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General Introduction to Other/Wise Spring 2020: 

“I mixed my metaphors with abandon, because I am talking near the edge of the unsayable, at 
the difficult edge of what I can feel but barely say.” 

— Mark Doty, Heaven’s Coast (1996) 

2018 Conference Theme 
UNSILENCING 

This issue of Other/Wise encompasses IFPE’s 2018, 29th Annual Interdisciplinary Conference, 
on the topic of UNSILENCING, that took place in Seattle, Washington. Herein, Other/Wise 
presents an interesting and varied collection of papers from that conference.  The papers in this 
issue reflect upon the meaning of the pivotal action of UNSILENCING: including its relationship 
to trauma. and especially upon the consequences and side effects of both staying silent, and of 
speaking out. 

Psychoanalysis has long been known as the talking cure, and in this issue of Other/Wise we 
explore the vicissitudes of expressing ourselves and the consequences of not expressing
ourselves. This collection of papers is represents the work of 13 authors who presented a
version of their papers at IFPE. 

There is a silenced underside to language, and for that matter, to human existence, 
relationships and endeavors. That underside, although silent, contradicts, augments, and also 
undoes its own truth. It reframes social discourse and rewrites history by including long-missing 
segments and memories. Yet, in the consulting room, it is only through silence, in the presence 
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of another who can bear it, that we give birth to our thoughts and reencounter speech to make 
space for the previously silenced and heretofore unintegrated. 

The process of Unsilencing confronts us with the undeniable force of that- about which,
heretofore, we were not talking, and that brings attention to the ways in which keeping quiet 
had been complicit, self-limiting, damaging, and even dangerous. To Unsilence is not to force 
speech. Rather, it is can be an invitation to consider the margins between what was said and 
what was previously avoided––sometimes even inter-generationally. Even though the silencing 
may have started from a defensive beginning in the service of saving oneself, instead, in the 
words of Audre Lorde, it may be more accurate to say that: 

“Your silence will not protect you” 
Sister Outsider (1984) 

IFPE fosters a unique, multidisciplinary, alternative space to think, dialogue, and reflect on 
psychoanalysis, the human condition and our culture, both in and out of the consulting room, 
across disciplines and extending to art and culture. IFPE’s online journal, Other/Wise, reflects 
that philosophy, and presents a sampling of what is discussed at our conferences, in the written 
peer-reviewed, psychoanalytic article format for those presenters at each of our conferences 
who become contributors to this journal.  

It has been a privilege to read and present the marvelous and often courageously unsilenced 
papers in this issue. There are 13 very interesting papers about Unsilencing about which we 
provide the reader with a very short description below, a brief quote from each compelling
article, and we encourage you to read the article of your choice in your own order of
preference: 

Transforming Ghosts into Ancestors: Un-silencing the psychological case for reparations to 
descendants of American slavery* 
Bryan K. Nichols, Ph.D. and Medria L. Connolly, Ph.D. 

In this historically important and timely article, Nichols and Connolly provide us not only with 
the history of the silenced and long-term effects of slavery on the culture, economics and 
psychology of the United States and all of its inhabitants, but provides an important 
psychodynamic/emotional perspective to finally healing the rift that is the American legacy, and 
resolving the resistance to carrying out deep levels of reparation rather than continuing the 
schism into future generations. The authors write: 

“The idea of reparations––the provision of resources such as land or money as 
compensation for the lasting harm of slavery––has ebbed and flowed in the United 
States since the Civil War, and even before (Araujo, 2017).  However, the recent wave of 
chatter represents a dramatic upsurge in the willingness of politicians to consider, 
publicly, the prospect of reparations…. In addition to the moral imperative of 
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reparations, we suggest that there are powerful psychological forces that need to be un-
silenced if this policy of repairing a profound tear in the multicultural fabric of the 
country is ever to be realized.  Specifically, we seek to clarify the psychological benefits 
of reparations for all Americans as well as the psychological factors that serve as 
resistance to enacting reparations…” 

The Unsilencing of a Holocaust Survivor 
M. Chet Mirman, Ph.D.

In this powerful article, Mirman presents a portrait of his own mother’s years of trauma in the 
concentration camps of Poland, Lithuania and Germany; the years of silencing that resulted; the 
unsilencing later in life; and, its effect of the transgenerational communication of trauma. 
Presented with moving compassion and, also with familiarity and humor, this is a 
psychologically astute documentary that may move you to tears while reading. The author 
writes: 

 “…The women in Koszedary were housed together so she was able to be with her 
mother, sleeping next to her on wood boards in the barracks. She recalls the constant 
blaring of loudspeakers and the ferocious German Shepherds that were used to 
intimidate and control the inmates. Anyone attempting to escape was shot on sight… It 
was at Koszedary that she watched as the Germans forcibly took her brother away from 
her father. Seventy-six years later her memory of her brother crying, “I don’t want to 
go,” as he was forcibly torn from their father’s arms, is as clear to her as if it had just 
happened yesterday. She never saw him again…” 

Silenced and Unsilenced: Why didn’t they talk before? 
Ruth Lijtmaer, PhD 

Lijtmaer provides us with a thought-provoking paper with unique insight into the minds, 
struggles, and legacy that we (with an interest in psychoanalysis) inherit. Rather than helping us 
to get to know the generation of psychoanalysts who escaped Europe with their lives through 
their theories and writings, instead, the author provides us with fascinating insight into the 
trauma and experiences that these refugee analysts sustained and about which they long 
remained silent. She writes: 

 “Immigrants, or exiles, enter their new country with one set of selves. These are then 
overwritten and refracted by their experiences with peers, neighbors, colleagues, and 
authorities in the new culture, and this experience shapes their consciousness, 
subjectivity, and sense of identity. Psychoanalysis does not yet have a coherent 
framework for theorizing about the subjectivity of first-generation immigrants. I am 
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proposing here that psychoanalysis borrow W.E.B. Du Bois' (1994) notion of “double 
consciousness,” (p. 39) be used to reshape it in light of current notions of multiplicity 
and use it to help us to conceptualize the immigrant and exile experience…” 

Unsilencing Biculturalism:  Giving Voice to the In-Between 
Jenni June Villegas Wilson, LMFT 

In her forthright article, Villegas Wilson gives us insight into the psychodynamic impact and 
meaning of culture––and, in the cases of those born “in-between” cultures, the lifelong as 
well as the intergenerational impacts that can mask one’s unique voice, until unsilenced. 
Villegas Wilson writes that: 

“Survivor’s Guilt.  It’s not really feeling guilty that you survived, it’s feeling angry that 
anyone had to survive something that appears senseless.  This feeling that one should 
be able to do something, when in truth there’s nothing one could do, may be an 
unconscious attraction to the dramatic.  Carrying the weight of others’ burdens can 
justify misdirected anger, assuage anxieties, or serve as atonement for self-perceived 
sins of some kind.  Some will feel pressure to represent––in whatever way that means.  
Some will forgo a societal norm identity to become civil rights advocates at the front of 
the marches for justice, fighting the good fight, getting in the line of fire, while others 
may cash-in their chips, move to the suburbs and aspire to live by another example, 
creating a life of quiet safety.  There is no right or wrong, good or bad.  Systemic change 
requires forces on the inside and out.  Therapy provides an opportunity for clients of 
mixed race or culture to accept on their own terms, the gifts and hardships of their live’s 
random twists of fate…” 

Saying Goodbye 
Anne E. Reckling, Psy.D. 

In this very personal, emotional, and revelatory article, Reckling shares her experiences of 
saying goodbye to her terminally ill psychoanalyst of many years. In her manner of doing so, 
and in interweaving memories, and in giving voice to a previously silenced part of herself, she 
provides an extraordinary insight into the Unsilencing process of psychoanalytic treatment at its 
best. The author writes: 

“Throughout the ensuing story of my saying goodbye to my psychoanalyst, and 
processing that parting, I will highlight important aspects of the analysis that helped me 
find my voice. that parting, I will highlight important aspects of the analysis that helped 
me find my voice. Such aspects include: 1. Coming to view my ‘acting out’ behavior as a 
message about analysis rather than a resistance to analysis; 2. Adjusting the frame of 
analysis; 3. The impact of putting words to what previously had been unsayable… 
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Putting language to what had been silenced does not erase the pain associated with 
that which was silenced. A tremendous grief and responsibility comes with that 
knowledge, as well as a freedom from the repetition of trauma. By marking the madness 
and horror of trauma by putting the experiences into words, it could, to a large degree, 
be left behind. Through my story of Saying Goodbye to Donna, the woman with the 
strength to bear witness, I highlight what it was in my analysis that worked to help me 
become unsilenced.” 

Unsilenced: The seduction and betrayal of a psychoanalyst, personal saga 
Susan Kavaler-Adler, Ph.D., ABPP, D.Litt., NCPsyA. 

In this article, Kavaler-Adler, presents her own “me too” experiences in her own early 
psychoanalytic treatment and bravely presents, and stands up to the power-abusing authority 
figure by sharing her own unsilencing story after many years. As she puts it, “.  I was silenced. 

Now I am speaking up.”  Kavaler-Adler’s clear memories and descriptions of the interactions 
bring to light the manipulations of her analyst as he tried to silence her in order to protect 
himself. The author reveals the details of what she experienced, as an example given to help 
others, as follows: 

 “Before the final blow from the senior male training analyst, throwing me out of my 
treatment, there was the man’s paranoia. This was all part of the silencing. Following 
the tale of seduction and betrayal that I will tell, the much older male analyst puffed 
himself up and proclaimed, without any conversation between us leading up to this, 
“You cannot damage my reputation!” Out of the blue, this man, whom I will call Dr. T. 
made this declaration, defending himself against the exposure from me telling my tale.” 

Inheritance of Shame: A Story of Conversion Therapy 
Peter Gajdics 

In this article, Gajdics tells the story of the torturous years he spent in conversion therapy and 
the efforts made by his practitioners to silence him to the very core of his being and, beyond 
attempts by family and “doctors” to silencing parts of himself, were chemical and psychosocial 
means to eradicate and deny his very nature and desires. The author writes: 

“With my parents before him I had resisted the idea that the abuse had caused my 
homosexuality, but with the doctor, I could not resist. He was the big and powerful 
doctor, and I was young and powerless. He told me that the medications he’d been 
prescribing would all help to “silence the noise” of my homosexuality, because only then 
would I be able to “flip over to the other side.” We needed to “correct the error” of my 
homosexuality, as he phrased it… Within that first year he directed me to move, along 
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with several other patients, into what he called a “therapeutic house,” where we would 
all support each other emotionally while going through our deep regressions. Contact 
with anyone outside the house was strictly forbidden. Meanwhile, the more 
medications he prescribed, the less the medicine seemed to do, and so he kept 
increasing the dosages.” 

The Silenced Goddess of Death 
Christine Downing, Ph.D. 

As an expert in psychoanalytic theory and history, Downing presents an argument that by de-
emphasizing that the goddess of death has been an undercurrent of Freud’s theories from early 
on, and that by the body of psychoanalytic literature overplaying the role of Eros instead, “we 
have also silenced Freud’s message, and thereby missed taking deeply into our souls some of 
his most important lessons.” She writes: 

“I noted earlier that death had been a powerful undercurrent in Freud’s thinking all 
along. Nevertheless, full recognition of the awe-ful, awesome, power of death doesn’t 
come to Freud without a second initiation, an initiation introduced by the outbreak of 
World War I, by the deaths of his daughter and grandson, and by his own cancer. From 
then on, he saw the reconciliation with death as the soul’s primary task, in line with the 
ancient healing traditions associated with the Greek demi-god Asclepius, who told the 
patients who came to his shrine, ‘Whatever healing I can offer you now serves only to 
give you the time to prepare for the death that still awaits you.’” 

The Death Drive as the Essence of the Orgasm: Unsilencing the Positive Aspects of Thanatos 
Diana Faydysh M. A., Ph.D. Student  

In this article, Faydysh focuses on a rather surprising synthesis of what, at first, may seem like 
polar opposites—the death instinct and the orgasm––but, after noting her well-illustrated 
arguments, “the positive aspects of Thanatos” become clear. This interesting paper, as the 
author puts it, “may give life to the death drive…” She writes: 

“Human life is plotted according to two coordinates: life and death. Awareness of 
mortality generates fear, however unconsciously, as we humans play, flirt with, and 
strive towards death. Is this because death is something we may never fully 
comprehend, and because we, as humans, cannot tolerate the unknown?  Or, perhaps 
alternately, because our fear of the end and the unknown produces a negative 
excitation that we cannot control?  Our fascination with the unknown is not limited to 
thoughts of death but reaches into other aspects of life. These mysteries worry, 
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motivate, and irritate us, but they never leave us indifferent, and when examined, many 
human mysteries are sexual in nature.” 

Maiden of the Mer: An Imaginal Approach to Unsilencing Female Voice 
Nitsa Dimitrakos, Ph.D. 

In this poetic article, Dimitrakos draws a parallel between the archetype of the Mermaid (the 
Maiden of the Mer) and the many aspects and ages of the feminine that have, in the lives of 
many women been silenced, and in whom they long for unsilencing and fullest acceptance, 
creative expression, transformation and participation thereby. The author writes: 

“I bear witness to human life 
but cannot live it. 

I feel painful swelling of sentiment inside 
but never shed a tear. 

Trapped! 
…The mermaid’s myth is a “soul” endeavor about transformation––about unsilencing all 
that has been silenced.  By way of the myth, we know there is a great departure that 
occurs, departure from self and other.  Suffering and loss are parts of the 
transformational process, but the real danger occurs when the process itself is resisted 
or denied.  In such a situation, one finds one’s self “stuck,” and certain symptoms of 
physical and psychological dis-ease may take over, destroying the process altogether.”   

The Unsilencing of Oedipus: Time, Monstrousness, Truth, and Shame 
Ladson Hinton, M.A., M.D. 

Turning to the myth of Oedipus in the Sophocles trilogy of plays as well as in Freud’s theories, 
Hinton points out the process of uncovering of truth, as is done in psychoanalysis, is something 
that can make “life worth living.” What the author uncovers in the process of looking at the 
myths, and at human nature, is the paramount importance of guilt and shame in the 
understanding of both human virtue as well as traumatic re-enactment. He writes: 

“Unsilencing may evoke violent emotions that threaten the fabric of who we are, both 
personally and culturally (Caruth, 1996; LaCapra, 2000). Perhaps most, if not all, 
transformative action has its source in unsilencing (Vattimo, 2016). A turbulent 
remembrance of monstrous acts and emotions may rend our illusions of a neatly unified 
self or society… At its best, psychoanalytic ethos involves voicing the truth of the hidden 
dramas that human beings must somehow face (Scarfone, 2016). Shame often appears 
amidst the terror of such exposure. The Oedipus complex is a profound depiction of 
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unsilencing, and, is one of the core constructs Freud used to convey his view of the 
human condition.” 

Unsilencing: The Case of Ann 
Roy Barsness, Ph.D. and Clarissa Hill, M.A., L.M.H.C. 

In a uniquely formatted article that presents both the therapist’s discussion of a patient’s case, 
and the therapist’s supervisor’s view of the case, one of the best examples of parallel process 
and uncovering enactment in treatment is revealed, unsilenced, and elucidated. The authors, of 
this rare and honest glimpse into psychodynamic treatment from both perspectives, write: 

“The case of Ann explores the complex web of enactment as it connects to transference 
and countertransference, parallel process, dissociation, splitting, countertransference 
dominance, and the trauma responses of fight, flight, and freeze.  As the case unfolds, 
we find the patient and the therapist frequently stuck between a rock and hard place––
between hope and despair, silence and speaking, and between anger and shame.  
Through the themes of miscarriage and hope, intrusion and abandonment, attachment 
and destruction and love and hate, we hope to demonstrate how sometimes both 
words and silence can hide, distract, blame, and collude.  And we hope to show how 
difficult it can be to find a way out of the bind of doer/done-to, and to find a way to 
communicate true embodied presence in the here and now of the therapeutic process.  
Creating and recreating the “Analytic Third (Ogden, 1997, p. 9, Benjamin, 2018, Aron, 
2017) within the therapist/patient relationship and the supervisor/therapist 
relationship, continues to serve as an essential function in the unlocking of the 
repetition of the silencing and unsilencing in the ongoing work with this patient.” 

When You Can’t Find the Words, All You Can Do Is Scream 
Lynn McCann, M.S.W. 

In this, the Unsilencing issue of Other/Wise, our articles are about experiences that are put into 
language, and that language is used to unsilence and speak or write about the unspoken and 
unwritten. It is fitting, therefore, that the epilogue article in this issue is about language, 
speaking and writing from a college teacher of speaking and writing who talks about her 
experiences in helping college students to speak and write in an age wherein, according to 
McCann the ability to speak, read and write can no longer be taken for granted as part of the 
education process. Furthermore, the author draws a connection between language and 
selfhood, which is also limited and damaged if speaking and writing are limited by such deficits. 
She writes: 

8



“I think language has far more to do with consciousness – and self – than we give it 
credit for.  It’s not just any old developmental milestone.  I think it’s the journey.  I feel 
certain that consciousness depends on language, just as much as the other way around.  
Egg to chicken or chicken to egg, I think the ability to speak, to read and write, to use 
tense and communicate in abstractions is so taken for granted, that we tend to 
understand these capacities, and even study them, only in terms of other things that we 
consider to be more important.  For that, and the other reasons stated throughout this 
paper, I believe that language is at risk.” 

Articles in this issue: 

Transforming Ghosts into Ancestors: Un-silencing the psychological case for reparations to 
descendants of American slavery 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
Bryan K. Nichols, Ph.D. and Medria L. Connolly, Ph.D. 

The Unsilencing of a Holocaust Survivor 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
M. Chet Mirman, Ph.D.

Silenced and Unsilenced: Why didn’t they talk before? 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
Ruth Lijtmaer, PhD 

Unsilencing Biculturalism:  Giving Voice to the In-Between 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
Jenni June Villegas Wilson, LMFT 

Saying Goodbye 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
Anne E. Reckling, Psy.D. 

Unsilenced: The seduction and betrayal of a psychoanalyst, personal saga 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
Susan Kavaler-Adler, Ph.D., ABPP, D.Litt., NCPsyA. 

Inheritance of Shame: A Story of Conversion Therapy 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
Peter Gajdics 
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The Silenced Goddess of Death 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
Christine Downing, Ph.D. 

The Death Drive as the Essence of the Orgasm: Unsilencing the Positive Aspects of Thanatos 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
Diana Faydysh M.A., Ph.D. Student  

Maiden of the Mer: An Imaginal Approach to Unsilencing Female Voice 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
Nitsa Dimitrakos, Ph.D. 

The Unsilencing of Oedipus: Time, Monstrousness, Truth, and Shame 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
Ladson Hinton, M.A., M.D. 

Unsilencing: The Case of Ann 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
Roy Barsness, Ph.D. and Clarissa Hill, M.A., L.M.H.C. 

When You Can’t Find the Words, All You Can Do Is Scream 
Journal Text (Recommended) or PDF for Download 
Lynn McCann, M.S.W. 
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TRANSFORMING GHOSTS INTO ANCESTORS:  UN-SILENCING THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CASE FOR 

REPARATIONS TO DESCENDANTS OF AMERICAN SLAVERY* 

Bryan K. Nichols, Ph.D. and Medria L. Connolly, Ph.D. 

The  2020 presidential campaign has been witness to the remarkable phenomenon of 

presidential candidates offering support to the idea of providing reparations to African 

Americans for the traumatic history of American slavery.  The idea of reparations––the 

provision of resources such as land or money as compensation for the lasting harm of slavery––

has ebbed and flowed in the United States since the Civil War, and even before (Araujo, 2017).  

However, the  recent wave of chatter represents a dramatic upsurge in the willingness of 

politicians to consider, publicly, the prospect of reparations. For nearly 30 years, beginning in 

1989, Michigan Congressman John Conyers seemed the lone political voice in introducing a 

resolution to have congress at least investigate the prospect of reparations. It failed to get out 

of committee. 

In the June 2014 edition of The Atlantic, Ta-Nehisi Coates presented in “The Case for 

Reparations,” a compelling argument for the just provision of material reparations to the    

descendants of American slavery.  Coates argued that reparations are due not just because of 

the history of enslavement, but also because of the discrimination that has ensued. He 

described the horrors of Jim Crow, but shined an even brighter light on the systematic theft of 

wealth owing to the policy of “red-lining” whereby banks would not loan money to African 

Americans seeking housing in middle class neighborhoods.  However, more than economic, 
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ultimately his argument was a moral one for a just response to slavery and discrimination that 

could provide a spiritual healing of the entire country.   

Coates’ article coincided with an awakening in America surrounding the killing of unarmed 

African Americans.  Several highly publicized and, not coincidentally, videoed incidents forced 

the pubic to reckon with a disparity in law enforcement treatment of African Americans that 

had fatal consequences (e.g., Trayvon Martin, 2012, Michael Brown, 2014, Philando Castile, 

2016, Alton Sterling, 2016).1   

Further, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, a landmark book 

by Michelle Alexander (2011), described a more than 30-year process of systematic mass 

incarceration of African Americans, also penetrated public consciousness.  This calamitous 

public and legal assault on African American freedom and––ultimately, enfranchisement––was 

based on trumped up drug laws and has had devastating effects on family and social life in 

African American communities.  Thus, this overt public demonstration of continuing oppressive 

circumstances for African Americans in conjunction with Coates’ powerful article thrust 

reparations back into the public’s imagination.   

In addition to the moral imperative of reparations, we suggest that there are powerful 

psychological forces that need to be un-silenced if this policy of repairing a profound tear in the 

multicultural fabric of the country is ever to be realized.  Specifically, we seek to clarify the 

psychological benefits of reparations for all Americans as well as the psychological factors that 

 
1 We suspect that when the COVID19 crisis is looked at in retrospect, a similar awakening may 
occur surrounding the disproportionate number of African Americans who fell victim to the 
virus related to reduced lifelong access to healthcare. 
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serve as resistance to enacting reparations.  Further, we call for a program of reparations that 

includes both monetary compensation as well as an official governmental apology.  This 

comprehensive approach to reparations is what Brooks (2005, p 141) calls “the atonement 

model.”   Finally, we recommend psychologically infused strategies that, we believe, will 

increase the prospects of success with reparations advocacy.  

WHY A PSYCHOLOGICAL CASE FOR REPARATIONS 

The transatlantic slave trade began in the 15th century.  It grew in the mid-1600s with the 

establishment of plantations in the Caribbean, South and North America.  Approximately 12.5 

million Africans were stolen from their homeland and sold into slavery.  During that period, the 

United States prospered economically and suffered morally by instituting a system of chattel 

slavery. 

Chattel slavery distinguishes itself from other forms of slavery in that death is the only way out 

of an individual’s enslavement.  Chattel slavery also means that one’s children and one’s 

children’s children are born into slavery.  Chattel slaves are considered property and are bought 

and sold as such, like animals or mercantile goods.  Chattel slavery is a crime against humanity 

and needs to be acknowledged as such. 

You cannot build a unified and integrated country ensuring from a system of chattel slavery, 

then ignore that history, and then, outrageously, act as if it doesn’t matter.  It mattered and still 

matters today! Economically, morally, and psychologically, chattel slavery and its impact on 

society mattered.  Ignoring the impact of chattel slavery on American culture and the 

subsequent denial and refusal to repair the moral, economic and psychological damage 
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wrought by that system promotes a ruling culture of hubris, arrogance and fantasies of 

omnipotence and superiority as if expressing: We can do whatever we want, to whomever we 

want, whenever we want. We do not have to acknowledge when we are wrong, and there are 

no consequences for our behavior.   

That grandiosity, heretofore left unchecked, has enormous destructive consequences beyond 

the relationship between the United States and its African American citizens.  One example of 

the long-term effects of this type of disordered thinking and destructive behavior can already 

be observed in our growing income inequality and the degradation of the environment (Boyce, 

2019).  This is just the beginning of an answer to the question of why make a psychological case 

for reparations. 

A NOTE ON OUR THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

In addressing a subject as comprehensive as the psychology of reparations, we found it 

necessary to shift between theories of intrapsychic, interpersonal, intragroup and intergroup 

dynamics from various perspectives including psychoanalytic, psychoanalytic group, 

psychosocial, sociopolitical, sociological, philosophical, historical and literary.  We recognize 

that an effort to seamlessly move amongst many theoretical perspectives (each with their own 

heuristic foundations) may be fraught with theoretical missteps.  However, we find it 

impossible to try to address reparations without taking the broadest and most inclusive 

theoretical perspective since behavior, after all, is multi-determined. 

For instance, we use an implicit intrapsychic frame to discuss the guilt that may be involved in 

resistance to reparations.  And, we describe an interpersonal paradigm to propose the value of 
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apology, which is an essential component of reparations, in helping work through that guilt.  

Yet, we are ever mindful that in understanding intergroup processes, we cannot ignore group 

mentality, which Bion (1961) described as more powerful than individual mentality.  Indeed, 

Wells (1990) stated that the group mentality formed its own gestalt, exceeding the sum of its 

parts.    

With this multidimensional understanding, we move freely between units of analysis.  An 

example of this is our application of Kleinian intrapsychic processes to the analysis of intergroup 

behavior.  We do this knowing full well that group behavior does not excactly mirror individual 

behavior and that individuals behave in groups in ways that they themselves would find 

shocking to see in individual behavior (Alford, 1990).  We also recognize that the defensive 

constructs found in individuals, though interrelated, do not operate in the same way as the 

defensive constructs shared by members of large groups.  Nevertheless, certain principles, such 

as projective identification still apply, albeit in the service of different defensive functions and 

with different outcomes (Alford, 1990; Bion, 1961; Balbus, 2005; Wells, 1990; and, Miller & 

Josephs, 2005). 

We also wish to comment on our use of the terms “white people” and “whiteness”.  We tend to 

use these terms interchangeably, though we think this it is regrettable and symptomatic of the 

linguistic restrictions our racial lexicon imposes on our efforts to change.   We view whiteness 

as synonymous with the systemic ideology of white supremacy, and not the same as white 

people.  Yet efforts to disentangle these terms is complex given the numerous ways (health, 

wealth, education, etc.) in which white people benefit from their whiteness.   Given our focus 
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on reparations, we are interested in the ways in which whiteness has captured the minds of 

some white people (as well as others) and perpetuated white privilege through structural 

inequities.  For the most part, however, we maintain that the psychosocial phenomenon of 

whiteness engenders psychological costs for both white and black people in the United States 

when whiteness operates as a large group dynamic that is fostered and maintained through the 

defensive use of projective identification. 

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL RESIDUE FOR AFRICAN AMERICANS OF A CRIME AGAINST HUMANITY 

The psychological toll of chattel slavery and subsequent discrimination has been told by many 

of our most iconic African American writers.  W.E.B. Du Boise (1903) described African 

Americans as living in a perpetual state of ambivalence, a “double consciousness” in which 

“One ever feels his two-ness, an American, a Negro, two souls, two  

thoughts, two unreconciled strivings, two warring ideals in one dark body, 

whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder” (p. 5). 

Ralph Ellison (1952) described African American social invisibility as one of the results of the 

dehumanizing objectification that was embedded in slavery and discrimination.  

“. . . you often doubt if you really exist. You wonder whether you aren’t  

simply a phantom in other people’s minds. Say, a figure in a nightmare which  

the sleeper tries with all his strength to destroy. It’s when you feel like this that, out 

of resentment, you begin to bump people back. And, let me confess, you feel that  
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way most of the time. You ache with the need to convince yourself that you do exist 

in the real world, that you’re a part of all the sound and anguish, and you strike out  

with your fists, you curse and you swear to make them recognize you. And, alas,  

it’s seldom successful” (p. 4). 

Cornell West (1993) called for African Americans to come to terms with a nihilism that can 

result from living at the tip of white supremacy’s spear:  

“…we must delve into the depths, namely the murky waters of despair and dread  

that now flood the streets of black America...to face up to the monumental eclipse  

of hope, the unprecedented collapse of meaning, the incredible disregard for human 

(especially black) life and property in much of black America...” (p.19).  

In a prior article (Nichols, 2017), we added our own observations of African American mistrust 

and suspicion to this catalogue of psychological distress, observations that reveal a terror of 

repeated exploitation.  Joy DeGruy (2005) has stated that African Americans suffer from “Post 

Traumatic Slave Syndrome,” which she defines as encompassing three broad behavioral 

characteristics: “vacant esteem, ever present anger, and racist socialization.”  She states that 

this syndrome is the result of, “multigenerational trauma together with continued oppression 

and absence of opportunity to access the benefits available in the setting…” (p. 125).    
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THE PSYCHOLOGICAL RESIDUE FOR WHITE AMERICANS OF A CRIME AGAINST HUMANITY: 

MORAL INJURY 

In our experience, the word “reparations” becomes emotionally charged when it is used in 

conjunction with African Americans.  This is curious given the fact that the word does not incite 

the same reaction when applied to Jewish Holocaust survivors or to Japanese Americans who 

were granted a formal apology and given monetary compensation by the U.S. government for 

forcing them into internment camps during WWII.  Granted, these examples refer to reactions 

after the fact.  But, that does not explain why, after 150 years, African Americans have not been 

granted a formal apology and given monetary compensation for 300 years of enslavement.  

One does not need to be a psychologist to recognize that such a blatant omission proves that 

something powerful is lurking just below the surface of the American psyche when it comes to 

African Americans and reparations.  It is our contention, capital concerns notwithstanding, that 

the intense reactions to the idea of reparations to African Americans involves “moral injury.” 

The institution of slavery and its aftermath has inflicted a profound moral injury upon, and 

stands in sharp contrast to, the foundational beliefs of our country.  The term “moral injury” 

was popularized by psychiatrist Johnathan Shay (2009) in his book entitled Achilles in Vietnam: 

Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character.  Shay (2009) makes explicit the ways in which 

veterans are traumatized, differentiates between Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and 

moral injury, and makes recommendations for healing.  According to the Diagnostic Statistical 

Manual (DSM V), PTSD can be triggered by the following: 

• directly experiencing a traumatic event
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• witnessing a traumatic event

• learning that a traumatic event occurred to someone close to you

• experiencing repeated or extreme exposure to the details of a traumatic event

Symptoms of PTSD include:  intrusive memories, avoidance, negative changes in thinking and 

mood, and changes in physical and emotional reactions. 

While there is overlap between the symptoms of PTSD and moral injury, Shay (2009) 

differentiates the two by defining moral injury as something that occurs when one is ordered to 

engage in acts of killing that violates one’s moral code of right and wrong.  Over time that 

definition expanded to include the moral wounds soldiers sustained by “perpetrating, failing to 

prevent, or bearing witness to acts that transgressed deeply held moral beliefs and 

expectations” (Litz et al., 2009, p.696). 

Shay (2009) maintains that when you behave in a way that violates your moral code there must 

be acknowledgement of the loss of both an ideal, and of the space to mourn that loss.   

