at preserving his militant 

patients’ physical safety.  

Cases in which patients and analysts occupied a shared subject position as 

enemy of the state demanded new clinical and theoretical approaches to the notion of 

countertransference—that is, the analyst’s unconscious libidinal investments in the 

analysand. To that end, Langer summarizes three crucial modifications to Klein’s clinical 

technique under conditions of state violence: 1) moving beyond the instinctive object-

relations interpretation to include an analysis of social reality, 2) encouraging the analyst 

to enter into “dialogue” with patients, rather than remaining mostly silent or offering 

only interpretations, and 3) asserting the clinical value of the countertransference by 

“transforming it from an obstacle into a working tool” ([1981] 1989, 171). Langer 

attributes Argentine innovations in countertransference to Heinrich Racker, who openly 

embraced the technical potential of the countertransference. Polish by birth, analyzed by 

Jeanne Lamp-de Groot in Vienna (1936), and trained by Marie Langer in Buenos Aires in 

the 1940s, Racker points out that while Freud’s recognition of the countertransference 

inspired the requirement that candidates undergo training (or “didactic”) analysis, 
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countertransference itself was quickly abandoned as an object of psychoanalytic inquiry 

by the IPA.18 In “The Meanings and Uses of Countertransference” (1953), Racker asserts 

the primacy of countertransference in successful interpretation of the transference; the 

analyst must “deduce from the countertransference the transference situation and its 

cause” (124).19 Racker often references situations in which the analyst’s desire to heal the 

patient (the analyst’s “reparative instinct”) is threatened by the countertransference 

anxiety that the patient is getting worse or wants to terminate the analysis, both 

experienced as injuries to the analyst’s ego. In these cases, it is important for the analyst 

to recognize her identifications with the patient’s good and/or bad inner objects in order 

to productively interpret the transference.  

Racker’s interest in countertransference uses Kleinian ORT to challenge analytic 

neutrality by resignifying (and effectively pathologizing) clinical objectivity: “True 

objectivity is based upon a form of internal division that enables the analyst to make 

himself (his own countertransference and subjectivity) the object of his continuous 

observation and analysis. This position also enables him to be relatively ‘objective’ 

                                                        

18 Racker stops short of recommending that analysts communicate their countertransference to the patient, 
but underscores its importance in the supervision of training candidates. 
 
19 Racker distinguishes, however, between “countertransference thoughts”—all the ideas and feelings 
emerging in response to the patient’s transference—and “countertransference positions”—the analyst’s high-
intensity ego-reactions to the transference. Both have clinical value insofar as they illuminate the unconscious 
communication between patient and analyst, but both are highly dangerous when the analyst does not bring 
them into consciousness; if countertransference is not used as a clinical tool, it can trigger bad interpretations 
that jeopardize the entire analysis. 
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toward the analysand” (96). The analyst’s desire to repair the patient must be subject to 

interpretive scrutiny not only to expose the threat that patient poses to the analyst’s own 

ego and inner objects, but also to better understand the objects the analyst comes to 

represent in the patient’s unconscious.  

The Rioplatense analysts featured in Cuestionamos describe and respond to 

clinical challenges unique to the extreme political violence that fractured contemporary 

civic life. But their insights reveal a broader intervention into psychoanalytic theories of 

countertransference and a reconsideration of the artificial limits imposed on clinical 

space. The Uruguayan group posits loss as a fact of social change, more acute in certain 

historical moments, but perpetually at play for patient and analyst alike: “We believe 

that all social change implies a process of ongoing mourning [duelo actual] for the 

country as a common object that is injured, modified. This mourning involves the 

analyst as much as the analysand, and its elaboration is simultaneous” (Achard de 

Demaria et al. 51). The dramatic upheavals in Latin America during the 1960s and ‘70s 

shed light on processes of social change affecting a sense of loss characteristic of 

modernity writ large. The Uruguayan group argues that psychoanalytic theory and 

practice must account for these processes insofar as patient and analyst are both 

inevitably implicated. 

The Uruguayan group also reconfigures the space of the consulting room, 

expanding the boundaries of the clinic by recognizing its shifting function in psychic 
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and social reality: “Some patients fantasized that we [the analysts] remained protected 

[refugiados] and safe in our consulting room, while they ran the risk of living in social 

reality. Others feared for our safety, that the external dangers might enter in our office 

and affect the tranquility and continuity of the treatment” (49-50). Anxieties triggered by 

political protest expose the territory of the consulting room as a product of transference 

love—a psychic space as much as a physical one that can only be understood in relation 

to the world outside it. 

In the case of Patient D, the Uruguayan group produces interpretive parallels 

between the church and the consulting room as precarious sanctuaries threatened by the 

risk of police violence. In an analytic session, Patient D reports that she had gone to 

church “to look at a saint when, suddenly, a group of students, chased by police officers 

on horseback, entered to take refuge” (50). Because Patient D declines to talk openly 

about her political opinion of the student protests, her analyst focuses exclusively on an 

Oedipal interpretation of the patient’s violated sense of security: “On some level, we [the 

analysts] accepted that what mattered were her dead family members, that external 

reality was far from her” (50). The analyst thus fails to register the latent impact of social 

reality on the patient’s discourse.  

The analyst’s interpretive frame shifts several months later when “the patient 

reveals, to our surprise, that she knew a great deal about the national situation, that she 

had had certain student union activity. We received her marginalization of the [protest] 
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events as a superegoic critique, which signaled that we had left our role as analysts” 

(50). Here, the Uruguayan group argues that the role of the analyst demands a 

recognition of the “external” political situation regardless of the extent to which it 

surfaces in the manifest content of the patient’s discourse. In retrospect, they admit, 

inaccurate assumptions about Patient D’s political life, and the role of union work in her 

psychic life, likely resulted from the analyst’s own unconscious prejudices against the 

patient’s perceived ideological neutrality: based on the absence of student protest in her 

discourse, how could she be in solidarity with her Leftist analyst? How could she be 

trusted to protect and repair the common object, el país?  

Ultimately, based on her experience in the church, the authors associate Patient 

D’s reluctance to address her union activity in the clinic with her concern for 

maintaining the consulting room as a sanctuary from the dangers of political life under 

paramilitary rule. The analyst’s initial blindness is presented as a cautionary tale for the 

clinician who pretends that moments of political crisis do not produce new object 

relations rooted in social reality, warranting clinical attention alongside Oedipal object 

relations. The authors’ implicit enthusiasm for Patient D’s union work indicates the 

analyst’s desire for a patient willing to repair their shared, injured object—el país— in a 

clinical field that extends within and beyond the consulting room. 

In “Ideology and Idealization,” Langer insists that the professional calling to 

psychoanalysis is evidence of clinicians’ heightened reparative instinct: “We need so 
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much to analyze because it enables us to repair, because it fills our vocation and, in that 

way, it gives us happiness” (422). Analysts’ reparative desire is exposed when a 

common object, like the nation, has been damaged. For the Uruguayan group and their 

patients, the student protests in Montevideo exemplify what Janine Puget and Leonardo 

Wender later term “overlapping worlds,” a “phenomenon in which dates, facts, or 

incidents related by the patient directly affect the analyst in their manifest content 

because they belong to his or her own day-to-day, current, and traumatic language” 

(104). Puget and Wender first coined the term in 1982, emphasizing its clinical utility 

when identified as a feature of the transference relationship. For them, the recognition of 

“overlapping worlds” prevents “two possible defenses” on the part of the analyst: “one, 

isolation, and the other, hyper-professionalization” (104).20 By acknowledging 

overlapping worlds, Puget and Wender suggest, analysts are better able to foster a sense 

of “solidarity” with their patients. Solidarity thus emerges as a clinical value at precisely 

the moment of maximum political discord, when every citizen, including patient and 

analyst, must choose a side in the struggle to determine the nation’s political future.  

The concept of solidarity affirmed between analyst and patient in the Rioplatense 

clinic is not purely altruistic; that is, it is not promoted for the exclusive benefit of the 

                                                        

20 Both Plataforma and Documento, splinter psychoanalytic affiliations I will describe in the final section of 
this chapter, cite extreme professionalization within the psychoanalytic field as a justification for institutional 
reform: hyper-professionalization leaves no room for psychoanalytic experimentation, which is necessary for 
the further development of the “science,” and it leads to the idealization of analysts, further reinforcing the 
professional hierarchies so inconsistent with the younger generation’s democratic values. 
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patient. Rather, its therapeutic effects are perhaps most visible in the analyst. Solidarity, 

in this context, resists the idea that the analyst, from a position of absolute power, uses 

her authority to ideologically influence the patient by forging a shared libidinal bond 

over a common object of mourning. Though this dynamic may certainly be operative, 

the patient also represents a means for the analyst to repair her own lost and injured 

objects. Amidst the rise of political violence and the social fragmentation that 

accompanied it, the psychoanalytic clinic begins to function as a therapeutic 

environment for the analyst. 

Several years after contributing to Cuestionamos as part of the Uruguayan group, 

Marcelo Viñar was arrested and detained in a clandestine military facility for two 

months. His wife, Maren, an analyst and co-author of the Cuestionamos article, 

campaigned for his release, drawing on the support of Marie Langer and her 

institutional contacts in Europe. For the next three years, Maren focused her clinical 

work on children, many of whom had parents who were political prisoners. In an 

interview with Nancy Caro Hollander, Maren remarks, “It was therapeutic for me as 

well because it permitted me to leave my own trauma, my unthinkable situation, in 

order to think about theirs. It was a kind of reparation” (1997, 127). The Viñars 

eventually went into exile in Paris, where Marcelo used his psychoanalytic training to 

treat patients with severe cases of schizophrenia at a psychiatric hospital. Explaining his 

decision to flee, Marcelo reflects, “One of the reasons that I ultimately decided to leave 
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the country was that I could not practice under those conditions. I realized I couldn’t 

discriminate between what was happening to the patient and what to me” (quoted by 

Hollander, 1997, 134).  Describing his subsequent practice in Paris, Marcelo Viñar notes, 

After about a year in the clinic, everyone said I was the best psychiatrist there 

because my patients got better. Actually, I think they improved because they had 

a doctor to take care of rather than a doctor who took care of them! They were 

the nurses and therapists desperately needed by their depressed psychiatrist! 

This reversal of roles created a very strong link among us. My own psychological 

precariousness wound up facilitating a good therapeutic relationship among us. 

The other side of the coin had to do with the rumors that circulated about me. I 

later realized that to them I symbolized the Latin American hero. (quoted by 

Hollander, 1992, 153)  

The Viñars’ awareness of their own reparative desire and of their own psychic struggles 

complicates conventional power relations between analyst and patient, even in a 

psychiatric hospital. ORT provides a language through which to articulate the mutuality 

and reversibility of the therapeutic relationship, transformed by the trauma of police 

detention and interrogation. 

The reversibility of therapeutic reparation is especially evident in analysts 

mourning specific human losses associated with state violence. In these cases, the loss of 

a national ideal is compounded by the loss of a loved one killed in service to a particular 
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version that ideal. Argentine psychoanalyst Julia Braun experienced such a loss when 

her teenage son, Gabriel, was forcibly disappeared by the military police only two 

months after the coup d’état. Though Braun did not learn the circumstances of Gabriel’s 

arrest, torture, and execution until years later, her clinical practice became a means of 

mourning that loss. For Braun, making reparation to Gabriel meant providing therapy to 

subjects who shared his political ideals. She began holding weekly clinics at a nearby 

parish serving the poor, mostly immigrant families from neighboring Bolivia and 

Paraguay. Braun describes the therapeutic effect of her work at the church through the 

solidarity and empathy it provided. Her work was by no means strictly psychoanalytic: 

“Advice was given, help was offered…some food…a little money. It was a shared space 

of suffering for all of us who’d been affected by the dictatorship” (quoted by Hollander 

1997, 118-119). In open defiance of orthodox protocol, the analyst pays the patient to 

establish a reciprocal therapeutic relation, calling the church a “therapeutic community” 

that “helped to cure” Braun (119). According to Braun, it was “a profound source of 

reparation. I could help them with their losses in a way that I couldn’t help the loved 

one whom I myself had lost” (119). The specific nature of this loss, and the solidarity 

Braun finds among other victims of state violence, marks new territory for 

psychoanalytic theory and practice which, I will show, grows increasingly tied to the 

rhetorical figure of the mother and the geographical terrain of Latin America.  
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Solidarity, Group Analysis and the Socialization of Loss 

In practice, we concern ourselves a lot with familial ties, which are tainted by social 
origin and the ideology of the dominant classes, etc. On the other hand, I repeat that one of the 
goals of psychoanalysis should be to help the individual augment his judgement of reality, and 

also to question that reality, and increase his capacity to change it.  
–Marie Langer, 1981 

 
By the mid-1970s, the Marxist rhetoric of psychoanalytic praxis attracted the 

attention of the paramilitary Argentine Anticommunist Alliance, forcing many of 

Cuestionamos’s contributors into exile in Mexico, while other Leftist clinicians fled to 

Cuba, France, and Spain. From Mexico and Cuba, analysts further modified the classical 

clinical setting to treat post-revolutionary Cubans and nearby Nicaraguans who grieved 

unprecedented human losses as a result of state violence. In Mexico, a group of 

Argentines formed a Mental Health Commission within the Committee of Solidarity 

with the People of Argentina (COSPA), an organization providing services and support 

to a growing population of refugees from the Southern Cone. In addition to treating 

Argentine exiles, many of whom had been detained and tortured at home, the 

Commission also offered psychotherapy to a group of Sandinista guerrillas exiled from 

Nicaragua to Mexico in 1978 (Hollander 4). In the early 1980s, after nearly two decades 

of revolutionary combat, followed by the ongoing Contra War to conquer the 

Sandinistas, no individual could avoid being touched personally by political violence. 

However, only one hospital provided mental health services to the entire nation. In the 

absence of state institutions dedicated to mental health, twelve analysts, including 
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Langer and several of her Argentine colleagues living in exile in Mexico City, formed the 

Internationalist Team of Mental Health Workers to provide bimonthly group analysis 

and group training analysis to the Nicaraguan people. 

Beyond its pragmatic efficiency in contexts with crippled infrastructure and 

impoverished populations, group analysis developed out of a commitment to solidarity 

consistent with local Socialist principles. In an unpublished manuscript from 1983, 

Langer and fellow Argentine exile Ignacio Maldonado argue, “because problems and 

mental suffering are generated in groups it is in group situations that they can best be 

resolved. Group activity is in total accord with Nicaraguan ideology: it strengthens 

solidarity and teaches people to view their pain in social terms and to alleviate it 

together” (quoted by Hollander 1989, 10-11). Group therapy thus becomes the optimum 

technique for socializing the symptomatic effects of poverty, exploitation, torture, and 

state terror.  

Hailing “solidarity” as an explicit clinical objective, the movement for 

psychoanalytic praxis champions militancy as the reparative act par excellence, a form of 

sublimation that translates grief into socialist reforms expected to endure beyond the 

individual subject’s lifetime. Langer describes her clinical work with Sandinista 

revolutionaries in Managua as the “socialization of grief for the dead, the permanent 

burden under which people [in Nicaragua] have to live, and also—why not?—the 

socialization of the hatred towards the enemy who is invading the country” ([1981] 1989, 
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217). Group analysis cultivates solidarity through a productive splitting: the formation 

of a stable, external, shared bad object—“the enemy”—as a means of repairing lost good 

objects, including the nation itself. Like militancy, group analysis is a method of 

“socializing” losses distinctively regarded as political, mitigating against pathological 

forms of grief unique to subjects of state violence.  

With a simple list of ten psychoanalytic principles, 21 the Internationalist Team of 

Mental Health Workers in Nicaragua relied on group analysis to offer the most basic 

support for the acknowledgement and relief of war-related trauma. Addressed to 

therapists in the first-person plural and articulated in very simple language, these “ten 

commandments” underscored the universality of the unconscious and of emotional 

ambivalence, as well as the notion that “attitudes and acts” are unconsciously 

overdetermined by history, childhood sexuality, and ideological motivations. The list 

also includes more psychoanalytically controversial principles, like the importance of 

                                                        

21 The ten principles of group psychoanalysis designed specifically for the Nicaraguan situation are as follows: 
1) One must learn the attitude of someone who knows how to listen and also ask questions. Also the 
importance of catharsis. 2) The unconscious exists. Dreams, deliria, everything has meaning. 3) for that reason, 
also all of our attitudes and acts, including our ideology, are partly overdetermined by unconscious motives. 
4) We are always conflicted and we fear change the same way we fear the unknown. 5) We are always 
ambivalent. There is no love without hate. Even the mother, weary and overextended can hate her baby. 6) 
Our patients’ history and infantile sexuality are important because they repeat as adults what they lived in 
infancy. 7) We also repeat our infantile loves and hates. When these are projected on the therapist, we are 
talking about transference. 8) What the therapist feels toward her patient, consciously or unconsciously, we 
call countertransference. No one is neutral. To do psychotherapy is to do ideological work. 9) Complementary 
series. We are the result of constitutional factors and of early and later experiences. Much of our resistance 
and fragility when faced with traumatic situations depends on a mix of constitutional factors, of early and 
later experiences, and of ideological factors. 10). We are all marvelous, but also crazy. Heroes, but also cowards 
(as a way of managing fear). Lovers, but also perverse. It is important to diminish the feelings of guilt because 
generally it does not serve, but instead paralyzes us. (Langer 1987, 34-35) 
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catharsis, and the influence of countertransference on clinical practice: “No one is 

neutral. To do psychotherapy is to perform ideological work” (1987, 35). By stripping 

down psychoanalytic theory, vernacularizing it, and mixing it with their own theoretical 

interventions, the Team further facilitated the accessibility of psychoanalysis, or at least 

a version of it, to the masses. 

During her years spent shuttling between Mexico and Nicaragua, Langer visited 

Cuba for the First Psychoanalytic Congress in Havana (Figure 16) and began publishing 

articles in the Cuban magazine Casa de las Américas as part of a campaign to ease 

Communists’ longstanding hostility toward psychoanalysis. In “Soberanía y la salud 

mental [Sovereignty and Mental Health]” (1986), she frames revolutionary struggles in 

“Allende’s Chile, Argentina of 1973-74, and Sandinista Nicaragua” as movements for 

national sovereignty yielding progressive local reforms to mental health treatment (78). 

She emphasizes that the demand for reforming the way mental illness is diagnosed and 

treated rests on overturning systems of financial dependence that have determined the 

mental health paradigms circulating in “semi-colonial and dependent countries” (78). 

Langer proposes alternative professional training priorities, which would produce 

doctors who refuses the “dehumanizing” strategies of “neocolonial” medical formation, 

focusing treatment plans on “the national reality” surrounding their clinical practice 

(81). She presents her group therapy techniques in Nicaragua as evidence of the 
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methodological compatibility between Marxist and psychoanalytic consciousness-

raising, tailored to meet the needs of a specific national constituency. 

Langer calls for participatory mental health systems in Latin America that do not 

stigmatize those symptoms or disorders that are, for her, consequences of class conflict 

and women’s subjugation. But her most striking argument is not about the benefits of 

revolutionizing mental health services or training; it is about the mental health benefits 

of revolutionary struggle itself:  

to the extent that an individual, within a party, within a population, struggles to 

win his country’s sovereignty, this same struggle, and the hope that it implies, 

like the implicit solidarity with others, will give meaning to his life beyond a 

merely individualistic project, and this belonging to another project, historical 

and inclusive, will simultaneously be a sign and guarantee of his mental health. 

(Langer 1986, 83) 

One might imagine this sentence concluding differently, by declaring the ideological 

importance of fighting for mental health services, not asserting that the struggle for 

sovereignty is in itself a “sign and guarantee” of mental health. Langer reiterates her 

argument that political struggle, especially when directed in the interest of national 

sovereignty, effectively “guarantees” mental health, in part by reinforcing the social 

bonds of national solidarity fractured by exploitative relations with “neocolonial” forces, 

like the United States government. 
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For Langer, solidarity is particularly urgent for women’s mental health due to 

the alienating effects of their domestic isolation. Argentine psychoanalytic literature 

from the 1970s and ‘80s often affirms this by citing a quantitative study Langer co-

authored with psychiatrist Sylvia Bermann, “Patología femenina y condiciones de vida 

[Feminine Pathology and Conditions of Life]” (1973). 22 The study was based on 

interviews with only 20 women, all of whom were working class or lower-middle class 

housewives diagnosed with “neurotic depression and immature personality,” vague 

categories defined with little psychoanalytic rigor (1). Langer and Bermann’s 

questionnaire probed patients’ economic background, their sex lives, their contact with 

“media of mass communication,” as well as their ideology, “through questions about 

their sense of belonging, their religious and political activity, and their belief in the 

possibility of social change” (4). Bermann and Langer gauged the women’s position on 

gender politics by asking about “the destiny they desired for their son or daughter 

(existing or in fantasy)” (4). Bermann and Langer draw a correspondence between 

sexual satisfaction and civic engagement, reinforcing Langer’s argument that politics is 

reparative and that it guards against mental illness.  

                                                        

22 Bermann became a Montonero militant and, just before the military coup in 1976, president of the FAP. 
Later that year, her daughter and eight-month-old grandson were kidnapped and detained in the ESMA. 
Though Bermann was able to locate her grandson, her daughter was thrown from an airplane to her death in 
the Rio de la Plata. Bermann was able to cross the Brazilian border with her grandson using false names and 
eventually took exile in Mexico City. 
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Langer and Bermann’s experimental design reveals the desire of the study itself: 

to highlight “the pathological conditions of the family structure” which holds women in 

a position of patriarchal dependency and sexual frustration. Though Langer and 

Bermann claim that a career outside the home can mitigate against housewives’ 

depression in middle- and upper-class women, they warn that petit-bourgeois 

aspirations attracting working class women to the labor force are a “siren song”—a 

seductive distraction from the exploitation they will inevitably encounter (8).  

Nuclear family structure also reinforces a proprietary relationship between 

husband and wife that leaves women sexually unsatisfied. For Langer and Bermann, the 

revolutionary “new woman” must have a “distinct attitude, which liberates the sexual 

taboos that subjugate women (and also men) through an exploration and scientific study 

of the problem that the theories of social transformation have left aside. That is, in the 

end, the objective of this work” (9). In other words, Langer and Bermann perceive their 

study as an emancipatory effort to redirect sexuality and reproduction toward 

revolutionary, rather than conservative, aims.  

Langer’s enthusiasm over the notion of reproductive futurity becomes 

increasingly pronounced in her work on female sexuality and is influenced by her 

encounter with a new category of radical militant during her second exile, the “Central 

American woman.” Based on interviews with Langer in the 1980s, Hollander describes 

the results of Langer’s contact with Nicaraguan guerrillas as comrades and patients. 



 

224 

According to Hollander, Langer found (or imbued) in the Central American woman 

evidence that motherhood could be mobilized as a revolutionary political identity:  

Langer concluded that the Central American woman links her capacity to have a 

child, which is central to her self-esteem and self-respect, to her capacity in other 

domains. The Central American woman is convinced, Langer believed, that she 

will be accepted by men as an equal on the basis of her childbearing capability. 

As an example, Langer referred to one of Nicaragua’s famous female 

revolutionary leaders, Gladys Bias, who, after being captured by Somoza’s 

National Guard, was so badly tortured that she underwent a complete nervous 

breakdown…Gladys did recuperate, but she was certain that the only way to 

prove her renewed capacity for political activism was to give birth to another 

child. (1992, 43n) 

For Langer, following Klein, female reproduction is an important act of reparation—a 

confirmation of the integrity of the woman’s inner object world, and a gift to her 

primary inner object, the mother. But reparation is also a form of sublimation, a means 

of translating depressive guilt into the labor of restoring the maternal bond.  

Langer insists that political activity is the ultimate form of sublimation, a 

transmutation of libidinal energy more satisfying and longer lasting than artistic or 

scientific production (Freud’s privileged modes of sublimation). Armed militancy, in 

particular, sublimates the death drive into the defense of an immortal ideal: “At one 
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point it is your turn to die, but if you have lived on the side of history then you will die 

with the feeling that you will remain part of it, that you will exist beyond your personal 

life and that you have contributed to the future, to however a small degree” ([1981] 1989, 

192). The psychoanalytic clinic becomes a space in which to reinforce the paranoid-

schizoid impulse to destroy the state, as well as the reparative, reproductive impulse to 

rebuild it anew. 

Langer also regards political militancy as a therapeutic act of mourning, a 

productive way to sublimate grief that is at once inflicted and denied by the state. In the 

1980s, several Leftist analysts assigned a special diagnostic category to a condition in 

which the lack of basic information regarding the circumstances of a loved one’s death 

inhibits the process of mourning. This condition, “frozen grief,” was diagnosed in family 

members of the desaparecidos; without external verification of death, or access to physical 

remains, grief over the lost object is frozen in the present. Both the continued torture and 

the violent death of the loved one are so abhorrent to imagine that the ego refuses to 

recognize the object as either fully lost or fully living. Even the psychic movement of 

phantasy needed to imagine the love object’s survival is disabled. In contrast to the 

melancholic’s passive inability to separate the ego from the lost object, clinicians insist 

that “frozen grief” represents the active refusal to mourn. Political struggle transforms 

grief into grievance, memorializing the phantoms that haunt the ego without fully 

conceding their loss.  
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Hollander argues that by sponsoring newspaper headlines like “Parents: Do You 

Know Where Your Children Are?” the junta ensured that “[r]esponsibility for their 

deaths was displaced onto their parents, who were accused of inadequately supervising 

their children and failing to rear them with the appropriate respect for authority and 

private property” (1997, 97). Uncertainty surrounding the circumstances or fact of a son 

or daughter’s death was compounded by the bureaucratic norms of a military regime 

that, withholding any legal records of detainment or execution, effectively forced 

parents to make the formal declaration of their child’s death. For many, to sign a son or 

daughter’s death certificate was experienced as an act of murder.23 If frozen grief names 

the pathological refusal to mourn a death that has not been properly rendered real 

through the most basic symbolic protocols of recognition, its alternative is experienced 

as homicidal: by signing a certificate of death, the parent is forced to “murder” the child 

in order to mourn her.  

                                                        

23 Hollander makes this point partly through an interview with psychoanalyst Julia Braun, whose teenage son, 
Gabriel, was disappeared in 1976:  

In 1978, after two excruciating years had passed with no news about Gabriel, Julia listened to a 
speech by the president of the military junta and came to a painful conclusion. She interpreted his 
words to indicate that all the desaparecidos were dead. ‘Gabriel’s fate was suddenly sealed in my 
mind: at that moment, I told myself that he was dead. Mariano [Julia’s husband] was horrified and 
insisted that it was I who was killing Gabriel. I felt terrible. But I realized that something had changed 
inside me, that, for me, the struggle to find Gabriel alive had ended. Yet I still had to do something.’ 
(1997, 116)  

Hollander notes that in cases of forced disappearance, “a husband, wife, parent, or child cannot mourn 
without risking intense guilt, for without proof of death to go on with one’s life is tantamount to a kind of 
murder of the disappeared loved one” (117). 
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To illustrate the relationship between frozen grief and therapeutic militancy, 

Langer contrasts two instances in which the figure of the mother-in-mourning is 

mobilized as a political identity. In “La mujer, la locura y la sociedad [Woman, Madness, 

and Society]” (1980), Langer first interprets an historical monument built in the 

Venezuelan Andes, La Loca [The Madwoman]. The statue depicts an indigenous woman 

who, according to legend, went mad after her seven sons were all killed in the national 

war of independence (1810-1823). Though the statue celebrates La Loca for having 

“fulfilled her duty to the fatherland,” Langer wonders, “Did this poor woman know 

why this war was being fought? Did she know why her sons died?” (189-190). Langer 

suggests that their death was in the interest of oligarchs for whom “great words like 

fatherland and independence had such a different meaning and such different concrete 

consequences” (190). While La Loca wandered the mountains alone, without “the 

solidarity of others,” these powerful men, “without asking her, transformed her into a 

heroine and an example, appropriating her pain” to bolster national pride (190). The 

state thus exploits La Loca’s effigy, justifying her sacrifice for a nation from which, as an 

indigenous person, she was effectively excluded. 

Langer contrasts La Loca’s tragic story with the Madres/Mothers of Plaza de 

Mayo, known in conservative periodicals as “Las Locas” of Plaza de Mayo. Since 1977, 

the Madres had circled Argentina’s presidential plaza, shrouded in white scarves, 

demanding information regarding their disappeared children, and acting as physical 
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monuments to their memory. Langer argues that the Madres’ political consciousness 

and “life project” in solidarity with other women ensures their mental health. 

Overcoming the political ignorance that drove La Loca mad, the Madres did not “go 

mad from anxiety and pain, nor are they just women who make demands in their 

feminine role because they do understand this war [...]” (emphasis mine, 190). For Langer, 

militancy transforms the Madres’ object loss into a political demand. The fact that the 

Madres “know how to struggle…is the best protection against the kind of madness 

specific to women,” that is, the madness of living only for one’s child (193). Through 

political struggle, the Madres make their personal object-loss the object of public 

outrage, and a platform for human rights demands. 

While La Loca and the Madres both exemplify the maternal figure as a privileged 

victim of state violence, the psychological effects of that violence depend on the 

woman’s ability to socialize her grief. Solidarity among mothers presents a solution to 

women’s domestic isolation and political marginalization. However, in the case of the 

Madres, solidarity is embodied in the literal circling of death, even as this activity comes 

to represent the affirmation of life. There is a certain morbidity at work in both of 

Langer’s apparently opposing examples of maternal grief: the maternal body is either 

frozen in bronze, or caught circling the presidential plaza, in the flesh, indefinitely.  

Might the Madres’ “frozen grief” be regarded, in fact, as a melancholic 

formation? If so, would melancholia stand in opposition to politics or as an alternative 
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means of imagining the political? Another way of framing the question would be to ask 

whether La Loca—the tragic, indigenous figure with insufficient political 

consciousness—might contribute more to a psychoanalytic account of loss than Langer 

allows. To what extent does the will to distinguish between the inability and the refusal to 

mourn attribute political agency to some, while withholding it from other mourners?  

Julia Braun and Janine Puget offer a more ambivalent account of how the 

socialization of loss associated with disappearance affects the subjective experience and 

social meaning of maternal mourning. Braun, mother of a disappeared son, does not 

deny the political or therapeutic value of the Madres’ marches. But their militancy 

consolidates an identity that exposes an asymmetrical social burden in the prevailing 

ideological demand that mothers, in particular, refuse to mourn their children’s loss. 

In “State Terrorism and Psychoanalysis,” (1989) Braun and Puget relate the case 

of a group analysis in which two participants, both mothers of disappeared children, 

developed a “violent” competition over their ability to properly perform maternal 

mourning. The dynamics that emerged cast each mother in moral terms for other group 

members: “The negligent mother worked through her mourning as if it had been an 

ordinary death, whereas the overprotective mother considered her mourning to be 

essentially irreparable and resistant to working through” (111). The “negligent mother” 

eventually abandons the group analysis, but the case history does not end with her 

exclusion. The patient later “returned, and created a climate of aggression, hostility, and 
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guilt, but this time in relation to the impact her departure had had” (111). The group 

wondered if it “should blame itself for having failed the patient and thus having 

produced a new missing person, thereby restoring the individual guilt situation of not 

having been able to protect its missing victims” (111). If, in the first instance, the group 

mobilizes gendered moral standards to police its members, that strategy is revealed in 

the second instance as a defense mechanism, ultimately exposing their collective 

complicity in the “negligent mother’s” disappearance from the group analysis. By 

bringing conflicts over the social protocols of proper mourning swiftly to the fore, the 

group dramatizes the social prohibitions and stigmas governing the mothers’ sense of 

their own right to mourn. In other words, the socialization of loss exposes the 

ideological forces mediating the individual experience of loss, potentially clearing a path 

toward mourning that had been withheld to meet the melancholy social standards set 

for the maternal figure.  

Bringing conflicts over the gendered protocols of proper mourning swiftly to the 

fore, the group dramatizes the taboos governing the right to mourn. The result is a 

paradox: on the one hand, the maternal mourner’s ability to “work through” her child’s 

loss is an index of her mental health. Techniques like militancy and group therapy can, 

apparently, facilitate that process. On the other, the refusal to mourn reflects her ability 

to properly fulfill the feminine role and, for Langer, the role of political agent. This 

paradox recalls the inadequate distinction Langer makes between La Loca and the 
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Madres according to their relative political consciousness, measured in their relative 

ability to answer the question, “Why did my child die?” If anything, shouldn’t 

psychoanalysis highlight the failure of “knowledge” to overcome the unconscious force 

of the lost object? Confronting the ways in which maternal grief is mediated by 

ideology, psychoanalytic praxis inadvertently exposes the limits of the socialization of 

loss, its irreducibility. Furthermore, it suggests that politics may only be possible as a 

refusal of death—that is, as an act of mourning less invested in “knowledge” than in 

asserting life through the memorialization of loss—an act on which La Loca and the 

Madres both insist. Political subjectivity is thus rooted in, and sustained by, the 

disavowal of loss, rather than its repression or working through. 

Antipsychiatry and/or Psychoanalytic Praxis 

For us, from now on, psychoanalysis is not the official Psychoanalytical Institution. 
Psychoanalysis is wherever psychoanalysts may be, understanding ‘being’ as a clear definition 

that has no connection to an isolated and isolating science, but rather with a science committed to 
the multiple realities it attempts to study and transform.  

–Declaration of the Plataforma Group to Mental Health Workers, 1969 
 

Thus far I have focused on the movement for psychoanalytic praxis in its 

theoretical and clinical dimensions, but its emergence also marked a significant 

institutional rupture. This process began in 1969 at the IPA’s official meeting in Rome, 

where a splinter group of European Leftist analysts, still reeling from the events of May 

1968, convened to discuss their grievances against the IPA’s hierarchy and training 

structure, as well as the limited socioeconomic scope of its bourgeois constituency. The 
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group wrote its own “International Platform” (Plataforma) of institutional demands, 

spurring the development of local Plataforma groups in Switzerland, Italy, Austria, and 

Argentina, where Armando Bauleo and Hernán Kesselman, both analysts trained by 

Marie Langer, founded a branch they called Documento. Documento targeted the 

institutional practices of the APA, initially collaborating with several senior members 

like Emilio Rodrigué and Eduardo Pavlovsky, in an effort to reform it.  

Two years later, the IPA held its conference in Vienna, Marie Langer’s home city, 

more than three decades after her exile. It was the first time the IPA had convened in the 

birthplace of psychoanalysis since WWII, and the first time Anna Freud had visited 

Vienna since her own exile to London in 1938. Langer delivered a paper, 

“Psychoanalysis and/or Social Revolution,” which recounted her near expulsion from 

the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society in 1936 when a high-ranking analyst discovered, 

through material presented by his patient in the clinical setting, that Langer was a covert 

Communist operative. At that point, nearly all political parties were illegal in Austria 

and, since 1934, the Society had disallowed analysts from affiliating, or treating patients 

affiliated, with clandestine political parties. Vienna Psychoanalytic Society meetings 

were presided over by uniformed police, which would have made Langer’s public 

expulsion a threat to her personal safety had her own analyst not urged his colleague to 

keep her secret. Upon Langer’s, and psychoanalysis’s, epochal return to Vienna, Langer 

urged the IPA not to repeat its passive complicity with authoritarianism at another 
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world historical moment of political decision. Her paper was largely ignored and the 

International Journal of Psychoanalysis refused to publish it, ostensibly for lack of space.  

Langer published the paper in the first volume of Cuestionamos partly to explain 

her and other analysts’ formal break from the IPA and APA. Rather than establishing an 

alternative psychoanalytic association that would conform to the IPA’s mandate, radical 

psychoanalysts, aligning themselves vocally with the Left, chose to form their own 

governing bodies and training institute (the Centro de Docencia e Investigación, CDI) 

alongside reformist psychiatrists in the Argentine Federation of Psychiatrists (FAP).  

Rioplatense clinicians’ ability to pivot away from institutional orthodoxies, 

toward confrontation with an unprecedented social and political crisis, I suggest, helps 

account for the endurance of psychoanalytic culture in the region. At this crucial 

moment in social and political history, it was by interrogating the limits of the clinic—its 

physical boundaries, theoretical orthodoxies, political responsibilities, and techniques—

that Leftist clinicians ensured psychoanalysis’s continued relevance to political discourse 

in Argentina; this, despite the fact that most of their theoretical and clinical propositions 

were soon displaced by Lacanian theory (a phenomenon I discuss in Chapter 5). 

It is impossible to measure the direct effect of Latin America’s experiments with 

psychoanalytic praxis on the continued popularity of clinical psychoanalysis in 

Argentina, but it is worth considering the question in relation to a historically 

contemporary challenge to inherited psychoanalytic principles, likewise motivated by a 
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concern for social justice: the antipsychiatry movement in Western Europe and North 

America. This movement was spearheaded by a disparate group of scholars and mental 

health practitioners who decried the repressive conditions of large-scale psychiatric 

asylums.24 Testifying to the decaying material conditions of overcrowded modern 

asylums, they also argued that the asylum structure was designed to contain 

undesirable populations indefinitely with no therapeutic ambition. Methodologically 

diverse work by R. D. Laing, Franco Basaglia, Erving Goffman, Michel Foucault, Gilles 

Deleuze, Félix Guattari, David Cooper, and Thomas Szasz hangs together within this 

category insofar as it challenges the ethics of institutionalization and depathologizes 

psychological distress as a logical response to social violence and exclusion. 

The antipsychiatry movement inspired significant psychiatric reform in 

Argentina before local psychoanalytic institutions were radicalized. Despite Argentina’s 

authoritarian rule from 1966 to 1973 under the Onganía regime, psychiatrists initiated 

major institutional reforms in an attempt to democratize national psychiatric asylums 

during that period. In addition to lowering patient intake, reducing the duration of 

patients’ stay, increasing the number of hospital staff on site, and improving material 

living conditions by relocating to better-equipped rural facilities, these reforms included 

the establishment of “therapeutic communities” in which “all facets of the institution, 

                                                        

24 There was no explicit coordination among contemporary scholars later understood to be part of the 
“antipsychiatry movement.” There is no evidence that scholars or clinicians self-identified with that term in 
the 1960s or ‘70s. 
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including the relationship between patients and staff and among patients themselves, 

became therapeutic tools,” challenging “the very authority of psychiatrists” (Plotkin 

2012, 194). In some therapeutic communities, psychiatric patients were encouraged to 

vote on substantial hospital policies while, under conditions of military dictatorship, no 

national democracy existed. Highlighting the irony of democratizing the asylum within 

a national framework of authoritarianism, therapeutic community director Wilbur R. 

Grimson points out, “you couldn’t vote anywhere in Argentina, yet people were voting 

at the mental hospital” (quoted by Plotkin 2012, 194).  

The Argentine psychoanalytic establishment was comparatively conservative, 

upholding the authoritarian regime’s commitment to traditional Christian family values 

throughout the 1960s. The APA’s institutional and ideological conservatism, resistant to 

Documento’s suggested reforms post-1969, led to its abandonment by Leftist analysts, 

many of whom joined the FAP.25 At the same time, psychiatrists working to replace the 

asylum structure with therapeutic communities in public hospitals based their clinical 

technique on psychoanalytic theory (Plotkin 2012, 194). In other words, radical 

psychoanalysts fled their repressive professional institutions to join psychiatrists in the 

development of psychoanalytic praxis, while psychiatrists used psychoanalytic 

                                                        

25 Though some APA members wanted to reform the institution from within, analyst Juan Carlos Volnovich 
remembers a colleague rejecting that approach on the grounds that “To be inside the APA is to be outside the 
country” (quoted in Hollander 1997, 69). Some Leftist clinicians, notably José Bleger, the “Red Rabbi,” 
maintained their affiliation with the APA after the institutional ruptures of the early 1970s. 
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techniques to treat patients in increasingly democratized mental health institutions. The 

cross-pollenization of psychoanalytic and psychiatric practices produced a therapeutic 

eclecticism for which I cannot sufficiently account here, but it is worth noting that the 

diverse forms of political engagement developed within the psy- professions did not 

reject psychoanalytic therapy or psychiatric intstitutionalization wholesale. Rather, they 

constituted critical reconfigurations of the relationship between political and psychic 

life.26  

In “Psychiatry, Authoritarianism, and Revolution“ (2003), Marco Ramos 

emphasizes the detriment of this cross-pollenization to Argentine psychiatrists, who had 

been pursuing “apolitical,” democratizing psychiatric reforms throughout the 1960s—

that is, until Leftist psychoanalysts joined their ranks. Ramos essentially accuses radical 

psychoanalysts of attracting the ruling junta’s attention, thus putting a target on the 

backs of all mental health workers and inviting the Rightwing military response that put 

the kibosh on existing psychiatric reforms (like therapeutic communities). A few 

problematic assumptions and oversights are implicit in this argument. First, it presumes 

that increasingly violent and repressive regimes would not have put an end to 

therapeutic communities regardless of Leftist psychoanalysts’ participation. For 

example, Ramos suggests that analysts’ Leftist rhetoric was to blame for the junta’s 

                                                        

26 The presence of psychoanalysis in the hospital setting did not result in the overall medicalization of 
psychoanalysis—it simply increased the variety of technical forms psychoanalysis would take in the public 
sector.  