Otherwise, grief turns to rage, against oneself and/or others.  In addition, he argues that 

dishonoring the enemy is a major component of moral injury.  Honor is integral to war. It allows 

soldiers to justify killing in the service of a higher cause.  If the enemy is respected, the soldier 

can embrace their behavior as an act of patriotism.  But, if the enemy is dehumanized, the 

soldier is transformed from being a patriot to merely a killer.  In debasing the other, the soldier 

debases him/herself.   “Dishonoring the enemy [yields] toxic psychological results for the 

soldier” (p. 118).  One can see the religious admonition “do unto to others as you would have 

them do unto you” at the root of this psychological struggle.  
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In an act of theoretical appropriation, we have taken the concept of moral injury and used it as 

a way of understanding the visceral tension associated with the 150 years of resistance that has 

been met when exploring the moral imperative to provide reparations to the descendants of 

those enslaved by American law.  However, whereas the moral injury to veterans studied by 

Shay (2009) is largely conscious, we suggest that the moral injury residing in the United States 

white collective is largely unconscious and protected by various forms of denial.   

Just like the soldier who degraded his enemy, the moral character of our nation was undone by 

the institution of chattel slavery and the moral injury that ensued.  This moral threat did not go 

unnoticed by some of our early and most celebrated presidents. Thomas Jefferson, a prodigious 

slave holder who was famous for his ambivalent attitudes toward slavery, expressed moral 

trepidation regarding slavery when he commented that, “Indeed I tremble for my country when 

I reflect that God is just; that his justice cannot sleep forever…” (Jefferson, 1785).  Our fourth 

president, James Madison (1820), years following his presidency, referred to slavery as our 

country’s “original sin.”  Additionally, Abraham Lincoln (1865) punctuated the presidential 

recognition of slavery as a moral offense in his second inaugural speech in which he said:  

“Fondly do we hope--fervently do we pray--that this mighty scourge of 

war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue, until all  

the wealth piled by the bondman's two hundred and fifty years of 

unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with 

the lash, shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said  

three thousand years ago, so still it must be said "the judgments of  

the Lord, are true and righteous altogether.”  
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 In the early 20th Century, John J. Chapman (1913), an attorney and essayist stated: 

There was never a moment when the slavery issue was not a sleeping serpent. It lay 

coiled up under the table of the Constitutional Convention of 1787. Owing to the cotton 

gin it was more than half awake.  Thereafter it was on everyone’s mind though not 

always on his tongue (p.9). 

More recently, in an article entitled The Sleeping Serpent of Slavery, Fred Zilian (Zilian 

Commentary, 2012) wrote “…from our Declaration of Independence in 1776 to the start of the 

Civil War in 1861, slavery posed a fundamental contradiction to our American identity”. 

Continuing with the snake metaphor, Cornel West has described slavery as the “reptile 

wrapped around the legs of the table upon which the Declaration of Independence was signed” 

(as cited in Goodman & Olivares, 2004, p. 131) 

Rather than confront the immorality of slavery and work towards repair, for the most part, 

Americans have defended against that realization using denial and avoidance as defense 

mechanisms; hence the ubiquitous discomfort that arises when the idea of reparations is 

introduced.  At the most superficial level, white Americans who have this reaction worry that 

they will have to pay for something in the here and now, because of a wrong that their 

ancestors perpetrated in the there and then.  The ways in which white Americans have 

benefitted from the institutionalization of white privilege and white control (McIntosh, 1990, 

2018) and that are derivative of hundreds of years of forced labor by African Americans, is 

discounted and obfuscated by our rugged individualist and meritocratic mythologies 

(Tankersley, 2018). 
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This phenomenon we have described as “the discomfort” of white Americans when the idea of 

reparations challenges the unconsciously held moral injury of slavery is more particularly 

labelled by Robin DeAngelo (2011) as “white fragility” (p. 54).   DeAngelo views white fragility as 

the result of white Americans living lives that preclude encounters with “racial stress.” thereby 

making them vulnerable and unprepared when racially stressful circumstances do, in fact, 

appear. 

“White people in North America live in a social environment that protects  

and insulates them from race-based stress. This insulated environment of  

racial protection builds white expectations for racial comfort while at the  

same time lowering the ability to tolerate racial stress, leading to what I  

refer to as White Fragility. White Fragility is a state in which even a minimum  

amount of racial stress becomes intolerable, triggering a range of defensive  

moves. These moves include the outward display of emotions such as anger, fear,  

and guilt, and behaviors such as argumentation, silence, and leaving the stress- 

inducing situation. These behaviors, in turn, function to reinstate white racial 

equilibrium” (DeAngelo, 2011, p. 54)  

 

Protected by the insulated environments described by DeAngelo (2011), moral injury operates 

at a deep emotional level in the American psyche.  The challenge of acknowledging moral injury 

is that when that acknowledgement is done properly, it is accompanied by a fragility that may 

cover the emotions of shame, guilt, unworthiness and/or despair.  To cope with that 

experience, white Americans can be seen as  defensively “doubling down” with a righteous 

anger that helps fuel the angry backlash we see whenever there is any movement towards 
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equality (Anderson, 2017, p. number if “double down” was a quote, double down not a quote).  

To view African Americans as equals threatens to activate moral injury, for in the realization of 

black people as equally worthy, is the horror of one’s active or complicit participation in 

dehumanizing them. 

Moral injury is also embedded in the ways we think about U.S. history.  Our country has 

competing narratives; soaring accomplishments on the one hand, and collective trauma on the 

other.  While our achievements are proudly embraced, our collective trauma is disavowed and 

held in what Jungian theorists refer to as the collective cultural unconscious: 

“The cultural unconscious… is that location between the personal and archetypal 

unconscious as theorized in Analytic psychology introduced in analytic psychology by 

Jungian analyst Joseph Henderson.  He defined this as an area of “historical memory” 

(Kimbles, 2018, p.5). 

Trauma shatters consciousness.  It signals that the horrors of an event are too overwhelming to 

emotionally integrate into the conscious mind.  As such, the psychological implications of the 

traumatic event are relegated to the “sunken place” (McKittrick, et al., 2017) where they can 

exist without being encumbered by the responsibility of action.  Still, the traumatic “not 

known” is tricky.  Freud (1922) observed that catastrophic events which are not fully known 

have a “peculiar and uncanny” way of repeating themselves (repetition compulsion) in ways 

that appear outside the intention or control of the actor.  However, Caruth (1996) points out in 

Unclaimed Experience:  Trauma, Narrative, and History that “repetition is never simply 
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representation nor its absence but rather the reenactment––potential erasure––of a history 

that refuses recognition” (p. 132). 

Slavery qualifies as a catastrophic event.  Like many traumatic events, slavery is generally 

“known” in a matter-of-fact way, while the emotional impact of slavery is split off. This suggests 

that opening one’s awareness fully to the horrors of this crime against humanity is too much for 

many white Americans to bear.  This lack of integration between the fact of slavery and its 

emotional resonance creates a dual consciousness that prevents the moral wound of slavery 

from healing. 

It seems that many white Americans are more than willing, whether consciously or 

unconsciously, to allow the African American community to carry the trauma of slavery alone.  

In accordance with Shay (2009), who points out that the communalization of trauma is critical 

to the healing of PTSD and moral injury, it’s too much for any single community to manage.  

While some might argue that using war symbolism is not analogous to black/white relations in 

America, one would be hard pressed to find an African American who has not had the 

experience of being treated like an enemy combatant. This is especially true for black men. 

Evidence of this reality is the militarization of police forces that patrol black communities with 

military grade rifles, equipment and even tanks (as occurred in Ferguson, Missouri in 2014, to 

quell community outrage following the police shooting of Michael Brown).2 

 
2 “Why Ferguson Mo looked like a war zone this week.”  According to this CBS News article August 15, 2014, “for 
several nights this week, tanks, combat gear, and assault rifles were seen in Ferguson, Missouri.  It looked like a 
military operation.  That’s because police departments in the St Louis area––like those across the country––are 
arming their officers with equipment once on the battlefields of Iraq and Afghanistan.  Much of it free of charge or 
bought with federal grant money authorized by congress,” CBS news’ Jan Crawford reports. 
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The past/present alignment of the traumatic legacy of slavery must be consciously 

communalized across many segments of the population if we are to move towards a place of 

genuine caring about one another.  Our history demands a conscious, collective, emotional 

“knowing” about the legacy of slavery.  Otherwise, the moral wound of slavery will continue to 

persist, split off and segregated into unconsciousness, buttressed by our bifurcated histories.  

Without a conscious avenue for expression, moral wounds show up as metaphorical ghosts, 

hence the opening phrase of this article’s title. 

TRANSFORMING GHOSTS INTO ANCESTORS 

The notion of “transforming ghosts into ancestors” was conceptualized by Hans Loewald 

(1960), a psychoanalyst.  He stated that: 

“Those who know ghosts tell us that they long to be released from their ghost life and 

led to rest as ancestors.  As ancestors, they live forth in the present generation, while as 

ghosts they are compelled to haunt the present generation with their shadow life” (p.  

29). 

When we say, “transforming ghosts into ancestors,” we think of the phrase in terms of the 

ghosts of American slavery being transformed into, and integrated into the fabric of culture, as 

ancestors. 

The folkloric concept of ghosts is a useful psychological construct as we consider the violent 

legacy of slavery because ghosts represent experiences from the past that affect the present 

despite the fact that they frequently go unseen.  Their ethereal presence is oftentimes 

characterized as unwanted and menacing.  They are often associated with something horrible 

which is why they are the staple of horror movies.  Ghosts terrify us. They often provoke 

26



 
 

16 

flashbacks of atrocities that the living often attempt to disappear.  Ghosts demand reckoning 

for past injustices that have not been truthfully acknowledged.  Ghosts defy death and time. 

The mission of ghosts and their haunting behavior is beautifully rendered in Avery Gordon’s 

(2008) book Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological imagination.  Gordon maintains 

that “…the ghost is not simply a dead or missing person but a social figure, and investigating it 

can lead to that dense site where history and subjectivity make social life” (p.x).  She believes 

that “the past always haunts the present,” because the “forced ‘disappearance’ of aspects of 

the social continues to shadow all that remains” (p. viii). 

Kimbles (2014), in his book Phantom Narratives:  The Unseen Contribution of Culture to Psyche, 

characterizes haunting similarly. In the language of Jungian analytic theory, he believes that 

“intergenerational processes are manifested as phantom narratives that provide structure, 

representation, and continuity for unresolved or unworked through grief and violence that 

occurred in a prior historical cultural context that continues into the present (p. 21). To be even 

more succinct we can turn to Faulker’s (1951) famous quote from Requiem for a Nun; “The past 

is never dead.  It’s not even past” (p. 73).  

America’s history of slavery, it’s resistance to acknowledging the harm done, and its 

unwillingness to compensate African Americans for the country’s moral failings make us ripe for 

haunting.  Our ghosts are spirits of both former slaves and former slave owners because as we 

pointed out in previous sections of this paper, no soul can rest in peace in the aftermath of a 

crime against humanity that has not been emotionally resolved by that community. 
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We believe that until America can properly honor through acts of atonement, the millions of 

African Americans who toiled and died to build America’s economic foundation, the ghostly 

presence of both slave and master will continue to haunt every aspect of American culture. This 

haunting will yield negative forces that subvert the basic, and oft-repeated tenets of our 

country: “land of the free, home of the brave.” 

Haunting is not the same as being exploited or traumatized.  It is distinctive in that it is a 

manifestation of an unresolved loss sustained by social violence done in the past that is making 

itself known in the present.  Haunting is also differentiated from trauma because it produces a 

“something-to-be-done” (Gordon, 1997, p. xvi). 

Trauma as a unit of analysis invites a depoliticized interpretation of symptoms as they relate to 

the subjective experience of the individual.  With this emphasis on the individual, the political 

and institutional structures that provide the scaffolding for racial inequities remain unseen and 

consequently unchallenged.  Trauma as the focus of analysis emphasizes the individual 

transformation of the victim, and in doing so shifts our attention away from the action of the 

perpetrator.  Implicit in this perceptual shift is the notion that it is only the victim who needs an 

intervention.  In this paradigm, the menace of the perpetrator goes unacknowledged and, as 

such, is tacitly allowed, and, in some instances even rewarded for engaging in these harmful 

acts. 3 

 
3 The 2008 financial crisis, also referred to as the greatest financial crisis since the Great Depression of the 1930’s, 
was ushered in by bankers and financiers who used predatory lending, market manipulation, and other anti-social 
practices to enrich themselves.  Excessive risk-taking by banks magnified the impact globally.  Millions of 
Americans lost their jobs, their homes and whatever wealth they had managed to acquire. Meanwhile, the bankers 
got richer and were not held accountable for their transgressions. 
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When the perpetrator is a socio-political structure, focusing on the victims of that structure 

reinforces a type of institutional blindness, suggesting that only victims are harmed by these 

unjust practices.  And, while there are numerous theoretical and evidence based studies that 

document all the obvious and implicit ways  in which structural inequities are destructive to the 

recipients of that deadly socio-economic force (Crenshaw, 1989; Degruy, 2005; Greenwald and 

Banaji, 1995; &, Sue et al., 2007), rarely is the toll of that aggressive ignorance on the 

perpetrators of social inequities considered a legitimate object of study.  It is as if only positive 

outcomes accrue to the perpetrators of shadow violence, blind assassins who kill without 

seeing. Haunting suggests otherwise. 

In our lexicon of haunting, American culture is haunted by both former slaves and former slave 

owners.  Our ghosts are equal opportunity “haints.” 4   No one escapes the taint of a crime the 

effects of being a victim are different than the effects of being a perpetrator of shadow 

violence, we are all bound by the complexity and particularity of the American social 

contract.(Farrell, this prior sentence doesn’t flow – seems that something is missing)  As such, 

haunting calls for a “something-to-be-done” (Gordon, 1997, p. xvi). For us, as we stress in this 

article, that “something-to-be-done” is reparations. 

It is our contention that reparations to the descendants of American slavery, through an 

expression of collective remorse, are the only way that this country can move from its racialized 

inequities to restorative justice and racial reconciliation (Brooks, 2004).  In this way, our ghosts 

can finally rest and be transformed into ancestors. 

 
4 2A “Haint” is a southern colloquialism.  Haints are considered malicious ghosts, often seeking to steal or harm 
naughty children. 
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ORIGINS OF THE GHOSTS 

Tracing the origins of American “ghosts” requires inquiry into the origins of the Trans-Atlantic 

slave trade.   Historian Ibram Kendi (2016) has examined the history surrounding the first ship 

that brought captive Africans to be enslaved in Portugal in 1444.  The idea was spearheaded by 

Prince Henry the Navigator who, many years earlier, had observed the profits earned by 

Muslims controlling the land routes used to transport captive sub-Saharan Africans through the 

Sahara-Desert to an island in the Mediterranean.   

“…in 1414, Prince Henry and his brothers had convinced their father, King John  

of Portugal, to capture the principal Muslim trading depot in the western 

 Mediterranean:  Ceuta, on the northeaster tip of Morocco. These brothers  

were envious of Muslim riches, and they sought to eliminate the Islamic  

middleman so that they could find the southern source of gold and 

  Black captives” (Kendi, 2016, p. 22). 

 

Though Africans were enslaved at that time, they did not comprise the majority of slaves.  The 

majority of enslaved people at the time were Eastern Europeans of Slavic origin, thus the 

source of the derivative name “slave.”  However, by the early 1400’s, Slavic people became 

better at defending their territories creating pressure to explore Africa for more humans to 

enslave.  Prince Henry’s innovation was to commission ships to be built to navigate previously 

unexplored routes south around the western cape of the Sahara-Desert, Cape Bojador.   

Eventually, six ships were dispatched to central Africa and returned to Lisbon with 240 African 

captives.  
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However, merely acquiring Prince Henry’s human cargo was not enough to successfully launch 

and sustain this new enslaving business.   Since, Portuguese society was largely governed and 

influenced by the Catholic Church, and on the face of it, enslaving humans violated basic 

Christian values.  However, according to Kendi’s research, Prince Henry the Navigator’s 

nephew, King Afonso V, commissioned Gomes Eanes de Zurara to write the story of Prince 

Henry’s life and slave trading exploits (The Chronicle of the discovery and conquest of Guinea, 

1453, as cited in Kendi, 2016).  Zurara’s account provided the justification the church needed by 

describing Prince Henry’s slave trading as missionary in nature: “In building up Prince Henry’s 

evangelical justification for enslaving Africans, Zurara reduced these captives to barbarians who 

desperately needed not only religious but also civil salvation” (p. 24).  Zurara’s manuscript was 

eventually spread throughout Europe and provided a blueprint for how to engage in the slave 

trade without incurring religious intervention.   

The importance of Kendi’s history is that he clarifies that slavery was not initiated out of some 

innate racist intention, but that it was pure economics that required a strategic racist portrayal 

of Africans as animalistic heathens.   The fatefulness of this history is that it is the racist 

justification, passed down now for over 6 centuries, locks us into the racial difficulties we face 

today.  This justification, transmitted inter-generationally as it was, eventually acquired the feel 

of fact to many Europeans, European Americans, and unfortunately, some African Americans.  

It continues today, haunting our current racial discourse. For example, consider how often it is 

that African Americans are disparaged with language associating them with monkeys.  This is 

sometimes done quite consciously (see Narayan, 2016), but more insidiously, research has 

found that this association rests unconsciously in the minds of most US citizens (Goff, et al., 
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2008).  It’s this type of stereotypical and degrading association, lingering in society, to which we 

refer as “ghosts,” with roots in Zurara’s depiction. 

 

AFRICAN AMERICAN ADVANCEMENT…AND BACKLASH 

With regard to the possibilities of actually seeing reparations to African Americans become a 

reality, this particular moment in history seems to be full of hope.  As described in our 

introduction, several presidential candidates have already made positive statements about 

reparations.  Additionally, a conservative New York Times columnist has beautifully chronicled 

his gradual transformation from reparations opponent to advocate (Brooks, 2019).   The activist 

group Black Lives Matter has made reparations one of its policy planks and much of this seems 

spurred by the transcendent 2014 article by Coates mentioned earlier in our article. 

However, we heed the warning of Carol Anderson (2016) in her book, White rage: The 

unspoken truth of our racial divide:   

 The trigger for white rage, inevitably, is black advancement.  It is not the  

 mere presence of black people that is the problem; rather, it is blackness with  

ambition, with drive, with purpose, with aspirations, and with demands for full 

and equal citizenship (p. 3). 

 

 In that book, Anderson cautions that moments of advancement in U.S. racial equality are each 

typically followed by a powerful, neutralizing backlash.  In a previous paper (Nichols, 2017), we 

already referenced the un-doing of General William Tecumseh Sherman’s 1865 field order that 
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each of the formerly enslaved shall be given “40 acres of tillable land.”  Only a few months later 

President Andrew Johnson, who rescinded that order, took the land back from former enslaved 

people and returned it to their former slave masters.  In that article, we similarly noted the 30-

year movement to provide a pension to the formerly enslaved, only to have the action scuttled 

by charges of mail fraud against the leaders of that movement (Farmer-Paellmann, 2003).  In 

other examples of “doing and un-doing,” we note the remarkable comment by President 

Lyndon Johnson, at the height of the Civil Rights movement, in a speech at a Howard University 

commencement: 

 “You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by chains and 

 liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and then say, ‘you  

 are free to compete with all others,’ and still justly believe that you have been  

 completely fair” (1965, cited in Kendi, 2016, p. 390). 

 

Kendi (2016) called this Johnson speech, “…the most antiracist avowal ever uttered from the 

lips of a US president” (p. 390).   

Yet, less than 10 years later, the next American president, Richard Nixon, in strategizing how to 

ensure future electoral wins for his political party, stated (as reported by H.R. Haldeman, White 

House Chief of Staff): 

 “…you have to face that fact that the whole problem is really the blacks.   

 The key is to devise a system that recognizes this while not appearing to…” 

 (Cited in Anderson, 2016, p. 104)). 

Ultimately, Nixon sought to create drug laws that would specifically target “the blacks” (and 
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“the hippies”), leading to incarceration and eventually, disenfranchisement.  However, Nixon 

was sidetracked by the Watergate matter before completing his agenda.  According to Michelle 

Alexander (2011), it was the Reagan administration that eventually fulfilled Nixon’s plan by 

launching drug policies that would yield rates of African American incarceration never before 

seen in the US, or any other Western democracy.   

In 2008, America did what was unimaginable only a few years earlier and elected Barack 

Obama, an African American man, to be president.  It was heralded by some as the symbol of a 

post-racial America.  Yet, in further exemplifying the dramatic pendulum swings, eight short 

years later, America elected Donald Trump to be president, a man who had harassed the 

previous African American president in a bogus claim that he was a non-citizen.  This claim was 

socially painful and preposterous on its face, but it was more sinister in that it was a 

manifestation of the “ghosts” that we cite, echoing Civil War era claims that formerly enslaved 

Africans were unworthy of American citizenship.   

And thus, in another cycle of “doing and un-doing,” we now lurch forward potentially toward 

“doing” with the advocacy of reparations by presidential candidates.   Nevertheless, the seeds 

of “un-doing” are evident in the 2020 candidates’ early statements on reparations.  They are 

reluctant to propose reparations specifically for African Americans, something we view as 

essential to real reparations.  To correct the harm done to African Americans, the reparative 

policy must be explicitly race-based.   Yet, this somehow seems absent from campaign positions 

of all of the candidates.   

In addition to Senator Elizabeth Warren’s call for more conversation, Senator Kamala Harris 
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proposed tax breaks to low and middle-income people regardless of racial background.   

Reparations advocate William Darity has suggested that Senator Corey Booker’s idea of 

providing Baby Bonds to any child born into a family that makes less than $126,000 would be an 

effective way to close the gap of racial inequality, though he doesn’t consider it to be real 

reparations (Wolf, 2019, p. Farrell, this is an online news article that doesn’t show page 

numbers.  Plus, I’m not using extensive quotes here.  I had a word – conversation -  and a 

phrase – Baby Bonds – in quotes, but I don’t think that is necessary so I removed the quotes 

and I think, the need for a page number).  Further, Darity conceded that a policy addressing 

African Americans indirectly by focusing on economic status is the only politically palatable way 

of addressing reparations.   

These policies, which strike us as “reparations light,” or “reparations on the sly,” do not fulfill a 

few of the basic requirements of reparations.  First, they do not clarify that reparations are in 

connection to an apology to African Americans for the harm done.  We are in accord with 

Brooks (2004), who suggests that reparations ought to be offered within what he calls the 

“atonement model.”  Brooks clarifies that:  

“Atonement, however, entails much more than the tender of an apology. 

 It also requires making restitution—that is, providing a reparation or 

reparations commensurate with the atrocity. Reparations are essential to  

atonement, because they make apologies believable. They turn the rhetoric  

of apology into a meaningful, material reality and, thus, help to repair the  

damage caused by the atrocity and ensure that the atrocity will not be repeated” 

(p. 142-143). 
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With all due respect to the laudable intentions of candidates who discussed reparations, we 

recommend, “go big or go home!”  A “reparations light” policy that does not specifically 

address African Americans will not achieve the national healing and racial reconciliation that 

true reparations could yield.  Conversely, we fear that it would generate the historically 

customary backlash without the policy even being authentically “reparative,” thereby sullying 

the name reparations.   If candidates wish to suggest policies that redress income inequality, we 

suggest that they name and discuss those policies accordingly.     

Moving forward, the burning question for those of us who wholly advocate reparations is 

whether we can unlock the clues that will prevent us from hurtling toward another round of 

“doing and un-doing.”  We believe that it is in the uncovering, working through, and honoring 

of the psychological factors connected to the crime against humanity that was enslavement, 

and in applying its potential antidote, reparations, that hold the key to whether we “get over 

the hump” this time, or not.   

PSYCHODYNAMICS OF THE RESISTANCE TO REPARATIONS 

Long-time reparations activist and writer, Raymond Winbush (2005), stated that, “Perhaps the 

greatest misunderstanding of reparations on the part of many Africans and non-Africans is that 

somehow reparations is a government ‘shakedown’ or an ‘undeserved handout” (p. vi). In our 

view, exclusive focus on economics represents one of the most fundamental resistances to the 

idea of reparations.  Psychoanalyst/sociologist Jeff Prager (2017) has offered a clue about why 

reparations discussions get bogged down with economics; “the impoverished nature of 
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reparations discourse represents a refusal to know or to become aware of the presence of 

unconscious guilt toward the subject populations” (p. 8).    

Further, Prager suggests that public reparations discussions get completely distorted by 

projection: 

“The subject of reparations and the object of them have been stood on their  

head. Those recipients who have been harmed are felt not as the rightful  

recipients of restitution for wrongdoing but instead as the initiators of reparative  

claim, effectively as hostile claimants wrongfully (and greedily) seeking monetary 

 compensation. Whites have typically responded to reparation calls as if they  

were the angry demandingness of the descendants of those who suffered. The 

 affected population, objects of white aggression and dependence, are felt 

 instead to be the aggressors, a perfect example, as Freud describes it,  

of projection” (p. 8). 

Prager ultimately sees the resistance to reparations as a failure of white Americans to muster 

the identification with African Americans and with the harm done to them, as the key 

impediment to materializing remorse and reparative action.  Political Science Professor Isaac 

Balbus (2005), who integrates psychoanalytic and political theory, had a similar view on the key 

emotional factor in resistance to reparations:  “…any discussion of financial restitution should 

take place within an emotional context that encourages whites to confront their guilt for the… 

harm done to blacks and to respond reparatively to that guilt” (p. 113). 

While guilt, defined as feeling bad about what one does, or feels, is clearly a powerful 

emotional impediment, we actually think that shame, defined as feeling bad about what one is 
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(Tangney, 1990) is an even more crippling experience.  Recognition that the “ghosts” of slavery 

are still present, in that: white privilege extends from a murderous history; and, notions of 

meritocracy may be self-serving distortions of reality that squarely locate white Americans in 

the position of perpetrator.  We suggest that all these factors represent a narcissistic wound, 

often resulting in all manner of defensive dissembling and, in some cases, a rageful backlash.  

Shame is often a disabling and overwhelming emotion that tends to generate behaviors 

designed to “kill the messenger.”  Since shame feels like an indictment of the soul, the soul 

paralyzing experience is one of helplessness to correct the situation.   This, then, represents a 

massive problem for those of us advocating for reparations as the salve to heal the profound 

historical wounds of this country.   

PSYCHOLOGICALLY INFORMED STRATEGIES IN ADVOCATING FOR REPARATIONS 

If our understanding of the resistance to reparations is correct, then the explicit accounting for 

shame in white Americans must be a central tenet of any reparations movement.   Psychologist 

Lynne Jacobs (2014) is one writer who has addressed the shame that derives from recognition 

of being in the dominant/oppressor position.  In her provocatively entitled article, Learning to 

Love White Shame and Guilt: Skills for Working as a White Therapist in a Racially Divided 

Country, she encourages white therapists struggling with shame over their privilege by offering 

the following context. 

“We are ‘guiltily situated’...this helps depersonalize our racism…I am not  

entirely a personally bad racist, but I do live guiltily situated in a racist culture, 

 and it is inevitable not only that I will live privilege, but that my experiential world 
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will be infused with racism and prejudice… Such an understanding… helps bring my 

shame into manageable proportion” (p. 306).   

 

We believe that “bringing shame into manageable proportion” is key when reparations 

advocacy confronts denial in the white individual’s mind.   Managing shame is critical in 

circumnavigating DeAngelo’s (2011) “white fragility.”  To Jacob’s message we would add, “It is 

not your fault that you were born into an inherited privilege that continues to contribute to 

harmful disparate outcomes and discrimination against African-American citizens, but as a 

faithful American, it is your responsibility to contribute to the undoing of this egregious 

historical inequity.”  

Jacobs further suggests that rather than flee or otherwise disavow feelings of shame, we ought 

to, “lean into the guilt and shame in order to learn and grow” (p. 304).   She is suggesting that 

by leaning into shame, through humility, we grow and affirm our humanness.  It should not be 

forgotten that Jacobs is speaking to therapists when making these remarks, and therapists are 

people trained and motivated to be self-reflective.  Therapists, therefore, may not be 

representative of the general population, who need to be engaged if reparations advocacy is to 

be successful.  But, Jacobs does offer us a nugget here, which is the suggestion that shame need 

not be the end of the road, need not be a fatal block to any efforts to redress past crimes 

against humanity.  Human beings are capable of great evil, even our direct ancestors, but 

humans are also capable of reflection, remorse, and redemption, if only we can find the 

humility to do so. 

In searching for other models that may guide our path toward reparations, several analytic 
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writers exploring reparations have turned to the seminal theory of Melanie Klein (Alford, 1990; 

Balbus, 2005; & Prager, 2017). Klein (1937) in her classic paper, Love, Guilt and Reparation 

offers a theory of how infants resolve a developmentally based propensity to split good and 

bad objects by activating a “reparative impulse” in rejoining the previously “bad” mother who 

may have been late in meeting a need.   In this moment of repair, unconscious guilt moves the 

infant to integrate the powerful feelings of appreciation for the mother with previous feelings 

of rage, thereby developing the capacity for both remorse and love.   If successfully navigated, 

this lays a foundation for an individual to settle into the “depressive position,” as Klein calls it, 

and thereby live an emotional life governed by “reparative morality” where empathy, caring, 

remorse, and love are active features of interpersonal life.  On the other hand, if this 

developmental moment is not successfully navigated, the infant settles into what Klein calls the 

“paranoid-schizoid” position where emotional life is governed by “talion morality,” the morality 

of eye-for-an-eye revenge.   

In searching Klein’s theory for metaphorical clues about reparations in a socio-political context, 

writers have been mostly pessimistic.  Elsewhere (Nichols, 2017), we have suggested that a 

common Western ethic is to teach our children to apologize when they’ve done something 

wrong, and to further suggest that they’ll feel better when they do so.  However, many writers 

caution that a group’s capacity to exhibit this type of reparative morality is limited by the 

propensity for “othering”––the tendency for groups to view non-group members in adversarial 

terms (see Powell, 2015 for a discussion of othering).  More specifically, in applying a Bion 

(1961) inspired analysis, Alford (1990) articulates the group process barriers that mitigate 

against the actualization of the reparative impulse.  Essentially, Alford suggests that, in the 
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service of group unity, individuals within the group are compelled to project hostility to out-

group members; “We purchase the love and concern found in our private relations by investing 

our anxiety and aggression in the group” (p. 9).  If we accept Alford’s analysis, this poses a 

daunting challenge to those of us advocating a policy requiring contrition, remorse, and 

atonement from one group to another.   

Though not a psychologist, political philosopher Mihaela Mihai (2013) has suggested an 

approach to reparations that is psychologically sensitive.  Much like Jacobs in the individual 

context, she sees shame and guilt as major barriers to a successful program of reparations.  

However, in contrast with Jacobs’ recommendation that individual therapists “lean into their 

shame,” Mihai’s recommendation to the presumptive political reparationist is that:  

“She should make it clear that, far from denigrating “us,” an apology puts 

“us” in the best possible light: it shows us to be liberal democrats who 

possess the courage to own up to a past of atrocity and who reaffirm a 

commitment to a principle of equal concern and respect for all. An 

apology can invite resistant groups to conceive of honesty about the past 

as an act of courage, not an injustice. A powerful appeal to positive 

feelings of courage, rather than shame—to pride, rather than 

repentance—could persuade citizens to see the apology as a sign of 

strength, and not one of weakness. Framed this way, the apology is more 

likely to resonate with recalcitrant segments of the public” (p. 217). 