 

237 

appointment of Dr. Agustín Badano to lead the National Institute of Mental Health 

(INSM) in 1970. Badano was openly antagonistic toward psychiatric reforms that his 

predecessor, Colonel Dr. Julio Esteves, had tolerated. Unlike Ramos, Plotkin explains 

Badano’s appointment as the logical continuation of an increasingly repressive regime 

within an increasingly violent political atmosphere. Plotkin also considers Esteves’s 

permissive attitude toward psychiatric reform to be consistent with the Onganía 

regime’s “general emphasis on modernization and efficiency imposed from the top 

down” (2012, 194). Based on an interview with Dr. Raúl Camino, director of Federal 

hospital in the province of Entre Ríos, Plotkin further suggests that “Colonel Esteves 

promoted this kind [sic] of new techniques…because he had a daughter with mental 

disorders” (quoted by Plotkin 2012, 194)—a perverse stroke of good luck for psy- 

practitioners that did not ensure a sustainable state commitment to psychiatric reform 

whether or not Leftist rhetoric was used to justify it. 

Second, Ramos’s argument presumes that the psychiatric reforms Leftist analysts 

apparently threatened were necessarily democratizing, a claim psychoanalysts like 

Eduardo Pavlovsky (a Plataforma leader) contested: “if the community-based therapy is 

not linked directly to the revolutionary struggle, it is swallowed by reactionary forces. 

Thus there is now a proliferation of new techniques (such as therapeutic communities) 

that are employed by the reactionary sectors” (quoted by Plotkin 2012, 197). Plotkin 

notes that for many psychoanalysts, “there was nothing inherently ‘leftist’ in therapeutic 
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communities,” (197) casting doubt on Ramos’s implication that psychiatry was more 

progressive before it was politicized by psychoanalysts.  

Third, in his critical assessment of analysts’ Leftist rhetoric, Ramos 

underestimates the actual possibility of social revolution during the 1960s and ‘70s, 

perceived as imminent with the election of Salvador Allende in Chile (1971).27 In that 

context, an “apolitical” position within any profession signified complicity with the 

Right. Because psychoanalysis could be, and sometimes was, put to repressive 

ideological aims and to the service of state torture practices,28 radical analysts were keen 

to distinguish themselves from existing orthodoxies. The demand for psychoanalytic 

politicization became especially apparent after the coup of 1976, when neither the IPA 

nor the APA officially denounced the authoritarian regime and analysts were exposed 

for training military torturers in techniques of extracting information.29 If Leftist 

                                                        

27 Hollander situates the Argentine movement for psychoanalytic praxis within a historical context of 
unprecedented political possibility: “In 1972, in the first national elections since 1966, a Peronist coalition won, 
placing a progressive, mild-mannered doctor in the presidency and ushering in a short-lived period of free 
expression and political mobilization popularly referred to as ‘The Euphoria’” (Hollander 1997, 45), during 
which time there were “a variety of community-based projects to bring psychoanalysis to the popular classes” 
(45). 
 
28 The second volume of Cuestionamos includes a clipping from a clandestine Brazilian newspaper that 
names Amilcar Lobo Moreira, an accused torturer, as “a candidate of the Psychoanalytic Society of Rio de 
Janeiro” (93). See Marie Langer and Armando Bauleo, “Algo más sobre tortura,” in Cuestionamos 2 (Buenos 
Aires: Granica Editor, 1973), 93-94.  
 
29 The Psychoanalytic Association of Buenos Aires (APdeBA), another IPA affiliate founded in 1977, also 
neglected to denounce the junta. Derrida discusses the IPA’s refusal to name Argentina, or Latin America, in 
its denunciation of torture in “Geopsychoanaysis… and ‘the rest of the world’” (1981). I examine that text in 
greater detail in Chapter 5. 
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psychoanalysts did, in fact, derail psychiatric reform, it was out of an urgency to break 

with the conservatism of the IPA and APA, and, as I argue, it yielded profound long-

term benefits to psychoanalysis as a viable philosophical and clinical enterprise in 

Argentina.  

The European and North American antipsychiatry movements and the 

movement for psychoanalytic praxis in the Rioplatense region all cast doubt on 

professional institutional authorities during the 1960s and ‘70s—a period of heightened 

political violence and social upheaval—and both underscored the role of ideology in the 

social production and medical diagnosis of mental illness. But while the European and 

North American antipsychiatry movements denounced psychoanalytic and psychiatric 

institutions for disregarding politics, history, and cultural difference, the Argentine 

movement for psychoanalytic praxis sought to integrate psychoanalytic and political 

practice, which, as I have argued above, produced alternative theories of national 

identity, feminist agency, and political subjectivity. Psychoanalytic praxis forced 

analysts to consider how to collaborate intellectually and professionally outside 

established institutional circuits, and how to take seriously the social and political 

identity of the patient without disregarding the role of object relations in her psychic life. 

Born along the Rio de la Plata but exiled to Central America and the Caribbean, the 

second generation of Argentine clinicians ensured a future for psychoanalysis in Latin 

America by developing a psychoanalytic response to regional political crises that did not 
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force analysts to choose between Marxist and psychoanalytic practice—that is, as 

Langer’s essay suggests, between “psychoanalysis and/or social revolution.”  

The ways in which Argentina incorporated elements of the Euro-American 

antipsychiatry movement in support of psychoanalytic theory and technique are unique 

to that regional context. This becomes clear when comparing the discourse of 

psychoanalytic praxis put forward in Cuestionamos with, for example, Antipsiquiatría y 

Política [Antipsychiatry and Politics] (1980), a collection edited by Mexican psychologist 

Sylvia Marcos and Italian psychiatrist Franco Basaglia. That text mimics the 

interrogatory approach of Cuestionamos, introducing the first three sections as 

cuestionamientos [questionings] of “repressive psychiatric institutions,” their 

“professional monopoly over mental health problems,” and their “techniques of social 

control.” The collection features several Marxist feminists from Latin America and 

Europe who align psychoanalysis with normalizing psychiatric practices associated with 

the modern asylum structure. Notably, the Argentine contributors to the collection are 

the only ones who defend the revolutionary potential of psychoanalysis, and Marcos 

registers her suspicious response in her editorial contribution, “¿Qué es la RED (Réseau) 

Alternativas a la Psiquiatría? [What is the RED (Réseau) Alternatives to Psychiatry 

Network?]” Marcos’s essay describes the Network, referred to alternately as RED or 

Réseau, the Spanish and French terms for “network.” RED was founded in Brussels in 

1975 as an informal support network for disgruntled mental health professionals in 
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Latin America, the United States, and Europe, eschewing any shared theoretical 

orientation, party structure, or hierarchy. Marcos cites the importance of RED for 

combatting distinct colonial incursions on local mental health practices, noting that 

Central American psychiatry had been influenced largely by the United States’ 

disavowal of psychoanalysis in favor of behaviorism, while Southern Cone 

psychoanalysis was influenced in the late 1970s by French lacanismo [Lacanianism]. She 

dismisses both, but refers to Lacanianism as “cultural colonization,” “the trendiest 

technique, to which nearly all the psychologists loyal to the theories and ‘advances’ of 

the European court adhere” (222). Resisting U.S. behaviorism and French Lacanianism, 

Marcos presents RED as an attempt for Latin Americans to develop “our own 

responses” to mental illness “by becoming conscious that we are, and have historically 

been, the object of cultural colonization” (222). In so doing, Marcos insists, postcolonial 

populations can develop local therapeutic approaches based on “a real and concrete 

approximation to the people [pueblo]” (222). Marcos continues, 

We will not wait to see what the Europeans do or write to continue in the 

manner of good followers that distrust the truth of their personal or 

autochthonous production… [W]e must invent our own formulas, alternatives 

that emerge from our own reality that are, in addition to being theories, 

practices. […] Our search implies discovering the autochthonous mechanisms of 

relation with madness and, above all, DETAINING the construction of hospitals, 
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clinics and other apparatuses supposedly created for mental health, but that are 

the negation of our culture and conceal the sophisticated mechanism, imported 

from developed capitalism, of political and social control. (222-223) 

What is striking about Marcos’s “autochthonous” subversion of intellectual colonialism 

is how reliant its articulation is on alternative branches of continental thought. It is no 

coincidence that Franco Basaglia and Félix Guattari are featured among the collection’s 

contributors, prominent Italian and French critics of the psychiatric asylum and 

psychoanalytic theory. Though Marcos’s hostility toward mental institutions is 

grounded in the repressive nature of such “apparatuses,” it is also counterintuitive if 

one understands social justice to include the expansion of access to government services. 

Marcos’s argument could, in fact, validate impediments to the public funding of mental 

health services.  

In the context of the United States, Berlim et al. argue that Erving Goffman’s 

Asylums (1961)30 triggered just such a withdrawal, “provid[ing] Health Departments and 

taxpayers with a justification for closing large numbers of expensive hospitals, many of 

them in urgent need of repair, thereby enabling bureaucrats and taxpayers to save large 

sums of money while simultaneously convincing themselves that they were acting in the 

best interests of those hospitals’ patients” (65). They argue that the antipsychiatry 

                                                        

30 Goffman's Asylums was translated into Spanish in 1970, circulating among Argentine psychiatrists 
alongside texts by Laing, Foucault, and David Cooper, who visited Argentina several times to consult with 
psychiatrists in the early 1970s. 
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movement in the United States inadvertently made it impossible to fund therapeutic 

alternatives by discrediting the formal structure of the mental institution understood in 

its broadest sense.31 

Marcos’s justifiable hostility toward U.S. imperial encroachment on Mexican 

techniques of addressing mental suffering reveals the regional singularity of Argentine 

psychoanalytic discourse on institutionalization. The movement for psychoanalytic 

praxis rejected certain institutional systems and techniques while working to forge new 

institutional alliances between different branches of the mental health system. As Leftist 

analysts abandoned the APA and IPA, they collaborated with psychiatrists and 

psychologists to expand and empower the FAP, as well as to create an alternative 

psychoanalytic training program—the CDI—open to lay practitioners and deeply 

invested in exploring the ideological etiology of psychic pain. They rejected the 

medicalization of psychoanalysis, focusing on academic psychology departments as the 

breeding ground for new analysts, but they invited psychiatrists to train as analysts and 

to participate in therapeutic groups. It is hard to imagine psychoanalysis thriving as it 

did in Argentina without extending its clinical and theoretical principles to these other 

psy- professions. 

                                                        

31 For all its useful synthesis of antipsychiatry’s intellectual premises, this article offers a condescending 
defense of psychiatric nosology, empiricism, and a dubious account of psychiatry’s adaptability to 
antipsychiatry’s criticisms. 
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If, in Europe and North America, Leftist political struggle demanded a wholesale 

rejection of psychoanalysis and psychiatry, the implications of Argentine clinicians’ 

refusal to choose between them in 1971 cannot be overstated. Psychoanalysis survived 

this period of dramatic social transformation as a consequence of its politicization—its 

willingness to incorporate Marxist and, to a lesser extent, feminist theory, to disrupt and 

rearrange institutional affiliations inherited from the IPA, to engage social reality and to 

openly oppose conservative clinical and theoretical principles that had become 

institutional dogma. Analysts on the Left, most of whom were trained by Langer, rooted 

psychoanalysis in the world in a way that enabled it to thrive post-1968—the moment it 

began to lose traction in France, the United States, and the United Kingdom. Those 

countries had been psychoanalysis’s greatest strongholds since it was expelled from 

Central Europe in WWII, and antipsychiatric scholarship had an important role in 

justifying the Left’s abandonment of psychoanalytic technique, understood as a 

depoliticizing means of pathologizing individual deviation from repressive cultural 

norms. 32  

                                                        

32 As Berlim, et al. point out, antipsychiatry may have authorized other obstacles to publicly funded care: 
“deinstitutionalization (carried out in a number of countries) has proven paradoxical in that it helped 
perpetuate, or even heighten, the stigma associated with mental disorders by causing, among other problems, 
a rapid growth in the number of mentally disordered homeless individuals” (65). In addition to a rise in 
homelessness, deinstitutionalization has also been linked to the rise of incarceration in the United States, 
prisons being utilized as the punitive institutional alternative to the old asylum structure for social 
undesirables. To acknowledge the brutal consequences of deinstitutionalization on the mentally ill, and 
particularly the poor, one need not condemn the antipsychiatry movement’s urgent critical intervention in 
the 1960s and ‘70s. But this correlation does raise questions about how the destigmatization of mental illness, 
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This argument maintains a certain tension with historical accounts of Argentine 

psychoanalysis published over the last two decades. In Freud in the Pampas (2001) and 

elsewhere, Mariano Plotkin argues that psychoanalysis came to substitute for politics in 

the wake of the 1976 coup d’état, at which point the brutality of the state made the risks 

of political engagement, or even discussion, effectively impossible.  In the next chapter, I 

will discuss the extent to which this argument is rooted in a particular reading of 

Lacanian psychoanalysis as apolitical. For now, I simply want to signal that, relative to 

every other nation in which psychoanalysis is practiced today, its legacy in Argentina is 

deeply political. For better or for worse, the praxis movement allowed psychoanalysis to 

thrive in Argentina as it was abandoned by the Left elsewhere.  

By training a generation of analysts to consider the psyche in relation to 

ideology, and to extend therapeutic access beyond the bourgeoisie, psychoanalytic 

praxis posited alternatives to the asylum structure without dismissing the concept of the 

unconscious, or the value of institutions in general. Furthermore, psychoanalytic praxis 

emerged as an effort to depathologize the psychic life of political militancy: radical 

analysts argued that psychic forces are always at play in the militant subject, but that 

object relations and Oedipal phantasies do not make militancy less political or less 

urgent. They worked to bring revised psychoanalytic techniques to the most vulnerable 

                                                        

and the relationship between politics and psychoanalysis, might have been imagined otherwise. 
Psychoanalytic praxis in Argentina is a field in which one such alternative found experimental traction. 
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populations, including leftist guerrillas and victims of military violence, while utilizing 

the therapeutic relation to repair their own lost objects.  

In the first volume of Cuestionamos, Langer makes a call to arms: “So that our 

science may survive in the new society that draws near, and so that its psychological 

knowledge can complement what has been created on another level, this time we will 

renounce neither Marxism nor psychoanalysis” (1971, 268). Pychoanalysis will not bring 

about political revolution, but revolution, she insists, will not resolve human 

psychological conflicts; psychoanalysis will still be necessary, though its form must 

perpetually be revised. Hence Langer’s interest in the notion of “El psicoanálisis sin diván 

[Psychoanalysis Without the Couch]” (1987), the title of another essay she published in 

the Cuban journal Casa de las Américas. There, Langer prints the ten psychoanalytic 

principles guiding her work in Nicaragua, insisting that psychoanalysis is not 

“‘subversive’ in itself,” nor is it, alone, “enough to ‘liberate the unconscious’ in order to 

change society” (162). Langer argues that, like feminism, psychoanalysis has the capacity 

to raise consciousness toward the ends of social justice. However, the collective work of 

Rioplatense analysts grappling with the rise of authoritarianism suggests that those ends 

can only be met by reterritorializing the consulting room, revising clinical orthodoxies, 

and reassessing the dynamic circulation of loss and reparation though analyst, 

analysand, and the network of political practices within and beside which 

psychoanalysis is realized.  
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Chapter 5. Strange Things Happen Here:  
Torture, (Anti-)humanism, and the Disappeared Woman 

 

How can you expect me to enjoy voluntary sexual torture when I come from a country 
where people were tortured for alleged political reasons, for the sheer horror of it, with desperate, 

not at all compliant victims? How do you expect me to enjoy it or even be interested in it? What I 
need is to know why someone becomes a torturer, a murderer, to know why an upright citizen can 

one day unawares be transformed into a monster. 
-Luisa Valenzuela, 1992 

 
What I shall from now on call the Latin America of psychoanalysis is the only area in the 
world where there is a coexistence, whether actively adversarial or not, between a strong 

psychoanalytic institution on the one hand and a society on the other (civil society or State) that 
engages in torture on a scale and of a kind far surpassing the crude traditional forms familiar 

everywhere.  
-Jacques Derrida, 1981 

 
There’s no such thing as Woman, Woman with a capital W indicating the universal. 

-Jacques Lacan, 1976 
  

Strange Things Happen Here 

By the mid-1970s, Lacanian theory and technique had attracted great interest in 

Argentina, displacing Kleinian theory as the dominant clinical and scholarly orientation. 

Concurrent with Lacan’s rise to popularity was the strengthening of an authoritarian 

state that achieved military rule through coup d’état in 1976. By then, paramilitary forces 

supported by Isabella Perón’s government had already suppressed the armed Left, 

forced citizens suspected of “subversive” thought or behavior into exile abroad, and 

terrorized the remaining population into silence through aggressive surveillance, 

censorship, detainment, torture, and disappearance. A generation of Marxist 
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psychoanalysts fled the country, but many clinicians who remained in Argentina after 

the coup adjusted their practice to military rule by developing techniques to address the 

psychic symptoms of state terror.  

The deployment of psychoanalysis to diagnose and treat “the pathological effects 

of social trauma” became a unique feature of human rights discourse in Argentina 

during the dictatorship, described by several of its professional “protagonists” in Nancy 

Caro Hollander’s Love in a Time of Hate: Liberation Psychology in Latin America (1997). 

Hollander’s ethnography collects interviews with nine Argentine practitioners of 

“liberation psychology,” clinicians who worked “to free themselves and their patients 

from the terrors of dictatorship and social violence” (16), affirming “the importance of 

social as well as individual reparation” as clinical goals (150). Hollander’s research 

focuses on the humanitarian efficacy of talk therapy, asking, “Is it possible to live 

through the trauma of extreme violation of human rights and sustain hope and faith in 

human goodness and our capacity to build loving and creative social bonds?” (1). Thus 

Hollander presents an Argentine psychotherapeutic tradition informed by 

psychoanalysis, but deeply invested in the social good—a tradition that, for her, was 

embodied in The Team for Psychological Assistance of the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo 

(Equipo). 

The Equipo posited “psychological assistance” as a humanitarian enterprise 

aimed at shoring up the degraded ego of women whose sons and daughters had been 
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forcibly disappeared, and who had joined other Mothers of Plaza de Mayo to publicly 

demand state recognition of their children’s detention. The Equipo brought together 

psychiatrists and psychoanalysts to treat patients in crisis, though they described their 

clinical objectives in the language of ego psychology: “the reduction of anxiety and an 

increased capacity to tolerate it; the lessening of guilt feelings, which are more frequent 

in families of desaparecidos than in other mourners; the strengthening of protective ego 

defenses; and the increase of self-esteem” (Hollander 1997, 193). Consistent with the 

Argentine Psychoanalytic Association’s (APA) institutional norms of the 1950s and ‘60s, 

the Equipo’s therapeutic approach was informed by Melanie Klein’s theory of 

reparation. According to the Equipo’s founding members, Diana Kordon and Lucila 

Edelman, psychotherapy dovetailed with public protest to bring social recognition and 

“symbolic reparation” to victims of state terror (quoted by Hollander, 203). In the 

context of an organized social movement, they argued, the Mothers’ loss “is no longer 

individualized, detached from its historical context, but is now part of the collective 

process that produced it and can now potentiate its reparation” (quoted by Hollander, 

142-143).  