We imagine Mihai’s “appeal to positive feelings of courage” in concert with Jacob’s emphasis 

on being “guiltily situated” as the cornerstones of a psychologically informed strategy in helping 

white Americans actualize support for reparations.   
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Mihai’s (2013) recommendations, which focused more on the United Kingdom than on the US, 

are actually consistent with Alford’s view of what it would take to overcome a group’s proclivity 

to adhere to the paranoid-schizoid position, “(a) truly reparative leader might be able to 

interpret citizen’s anxieties with sufficient sympathetic accuracy to lessen them” (p. 28).  

Nevertheless, though Alford does conjure this possible reparative scenario, he is expressly 

pessimistic about its prospects. 

In our view, pessimistic outlooks and discouraging theories are not reason to give up on 

advocating a policy of social healing that, we believe, would alter the course of our national 

trajectory.  We envision a large multi-racial group of activists advocating reparations as a 

necessary pre-condition for any true reparative policy.  We don’t imagine politicians leading this 

cause but rather following when the winds of the public have blown more clearly in support.  A 

diverse composition of the advocacy group leading this movement is required to circumvent 

the appearance of, and the embodiment of, a “talionic” retributive act that would lead to more 

pendulum swings.   This group would serve as something of an exemplar of the multi-racial 

relationships that could ensue in the aftermath of a comprehensive reparations policy.   

Further, it must be clear that this is not a policy of white Americans giving reparations to African 

Americans because to do so further reinforces black/white division.  Instead, we believe that it 

should be clear that the reparations come from American Institutions, such as the federal 

government, making amends to African Americans on behalf of all Americans.   

THE HOPE 

It is not lost on us that pessimism about the prospects of reparations is, unto itself, a form of 
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resistance to reparations, especially as we note the group process land mines that can form 

when well-intentioned people join to engage a worthy cause.   Nevertheless, it is our 

contention that moral and psychological benefits would accrue to the country as a whole from 

the provision of reparations to African Americans.  We think this is hopeful from restorative 

justice and racial reconciliation perspectives despite the fact that the recognition of those 

benefits would take time to evolve and would vary given the complexities of large group 

dynamics. 

For African Americans the healing begins with the demand.  For a group that has suffered 

degrading challenges to its basic sense of humanity, the demand for reparations is an 

affirmation of humanity, a dignified statement that “we deserve better.”  It represents an 

extrusion of the negative projections heaped on Africans and African Americans for about 6 

centuries.   Even though the country could never find the moral imperative to fullly actualize a 

program of reparations to a group of “original Americans,” the African American demand for 

them would provide a significant measure of healing. 

Receiving reparations would initiate a process of healing the hurt, anger, and begin to alleviate 

the mistrust in the African American psyche.   Just as these feelings did not evolve overnight, 

we don’t imagine resolution of such profound emotional states to occur instantaneously.  We 

envision a gradual process, reinforced by African Americans being able to release some of Du 

Bois’ double consciousness as they begin joining the American body as a “full partner.” 

For white Americans who have been conscious of, and pained by, the enactments of racism, we 

imagine they would obtain some relief of the anger, guilt and shame associated with being 
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identified as oppressive.  We also imagine that reparations might foster some relief of the 

persecutory fears and anxiety that occur when splitting and projective identification functions 

as a defense mechanism for individuals and group members.  As we noted earlier, using 

projective identification as a defense mechanism creates psychosocial instability because it is 

based upon the projection of one’s own angry/hateful parts.  It is not reality-based.  

Reparations can help to (not sure about this edit Farrell) antidote to the destructive force of 

this defense mechanism in that it challenges the fantasy of “I’m good, you’re not,” and has the 

potential to expose the unconscious split off of the emotional needs that sustain the defense.   

Moreover, any intervention that weakens the psychological structure that supports racial 

inequities not only lifts the burden of racism from African Americans, it also has the potential to 

dismantle a psychological construct that undermines the development of an integrated white 

identity with inclusion of both its good and bad parts.  In this way, reparations have the 

potential to allow white Americans to not just see black Americans, but also themselves as real 

people rather that figments of their imagination (Balbus, 2005).  Additionally, we imagine a 

sense of pride at being part of the generation of white Americans to finally address this 

centuries-long unfinished business of atoning for the sin of slavery. 

The fact that the provision of political reparations for crimes against humanity is not 

unprecedented is also a hopeful sign.  Winbush (2005) makes this point by providing examples 

of reparations such as: the United State providing reparations to Japanese Americans interred 

during World War II; the United States providing land and money to several native American 

nations; and, Germany paying reparations to individual Holocaust survivors as well as to Israel. 
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Ana Lucia Araujo (2017) highlights the power of the multi-century advocacy for reparations in 

her book, Reparations for Slavery and the Slave Trade:  A transnational and comparative 

history.  While she noted that many scholars and activists pronounced that the movement for 

reparations was dead near the end of the twentieth century, she commented that: 

 “…not only are these demands not dead, but they have a long  

and persevering history… since the eighteenth century, enslaved and freed individuals 

 started conceptualizing the idea of reparations in correspondence, pamphlets, 

public speeches, slave narratives, and judicial claims…” (p. 2). 

 

Punctuating Araujo’s point is a plaque that hangs in the National Museum of African American 

History & Culture that tells the story of Belinda: 

 “…an enslaved woman born in Africa, petitioned the Massachusetts legislature  

in 1783 for her freedom.  Belinda’s detailed petition shed light on the horrors  

of slavery.  She shared her story from the terror of her kidnapping in Africa through  

her experience of enslavement.  Belinda’s successful petition granted her a  

pension, providing one of the earliest recorded examples of reparations for 

 enslavement” (Belinda, Plaque at National Museum of African American History &  

Culture, n.d.) 

 

Further, we would also like to offer this final point.  We suggest that the most current moment 

in the reparations movement may have a new element that gives it more power.  We have 

already highlighted the power of Coates’ (2014) persuasive case and the associated outrage 
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over highly publicized police shootings.  We add to this the fact of the recent presidency of 

Barack Obama.  Note that Prager (2017)  felt that white inability to identify with the harm 

caused to African Americans was a key component of white resistance to reparations.  We 

suggest that it was the presence of an African American president at the very moment these 

shootings were publicized that allowed a greater segment of the white population to, in fact, 

identify with the plight of African Americans.  Indeed, Obama accentuated the point following 

the shooting of Trayvon Martin by suggesting that Trayvon Martin could have been him, 

Obama, 35 years earlier (Obama, 2013).   

We make this suggestion, despite the fact that Obama, himself, rejected a policy of reparations.  

He thought it would never gain political support, a point he made in a highly publicized 

interview with Ta-Nehisi Coates (2017).  The presidency of this African American man was 

heralded as the sign of the beginnings of a post-racial America (e.g., Schorr, 2008).  Clearly, 

today, we know that it was not.  However, it just may be that the presence of an African 

American man in the white house stirred the awareness of unconscious emotions in a segment 

of the white population.  This may just create the necessary impetus to courageously navigate 

the shame obstructing politics of love required for a real reparative U.S. policy toward its 

African American Citizenry.   
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The Unsilencing of a Holocaust Survivor 

M. Chet Mirman, Ph.D.

My mother is a Holocaust survivor.  For years she was silent about her trauma.  This is 

the story of her unsilencing.   

THE TRAUMA 

  Born in 1927, my mother grew up in an upper-middle-class Jewish home in Kreva, 

Poland. It was a small, quiet town, and she and her family had a nice life there. In 1939, 

when my mother was 11, the Germans turned Kreva into a ghetto, one of many ghettos 

throughout Eastern Europe where Jews were forced to live behind barbed wire fences 

guarded by armed soldiers. The ghettos were characterized by brutal conditions with 

overcrowding, insufficient sanitation, disease and malnutrition. 
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  In 1941, the Nazis took the oldest child from every family in Kreva to work in a labor 

camp.  And so at the age of 14 my mother was taken from her family and brought to the 

Zezhmary labor camp in Lithuania where she worked cutting down trees and chopping 

wood for the Germans.  She would get up when it was still dark, work all day, and return 

to her barracks after dark.  She estimated that she was there for roughly a year but wasn’t 

sure because it was difficult to keep track of time.   

In 1942, she was moved to a labor camp in Koszedary, also in Lithuania, where she was 

made to dig ditches.  The soil was made into bricks and was sent to Germany so it could 

be used for fuel.  By an extraordinary fluke, she was reunited with her family when 

shortly after her arrival at Koszedary, her mother, father and eight-year old brother were 

also brought to this labor camp after the ghetto in their hometown had been liquidated.  It 

was then that she learned that her grandmother had been killed in the ghetto. The women 

in Koszedary were housed together so she was able to be with her mother, sleeping next 

to her on wood boards in the barracks. She recalls the constant blaring of loudspeakers 

and the ferocious German Shepherds that were used to intimidate and control the inmates. 

Anyone attempting to escape was shot on sight.   

It was at Koszedary that she watched as the Germans forcibly took her brother away 

from her father. Seventy-six years later her memory of her brother crying, “I don’t want 

to go,” as he was forcibly torn from their father’s arms, is as clear to her as if it had just 

happened yesterday. She never saw him again.  
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My mother and 
her brother in 
quieter times 

In 1943, my mother and her parents were moved briefly to the Kovno ghetto. Shortly 

after arriving they were put on trains, separated by gender; her father was sent to 

Dachau concentration camp in Germany, and she and her mother were transported by 

cattle car to Stuthoff concentration camp in Poland.  

My mother’s parents – also at a quieter time 
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              When she arrived at Stuthoff my mother was brought to a big barn where she was 

made to undress.  After being internally searched, she was directed to go to the 

showers. Expecting to be gassed she was relieved when she wasn’t. She assumed, 

correctly, that this was because the Germans would use their group to work as slave 

laborers.  While at Stuthoff, she and her mother were given one bowl for sharing the 

one ladle of thin soup they were jointly allotted each day. She recalled her mother 

often telling her that she wasn’t hungry so that she would eat her mother’s portion. 

 

             In 1944, after slightly less than a year, she was moved out of Stuthoff and sent to a 

series of labor camps. She still remembers the terrifying sense of loss and dread that 

she felt when once again she was separated from her mother. While in the labor camps 

my mother slept in a tent, even in the winter, and recalls waking up with her hair 

frozen to the ground.  At times she had no shoes and only a large man’s coat to keep 

her warm.  

  

             By January of 1945 the Germans were losing the war, and my mother was sent on a 

three-day march with no food or water. The Germans, in hopes of hiding their 

identities as soldiers, were fleeing from the prisoners and telling them to just go their 

own way. And so, at the age of 17, my mother was liberated.   

 

             Wandering through the countryside with a number of her fellow liberated but starving, 

inmates, her group discovered an abandoned farm. In the kitchen they found a huge 

kettle of porridge.  She knew it was very old and so, as hungry as she was, she resisted 
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eating it.  Her intuition served her well as a number of the others who ate the spoiled 

porridge died.  

   A few months later, as she was making her way back to her hometown, she ran into an 

old acquaintance who told my mother to turn around. “There is nothing to go back to,” 

she said:  “No one is left, and nothing is left of the town.”  She learned from the 

acquaintance that her parents had both died in March of 1945.  Her father had died of 

dysentery during a death march, and her mother had died in a labor camp, also from 

dysentery. 

THE SILENCING 

My Mother’s Silencing 

After the war, my mother worked in Berlin as a physical therapist for four years before 

finally receiving her visa to come to the U.S.  She was taken in by relatives who had 

lived in New York since well before the war.  She learned English, got a job as a 

secretary, and learned how to be an American.  For years after she arrived in the 

States, she tried to put away the past and refrained from talking about what she had 

endured during the war.  The message she received from her American friends and 

relatives was clear:  Be positive and future oriented.   

The pressure to leave the past behind justified the fear-fueled avoidance of what thus 

became, literally, an “unspeakable” horror. This was, of course, emblematic of broader 

societal attitudes that are such a pervasive part of the American psyche.  Our relative 
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lack of interest in knowing about the complexity of inner experience, and our 

collective resistance to getting close to psychological pain and suffering, is simply part 

of the culture, a phenomenon described by Nancy McWilliams (2005) in a wonderful 

article entitled “Preserving Our Humanity As Therapists.”  

 

The Impact of Silence: Blocking the Metabolizing of the Trauma  

My mother’s silence after the war was the norm for Holocaust survivors, particularly 

in the United States. Everywhere she turned, the message was the same:  Forget the 

pain and suffering of the past and focus instead on moving on with life. Nothing good 

can come from talking about the war, and besides, no one really wants to hear about it 

anyway.  

 

Still, trauma victims who are silenced do not forget. The unmetabolized trauma simply 

goes underground and controls them from the dark.  Death followed my mother 

everywhere.  Fear of loss was central to every meaningful relationship that she had, 

and mistrust of “the other” permeated her view of the world. She never really left the 

war, or maybe more accurately, the war never left her.  

 

My childhood was replete with examples of how worried my mother was about my 

health. She regularly chased after me to put on an undershirt or wear a warmer coat 

because I wasn’t warm enough (I was plenty warm). The desperation in her life-and-

death concerns with health, food, dressing warmly, not getting enough sun, and in later 

years, getting too much sun, etc., was revealed by the urgency in her “noodging.”  
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Health was everything, and death was always knocking on the door.  She became quite 

an expert, for a layperson, on health-related diet issues. Few articles on health or diet 

in the New York Times or the Chicago Tribune escaped her attention; most of these 

were cut out and saved, and many were mailed to my sister and me.   

But my mother’s big preoccupation was food.  She was always worried that I wasn’t 

eating enough (I ate plenty).  The times I didn’t, as often as not, were largely my 

attempts to hold maintain my autonomy.  This was a concept that, in the face of the 

fragility of life itself, was of little import to her. It was simply not on her radar.  This 

fear of deprivation-based loss also haunted her with her grandchildren.  Her now 28-

year old grandson, a 6’3”, trim, muscular athlete, was somewhat on the thin side as a 

young child, and so she kept pushing my wife and me to feed him more. I’m quite sure 

that when she noticed some ribs on his shirtless seven-year old body she saw in front 

of her the starving body of a concentration camp inmate. The terror and desperation 

driving her was palpable.  

My mother’s limited capacity to recognize her fear as an internal state made her 

security-driven reactions the obvious and necessary (and thus quite unshakeable) 

response to a world in which life is so very fragile.  Nothing was more important than 

the health and security of her family.  That lack of self-awareness was the source of 

most of my early conflicts with her, and of much pain and frustration in my childhood. 
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              Another legacy of my mother’s unmetabolized trauma was the shame and loneliness of 

having been a victim, a posture that continued well after the war.  She found it very 

difficult to experience herself as worthy or entitled, or as an agent, with the right to 

assert herself or ask for things for herself.  In other words, she was unable to accept 

and own her needs. We have a running joke in my family about the ordeal of trying to 

go out to dinner with my mother. Let me point out that she doesn’t eat non-kosher 

food, doesn’t eat fried food, doesn’t eat salty food, doesn’t eat spicy food, and doesn’t 

eat food that’s “too sweet.” And in non-kosher restaurants - which constitutes just 

about every restaurant within driving distance - she eats only fish or vegetarian food.  

The conversation with her typically goes something like this: 

Me: “So where do you want to go out to dinner, Mom?” 

My mother: “Wherever you’d like. I’m not picky.”  

It must be said, though, in regard to her pickiness, that I am thankful that it was this 

trait that guided her to avoid eating the old porridge that killed some of her fellow 

survivors who ate it. 

  

 

THE UNSILENCING  

 

Elie Wiesel’s Inspiration 

My mother was always very interested in all things Jewish and in anything pertaining 

to the Holocaust.  But for years, except when asked specific questions, she kept much 

of her story about her experiences in the war to herself.   
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In 1975, 30 years after the war, my mother took a course in European history.  When 

the class got to World War II, the instructor asked her if she would like to speak to the 

class about her experiences. Her initial reaction was to decline.  But later she 

remembered the words of Elie Wiesel that “we must remember” because “if we don’t, 

who will?” and his declaration that, “I decided to devote my life to telling the story 

because I felt that having survived I owe something to the dead, and anyone who does 

not remember betrays them again” (Berger, 1986).  She agreed to tell her story to the 

class. 

Finding Her Voice 

She found this experience to be painful.  But it also felt so important to her to be able 

to finally tell her story. This unsilencing began the process of liberating her for the 

second time. After that she began sharing with the world her stories of 

incomprehensible horror, loss and trauma. She painted, created collages, wrote poetry, 

and gave speeches in schools and synagogues, driven by her need to insure that the 

world would never forget what had happened to her, to her family, to her community, 

and to the Jews of Europe.  

My mother recorded her story with the University of Southern California’s Shoah 

Foundation, founded by Steven Spielberg, as well as with the Yale University 

Library’s Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies.  And. perhaps of 

greatest significance to her, she was able to tell her story to her grandchildren. When I 
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asked her recently how it felt when she began sharing her experience, she said, “It felt 

cleansing.” 

Below are several of the many visual art pieces that my mother began creating over 

four decades ago when she started sharing her experiences from the war. Many were 

about the Holocaust; most were not.   

A collage of 
Holocaust 

images – one of 
my mother’s  

first visual 
representations 

of her 
experiences in 

the war 
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The piece below is a scene from her hometown of Kreva. 

A hooking of 
Kreva, her 
hometown. 
The scene 
was drawn 
on a burlap 
canvas and 
colored wool 

threads 
were pulled 
through the 

canvas. 

This next piece is a scene from the Bible, “Rachel at the Well.” 

Another hooking 
on canvas:   

Rachel at the Well 
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Below is a self-portrait, another piece from around the time that my mother began 

telling her story. 

Self- portrait:  
Able to look at 

herself fifty  
years later 

 

 

 

“Chocolat”: A Survivor’s Story 

I’d like to conclude with a 5-minute YouTube video that addresses the question of 

“What if?”  What if the survivors had had the opportunity to tell their stories in 

therapy right after the war?  How might not being alone in their silence have changed 

their lives?  

Click here to watch the video.1 

 

 

 
1 Video link embedded in this article with the written permission of representatives of the 
Bettencourt Schueller Foundation, a GOODPLANET Foundation Project, and Yann Arthus-Bertrand in 
whose movie “Human” this Francine Christophe interview appears. 
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Silenced and Unsilenced: Why didn’t they talk before? 

by Ruth Lijtmaer, Ph.D. 

"The ultimate tragedy is not the oppression and cruelty of the bad people 

but the silence over that by the good people" –– Martin Luther King Jr. 

Psychoanalysis is a survivor of the Holocaust. It was founded and flourished in central 

European communities that would be destroyed by the Nazis. A core group of refugees 

who lived through persecution and exile were instrumental in rebuilding their movement 

on alien shores. They had no opportunity to mourn the loss of their culture or their leader, 

Freud, whose death was overshadowed by the cataclysmic upheaval around them (Prince, 

2009).  

This paper is a reference to silence and dissociation. It tells the story of human resolve 

and survival of the analysts who escaped their countries to save their lives. These analysts 

experienced forced migration, they were exiles from their home countries, and refugees 

seeking shelter in whatever country accepted them. The fact that the refugee analysts did 

not discuss the influence of persecution in their lives is a silence that represents trauma 

that was passed to the next generations (Lijtmaer 2017). 

As exiles and refugees, they had to leave their native countries against their will, often in 

haste to avoid threat. As an exile, each person would be unable to revisit his or her 

country of origin: What was lost will remain lost. As Leon and Rebecca Grinberg (1989) 

clearly stated: exile is a specific kind of migration in which “departure is imposed and 

return impossible.” They further note that exiles, unlike other immigrants, are typically 

denied the “protective rite of farewell” (p. 157).  Akhtar (1999) pointed out that to be an 
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exile leaves little room for "nostalgic ruminations," so that "representations of the home 

land are themselves sent into intrapsychic exile" (p. 92). From this point of view, an exile 

is not simply one that who cannot physically return, but also, is someone who cannot 

fully "remember" other version of themselves; cannot bridge the gaps between serious 

versions of self that were rooted in disparate times, physical spaces and relationships; 

and, who cannot stand in spaces "between self-states" (Harlem, 2010, p. 463). 

Many clinicians view exile as a traumatic discontinuity of the self (Akhtar, 1999; Garza-

Guerrero, 1974; and, Lijtmaer, 2017). Living in another country and submerged into 

another culture and language, can initially create ‘culture shock:’ there is a threat to 

identity and a powerful process of mourning. Thus, we can understand the impact of such 

separations in terms of greater reliance on internal object relations, without losing sight of 

the important sociological and cultural aspects that define and shape identity. In fact, 

there were common traumatic experiences in the exiled analysts that produced highly 

individual effects. Among the refugee analysts, all endured significant danger and losses; 

however, the quality and degree varied. One important variable was when and how they 

escaped (Hale, 1995; Eisold, 1998). However, the influence of the traditional ideas of the 

importance of the internal world over external realities became complicated. As Mészáros 

(1998) wrote about the Psychoanalytic Congress in Paris in August 1939, the last 

congress in Freud's life before the war: “During the presentations, the participants dealt 

with internal psychic events, and in the breaks, they discussed the threatening external 

reality. All personal concerns revolved around the question of emigration” (p. 211). 

Although this may have been the only means by which the meetings, and by extension, 

the supportive experience of a professional ‘society,’ could continue at all. In an ironic 
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inversion, the real depth seemed to be located in conscious concerns about reality. Was 

silence and dissociation already beginning to take place even before emigration occurred? 

Immigrants, or exiles, enter their new country with one set of selves. These are then 

overwritten and refracted by their experiences with peers, neighbors, colleagues, and 

authorities in the new culture, and this experience shapes their consciousness, 

subjectivity, and sense of identity. Psychoanalysis does not yet have a coherent 

framework for theorizing about the subjectivity of first-generation immigrants. I am 

proposing here that psychoanalysis borrow W.E.B. Du Bois' (1994) notion of “double 

consciousness,” (p. 39) be used to reshape it in light of current notions of multiplicity and 

use it to help us to conceptualize the immigrant and exile experience. The concept of 

“double consciousness” can serve as a springboard, helping us theorize about questions 

of the type that were raised by other authors (Bromberg, 1998; Lobban, 2013) including:       

1. What is the subjective experience of the immigrant as the person attempts to

hold two sets of selves (those cut from foreign cloth and those made in the

new country)?

2. How does that subjective experience affect the immigrant's sense of self if

everyone in the new country is convinced that their “national” fabric is

automatically superior to the “foreign” bolts of cloth that the emigré persons

brought with them?

3. How do we integrate ideas about the immigrant or exile as someone with a

bifurcated self consisting of a “foreign” self and a “new country” self?).

68

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10481885.2013.832601


4 

To give some statistics, most analysts got out of Europe in time, which is not to say that 

their flight was without suffering. Although Anna Freud referred to it as a “new kind of 

Diaspora” (Steiner, 1989), it was largely dissociated from institutional consciousness. 

Exact numbers are elusive; but, of the 2000 psychiatrists in Germany in 1933, by 1939, 

600 had left for 80 countries around the world (Peters, 1988).  

Between 1938 and 1943, 149 analysts were aided in the emigration by an ambivalent 

American Psychoanalytic Association and the Emergency Committee on Immigration 

that was formed in 1938. Even though they provided passports, money and jobs to the 

psychoanalysts in Europe that were trying to escape, by 1933, there was already the 

sentiment that there were "too many European newcomers in American psychoanalytic 

communities" (Mészáros, 2008, in Prince, p. 184). There were growing concerns of 

having to share resources with the newcomers. The Emergency Committee formulated 

plans to steer newcomers to undeveloped areas with the expectation that they adhere to 

the Committee's recommendations (Mészáros, 2008, in Prince p. 184). The intent of that 

committee was equally to control the process of assimilation. Its regulations stated that: 

“the primary functions of the committee were to restrict and control immigration, to 

direct it to communities not already overcrowded, and to keep the teaching of analysis 

centered in the hands of our recognized teaching institutes” (Muhlleitner & Reichmayr, 

1995). Therefore, the analysts and the institutions in the United States made it hard for 

these exiled analysts to continue their work here. Particularly problematic was the 

American analysts’ discrimination against non-physicians. This oppression is also noticed 

in authoritarianism in psychoanalytic institutions since it can be seen as a reliving the 

trauma of both fascism and exile, and not merely typical group psychology. Further 
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evidence of the impact of dissociated trauma includes the astonishing blind spots for 

actual events in treatment of Holocaust survivors; the extreme privileging of infantile 

fantasy over reality; and, attention to childhood neurosis at the expense of adult 

catastrophic events. Boulanger (2007), for example, has written extensively about the 

challenge to psychoanalytic theory posed by adult onset trauma. Confronted with 

overpowering reality, it seems that psychoanalysts retreated to the primacy of infantile 

fantasy.  

How did the exiled analysts manage and cope with the trauma of being forced to leave 

their native countries, the trauma of being exiles, and knowing, the extreme trauma of the 

ones that were held in concentration camps? How did the exiled analysts feel, when they 

were seen as accomplished professionals in their own countries, but were not being 

accepted as such by the psychoanalytic community in the host country? How did analysts 

feel about being forced to leave behind their dying or dead European community and 

leaving the community behind? And, how did they feel when they were able to flourish in 

the new land despite their abandonment of their community in their home countries? The 

answers to all of these questions, I suspect, added to the Silence and Dissociation in the 

exiled analysts. 

 

Despite its central European origins, an analysis of the historical impact of the Holocaust 

on psychoanalysis has been seriously neglected. This silence of psychoanalysis on this 

subject bears striking parallels to the silence found in survivor families. Many 

psychoanalysts were silent about their experiences of trauma because "...their traumatic 

state cannot be represented" (Laub & Auerhahn, 1989, p. 390). The inability of these 
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analysts to talk about their experiences (and some took 20 years to be able to verbalize 

them openly) showed the impact of trauma on memory and the ubiquity of dissociation in 

everyday life. Such dissociation is not necessarily pathological but can be seen as one 

that exists on a continuum from more or less volitional/conscious ways (Bromberg, 2014, 

in Kuriloff, 2014, xi).  

Jews, who comprised a majority of German exile psychoanalysts, had to remain silent 

about, or in the end, flee from destruction. Ostow's (1982, in Prince 2009) comments that 

a "gentleman's agreement" existed among post-war analysts, wherein "one does not 

discuss Jewishness" (p. 150). Likewise, Bergmann (2000) said that "Most analysts who 

came here as refugees ignored the Jewish question" (p. 313).  These statements inform us 

that the Jewishness of psychoanalysis was a problematical issue.  For example, Abraham 

Brill, born in Galicia, Poland, was the first practicing American psychoanalyst. He 

intentionally distanced himself from his provincial Orthodox roots in his efforts to 

integrate himself fully into what he saw as "American" culture. However, his Jewish 

identity still permeated his work (Richards, 1999). 

The silence that permeated the exiled analysts and their associated issues, has also to do 

with the institutions that did not support these analysts. I wonder how much that silence 

of those who felt like exiles in their own field, affected these analysts' lives and impacted 

their work with patients. Particularly, if the patients of the exiled analysts had, 

themselves, experienced similar traumatic experiences of exile, rejection and 
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unformulated trauma. With silence, possibly on both sides of the consulting room, how 

could this trauma be properly addressed? 

 

Nowadays, it is common to see that notion of dissociation being used to explain some of 

the analyst's responses to experiences that were threatening to their equilibrium. 

The predominantly Jewish European analysts of the 1930's experienced difficulty holding 

the version of reality manifested by feelings of being marginalized, being expelled, from 

being under the real threat of death. Dissociation may reflect a psychic ingenuity, a 

means for survival, or, even creativity in response to existential threat. Bromberg (2006) 

calls expectable dissociation as a conscious and adaptive way of dealing with painful 

experiences.  

 

Some, like Anna Orenstein (2004) relied on elaborate fantasies about her mother's 

cooking and upon remembering the richness of her early life in a Jewish traditional home.                                                                        

Orenstein used those fantasies and memories to cope with, and offset, her Auschwitz 

experience. But it was some time before she explained this in her memoir, published in 

2004––70 years after she experienced the trauma. She had been unable to talk about the 

trauma at an earlier time. Another psychoanalyst, Henri Parens said:  

"I did not "come out" as a Holocaust survivor until the 1990s.. I remembered 

things and had access to my past, but it was terribly painful..." (personal 

communication in Kuriloff, 2014, p. 3) 

Krystal (2007) stated that he was a survivor of labor camps and Auschwitz, because he 

could maintain his secure attachment to his mother. He revealed that he lost and never 

regained any memory of how or why he survived a "death arch." Those experiences of 
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persecution were minimally addressed in his own analysis by an émigré analyst. Krystal’s 

resilience and his capacity to survive against all odds is another example of adaptive use 

of dissociation.  However, he, too was marginalized by mainstream psychoanalysis in his 

adopted country (Kuriloff, 2014).  In 1992, when William B. Helmreich of the City 

University of New York found that some Holocaust survivors tended to be more 

successful than other American Jews of comparable age, Krystal concurred. But he added 

an important caveat: “If I had been part of Dr. Helmreich’s study, he’d probably see me 

as very well adjusted, but I don’t see myself that way; I have lots of post-traumatic stress-

type problems. Many survivors look better from a sociological point of view than from a 

psychiatric one.” (Roberts, 2015). 

Some psychoanalysts in Europe were not implicated directly in Nazi atrocities but  to 

varying degrees occupied a space in which, in the words of Lothane (2003), stated that: 

“…there were neither one-dimensional villains nor saints, nor a clear boundary 

between the bad guys and the good guys, between black cynics and lily-white 

idealists, but rather, the more mundane manifestations of short-sighted 

opportunism” (p. 96).  

Jewish analysts had no choice but to emigrate if they wished to survive. They were joined 

by some politically endangered non-Jews as well as by a few others, such as Richard 

Sterba, who left Berlin and Vienna, respectively, out of solidarity with their Jewish 

colleagues. Others, like Aichhorn, adopted a significant degree of “inner emigration” by 

quietly continuing their work under Nazi occupation. Apart from, though also often 

linked with, obvious instances of craven opportunism, it is legitimate to ask whether 

staying to continue one's work represented some degree of “saving what could be saved” 
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and whether, by the same token, emigration of that minority who were not Jews was to a 

degree selfish in its search for individual security and prosperity, notwithstanding the 

great difficulties encountered in leaving one's home and in finding one's way in a new 

place. It is also the case that it was usually, though not always, the famous and well 

connected that could afford to leave while their less famous or relatively anonymous 

colleagues found it harder or even impossible to emigrate (Cooks, 2005).  

Although these vignettes speak of silence and dissociation during a catastrophe, the 

degree of postwar dissociation of Holocaust trauma is also quite evident, not only among 

the theorist/victims. The majority of psychoanalysts notoriously minimized, if not 

ignored, the significance of the Holocaust in the analyses of survivors, and later in the 

children of survivor analysands. It is worth noting that memories of secure attachments 

were the most important asset in promoting survival in Holocaust victims before silence 

set in.  