Argentine psychoanalyst Marie Langer explains the specific importance of Klein 

as an interlocutor for Leftist clinicians invested in revolutionary politics who nonetheless 

rejected a utopian view of psychic life:  
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We didn’t believe that all ‘evil’ resides only in external reality—that is to say, 

exclusively within the social and economic institutions of class society. We 

believed that hate, cruelty, and destructiveness are as much a part of the human 

psyche as love and creativity […]. We agreed with Klein that it is the recognition, 

rather than the disavowal, of the capacity for hatred, envy, greed, and 

destructiveness that produces the reparative impulse in human beings. So we—

unlike Erich Fromm, for example—didn’t subscribe to the thesis that all we had 

to do was change the oppressive structures of capitalism in order to create a sane 

and decent society. We were convinced that only when the conflict and 

ambivalence that characterize all human relations are recognized and worked 

with, rather than denied, could people act out of concern for others and build a 

just social order. (quoted by Hollander, 73)  

Equally committed to the pursuit of social justice as those engaged in revolutionary 

struggle, Langer argues that political revolution would not definitively resolve psychic 

conflict. For her, recognition of reparation as an ongoing intrapsychic process can inspire 

new political practices that harness the creativity and productivity of the psychic healing 

subjects perform through unconscious mechanisms every day.  

As psychoanalysts used Klein’s theory of reparation to cultivate a more explicitly 

political approach to psychotherapy during the dictatorship, institutional 

psychoanalysis, represented by the APA as well as the intellectual, literary, and artistic 
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avant-garde, increasingly embraced Lacan’s anti-humanist theory of the split subject. 

Disseminated primarily through private study groups that replaced heavily censored 

university curricula, Lacanian theory was permissible under authoritarian rule to the 

extent that its language bore no recognizable trace of politics whatsoever. In her 

autobiographical memoir, Langer disparages Lacanianism for its disengagement with 

political and material reality during the dictatorship:  

Once a follower of Lacan said that for him reality was something imaginary, non-

existent, when he was analyzing patients; and a woman replied by asking, ‘If 

someone comes to your consulting room and removes a person by force, is this 

reality removing him or an imaginary reality or what?’ (This refers to situations 

which actually occurred under the 1976-83 dictatorship in Argentina). ([1981] 

1989, 228)  

Here, Langer refers to the Lacanian analyst as a “follower,” likening him to a religious 

disciple and drawing an unflattering parallel between Freud’s and Lacan’s professional 

celebrity. Recalling her year as a psychoanalytic training candidate in Vienna during the 

mid-1930s, Langer argues that the Lacanian movement reproduces “the total 

idealization of the leader, the complete submission of the students, and then a difficulty 

in reasoning, crazy fantasizing, etc.” (152).  

Langer’s anecdote also highlights the gendered subtext of the antagonism 

between Kleinian and Lacanian orientations in Argentina under the conditions of 
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authoritarian rule: it is no coincidence that a woman defends political reality against the 

Lacanian analyst’s retreat to theory. Another way to frame the transition from Kleinan to 

Lacanian psychoanalysis in Argentina is in terms of a shift away from a materialist, 

humanist, or even humanitarian, version of psychoanalysis developed under the 

maternal sign of Melanie Klein, to an anti-humanist concern with structural linguistics 

developed under the paternal sign of Jacques Lacan.  

In accordance with this line of thinking, Langer cites a “casual encounter” with 

French psychoanalyst Maud Mannoni in which the latter commented, 

the present-day Lacanians analyze the patient’s words a lot, but…the patient has 

disappeared beneath the discourse, which has become more and more 

philosophical, and incomprehensible, if you don’t devote all of your time to 

learning to decipher it. I [Langer] haven’t studied Lacan, because I haven’t 

wanted to dedicate hours and hours of every day to understanding the Great 

Master. ([1981] 1989, 152)  

To claim that Lacanian analysis allows the subject to “disappea[r] beneath the discourse” 

is to incriminate its hermeneutic approach in terms inflected by the authoritarian 

violence of the Argentine state. Langer’s comedic jab at Lacan’s esotericism is followed 

by her interlocutor, Enrique Guinsberg’s, observation that “there is another aspect one 

can mention, seeing that in Argentina, where the military authorities persecute one kind 

of psychoanalysis while permitting another, depending on its ‘subversive threat,’ the 
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Lacanian movement has really grown without any difficulty” (152-3). In other words, 

Guinsberg is suggesting that the Lacanian movement in Argentina is complicit with the 

military regime for failing to trigger its repressive wrath. Langer’s response openly 

rejects Lacanianism on the grounds of its apoliticism:  

[The military authorities] persecute analysis which is mixed with Marxism, an 

explosive mix in their opinion. But the institutionalized psychoanalysis of the 

International Psychoanalytical Association [represented in Argentina by the 

APA] has no problems. What you say about the Lacanian upsurge in Argentina 

is true. But why persecute it if it’s not connected to any reality, since the only 

important thing is the word, and the analysis of the word in order to discover the 

language of the unconscious, and nothing else? (153)  

Langer’s interview with Guinsberg was first published in 1981, which shows how early 

Lacanian thought acquired a reputation for silent complicity with the authoritarian state, 

a reputation that has stirred great controversy within the Argentine psychoanalytic 

community ever since.  

Over the last two decades, critics have extended Langer’s analysis by explaining 

the frenetic rise of Lacanian thought in Argentina as a withdrawal from politics in the 

wake of the coup d’état, a cerebral substitute for revolutionary struggle after the defeat 

of the radical Left. The framework of this argument, asserted in divergent forms by 

Nancy Caro Hollander (1997), Mariano Plotkin (2003), and Bruno Bosteels (2012), is that 
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the escalation of state sponsored violence in the 1970s put openly Marxist 

psychoanalysts in increasing physical danger. As revolutionary hope was extinguished 

by the coup d’état, Marxist analysts were disappeared or forced into exile, and the ruling 

junta dedicated itself to the discursive erasure of Leftist resistance from the official 

record. Openly ideological discourse became impossible, as did experiments with group 

analysis designed to “socialize” the symptomatic effects of state terror.1 Such techniques 

were no longer feasible when participants could turn each other over to the police under 

suspicion of subversion. It was under these bleak conditions that Lacanian thought 

acquired scholarly and clinical dominance. Lacan’s individualism and postmodern 

esotericism, critics suggest, inoculated its adherents against police and paramilitary 

abuse, but also evacuated psychoanalysis of its political consciousness and its 

emancipatory potential.  

The historical coincidence between authoritarianism and Lacanianism in 

Argentina indeed raises legitimate suspicion: How can Lacan’s critique of humanism be 

championed alongside unprecedented regional campaigns in defense of human rights? 

If Lacan depicts Sadism as the ultimate expression of liberal ethics, does his version of 

psychoanalysis justify the state’s widespread perpetration of torture? How can Lacan’s 

                                                        

1 See Chapter 4 of this manuscript, “Psychoanalytic Praxis: Reparative Politics and the Socialization of Loss.” 
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infamous dictum, “woman does not exist,” be reconciled with the material reality of 

disappeared women in Argentina?  

These questions constitute a knot, or a constellation of knots tying 

psychoanalysis to torture to the question of sexual difference. They also bring to mind 

Luisa Valenzuela’s incisive observation in the title to her short story collection: Strange 

Things Happen Here (1975). Psychoanalysis and torture are, indeed, strange things, 

extraordinary in the exceptionalism and rigor of their practice, and unprecedented in 

their singular coincidence during the Argentine Process of National Reorganization.2 

Valenzuela’s stories depict the years leading up to the Argentine coup with dark humor 

and a keen sense of the surreal. Departing from the magical realist tradition dominating 

the Latin American literary scene when the collection was published, Valenzuela 

presents political violence as it is internalized to yield new erotic and commercial 

relations.  

In “The Best Shod,” a new industry is born of paramilitary executions: beggars 

buy shoes collected from corpses hidden around the city. Sometimes the shoes are sold 

to family members of the deceased for a high price because the shoes are “the only thing 

that they can bury, poor things, because naturally the authorities would never let them 

                                                        

2 I will use the terms Process, Proceso, and Process of National Reorganization interchangeably in this 
chapter. I refrain from using the more popular English-language term, “Dirty War,” which was coined by 
members of the junta to suggest symmetry among combatants using equally “dirty” tactics in the political 
violence that proceeded and marked the military dictatorship. 
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have the body” ([1975] 1979, 13). In the collection’s titular story, “Strange Things 

Happen Here,” two vagabonds try to profit from the political violence of the era by 

stealing a jacket and briefcase left idling at a café, but they eventually abandon the stolen 

goods for fear they contain explosives or incriminating documents that would lead to 

their arrest. In “Politics,” a couple from the rural provinces arrives at the capital holding 

hands, bearing information necessary for a guerrilla mission. “They lose each other in 

the city, disappear, and will never again be identified once they let go of each other’s 

hand” (78). In a few brief sentences, the story presents revolutionary politics as a form of 

intimacy consolidated, then blurred into obscurity as the militants’ romantic connection, 

like their identities, like the information they carry, “diffuses in the exhaust gases and 

floats in the air in the hope that someday someone will know how to decipher the code” 

(78). In “The Place of its Quietude,” Valenzuela depicts a dystopian version of the 

historical present in which the fear of state violence has retreated “behind closed doors, 

silent, barren, with a low vibration that emerges in fits of temper on the streets or 

conjugal violence at home” (82-3). When the fact of torture has been assimilated into 

everyday life, it is not only experienced as an external threat, but manifests in visceral 

nightmares and sexual violence, callous profiteering and dissipated social bonds. 

Valenzuela’s fiction does not shy away from the coincidence between 

authoritarianism and Lacanian psychoanalysis in Argentina. In fact, many of her 

narratives are structured around and/or undone by confrontations between 
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psychoanalysis and politics in parodic representations of the consulting room that 

engage directly with Lacanian propositions. In the two novels examined below—He Who 

Searches and Black Novel (with Argentines)—, the search for knowledge about the truth of 

sexual difference and the truth of torture exposes both as obstinate knots in meaning, 

fissures in the symbolic order resistant to language and sense. Furthermore, both novels 

suggest that these knots are irreversibly tied to the category of the Argentine. It is by 

rejecting forms of humanism invested in the good and exploring the most violent effects 

of signification that Valenzuela’s fiction makes space for radical subjectivity to emerge. 

Her acute attention to the dynamics of sadomasochism in the wake of state terror 

illuminates how a feminist turn to Lacan does not alienate psychoanalysis from politics, 

but rather forges new forms of political subjectivity and new possibilities for a politically 

engaged psychoanalysis.  

“It’s hard to untie this knot.”  

In 2014, Valenzuela was interviewed for the journal Lacanian Reading.3 She had 

recently been declared Illustrious Citizen of Buenos Aires, honored for five decades of 

literary work that had positioned her as a powerful feminist voice in the Latin American 

literary boom. The interview, conducted by two Lacanian clinicians, focuses on the 

psychoanalytic dimension of Valenzuela’s writing, a discursive tool utilized throughout 

                                                        

3 This journal is edited by Carlos Dante Garía and, in addition to its clinical and scholarly content, includes an 
online referral function for clinical psychoanalysts endorsed by the journal.  
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her work to examine how state terror, and the threat or experience of torture, mutate 

erotic attachments of all kinds. Valenzuela describes how her first encounter with 

Lacan’s writing in the early 1970s inspired her novel He Who Searches (1977).4 The novel 

opens with a series of pseudo-psychoanalytic encounters between two Argentines living 

in Barcelona. AZ, a professor of semiology known only by the initials monographed into 

his clothing, secretly analyzes a woman known only as “she,” a cabaret dancer and 

prostitute. In her 2014 interview, Valenzuela explains, 

the protagonist is like a parody of Lacan who claims to be a psychoanalyst and 

speaks in a plural that is not so much royal as Lacanian. Because, on the one 

hand, Lacan fascinates me for the brilliance and complexity of his thought, and, 

on the other, his runaway machismo and the air of pretention that I perceive 

behind his words makes me laugh. When [Lacan] repeatedly affirms, ‘C’est le cas 

de le dire,’ I read, ‘Because I’m telling you so.’ So in this novel I immersed myself 

in playing with pseudo-Lacanian ideas because I had just discovered Lacan, and 

also the very abstract concept of the dissolution of the I…. (Vitale) 

In the novel, the professor of semiology, AZ, visits his patient’s apartment twice a week 

in the middle of the night, psychoanalyzing her, he believes, without her knowledge. AZ 

                                                        

4 Visiting an Argentine friend’s home in Paris, painter Lea Lublin, Valenzuela saw Lacan’s Écrits nestled on 
a bookshelf. Valenzuela returned to Buenos Aires in 1975 and began an analysis with Araceli Gallo, who 
invited her to take a course on Lacan with Gallo’s husband, Guillermo Maci. Valenzuela comically 
underplays the impact of her own analysis on her writing, noting “my analysis only lasted a few years” and 
claiming she did not take full advantage of it in terms of her writing technique. 
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often visits the woman’s apartment in disguise, sometimes dressed in women’s clothing, 

often his wife’s. The woman also disguises herself in various wigs and costumes, 

pretending not to recognize AZ each time he visits, though the narrator claims she 

knows exactly who he is, indulging his play of disguises, as well as the sex that 

eventually accompanies their encounters. AZ tape records their sessions, which his wife 

transcribes. He excludes sex from these tapes by stopping and restarting the recorder.  

As Avery Gordon rightfully points out in her comprehensive examination of He 

Who Searches,5 “AZ is a lousy analyst” (82, 84). He is wildly unethical, impatient, and 

aware that his methods fail to meet the most basic professional standards. In order to 

arrange a regular meeting time, AZ stalks his patient, hiding outside her apartment to 

“determine the best hour to find her at home, when she’d be exhausted and for that 

reason more inclined to reveal her unconscious mechanisms. Three A.M. seemed to be 

the ideal hour” ([1977] 1979, 97). Early in the analysis, AZ instructs his patient, “‘Don’t 

call me doctor, call me Pepe,’ (We must hurry the transference along, we said to 

ourselves impatiently. The sick woman can’t be left a prey to her affects.) So I was 

obliged, if you’ll permit me the personal references, to devote myself to psychoanalysis 

in a secret way, for her sake” (96). AZ coaxes the woman into free association by feeding 

her wine, and he does not charge her for sessions, which, he admits, “kept it from being 

                                                        

5 See Avery Gordon, “the open door, its floods of tears with consolation enclosed,” in Ghostly Matters: Haunting 
and the Sociological Imatination (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 63-135. 
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as orthodox as it might have been, but kept it from being rigidly dogmatic” (97). In an 

effort to justify his late-night sessions to his wife without raising suspicion of an affair, 

AZ assures her, “The study of these creatures robs me of hours of sleep, it gnaws at my 

vitals, gives me no rest; the knowledge that this is a noble task which someday will 

benefit the entire human race, and in particular the person that I’m analyzing, impels me 

to go on in spite of the sacrifices” (127). As Valenzuela notes in her interview for Lectura 

lacaniana, AZ speaks in the plural, offering masterful asides to an imaginary audience of 

scholars: “We have our own methods of analysis and we ask you to kindly respect them, 

as we ask that you respect the unconscious work of our patient” ([1977] 1979, 95).   

Valenzuela’s dark humor makes AZ’s self-aggrandizing authority the butt of the 

joke, but also reveals her own status as a psychoanalytic insider. After all, AZ is an 

impostor. He breaks the most fundamental rules of analytic practice while embodying 

all the patronizing self-assurance of a master. Gordon is attuned to Valenzuela’s irony, 

noting that AZ “is so transparently bound up with the most conventional of 

heterosexual male fantasies and desires that his analytic distance is laughable” (87). But 

it is precisely his laughability—the irreverence with which Valenzuela treats her 

parodied stand-in for Lacan—that marks Valenzuela’s feminist engagement with 

psychoanalysis as part of a regionally and historically specific discursive practice. She 

mocks AZ from a deep knowledge of psychoanalytic protocol, a savvy awareness of 

Lacan’s Leftist critics, and the critical insight that something urgent is at stake in the 
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vexed relationship between psychoanalysis and radical politics in Argentina. For the 

narrator reveals that AZ’s patient is keeping a secret from him: she is a guerrilla in exile, 

having fled Argentina when her lover was captured and may or may not have betrayed 

her under interrogation.  

After several months, the analytic couple’s regular sessions are interrupted by 

the woman’s sudden disappearance. The remainder of the novel tells the fragmented 

story of the semiologist’s search for the disappeared woman. He pours over 

photographs of her in the apartment where they used to meet and convinces himself he 

has impregnated her with his words, his interpretations. He decides to find her, 

beginning his search in Mexico, where he is received by a group of elderly indigenous 

women who share psychedelic mushrooms with him. He journeys to the jungles of 

Tucumán, the rural epicenter of Leftist militant resistance in Argentina. He continues 

moving South until he arrives at an unnamed metropolis. In a Kafkaesque twist, he finds 

all of the citizens waiting in a line that snakes through the city, guarded by soldiers, 

though no one seems to know what they’re waiting for. At the front of the line, AZ falls 

into a group of militants. They arm him and assign him the mission of placing 

explosives at the base of a concrete structure. Graduating from “lousy analyst” to 

effective guerrilla, AZ successfully plants the bombs and, as they are detonated, the 

concrete falls away to reveal the disappeared woman:  
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The walls of the fortress burst like a great husk and the gleaming heart of the 

fruit emerges. And he shouts: ‘It is she!’ and the voices, millions of voices also 

shout, it is she, it is she, the holy one. The miracle at last. And he sees her once 

again after such a long time, high on a white dais, resplendent, radiating a silent 

but intense light from within her glass coffin that is like a diamond.  (220)  

This climactic scene alludes to the embalmed corpse of Eva Perón, which attracted lines 

of two million Argentine mourners when it was displayed in 1952, and again in 1974. 

When Eva died, her corpse was embalmed and encased in a glass coffin; millions lined 

the streets of Buenos Aires, inching forward for days to view it. After Juan Perón was 

deposed in 1955, Eva’s corpse disappeared, stolen by anti-Peronist military agents who 

hid it for nearly two decades. The Aramburu regime (securing power after Perón’s exile) 

outlawed Peronism and forbade the utterance of its leaders’ names. In the early 1970s, 

the Peronist party was legalized and Eva’s body was recovered from a falsely marked 

grave in Italy. Her corpse was returned to Juan Perón, who was living in exile in Spain. 

When Perón was reelected President of Argentina in 1973, Eva’s remains were 

repatriated to Argentina and restored, removing visible signs of abuse and decay. When 

Perón died one year later, Eva’s body was displayed in a glass coffin once again, this 

time alongside her husband’s closed casket, inspiring new lines of mourners to fill the 

streets. 
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Valenzuela’s disappeared woman, “the holy one…radiating…from within her 

glass coffin” at the end of a labyrinthine line through the streets of a capital city, is no 

longer the woman AZ had known in Barcelona. Like Eva, she is no longer a woman at 

all, having become The Woman—the “gleaming,” “resplendent” Other capable of 

satisfying AZ’s epic search for meaning. The guerrilla turned prostitute turned Christian 

icon has become Lacan’s impossible “Woman with a capital W,” a figure he worked to 

deconstruct in Seminar XX: On feminine Sexuality, delivered in Paris between 1972 and 

1973. More precisely, Lacan insists, “Woman can only be written with a bar through it” 

([1975] 1999, 72), though this bar refers to the definite article, “La” in “La femme,” that 

would universalize the category of Woman. Similarly, as Bruce Fink points out, when 

Lacan writes “woman does not exist,” in the French, his grammar emphasizes the 

definite article, “la femme n’existe pas” (7). 

Throughout Valenzuela’s oeuvre, questions of identity often surface in relation to 

the proper name and through grammatical ambiguities around pronouns, articles, and a 

shifting narrative voice. Her grammar unsettles fixed gender identities, but also political 

identities as code names and clandestine identities divide and multiply the subject who, 

without a proper name, never even achieves the semblance of unitary cohesion. In He 

Who Searches, the woman functions as the narrative center around which AZ’s search 

revolves; as an empty signifier, she is never given a proper name, but is constituted 

grammatically as a generic female pronoun. However, the consequences of language do 
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not register as obscure abstractions for Valenzuela’s characters. Instead, naming has 

material effects on deeply historical subjects. The woman’s anonymity is tangled in 

questions of political exigency when she is revealed as a clandestine militant. Proper 

names endanger both members of the analytic couple in a context in which political 

participation requires splitting identities into clandestine units. Her identity is further 

complicated by the introduction of a twin sister, “she-she,” who was a guerrilla captain 

until she was “trapped…tortured and humiliated” ([1977] 1979, 143).  

The notion of a stable identity, of unified subjectivity, is not only a linguistic 

impossibility in Valenzuela’s fiction; it is undermined by militancy and its consequent 

risks. If costuming and cross-dressing function as erotic play during AZ’s analytic 

sessions, her disguises also represent a process of “changing skin, changing skin, 

changing skin as many times as necessary” (128) to avoid arrest. Her status as a target of 

police surveillance makes her wary that AZ’s structured interrogation could have 

ulterior motives, that he is an “agent of the Army Intelligence, Interpol, or the CIA, sent 

with the sole purpose of pumping her for information that she was not only disinclined 

to give but considered irrelevant” (129). Thus their sessions require her to “leav[e] aside 

the other life that never can be told to a third party;” the threat of torture inevitably 

overrides the ideal of clinical confidentiality.  

Exposing their sessions as a theatre of misrecognition and occlusion, the narrator 

observes, “It’s hard to untie this knot. What she really wants to hide is of no importance 



 

265 

to him, it could interest him only if there were some remote possibility of joining the 

cause” (137). The analytic couple reaches no consensus on the value of analytic 

knowledge; the unconscious material he craves is, for her, “irrelevant.” Ultimately, AZ 

does join her cause, drawn not by the content of her ideals, but by the great mystery of 

Woman, by the knots she refuses to untie. 

For Argentine psychoanalyst Guillermo Maci, the fairytale conclusion of He Who 

Searches evokes both Eva Perón’s populism—the “multiple voice of the multitude”—and 

Lacan’s evacuation of essence from the category of Woman: “In effect, she is nobody [at] 

the moment in which the discourse attains its maximum symbolic potential, because she 

is that anonymous Other whose power of interpolation demands from all a response” 

(76). Like Eva, she is everyone and no one, the Woman who does not exist, who never 

existed, but who nonetheless interpolates AZ as a political subject—as a guerrilla and, 

eventually, as a desaparecido. For as we learn in the preface to the novel, which was 

censored from the 1977 edition, AZ is eventually captured and tortured for information 

regarding his former patient. In dialogue with his interrogator, AZ insists, 

‘I wasn’t there. I don’t know anything, I swear I had nothing to do with 

her.’  

‘You were seen entering her house late at night. In Barcelona. Twice a 

week for several months. What were you looking for? Talk!’ 

‘What I know about her can’t be of any interest to you.’ 
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‘Shut up, you fag priest, you fruit, you little egghead. Don’t waste our 

time. Talk.’ (91) 

What is it that AZ “knows” about his patient? How could the details of her dreams and 

early childhood be translated into the kind of information AZ’s interrogator demands? 

The only thing AZ knows with intuitive certainty is that his patient is Argentine:  

She hasn’t yet mentioned a city, much less a country, even though everything 

around her cries out Argentina, Argentina, and no matter what guise she 

assumes, or what accent, I smell it immediately. (what’s the matter with this 

country that makes us all flee from it and burns us inside? What makes us 

wander about the world, tramps of love, without even wanting to recognize each 

other, denying ourselves to each other? What does it mean to be…?). (100-101) 

Thus the only proper name that marks the woman is Argentina. “The Argentine” 

emerges not as an anthropological category, but as a psychoanalytic concept, a knot 

Valenzuela ties to the question of sexual difference and to torture.  

“Argentina” is a sign that marks both characters, magnetizing them toward and 

away from each other. AZ’s pseudo-psychoanalytic encounter with the woman does not 

produce serviceable information for his torturer, but it produces AZ as a subject of torture. 

His crude imitation of the clinic shakes him from the sterile realm of academic 

semiology, radicalizing him to the point that he not only identifies with his guerrilla 

patient, joining the ranks of other militants to free her, but, like her, AZ becomes a 
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desaparecido. The censored preface ends as AZ is “raped by a gun barrel.” He fantasizes 

about his feces splattering the walls as his torturer “pulls the triggernow triggernow 

triggernow” (92).  

What exactly does the censor fear will be revealed to the reader of this scene? 

What does the analyst know, and what is the status of interpretive knowledge here? 

What are its risks? The desire to know Woman, to decipher her enigma, to untie the knot 

of truth she conceals, propels AZ’s journey from Barcelona to Buenos Aires, revealing 

the novel’s fragmented quest narrative as a hermeneutic endeavor about the hermeneutic 

endeavor. Maci contrasts the woman’s anonymity with the hermeneutic mastery 

implied by AZ’s moniker. Invoking the full range of alphabetical signs, AZ’s initials are 

“the ironic sign of the possession of absolute knowledge, wherein is located—incarnate 

in the stigma of the letter—the protagonist of the utopian place of the one who knows” 

(68). If “AZ” ironically connotes the character’s presumed mastery of the psychoanalytic 

scene, it also establishes an intertextual link to a contemporary meditation on the 

practice of interpretation: Roland Barthes’s S/Z (1970).  

Barthes, the paradigmatic professor of semiology, haunts AZ’s hermeneutic 

quest with S/Z’s parallel effort to grapple with the enigma of sexual difference and the 

mortifying fantasy of the ideal Woman. Like the preface to He Who Searches, S/Z is also a 

text about mutilation—more specifically, castration, and the consequences of its 

narration in Balzac’s short story, Sarrasine. The story’s unnamed narrator is a young man 
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trying to seduce a beautiful Marquise by telling her what he knows about a wealthy 

elderly man whose morbid features catch her attention at a society party. The narrative 

of this telling frames the story of an ambitious sculptor, Sarrasine, who falls in love with 

a soprano, La Zambinella, in Rome. Sarrasine first encounters La Zambinella as she 

performs—where else?—at the Teatro Argentina. On stage, “La Zambinella displayed to 

him [Sarrasine], united, living, and delicate, those exquisite female forms he so ardently 

desired, of which a sculptor is at once the severest and the most passionate judge” 

(Balzac 238). Sarrasine is instantly infatuated with La Zambinella, sculpting her 

prototypically feminine effigy, then courting her (and unsuccessfully attempting to rape 

her) all night and day at a decadent opera fete. Reflecting on La Zambinella, the narrator 

observes, “This was woman herself,” an accumulation of physical and psychological 

qualities to which Sarrasine pledges his life (248).6 When Sarrasine learns that La 

Zambinella is not, in fact, a woman, but a castrato, he threatens to murder him and is 

preemptively killed by an envoy of Zambinella’s papal protector. After the narrator has 

told the tragic story of Sarrasine and Zambinella, the Marquise does not reward him 

with sex as their verbal contract had implied; instead, both are tainted by the contagious 

stain of castration and the fate of their union is grim.  

                                                        

6 As Barthes points out, it is unclear who makes this observation—the narrator, Sarrasine, Balzac, etc. (172) 
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Barthes’s interpretive approach to Sarrasine can itself be read as a castrating 

gesture with respect to Balzac’s story; the text is “cut up into a series of brief, contiguous 

fragments” (13) which, for the sake of interpretation, are “ceaselessly…broken, 

interrupted without any regard for its natural divisions” (15). For Barthes, the professor 

of semiology, “the work of the commentary, once it is separated from any ideology of 

totality, consists precisely in manhandling the text, interrupting it. What is thereby denied 

is not the quality of the text (here incomparable) but its ‘naturalness’” (15). The “tutor 

text,” unnaturally “cut up” by the masculine (manhandling) professor of semiology, is 

transformed into a systematic exegesis on deconstructive reading; Barthes’s aim echoes 

AZ’s in its attempt to uncover and untie proliferating knots of meaning.  

In “The Critical Difference: BartheS/BalZac” (1978), Barbara Johnson argues that 

“deconstruction,” as opposed to “destruction,” “is in fact much closer to the original 

meaning of the word analysis, which etymologically means ‘to undo’—a virtual 

synonym for ‘to de-construct’” (5). But she notes that this undoing procedure is an act of 

“disintegrative violence” (7) with grave implications: like storytelling, she insists, 

interpretation is “not an innocent, neutral activity, but rather part of a bargain, an act of 

seduction” in which knowledge (of the Marquise, of the castrato, of the text itself) is the 

primary object of desire (7). Just as AZ is fatally seduced by his analysis of “she,” a chain 

of seduction links Barthes to Balzac’s narrator to Sarrasine.  
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 The title of S/Z visualizes the violent fulcrum bringing the “S” of Sarrasine into 

narrative relation with the “Z” of Zambinella. For Barthes, Z is “the letter of mutilation,” 

the “initial of castration,” the “wound of deficiency” that, “like an oblique and illicit 

blade,…cuts, slashes, or, as we say in French, zebras” (106). But the cut marking 

Zambinella also denotes his structural proximity to Sarrasine; as Barthes points out,  

S and Z are in a relation of graphological inversion: the same letter seen from the 

other side of the mirror: Sarrasine contemplates in La Zambinella his own 

castration. Hence the slash (/) confronting the S of SarraSine and the Z of 

Zambinella has a panic function: it is the slash of censure, the surface of the 

mirror, the wall of hallucination, the verge of antithesis, the abstraction of limit, 

the obliquity of the signifier, the index of the paradigm, hence of meaning. (106-

107)  

The violence of the letter, or of letters, is apparent in this formulation, as is the structural 

intimacy between subject and object of interpretive knowledge. Recalling AZ’s scene of 

torture, and his futile insistence that “What I know about her can’t be of any interest” to 

the torturer, Barthes’s observations about the violence of signification shed some of their 

abstraction. AZ learns the brutal extent to which interpretation is not a neutral act. The 

slash of censure that excises AZ’s torture and disappearance from the novel cannot but 

underscore the specificity of time and place—Argentina circa 1975—in the literary 
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proliferation of meaning through the mechanism of castration, the mark of sexual 

difference.  

Tortured Intimacies, Sadean Ethics 

Two years after publishing He Who Searches in Buenos Aires, Valenzuela went 

into exile in New York. In 1992, she published Black Novel (with Argentines), her version 

of a hardboiled detective novel with a disappeared woman at its center. Like He Who 

Searches, Black Novel is the story of two Argentines living abroad, a man and a woman, in 

this case two writers who fled to New York City in exile and remained long after 

Argentina’s democratic transition in 1983. In the title, Valenzuela qualifies the novel’s 

genre—noir-negro-black—parenthetically: “with Argentines.” Again, the category of 

“the Argentine” emerges as an explicit object of analysis in Valenzuela’s fiction, a 

category that acquires new critical purchase when separated from Argentina as a 

geographical site. Displaced to Barcelona, rural Mexico, or New York, Valenzuela’s 

protagonists struggle to negotiate the invisible stain of a national identity degraded by 

state terror.  

Black Novel introduces Agustín Palant as he sneaks out of an actress’s apartment. 

The actress, Edwina, had invited him home after a performance, but their amorous 

trajectory was interrupted when he inexplicably shot her in the head, leaving her for 

dead. At least he thinks he shot her, though the details are murky, and he cannot seem 

to understand why he would do such a thing. After the murder, Agustín goes into 
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hiding with his friend and fellow Argentine writer, Roberta. The remainder of the novel 

follows their collective effort to solve the novel’s central mystery: not who killed Edwina, 

but why Agustín killed her. The slipperiness of Agustín’s motive is compounded by a 

degree of uncertainty around the facticity of the crime itself, especially because the 

details he narrates to Roberta change over time. Did Agustín really have a gun? Was the 

gun real or fake? Was it loaded? Was the victim a woman or a man?  

As Agustín and Roberta cohabitate, hiding out from the police, rarely leaving her 

apartment, they grow increasingly codependent and androgynous. Agustín shaves his 

beard and begins dressing in Roberta’s clothes. Roberta loses weight, shedding her 

curves, she cuts her hair short, dyes it orange, begins wearing men’s clothes and calling 

herself Bobby. Agustín and Roberta share at least one explicitly sexual encounter, but 

the consequences of their sustained intimate proximity more often take the form of 

merging identities and role reversals. Conceiving of Edwina’s murder as a play she 

could write, Roberta casts herself in Agustín’s role and her lover, Bill, as the victim, 

“Vic:” “Yeah, Bill in the role of Vic and she playing the murderer. To get to know the 

feeling. No shooting in the head though—this handsome specimen had to be strangled 

with her bare hands” (62). As in Strange Things Happen Here, fantasies of intimate 

violence surface in Black Novel as a symptom of surviving state terror, an involuntary 

aftershock of a social situation that erased the limits of what one can do with and to 

another person’s body.  
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Ksenija Bilbija diagnoses Agustín’s violence as the return of the repressed, a 

dissociative act triggered by an unconscious identification with Argentina’s 

authoritarian aggressor: “By repeating the violent act performed against the body of his 

nation, Agustín acts out the repressed” (135). Furthermore, Bilbija argues, Agustín 

becomes the symbolic embodiment of national trauma: “Agustín Palant seems to be an 

agent of the sick social body—Argentina—during the Dirty War” (136). Bilbija’s 

implication is that a sick culture produces sick subjects, that state violence begets 

interpersonal violence, and that the return of the repressed helps explain this 

pathological cycle. As Laura García-Moreno points out, “Not even a repressive system is 

simply prohibitive; it can generate certain desires, pass them in the form of natural 

drives” (19). In the world of Black Novel, it would seem, systematic violence and fear are 

contagious, producing unconscious desires to kill and maim. In Roberta’s fictional 

rewriting of the murder as a stage play, her desire, like Agustín’s, erupts not through a 

fantasy identification with the victim, but with the murderer.  

Marie Langer adds to this account of repressed national trauma by locating a 

uniquely libidinal quality in Argentine torture practices, which she contrasts to the 

rationalism of Nazi bureaucracy. Langer distinguishes the Nazi administration of 

violence—which took utilitarian advantage of its victims’ capacity for work, limiting 

execution to those they rendered or deemed unable to work—from the “sadism” of 

torture in Argentina:  



 

274 

In Argentine state terror, people were tortured sometimes for years, and to what 

end? To diffuse terror in the population. The Argentine generals even killed 

people of their own class—families who were part of the opposition—including 

their own sons and daughters who had defected. The fathers, with their fear of 

losing everything to socialism, practiced filicide. (quoted by Hollander 1997, 

130)7  

The pragmatic utility of torture in Argentina, Langer suggests, was supplemented by 

libidinal enjoyment; the perverse specificity of torture practices betrayed less interest in 

procuring information than in satisfying the torturer’s lust for (sexual) violence. 

However, Langer adds, “People who torture are not just pathological but are responsible 

for their actions” (130). On the one hand, she argues, torture is a strategic political 

tactic—it terrorizes a population into silent compliance—and perpetrators must be held 

accountable juridically. On the other hand, torture in Argentina is characterized by its 

excess: it is sadistic, pathological, filicidal.  

For Langer, psychoanalysis illuminates humanist distinctions between sadism 

and reason, pathology and responsibility, that point the way to a more just social order. 

                                                        

7 These same generals came from a culture pervaded by psychoanalytic practice, appropriating its language 
in euphemisms for their practices: “The torture chamber was often called the ‘intensive therapy room,’ an 
individual to be killed had ‘gotten his ticket’ or was a ‘transferee’” (Hollander 106). “Transference,” in this 
case, means murder—after interrogation, inmates were “strangled, dynamited, or shot in executions that 
were frequently staged to appear as if a shootout had taken place” (107). 
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She articulates this version of psychoanalytic ethics most explicitly in her 

autobiography, published during the last decade of the Cold War:  

As for the function of psychoanalysis, there are two: the medical function, 

exercised for years through the psychologist or whomever, and the search for 

truth. What truth? That of understanding in order to make known, to divulge, to 

burrow like ants, to become more capable of preventing catastrophe—state 

terrorism, or the great catastrophe, nuclear holocaust. ([1981] 1989, 233) 

It is only by knowing the sadist, by uncovering the truth of his pleasure, that a new social 

order can be imagined, and eventually built. The goal of psychoanalysis, rather 

ambitious in this formulation, is to uncover that knowledge in order to channel the 

subject’s constitutive aggression into productive, (pro)creative forms of reparation for 

the greater good.  

This is where Lacan’s anti-humanism becomes crucial for understanding 

Valenzuela’s intervention into radical politics through her articulation of “the 

Argentine” as a psychoanalytic category. Rather than presenting sadism as a uniquely 

Argentine feature of torture, Valenzuela’s fiction presents psychoanalysis as a uniquely 

Argentine interpretive tool for thinking torture in relation to sadomasochistic 

enjoyment. If, as Langer suggests, obscene enjoyment supplements the political 

rationality of torture in Argentina, its excess reveals the formal logic of liberal ethics more 

broadly. In other words, the particularity of Argentine torture does not constitute the 
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grounds for a universal theory of torture and victimhood; instead, it challenges readers 

to acknowledge the role of enjoyment—what Langer calls goce, but Lacan would call the 

real of jouissance—in the field of sexual difference and political violence. In orienting 

Black Novel around an act of violence that has already been committed, but that cannot 

be described, fiction becomes an effective mode of indexing that which evades symbolic 

representation, but that structures it nonetheless.  

In Seminar VII: The Ethics of Psychoanalysis (delivered between 1959 and 1960) and 

“Kant with Sade” (1962) Lacan complicates Langer’s distinction between the Argentine 

torturer’s sadism and Nazi rationalism by identifying a mirrored relationship between 

the Enlightened ethical systems of Emanuel Kant and the Marquis de Sade. A closer look 

at these texts will clarify the ethical implications of intimate violence in Black Novel and 

the ways in which legacies of state torture demand an anti-humanist approach to 

sadomasochism for the sake of establishing ethical responsibility and demanding 

accountability.  

Lacan posits Sade’s Philosophy in the Bedroom (1796) as a caricatured realization of 

Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason (1788):  

If one eliminates from morality every element of sentiment, if one removes or 

invalidates all guidance to be found in sentiments, then in the final analysis the 

Sadian world is conceivable—even if it is its inversion, its caricature—as one of 
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the possible forms of the world governed by a radical ethics, by the Kantian 

ethics as elaborated in 1788. (Lacan 1997, 79)  

Kant and Sade each present a universal, categorical imperative that can only be fulfilled 

if the subject renounces all “pathological” attachment to an object. For Kant, moral law is 

necessarily disinterested, free of the sentiments that would advance feeling good at the 

expense of doing good. Likewise, Lacan argues, Sade presents a universal maxim that 

demands enjoyment as a categorical imperative to the exclusion of pleasure: “‘I have the 

right to enjoy your body,’ anyone can say to me, ‘and I will exercise this right without 

any limit to the capriciousness of the exactions I may wish to satiate with your body’” 

(quoted by Lacan 2006, 648). As Slavoj Žižek puts it, “Sade keeps the structure of an 

unconditional injunction, positing as its content the utmost pathological singularity” 

(1998). Sade also follows through on Kant’s claim that the pain of humiliation is the only 

a priori sentiment exempt from the realm of pathological feeling. 

Žižek cautions against reading Sade as “the truth of Kant,” a reading which 

would imply that “some private perverse enjoyment” lies behind the façade of Kant’s 

“pure ethic of duty” (2004, 131). Instead, reading Kant with Sade reveals a radical 

disjunction between enjoyment (an ethical duty in Sade’s formulation) and pleasure (the 

pathological domain of personal sentiment). For Lacan, the categorical injunction to 

enjoy has no basis in pleasure—it is strictly beyond the pleasure principle, beyond 

rational choice or sentimental attachment, beyond the realm of the human as self-same, 
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life-preserving actor. However, Lacan stresses, this duty is not beyond the realm of 

ethical responsibility; in fact, Sade’s categorical imperative makes visible the sadist’s 

duty to assume responsibility for his supplementary enjoyment.  

Alenka Zupančič shows that this radical accountability removes the Law as a 

moral shelter: “The type of discourse where I use my duty as an excuse for my actions is 

perverse in the strictest sense of the word. Here, the subject attributes to the Other (to 

Duty or to the Law) the surplus-enjoyment he derives from his actions. […] In this case, 

the subject is hiding behind the law” (58). Because there are no ready-made duties, the 

subject must assume her own. Thus Kantian ethics asks, “Are you ready to answer for 

your duty?” (59). Žižek notes that the practical implications of reading Kant with Sade 

have everything to do with the problem of state violence and totalitarianism:  

is there a line from Kantian formalist ethics to the cold-blooded Auschwitz 

killing machine? Are concentration camps and killing and genocides as a neutral 

business the inherent outcome of the enlightened insistence on the autonomy of 

Reason? Is there at least a legitimate lineage from Sade to Fascist torturing…? 