The ultimate psychoanalytic insult is “superficiality,” and many of the theorists who 

included a cultural dimension particularly feared disparagement as “mere sociologists.” 

Further, psychoanalysts have a traditional self-image of standing above the fray, 

objectively studying human nature while being inoculated from its biases. Thus, although 

intragroup social pressure was a strong early contributor to the silence regarding the 

impact of the Holocaust, it was ignored. Nevertheless, it is a truism that psychoanalytic 

theories are always located in a wider social context, and understanding the context gives 

breath to understanding the theory (Prince, 2009) 
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The Socratic ideal of the examined life is just as important for the history of individuals 

as it is for the history of organizations: Those who ignore their past are doomed to repeat 

it. Every persecution has its victims and its perpetrators. The latter and their heirs should 

welcome historical exploration because perpetrators are prone to the same disease as 

victims: chronic posttraumatic stress disorder (Lothane, 2003).  
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Unsilencing Biculturalism:  Giving Voice to the In-Between 

by Jenni June Villegas Wilson, LMFT 

Culture is not only what you do; it’s how you do it.  It defines us and guides us, provides 

our values and our earliest containments.  Culture is all about spoken and unspoken 

expectations, communicated by a shorthand that’s more than a shared race, religion, or 

language.  Culture is an expression of our psychological, sociological, geopolitical, 

spiritual, and lifestyle narratives.  It is the promise of a community: a place to belong.  

Being bicultural, multicultural, or being from what I call the In-Between, are benefits of 

circumstance that come with many obstacles around the issues of identifying and 

unsilencing one’s beautiful and unique voice. 

The Voice of My In-Between 

I’m an aging preppy rebel hipster punk.  I’m your virtual best friend––but not really.  I 

grew up in an affluent suburb, in a family with limited resources.  I’m a child of divorce.  I 

was a suicidal honor roll cheerleader who left home at 16.  I’m a Midwesterner, and a 

Californian.  Although I’m often mistaken for Jewish, I’m not.  I grew up in the arts and 

spent over 20 years working in the film and television industry.  I grew up with cats AND 

dogs. I’m a heterosexually identified bisexual cis-gendered woman in a monogamous 

marriage with a straight cis-gendered white male.  I’m the youngest of two sisters and the 

second oldest of five sisters.  I’m an atheist who loves Christmas, and who wears crystals 

and stones to repel negative energy.  I’m a postmodern therapist who presented a version 
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of this paper at a gathering of psychoanalysts.  I’m not confused or delusional; I don’t 

suffer from Dissociative Identity Disorder.  I simply live in the In-Between.   

Being biracial and multicultural, I belong nowhere and everywhere.  Whatever I am NOT, 

I still hope to know, understand, and attempt to feel––not in order to carry or experience 

it all, but to connect with and help as many kinds of people as I can.  This inclination 

allows me to step into the minority experience as much as any white person can, who 

doesn’t go full-on Dolezal1. Because, as white as I appear, that’s only half of it. 

When I was a kid, teachers had difficulty with my last name––an early sign that my family 

was somehow unusual.  Growing up the daughter of an interracial couple during the 

1970s and ‘80s, in my hometown of Grosse Pointe, Michigan, was straight out of a John-

Hughes-dreamed-up-fish-outta-water movie––only Hughes never wrote characters of 

color that weren’t overtly offensive.  I wasn’t a Smith, Miller, Decker, or even a Pawlowski, 

I was a Villegas, so I spent a lot of time from the ages of 5 to 39 explaining to people how 

to spell and pronounce my last name.  “The two Ls make a Y sound… do you say tor-till-a, 

or tor-tee-a?”  This almost always prompted follow-up questions as to identifying my 

ethnicity. (And, in case you’re wondering, yes––I do obnoxiously and habitually assume 

an accent when I say certain words like… “piñata,” “guacamole,” and “Puerto Rico.”)  

Taking my husband’s last name was a matter of convenience for me.  I kept Villegas as my 

1 Dolezal caused an international backlash and focus for issues about race in 2015 when it was revealed 
that she was an NAACP branch president, claiming to be African American, but was actually born to white 
parents. 
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middle name because it’s been with me for so long, part of my identity is attached to it.  A 

large part.  My father’s name opened doors for me, but certainly not like some privileged 

prep school legacy would have.  I led the first generation of college graduates on my 

father’s side.  My name helped me earn entry into undergrad at Occidental College, no 

doubt put my financial aid applications on the top of the heap. It legitimized my 

invitations to participate in the flagship cohorts of Occidental’s Multicultural Summer 

Institute and later, The CBS Minority Writers’ Program.  With this name I’ve benefitted 

from a systematic attempt to course-correct the adversity inflicted on my ancestors––

some of them crossed the border, and others, the border crossed over them.  The weight 

of this name, arguably the most ethnic thing about me aside from my die-hard love of 

Morrissey and The Smiths, has been the expectation that I had first-hand familiarity with 

associated cultural references.  

What one doesn’t often realize are the tests and measures we put people up against to 

PROVE their membership to groups.  The first thing anyone asks me after learning I’m 

half Mexican-American is “Do you speak Spanish?” This question sets off my Imposter 

Syndrome bells, as I answer honestly, “not really.”  I tend to resent this question, on one 

hand because it embarrasses me that I don’t speak Spanish fluently, and on the other, 

because it’s not usually the first question that someone of non-Hispanic background gets.  

For example, my husband is of Irish descent and no one ever asks him if he speaks Gaelic.  

And there’s a primary reason I fail this particular test and measure of membership.   

In the segregated Texas Catholic schools my father attended in the 1940s and ‘50s, he and 

81



 

 

 4 

his classmates endured beatings from the nuns for speaking Spanish.  The schools 

squelched any student’s efforts to assert cultural identity as a Mexican-

American/Mestizo/Chicano, prohibiting use of Spanish as a language on campus, and in 

the usual ways, forced students to conform to the day’s accepted norms.  Back home in 

the barrio of Houston’s 5th Ward, my father and his peers felt torn.  The adults didn’t 

understand why the young people were increasingly speaking English at home and saw it 

as an affront to the community.  The duality felt schizophrenic to my dad and some of his 

sisters, and like many parents of their generation, they chose not to teach their children 

Spanish, believing it was something that would limit us, as they had once felt limited by it.  

 

POTENTIALLY SUSPECT:  Ambition, Loyalty, and Imposter Syndrome  

 

My parents’ approaches to the world differ greatly, most likely an “opposites attract” 

scenario that inevitably led to their divorce.  My mother navigates her life with the heady 

Anglo-expectation of belonging––she expects she’ll be treated politely and fairly 

wherever she goes, whereas my father––followed in stores, pulled over for driving while 

brown, and the subject of calls to the cops for mariachi music during backyard barbeques, 

or for an untended lawn––expects difficulty, discomfort, and disappointment.  However, 

because attractiveness and intelligence are currencies in Western culture, people are 

always curious about my father.  Mysterious to Caucasians, he attracts those drawn to the 

exotic.  This good-looking, artistic, and intellectual Chicano with a sly smile and biting wit 

never asks or answers questions directly.  Obfuscation is his primary defense because in 

his experience it is dangerous to be clear about anything, and absolute folly to openly 
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desire anything.  Often the only person of color in the room, he benefitted from his 

admirers’ projections while he suffered from never being truly known or understood.  

Meanwhile, my self-assured and loud mother always seemed generally clueless about my 

father’s social experiences, never noticing how strangers quickly relaxed around him 

when they saw an intelligent and talented white woman was his partner.   As a performer 

and educator, my mother is not easily discouraged when she misunderstands or is 

misunderstood.  Occasionally she has felt romantic insecurity and the sting of her 

generation’s legacy of gender discrimination, but overall my mother’s white privilege 

empowers her to feel perfectly entitled to correct others and pursue having her needs 

met.  My mother’s ability to clarify and assert herself and her desires allowed her to chase 

her ambitions.  My father’s hard-learned suspicion and ingrained defensiveness 

positioned him to deny aspirations, reject opportunities, and dismiss encouragement.  

For better or for worse, my parents’ conflicting outlooks on life produced the bicultural 

lens their daughters initially used to view the world.   

Externally I’ve always presented more like my mother, while internally I struggled to 

make peace with and repair a core self that makes me more like my father.  Growing up 

the youngest daughter of this odd couple created mashed-up versions of their two voices 

arguing in my head non-stop.  One saying, “Don’t get uppity.  Stay in your lane.  You are 

different, and don’t belong."  And another saying, “Social constructs are bullshit, don’t let 

them stop you and you can belong anywhere you damn well want to go!"  I left home, got 

therapy, and collected healthier role-models––realizing along the way that both can be 

true:  I am different and I can belong. 
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Lesson:  Walk in with the confidence that you have every right to be in that room. Social 

echelons are constructs of the mind imposed upon us by the establishment - they will not 

continue for time-infinite, and they are not the same everywhere... except for those which 

we carry with us internally.  These internalized social constructs can trigger Imposter 

Syndrome especially in minorities, mixed race, or marginalized people.   

When you achieve what you set out to do, but it feels tentative, unearned, and 

conditional––that’s Imposter Syndrome.  Success feels flimsy, and one believes it’s just a 

matter of luck, chance, or simply a fluke.  This feeling of phoniness is painfully pervasive, 

self-perceived, and paralyzing.  The fear of being discovered–– of being exposed as a 

“fraud”––shuts down ambition.  Someone may find you out, don’t draw attention to 

yourself.  Everything can disappear in an instant.   

Imposter Syndrome is not unique to mixed race or bicultural individuals, of course.  

Clance and Imes’ research on Imposter Syndrome (1978) attributes it to a variety of 

factors, including gender stereotypes, early family dynamics, and of course, culture.  

Compounded by depression, anxiety, and low self-confidence, “Imposterism” (Kets de 

Vries, 2005, p. 108) can also drive perfectionism and amplify deeply-rooted fears of 

evaluation, success, and failure (Langford & Clance, 1993).  Many symptoms that might 

bring someone of the In-Between into therapy, can relate back to the Imposter 

Phenomenon.  
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Although this feeling of fraudulence is typically linked to achievements, as a marginalized 

person it begins to feel that it’s about who you ARE, as much, if not more than, about what 

you do.  Being an affirmative action hire leads to questioning one’s own qualifications, 

along with an irrational suspicion that everyone else must be questioning them, too.  

Imposter syndrome is often seen in students of color who question if they earned their 

place or are simply the beneficiaries of a culture of tokenism (Clance & Imes, 1978; 

Hoang, 2013; Langford & Clance 1993).  But although diversity quotas may make the 

difference that gets one in the door, it’s always up to the individual to earn the right to 

stay in the room.  I used to say I was a great hire because I filled a quota, looked familiar, 

worked my ass off, and didn’t make anyone uncomfortable.  I underestimated the 

importance of being able to make people uncomfortable. 

 

“I was different after all.  Potentially suspect.” 

- Barack Obama, Dreams from my father: A story of race and inheritance (pg. 82). 

 

I’ve always been “Potentially Suspect.” 

 

An androgynous Latinx2 from East LA, whom I admired for her reputation of doing 

amazing work with gangs, was interviewing me for an intern position.  Very open with 

me, she leaned in, wide-eyed, smiling, and said, “I can’t hide what I am. I’m an East LA 

Latina bull dyke, all day, every day. Every time I walk in the room there’s no hiding it.  What 

 
2 A gender-neutral, nonbinary alternative to Latino/Latina. 
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I wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall in a room filled with white people!  What’s it like?”  

Her curiosity was not spiteful or dismissive, but my heart sank into my stomach.  In this 

moment, I felt as if I were undercover, expected to prove my loyalty by reporting back to 

the team on what I’d witnessed in the field.  She followed up, “I mean, how do you handle it 

when people are being racist and don’t realize you’re Mexican American…? Because you 

know, you really don’t look it.“  [Oh, I know!].  Feeling exposed, my brain flooded and went 

blank at the same time. 

I don’t hide or deny who I am, so it’s usually humor, or a boldness born of familiarity, that 

prompts someone to say something truly offensive around me.  When voicing my 

displeasure with someone talking about “beaners,” “wet backs,” or “spics,” I’ve been told 

to “relax” because “you’re not really Mexican.“  [Oh but I am.  I really am a Chicana half-

breed, and you’re really a racist].  My internal reactions tend to be the same whenever I 

hear tasteless or questionable remarks directed at any marginalized groups––the LGBTQ 

population, Muslims, Jews, African Americans, etc.  My first thought upon hearing 

ignorant or hateful dumps out of an acquaintance’s mouth is usually, “What the hell is 

wrong with you?  I thought you were smarter than that.” 

In my world, I’ve always considered an absence of wisdom and experience to be the root 

cause of increased intolerance of differences.  Naively, I’m always surprised when 

seemingly intelligent people hold hate and fear in their hearts.  This assumption that 

intelligence equals tolerance is my own blind spot, wherein I am guilty of irrationally 

generalizing against the dis-compassionate, privileged, and illiberal.  My rational self 
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knows we all hold a degree of fear in our hearts that can manifest as hate no matter how 

intelligent we may be. 

No, I don’t speak Spanish, but I do speak Middle-Aged Midwestern White Person––it’s my 

first language.  One of my superpowers is translating a cultural experience of prejudice or 

marginalization into language for someone who doesn’t understand the need (or use) for 

concepts like reparations, corrective language, or affirmative action. 

How I handle any –ism or blatant bigotry is marked by context, relationship, and by 

where I am in my own evolution.  I try to dial up my curiosity, neutralize my judgments, 

and not be too reactive.  When I was young, I’d cringe, then firmly, but gently, correct my 

big-hearted maternal grandparents when they referred to people as “colored”––because 

they thought they were using the “right” term at the time.  Once, that was the more 

politically correct term compared with other terms.  It’s with a stab of shame that I admit 

I haven’t always had or used my voice to call out this behavior.  In high school, I’d join in, 

stay quiet, or try humor before eventually getting angry and defensive when friends were 

ignorantly cruel regarding race, creed, sexual identity, or ability.  Now as an adult, I 

simply don’t keep friends around who have those tendencies.   

With strangers, I default to considering time, place, and the energy involved before 

engaging.  Someone next to me at a dinner party says something racist, I’m going to be 

politely clear they know my background and my thoughts.  Someone in line ahead of me 

at the grocery says something offensive, honestly, I’m probably going to gather my items, 

87



 

 

 10 

give them the pig-eye, and get in another line.  With clients, I focus on why they’re saying 

whatever they’re saying, rather than immediately jump to condemning how they’re 

saying it.  When it seems like the right time, I’ll question the origin of their prejudices, 

explore how they connect to what they feel, and brainstorm with them better ways to 

consider others that might align more effectively with their values.  It should go without 

saying that we do ourselves a disservice when we reduce people to caricatures and 

representations, rather than fully human individuals.  But, it doesn’t go without saying.  

 

Growing up, my father would often ask me if people treated me differently because of my 

last name.  I didn’t tell him when I was harassed because of my name or ethnic 

background.  I knew it would never compare to his experience.  I’d heard the way cops 

and border agents spoke to him––“That doesn’t sound like a Texas accent to me.”  As blood 

of his blood, I can still feel those moments.  As white as I am, I understood his feeling of 

being oppressed.  The cruelty of the oppressor was always there in my father’s darkness; 

I felt it even before I understood what it was. At the same time, I knew my father, a big 

brown man, himself targeted, could say terrible things, in seriousness or jest, about 

people of other races, and at times even about his own people.  The trauma was 

internalized and later projected. 

 

Lesson:  Being of one culture or another doesn’t make someone morally or ethically 

superior or inferior to anyone else, and one’s culture/race/sexuality/gender/creed does 

not make anyone more or less valuable as a person.  When we’re cooperative and curious 

we can find compassion to counteract the negative effects of tribalism of any kind.  
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Generally, everyone wants the same things in life - safety, good health, joy in some form 

or another, love, acceptance, belonging. However, fulfillment of these universal needs is 

not always the solution it promises to be.  Success or thriving can exacerbate 

Transgenerational Trauma and trigger Survivor’s Guilt. 

TRIBALISM AND EXILE:  Passing, Transgenerational Trauma, & Survivor’s Guilt 

Statisticians question U.S. Census results due to a large number of mixed-culture and 

mixed-race people reporting themselves as Non-Hispanic White (Flores, 2017; Magaña 

López, Bevans, Wehrlen, Yang, & Wallen 2016; Parker, Menasce Horowitz, Morin, Lopez, 

2016).  Detached from Hispanic language and culture, do they just find it’s easier to 

identify this way than attempt explanations?  Is it easier to identify as “white” than to face 

unspoken loyalty and membership tests of otherness?  Or, are these people intentionally 

and actively passing?  Does it matter? 

The problem, for me, with the idea of “passing” is it sounds so active, when for most 

young people, it just happens without knowing or understanding what’s happening.  Even 

as adults, most of my mixed culture clients don’t initially make connections between their 

place in the In-Between and their presenting or pervasive issues.  It feels dangerous to do 

so.  They realize one of these things is not like the others and begin to verbalize feeling a 

pressure to make a choice, take sides, or be exiled.  
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In some families, a lighter-skinned, smaller-nosed, rounder-eyed child might be favored 

by their parents over other family members.  More expectation may be placed on these 

children because they’re seen as being given a leg-up because of features in the way they 

look that others in the family didn’t get.  This can create tension between parents and 

offspring, between siblings, cousins, grandchildren––you name it.  Being singled out feels 

like being cast out.  Sometimes passing is seen as a betrayal, as parents carry 

contradictory feelings of both pride in and prejudice toward their own children (Mirandé, 

1985). 

Even for those who don’t pass, other factors––like an ambiguous ethnicity, climbing out 

of poverty, being first generation college graduates, moving from a labor culture to a 

vocational culture, altering their circumstances from those given to them in any 

significant way––can strain family ties and bring on Survivor’s Guilt (Page, 1996). 

Here’s the conundrum with surviving… surviving is generally considered a GOOD thing.  

In fact, it’s typically the most universal driving force in humans.  The important thing to 

note is that while circumstances can change to aid survival, some factors just can’t.  

Moving to an upper-class suburb doesn’t insulate someone from prejudice or profiling.  In 

fact, it can increase someone’s vulnerability by raising their profile in an environment 

where they are noticeably “different” from, or “other” than, the established norm.  

Survivor’s Guilt is that feeling that you’ve been mistakenly spared while others were not.  

“Why did I get this and some of my loved ones didn’t?”  You were given a privilege or 
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advantage in life that you didn’t ask for and feel conflicted about it because you’re 

AWARE of it––grateful for an edge, butå guilty because it feels unearned.  A gift begets a 

feeling one needs to do something with it, and there’s often not an easy answer as to 

“what.”  People get stuck because they lack role-models, because of Imposter Syndrome, 

because they feel powerless having received limiting messages in their family of origin, 

because they fear repercussions for asserting themselves, or because they harbor 

resentments about a perceived or communicated responsibility to live up to the dreaded 

P––“Potential.”   

 

Lesson:  Reframes can work to help find meaning in, and overcome, Transgenerational 

Trauma and Survivor’s Guilt.  It’s not really feeling guilty that you survived, it’s feeling 

angry that anyone had to survive something that appears senseless.  This feeling that one 

should be able to do something, when in truth there’s nothing one could do, may be an 

unconscious attraction to the dramatic.  Carrying the weight of others’ burdens can justify 

misdirected anger, assuage anxieties, or serve as atonement for self-perceived sins of 

some kind.  Some will feel pressure to represent––in whatever way that means.  Some 

will forgo a societal norm identity to become civil rights advocates at the front of the 

marches for justice, fighting the good fight, getting in the line of fire, while others may 

cash-in their chips, move to the suburbs and aspire to live by another example, creating a 

life of quiet safety.  There is no right or wrong, good or bad.  Systemic change requires 

forces on the inside and out.  Therapy provides an opportunity for clients of mixed race 

or culture to accept. on their own terms, the gifts and hardships of their live’s random 

twists of fate.  
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Culture is what divides us and unites us.  It connects us to the past, to our children, to a 

stranger a thousand miles from “home.”  It divides us when we carry the afflictions and 

grievances of our ancestors, weaponizing them against others and ourselves.  Humanity 

splinters further when, considering current events, we attach too strongly to a historical 

narrative about ancestral injuries.  Don’t get me wrong, some attachment to 

Transgenerational Trauma, what some call “the war stories,” is necessary and a matter of 

survival.  Even in 2018, parents still need to explain racial targeting and the dangers of 

wearing hoodies to their young black and brown sons in order to protect them just 

walking home from school.  Stories of ancestral injuries––of people cast out because of 

color, less advantage, or nonconformity of any kind––are ubiquitous in our American 

culture.  In many ways, these offenses of the privileged are the enduring foundations of 

American culture.  But the details of how, when, how often, and for what reasons these 

tales are told, impact how they will be used on an individual basis.  It matters who tells 

these stories.  We must encourage and empower clients to unsilence the Bicultural, the 

Multicultural, and the In-Between in their lives, so that they and others like them might 

know a deeper sense of connection and belonging in the world. 

CREATING A SAFE SPACE 

The appearance of our population is changing.  Current Census projections indicate the 

U.S. will be “minority white” by 2045 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018), with the mixed-race 

population growing the most rapidly.  But the human instinct for survival will almost 
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always lead people to separate by differences; in a post-racial world, people will divide up 

in alternative ways simply to fight for resources just as they always have.  Stigmas will 

need to be continually challenged, revised, and struck down, as more clients of mixed 

race, cultures, and backgrounds enter therapy.  

Being biracial, multicultural, and of-the-In-Between has allowed me to travel through 

many worlds pretty fluidly.  I would argue that anyone raised by two or more people 

might be considered bicultural and/or multicultural.  As clinicians, any cultural variations 

we possess can invite a wider range of empathy and become our passport to a deeper 

understanding.  Look for connectors, where we can join together, where we can find 

empathy for others and compassion for ourselves.  Therapy then becomes an experience 

for clients during which they can identify and challenge familial and social messages 

about who they “should be” and ultimately, unapologetically embrace who they actually 

are––especially embracing those denied or hidden parts of themselves considered 

outside the norm, whether that’s their racial heritage, sexual orientation, gender identity, 

religious background, or otherness of any kind.  

As a post-modern therapist working from a narrative stance, the center of my work is 

creating a safe space for clients to explore and define their own identities by telling their 

stories of Belonging/Not-Belonging.  Together we find shining moments celebrating 

uniqueness and unity, while discarding what no longer works or what never did.  In the 

process, we help unsilence those voices of the Bicultural and the In-Between.  Culture is 

first what we are given, but in the end, it’s what we choose and what we create.   
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SAYING GOODBYE 

by Anne E. Reckling, Psy.D. 

Introduction: 

Saying Goodbye is a personal article that describes my experience of saying goodbye to 

my analyst, Donna, who was dying. Twenty years prior to Donna’s diagnosis of terminal cancer, 

I began psychoanalytic treatment with her.  She bore witness to the unsayable, and almost 

unknowable if not for her ministrations, in my history.  

Finding my voice through analysis: 

Throughout the ensuing story of my saying goodbye to my psychoanalyst, and processing 

that parting, I will highlight important aspects of the analysis that helped me find my voice. Such 

aspects include: 1. Coming to view my ‘acting out’ behavior as a message about analysis rather 

than a resistance to analysis; 2. Adjusting the frame of analysis; 3. The impact of putting words 

to what previously had been unsayable. 

Putting language to what had been silenced does not erase the pain associated with that 

which was silenced. A tremendous grief and responsibility comes with that knowledge, as well 

as a freedom from the repetition of trauma. By marking the madness and horror of trauma by 

putting the experiences into words, it could, to a large degree, be left behind. Through my story 

of Saying Goodbye to Donna, the woman with the strength to bear witness, I highlight what it 

was in my analysis that worked to help me become unsilenced. 
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Memories of and reflections on my Analysis: 

My hands stick to the steering wheel of my small rental car as I park under the palm trees 

in front of Donna’s home. Beads of sweat drip down between my shoulder blades. It is a warm 

sunny December afternoon in South Florida. Pink flowers dot the carefully manicured green 

bushes lining the street.   

Turning off the car, I sit motionless. Seconds feel like minutes. If I do not move, could I 

stop time? Could my wish to deny the reality of the impending loss, affect the actual reality? The 

car engine ticks loudly as it cools down. The glare on the windshield hurts my eyes. I wonder, 

could I change the outcome if I paid attention to every detail? Shaking my head at my wishful 

thinking, I open the car door. A tiny lizard darts toward the adobe red sidewalk leading to the 

door of Donna’s house. I follow it.   

At the front door, I hesitate. I can see into the kitchen through the window next to the 

door. Donna’s daughter, Sabrina, stands in the white kitchen biting into a green apple. I knock 

quietly. Sabrina doesn’t move. I knock louder and she gets up from the table and opens the door. 

Sabrina looks like Donna but younger, with dark hair. Both have freckles and hazel eyes. 

Donna sits on the couch wearing tan pants and a white shirt with a purple scarf that 

partially hides her stomach that is swollen from cancer. My legs feel weak, and separate from my 

body, as I cross the white tile floor towards her.  Donna says something in Spanish to her 

daughter and Sabrina leaves the room.   Late afternoon sunlight hits the white walls of the living 

room making the air shine. I feel light, unanchored, and unmoored. 

I see the specter of a little girl, with lopsided braids and sad eyes, sitting on the floor in 

the far corner of the room. I am the only one with awareness that she is there––since she is what 
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I have brought to the situation. The little girl wears a jumper and a pair of black-and-white saddle 

shoes with knee socks that she keeps pulling up. I know, without her saying it to me, that she 

wants me to stop time so that the inevitable loss will be postponed forever. After all, denial is the 

first stage of grief and the first defense mechanism on which we usually rely (Kubler-Ross, 

2005). 

“Sit down here,” says Donna patting the spot next to her on the couch, “Or, here if you 

would be more comfortable,” as she points to a chair nearby. 

She looks at me and smiles as she says, “It is so good to see you.” 

Donna takes my hand in hers as I sit down next to her. The skin on her hand is thinner 

and more fragile than mine, but both of our hands have freckles. Donna tells me that she is not in 

pain, but the medicines make her thirsty. A large Evian bottle, full, sits in front of her.  

“Now tell me about you, about the boys, about Jim,” says Donna. 

I tell her how Asher is a head taller than me now, and that Sam seems to be feeling better. 

I show her pictures of both boys. “How handsome!” remarks Donna.  

I tell her about the trip we are planning to Scotland. 

Donna says: “Oh you have to see the Isle of Skye––truly remarkable! It looks like the 

place of fairies and trolls from all those stories.”  

The little girl in the far corner of the room smiles slightly when she hears Donna’s voice. 

She sounds the same as always, but from where she sits, the little girl can see that Donna’s 

stomach is swollen. She watches Donna readjust her scarf. 
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“I’m so glad that you felt well enough to see me,” I smile. “Once Linda called to tell me, 

I knew that I needed to come to Florida to see you. I needed to come back here even if you’d 

been too sick to see me.” 

“You needed to return to the scene.” says Donna. And, I know she means the scene of my 

madness and analysis. 

“Yes, I needed to come back here,” I know that I needed to come back to where the air is 

soft, the light plays in the sky, and the boldness of all the colors is shocking after the dead 

browns and whites of the Ohio winter. I needed to come back to the scene where Donna’s words, 

her gaze, her office and, at one point, even the hospital held me, while I gathered the words to 

tell a story that I both knew and didn’t know. 

“I have been thinking,” Donna commented, “If you ever need another analysis, these are 

two of the analysts I’d recommend.” Donna names two analysts from a Lacanian school of 

psychoanalysis. 

I shudder and note that “I don’t want to go through another analysis.” The little girl digs 

her fingernails into her forearms leaving half-moon traces on her skin. She knows what it feels 

like to be shattered into pieces. She thinks that Donna is the only one who speaks her language, 

the only one who has ever put the pieces back together, and, in fact, Donna has been the only one 

who ever put the pieces back together. 

“It would be different, Anne.” Donna squeezes my hand tighter, “For one thing, you 

wouldn’t be pregnant.”  

Donna had told me a number of years ago that she had presented a paper about our work 

together. She protected my information, and disguised details for confidentiality, so that no one 
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could identify me. And, besides, I didn’t know anyone in Argentina. Donna shared that, “I also 

wanted you to know something: When I presented your case in Argentina, I had an analyst ask 

me a very specific question that made me think. He asked me what it was about you that kept me 

going, kept me persevering in our work together.” 

“I’m sorry,” I say as I look down at my hands. My face burns slightly. When I began 

seeing Donna, the transference was like an out of control train. I just couldn’t situate myself in 

relation to her in a way that felt safe in those early days. On some days, it felt as if she withheld 

everything I needed, and flung me out into space with no grounding. My longing and rage were 

powerful. On other days, the words she said both resonated with, and terrified me.  I often had 

difficulty leaving Donna’s office when my session ended, called her frequently between sessions, 

and sometimes while I was on the edge of suicide.  

“Do you remember when I told you to slow down?” I ask. “I was afraid my feelings were 

going to destroy me or my analysis. I still remember what you said.“  The little girl also 

remembers the day that Donna leaned forward on the edge of her seat into the space between her 

and me, and looked me directly in the eyes. Donna said ‘Anne, listen. I hear you. You do not 

need to destroy yourself or treatment in order for me to know how much pain you are in.’ Her 

words wrapped around me and held me.   

That moment had been a major shift in my analysis. Rather than viewing my phone calls, 

difficulty leaving her office, and suicide ideation as a resistance to analysis, Donna viewed my 

behavior as a message to her about analysis.  Lacanian analysts tend to see ‘acting out’ as within 

the Symbolic Order––as a communication that is a normal part of the, largely unconscious, field 

of behavior and the human condition (Lacan, 2002, p. 103).  
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In contrast, the more pervasive views of ‘acting out’ in referring to clinical situations, use 

the phrase pejoratively to describe patients who are ‘acting badly’ and resisting analysis. Had 

Donna responded to my acting out as if I were ‘acting badly,’ or as a resistance to analysis, I 

would have fled treatment. From the Lacanian standpoint, acting out is a message to the analyst 

that something is not working, and is, in some sense pointing out a failure in the analysis. It is 

considered an unconscious “appeal” to the analyst to dialogue about a subject that had not yet 

found a place in the treatment discourse. It is an opportunity for intervention, whether with or 

without interpretation (Julien, 1994, p. 72). 

Donna both intervened and interpreted. She adjusted the frame of analysis and ‘entered 

the scene’ (as Donna would have said). She allowed some phone contact between sessions, 

encouraged me to write what I couldn’t say out loud, and, although listening for the signifiers in 

my speech, only interpreted at a pace I could tolerate. Donna was clear about what was 

acceptable and what wasn’t. By doing this, she opened a space in analysis in which I neither 

disappeared nor was engulfed, a space where together, we could work. 

“When the analyst in Argentina asked me how I kept working with you when times were 

tough, I told him ‘it was your ethics,’ Anne, it was your ethics that kept me working with you 

during those early more difficult years.” 