(1998)  

Žižek argues that, for Lacan, it is not the sober rationality, but the irrational excess of 

torture that defines the moral responsibility of its executors.  

It is worth noting that torturers employed by the Argentine state during the 

Proceso were granted full legal permission to hide behind their Duty with the passage of 
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the Law of Due Obedience (1987). Known in conjunction with the Full Stop Law (1986) 

as the “laws of impunity,” these measures, passed years after the democratic transition, 

not only protected torturers from prosecution, but also from having to provide legal 

testimony of their actions during the dictatorship.8 As a result, the historical record 

contains very few firsthand accounts of torture in Argentina from the perspective of the 

torturer. By dismissing their violence as a legal and psychological function of due 

obedience, torturers were absolved of their enjoyment, and authoritarianism was 

absolved of its sexual dimension. Illuminating supplementary enjoyment as a central 

feature of torture, Lacan’s reading of Kant, informed by Sade, does not celebrate or 

morally justify the sadist; in fact, its logic undermines the laws of impunity by insisting 

on the sadist’s radical accountability. 

In Black Novel, the experience of life under dictatorship inflects Agustín and 

Roberta’s encounters with New York S/M subculture as they investigate its techniques of 

mediation between reason and excess, law and transgression, pleasure and pain. 

Confronted with the spectacle of voluntary torture, the protagonists approach 

sadomasochism as part of the hermeneutic project driving the narrative plot, an 

interpretive tool that might help them understand Agustín’s motive for murdering 

Edwina.  

                                                        

8 In 2003, the laws of impunity were repealed. Before the laws were instated (1983-1986) and after they were 
ruled unconstitutional (2005), several leaders of Argentina’s military government who ordered executions, 
kidnapping, and torture have been prosecuted and successfully convicted.  
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Before learning about the murder, struggling to finish her novel in progress, 

Roberta decides to spend a Saturday afternoon visiting her friend, Ava Taurel, who 

works at an S/M parlor in Manhattan. As Roberta tours the parlor, Ava explains the 

contractual nature of her work, as well as the cerebral interest she takes in playing the 

role of dominatrix: “I seek the human spirit beyond pain; I want to find out how much 

the body can take, and then go just a bit beyond, to push that limit. I’m interested in 

limits…” (29-30). Compared to Roberta’s curiosity about the limits of intimacy, Ava’s 

interest in the limits of pain registers as banal cliché:  

Limits and abysses, whatever. Some time before, Roberta had been discussing 

this question with Agustín, but those were limits of a different kind, not of 

physical pain but of the terrifying, unattainable possibility of mutual 

understanding…On the other hand, physical pain sounds so utterly banal to 

Roberta, so bereft of imagination despite the mouth’s efforts to convince her 

otherwise. (30)  

The libertine practices that Ava celebrates for their transgression—practices that 

literalize Sadean techniques—trigger different associations for Roberta. As Ava, “the 

mouth,” goes on to describe her regular Sunday “torture chamber,” Roberta, “the ear,” 

recalls her proximity to actual torture in Buenos Aires:  

(And the ear becomes a light in her own brain that switches on the other distant 

torture scene into which her friends, brothers, compatriots, were unwillingly 
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caught, without the slightest possibility of pleasure, only of pain.) The mouth 

tells of the pleasure. And don’t think it’s prostitution—nothing of the sort. We 

are dominatrices, responsible professionals…. (There are the torturers and the 

tortured, thought the ear; there are those with absolutely no desire to submit 

who are made to submit, who are dominated.) Tensions must be released, 

concludes the mouth. (31)  

Ava presents sadomasochism as a cathartic, therapeutic practice; when Ava describes 

her “private practice,” she presents herself as a kind of therapist, a pretention 

Valenzuela mocks through Roberta’s parenthetical asides.  

When Agustín first confesses a version of Edwina’s murder to Roberta, she 

rushes to his apartment to retrieve his unpublished manuscripts and hide them, worried 

his fiction might somehow incriminate him to the police.  (Hiding manuscripts is a trope 

across several of Valenzuela’s works; despite the passage of time and the change of 

country, Roberta’s reflex is conditioned by authoritarian police practices during the 

dictatorship.9 As we learn in AZ’s scene of torture, otherwise discredited categories of 

knowledge—psychoanalytic, semiological, narrative—acquire new degrees of political 

consequence when “subversiveness” is their only axis of police evaluation.) Roberta 

takes the manuscripts from Agustín’s apartment and brings them to Ava Taurel for safe 

                                                        

9 In “The Place of its Quietude,” Valenzuela narrates her own strategies for hiding manuscripts in walls and 
secret compartments, fearing the repercussions of her fiction not only for herself, the author, but for anyone 
who might read them.  
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keeping, thus continuing a cycle of returns to and departures from the S/M parlor. This 

time, Roberta observes a client being lashed on a stage. She does not confront the 

spectacle of violence with righteous outrage, but instead with a dense mixture of 

boredom and curiosity.  

On the one hand, she indicts the naïve prurience of the parlor’s clientele. As 

Roberta watches the lashing, another client—a man with blue eyes dressed in women’s 

underwear—casually asks her, “having a good time here?” to which she replies,  

‘I don’t think so. I can’t stop thinking of all those people who are being 

tortured and who will be tortured absolutely against their will.’  

‘Oh, I hadn’t thought of that. Now that’s an idea.’  

Meanwhile on stage the poor—happy—fellow being methodically, 

furiously lashed with a wicker rod, each lash splitting the air, spraying blood. 

(91-92)  

Roberta coolly dismisses the blue-eyed man who fancies himself sexually transgressive. 

Her attitude recalls Lacan’s cheeky assessment of Sade’s tedious narratives: “Although 

in the eyes of some the work of the Marquis de Sade seems to promise a variety of 

entertainments, it is not strictly speaking much fun. Moreover, the parts that seem to 

give the most pleasure can also be regarded as the most boring” ([1986] 1997, 78). 

Roberta derides the “happy” masochist as an embodiment of the blue-eyed man’s 

willful ignorance of torture as a political instrument.  
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On the other hand, Valenzuela highlights Roberta’s fascination with the 

proceedings, the spectacle of consensual torture provoking significant self-reflection: 

“Why am I staying? Roberta asked herself silently, but she stayed all the same” (91). 

Why does Roberta stay? Why do she and Agustín continue returning to the parlor with 

different pretenses over the course of the novel? Does curiosity draw her to the scene of 

staged torture? An obligation to bear witness? Does she stay out of guilt for leaving 

Argentina, escaping torture while friends and loved ones could not? The answer may 

have something to do with the parlor’s proper name—that is, the proper name Roberta 

gives it at the end of the novel: “Where You Know.” This place, and the contractual acts 

of sexual violence that occur there, are part and parcel of the hermeneutic drive 

propelling the detective narrative. The parlor, as well as the dominatrices and clientele 

who populate it, function as oracles, positing a seductive continuity between torture and 

truth—not the truth of the information extracted through torture, but the truth of the 

obscene enjoyment of violence.  

Though they never physically participate in the parlor’s S/M offerings, Agustín 

and Roberta keep returning to the place, separately, seeking knowledge that would give 

meaning to Agustín’s murderous act. Wandering the streets of New York, taking refuge 

in a café, Agustín does recall the comfort he felt nestled between the breasts of a 

dominatrix named Baby Jane, the security of a place where “the lurking dangers were 

make-believe” (143). But the banal threats of “whips and cages and willow rods and 
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needles and nipple clips and loops for squeezing the testicles” raise different questions 

for Agustín than for Roberta:  

How can you expect me to enjoy voluntary sexual torture when I come from a 

country where people were tortured for alleged political reasons, for the sheer 

horror of it, with desperate, not at all compliant victims? How do you expect me 

to enjoy it or even be interested in it? What I need is to know why someone 

becomes a torturer, a murderer, to know why an upright citizen can one day 

unawares be transformed into a monster. (143)  

If the torturer’s motives were only “allegedly” political in Argentina, Agustín suggests, 

they had to do with enjoyment, but “what he needs to know” is not neatly confined to 

the sadism of the torturer. He wants to know how he himself became a monster, how he 

was able to commit murder, but finds nothing but transgressive clichés abstracted from 

all social reality: “(To be dominated is the best, they say, always trying to appropriate 

what isn’t theirs. It’s the best, they say. That way we are the incarnation of the other’s 

fantasy. We are the fantasy)” (204). The only real threat in the parlor is viral—the danger 

of HIV/AIDS made visible as bloods sprays from staged lashings.10 It is not the act, but 

the ethics of Sadism that fascinate Roberta and Agustín, not the libertine ideology but its 

psychic implications. 

                                                        

10 Roberta: “Here threat seemed make-believe, even though blood was spurting from the guy’s buttocks 
with every lash. That was the real danger, the unknown Russian roulette all of them were playing: 
contamination, being splattered by probable red death as in a very postmodernist Poe” (92). 
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One afternoon, Agustín comes across a photograph of Edwina in a newspaper, 

the actress he murdered just before the novel begins. The photograph is more than a 

source of fascination—it is a sign he is literally compelled to devour:  

It was his only way of assuming the deed, consuming it rather, for without 

realizing what he was doing, he had eaten Edwina’s photograph bit by bit. Only 

newsprint but so much more. He’d begun by licking it, as if wanting to kiss it, 

and wound up sticking it all in his mouth and swallowing it. Edwina was now 

inside of him, imageless, sexless. Or not. Edwina all image, all sex, now part of 

him. Already rebelling. (76)  

The scene recalls AZ’s similarly captivated encounter with a newspaper clipping of the 

disappeared woman in He Who Searches, and the other photographs in her apartment 

that he licks and mouths. Like “she,” Edwina stirs national associations for Agustín, 

“memories he himself was barely aware of, an entire country left behind, an era and a 

horror not labeled as such (screams in the house next door and desaparecidos). No. 

Unbearable memories of other victims who, like Edwina, would be mentioned no 

further” (76-77).  

For the Argentines in Black Novel, sadomasochism does not represent a sterile, 

rational, contractual game, but rather a dissociative return of the repressed. At the same 

time, the novel suggests that the ambient threat of torture can produce its own 

sadomasochistic pleasures. As Agustín’s search for understanding proceeds, fragments 
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of memories resurface, and it becomes clear that he had been silent as neighbors were 

disappeared from his apartment building during the dictatorship. When Agustín and 

Roberta discuss why they haven’t returned to Buenos Aires now that the country has 

transitioned to democracy, he argues that, as Argentines, they will always be marked 

not only by torture, but by the denials that made everyday life possible for those who 

stayed. Time will not relieve them of their intimate proximity to, and passive complicity 

with, torture: 

Make it disappear. Nothing has happened here. Me, Argentine. Resorting to the 

usual remarks, catchwords of denial. How well he knew them. That was 

something else he didn’t care to think about. Basta. Me, Argentine. No going 

back, no remembering or inquiring. New state and new story. As if the shot had 

been fired by another person, as if someone very Borgesian had been writing 

him. (135) 

Though Agustín accepts ethical (if not legal) responsibility for murdering Edwina, he is 

unable to attach his act of violence to any voluntary will, as if he were possessed by 

another internal authority. “Written” by another, Agustín’s trauma of state terror erupts 

to reproduce its forms, building on linguistic associations that keep the past relentlessly 

impinging on the present. 



 

287 

Exemplarity and Occlusion: Naming Argentina 

In 1981, Jacques Derrida delivered “Geopsychoanalysis: ‘…and the rest of the 

world’” to an audience of clinical psychoanalysts in Paris who aimed to reformulate the 

structures and protocols of psychoanalytic institutions.11 Responding to an official 

statement by the Executive Council of the IPA on human rights violations, Derrida 

points out the disturbing coincidence of psychoanalytic enthusiasm and state-sponsored 

torture in Latin America. Unlike vast regions of the global South relatively untouched by 

psychoanalysis (territories dismissively referred to in the IPA statement as “the rest of 

the world”), Derrida points to Latin America as a unique site of historical convergence 

between psychoanalysis and torture. But when pressured by psychoanalysts from the 

region to denounce the detention and disappearance of clinicians, as well as the 

rumored complicity of several local analysts with the technical administration of torture, 

the IPA offers only a generic statement in defense of human rights: 

                                                        

11 Derrida’s lecture was part of a conference organized by René Major that was part of a broader series of 
“confrontations” Major staged with the structures and policies of existing psychoanalytic institutions in the 
1970s and ‘80s. Taking “The Underground Corridors of the Institution” as its theme, the 1981 conference 
proved itself an opportunity to examine not only the hidden structures and assumptions of European 
institutions, but also their transnational relationship to practitioners and situations in the global South. Rene 
Major, a training analyst at the Psychoanalytic Society of Paris (SPP) organized the conference. He also 
founded the Etats Generaux [General States] of psychoanalysis, a project Elizabeth Roudinesco credits with 
reformulating the institutional structure of psychoanalysis in such a way that discrete units can establish more 
flexible relations to social and political reality in situ. For her, the formation of the General States “clearly 
indicates that Freudianism in the twenty-first century should orient itself toward a new type of collaboration, 
that of associated networks, responding to the new demands of civil society” (2004, 139). 
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The International Psycho-Analytic Association wishes to express its opposition to 

the use of psychiatric or psychotherapeutic methods to deprive individuals of 

their legitimate freedom; to an individual’s receiving psychiatric or 

psychotherapeutic treatment based on political considerations; to the interference 

with professional confidentiality for political purposes. The IPA also condemns 

the violation of human rights of citizens in general, of scientists and of our 

colleagues in particular. (quoted by Derrida, 73) 12 

By deferring to the most abstract depiction of its target—torture—in language that, 

Derrida notes, lags far behind contemporary legal discourse on human rights, the IPA 

rehearses a wrote commitment to analytic neutrality while missing an opportunity to 

bring psychoanalytic theory to bear on the question of torture. Derrida suggests that the 

political neutrality demonstrated and endorsed in the IPA statement does not simply 

represent passive compliance with clinical standards, but rather the active “neutralization 

of ethics and of the political realm” (emphasis mine, 77). For Derrida, the IPA’s 

“monstrous” effort to dissociate from politics is a “ghastly deformity” of its theoretical 

                                                        

12 Derrida cites IPA meeting notes showing that American psychoanalyst Walter Briehl proposed an 
alternative statement “specifically taking a stand about the situation in Argentina, rather than the issuing of 
the more generalized statement proposed by the Executive Council,” but that Briehl’s proposal was outvoted 
by 85% of members. Briehl had trained at the Vienna Institute Psychoanalytic from 1924 to 1930, served in the 
Army Medical Corps during WWII, and was a founding member of the Los Angeles Psychoanalytic Society 
and Institute. In 1955, Briehl was denied a U.S. passport for refusing to sign an anti-Communist loyalty oath, 
for which he filed suit against the U.S. government. After his death in 1982, Briehl’s wife, Marie, co-founded 
the Walter Briehl Human Rights Foundation with Sydney Pomer. Based in Los Angeles, the Foundation 
recruited psychoanalysts and other mental health professionals to treat Latin American survivors of torture 
and state terror living in exile.  
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principles, compromising its most radical philosophical potential as well as its ability to 

cultivate new forms of social relation—a “socius no longer defined solely in terms of 

classic, i.e. socioeconomic, concepts” (79). The IPA statement brings none of 

psychoanalysis’s critical tools to bear on an object of critique it fails to even name: 

torture. 

In The Subject of Torture (2015), Hilary Neroni answers Derrida’s call for a 

psychoanalytic account of torture, arguing that an effective opposition cannot be 

grounded in the protection of universal human rights because liberal human rights 

discourse does not challenge the pervasive fantasy that torture can extract productive 

knowledge ensconsed within the body. According to the “torture fantasy” that, Neroni 

argues, has legally justified the abuse of U.S. terror suspects since September 11, 2001, 

the body is a vessel containing truths that it will reveal under physical duress because 

the body values its survival above all else.  

Neroni attributes the fantasy that torture is productive to the neoliberal regime of 

biopower, which does not function through classical techniques of political repression, 

but through productive techniques of population management. For her, biopower is “a 

political idea that focuses on the body itself rather than on its representation or 

signification” (10) and even its most compelling critics—Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze, 

and Félix Guattari—reproduce its troubling supposition “that the body is the only basis 
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of politics” (10-11). In contrast to a model of resistance enacted through bodies and 

pleasures, Lacanian psychoanalysis  

focuses on the desire that emerges when the body collides with the mind or 

when instinct encounters signification. When one tortures this alienated desiring 

being, one evinces a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of subjectivity. 

In contrast to the body, the subject does not privilege its survival above all else, 

and this skewed relation to survival renders the torture of the subject 

problematic. Even more than its survival, the subject treasures its mode of 

enjoying itself, its specific way of desiring. Contemporary justifications for 

torture do not acknowledge the subjectivity of the torturer nor the tortured that 

ultimately renders the contemporary torture fantasy impossible. (12)  

If we understand torture as a humanitarian crisis, Lacan shows that it is also a crisis of 

humanism: “psychoanalysis makes clear that the subject is distinct from the human, that 

the subject is the inhuman—what exceeds and cannot be assimilated to humanity” 

(Neroni 32). Torture emerges as an interaction between desiring subjects—a scenario in 

which the subject of torture is likely to produce a fiction meant to satisfy the Other’s 

presumed desire. As evident in the smiles on U.S. soldiers’ faces in photographs taken at 

Abu Ghraib, Neroni argues, torture is mobilized by a supplementary enjoyment in 

excess of (and counterproductive to) its utilitarian pretentions.  
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Neroni insists that in denouncing torture as an inhumane form of violence for its 

assault on human dignity, transnational NGOs like Amnesty International rightly claim 

that torture almost never produces accurate intelligence information. However, 

Amnesty does not adequately contest the biopolitical torture fantasy, which masks the 

sadistic “kernel of nonsense” driving the practice of torture: “when we understand that 

torture concerns how we enjoy and not how we know, we will find ourselves incapable of 

continuing to practice enhanced interrogation” (21). This is not to say that torture is 

politically ineffective; Neroni corroborates Langer’s observation that the principle aim of 

torture in Argentina was not to acquire information, but to spread terror across the 

population. Torturers’ enjoyment worked with, not against, that objective. For Neroni, 

the fiction of bodily truth required to sustain the torture fantasy, and the humanitarian 

corrective in defense of universal rights, both function to occlude its surplus enjoyment, 

and both fail to effectively illegitimize torture. Lacan’s theory of the desiring subject 

exposes the ineffectiveness of torture for extracting information while his reading of 

Kant with Sade reveals the torturer’s ethical perversion: his willingness to hide behind 

the Law.  

These features of Lacanian thought are crucial to any assessment of the turn to 

Lacan under conditions of military dictatorship in Argentina. Argentine psychoanalyst 

Blas de Santos argues that the humanitarian forms of psychoanalysis championed in the 

years leading up to the dictatorship may have squandered its most radical political 
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potential, reproducing liberal forms of organized resistance rather than mobilizing 

psychoanalysis to politicize subjectivity itself:  

On the eve of the fire, there were two bids: to politicize psychoanalysts as 

citizens, another among the professional sectors, with the aim that they come 

together to take part in marches, sign petitions, etcetera, or to try utilizing them 

as a rearguard, that is, that they contribute money, houses, services. But the 

politicians [políticos] never once considered that psychoanalysis offered the 

possibility of thinking subjectivity in the political. (quoted by Moreno, 45) 

In the social upheavals preceding the coup, de Santos argues, efforts to politicize 

psychoanalysis positioned analysts as national citizens, performing urgent humanitarian 

duties in accordance with, and on philosophical terms established by, humanist 

discourses of the Left. Whether invested in revolutionary politics or the universal 

defense of human rights, de Santos suggests that Leftist analysts put their training and 

professional status at the service of existing political demands, but could not mobilize 

their intellectual resources to convince the masses that subjectivity itself is a political 

formation open to transformation.  