“My ethics?” I ask.  The Lacanian ethical injunction is: Do not give up on your desire. 

Lacan did not mean desire for this or that object; but rather, his injunction means do not 

compromise your capacity of desiring.  I think Donna was referring to my fairly constant drive to 

know, my pursuit of knowing my own desire, and interest in freeing myself from the desire of 

my parents (as much as one can). 
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“Yes, your ethics” says Donna. “And, no, there is nothing for which to apologize. Anne, 

listen: when you invite in the transference, and it shows up, what else are you going to do?” 

I nod. “Donna, I know you know this, but you saved my life,” I say. 

“Do you remember telling me, when I was in the hospital, that I was at a crossroads, that 

I had to choose which road I would take?” I ask her. 

Donna had said that on one road was the truth about my childhood, and the terrible 

sadness that went along with that knowledge, as well as a freedom with no further price to pay. 

The other road, she had said, contained the denial of my feelings, memories, and knowledge as 

well as the risk of paying a dear price in further repetition, and in the potential for suicide. 

“I remember, Anne. I also remember telling you that “the madness was a cover for the 

infinite sadness.” 

“The sadness felt infinite, but it wasn’t,” I pause, “It scares me to think what would have 

happened if I hadn’t found you when I did.”  

The little girl, still in the far corner, buries her face in her hands. She is scared about what 

might happen when she can no longer find Donna. What will happen when Donna is nowhere to 

be found?  

“The timing was good, Anne. I had energy then,” says Donna. 

Handing her a card, I say: “I wrote in it. I hope you can read my writing.” 

Donna smiles, “Oh Anne, I could always read your writing. Don’t you remember?” 

My breath catches. How did I forget how much I had written to her at the beginning of 

my treatment? How did I forget how little I could say out loud? Language had felt slippery, 
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untrustworthy. Words couldn’t hold and, if they could and I spoke them, the sounds echoed in 

the space between us, building a wall of shame and tearing up any connection to Donna that I 

felt. When I could find words, I wrote. And she read my writing. Donna opens the card and reads 

that I will carry her words with me always. 

The little girl sits hugging her knees to her chest. She has the end of one braid in her 

mouth and is chewing on it.  She isn’t as certain as the present, adult and analyzed version of me 

maintains, that Donna’s words will be remembered. The girl remembers the repeating nightmares 

without the benefit of mitigating healing experience: 

I stand in a dimly lit office. In front of me is a large desk with a man sitting behind it. He 

looks at me but doesn’t meet my eyes. “You are crazy again, Anne. You are making things up. 

These things that you see and that you feel aren’t real. You need to be in the hospital.” And I 

reach for the phone to call Donna who will tell him that what happened to me was crazy, but that 

I’m not crazy. If I can reach Donna, I can get my words back and find my voice. I push the 

buttons on the phone, but my fingers keep slipping. I can’t call her number. I can’t reach her.  

Like the girl, now I silently wonder what will happen when Donna is nowhere to be 

found. “You will remember the words we both spoke,” says Donna. “They are part of you now, 

Anne. You won’t lose them.” 

The little girl fears that without Donna’s presence, without the shared knowledge of what 

happened, I will once again doubt my own perceptions and my own sanity.  I might lose the 

words I fought so hard to find. Before analysis, what had happened, what haunted me, was 

outside of language, and framed as outside of the symbolic order. There were no words attached. 

I lived on the edge between knowing and not knowing until I could find the safety and the space 

in which to know––until I could find someone to accompany me and bear witness to what had 

been unspeakable. 
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I say, “I used to imagine that the words we spoke were like boards nailed over the 

entrances to the caves I saw when hiking in the mountains as a little girl. The words, the boards, 

covered over, and partially contained, the darkness and the horror inside. But, the boards, like 

words, don’t completely seal off the caves.” 

Donna responds, “No, not completely. The caves are still there but the words keep you 

from falling in.”   

Donna and I continue to speak. Our voices rise and fall in the stillness of her living room. 

Donna encourages me to keep writing.  “You understand psychoanalysis and can express it in a 

way that is real and accessible,” remarks Donna. I hope what she says is true. I wonder, though, 

whether my writing means anything if I’m the only one who reads it. 

A few years after the end of my analysis, I found that I wrote in order to remember the 

work I had done in analysis. I wrote in order to put the final words in their places so that I could 

move on with my life.  Analysis, with all its inherent ‘unsilencing,’ altered my relationship with 

language. Words became solid, reliable and trustworthy. Words held fast. Words, however 

imperfect and imprecise in their attempt to symbolize or tame the Real, created a boundary 

between the undifferentiated horror of the Real and myself.  I no longer felt that I was living on 

the edge.  I had been able to turn away from the place of madness that I occupied out of 

deference to the silencing my parents. I had been able to turn, move, and shift my stance outward 

to my life, and to my desires.  

Donna looks tired. It is time for me to go. The room seems to tilt slightly when I stand. 

The little girl leaves the corner of the room and stands next to me. She grabs my hand. Her palm 

is sweaty. Donna and I hug. The bones of her shoulders and back are small and thin under her 
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shirt. I tell Donna I love her, I will remember her words always, and I will be okay. My voice 

sounds more confident than I feel.   

Donna speaks softly “Goodbye, Anne”. 

The little girl holds my hand and weeps. 

The door closes softly behind me. The little girl’s knee socks have fallen down around 

her ankles, and one shoe is untied. She is still weeping. I bend down, tie her shoe, and lift her 

into my arms. She wraps her arms around my neck and buries her face in my shirt. The air has 

cooled slightly, and it is almost dark. I follow the lines of the adobe red sidewalk, one step after 

another, away from Donna’s house. There is no undoing this.  I can’t stop time. 
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UNSILENCED: THE SEDUCTION AND BETRAYAL 

OF A PSYCHOANALYST, PERSONAL SAGA 

by Susan Kavaler-Adler, Ph.D., ABPP, D.Litt., NCPsyA1 

He said that I would look bad if I spoke of his behavior towards me.  I was silenced. Now I am 

speaking up. From the end to the middle:  

Before the final blow from the senior male training analyst, throwing me out of my treatment, 

there was the man’s paranoia. This was all part of the silencing. Following the tale of seduction and 

betrayal that I will tell, the much older male analyst puffed himself up and proclaimed, without any 

conversation between us leading up to this, “You cannot damage my reputation!” Out of the blue, this 

man, whom I will call Dr. T. made this declaration, defending himself against the exposure from me 

telling my tale. Ironically, I was totally focused on holding onto him in any way that I could. My mind 

was not at all on talking about him to others at that point. I was trying to figure out why he didn’t think 

we could work together anymore, and why we couldn’t talk about what happened.” Although Dr. T. had 

gone to a senior colleague for consultation, he ultimately threw me out after five minutes, saying, “If 

you don’t get out of my office now, I will call the police!”  To cover himself, or so it seemed, he said: 

“You can call me for an appointment some other time!”  

 When I actually did call for an appointment, he gave me a time. However, when I made the long 

trip to show up, he said we had nothing to talk about. He would not talk to me! So, I got up to leave, 

after about 10 minutes into the session time. Then, as I walked out, he took one last swipe at me, as I 

passed by him. He tauntingly said: “This is the first time you are leaving the session on time.” He didn’t 

mention that he used to keep me for 15 minutes after a session, speaking with me, which went back to a 

time when he demonstrated that he was in love with me. I didn’t realize till later, that when I came back 

that last time, even after he threatened to call the police to remove me, and while I was still desperately 

hoping we could talk about what happened, that he only said I could still have one more appointment so 

that he couldn’t be accused by APA of an unethical professional abandonment. When I look back, I see 

that I was still foolish enough to think we could talk. Yet, how could we? Dr. T. had accused me before 

of not speaking and of not defining my anger. When I had finally expressed my anger, he had said I was 

really angry at someone else, someone onto whom I had displaced all my transferential feelings for him. 

1 For more information, you can go to www.kavaleradler.com 
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Then, in that last appointment he said we had nothing to talk about. I left early. He made gestures as if 

he was Mr. Clean, right out of the bottle. He had already declared, “I think this is all inside of you, 

Susan.” Then he smirked and shot out his last provocative: “This is the first time you are leaving on 

time!” I had to swallow it and leave. I thought I could have gone crazy if not for friends, and my loving 

husband, but I had also become alienated from my husband while seeing Dr. T.   

It was after 17 years of me seeing Dr. T. for psychoanalytic treatment that he declared he would 

call the police if I didn’t immediately leave his office. In an instant he proclaimed: “I can’t work with 

you!” I wanted to talk about it. He said: “I will call the police if you don’t get out of my office," as if I 

wasn’t entitled to the session time for which I had been paying. In the end, Dr. T. explicitly blamed it all 

on me. He tried to silence me. The scapegoating trauma of my early life was compounded by the 

demand for silence. 

I will tell the tale now, from the time when this senior psychoanalyst passionately declared that 

my legs were gorgeous, while he also implied that my husband was inadequate in only declaring my legs 

to be “nice.”  This was something with which I might have agreed, except that later, Dr. T. said that he 

would love to kiss my feet, and implied, even more strenuously, that my husband couldn’t appreciate 

me. He actually said that my husband would never be taken over by the intense desire to kiss my feet. 

Things got increasingly weird. Then, when I started having intense erotic desire towards him––which in 

a normal psychoanalysis would be a subject for analysis––as the analyst facilitates the patient 

symbolizing in words, Dr. T. said more quietly: “It is both of us Susan. I have the same feelings for you 

that you have for me.” This was tantalizing for me, but also threatening. I departed that session 

overwhelmed and over stimulated. When I spoke about this in my session the following week, Dr. T. 

criticized me for not knowing how to use my husband over the weekend, implying, but not saying it 

overtly, that I should express my sexual desire for him in sex with my husband in order to relieve myself 

of the sexual charge. But more threatening was the seductive way in which he said he had all the same 

desires for me that I was starting to feel for him. This really shut me down! 

Then Dr. T. was enraged that I shut down. From then on, he was probably retaliating constantly, 

until the last strike at me as I walked out after ten minutes, when he said we had “nothing to talk about,” 

and then flung out at me an even more pointed comment. As I got up to leave, filled with a sense of the 

hopelessness of it all, he commented: “This is the first time you are leaving a session on time!”   

My analyst’s sharing his reciprocal desire for me had an impact on me that was the opposite of 

the impact for which he might have hoped. His confession didn’t open me up to him.  Instead, it shut me 
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down. I failed to tell him any sexual fantasies about him, and he retaliated in a punishing way, as he 

seemed driven mad by me withholding my feelings and fantasies from him. Dr. T. no longer get 

anything sexual out of me anymore. And since I was supposed to say everything that came to my mind, I 

told myself that I had to say out loud, one day, that, as he was standing by the door, Dr. T. looked a little 

older now. In a flash, Dr. T. slammed me with an outraged rebuttal, “You’re just saying that because 

you are so attracted to me!” 

Instead of encouraging me to open up for the analysis of my unconscious conflicts around love 

and erotic desire that lay behind my erotic transference––which I had done with my own psychoanalytic 

patients––my analyst’s open desire for me profoundly silenced me! How come he didn’t know how my 

superego would rebel against me for the psychic incest between us, as he stood in for my father in the 

transference? So, he would go from acting like my father to acting like my mother. He turned from open 

desire to critical judgments of me. He had declared not only desire, but also love for me. He had told me 

I was in his heart. But it was the day when he said he had the same erotic desires for me as I had for him 

that I began emotionally withdrawing––without being able to feel any of my feelings, because feeling 

would have meant feeling my rage. Without my anger, and without bringing to consciousness the more 

powerful primal rage that psychic incest can evoke, I was forced into a masochistic position, just like I 

had been in my family when young. But, back in my childhood, at least I could act out, without feeling I 

had to protect my parents from my rage. With my psychoanalyst I could only withdraw and numb out! I 

could only start to distrust my own perceptions. This was worsened by the fact that this had also 

happened to me with another psychoanalyst, who had previously gotten over-involved with me.   

Today, however, I can tell the story!!!  In doing so I can indicate, and perhaps even teach, how a 

psychoanalytic patient’s erotic transference can be misused by an unscrupulous analyst.  My goal is to 

teach, by contrast, how important it is for a psychoanalytic patient to have a symbolic avenue to the safe 

expression of erotic transference. I will attempt to show my own masochistic dynamics in reaction to 

seduction and betrayal. By opening my own clinical travesty to scrutiny and dialogue, I hope to inform 

others of the dangers of psychic incest in psychoanalytic treatment.  I will also be maintaining the 

legitimacy and clinical usefulness of proper symbolic work with erotic transference.   
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Before and after He called my Legs Gorgeous and Wanted to Kiss My Feet 

The prologue that had led up to Dr. T. effusively saying that my legs were gorgeous and that he 

wanted to kiss my feet lasted for many years. There were years of defense and interpretations of psychic 

conflict. There had also been years of support and interest in my professional work in the field, which, 

possibly, may have also stirred up envy in Dr. T.  And, to be honest there had also been years of 

emotionally alive relatedness that had helped me connect much more deeply and empathically with my 

patients. In fact, there was one day when Dr. T. made a point of telling me that I did have the capacity 

for intimacy, and he was obviously enjoying the emotional intimacy as was I. Then there was a day 

when Dr. T. came over and held my hand as I lay on the couch because he said, “Maybe I was feeling 

too lonely to open up.”  Then as he held my hand, which of course did feel comforting, he suddenly 

backed away on his chair exclaiming that the situation was getting too sexual!  Now I hadn’t been 

feeling sexual with him, so my guess is that he meant he had gotten turned on, and even possibly having 

an erection while holding my hand. However, at least in his backing away at this time, Dr. T. still 

inhabited the role of being a psychoanalyst. Nevertheless, he was having some masturbatory experience 

that he spoke of as being a mutual situation. Yet it was not at all mutual, from my perspective, at that 

time. 

    Then there were signs of Dr. T. having fallen in love with me, and, in response, I was 

confused, gratified, and threatened by what was going on, all at once. Once, as I was leaving a session, 

Dr. T. thought he heard me call to him after I was outside of his inner office.  He charged out into the 

waiting room, and his voice came out as if he was in a delirium of love. In this voice, he cried out, 

“Susan! Yes Susan. What is it?” I saw he was acting like he was a young boy who had fallen in love for 

the first time. I felt both helpless and powerful at once, not knowing what to say. I just said: “No. I 

wasn’t calling you.” 

This kind of behavior on an older male analyst’s part might have seemed stranger to another 

female patient than it did to me. Why was that?  I had had a former male analyst, who had blatantly 

displayed a highly charged emotional romance he was having with a female patient. He displayed his 

feelings about the patient, along with hers about him, in a therapy group of which I was a member. So, I 

had seen this love affair between analyst and patient as something that could be part of analysis. Little 

did I know about how much this kind of love affair would undermine the atmosphere needed for a 

clinical treatment! Nor did I suspect the kind of aggression that would follow from the analyst. It seemed 
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to me that these first two male analysts, with whom I had been in treatment, considered love affairs with 

patients to be a kosher part of psychoanalysis.  In fact, they turned potential erotic transference work 

into a game called the erotic transference and erotic countertransference game. Aren’t there schools of 

psychoanalysis which consider some acting out the primal enactment, oedipal and preoedipal, to be a 

necessary key to the whole treatment?  Knowing this encouraged me to doubt my own perceptions of the 

dangers in what was going on. 

Given all the related experiences in my background, I chose to ignore the signs that something 

out of control was about to happen. However, at least I did start to become uncomfortable and 

suspicious, as Dr. T. seemed to arbitrarily touch my body here and there. Once I came back from a 

psychoanalytic conference, where I had been listening to a panel speak about how to handle therapeutic 

situations when patients wanted to touch the analyst, hug, or kiss, or have the analyst touch them. I had 

always discouraged a patient wanting to hug or kiss me, since I had had too much hugging from that 

earlier analyst who was engaging in Gestalt therapy, and who was the one who openly displayed his love 

affair with a patient to the members of a therapy group.  

As an analyst myself, I always backed away from a patient trying to touch or hug or kiss me, 

and, would politely ask the patient to put the feelings into words, rather than actions. This was very 

effective in many cases, as the patient might then have tears come to their eyes as they felt their loving 

feelings for the analyst. By feeling it, rather than by acting it out in a hug, they would then know the 

meaning of what they were feeling, and, would be able to better understand what was emerging from 

their unconscious desires and emotions. Putting the loving feelings into words helped my patients to 

move to a symbolic level of communicating feelings through putting feelings into words to be 

communicated to others. Typically, this would develop into intimacy and caring.  Such verbal 

communication would also help patients to better communicate with themselves about the meaning of 

what they were feeling. Of course, this also extended to helping them put intense sexual fantasies, which 

involved the analyst, into words. This process of talking rather than acting was part and parcel of 

understanding a whole pattern of erotic transference. 

However, as time went on in my treatment, Dr. T. was not choosing to communicate in words, 

although he did speak the critical words that he had desires for me equal to my desires for him. 

However, when he was rebuffed by my emotional withdrawal after this, he responded in two ways: 

reaching out to more and touching me more. Dr. T. was trying to reach me by touching me physically. 
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Simultaneously, he started to verbally attack me in aggressive and reprimanding ways, including 

sadistically belittling me.   

When I returned from a conference in which I listened to the panel discuss patients wishing to 

touch the analyst, and be touched by the analyst, I had an important message for Dr. T.  In fact, this was 

one of the few times when I asserted myself in this overall situation of the analyst’s seduction and 

retaliations for his frustration.  I said quite frankly to Dr. T., “I heard this panel in which they spoke 

about how to handle patients who felt they needed to be touched, but the wish to touch was coming from 

the patient, not the analyst.” Dr. T. responded immediately, in an emergency state of fear it seemed. He 

said, “It will stop immediately!” (meaning his touching me). I guess he was aware that actual physical 

touching of a patient could lead to a legal case of sexual misconduct by a therapist. He added, “There’s 

no sexual obsession!” But this latter statement appears to me now as a good example of Freud’s theory 

of “negation” or Shakespeare’s theory of “She doth protest too much!” In other words, Freud was 

speaking of how a statement of negation can mean the exact opposite, since the unconscious could be 

speaking in opposites where “no” means “yes.” Dr. T. declared he had no sexual obsession, as if I had 

accused him of that, which I hadn’t. Dr. T. was coming from his own unconscious psyche, or guilt, 

possibly denying the very obsession about me in which he found himself trapped. 

 And then there was the emotional drama of my response to Dr. T.’s wife’s death. I was so overly 

involved in my feelings for Dr. T., beyond the usual oedipal and preoedipal transference states, that I felt 

a surge of intense grief for the death of his wife––a woman who I did not know. In fact, I broke out in 

quite a few moments of helpless sobbing when I learned from Dr. T. about the death of his wife. He had 

told me she was quite ill, because he had to change his schedule with people to care for her. He had 

dropped one of my three sessions a week, as he had done with other patients. Then she died, and he let 

me know. After I sat and vented sobs and cries for several minutes, upon hearing of his wife’s death, Dr. 

T. seemed quite moved by my display of grief for him. Dr. T. said to me that the loss of his wife was the 

biggest loss he had ever suffered, and he joined us together by comparing my father’s death when I was 

ten years old to the death of his wife. We felt very close to each other then. But what was to follow?   

As we continued our sessions, Dr. T. expressed open jealousy about me and another man. He 

also yelled at me one day for exhibiting my romantic life to him. However, once Dr. T. fell in love with 

me, and exposed his own desire, his retaliations took the form of increasingly hostile comments. He 

could not stand that I was not reciprocating his desire with desire of my own. At least that is what I 

surmise. His hostility peaked on the day when he wanted to give me back my third session, following his 
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cutting back sessions to care for his wife. I got upset because he didn’t want to give me back a session 

on a Wednesday, when I had formerly had a third session. Instead, he wanted to give me a session on a 

Friday. Since Fridays had been my writing day, I balked at his suggestion. It was then that he erupted 

into his telling me that, “I can’t work with you!” When I said I wanted to discuss what, if anything, I 

did, and why he was so angry at me, he got fiercer. It was then that he viciously declared: “If you don’t 

get out of my office, I will call the police!” This was ten minutes into a session. This was 17 years after I 

began to come to sessions with Dr. T. three or 4 times a week. This felt like the ultimate betrayal!!   

Nevertheless, it does occur to me, in retrospect, that it could have been so much more horrible if 

he allowed me to stay. Both my psychoanalysis and my life were going down the drain. Dr. T. and I 

entered a sadomasochistic cycle together. He seemed to be acting out his rage at his mother with me. 

This is plausible since Dr. T. had actually told me that, as a child, he would scream at his mother until 

she threatened to send him to reform school. Here he repeated things–– it seemed, in reverse, with me in 

his mother’s role. He said that he would call the police. My next analyst found this scene astonishing, 

saying, “He was going to call the police on you?!!!” Yes, how ironic! I was perceived by Dr. T., in his 

paranoia, as such a threat! Meanwhile, my inner reality was of feeling like a child still clinging to her 

mother, crying out in longing to be understood, and in the hope that some reparative communication 

could take place. My romantic father transference had evaporated. Dr. T. was my mother now. We had 

both regressed, way before the Oedipal. In some strange way we were both fighting for our lives. In 

truth, my analysis had been over long ago.  

I went to two other psychoanalysts after Dr. T. The last one was a Kleinian who never responded 

to romantic feelings. It was all about aggression, and he would immediately interpret the wish for sexual 

excitement, since he had a definite belief that this wish for sexual excitement was a defense against 

aggressive wishes and a primal rage hunger. By contrast, I always had received sexual wishes in words 

from patients, helping them to reach a developmental capacity to speak their intense romantic and erotic 

longings. However, my Kleinian analyst also had definite beliefs that one does not participate in sharing 

erotic feelings (or any feelings) with the patient. Instead he would put into words what the patient thinks 

the analyst is feeling or thinking. For the analyst, to share his erotic feelings with the patient would be 

seen by him as eroticizing the analysis. My Kleinian analyst would immediately interpret the defensive 

aspects of my own erotic fantasies and wishes. For me, this was a corrective to what I had experienced 

with Dr. T. However, I believe there is much psychoanalytic territory in-between if approached carefully 

and thoughtfully, where I have gone many times, successfully, with patients.   
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I have published many cases that illustrate this, e.g., “Mourning and erotic transference” 

(International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 1992); “Lesbian homoerotic transference in dialectic with 

developmental mourning: On the way to symbolism from the protosymbolic” (Psychoanalytic 

Psychology, 2003); and “Erotic transference: A journey of passion and symbolization” 

(MindConsiliums, 2014). In all these articles, I demonstrate how critical clinical process is 

developmentally advanced through a focus on the erotic transference fantasies of the patient. The 

developmental journey towards symbolization is seen in parallel with self-integration and separation-

individuation as the erotic transference fantasies unfold, and are put into words by the analysand.  

Progress is made in each treatment towards integrating love and desire, and towards owning split off 

parts of the self, and thus evolving ego capacities for self-reflection and observing ego, as well as for 

psychic dialectic, as whole object engagement develops in erotic fantasy, which is expressed in words, 

and is not acted out within the treatment situation. Depressive position’s (Klein, 1940) capacities for 

compassion, concern, existential guilt felt as heartfelt grief, and the expanding experience of one’s own 

interiority – are all developed along with the capacity to express erotic desires in words, and particularly 

erotic transference desires and passions, which are whole object related, and not just part-object 

eroticization.     

In speaking of this, I need to mention a paper by the now deceased Muriel Dimen entitled 

“Lapsus linguae, or a slip of the tongue? A sexual violation in an analytic treatment and its personal and 

theoretical aftermath” (Contemporary Psychoanalysis, 2011). In this paper, Dimen speaks of her own 

analysis with a seductive analyst, who seems to have unconsciously manipulated and betrayed her, as 

Dr. T. did with me. However, for Dimen, the male analyst’s overture of a passionate kiss was split off 

from the physical reality of her analysis, as it took place at a conference. The out-of-touch analyst 

somehow believed that when he and Muriel Dimen returned to the treatment room after the conference, 

that everything would be the same. He acted as if the analysis would proceed, as before, uninterrupted 

and unchanged.  

The “kiss” experience seems to have been a gas lighting provocation that was totally denied by 

the analyst’s formal behavior in the treatment room. The analyst was obviously choosing to stay 

unaccountable for his behavior. As in my story with Dr. T., the seduction and betrayal by the analyst 

was horrifically confusing and crazy-making for the analysand (patient). In writing about her 

experience, Dimen, like me, evidenced a belief that telling our idiosyncratic stories will help analysts 
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understand the breakdown of boundaries in treatment, so that we can all practice better psychoanalysis 

in the future. 
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Inheritance of Shame: A Story of Conversion Therapy 

by Peter Gajdics1 

I was born in 1964 in Vancouver, Canada, the youngest of five children to Catholic immigrant 

parents.  My mother, an ethnic German, was born in the former Yugoslavia, and escaped three 

years in a communist concentration camp post World War II; my father, born in Hungary, was 

raised an orphan, and at about the same time, he also fled the rising communist regime and 

made his way to Canada, where my parents met and married, in 1956. 

Religion and family all meant a great deal to my parents when my siblings and I were children. 

By most people’s standards, we were a close family: dinners together every night; piano 

lessons; Christmases with all the decorations; homemade European baking; Catholic schools for 

all us kids; and, of course, church every Sunday. 

It was in my Catholic elementary school, when I was six years old, that a stranger molested me 

in the boy’s bathroom during a church gathering. I never talked about that abuse with anyone—

already at the age of six, I’d learned to hide my shame and to silence myself. But there were 

cracks in my silence; soon after, I began experiencing night terrors, deep depression, and high 

anxiety. 

1 A version of this paper was presented at a conference of The International Forum for Psychoanalytic Education 

in Seattle, Washington, on October 25, 2018. For additional information, see: www.inheritanceofshame.com. 
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As the years progressed into the 1970’s, I learned from various sources—the priests during 

church sermons, the media, even my own family—that sexual abuse “caused” homosexuality. 

As it became clear to me that I might also be this thing called “homosexual,” I could not 

differentiate between the past abuse and my emerging sexuality—the two seemed to 

intermingle in my mind, and the fear that my desires might have been “caused” by abuse 

stalked me like a shadow throughout my formative years. 

Finally, when I was twenty-three years old, in an effort to break a pattern of lies and shame, I 

told my parents I was gay; I “came out.”  And even though we’d never talked openly about the 

abuse, as soon as I told them my secret, they told me that a dirty old man had molested me into 

becoming a sexual pervert.  My “deviant lifestyle,” as they described it, was a perversion of 

nature, and they forbade me ever to talk about it with them again. One day while my mother 

and I were arguing about my homosexuality, suddenly she blurted out that she’d been raped in 

one of the concentration camps where she’d been held prisoner, then quickly swore me to 

secrecy, and to not talk about it again, particularly with my father whom she’d never told.  I 

was forbidden to talk about my sexuality ever again, instructed to keep her rape a secret, and 

implicit with that, charged with protecting my mother from her pain by never talking about my 

own. 

After months of arguments, feeling conflicted, angry, and then depressed, I fled my hometown 

and moved to a new city. Within a short time, my depression, panic attacks and insomnia 

worsened, so my family doctor referred me to a psychiatrist for psychotherapy.  All I knew was 

that I needed to talk to someone––I needed help. 
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At first the psychiatrist made no correlation between the abuse and my homosexuality, and I 

started therapy with him soon after, on a twice per week schedule. He taught me the process of 

his treatment model, based on the principles of primal scream therapy. All my sessions were 

conducted while lying on a mattress in the middle of his therapy room. With closed eyes, I was 

told to focus on past trauma, specifically the incident of sexual abuse, and to move my body 

like I was walking and then running, in order to release years of pent up anxiety and grief. 

Whenever I experienced anger, which for me was often, I was told to move to what he called a 

“batting station,” near one end of the room, pick up a baseball bat and begin striking a punching 

bag to release unexpressed rage. And always, the doctor instructed, I was to focus on past 

abuse. 

A few weeks into therapy, the doctor told me that I would need to take medications, a sedative 

and an antidepressant, or else he would discontinue therapy altogether. Reluctantly, I agreed. 

The medication dosages were quickly increased, and he explained that we would need to 

“tweak” my use of various medications and that some experimentation would be inevitable. 

Soon, the doctor began presenting me with conflicting causation theories: 

• he’d never met one happy homosexual, he told me; my misplaced maternal needs and my

father’s poor role modeling had caused me to seek “homosexual love,” which he said I had 

reinforced through repeated sexual encounters with men;  

• I was confused because I’d been searching for the love of my parents in every man I’d been

with sexuality; and, 
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• ultimately, my history of childhood sexual abuse had “caused” my false belief that I was 

homosexual, and so my therapeutic goal, he said, would be to scream and to cry my pain (i.e., 

my homosexuality) away in order for my innate, dormant heterosexuality to once again 

resurface.  

 

With my parents before him I had resisted the idea that the abuse had caused my 

homosexuality, but with the doctor, I could not resist. He was the big and powerful doctor, and 

I was young and powerless. He told me that the medications he’d been prescribing would all 

help to “silence the noise” of my homosexuality, because only then would I be able to “flip 

over to the other side.” We needed to “correct the error” of my homosexuality, as he phrased it. 

 

Within that first year he directed me to move, along with several other patients, into what he 

called a “therapeutic house,” where we would all support each other emotionally while going 

through our deep regressions. Contact with anyone outside the house was strictly forbidden. 

Meanwhile, the more medications he prescribed, the less the medicine seemed to do, and so he 

kept increasing the dosages. 

 

About one-and-a-half years into the therapy, I attended my first weekend marathon session—

two days of nonstop regressions in the office with a select group of other patients. The stated 

purpose was to break down our defenses through repeated regressions and then to submit to our 

primal pain. In the middle of one of these primal sessions, while I was sobbing on the mattress, 

screaming about how I now thought my parents had caused my homosexuality, the doctor 

injected me with ketamine hydrochloride, an animal anesthetic. He then proceeded to nurture 
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me, holding me in his lap like a newborn baby for an hour. Weekly injections of ketamine 

followed that first one, and they were always administered before such re-parenting sessions 

with the doctor, who became like my new “daddy,” or before sessions with a woman that he’d 

hired to act as a new “mommy” to all of his patients.  The doctor later explained that the 

ketamine would help remove my “observing ego,” allowing him direct access to my self so he 

could heal my damaged inner masculinity and sexuality––both of which, according to the 

doctor, had contributed to my “false” homosexual identity. 

Eventually, the daily medication dosages had climbed to what, as I learned years later, were 

near fatal levels: 4 milligrams of Rivotril (a sedative); 550 milligrams of Elavil (an 

antidepressant); as well as intermittent dosages of Surmontil and Sinequan (two other 

antidepressants), all administered on top of the weekly injections of ketamine hydrochloride 

(the animal anesthetic).  

The side effects brought on from all of the medications were debilitating.  Early one morning, 

at the moment I rose from my bed, it felt as if something inside of me unhinged.  I collapsed, 

feeling the air rush past me as if I’d been plunged down an endless elevator shaft. A housemate 

found me later, conscious, lying motionless on the floor, still feeling as if I were falling through 

space––the endless landscape of my shattered mind.  The doctor was called to the house and he 

added Nozinan (an antipsychotic) to my regime of daily pills. The feeling of falling, inside 

myself, continued for weeks. Despite all the medications and daily regressions, however, I still 

found myself drawn to men. The doctor said my obsessive compulsiveness toward men was 

part of my pathology, and so he added Anafranil (another antidepressant), specifically to 
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deaden my sex drive. Now, all fantasy and erotic sensation was turned off entirely; even the 

possibility of erections was eliminated; my imagination was being whitewashed—and yet, still, 

my sensibilities were drawn, if only mentally, toward men. At this point the doctor started to 

use aversion therapy on me, later threatening to hook my genitals up to electrodes to help 

“retrain” my penis. 

 

About five-and-a-half years into treatment, the doctor said I needed to take a short break from 

the regressions and medications, and then “dive back in for round two” sometime later. He 

reduced the medications, and as he did, for the first time in years the fog in my mind cleared. 

My anger over what I’d been doing to myself, and what the doctor had been doing to me, 

increased, and so too did my desires. Nothing about my same-sex attraction had changed. 

 

Almost six years to the day that I met the doctor, I left this house and cut all ties with him. 

 

For the first two post-therapy years, I felt shell-shocked. My mind was frozen; I could not 

explain or talk about anything that had happened during the previous six years. During this post 

“treatment” time it wasn’t so much that I wanted to kill myself, as it was that I thought I was 

already dead. The term “conversion therapy” was still foreign to me; all I knew was that I’d 

been referred to a psychiatrist for depression and insomnia, issues of child sexual abuse, 

familial estrangement, and I’d been led down a road of trying to “correct the error” of my 

homosexuality––and that road almost killed me.  I was numb. 
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Then, slowly, I grew outraged as I thawed out from the ongoing assault against my senses, and 

withdrew from the last of the medications. I needed to do “something,” to take some positive 

action and regain my own sense of agency, so I wrote a five-page letter, detailing the facts of 

the treatment, and I mailed it to British Columbia’s College of Physicians and Surgeons.  I 

wrote that letter to help me to stay alive—to resist the silencing effects of shame brought on not 

only from the childhood sexual abuse and the lie that it had ever “made” me gay, but also from 

a form of therapy that I now understood had tried to eradicate who I was as a person. 

The college conducted a two-year year investigation into the doctor’s practice, culminating in 

an ethics “conduct review hearing” with the doctor, his lawyer, myself, and a boardroom of 

other doctors.  At the close of the hearing, in 1999, I sued him for medical malpractice on the 

grounds, among others, that he had “treated” my sexual orientation in an effort to “change” me 

from homosexual to heterosexual. After all legal proceedings concluded in 2003, I began to 

write my memoir, The Inheritance of Shame.2 

At this point, I needed to do more than write facts––I needed to make sense out of what had 

happened to me.  I needed to mine my own as well as my parents’ history to better understand 

what had brought me to that traumatizing doctor in the first place, why I’d stayed for six long 

years, and what, if anything, I had learned. Whereas, in the past, the two issues of sexual abuse 

and my sexual orientation had always blurred in my mind, eventually, they became clear and 

distinguishable. The traumatic effects of sexual abuse had included issues of body dysmorphia, 

2 Published in 2017, Brown Paper Press, and winner of the 2018 Independent Publisher Book Awards 
Silver Medal in LGBT nonfiction. 
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profound body shame, eating disorders, and compulsive sexual acting out––regardless of my 

sexual orientation. 

Gradually, I could also see that my father’s personal shame––stemming from his orphaned 

childhood and his sense of abandonment and grief––had become like my own.  His shame had 

helped normalize my own, long before I’d even met the doctor.  From my mother’s side, even 

as a teenager, I had sensed a pattern that stemmed from her experiences in the concentration 

camp repeating through my life, although I could never have articulated it at the time. Now I 

could see that her imprisonment in the camp echoed in my own patterns. I had been 

incarcerated like my mother, not in a physical prison, but the prison of belief––belief in a lie. I 

had felt trapped in this prison, the prison of what I thought it meant to be gay, and then I’d 

spent years trying to “escape” myself, through various means. 

A history of trauma, both intergenerational and personal, had distorted my perceptions, causing 

me to live out a kind of lie about myself and my body and the world-at-large. It’s almost as if 

trauma led down the “wrong” path in life, but I also came to believe that there was no such 

thing as a “wrong” path because trauma was simply information that I had ended up absorbing 

and internalizing.  But, I now see that I have also had the ability to unlearn it, to see it for the lie 

that it is, and to transmute it into something helpful and meaningful. In this way, being 

embedded in trauma had been the potential to open me up to deep levels of self-awareness. 

Starting in around 2012, as the U.S. and Canada began legally banning conversion therapy, I 

continued to work on my book––not just to understand myself and to unsilence my personal 
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history––but also as a political act with the goal of preventing the recurrence of similar abuse 

on LGBTQ minors. Although my own experience had been with a secular psychiatrist, I could 

see that the most common forms of these “change” treatments were now through religious 

organizations. So-called “conversion therapy” was simply an umbrella term meant to include a 

whole spectrum of fear- and shame-based treatments aimed at “changing” or “curing” a 

person’s sexual orientation or gender identity.  

 

As virtually every world-wide health organization started to denounce any form of 

“conversion” (or “reparative”) therapy, instead of talking about “changing” homosexuals, 

religious organizations changed their tactics and began portraying “conversion” treatment as 

“helping homosexuals”—helping them to never act on their homosexuality. “Love the sinner, 

hate the sin”—same old slogan.  These religious organizations, such as Exodus Global Alliance 

(formerly Exodus International), Journey Canada, and Adult and Teen Challenge, typically 

rebranded their identities, adapted, changed and disguised their language, never claiming to 

actually practice such a thing as “conversion therapy.”  But, these religious organizations still 

advocated and enforced the exact same shame-based treatments that I had experienced, and that 

caused prolonged suffering to countless individuals. 

 

For those who do end up claiming to have “changed” from gay to straight, I also understood 

that so-called “conversion therapy” “worked” by dissociation: The person undergoing treatment 

was viewed as separate from their sexuality, and consequently, dissociated themselves from 

everything they had conflated with idea of “being gay.”  In retrospect, I could see that I had 

always objectified my sexuality; for years I had talked openly about “leaving homosexuality,” 
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as if “the gay world” had been a thing in itself, some thing outside of me that I’d walked into—

or had ben “pushed” into—and so of course I could walk out of it and leave it all behind. 

Conversion therapies confused a person’s “map” for their “territory:” the patients are 

encouraged to think that by changing their outer map of identity they would also, magically, 

change their inner territory of desire. They don’t. What people in these treatments do 

experience is cognitive dissonance—outwardly identifying as heterosexual or “ex-gay,” while 

simultaneously still experiencing their inner same-sex erotic desires. Unsurprisingly, when 

maps and territories do not match, patients often leave treatment dissociated, depersonalized, 

depressed, confused and, at times, suicidal.  

Conversion therapy is a problem of ideology, but it is not simply theoretical; these “therapies” 

play out in real time, in real people’s lives, and each survivor’s story is different. The truth is, 

advocates of these treatments prey on the vulnerability of people, often young people, grappling 

with complex issues around sexuality or gender––oftentimes with a history of trauma, coupled 

with cultural lies and a deep need to belong. These treatments attempt to turn a desire to 

belong—belong to a church or community, family and friends—into a desire to change one’s 

sexuality or gender. The locus of attention no longer remains on the ignorance or hatred of the 

treatment or the practitioner, but on the person whose sexuality or gender is now under direct 

attack. 

While legislative intervention to end these treatments is important, I also do not believe that the 

answer to the problem of conversion therapy lies solely in legal bans. Education is crucial and 

ongoing dialogue needs to occur.  Survivors need to speak out and tell their stories.  People 
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need to understand that these treatments still exist to this day, under various guises or labels, 

and continue between patient and “helping professional” behind closed doors.  People need to 

understand that these treatments are all lies; and are all masqueraded torture. In addition to 

creating laws, then, we need to change hearts; unless the heart is changed, the mind will always 

find some new way to oppress. And, I think we can change hearts, and then help to change the 

world a bit at a time, by telling the truth of our lives. Remembering is a form of healing, and 

then by speaking up and “unsilencing” our histories, by sharing the truth about what we’ve 

lived through, we educate the world about what we’ve learned. 

If you would like to contact Peter Gajdics, his email is: gajdics@hotmail.com 
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THE SILENCED GODDESS OF DEATH 

by Christine Downing, Ph.D. 

Freud ended his essay, “The Theme of the Three Caskets” (1913), by reminding us of 

how, at the end of our lives, the silent goddess of death will take us into her arms. Actually, 

Freud was aware of this goddess’s silent presence throughout our lives, not just at its end, and 

aware that she is silent because we have silenced her.  I believe that in silencing her we have also 

silenced Freud’s message, and thereby missed taking deeply into our souls some of his most 

important lessons.  

As he once told H.D., the Imagist poet who had been his patient, Freud viewed depth 

psychology as not only a therapy, but as providing the basis for a very grave philosophy. He 

wrote this in English––the pun is there. His is a deeply tragic philosophy, one that gives death a 

central role.  

As many have noted, depth psychology began with mourning.  It was Freud’s response to 

the death of his father that provoked his self-analysis, an analysis initiated by a dream he had 

during the night that intervened between his father’s death and the funeral the next day. “You are 

requested to close the eyes,” the dream enjoined. 

Freud himself related the injunction to his duty to close his father’s eyes––to be the 

responsibility of a dutiful son––and said that the dream awoke a self-reproaching awareness. For 

him it was an initially shocking awareness, of how undutiful a son he really was, and of how full 

of hitherto unacknowledged resentments and disappointments were now being forced into 

consciousness.  
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But I’m tempted to suggest a further interpretation: perhaps the dream was instructing 

Freud to close his own eyes––to move into the blindness of the prophet Teiresias. And, of 

Oedipus after he has gouged out his eyes. It is the blindness that enables deep insight, insight 

into the invisible, and into what we have learned to call the unconscious but, which I would 

prefer to call the unknown. 

In any case, we do know that almost exactly a year later, Freud woke up one morning 

knowing, “I am Oedipus.”  As he wrote Fliess early that day:   

“Being totally honest with oneself is a good exercise. I have found in my own 

case, too, the phenomenon of being in love with my mother and jealous of my 

father, and I now consider it a universal event in early childhood. . . If this is so, 

we can understand the gripping power of Oedipus Rex…. the Greek legend. seizes 

upon a compulsion which everyone in the audience recognizes because he senses 

its existence within himself–– but recoils in horror from the dream fulfillment here 

transplanted into reality, with the full quantity of repression which separates his 

infantile state from his present one” (Masson, 1985, p. 272.). 

This recognition of a deep bond with the hero of Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannos helped Freud put 

together what had, until then, been isolated fragments of self-understanding, into a coherent 

pattern. And, furthermore, to recognize that what had seemed to be idiosyncratic suffering had an 

archetypal aspect.  

Freud had discovered, as still alive in himself (and he believed in all of us), a profound 

inextinguishable longing for the unconditional love we knew in the womb and at the breast.  

Reflection on the Sophocles play helped him to recognize the persistence of a voice still alive in 

us that cries, “I want her, all of her, all to myself.”  Along with that voice comes the consequent 

deep murderous resentment for anyone who intrudes between us and her, between us and the 

fullness of love, between us and being fully known and fully embraced as we imagine we once 
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were and for which we still long. Though Freud knew that these were wishes whose persistence 

we will have repressed, as they carry too much rage, grief and insatiable longing to be easily 

admitted into consciousness. 

It may surprise you to learn that it was another ten years before Freud used the phrase 

“Oedipus Complex” and thereby, in a sense, reified what was initially an alive, surprising, 

shocking recognition. He thus made it easy for us to speak glibly, whether appreciatively or 

disparagingly, of the Oedipus Complex and to reduce it to a sound-bite. To make it one of those 

apotropaic concepts to which we turn in order to ward off the terrifying aspects of the 

unconscious, the unknown within. To avoid the impact of Freud’s discovery, as Fliess may have 

tried to do by never responding to the letter that was written to him on the “I am Oedipus” 

morning.   

It is easy to invoke the Oedipus complex without ever going back to what Freud had to 

say about Sophocles’ play, much less return to the play itself, and thus to ignore the importance 

Freud attached to his discovery of the living power of the myth. For if we do take the trouble to 

turn to those few relevant pages in Interpretation of Dreams, we find  that Freud’s focus was on 

the play––not on the figure of Oedipus but on the particular shape of Sophocles’ bold retelling of 

a familiar story. It was a retelling that focuses on Oedipus discovering a truth about himself that 

he had sought to evade. 

As Freud wrote, “While the poet, [note the focus on the poet, not on the figure of 

Oedipus] as he unravels the past, brings to light the guilt of Oedipus, he is at the same time 

compelling us to recognize our own inner psyches in which those same impulses, though 

suppressed, are still to be found” (1900, p. 263). And, at the end of his brief discussion, he 

writes, “Like dream itself which is capable of repeated interpretation, at a deeper and deeper 
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level––even requires it if the dream is to be fully understood––every genuine poetic creation 

will also have proceeded from more than one motive and more than one stimulus in the poet’s 

mind and admit of more than one interpretation” (Freud, 2006, p. 276; Freud, 1900, p. 266). 

 I take this to be an invitation to us to return to the Sophocles play, not to fetishize Freud’s 

own interpretation. So, you can imagine how shocked I was to learn how few psychoanalytically-

oriented training institutes include the play in their curriculum. 

I noted earlier that death had been a powerful undercurrent in Freud’s thinking all along. 

Nevertheless, full recognition of the awe-ful, awesome, power of death doesn’t come to Freud 

without a second initiation, an initiation introduced by the outbreak of World War I, by the 

deaths of his daughter and grandson, and by his own cancer. From then on, he saw the 

reconciliation with death as the soul’s primary task, in line with the ancient healing traditions 

associated with the Greek demi-god Asclepius, who told the patients who came to his shrine, 

“Whatever healing I can offer you now serves only to give you the time to prepare for the death 

that still awaits you.” 

But I believe the initiation is not fully accomplished until after the death of Freud’s 

mother.  Freud had, as we know, become aware of the intensity of the ambivalent feelings he had 

in relation to his father in the immediate aftermath of Jacob Freud’s death, when Freud was 40. 

But Amalia, Freud’s mother, didn’t die until Freud was 74. I find his response to her death 

striking:  

“It has had a strange effect on me––no pain, no mourning, which can probably be 

explained by the secondary circumstances, the advanced age, the sympathy with 

her helplessness at the end. But at the same time a feeling of liberation, of being 

set free, that I also think I understand. I was not allowed to die as long as she was 

alive and now I may.  Somehow the values of life have been markedly changed in 

the deeper layers (Jones, 1957, p.152). 
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Freud, whose daughter Sophie had died during the influenza epidemic that swept the world in 

the aftermath of the First World War, knew what it was to suffer the death of one’s child. 

Because he hadn’t wanted to impose such suffering on his mother, he had adopted a heroic 

stance against the unremitting pain and endless surgeries associated with the cancer of his jaw 

that was first diagnosed in 1923. But now, on the other side of his mother’s death, he felt able to 

move into a more receptive (he would have said, more “feminine”) readiness for his own.  

Well before that, beginning around 1920, Freud had begun to speak of Eros and Death in 

mythic term, as twin titans, as two primal powers. Depth psychology has tended to focus on 

Eros, on life-energy, on our pull to the new and the future and, pre-eminently, toward others––on 

transference and countertransference.  This seems to be especially true of the current 

revisionings of psychoanalysis inspired by object relations, interpersonal psychology and 

relational psychology.  As someone who came to Freud from Jung via Martin Buber, I of course 

deeply value this recognition of the importance of what happens in what Buber called “the 

between” (1958, p. 140). As I also value depth psychology’s recognition of how much of what 

happens in ‘the between’ is unconscious on both sides.  

I also see how easily such concepts as “the between” may play into what Philip Rieff 

called the “triumph of the therapeutic.” in a book with that title, (1965) into the fantasy of cure–

–the fantasy of curing how being human means being wounded, fragmented, vulnerable.

I have come to suspect that by focusing on the interpersonal, we may have lost sight of the 

transpersonal, the numinous, the depths that myth reminds us of.  And that by focusing on Eros 

we have tended to deny or avoid the central role that Freud gave to what he called the death 

drive. This was, of course, already true of his own contemporaries who dismissed it as an artifact 

of his increasing awareness of his own mortality. It is also easy to focus only on the death drive’s 
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destructive aspect and to ignore that, for Freud, that aspect is derivative, represents an attempt to 

redirect the energy outward, away from the self, and against others.  

But by avoiding the role played by the death drive in Freud’s own thinking, we are, I 

believe, silencing him for whom Death was one of the two primary energies at work in the 

human soul.  Freud saw Death as something we both long for and fear.  The fear part most of us 

can probably readily accept. Death longing may be harder for us to acknowledge.  But for Freud, 

it is evident in all our longings for resolutions and completions, for peace. It is what 

Mephistopheles promises Faust: a final extinction of tension and desire, absolute gratification.  

In Psychoanalysis and Storytelling, a fascinating book about the relevance of Freud’s 

understanding of the relation between Eros and Death to narrative theory (Brooks, Rickland & 

Schweitzer,1994). The authors write that desire is ultimately desire for the end, for resolution, 

but between stands the middle that we feel to be necessary, that is, the plot, and that’s the Eros 

part, the detours and delays: life!  Brooks et al. refer to our delight and impatience with the 

postponement of the end, our engagement with the unfolding of the plot, in the category of 

Freud’s (1905) concept of ‘fore-pleasure’ (p. 210). 

I think this is ultimately Freud’s view also. The pleasures of life, the pleasures Eros brings 

into our lives, the postponements of death, are fore-pleasure. But Death is the end of life—not 

only its terminus but its telos, its goal. The deepest longing is for peace.  In his later writings 

Freud never gives Death a name. He speaks of her only as Death, Tod, never as Thanatos, he is 

too good a classicist to invoke this very minor figure. But clearly, he still has the silent goddess 

of death in mind.  And she is Persephone, whose name was traditionally unspoken when she was 

addressed as the queen of Hades, the world of the dead. 
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It may help to remember that for Freud, Hades (the underworld) serves as a privileged 

metaphor for the unconscious. Note again, that he turned to myth.  In Interpretation of Dreams 

Freud  speaks of the abandoned wishes encountered in the unconscious as "like the shades in the 

Odyssey which awoke to some kind of life as soon as they tasted blood" (1900, p. 249) and 

further on in the same book, he writes, “these wishes in our unconscious, ever on the alert and 

so to say, immortal, remind one of the legendary Titans, weighed down since primaeval ages by 

the massive bulk of the mountains that were once hurled upon them by the victorious gods and 

that are still shaken from time to time by the convulsion of their limbs” (Freud 1900, p. 553). 

This is the realm over which Persephone rules.  When I think of Persephone, I, of course, 

cannot help but think of the story about her abduction into that underworld and then about her, 

momentarily joyful, reunion with her mother upon her return. They fall into one another’s arms 

and then Demeter begins to speak, at great length, of how she has suffered during her daughter’s 

absence.  Finally, she asks, “And how was it for you?” But before giving her daughter a chance 

to reply, she asks, “And did you eat while you were there?”  She knows that if the answer is 

“yes,” Persephone will in some way belong there. Demeter never gave Persephone a chance to 

speak of her experience of death. The longing to silence her is age-old––it is archetypal. To 

unsilence her would be to be brought back in living touch with the mythic and numinous aspect 

of the unconscious, the depth of depth psychology.   

One way to begin to be brought back in touch with the mythic and numinous, 

might be by returning to Oedipus, but not the Oedipus of Oedipus Tyrannos, but instead 

the Oedipus of the Oedipus at Colonus, the old man ready to die, “for whom the 

underworld opened in love the unlit door of earth” (Fitzgerald, 1959, p.150). This play 

was much on Freud’s mind during his own later years. He sometimes spoke of his 

134



8 

8 

daughter Anna as “my Anna, my Antigone,” as a way of suggesting that he had become 

as dependent on his daughter as the aged and blind Oedipus had been on his.  

The Oedipus at Colonus is an old man’s play about an old man.  Even the chorus 

consists of really old men who are bent with age. Sophocles wrote it when he himself 

was 90, as part of his preparation for his own death.  He wrote it as a requiem,  

sung in sweet remembrance of Athens at its greatest—at a moment when the city he loved was 

about to suffer an ignominious defeat.  It is a very personal play; Sophocles brings Oedipus to 

Colonus, his own birthplace, to die.  

The play begins with Oedipus entering the forbidden grove of Demeter––a kind of 

symbolic incest, a return to the mother.  He now consciously knows himself to be in the realm 

of the two goddesses, Demeter and Persephone, the goddesses of Eleusis, the goddesses who 

promise happy arrival in Hades.  He has come to the place where he will die.  For Sophocles, 

the old Oedipus is an Oedipus who has lived long enough to understand the meaning of his own 

story, and to know its mythical importance. He has come to recognize life as poesis and pathos, 

doing and suffering. He is no longer arguing between “it happened to me” and “I made it 

happen,” and is no longer caught between innocence and guilt. His blindness and the long years 

of exiled wandering served as a kind of castration.  He has come to accept being dependent and 

vulnerable. But Oedipus is still Oedipus, as quick to curse his sons as he was, earlier, to slay his 

unrecognized father. So greatly changed, and so little changed. 

I cannot help but think here of how in Freud’s posthumously published essay, “Analysis 

Terminable and Interminable,” ––where he is, as it were, speaking to us from the grave––he 

acknowledges how little there is to distinguish those who have been analyzed from those who 
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have not. Although perhaps we may have gained a deeper acceptance of being who we are, a 

somewhat diminished fear of our finitude and mortality.  

Clearly in the Oedipus at Colonus there is no intimation of a happy ending. The curse 

continues. Antigone and Ismene, grief-shattered, confront a wide and desolate world––the 

brothers will kill one another.  And yet, as Sophocles writes: 

“The underworld 

Opened in love the unlit door of earth. 

For he was taken without lamentation, 

Illness or suffering; indeed his end 

Was wonderful, if ever mortal’s was… 

The mystery is not dissolved: 

Now the finish 

Comes and we know only 

In all that we have seen and done 

Bewildering mystery” (Fitzgerald, 1959, pp. 150-151.) 

 

There are moments of peace, of acceptance, resignation, and a deep sense of mystery. What the 

play does and what myth does, is to remind us of the mystery.  It reminds us of what lies at the 

root of depth psychology, of the recognition of how mysterious we are to ourselves, and to one 

another.  Oedipus begs Theseus: “These things are mysteries not be explained… Keep it secret 

always” (Fitzgerald, 1959, pp.145-146.) 

That is: ‘Don’t speak, stay silent.’ When we silence that injunction, we silence the silent   

goddess of death. For I’ve come to believe that, paradoxically, to unsilence her would actually 

be to allow her to be silent––as a way of recognizing the power of that which confronts us for 

which there are no words––only bewildering mystery. 
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In the end, this leads me to want to reflect on the silences in therapy––to suggest that 

those are the moments when the unknown and unknowable depth appears.  Can we allow 

ourselves to stay with these silences, not to try to hurry past them, not to rush back into the 

world of words and of speech? Can we learn to honor her silence? 
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The Death Drive as the Essence of the Orgasm: Unsilencing the Positive Aspects 

of Thanatos1 

by Diana Faydysh M. A., Ph.D. Student 

Human life is plotted according to two coordinates: life and death. Awareness of 

mortality generates fear, however unconsciously, as we humans play, flirt with, and strive 

towards death. Is this because death is something we may never fully comprehend, and because 

we, as humans, cannot tolerate the unknown?  Or, perhaps alternately, because our fear of the 

end and the unknown produces a negative excitation that we cannot control?  Our fascination 

with the unknown is not limited to thoughts of death, but reaches into other aspects of life. These 

mysteries worry, motivate, and irritate us, but they never leave us indifferent, and when 

examined, many human mysteries are sexual in nature.  

The human psyche, according to Freud (1920/1961), is defined by this “opposition between the 

ego and death instincts and the sexual or life instincts” (p. 53). The death instinct was later 

presented as Thanatos by psychoanalyst Paul Federn (Laplanche & Jean–Bertrand, 1988, p. 447). 

In Freud’s view, “the diversity of psychical life [is] through the interplay of and conflict between 

these two primal drives” (as cited in Jesmin, 2012, pp. 538–539).  Jesmin explains, “the death 

drive (‘Todestrieb’) is the drive towards death, self-destruction, and the return to the inorganic,” 

as well as towards “the nest of aggression, destructiveness, and the tendency towards hate, 

murder, stagnation, repetition, and negativity” (p. 538). Eros, on the other hand, is “the tendency 

1 Originally presented at the 29th Annual Interdisciplinary Conference of the International Forum for Psychoanalytic 

Education on the theme of UNSILENCING, in Seattle, Washington. 
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toward survival, propagation, and other creative and life-producing drives” (p. 538). 

Psychoanalyst Oscar Sternbach (1975) stated that, for Freud, the death drive has a decidedly 

negative endgame: 

“…the life drive is that which seeks to force and hold together, to unite the cells of living 

substance by an increase of tension, whereas the death drive opposes this tendency by 

seeking to abolish the chemical tensions which have created the living substance, and by 

reducing or removing these internal tensions, it causes the eventual destruction and death 

of the organism” (p. 858).  

Following Freud, respected psychoanalysts such as Klein (1949), Brown (1985), 

Laplanche (1985), and many others focused on the negative qualities of the death drive; its 

positive functions were often denied. However, my primary intent in this paper is to propose and 

explicate the positive aspects of the death drive, specifically in relation to eroticism. Re-

visioning the death instinct in this way, may shed light on sexual issues, especially on orgasmic 

dysfunction in women. 

Death plays an important but not fully understood role in sexual pleasure, particularly in 

one’s ability to have an orgasm. Freud (1923/1990) and his followers discussed sexuality from a 

variety of perspectives, yet it seems that Freud and the Freudians did not have a particular 

interest in understanding orgasms. Nevertheless, without Freud intending it, his theory of drives 

provided a foundation upon which the following generation of clinicians could build. Instead of 

creating consensus on the topic of drives, Freud’s theory caused a split in the psychoanalytic 

world, between defenders of the life instinct and defenders of the death instinct. I feel that 

interest in the death drive has died off in psychological circles, explaining why issues that relate 

to an understanding of the death drive, such as the female orgasm, have remained largely 
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unstudied. 

Psychoanalyst Sabina Spielrein (1912/1994) was the first psychoanalytic theorist to 

hypothesize about what makes the death drive not purely negative. In 1912, she published a 

paper called “Destruction as the cause of coming into being”––a work that is frequently seen as 

anticipating Freud’s death drive theory. Nevertheless, there are important differences between 

these authors’ understandings of the death drive, notably in the way the relationship between the 

death drive and sexuality is explained.  

Spielrein (1912/1994), unlike Freud, recognized anxiety and a neurotic fear of sexual 

activity in some women: 

“It is a well-defined form of anxiety: You feel that the enemy is within; its characteristic 

ardor compels you, with inflexible urgency, to do what you do not want to do; you feel 

the end, the transient, before which you vainly may attempt to flee to an uncertain future. 

You may ask: Is this all? Is this the high point with nothing more beyond?” (p.156)  

Spielrein (1912/1994), explained this observation by relating the death drive and 

sexuality to reproduction.  She emphasized that when a child is being born, there is a danger of 

the destruction of the one who is giving birth––therefore, the death instinct or destructive urge 

exists within the primary sexual instinct. She stated, “Each seed of our being longs to re-

transform in its source so that a new coming into being may emerge” (p. 158). Freud rejected this 

understanding.  He believed that the death drive is separate from the life drive, and that the return 

to the inorganic creates nothing new.  Sternbach (1975) explained that in his late theory, Freud 

no longer considered sexuality a primary instinct, rather he came to view it as a fusion of Eros 

and Thanatos.  Sternbach stated that, for Freud, the following is true: 
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“The aim of the life drive and the essential aim of sexuality is the union of two organisms 

through tension increase. However, another essential aim of sexuality which must not be 

forgotten, and which makes it a fusion of Eros and Thanatos, is tension decrease” (p.859).  

Sternbach noted the false understanding that Thanatos is opposed to sexuality, when, in fact, it is 

a part of sexuality (p. 859-860). Yet, for the most part, we seem to have a hard time accepting 

this claim, and maybe this is why we haven’t explored, and know very little about, the role of 

Thanatos in sexuality.  

Death is not the only thing we humans tend to deny, for we generally cannot tolerate our 

own individual badness and ugliness, even though we easily acknowledge that there is something 

malignant in human nature. There is a contradiction in the way we acknowledge the horror we 

see in the world or in humanity, yet, seek to deny this horror in our individual selves, and 

secretly fear and repress it in our psyches. Freud (1919/2003) spoke of this contradiction in his 

1919 essay “Das Unheimliche” (“The Uncanny”), which is based on his consideration of how the 

word unheimliche is used not only in ordinary German language to mean “uncanny, ghostly . . . 

eerie,” (p. 131) but also, as philosopher Friedrich Schelling defined it, connoting “everything that 

had to stay secret and covert and gave itself away” (as cited in Freud, 1919/2003, p. 132).  

It is not difficult to conclude that the need to keep our feared ugliness that will inevitably 

define our bodies in death’s decay, secret and covert.  This urge for secrecy drives our 

motivation to put on masks and adorn our bodies with make-up, expensive fabrics and textures, 

and minerals such as gold and silver in order to display ourselves as beautiful.  We might say 

that our striving for beauty is a striving for Eros: our attempt to better ourselves so that we may 

attract others, and our attempt to display our best selves to those we love.  But does our striving 

for beauty also reveal a hidden fear that, in fact, deep down, we are ugly?  We beautify ourselves 
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to change the aspects of ourselves we do not like. We are constantly improving and developing 

ourselves. But, for what purpose are we doing so? This question arises because we know that the 

ultimate result of all change is death. We improve and develop for a future in which we know we 

will die. We dress up to be attractive to others, but also to reassure ourselves that we will appear 

beautiful despite our knowing the ugliness inside.  

Schelling’s definition of the uncanny (as cited in Freud, 1919/2003), reveals something 

else that results from this internal contradiction, for not only does the ugliness of death repulse 

us, it also attracts us, merely because it is hidden and mysterious. Death has power over us. We 

fear it, we hide it, and we hide from it, but there is something in us that still seeks it out, not only 

because it defines us, but because we spend so much energy hiding it. Are our sexual desires—

those very desires that we celebrate as giving life and creating Eros—perhaps more deeply 

motivated by the darkness of pleasure itself?  Our attempts to beautify suggest that we know we 

contain ugliness, that this ugliness is eternal and will always be there, and, that it foreshadows 

becoming inanimate matter and predicts our future death. Yet beauty is the exception to this 

harsh truth, and, as we seek the truth, we find that beauty can be seen as artifice, or even a lie, 

that we can take pleasure in destroying. The philosophical theorist Georges Bataille (1957/1986), 

spoke to this issue: “Beauty has this cardinal importance, for ugliness cannot be spoiled, and to 

despoil is the essence of eroticism” (p. 145).  