Rejecting the IPA’s vague universalisms, and acknowledging Argentina’s 

uniquely “dense psychoanalytic colonization,” Derrida proposes naming Latin America 

as the “first requirement to an appeal” against torture: “Under given conditions, once a 

protocol has been established, naming can become a historical and political responsibility 
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for whose performance is inescapable” (89). As a conceptual category, Latin America 

comes to index the relationship between psychoanalysis and torture within a 

geopolitical field, a relationship the IPA occludes by referring instead to the “politically 

neutral or hollow notion of ‘certain geographical areas’” (72).13 Designating Latin 

America as a “psychoanalytical concept,” Derrida writes, 

What I shall from now on call the Latin America of psychoanalysis is the only 

area in the world where there is a coexistence, whether actively adversarial or 

not, between a strong psychoanalytic institution on the one hand and a society 

on the other (civil society or State) that engages in torture on a scale and of a kind 

far surpassing the crude traditional forms familiar everywhere. (88) 

By naming Latin America, Derrida shows that institutional struggles within Argentina, 

coupled with the unprecedented torture taking place there, make it exemplary: a case 

that must first be named. Like a good case study, Argentina is at once singular and 

exemplary. Derrida encourages analysts to think about what the case of Argentina can 

teach psychoanalysts about developing an ethics and a politics that “take up a position 

on certain kinds of violence” (76) psychoanalysis is uniquely equipped to contest.  

For Derrida, political neutrality among psychoanalytic institutions is not just 

passive, but active—it neutralizes, the way the “geographical abstraction” of the IPA’s 

                                                        

13 “Yes, Latin America is indeed the name of a concept. I would even go so far as to say that it is the name, in 
the interwoven histories of humanity and of psychoanalysis, of a psychoanalytical concept” (Derrida, 66). 
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statement on human rights “effectively neutralizes political discourse” and, in fact, 

“wipes out the earth itself by wiping out what links a country’s name to a particular 

territory, to certain proper names, to specific policies, and especially, for my present 

purposes […], to some psychoanalysis or other” (72). He Who Searches is about the crisis 

of the proper name, the “dissolution of the I” into the multitude of political struggle. It is 

also an effort to name Argentina as a conceptual knot tethered historically and 

philosophically to psychoanalysis, torture, and the question of sexual difference. Far 

from embracing Lacan as a substitute for politics, Valenzuela brings psychoanalytic 

knowledge to bear on the ways in which Argentine political subjectivity is marked by 

sexual difference, just as Argentine psychoanalysis is irreversibly marked by torture. 

This is why the hermeneutic pretentions of Valenzuela’s protagonists are perpetually 

undermined—AZ’s effort to know Woman, Agustín and Roberta’s effort to know why 

people murder. As Barthes performatively enacts in S/Z, the act of interpretation does 

not extract truth, but produces knowledge with potentially fatal consequences.   

Emily Hicks takes Valenzuela’s satirical depiction of AZ as evidence of the 

author’s feminist opposition to Lacanian analysis for its failure to address the historical, 

political reality of torture, disappearance, and state terror in Argentina. Invoking 

Barthes’s theory of semiotics, Hicks identifies psychoanalysis and Marxism as separate 

“reference codes that structure the narrative” of He Who Searches, arguing, “At the level 

of narrative structure, the code of Marxism and politics in Latin America is hegemonic in 
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relation to the psychoanalytic code” (60). However, Argentina is a unique site in which 

these discourses are actively mixed, growing increasingly contingent during the 1960s 

and ‘70s as political violence escalated and psychoanalytic practice expanded far beyond 

the bourgeoisie. Instead of severing these “reference codes,” Valenzuela highlights their 

inextricability in the context of the Argentine Proceso. Hicks fails to recognize 

Valenzuela’s satire as a generative means of engaging these discourses, of bringing them 

into direct confrontation. Valenzeula’s Argentine readership is not separable, as Hicks 

suggests, into “politically conscious readers,” “apolitical Lacanian readers,” “feminists,” 

and “Marxists” (55), and Valenzuela’s experimental fiction does not adjudicate, but 

rather builds on tensions between these discourses. In He Who Searches, the perverse 

intimacy of the psychoanalytic situation triggers a sequence of events that politicize the 

“lousy analyst,” if not ideologically, at least functionally. He becomes an instrument of 

the resistance through an act of political violence that ultimately leads to his own 

disappearance. 

In “Writing Enjoyment” (2001), Valenzuela suggests that the proliferation of 

women’s writing over the course of the twentieth century has shifted the terms of 

literary discourse beyond the question of woman’s desire (epitomized in Freud’s query, 

“What does woman want?”) to the question of feminine enjoyment. For Valenzuela, the 

act of writing can constitute a non-phallic, supplementary enjoyment [goce suplementario] 

Lacan called jouissance, an ecstatic experience akin to the one Lacan observed in the 
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statue of Saint Teresa.14 Responding implicitly to Lacan’s proposition that Woman does 

not exist, Valenzuela writes,   

I suspect that the definite singular feminine article can no longer express itself, as 

Lacan claimed, barred, erased, crossed out, aspirated like the letter ‘h,’ atomized. 

But one should not confuse kindness for weakness (the courteous does not allow 

herself to be crushed by the brave)15 and the Aristotelian, rational, Apollonian 

woman or, better yet, the Athenian woman, fuses with the La/canian, Dionysian, 

Platonic woman, the same one who, since the cave of enjoyment [goce] acquires 

knowledge from the reign of shadows. With all the words. (2001, 56)  

Valenzuela’s project is not to recuperate the generalizing value of the definite article, 

which would establish Woman, or the feminine, as universal categories that Lacan 

usefully called into question. Valenzuela’s neologism, “the La/canian woman,” invokes 

both the bar that divides the Lacanian subject—a bar that, for Lacan, is structurally 

imposed by language—and the perception of something canine in Lacan’s version of 

femininity—something wild, hungry, violent, and prepared for revolutionary struggle.  

Like the “slash of censure” Barthes locates between Sarrasine and La Zambinella, 

Valenzuela renames Lacan by introducing the mark of castration (difference) within the 

                                                        

14 See Jacques Lacan, Seminar XX: On Feminine Sexuality, [1975] 1998, 76. 
 
15 Valenzuela is playing with a Spanish-language saying, “lo cortés no quita lo valiente,” by adding “la 
cortés no se deja aplastar por la valiente.” I have translated the saying for its meaning, but have translated 
the parenthetical literally.  
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proper name. Valenzuela insists that the indefinite woman, a divided subject, “barred, 

erased, crossed out, aspirated like the letter ‘h,’ atomized,” is not rendered weak, but 

rather multiple. She is at once the Athenian subject of rationality and the “La/canian” 

subject of enjoyment. Appropriating and repurposing the Lacanian idiom, Valenzuela 

signals the cut of difference within woman, rather than simply the difference between 

women and men.  

Valenzuela’s work shows that the “Lacanian turn” in Argentina is multivalent. If 

it represents a gesture of political withdrawal and Francophile idolatry, it also offers the 

means by which to castrate the master through militancy and mockery. If Lacanian 

thought can be mobilized to deflect the defense of human rights, it also posits an ethics 

of radical accountability for the sadistic acts of torture committed by agents of the state. 

The ethical implications of the Lacanian turn are not politically neutral, even (and 

especially) if his critique of liberalism is used as an institutional excuse to maintain 

analytic neutrality. Valenzuela’s feminist turn to Lacan in Argentina posits a 

psychoanalytic politics of anti-humanism that demands radical accountability for acts of 

torture and a confrontation with the material reality of political struggle. He Who 

Searches begins by parodying the psychoanalytic situation, but its narrative gives way to 

intellectual and affective pursuits that draw the professor of semiotics away from the 

consulting room, away from Europe, and, eventually, into the guerrilla trenches of South 

America. Valenzuela’s fiction examines the psychic life of political violence through the 



 

298 

persistent interrogation of sexual difference, exposing the subject’s fragmentation under 

conditions of state terror and the ethical ambivalence of humanitarian efforts to repair 

the ego in the wake of torture.  
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Conclusions. Postscript: The Autographic Supplement 
 

Kiki 

In her autobiography, From Vienna to Managua: Journey of a Psychoanalyst (1981), 

Marie Langer posits a causal relationship between her psychosomatic approach to 

female reproductive function and the premature birth and subsequent death of her first 

child. Langer recalls that in 1937 she and her husband, Max, were physicians serving in 

the International Brigades, members of the Austrian Communist Party offering aid to 

the Republicans in Barcelona. The Party had sent Max and Marie from Barcelona to Paris 

on a mission to retrieve funds for a prosthetics workshop. The handoff in Paris was 

delayed, so a friend encouraged the couple to wait in a more tranquil locale, like Nice, 

promising to notify them when the funds could be collected in the capital. Langer was 

seven months pregnant. On the train from Paris to Nice, she felt her first contractions. 

When she arrived and gave birth, the local hospital was not equipped with an incubator 

and her first-born daughter survived only three days.  

Langer recounts the agonizing days spent caring for her dying infant as a 

definitive moment in her intellectual and professional development, effectively rooting 

her vocational narrative in a narrative of traumatic loss. Remembering a former lover, 

Robert, who was also a member of the Brigades and who had died on her operating 
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table in Barcelona, Langer refuses to believe that her early labor was coincidental at that 

transient moment in her life, which was also a transitional moment in political history: 

Was it the movement of the train, guilt from being a tourist while others were 

dying in combat, thinking of Robert’s mother who had lost a son, or the fact that 

if my child was born healthy, I would have to separate from her and give her to 

my parents so that I could return to Spain? I suppose that these premature 

contractions were the result of all these factors. It must have been this very 

painful experience that brought me much later to try to understand it, to dedicate 

myself to investigating psychosomatic mechanisms of pregnancy, miscarriage, 

and premature birth. ([1981] 1989, 67) 

In this circuit of identifications, Langer draws the overdetermined loss of her child into a 

network of intimate and political relations unfolding in the past, present, and in an 

imagined future that never came to be. She would never return to the front in Spain—in 

fact, rather than sending her daughter, she would be the one taking refuge with her 

parents, only briefly, before sailing to Latin America, where she would live in exile for 

the rest of her life.  

Langer goes on to attribute her fluency with the conflicts of motherhood and 

childrearing to her subsequent experience raising her own children in Buenos Aires. She 

regularly invokes their names—Tomás, Martín, Ana, and Verónica—, addressing her 

family life in interviews over the course of her lifetime, offering charming anecdotes 
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about the children who grew up in the apartment that also housed her private 

consulting room. Curiously, in a fragment of an interview published posthumously by 

the Mexican journal Debate feminista [Feminist Debate], Langer’s smooth narrative of 

four children, already supplemented by the miscarriage that inspired her commitment 

to psychosomatic medicine, is further fractured. In an interview with Marta Lamas titled 

“Una de mis maternidades [One of My Maternities]” (1992), Langer introduces another of 

her children, Kiki.  

Kiki was born after Tomás and, at six months of age, suffered an encephalitic 

fever that left him mentally disabled. Narrated in a defensive tone, Langer claims that at 

the height of Kiki’s illness the family pediatrician had shamed her for feeding her son 

vegetables, which had been the recommended diet for infants in Germany in the 1930s. 

But just as Langer identified political overdeterminations in the death of her first born, 

she notes the common challenges faced by working-class mothers that dogged her 

during Kiki’s infancy:1 “I don’t know if [Kiki’s encephalitis] would have been avoidable. 

My ignorance, for one thing, the tremendous conditions of proletariat life, for another; 

but this doesn’t happen to all proletarians, right?” (1992, 247). Langer recalls Kiki’s 

jealousy when her next child, Martín, was born, resulting in Kiki’s violent attacks 

against the younger infant. Out of concern for her other children’s safety, Langer sent 

                                                        

1 For their first several years as refugees in Uruguay, Marie Langer worked in domestic service while her 
husband, Max, worked in a textile factory.  
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Kiki to live with her mother in Uruguay, fulfilling a version of the prophetic fear she 

experienced on the train from Paris to Nice years before. Though her husband, Max, was 

devastated by the loss, Langer understood his pain as a “narcissistic wound” and 

confessed, “When I decided to send [Kiki to live] with my mother I felt total relief” (248). 

When Kiki grew too big for his grandmother to care for and contain—he would 

sometimes run naked in the streets—the Langers institutionalized him in a suburb of 

Buenos Aires. Marie and Max visited Kiki occasionally, but he died abruptly under 

unexplained circumstances at 22 years of age. 

In Debate feminista, Langer regrets having omitted Kiki’s story from her 

autobiography, claiming a “lack of space” in the book (248). Setting aside the fact that 

Langer’s autobiography is well over 200 pages long and her narration here is under 

three, her justification for publicly claiming Kiki in the context of the interview is “so 

that other people can be encouraged [animarse] to make that decision” (248)—that is, the 

decision to institutionalize a child whose mental condition threatens the safety and 

integrity of the nuclear family (248). She explains, “[Kiki’s] presence neurotisized—

within limits—his brothers and sisters, yes, he neurotisized them. He also endangered 

our relationship (Max and mine) at one time. The exhaustion [desgaste] occasioned by a 

situation like that is terrible” (249). Langer thus frames Kiki as a cautionary tale, shared 

altruistically so that others can “animarse” to break with conservative traditions 

demanding that the family take full emotional and material responsibility for its own 
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members when social institutions like residential psychiatric facilities can provide relief 

for the family and material care for the child.  

With its cheerful connotation, animarse is a curious word to describe the 

encouragement Langer hopes to give other families. To energize themselves, to cheer 

them up, to enliven, to motivate, and to inspire—this is not the language one would 

expect to describe the emotional vicissitudes of the decision to institutionalize a child. It 

is, however, consistent with Langer’s effort to break taboos surrounding socialized 

forms of child rearing.2 But if Langer understands her confession as a political—even 

feminist—response to bourgeois family norms, why exclude Kiki from her official 

autobiography, published eleven years earlier? What does Kiki’s exclusion make 

narratively possible, and how does that structural occlusion operate within the 

autobiographical text? In a narrative framed by the intellectual and professional impact 

of the author’s reproductive function, and a body of work very concerned with the 

psychosomatic dynamics of motherhood, Langer both insists on having four children 

and makes it impossible to count her offspring.  

Understood as a supplement to the autobiographical narrative cultivated in 

Langer’s published work, Kiki’s life and death raise questions of maternal guilt, spousal 

solidarity, familial responsibility, and psychiatric institutionalization. But for the 

                                                        

2 See references to the Soviet Union in Langer’s original introductory chapter to Maternidad y sexo (1951)—
“La mujer y su conflicto actual [Woman and Her Current Conflict]”—before it was revised in 1964.  
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purposes of concluding the dissertation, this postscript will focus on Kiki’s supplemental 

position in the official narrative Langer uses to authorize her clinical expertise as a 

function of her own maternity. More broadly, I will explore how the concept of the 

supplement might shed light on the formal relationship between autobiography and the 

transnational history of psychoanalysis.  

Nearly every major figure discussed in Dreaming Woman produced works of self-

representation across visual and textual media: autobiographies by Victoria Ocampo, 

Marie Langer, and Margaret Mead; self-portraits by Rabindranath Tagore, Grete Stern, 

and Nicola Costantino; self-analyses by Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, and Jacques Derrida; 

published diary entries and autobiographical essays by Luisa Valenzuela. Can these 

materials be subjected to the same critical methods as the authors’ scholarship, poetry, 

fiction, and artwork? Since Freud first analyzed his own dreams in the Traumdeutung, 

the psychoanalytic enterprise has developed through processes of self-reflection 

occurring within and outside the consulting room. But the narrative construction of the 

self-portrait, whether visual or literary, complicates an already vexed relationship 

between subject and history by introducing the transformative medium of the speculum, 

or what Serge Doubrovsky calls the “textual mirror” ([1988] 1993).  

Loosely weaving together threads from the five chapters of Dreaming Woman, 

this postscript—a supplement to the dissertation—will begin teasing out the 

psychoanalytic implications of self-narration as a quintessential feature of modernity 
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produced in the mode of supplementarity. On the one hand, the autobiographical text 

functions as a supplement to its author’s literary or scholarly archive, a formal departure 

supplying personal and historical details that reframe the nature of the archive itself. On 

the other, exclusions from and excesses within the autobiographical text supplement it 

insofar as they undo the coherent image of subjective integrity the genre purports to 

establish by adding to, or taking the place of, the self-conscious narrator, indexing a 

particular form of internal fragmentation through which the autobiography performs its 

own psychoanalytic procedure. As the archive Dreaming Woman pulls together continues 

to produce textual supplements that cannot be accounted for in its discrete chapters, this 

postscript provides another tool for reading the archive after the dissertation has ended. 

It also establishes a theoretical framework within which to read Argentina as a 

supplement to Europe—one that throws into question the ontology of psychoanalysis by 

expanding its critical and territorial parameters.   

The Textual Mirror 

In “Autobiography/Truth/Psychoanalysis,” Serge Doubrovsky identifies 

psychoanalytic memoir as an emerging postmodern genre, the analysand’s narrative 

counterpoint to the analyst’s case history. He situates the genre, to which he contributed 

with his own “autofiction,” Fils (1977), in the context of modern autobiography as a 

literary and visual project dramatically altered by the invention of psychoanalysis. For 

Doubrovsky, modern “autography,” a term which does not “discriminate between 
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either mode of discourse: portrait or narration,” can be classified in two periods: 

“classical” (before Freud) and “post-analytic” (after Freud) ([1988] 1993, 29). By his 

account, “Classical autobiography believes in scriptural parthenogenesis: the subject 

therein is born of one person only. Self looking at self, self narrated by self, the same is 

always born of the same” (36). Whether in painting or narrative, the image of the self is 

consolidated into a “precise and stable Gestalt” that “converge[s]…within the frame of a 

textual mirror” (28). The self-image, Doubrovsky insists, conveys a fantasy of integrity, 

presenting the truth of the autonomous subject uncorrupted by the mirror in which he is 

reflected. Rousseau’s Confessions (1782) is a paradigmatic example of classical 

autobiography as a product of this autonomous fantasy. 

After Freud, Doubrovsky argues, the textuality of the mirror and its exclusionary 

frame can no longer been ignored. In contrast to the classical autobiography, 

psychoanalysis breeds “a kind of self-knowledge with two participants. It’s not 

surprising that the Oedipus question should in principle be resolved, since the process 

itself solves Oedipus’ problem: one is born of two, the same comes from the same and the 

other” (36). Thus, the internally divided subject is further fragmented through his 

encounter with the analyst as other:  

The experience of psychoanalysis, which has only been possible since Freud, is in 

fact the first attempt at or means of breaking out of the classical dilemma of self-

knowledge cut off from itself as a dimension of the other, since it is only from the 
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other’s position as listener that the truth of his discourse is made apparent to the 

subject. (30)  

The “truth” that sets autography apart from the realm of fiction no longer masquerades 

as “self-portrait,” but, for the “ex-patient,” reveals itself as a “hetero-portrait which 

comes to him from the realm of the Other” (37).  

For Derrida, the plenitude of language produces a difference internal to the 

subject that renders moot Doubrovsky’s distinction between classical and post-analytic 

autobiography. In fact, the very text Doubrovsky uses to claim the “scriptural 

parthenogenesis” of classical autobiography—Rousseau’s Confessions—represents, for 

Derrida, the disruptive force of the supplement in any performance of self-sameness. 

Meaning both “an addition” and “a substitute” in French, Rousseau uses the term 

“supplement” to refer to writing and masturbation as supplements to speech and 

intercourse, respectively. In “That Dangerous Supplement” (1967), Derrida argues that 

Rousseau’s apparent thirst for presence—speech, intercourse—reveals the threatening 

nature of presence that writing and masturbation defer—that is, the threat of sexual 

difference in the presence of an actual woman or the alienation of meaning in actual 

speech. For Derrida, the auto-affection of autobiography—a self-relation affected 

through language—is always already an instance of “hetero-affection” because the 

writing self is always experienced as an alienated voice residing elsewhere. Like the 

“mono” of monoligualism, the “auto” in autography is never fully singular, inevitably 
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invoking an Other. Thus, Derrida repeatedly asserts in his own autographic text, 

Monolingualism of the Other, “I have only one language, yet it is not mine” (2).  