 Bataille (1957/1986), separated sexuality from eroticism. He proposed that eroticism, 

beyond involving a sexual act, differed from sexuality because the former is a “psychological 

quest independent of the natural goal: reproduction and the desire for children,” and declared that 

it is “not alien to death” (p. 11). Indeed, he asserted that erotic pleasure, with its dark force, can 

discount the life-giving aspects of sexuality:  
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“Particularly, in eroticism, our feeling . . .  is not connected with the consciousness of 

engendering life. One might even say that the fuller the erotic pleasure, the less conscious 

we are of the children who may result from it. On the other hand, the depression 

following upon the final spasm may give a foretaste of death . . . “ (p. 102)  

Bataille (1957/1986) further claimed that the difference between animals and humans is 

eroticism, which comes from humans’ knowledge of their mortality: “It is because we are human 

and live in the sober perspective of death that we know this exacerbated violence of eroticism” 

(p. 33).  If we accept this distinction between sexuality and eroticism or even honestly find this 

distinction within ourselves, it can lead us to think that sexuality is connected to reproduction, 

creating of the new and belonging to the Eros, whereas eroticism is linked with violence, and 

belonging to the Thanatos. And, as Freud (as cited in Sternbach, 1975) opined, both drives create 

libido.  

Since the earliest historical records, the negative aspects of the pleasure of sex have been 

acknowledged, mainly because of the links between orgasm, death, surrender, and release. For 

instance, French philosopher and historian Michel Foucault (1984/1990) explored how ancient 

philosophers viewed pleasure and sexuality. Hippocrates, for example, considered orgasm to 

have “the form of a brief epileptic seizure” (as cited in Foucault, p. 126). Foucault stressed that 

in ancient times, people thought there was a possibility of not fully recovering from an orgasm, 

because anything that diminished control over one’s senses was believed to eventually destroy a 

human being. As related by Foucault, the idea of the dangerousness of an orgasm was based on 

the corresponding loss of energy, wastefulness, physical exhaustion, and anxiety related to 

reproduction. Thus, an orgasm was viewed as inner destruction and death.  

These ancient views add support to the view that orgasm is an important function for the 
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death drive, enabling the inorganic and leading to decreases in sexual tension. We humans need 

these functions, and since they are related to destruction, letting go, and release they may be 

experienced or interpreted as negative.  However, without these functions, we would never know 

the pleasure of eroticism and orgasm. 

Bataille (1957/1986), in writing about orgasms, also commented on tensional decrease. 

He stated that the final spasm of an orgasm may provide a foretaste of death because orgasm is 

useless, and therefore has a transgressive sense of releasing waste. This is opposed to the way of 

the world, which (in theory) produces, saves, and accumulates. Bataille explained the following 

in relation to this: 

“Erotic conduct is the opposite of normal conduct as spending is the opposite of  

getting… Pleasure is so close to ruinous waste that we refer to the moment of climax as a 

“little death”… Our only real pleasure is to squander our resources to no purpose, just as 

if a wound were bleeding away inside us; we always want to be sure of the uselessness or 

the ruinousness of our extravagance. We want to feel as remote from the world where 

thrift is the rule as we can. As remote as we can: that is hardly strong enough; we want a 

world turned upside down and inside out. The truth of eroticism is treason” (pp. 170–

171). 

Such a sense of destruction from an orgasm has been likened to la petite mort, the little death. 

This phrase is employed to describe an orgasm and is related to the superstition in European 

culture that “each orgasm subtracts a day from one’s life” (Vognar, as cited in Cutrer & Glahn, 

2001, p. 56).  This idiom is psychologically defined as “the brief loss or weakening of 

consciousness”2 , and in modern usage refers specifically to “the sensation of orgasm as likened 

to death.”  

 
2 As defined by the Oxford English dictionary, Retrieved from 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/petite_mort 
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 Bataille (1957/1986) also noticed another function of the death drive within orgasm: the 

process of “continuity” and “discontinuity” (p. 12).  He stated that all beings are “discontinuous” 

(p. 12) because beings that reproduce have distance between them that is experienced as 

incompleteness.  Bataille believed that, therefore continuity can be achieved only through death. 

To achieve a state of continuity a human has to return to the inorganic state, to die, and short of 

this, a temporary moment of perceived continuity is only achieved in orgasm. According to 

Bataille, this is the only moment when one gives up discontinuity for an apparent flash of unity. 

Thus, Bataille considers human desire to be a drive towards continuity through orgasm the only 

way humans can experience continuity without death, but the fleetingness is failure, therefore we 

must strive again and again for the finality of the impossible. From this we may interpret that the 

orgasm is a derivative of the death drive.  

Accordingly, this claim may be the key to understanding orgasmic dysfunction. Physician 

John Bancroft (2009) said, “Of all the various sexual responses, orgasm remains the most 

mysterious and least well-understood” (p. 84). Moreover, an extensive review of the literature 

indicates that orgasmic problems are the second most frequently reported sexual problems in 

women. The vast majority of research and treatment plans for this disorder are based on the idea 

that anxiety interferes with libido.  However, the source of the anxiety remains unclear. The lack 

of a strong psychological hypothesis about the inability of many women to achieve orgasm has 

led to a deficiency of effective treatment plans. Following this claim, the inability to experience 

even a second of death could be one source of this anxiety. 

Besides the theoretical explanations about how orgasm both serves and originates in the 

death drive, many clinicians confirm that orgasm may, in fact, feel like destruction and death. 

Orgasm not only requires a person to lose control and energy, but also forces a person to 
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surrender to the intense feelings that lead to the world of pleasure, and the road back can be lost. 

Psychoanalyst Sylvan Keiser argued that “orgasm is often accompanied by momentary loss of 

consciousness” (as cited in Fisher, 1973, p. 62). In her article “Body Ego During Orgasm,” 

Keiser explained: 

“The fear is variously described as dying, as losing oneself, as bursting, disintegrating, 

dissolving into the air, melting into a liquid that evaporates, disappearing into space, 

becoming nonexistent. This anxiety is precipitated specifically by apprehension of the 

physiological, momentary unconsciousness that accompanies a healthy orgasm, which is 

comparable to death or to falling asleep—all accompanied by withdrawal of cathexis from 

the body ego” (1952, para. 4). 

Such feelings are not pleasant for everyone; and, perhaps this is what Spielrein (1912/1994) 

noticed when she stated that some women are afraid of sexual intercourse. Perhaps their feelings 

of destruction do not relate to reproduction, which we do not commonly think about during the 

sexual act, but relate instead to fear of destruction through loss, vulnerability, and death––that 

women may intensely feel. Psychoanalyst Edrita Fried posited that a person could enjoy sexual 

intercourse if he or she could also enjoy the regressive process that is associated with sexual 

intercourse. In the regressive process, almost all ego functions at that moment are given up, 

which some individuals could perceive as dangerous and threatening. Moreover, these 

individuals may feel as though these functions are permanently lost and that they are becoming 

insane (as cited in Fisher, 1973).  

Psychologist Seymour Fisher (1973) added that “when the fear of ego dissolution 

becomes too great, anxiety is aroused, which ‘shuts down’ and blocks further sexual arousal” (p. 
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62). This fear is related to the fear of death. Interestingly, a student of Freud, psychoanalyst 

Wilhelm Reich (1968/1973), also claimed that “fear of death and dying is identical with 

unconscious orgasm anxiety” (p. 155).  Therefore, if we want to help our patients to experience 

orgasm, we need to notice the death that wants to be heard and to which submission is blocked 

through orgasmic disorder.  

I hope that this theoretical discussion offers hypotheses as to how the closest form of 

death known to the human psyche—the death instinct—might shed light on the etiology and 

treatment of female orgasmic disorder. My intention is that that this presentation may give life to 

the death drive, and that the ramifications and implications of this theoretical discussion will be 

useful in clinical settings. I hope that this topic will be developed further with thoughts, clinical 

observation, and inquiry. Sometimes, we must let ourselves die in order to live. 
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Maiden of the Mer: An Imaginal Approach to Unsilencing Female Voice 

by Nitsa Dimitrakos, Ph.D. 

Behold!  Where there is water, a mermaid and her tale are bound to appear!  The 

mermaid has engaged the human imagination for centuries.  Her luring tale, in one form or 

another, has splashed shores of oceans and seas; rivers and lakes, and even wells.  “Nearly every 

country has its mermaid lore” (Benwell & Waugh, 1965, p. 13). 

“The distribution of her legends, and their antiquity, testify to the degree in which man, in 

every age and clime, has been fascinated by the mermaid; by her eternal youth; her 

strange, unnatural beauty; her allure; and by the mysterious ocean wherein she dwells” 

(Benwell & Waugh, 1965, p. 13). 

The mermaid’s deeply rooted place in the depths of the human psyche anchors her value, and 

invites consideration (Osborne, 1993).  Mermaid lore “has its roots in the days when civilized 

man was yet young upon the earth, and its background is world-wide” (Benwell & Waugh, 1965, 

p.13).

One morning, during my research on a translation of Hans Christian Andersen’s The little 

mermaid (1837/1974),  I woke to a powerful dream.  There were no images or scenes, just a 

simple message that played over and over, for what felt like the entire night.  The message was: 

“the mermaid, girl, grandmother, and the witch are all the same!  There is no difference between 

them—they are one and the same!”  I emerged from this dream feeling like a wild mathematician 

who just received the solution to some complex equation.  That’s it!  I thought.  That’s the 

answer!  Unfortunately, by the time I got out of bed, I had lost sight of what the “complex 

equation” was!  I wasn’t sure what the dream was answering.  Frustrated, I wrote the dream 

down and put it away, thinking that it might eventually inform some aspect of my conclusions.  I 
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sat to write and found myself perplexed about how to begin and what to include.  Physical 

symptoms of restlessness and pain in my lower back took over and I had trouble sitting in my 

seat.  I needed to get up—leave the room—go anywhere but where I was.  As I walked, I was 

taken by sharp pains that radiated from my lower back and shot down through my legs.  Each 

step I took was a cruel reminder of the pain and I thought to myself in frustrated defeat: “Now, I 

am the mermaid—pain with every single step I take!  I am no different from her!”  And a voice 

surfaced from deep within, and I wrote the following poem:  

Restless – shooting pain – I must leave this place! 

A worldly woman from the waist up 

Oh, how I epitomize the feminine persona of beauty! 

with my long, flowing hair. 

And how my slightly draped bosomed chest whispers nurturance for all 

A lovely Mother, I am indeed! 

But from the waist down -  

Behold!  

A fish! 

Cursed I am by my blessed fate! 

As the Virgin Mary, any conception must be Mysterious. 

whispered by an angel and called upon by God 

for my sexuality is restrained. 

Yet I have found favor with him!  

My entire identity - mysterious, beautiful and nurturing 

is limited! 

I can seduce a man 

but am forbidden to enjoy him. 

I bask ever so alluringly on a warm island rock - in the sun 

but I am forced to return to the cold, dark depths of the sea 

from where he says I come. 
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I bear witness to human life 

but cannot live it.   

I feel painful swelling of sentiment inside 

but never shed a tear. 

Trapped! 

 I am in this form 

As this form is in me. 

Three-hundred years 

informing all that I am 

And all that  

I’ll never be! 

They see me with desired eyes 

and cast a forbidden line 

pull me up out of the depths 

and try to take what’s holy mine 

Then they throw me back  

back into the sea 

A wild, mysterious shadowy thing  

is what they see in me! 

Mother - Maiden - Crone I am 

the earth and sun and moon 

I swim the depths and sing my song 

as corals know my tune 

but body aches a painful life 

upon the rocks, I sit 

and wait for sun to give me warmth 

so that I might uplift 

my arms to heaven and rejoice 

the call I hold inside:  

“I’m free at last!” – I’ll speak aloud 
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Transformed––I am the tide. 

The mermaid archetype embodies all figures in the myth.  She is the mer-maiden, but she 

is also the mother, the grandmother, and the witch.  And, as my poem above attests, she is me.  

Regarding the relation between archetypes and the individuation process, Jung (1961) writes: 

“The archetypes, which are pre-existent to consciousness and condition it, appear in the 

part they play in reality: as a priori structural forms of the stuff of consciousness.  They 

do not in any sense represent things as they are in themselves, but rather the forms in 

which things can be perceived and conceived” (p. 347). 

The mermaid’s form is certainly one that “perceives.  And it is interesting that she cannot 

conceive—although she holds aspects of the feminine.  She captures attention and liberates 

imagination.  There is a cyclical emergence and descend about the mermaid archetype.  From 

water, she appears and disappears.  Forms and transforms.  Each time she shows up, it is difficult 

to ignore the emergent-sea-like tug to dive deep into one’s own descendancy.  To look at one’s 

own personal lineage as well as the collective body of water from which one comes.  She is the 

master of holding the tension of the opposites.  Beautiful singing and deadly choirs; brilliant 

beings and shadow liars.  The moon and the sun—day and night.  The seen and unseen—surface 

and depth.  And the known and unknown—consciousness and unconsciousness.   

The mermaid archetype symbolizes all that is transformation.  She initiates the potential 

for redemption in all she meets.  Inviting one to the edge of where the water meets the land—like 

some entrance to an alchemical intersection, she then plunges one straight into the depths of hell 

and back again!  All the while, holding the capacity of perception and conception of all aspects 

of the feminine—the good, the bad, the evil, the maiden, the crone and everything in between.  

She is everything.  A genuine representation of the archetypal feminine.  Only a few who hear 
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her call can endure the strong voyage she invites.  As a transformative power, she re-unites the 

aspects of self, serving the personal.  But she also serves the collective by re-turning self to the 

anima mundi, the soul of the world.  And it is this that may very well be her greatest gift! 

Thinking of her as maiden of the mer, I am reminded of Persephone, Demeter’s young 

daughter.  In Greek, the word for daughter is Κόρη, pronounced “Kori.”  As a faithful Κόρη, the 

mermaid embodies all that is innocent and pure.  She is curious, thoughtful, and full of desires.  

Desiring to frolic in the sun, as Persephone once did, the mermaid yearns for warmth and love.  

She resonates with one flower, and like Persephone, she departs. 

The Mer-Maiden and her Departure 

“Καλή δύωαμη!”  The final words of a traditional Greek mother who bids farewell to her 

youngest child—the girl—who had no choice but to answer the call of a daring journey.  “Καλή 

δύωαμη.”  It means, may you have “good strength.”  But, no, not the kind of physical strength 

required to bend steel or break the philosopher’s stone.  It refers to a kind of internal faculty 

necessary to endure the weathering of nature’s elements on the human spirit.  The kind of 

strength that, with any luck, informs one about the appropriate functions of when to become:  

• water, in order to transform the stone in a spiritual way; or,

• air, so as to rise above it; or,

• fire, so that the stone might warm the heart and hold the heat necessary to transform

contents of unconsciousness prima materia into ash; or, 

• earth, so that the stone may ground one in faith.

“Καλή δύωαμη” connotes the type of forté that holds a paradoxical secret.  It is a secret of 

opposites.  Opposites that are in fact one and the same!  The secret belongs to the mother 
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as well as the daughter.  It is a secret of hope as well as of horror.  For in this valediction, 

a good Greek daughter receives both the grace of God, as well as the fear of his wrath: 

Καλή δύωαμη – may you have good strength–– because blessed are those who are called, 

damned are they who answer, and cursed are their mothers; for, suffering surely entails! 

Καλή δύωαμη.  I can imagine Demeter standing at the gates of the underworld 

whispering these words to her precious Persephone as she realizes what has happened.  Once the 

meaning of her daughter’s departure has settled in.  Because the saying carries a deeply rooted 

understanding that the one departing has been taken away.  Taken away by fate.  And that it must 

be this way.  And I can imagine the mermaid’s mother—who has deceased long ago—gazing 

down from the gates of heaven, whispering the same sentiment to her daughter in the sea below.  

Καλή δύωαμη, Κόρη μου!––Good strength, my daughter!––because Mother knows that there is 

no longer a choice in the matter—not for you, nor for me, nor the world. 

The suffering that is brought on by the maiden’s departure is individual—but it is also 

collective.  It does not belong to the mother alone.  It belongs to the mother, but also to the 

daughter.  It belongs to Demeter, and as such extends to all the earth.  The sobering consequence 

of Demeter’s rage and suffering over the loss of her daughter was the earth’s barrenness—surely, 

felt by all!  But the suffering also belongs to Persephone, doesn’t it?  And so, invites one to 

imagine how it might extend into the underworld as well.  The suffering belongs to woman on 

earth, and so it belongs to the earth.  But the suffering belongs to the woman in the underworld 

as well—and so it belongs to the underworld.  And in this way, Demeter, Persephone and the 

mermaid are one in the same.  They are experienced in the mermaid archetype.  And through it.  

And by it.  The collective mother and daughter and the individual mother and daughter as well. 

In the mermaid myth, there is no mother.  There is no…  
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Mother!  

My beautiful one—full of God’s grace.  

This dreadful fate! 

Where have you gone!  Where am I now?  

Why did you have to leave—knowing I’d need you so! 

Did you not know that I would be left alone! 

Did you not know?  

that I would be taken by fate to an underground place of suffering 

and despair! 

Were you not once my most precious shelter? 

My confidant…my saving grace. 

I can’t remember anything 

I do not know your loving face. 

There’s nothing I can hear but  

Him. 

So much silence in my heart.  

There’s so much wanting in my soul. 

Mother tell me!  Mother show me!  

Mother teach me to feel whole! 

Tell me! Tell me!  

how to be 

anything at all. 

Tell me!  Tell me!  

who I am 

teach me to stand tall.Tell me! 

Tell me!  

who I am 

teach me how to be 

Tell me!  Tell me!   

Anything 

teach me how to see! 

Show me all the gifted treasures that I hold inside 

teach me how to swim and laugh and sing as nature’s bride 

Show me mother, teach me please!  

and take away this pain 

please don’t leave me in this place alone with such disdain 

Why would you leave?  Why did you go! 

And never any sound.  You are to me nothing now 

but silence. 
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The voice is the mer-maiden’s, but it is also Persephone’s.  Persephone’s, and perhaps Demeter’s 

as well. 

 

The Grand-Mother  

In the mermaid myth, there is an Old Woman, the grandmother.  She is the one who 

raises the little mermaid.  Informed by my dream that all feminine aspects in the myth are one 

and the same, I am invited to explore how the grandmother’s presence might be understood.  

Who is the mermaid’s grandmother, and how does she inform the mermaid archetype––  

individually and collectively?  Regarding the grandmother’s role within the mother archetype, 

Jung (1954/1969) writes: 

“With the awakening of ego-consciousness the participation gradually weakens, and 

consciousness begins to enter into opposition to the unconscious, its own precondition.  

This leads to differentiation of the ego from the mother, whose personal peculiarities 

gradually become more distinct.  All the fabulous and mysterious qualities attaching to 

her image begin to fall away and are transferred to the person closest to her, for instance 

the grandmother.  As the mother of the mother, she is “greater” than the latter; she is in 

truth the “grand” or “Great Mother.”  Not infrequently she assumes the attributes of 

wisdom as well as those of a witch” (p. 102). 

 

For me, my grandmother was the all-knowing “Great-Mother.”  She represented wisdom, 

matriarchal authority, and collective order.  She did not express overt encouragement towards the 

attainment of individual qualities.  However, she did often go against collective norms in her 

own, trickster sort of way.  She was stoic, extremely humorous and knew how to mourn!  Like 

the mermaid’s grandmother, mine initiated me into my fate as a girl, through overt lessons, and  

also through more subtle messages.  I have memories of wishing I were blessed like my brother, 

who played outside all day, while I needed to stay inside to clean and learn how to embroider 
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and knit.  Looking back now, I see that this was my grandmother’s way of protecting me from all 

that lurked in the fields.  Without having the words to explain it, I inherently knew that my 

grandmother was faithfully carrying out what she understood her role to be: initiation of the girl.  

On the day of her 15th birthday, the old grandmother initiates the little mermaid: 

“Now you are off our hands,” said the old dowager queen. “Let me dress you, just as I 

dressed your sisters.”  She put a wreath of white lilies around her hair; each of the petals 

of every flower was half a pearl.  She let eight oysters clop themselves onto the little 

mermaid’s tail, so that everyone could see that she was a princess.  “It hurts,” said the 

little mermaid.  “One has to suffer for position,” said her old grandmother (Anderson, 

1837/1974, p. 61). 

How interesting that the grandmother begins the way she does.  By expressing her relief over 

having the little mermaid taken “off her hands.”  This reveals the burdensome quality ascribed to 

raising a girl child.  After expressing feelings of pain, and hearing her grandmother’s response, 

the little mermaid does not respond back.  Instead, she remains silent.  She acknowledges to 

herself how her mermaid form and the traditions put on her are not fitting—and then she bids 

farewell and rises above.   

The little mermaid would gladly have exchanged her heavy pearl wreath for one of the 

red flowers from her garden (she thought they suited her much better) but she didn’t dare.  

“Farewell,” she said and rose, light as a bubble, up through the water (Anderson, 

1837/1974, p. 62). 

But, after seeing the world in such a new way, the little mermaid begins to question her inherited 

fate.  I have also questioned the cultural limitations of my fate. Especially upon entering college 

and seeing the world in such an extensive way!  My grandmother as well as my mother would 
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often reply to my expressions of pain by telling me how ours was a good life, one we should 

never deny or question. 

“Why do I not have an immortal soul!”  sighed the little mermaid unhappily.  “I would 

give all my three-hundred years of life for only one day as a human being if, afterward, I 

would be allowed to live in the heavenly world.”  “You shouldn’t think about things like 

that,” said her old grandmother.  “We live far happier down here than man does up there” 

(p. 62). 

The little mermaid asks if there is any way to win an immortal soul and her grandmother tells 

her: “No … only if a man should fall so much in love with you that you were dearer to him than 

his mother and father … but it will never happen” (p. 66).  The grandmother then goes on to 

warn the little mermaid of the risks associated with having such desires: 

For that which we consider beautiful down here in the ocean, your fishtail, they find ugly 

up above, on earth.  They have no sense; up there, you have to have two clumsy props, 

which they call legs, in order to be called beautiful.  The little mermaid sighed and 

glanced sadly down at her fishtail.  “Let us be happy,” said her old grandmother.  “We 

can swim and jump through the waves for three hundred years, that is time enough.” (p. 

66) 

Through the myth, the grandmother’s orthodox stance is well reflected.  The story tells how the 

grandmother attempts to shape the little mermaid according to her role as grandmother.  And yet, 

there is a familiar sensation that there is more to the story.  That there is more to the 

Grandmother’s story.  Because the myth as it is does not reveal what the grandmother thought or 

felt about her grand-daughter’s initiatory departure that day.  Nor does the story inform us at all 

about the person of this grandmother.  And so, in attempt to learn more about this aspect of the 
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mermaid archetype, I invited the grandmother to speak.  And this is  the poem that I wrote that 

bubbled up inside of me as a response: 

What was I to do!  

with you 

What could I do? 

but hand down what was given to me.  

Such a tiring child you are! 

Wanting more; risking your fate! 

Better you’d stay close to home. 

Wrap the apron around your waist - round and round and round again 

So that it knows how to stay put! 

Braid your hair! 

Do not let them see it down! 

Secure the door and come in close— 

I have a secret to share …  

You, my child—have a voice 

But you must beware! 

You have a body that is yours. 

Mask it with this hand embroidered apron I’ve made 

just for you. 

Dance, but don’t let me see. 

Speak, but don’t let me hear. 

Sing, but on your own! 

You ask if must you fast before communion? 

No!  God understands. 

It’s man who is ignorant. 

So, nourish your body - 

tell them you’ve fasted  
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bow your head to the Lord 

and receive his grace! 

This is what you must do 

since you have been cursed with the drive to ask such things! 

You have inherited a sanctified flame. 

Keep it still and it will light your way. 

Let it dance and you might get burned! 

I prayed for a grandson. 

Hoped we’d be sparred. 

So much easier would have been my task! 

So much less to re-member! 

But you were born— 

and the memories re-turned. 

I was born with the flame too. 

As was your mother. 

She buried hers in a bridal gown—such a devoted wife she was! 

And I prayed you would have been safe. 

But I see.  There is no hope.  

Thank God—You are off my hands now! 

I’ve done my duty—now you go.  

Καλή δύναμη! 

Do what you can.  

Wear the apron as a shield. 

Braid your hair! 

And never let them see it down! 

Behold!  The grandmother reveals herself as Maiden of the Mer!  One morning, towards 

the end of my grandmother’s life, I asked her to let down her braids so that I could see her hair.  

She was in her late eighties at the time.  The breathless, stunned look on her face implied that 
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what I was requesting held great gravity.  However, being in my early twenties at the time, I was 

quite without a clue about what it meant to her––to let down her hair.  Nor did I have any 

understanding of what it might have meant to her to be asked to do such a thing.  What it might 

have meant to be noticed in such a way.  I am still not sure I completely understand.  How could 

I!  Of course, she absolutely refused.  I’ll never forget the intense look in her eyes as I asked 

again and again and again.  Her eyes were a glimmering blue like the deep, clear waters of Crete!  

And as she refused over and over again, I thought I caught a glimpse of a smile—a slight, 

nostalgic sensation of wanting, visible in her crystal blue eyes.  I didn’t know it at the time, but I 

believe that what I had unlocked in my request was my grandmother’s maiden of the mer!  There 

was a shy, innocent, wanting smile—coming through the resistance—like light through the eye 

openings of some ancient, tribal mask.  I remember it clear as day.  It was the hook that kept me 

asking again and again and again.  Until finally, she agreed!   

Yiayia used to wear her hair in two distinct braids—that were then wrapped around the 

top of her head in a uroboric-fashion bun––the endless loaf of Greek village bread.  And it was 

all kept in place by old-fashioned hair pins.  I remember being mesmerized by watching the swift 

movement of her hands work so effortlessly in braiding and then fastening the bun to her head 

with the pins.  And now, she removed each one slowly with her eyes glued to the floor.  She un-

wrapped herself.  Re-vealed herself.  And I sat shocked to learn that her hair was as long as her 

entire height!  The part that touched the floor still had the essence of a light chestnut color—and 

as my eyes moved up from the floor, I could see how the color blended into a glittering shade of 

silver as it moved upwards towards her face.  Her hair was shockingly beautiful.  If ever there 

were a mermaid!  Abundant silver waves of hair, from the lifelong braided form it held.  I 

imagined her hair was so full, from the lifelong desire it held to be let out!  I will never forget 
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that moment.  It has stayed with me now for decades, although it lasted only a few seconds.  For, 

as soon as she realized her hair was down, she immediately started gathering it with urgency.  

Braid-braid-braid—pin-pin-pin––and poof!  From Maiden of the Mer to my Grand-Mother.  

Transformed right before my very eyes! 

The Crone 

As the “Old Woman,” the grandmother can also be known as the Crone, a name that 

carries just as much weight as it holds. 

In a sense the Maiden represents an irrecoverable (because never literally possible) 

innocence, inviolability, self-sufficiency; the Crone a longed-for but to some degree 

unrealizable attainment of a fulfilled wisdom and power  (Downing, 1992, p. 126). 

But to meet the Crone fully takes courage in itself!  I imagine that she is not merely the all-

abundant experience of wisdom and power that is so often projected onto her.  As the Old 

Woman, she too must have a secret––many, I suspect, and a dark side.  This might help to 

explain why so many women deny that they will ever meet her.  Or even worse, that they so 

nonchalantly already know her. or, conversely, that they fear her.  I certainly cannot pretend that 

I know her yet myself.  But I can imagine that one of her secrets is that she was once a maiden.  

That she has a voice and still remembers.  Can you imagine such a thing!  I often find myself 

overcome by the challenges of aging––both personal and collective.  I like to believe I am 

fearless in the endeavor of knowing her but find that I am quite afraid and unprepared––even 

clueless, really.  And it certainly does not help to be surrounded by middle-aged women who 

either lie about their age, cover up their gray, and simply refuse to have a conversation with the 

Crone at all.  Or, the other extreme, surrounded by middle-aged women that give the illusion that 
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they have met the her and feel secure in regard to all that she is.  Without claiming to know, I 

suspect there must be more to her story than meets the eye.  There is certainly more to the mer-

maiden’s story.  And surely, the extreme pulls of either rushing to know her—or denying that she 

exists at all—will not reveal her experience.   

As I dare the silver strands to flow from my own scalp, I feel the fear.  I become the 

nostalgia, feel a strange sense of powerlessness and submission into a state that takes me over––

and about which I know nothing.  I am curious how the very word “Crone” brings to mind 

images of witches and brews and spells.  As though sorcery is involved.  It also brings a sense of 

sadness and strong yearning––a yearning to live, to love, to feel my body and to be free!  I 

wonder if such yearnings don’t also belong to the Crone.  Why wouldn’t they after all?  They 

certainly belong to the mer-maiden, as well as the mother—why not the grand mother?  One 

might ask, what business would an Old Woman have with “yearning”?  A naïve question to say 

the least!  There is no doubt that the yearning exists.  And perhaps even points to her powerfully 

collective nature.  In other words, she may not be yearning to birth an individual soul, or maybe 

she might.  Who am I to say?  But the yearning may also speak to birthing the soul of the world; 

the anima mundi.  Perhaps the fact that she is a Crone “suggests that the yearning refers not to 

the realm of repetition and regression to the past, but to the genuinely new––the promised future” 

(Downing, 1992, p. 236).  A desire for consciousness on a collective level!  One that entails a 

meeting of the opposites.  A birthed soul that encompasses all aspects of nature.  All that is 

known and unknown; all that is light and dark. 

The Witch 

“Generally, the element lacking in human form reappears later in another form” (von 

Franz, 2002, p. 13).  In the mermaid’s tale, the mother is lacking.  And she reappears in the form 
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of the Grand Mother, who raises the mermaid.  For me, grandmother still holds attributes of 

wisdom.  But she also holds qualities of fear, sadness, youth, yearning, anger and ambivalence.  

In the mermaid myth, the mother reappears yet again—as a shadow figure: the witch.  “The 

witch is an archetypal aspect of the Great Mother.  She is the neglected Mother Goddess, the 

Goddess of the earth in her destructive aspect” (von Franz, 1974, p. 126). 

Certainly, this endeavor would not be complete without paying a visit to the witch!  For it 

seems to be that paying a visit to the witch is how the core dilemma begins in the first place!  