With or without the presence of the analyst as objet a, the Other of language 

interrupts the classical autobiography’s illusion of self-mastery. Referencing Roman 

Jakobson, Doubrovsky notes that language “subordinates the register of life to the order 

of the text” (29). In other words, it renders bios a matter of discourse. Roland Barthes 

makes a similar argument when, three years after declaring the death of the Author, he 

resurrects new authorial forms in S/Z: 

The Author himself—that somewhat decrepit deity of the old criticism—can or 

could some day become a text like any other: he has only to avoid making his 

person the subject, the impulse, the origin, the authority, the Father, whence his 

work would proceed, by a channel of expression; he has only to see in himself as a 

being on paper and his life as a bio-graphy (in the etymological sense of the word), 

a writing without referent, substance of a connection and not of a filiation: the 

critical undertaking (if we can still speak of criticism) will then consist in 

returning the documentary figure of the author into a novelistic, irretrievable, 

irresponsible figure, caught up in the plural of its own text. ([1970] 1975, 211-212) 

Criticism, here, is an act that “returns” the author (bios) to text (graph), regardless of how 

convincingly the author announces his authority. Autobiography, by this logic, must not 
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be understood as a “documentary” expression, but as a means of revealing “novelistic” 

knowledge about the author in excess of the empirical truths it presents. 

Barthes’s denial of filiation in writing raises questions of reproduction, legacy, 

and sexual difference in the autobiographical text. In “My Monster/My Self” (1982), 

Barbara Johnson highlights the specificity of women’s autobiography as a performance 

of and commentary on reproduction. Broadening the category of autobiography to 

include Nancy Friday’s My Mother/My Self, Dorothy Dinnerstein’s The Mermaid and the 

Minotaur, and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Johnson argues,  

each [book] includes clear instances of the autobiographical—not the purely 

authorial—first person pronoun. In each case the autobiographical reflex is 

triggered by the resistance and ambivalence involved in the act of writing the 

book. What I shall argue here is that what is specifically feminist in each book is 

directly related to this struggle for female authorship. (3)  

This struggle, for Johnson, is intimately linked to the desire for mimetic reproduction—

that is, “the desire for resemblance, the desire to create a being like oneself—which is the 

autobiographical desire par excellence” (3). However, she argues, female authorship 

cannot be disarticulated from the dangers unique to female reproduction as well as 

women’s historical exclusion from dominant regimes of literary value. Thus Frankenstein 

is imbued with the death of Mary Shelley’s mother in childbirth and the deaths of 

Shelley’s first three infants, as well as Shelley’s marginal position among her literary 
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contemporaries. Johnson argues that the novel’s narrative mirrors Shelley’s own 

experience of writing it in Dr. Frankenstein’s experience of making his monster:  

Frankenstein, in other words, can be read as the story of the experience of writing 

Frankenstein. […] In order to prove herself worthy of her parentage, Mary, 

paradoxically enough, must thus usurp the parental role and succeed in giving 

birth to herself on paper. Her declaration of existence as a writer must therefore 

figuratively repeat the matricide that her physical birth all too literally entailed. 

(7) 

Recognizing the autobiographical gesture in texts outside the genre, Johnson intervenes 

in discourses on subjectivity and self-representation that, like Doubrovsky’s, are limited 

in assuming masculine authorship. Insisting on the irreducibility of sexual difference, 

Johnson argues,  

the monstrousness of selfhood is intimately embedded within the question of 

female autobiography. […] The problem for the female autobiographer is, on the 

one hand, to resist the pressure of masculine autobiography as the only literary 

genre available for her enterprise, and, on the other, to describe a difficulty in 

conforming to a female ideal which is largely a fantasy of the masculine, not the 

feminine, imagination. (10)  

Argentine performance artist Nicola Costantino explicitly confronts the 

monstrousness of selfhood in relation to female authorship and reproduction in Trailer 
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(2010), a multimedia project exhibited alternately as an installation, a photo series, and a 

short film. The film begins with a title card, “Lo soñado [The dreamed-of thing],” after 

which a woman, played by Costantino, joyfully discovers the positive result of a 

pregnancy test. The woman, revealed as an artist, proceeds to construct a life-sized 

mannequin of her own body using molds of her features, including a mold of her open 

eyes (Figure 17).  

 

Figure 17: Nicola Costantino's protagonist pours molding clay over her eyes in 
Trailer (2010). 

As the construction progresses, the artist’s lifeless double hovers passively in every 

frame. But the artist’s growing belly is not mirrored in the static mannequin she builds, 

photographs, and shares her days with. Two narratives in two separate timelines are 

intercut throughout the film’s very brief runtime: 1) the mother-artist giving life to her 

twin creations—an infant and a lifelike doll— and 2) the mother-artist surreptitiously 
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driving her monstrous doppelganger to a secluded dock by cover of night, placing it in a 

wheelchair, and pushing it over the edge (Figures 18-22).  

 

Figure 18: Nicola Costantino’s protagonist reacts to the results of a pregnancy 
test in Trailer. 

 

Figure 19: Nicola Costantino’s protagonist poses her double to be 
photographed in Trailer. 
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Figure 20: Nicola Costantino’s protagonist regards photographs of herself and 
her double divided into two halves of a locket in Trailer. 

 

Figure 21: Nicola Costantino’s protagonist surreptitiously collects her double 
from the trunk of a car in Trailer. 
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Figure 22: Nicola Costantino’s protagonist makes sure the coast is clear before 
pushing her double off a dock in Trailer. 

Here, Woman’s “dreamed-of thing”—lo soñado—heralded in the opening title 

card is doubled: female authorship manifests in the twin forms of pregnancy and craft, 

in either case without the visible intervention of a man. But that same dream quickly 

becomes a nightmare as the mannequin takes on the monstrosity of the double. In one 

remarkable sequence, the mother-artist holds her newborn infant as the expressionless 

mannequin looks on, breaking the maternal dyad with an uncanny presence that 

establishes more than two bodies in the frame, but still fewer than three (Figure 23).  
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Figure 23: Nicola Costantino’s protagonist holds her newborn child alongside 
her double in Trailer. 

In the text accompanying Trailer, Costantino writes, “The psychoanalytic concept 

of identification, defined by Freud, is based in the double: the double is the ominous, 

that is, the familiar unknown, that which is so well known it appears strange and 

produces horror. For Jung, the double is the Shadow” (nicolacostantino.com.ar). Like Dr. 

Frankenstein, Costantino’s character performs an act of obscene reproduction, birthing 

her doppelganger from one, the self-same; her encounter with that offspring is 

ultimately intolerable, resulting in “lo inevitable”—the mother-artist’s inevitable murder 

of the monstrous double.  

The doppelganger, as Costantino describes it, is a supplement to the autonomous 

self-image—an “ominous” impostor that duplicates and threatens to replace the subject 

it mimics. But in Trailer, the doppelganger is a “splinter” of the author herself. The 
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image reflected in the textual mirror of Costantino’s self-portrait is, in fact, a product of 

her own creation, one she constructed as a work of art in its own right. Costantino calls 

it La Nicola artefacta—Nicola, the artifact, as opposed to Nicola, the woman-artist-mother. 

The artifact, painstakingly composed from her own bodily forms, was displayed as a 

sculptural installation outside the context of the short film that narrates its process of 

creation. It is not the sculpture alone but the narrative film that, like Frankenstein, stylizes 

Costantino’s authorial reproduction in the horror genre.  

Johnson and Costantino’s attunement to the corporeal dimension of 

autobiography as a monstrous form of self-reproduction also colors Luisa Valenzuela’s 

approach to autobiographical writing. In her essay “Escribir con el cuerpo [Writing with 

the Body]” (2001), Valenzuela emphasizes both the violence of self-reflection and the 

carnality of self-knowledge: “I go against the grain, and only now, almost forty years 

after having written my first novel, I begin to work with some autobiographical 

material. With the tips of my fingers, with difficulty, with much respect and no shame, 

with the will to dig and dig until I find the meat of life” (117). For Valenzuela, writing 

with the body is about “accessing a certain type of knowledge” through experience. But 

it is not the transparent communication of experience as the empirical truth of the body; 

rather, writing with the body is, “in its essence, a literary act” of memory (106), one that 

has profound political implications in the wake of an authoritarian regime predicated on 

censorship, denial, and doublespeak. Excavating the sensorial knowledge of repression 



 

317 

long after Argentina’s return to democracy, Valenzuela posits autobiography as a 

corporeal element of the literary archive: “while it is alive, we can put the body to rest, 

but our memory, never” (120). 

In 2002, Valenzuela published Los deseos oscuros y los otros [Dark Desires and the 

Others] (2011), a fragmented collection of diary entries written during the first years of 

her exile in New York City during the Argentine military dictatorship. In her Foreword 

to the collection, Valenzuela frames these intimate vignettes of her life in exile as a 

reservoir of the other, “the frustrations and the passions, the brief (or otherwise) love 

affairs, the fears and the attempts at appropriating love” that were necessarily excluded 

from the lectures, meetings, and publications associated with her human rights work in 

the United States (vi). Implicitly situating Dark Desires in relation to her contemporary 

technique of writing with the body, Valenzuela alerts the reader, “this is not an 

autobiography, nor are these my memoirs; they are simply movements of the heart and 

the body, tending toward the horizontal in more ways than one, prone to various 

shocks” (vi). Echoing Valenzuela’s characteristically cheeky humor, we could say that 

Dark Desires takes a gynecological approach to the autographical encounter with the 

speculum: the book is a curved mirror through which Valenzuela examines fragments of 

her erotic history—“movements of the heart and body”—to produce abstract, nonlinear 

reflections on sexuality and displacement.  
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In Autoretrato [Self-portrait] (1943) (Figure 24), Grete Stern openly represents the 

figure of the mirror within the frame of the portrait itself.  

 

Figure 24: Grete Stern, Autoretrato (1943) 

Positioned within a carefully manicured still life populated by organic and geometric 

forms, the reflection of Stern’s face is contained by the border of a circular mirror at the 

center of the montage. Two camera lenses sit below the mirror, emphasizing the 

photographic subject’s professional vocation as well as the portrait’s artificial staging. A 

conch shell rests suggestively beside the reflection of Stern’s face, balanced on the 

opposite side of the frame by the sharp, translucent edges of two set squares, tools of the 

graphic designer’s trade and, opposite the shell, an ambiguous gesture toward either 
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sexual balance or ambivalence in the photographic subject. The photographed body, 

reduced to a fragment of Stern’s face, is a minor element of her symbolic constitution in 

the tableau, far outweighed in terms of physical proportion by the composition’s 

botanical and mechanical elements. Unlike Costantino’s eyes in Trailer, which bore into 

the camera’s lens even as they are covered in modeling goo, Stern’s gaze is on the 

tableau itself. Her self-portrait is pieced together from living and nonliving matter in a 

symbolic economy that privileges instruments of the author’s craft as much as the 

author herself.  

In 1934, Visva-Bharati News published a special issue in honor of Rabindranath 

Tagore’s birthday, featuring a portrait of the poet on the cover. Tagore had founded 

Visva-Bharati as a Bengali institution of higher learning in 1921 with proceeds from his 

Nobel Prize. Confronted with his image on the cover of the university’s journal, using 

pens and paint, Tagore defaced twelve copies of his portrait, producing twelve rather 

sinister self-portraits (Figure 25).  
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Figure 25: Rabindranath Tagore, modified covers of Visva-Bharati News (1934) 

Bringing into sharp relief Doubrovsky’s notion of the “hetero-portrait,” the 

supplemental superposition of Tagore’s authorial mark on the reverential journal cover 

disaggregates the singular institutional image into a series of self-referential 

experiments. Tagore went on to create several other self-portraits in the mid-1930s, part 

of a visual art career that began in earnest when Victoria Ocampo curated the first 

international exhibition of his paintings in 1930 at the Gallerie Pigalle in Paris. But his 

manipulation of the Visva-Bharati covers bring his self-reflexive impulse directly to bear 

on his exalted public image, using self-portraiture to dismantle rather than to 

consolidate a coherent, stable self-image.  

The Supplement 

In 1972, Margaret Mead published Blackberry Winter, an autobiographical portrait 

of her early life in New Jersey, her education at DePauw and Columbia University, her 

ethnographic fieldwork in the Pacific Islands, and her career as a scholar and public 
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intellectual. Acknowledging her early influences, Mead notes that, at DePauw, she 

“chose pictures to go on the walls, among them a picture of Rabindranath Tagore and a 

portrait of Catherine Bushovka, the ‘little grandmother’ of the Russian revolution” (87). 

Mead writes with affection about her three husbands—Luther Cressman, Reo Fortune, 

and Gregory Bateson—charting the constitution and dissolution of these formative 

romantic attachments as they intersected with her professional development. In an 

epilogue, she quotes them all in non-sequitur blocks of text, demonstrating through 

citation what she most admires intellectually about each of them.  

Jean Walton reads Blackberry Winter as one of many strategic self-representations 

through which Mead constructed a public persona to bolster her anthropological 

credibility on the topic of mothering by affirming her authoritative experience as 

heterosexual wife and mother. But for Walton, that persona was built on a foundational 

occlusion: Mead’s sexual affiliations with women. In 1984, six years after Mead’s death, 

her daughter, Mary Catherine Bateson, published a biographical memoir in which she 

reproduced fragments of a letter Mead had written decades earlier to be read only after 

her death, a posthumous postscript to her highly controlled public self-presentation.  

Addressed “To those I love,” Mead wrote the letter in 1955, shortly after the 

death of her long-time teacher and lover, Ruth Benedict, as well as the dissolution of her 

marriage to Gregory Bateson. Walton attends to the deft rhetorical maneuvers Catherine 

Bateson uses to frame the letter in terms of her mother’s “affirmative,” additive 
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understanding of bisexual affiliation. By this account, Mead was not drawn to Benedict 

because she had given up on a childless marriage to Reo Fortune; Mead’s bisexuality 

was rather evidence of her “zestful sense of asking for more” (quoted by Walton, 153). 

Like Mead, her daughter could only conceptualize human behavior through 

comparison, contrasting Mead’s capacious libidinal drive to Ruth Benedict’s 

compensatory lesbianism. For Walton, Mead’s letter—a supplement to her official 

autobiography that “would become as much a part of her public persona as the 

heterosexual maternal image she presented while she was alive” (148)—quietly delights 

in the secrecy surrounding its author’s lesbian affiliations. Guarded by Mead’s sister, 

Marie, unedited for 23 years, the contents of the letter make Mead unknowable to her 

daughter, and to the public, within the framework of her own structuralist 

anthropological paradigm wherein women are defined by their heterosexual 

relationships with and to men. Mead’s husbands, lovers, and her advisor, Franz Boas, 

constitute the conditions of intelligibility for an autobiography that necessarily excludes 

erotic elements of what Mead calls “a life no longer sharable” amidst the vague 

“exigencies of the mid-twentieth century” (quoted by Bateson, 116).  

For Bateson, Blackberry Winter excludes the erotic dimension of Mead’s 

relationship with Benedict “[p]artly for reasons of discretion and the need to make 

readers of all kinds feel comfortable drawing on her ideas” (127). Bateson recalls that 

Mead’s act of writing the book revealed to her “the difficulty of telling a coherent story 
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of her life after World War II” (126). Consequently, Mead “abandoned the effort in her 

own account to share the pattern of her later years, to make herself explicable. Instead, 

she followed only one thread beyond 1939, her experience of being a mother and 

grandmother, an experience both central and communicable” (126). Outside the realm of 

“communicable” female reproduction lay “a life no longer sharable,” Mead’s ambiguous 

reference to the life she could no longer share with Benedict or Bateson, each of whom 

had left her by death or divorce, but also to the non-reproductive romantic life she 

shared with women and refused to make public in the context of McCarthy era sexual 

panic. Bateson reflects, “Through the major part of her adult life, [Mead] sustained an 

intimate relationship with a man and another with a woman. This double pattern must 

have been satisfying and sustaining, but at the same time it created a kind of isolation, 

an isolation of secrecy” (118).  

Commenting on the philosophical import of Derrida’s discourse on the 

supplement, Barbara Johnson notes, “The logic of the supplement wrenches apart the 

neatness of the metaphysical binary oppositions” (1983, xiii). Mead’s “double pattern” of 

same-sex and heterosexual affiliation cannot be resolved in an autobiographical 

narrative predicated on the exclusion of any details that might threaten the “comfort” of 

her readers and the communicability of her maternal authority. As both an addition to 

and a substitute for the curated narrative aiming to stabilize Mead’s public legacy in 

Blackberry Winter, her posthumous letter functions as a supplement to disrupt the fiction 
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of narrative wholeness that, in Mead’s work, is bound together by linear intellectual 

genealogies and reproductive generations.  

Dreaming Woman pursues the question of intellectual genealogy by proposing 

that Argentina’s geographical and conceptual position in the world can be usefully 

approached as supplementary. Argentina’s migratory history and intellectual traditions 

disrupt binary oppositions between Europe and its others, as well as any totalizing 

fiction of psychoanalysis as a truly international project. As Derrida points out in 

“Geopsychoanalysis: ‘…and the rest of the world’” (1981), the distribution of 

psychoanalytic practice has been highly asymmetrical, divided between zones of “dense 

psychoanalytic colonization,” on the one hand, and “virgin territory” on the other. But 

Argentina combines features of both territories, profoundly shaped by psychoanalysis, 

but also marked by the “unutterable horror of violence, torture, and extermination” 

Derrida associates with psychoanalysis’s “dark continent” (67). If, as Beatriz Sarlo 

suggests, Argentines have cultivated one of many “peripheral modernisms” scattered 

across Europe’s former colonies, the concept of the supplement may ultimately help 

clarify what it means to approach psychoanalysis in Argentina as itself a supplement to 

Freud’s European legacy—a product of the same and the other that asserts itself in the 

feminine.  

The purpose of this postscript is not to conclude the dissertation, but to put its 

elemental parts into further movement, circulating fragments of apparently unconnected 
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texts to find new resonances in alternative juxtapositions. Like the vehicular etymology 

driving automobiles and autobiography, my intention is to continue knitting threads 

from the dissertation chapters into alternative configurations, building and remodeling a 

mobile archive that is also a psychoanalytic archive about mobility, migration, and 

displacement. In The Post Card (1980), Derrida pays great attention to the capacious 

concept of the postal, his translator pointing out etymological links between the French 

poste and the Latin ponere, to put or to place, a root from which the English position is also 

derived (xxv). Le poste is also mail, and the bureaucratic system that relays it—the letter 

that never arrives at its destination. In “The Animal that Therefore I Am,” originally 

presented at a conference Derrida titled “The Autobiographical Animal” (1997), he 

writes,   

Autobiography, the writing of the self as living, the trace of the living for itself, 

being for itself, the auto-affection or auto-infection as memory or archive of the 

living, would be an immunizing movement (a movement of safety, of salvage 

and salvation of the safe, the holy, the immune, the indemnified, of virginal and 

intact nudity), but an immunizing movement that is always threatened with 

becoming auto-immunizing, like every autos, every ipseity, every automatic, 

automobile, autonomous, auto-referential movement. Nothing risks becoming 

more poisonous than an autobiography, poisonous for oneself in the first place, 

auto-infectious for the presumed signatory who is so auto-affected. (2008, 47) 
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As much as autobiography presents “the writing of the self as living,” it is also an 

archive for the dead and miscarried—a movement at once immunizing and poisonous, a 

veritable pharmakon for the self-referential subject.3 “Was it the movement of the train,” 

Langer wonders, that compromised her firstborn, and does her autobiography 

immunize her against guilt by translating that loss into an origin story for her 

professional career? Mead, too, describes one of many miscarriages in transit: falling 

through a collapsed bamboo chair in which she was being carried by villagers up a steep 

road during fieldwork in Bali. Having already “decided that I would have a child no 

matter how many miscarriages it meant” (1972, 206), Mead’s next pregnancy led to 

“extreme precautions” with immediate professional implications: “I took a leave of 

absence from the Museum [of Natural History] and gave up riding streetcars, trains, and 

busses” (248). In the movements and pauses narrated within their self-representational 

economies, Barbara Johnson’s intersecting preoccupations return to the fore: “the 

question of mothering, the question of the woman writer, and the question of 

autobiography” (1982, 2).  

Dreaming Woman begins with an examination of the ways in which modern 

intellectual inheritance is mediated by the epistolary form; thus it is fitting that it should 

end with a postscript—a supplement to the body of the letter—that addresses 

                                                        

3 See Jacques Derrida, “Plato’s Pharmacy,” in Dissemination, translated by Barbara Johnson (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1981) 61-172. 
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supplemental formations of Freud’s intellectual legacy. Rather than concluding the 

project, the question of autobiography, and self-representation more broadly, opens it to 

new archival, theoretical, and historical horizons. Framing these concerns as a postscript 

invokes a future temporality in which traces of the figures inscribed in the dissertation 

endure after the act of writing, forming new spectral alliances on uncharted geographic 

terrains. 
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