And especially taking into consideration that she is the one who takes the little mermaid’s 

tongue.  If there were an actual mother, perhaps the little mermaid would not have given her 

precious voice.  But there is no mother, and grandmother has done her duty and sent her on, so 

the little mermaid decides to turn to the witch: “I will go to see the sea witch, though I have 

always feared her, and ask her to help me” (Anderson, 1837/1974, p. 67).  To know the witch, it 

is valuable to revisit where she lives and hence, what is entailed to reach her: 

The sea witch’s house was in the midst of the strangest forest.  The bushes and trees were 

gigantic polyps that were half plant and half animal.  They looked like snakes with 

hundreds of heads, but they grew out of the ground.  Their branches were long slimy 

arms, and they had fingers as supple as worms; every limb was in constant motion from 

the root to the utmost point.  Everything they could reach they grasped, and never let go 

of it again.  With dread the little mermaid stood at the entrance to the forest; her heart 

was beating with fear, she almost turned back.  But then she remembered her prince and 

the soul she wanted to gain and her courage returned.  She braided her long hair and 

bound it around her head, so the polyps could not catch her by it.  She held her arms 

folded tightly across her breast and then she flew through the water as fast as the swiftest 

fish (p. 68).    
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To be honest, I find it quite difficult to know the witch.  Each time I try to experience her, I see 

that the intensity of fear and disgust takes me away from imagining who she might be, and how 

she got to be that way.  Thinking of the mermaid’s journey to the witch’s home, I am reminded 

of my grandmother’s hair and the imaginal message of keeping one’s hair braided for safety.  Is 

this what she meant?  Had Grandmother made this journey herself?  Might Grandmother be the 

witch! 

“As the distance between conscious and unconscious increases, the grandmother’s more 

exalted rank transforms her into a “Great Mother,” and it frequently happens that the 

opposites contained in this image split apart.  We then get a good fairy and a wicked 

fairy, or a benevolent goddess and one who is malevolent and dangerous” (Jung, 

1954/1969, p. 102). 

Thinking of it in this way, I begin to soften and cannot help but wonder how suffering also 

belongs to that witch—who is said to belong to woman and to the space below the earth.  Yes, 

the dark space and the witch, who is also a part of the mermaid archetype––the mother goddess 

who has been ignored appears as a personification of hurt feelings, vanity, or resentment!  She is 

the personification of feelings which have turned sour––milk which has turned sour” (von Franz, 

1993, p. 31).  How is it that the witch is a witch after-all?  Imaginal voices of Mother, Maiden 

and Grand-Mother have all been heard.  But it seems to me that the witch must also to be known 

despite all the reluctances to doing so.  I braid my hair and pin it up tightly—approach the witch 

carefully so she might speak in yet another of my poetry imaginings: 

Who dares to ask what I am and from where I come! 

Who dares to know me! 

as a witch! 

Turn away—for you cannot bear such a light 

as mine! 
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Mine is the darkest of them all! 

Cast away into the shadows of the earth 

He needed a place to store his fire 

And in my belly, he chose! 

I rejoiced in the son’s warm embrace. 

Until that cursed day! 

When all turned to ash and tar. 

Thrown away I was. 

Exiled for having such a form 

For being such a being 

Such a tormented, cruel fate was mine. 

No mother to keep me safe 

No breast to nurture me 

No father to love me 

I swore to leave and never return! 

Cast to the darkness forever 

I take for myself what I desire! 

You cannot know the tears I’ve shed 

with no one there to break bread. 

So curse them all who dare to know me 

Cursed they are!  So curse them all! 

Now they come to me for light—to see. 

I know their desires before they arrive 

Their naïve desires! 

I mix the potion and grant their wishes 

And what I desire in return. 

Let them see the darkness of light for what it truly is! 
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Let them live all that they are!  And all that they have been. 

Did you believe I was born this way? 

How naive! 

I was once a fair maiden—my long locks flowing in the wind 

I once believed in myths and tales of love and no forbidden sin 

I was naïve 

I didn’t know 

I wanted life inside to grow. 

But fate was mine and life within ceased to be a fertile friend. 

So leave me now 

Let me be! 

or I will curse you with the plea 

to live as I do in the dark 

as earth’s forbidden, black birthmark! 

The aspect of the witch in the mermaid archetype serves a valuable function (Pouplier, 

1980).  For the silenced one, it is the witch who offers an opportunity towards redemption.  “In 

fairytales, redemption refers specifically to a condition where someone has been cursed or 

bewitched and through certain happenings or events in the story is redeemed” (von Franz, 1980, 

p. 7).  The little mermaid was certainly bewitched!  And the circumstances around that curse—as

a “main theme”—point to its very significance.  It is the theme that grips attention, screams for 

help, and by doing so, offers valuable insight into the role redemption plays for silenced women.  

The witch willingly helps the little mermaid by selling her a potion that gives her legs in 

exchange for her tongue and beautiful voice, and she warns her that once she becomes a human, 
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she will never be able to return to the sea.  The little mermaid whispers her consent and swims to 

the surface near the prince's palace and drinks the potion, meeting her fate.     

Whisper: a voice of fate. 

Shhh… Silence is necessary to hear the soft, subtle quality of fate’s voice. 

The notion of fate is a significant theme in Anderson’s (1837/1974) version of the 

mermaid myth.  It is also a theme in my personal reveries and experiences of active imagination 

in connection to Anderson’s myth.  Furthermore, the voice of fate is an important aspect of the 

myth and significantly related to the paradigm of unsilencing.  In other words, while fate may 

play a role, it is questionable that the sacrifice of voice comes without a deeper level of knowing 

of what crime is being committed (i.e., sacrifice of voice).  The ‘knowing’ is indicated in the 

whisper!  And it is the whisper that indicates both the knowing and the inevitable power of fate. 

A whisper can be understood as a kind of speaking that holds the knower while 

communicating the unknown; communicating the forces of fate.  As opposed to a shout, or even 

a full-bodied voice, which can be understood as collective modes of expression, the whisper is 

personal in nature, holding all that is sacred to the self, and thus, to the process of unsilencing.  

For instance, it is as a whisper that one reveals a secret—ever so carefully mouthed into the ear 

of another.  The whisper holds one’s deepest wishes and most frightful aversions.  As a sign of 

respect, we are taught to whisper during revered rituals and while in sanctified places.  One 

learns quickly that to succeed in the collective world there are times that one must share the 

personal voice in the form of a whisper––that, for instance, occurs in the presence of authority, in 

the library, during class-time, and, of course, in families and during social upheaval.  Prayers, 
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curses, fears and erotic sentiments are also whispered.  We tend to whisper “sweet nothings” into 

the ear of a lover.  And when we lose a loving parent, a sorrowful “good-bye” is whispered to the 

heavens as the heavy casket lid slams shut forever! 

The trickster, that energetic character that visits and takes us over from time to time also 

speaks in a whisper, and one might recall the image of a devil sitting shoulder top whispering 

sweet temptations into an innocent ear, while on the opposing shoulder sits an angel, also 

whispering, resistances to temptation into the other ear.  When the lights go down it is the 

whisper that inherently speaks up.  How complex the whisper is!  Existing in both lightness and 

dark, it is in a whisper that one can hear the personal truth, the personal whole truth and nothing 

but the personal truth.  Paradoxically, it is in a whisper one meets the honest, heartfelt “Yes” as 

well as the “yes” that is uttered in deceit or in vain.  One hears the “No” that begs for mercy, but 

also the “no” that denies all merciful things.  Understood in this way, as the voice of fate, it is the 

whisper in the myth that holds the captured consciousness while propelling the story forward.  In 

Andersen’s telling of the tale, the little mermaid is found by the prince, who is mesmerized by 

her beauty and grace, even though she is considered dumb and mute by everyone in the kingdom. 

But the prince's parents encourage their son to marry the neighboring princess in an arranged 

marriage.  The story ends with the mermaid turning into a luminous and ethereal earthbound 

spirit––a daughter of the air.  

The mermaid’s myth, is a “soul” endeavor about transformation––about unsilencing all 

that has been silenced.  By way of the myth, we know there is a great departure that occurs, 

departure from self and other.  Suffering and loss are parts of the transformational process, but 

the real danger occurs when the process itself is resisted or denied.  In such a situation, one finds 

one’s self “stuck,” and certain symptoms of physical and psychological dis-ease may take over, 
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destroying the process altogether.  Looking at the mermaid as an archetypal symbol of silenced 

women, we begin to understand how whispered symptoms “may represent weak attempts, even 

if unsuccessful, to struggle for a new life synthesis” (Ulanov, 1971, p. 23).  In other words, 

whispers and symptoms can be understood as a struggle towards unsilencing! 

Glancing back in from the other side, an embodied reflection can be made to understand 

where one was, what one has endured and where to go from there.  But the journey does not stop.  

Because as we know, on the drive home, that there usually tends to be more than one 

intersection!  And it does not entail only women and men.  This is a world soul phenomenon.  A 

phenomenon of Anima Mundi––the world soul.  Because all that lives have a voice, and the 

world soul is alive and has voice.  The dark shadow aspects of the world can be understood as 

the symptoms of self-silencing.  Surely, with each newspaper or internet headline, it is not 

difficult to grasp the great suffering of the past, present and foreseeable future.  However, as 

each individual dares this process, a connection to the collective self occurs.  Because it is 

individual and collective.  The mermaid and her myth is individual and collective.  And with 

this, there can be collective co-consciousness.  It is precisely with this hope in mind that I 

unsilence this work.  For what the mermaid has taught me above all, is how to listen, in order to 

hear—so that I may speak.  And in this way, the world’s soul may have a voice too! 
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        The Unsilencing of Oedipus: Time,  

        Monstrousness, Truth, and Shame1 

 by Ladson Hinton, M.A., M.D. 

Evil is, then, nothing more than the denial of life's trauma and as such,  

the nostalgia for non-existence, that is, the nostalgia for a timeless existence, 

which, since it was never given or experienced, means nothing else but  

the nostalgia for nothing itself. 

--John Manoussakis, The Ethics of Time 

Introduction 

The rubric of IFPE’s 2018 conference, 'Unsilencing,' denotes that something has gone unseen, 

but is starting to become visible. There is a mood of anxious hope in unsilencing, of a freeing 

from the structures of domination. It involves something that was concealed or lost becoming 

more visible, and emerging from a forgotten or frozen state, into the flow of time. 

 Unsilencing may evoke violent emotions that threaten the fabric of who we are, both 

personally and culturally (Caruth, 1996; LaCapra, 2000). Perhaps most, if not all, transformative 

action has its source in unsilencing (Vattimo, 2016). A turbulent remembrance of monstrous acts 

and emotions may rend our illusions of a neatly unified self or society. 

At its best, psychoanalytic ethos involves voicing the truth of the hidden dramas that 

human beings must somehow face (Scarfone, 2016). Shame often appears amidst the terror of 

such exposure. The Oedipus complex is a profound depiction of unsilencing, and, is one of the 

core constructs that Freud used to convey his view of the human condition. This conception was 

a work of genius, emphasizing the father principle, the triangle of mother-father-and-child, and 

especially the development of the civilizing function of the superego. However, it evolved within 

the milieu of Freud's cultural and historical surround, when there was a greater sense of 

1 A version of this paper was presented at a conference of the International Forum for Psychoanalytic Education 

(IFPE) on October 25-27, 2018, in Seattle, Washington. 
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patriarchal 'knowing.' At present, it seems to have lost its pre-eminence in psychoanalytic theory, 

often occupying a side room rather than being the main show (Fritsch, 2018; Perelberg, 2015). 

Ironically, Freud never gave a systematic account of the Oedipus complex, even though it 

lay at the heart of his approach from early on (Laplanche & Pontalis, 1973). Over and over, he 

focused on the profoundly ethical truth that there is a violence in human interaction that needs to 

be acknowledged and sublimated, so that culture may exist (Fritsch, 2018; Perelberg, 2015). 

By looking at some relatively Silenced aspects of the more comprehensive myth of Oedipus, I 

hope to ‘unsilence’ Freud in ways that will better expand his relevance for our times. In this 

paper, I will first summarize the basic Oedipal story, using the play trilogy by Sophocles, as well 

as supplementary sources, and then enlarge more specifically upon the four central dimensions of 

time, monstrousness, truth and shame. 

Oedipus: The introductory narrative 

The Athenian audience was well-steeped in its own history and lore, the wars with Persia and 

Sparta, the changing alliances between the Greek city-states, and the advances in culture, 

including the mythic tales of Oedipus and his family of origin. There was a strong, trans-

generational aspect of the myth. Laius, Oedipus' father, had been the perpetrator of a terrible 

crime. According to Greek mythology, while entrusted with the care of Chrysippus, the young 

son of King Pelops, he fell in love with him and raped him. In his shame and anguish, the boy 

committed suicide. His father cursed Laius, dooming him to the fate that, someday, his own son 

will kill him and marry his mother, Laius’s wife. It was also told that the goddess Hera was so 

incensed by Laius' crime that she created the Sphinx to torment Thebes, where Laius was king. 
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Not all these details of the myth were fully explicated in the Sophocles' plays—and perhaps the 

lapse is indicative of a mythological inter-generational silencing (Priel, 2002). 

The play goes on to show that because of the prophecy, Laius was determined not to have 

children, but one night when he was drunk, he conceived a child with his wife, Jocasta. The 

child, of course, was Oedipus. To thwart the curse, Laius pierced the nameless baby's ankles, and 

gave him over to a servant, with instructions that he be left to die on Mount Cithaeron. However, 

he was saved by a passing Corinthian shepherd who took pity on him and gave him over to the 

childless King and Queen of Corinth for adoption. Growing up, Oedipus was never told that he 

was adopted, however, his name, "Oedipus," means "swollen foot”––clearly hinting at his 

unusual origin. However, he became enraged when anyone enquired about his name. Like his 

father Laius, he was known for his rashness and irritability. Finally, he received a personal 

prophecy from an oracle, foretelling that he would murder his father and marry his mother. 

Thinking that this prophecy referred to his adoptive parents, he did not reflect, and instead left 

Corinth in an attempt to avoid that fate. Along the road to Thebes, the actual city of his birth, he 

met a group of men at an intersection, and the two parties attempted to pass simultaneously. 

There was an altercation, and King Laius, his father, was killed. 

Oedipus: The middle narrative 

Continuing on to Thebes––unknown to him that is was the city of his birth and the place of 

memories––he met the Sphinx at the portal of entry. This was a monstrous being with the head 

and breast of a woman, wings of an eagle, body of a lion, and a serpent's tail, who stood as a 

barrier. The creature challenged him with a riddle, which he had to answer at peril of his life. 

The riddle was: "Which creature has one voice and yet becomes four-footed and two-footed, and 
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three-footed?' He answered quickly, "Man––who crawls on all fours as a baby, then walks on 

two feet as an adult, and then uses a walking stick in old age." The Sphinx vanished, and he 

assumed it had been destroyed by his cleverness. Oedipus gloried in his victory, flaunting his 

deed to the people of Thebes, and taking on an identity as the savior of the city. Of course, he 

and they were totally unaware that he had already committed the monstrous crime of killing his 

father, Laius, the previous Ruler of Thebes. 

Failing to reflect upon his encounter with monstrousness, Oedipus' rationalistic illusions 

hurled him further into its depths (Goux,1993, p.155). In the more ancient Egyptian culture, the 

Sphinx was the keeper of the most profound knowledge. Due to his shame and reactive 

disposition, he did not see that the riddle that referenced feet, might refer to him, the man named 

"swollen foot," who could never walk normally, due to the wounds of infancy, and whose 

progression through the stages of life had been violently disrupted from the beginning.  

Oedipus continually evaded the truth of his origins and had no curiosity about unsilencing his 

memories. On the surface, in his own eyes and in the eyes of the people of Thebes, he was the 

man who had vanquished the terrifying barrier to their city, the paradigm of the rational 

philosopher, and, the hero who could always keep memories and monstrousness at bay.  

The city lacked a ruler because Oedipus had killed Laius during the incident on the road. 

In celebration of his apparent victory over the Sphinx, Oedipus was declared the new sovereign 

of Thebes, and married Laius' widow, his mother, Jocasta. Their four children, one of them 

Antigone, later had challenging fates at well. 
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Oedipus: The culminating narrative 

The plays reveal that, after some years, a devastating plague arose in Thebes, and the populace 

was terrified. One imagines a cityscape littered with corpses. An oracle declared that the cause of 

the calamity was the continuing presence in Thebes of King Laius' murderers. Their discovery 

and banishment was ordered by Apollo, in order to end the moral pollution that caused the 

affliction. No one except the blind sage, Tiresias, realized that the plague was actually the return 

of the Sphinx/enigma in a new form. There was a cultural belief that the state of the ruler was 

synonymous with the state of the city. Therefore, the populace, in their anxious unknowing, pled 

with Oedipus to never change, clinging to the illusion that sameness, synchrony, resisting the 

flow of time, could insure well-being. Instead, sameness escalated ethical disaster and monstrous 

suffering. Ironically, following the oracle's commanding message from the gods to discover and 

banish Laius' murderer, Oedipus took it upon himself to find the killer. This quest for memory 

rapidly led to a violent eruption of truth, guilt, shame, and horror. 

Events culminated in the appearance of a Corinthian messenger with the news of the 

death of Oedipus' adoptive father, and eventually disclosed the facts of his biological parentage. 

The truth then emerged that, indeed, Oedipus was his father's killer, and his wife, Jocasta, was, in 

fact, his mother. Shame and horror overwhelmed him. His wife-mother hung herself, and he 

violently blinded himself. The 'unsilencing' of Oedipus to himself and to his world shattered that 

world, but his eyepits might then embody a different kind of vision, a different relation to being 

(Civitarese, 2008). In a later play in the trilogy by Sophocles, Oedipus at Colonus, Oedipua 

became a blind outcast who was more open to the world, finally immortalizing his life in a 

sudden disappearance in a sacred grove (Zupančič, 2000). The King of Athens then declared that 

place a shrine to be honored by the people of Athens. 
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Elaboration of basic themes 

Now, I will elaborate a bit more on the four basic themes upon which I touched during the 

previous narrative. It takes time for new dimensions of our personal and cultural lives to become 

visible, for ethical awareness to emerge (Manoussakis, 2009). Monstrous events occur at the 

crossroads of individual lives and cultures, and these two paths feel torn asunder, as if struggling 

to maintain a sense of unity and integrity amidst the upheavals (Grotstein, 1997). Unpleasant, 

sometimes horrifying, truths confront us, and our deep shame makes us want to flee, blame 

others, or find ready panaceas.  

To speak more of time: Temporal awareness is uniquely human (Tulving, 2005). It is 

closely interconnected with ethics and consciousness (Hinton, 2019; Manoussakis, 2017). The 

primal shock and awareness of death, the future destiny of us all, plays a primordial role in 

bringing time fiercely into consciousness. The first intentional burial practices appeared in the 

Middle Paleolithic Age. Cave art appeared around 40,000 BC, and there was clearly an 

expectation of a regular return, a future. The paintings themselves were likely the recollection of 

a collective past, real or mythic, a combination of which is also seen in the Sophocles trilogy. 

Culture stems from anticipating the future, as well as preserving memories. Laplanche asked, 

why does a poet poetize, except for the hope of an audience "scattered in the future"? One could 

also imagine the future audience, looking back toward the creative poet of the past (Laplanche, 

1999, p. 224).  

Jonathan Lear regards Oedipus Rex as the fundamental myth of 'knowingness,' and 

laments the tendency toward too much 'knowingness' in psychoanalysis. For example, from 

Lear's point of view every transference is a unique creation with its own qualities, not merely an 
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inevitable triangle. He also points out that there was no evidence at all that Oedipus was driven 

by what have come to be known as classical 'Oedipal wishes' (Lear, 1998, pp. 39-53 & 140).  

Speed, not taking time for reflection, is also a major 'dis-ease' of our own era. Oedipus 

was always a man in a hurry, analytic and rational but unreflective (Lear, 1998, p. 43). For 

instance, when asked about his deformed feet, he did not wonder about the question in regard to 

his past, and instead became angry. After receiving the prophecy that he would kill his father and 

marry his mother, he acted impulsively, rather than feeling or reflecting upon the ambiguity of 

all prophecies. When he met the Sphinx at the entry to Thebes, he gave a superficial, rational 

response, and didn't reflect on its ancient nature, or upon why the enigmatic monster was there in 

the first place. When he first entered Thebes, Oedipus entered his place of memories, and 

showed that he was a man lacking in dimension. As Hans Loewald described, we all have the 

ethical task of turning our ghosts into ancestors (Loewald, 1960). This requires full participation 

in the flow of time, and honorable reflection on the past. This perspective has great relevance for 

us today. 

As mentioned earlier, Oedipus encountered the Sphinx, a monster with the body of a lion, 

the head and breast of a woman, an eagle's wings, and a serpent's tail. In the gigantic monuments 

of Egypt, it was male, and was a guardian of the secrets of another dimension of being. In regard 

to the concept of monstrousness, we tend to deem a person, a behavior or an event monstrous 

when they exceed our capacity to comprehend them. There is a strong sense of horror and 

possible transgression, an emotional excess that we cannot assimilate. 'Monsters' tend to appear 

at times when cultures or individuals approach a profound crossroads of good or evil (Grotstein, 

1997). Oedipus did not reflect upon his encounter with, or meaning of, monstrousness, and his 

unexamined 'victory' eventuated in incest and plague. 
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To the 'rational' mind, with its privileging of mastery and unity, the excesses of being 

such often feels monstrous and terrifying. Kristeva has written of the 'Black Sun,' and the 

semiotic 'Chora,' describing a pluralistic view of psychic reality that values the abject and 

overlooked in their multiplicity (Hinton, 2007; Yuan, pp. 191-201). From that point of view, 

coming into being means coming into differences, rather than into a unified symbolic order. It 

implies that there are events in life that are just not possible to assimilate, although consciously 

acknowledging such a reality may foster a wise humility. 

Truth, the next prism of exploration, is perhaps the core ethos of psychoanalysis. 

Immersed in our 'knowingness,' we tend to take such a basic thing for granted, forgetting its 

crucial significance. It has repeatedly struck me over the years that too much of analytic training 

emphasizes conformity over creativity and new truth. Free association and free play have the 

intention to allow new dimensions of truth to emerge, but they are often taught as techniques or 

rules, rather than as means to foster openness to novel perspectives (Bitan, 2012).  

In the sense of the Greek term, aletheia, truth is a process of uncovering or disclosing 

something that makes life worth living. However, when we see one dimension, we tend to close 

off others. It is a never-ending process. Truth is something we see, but only really know upon 

reflection. Its effects are often violent, we want to evade it, and it can tear us apart and even 

destroy us. How much truth can we bear, personally or in our social and organizational life?  

Last but not least is shame (Hinton & Willemsen, 2018). Shame is an indicator of great or 

small disruption in our sense of a unified self. We cannot escape its inner and outer gaze, and 

that is what can make it so unbearable. As Levinas said, shame occurs when we cannot hide what 

we would like to hide (Levinas,             ). 'Skin shame' stems from the shaping of culture and 

family life, and at the extreme can lead to a stale conformity. 'Deep shame' can evoke profound 
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questions about who we are and can have ontological dimensions. For instance, Primo Levi 

described shame when he left Auschwitz: not shame at having been a prisoner, but a shame that 

human beings were capable of doing such things (Filipovic, 2017). 

 It is important to note that Greek culture was a shame culture, not a guilt culture.  

Guilt is closer to morals, a perception of specific wrongs done to others, while shame occurs 

because we have contemptibly fallen short of what we, or others, might have hoped of ourselves. 

Shame can understand guilt, but guilt cannot understand itself (Williams, 1993). The emotion of 

shame slows down the temporal flow and forces us to reflect, but at the other extreme can freeze 

the process of life. Living now in an age of shamelessness, at least on the surface, we keenly 

experience a lack of tact, mutual respect, and humility––all shame-related virtues. We project our 

monsters onto others. There is a devaluation of the importance of shame, and a tendency to view 

it as a symptom to be medicated rather than seen as a teacher (Hinton, 1998). Unsilencing our 

lives, to deeply experience the truth of what we have experienced and who we are, always 

involves deep shame and traumatic memories.  

The broader Oedipus myth has deep relevance for all times, very much including our own 

and a lesson to be learned. It is well worth Unsilencing. I hope this small introduction, or for 

many readers a re-introduction, provides useful food for future thought. 
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Unsilencing: The Case of Ann 

by Roy Barsness, Ph.D.1 and Clarissa Hill2, M.A., L.M.H.C. 

Abstract 

When speaking creates collisions, and silence is in collusion, a new language must be 

found. Through the use of a case study we look at how the patient and the therapist’s supervisor 

work to unsilence the therapist––as the therapist herself seeks to find her own voice. The 

therapist longs to become a mother and the patient longs to find a “good” mother–– it seems to 

be a match made in heaven… or is it?  When something feels too good to be true, it usually is, 

and yet how do we continue to hope, desire and create when all we have known is the story of 

death, loss and destruction?  This is a story of dead babies, mean mothers, bad kids, and a patient 

and a therapist just trying to form a connection in the midst of such a story. This is a story of 

hiding, of wanting to be seen, of wanting to be known, and of wanting to find home.   

The Case of Ann: 

The case of Ann explores the complex web of enactment as it connects to transference and 

countertransference, parallel process, dissociation, splitting, countertransference dominance, and 

the trauma responses of fight, flight, and freeze.  As the case unfolds, we find the patient and the 

therapist frequently stuck between a rock and hard place––between hope and despair, silence and 

speaking, and between anger and shame.  Through the themes of miscarriage and hope, intrusion 

1 The Seattle School of Theology & Psychology, Seattle. 

2 Private Practice, Seattle. 
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and abandonment, attachment and destruction and love and hate, we hope to demonstrate how 

sometimes both words and silence can hide, distract, blame, and collude.  And we hope to show 

how difficult it can be to find a way out of the bind of doer/done-to, and to find a way to 

communicate true embodied presence in the here and now of the therapeutic process.  Creating 

and recreating the “Analytic Third” (Ogden, 1997, p. 9, Benjamin, 2018, Aron, 2017) within the 

therapist/patient relationship and the supervisor/therapist relationship, continues to serve as an 

essential function in the unlocking of the repetition of the silencing and unsilencing in the 

ongoing work with this patient.  

Ann was in her late 40s and had seen at least 15 therapists before me, with at least one of 

the therapies ending in a restraining order and a court order against her.  When she came to me, 

she was still trying to make sense of what had happened in the previous therapies, her experience 

being that she felt continuously hurt, abandoned, betrayed and confused.   

She was born the fifth and last child in a working-class family in Colorado. The sibling 

right before her in birth order was a boy born with a congenital disorder, from which he died five 

months after being born.  Her father had a good paying job until Ann was 6 years old. He then 

had a psychotic break and was hospitalized twice.  Her mother went to work to provide for the 

family, when all the other mothers in the neighborhood stayed at home.  Ann’s father died when 

she was a teenager and she has been the only sibling to still stay in regular contact with her 

mother. 

When Ann came to see me, she had a steady job as an engineer and, although she had 

changed jobs many times in her life, she was always able to get another and stay on her feet.  She 

was single and lived alone and had not had any romantic relationships apart from a brief 

marriage in her early 20s. 

186



3 

Ann was very protective of and defensive about her family.  In talking about them she 

worked hard to hold onto their goodness and to impress upon me that they really did care about 

her.  Yet lurking in the shadows were hints of violence, pain, unexpected outbursts, withdrawal, 

fear and feelings of being intruded upon, or of being abandoned.  Her story came in bits and 

pieces, in a mode of telling that was void of emotional connection and that left me confused as to 

what had actually happened. As her therapist, it was difficult to get a grasp on who was who, 

who died and when, and what it was all like for Ann.  Once she showed me a picture of herself 

as child dressed in her dead brother’s clothes, and then, another picture right beside it of her 

dressed in a dress.  “Maybe if I had been born a boy, they would have loved me,” she said.  

Both of us came together carrying with us the silent hope of a live pregnancy––Ann 

hoping to finally be the live baby who was wanted for who she was and accepted in all of her 

messiness, as opposed to having be, yet again, the “replacement baby” who needed to fill 

another’s place and heal the wounds of the grieving mother.  Coincidentally, I started working 

with Ann right at the point in my own personal life when I was ready to start a family, so I was 

also full of hope for my own live baby. 

In response to Ann’s silent questions of “Do you want me?,” “Do you love me for me?,” 

my silent answer came to be the same conclusion as her real mother’s answer––I wanted a warm 

live baby, but I didn’t ask for you.  In retrospect, I see how my response was related to my own 

wish to be a mother––a “good mother”––while I was, instead, experiencing difficulty in carrying 

a pregnancy to term.  I didn’t want such a difficult “baby” as Ann, and I felt guilty and ashamed 

for feeling this way.  It was exhausting, painful and constantly disruptive to have such a colicky 

baby that I couldn’t soothe, who pushed me away, rejected my attempts at soothing, and who 
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experienced what I had to give as a threat and an attack.  No, I didn’t ask for that kind of baby.  

But this is the patient/baby I got.  

Our unspoken hope and desire carried us and connected us for the first three months of 

our work, and then, the anxiety and fear of loss started creeping in.  Ann is a person who knows 

things beyond what she knows, who senses things and is in tune with her world in an uncanny 

sort of way.  I kept this in mind as we explored her anxieties, yet, I was also working on 

differentiating between what was from the past and what was in the present. We both were so 

hopeful that this time it could be different; that this time she would not get abandoned; that this 

time we would both be good enough for each other and that we could avoid the pain.   

I heard Ann’s anxiety, therefore, as coming from her past, her fears, and her projection––

and not connected to our present, to us in the now, or to what was playing out between us in the 

treatment.  My responses were an attempt to assist her in differentiating between the past and the 

present, between those who had left her, and me, who would stay. And, to assist her in 

differentiating between those who had hurt her, and me, who was working to heal her.  In my 

wanting to hang on to goodness and hope and life, and in my not attending to the drama that was 

unfolding in the in-between, I was unintentionally silencing her experience of pain, dread and 

death.  In responding with assurances and reassurances, and in my overt attempt to keep 

differentiating the treatment relationship from her past relationships, I was, in effect, foreclosing 

the exploration of what else was going on in her experience.  I was unwittingly shutting her 

down, unintentionally  “shutting her up” and, to my dismay, silencing her giving more voice to 

her fear, anxiety and hurt.  In trying to “make it better” and “be better,” I was pushing her 

anxiety back into her lap.  So, of course, she kept trying to bring it back to me.   
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This was the beginning of her trying to bring something deeper to me, to work something 

out with me that neither of us really wanted to hold, or know, or voice.  Something deep and dark 

and wordless.  This was the beginning of a deeply complex web of enactment, parallel process, 

and dissociated trauma.  The next two years my work with Ann fell into a very painful pattern.  

Ann worked really hard to “be the good patient/baby” in sessions, while splitting off all the 

angry, envious and vengeful parts of herself that had gotten her into so much trouble in previous 

therapies.  I was also working really hard in sessions to “be the good therapist/mother” by 

listening, being empathic, and demonstrating that I understood, that she made sense, and that I 

got her.  Yet my felt experience in most sessions was one of disconnect, confusion and anxiety 

about not doing it right.  And, only after the sessions would I learn that Ann had also been 

having her own unspoken experience during the session.  

Between sessions she would start calling and leaving me messages, onslaughts of 

messages to get out all that had been held in and stirred up during the session.  The messages had 

the rhythm of full-blown meltdowns of a two-year-old yet in adult sized proportions.  They 

would start with her cancelling her next session out of anger, then blaming, shaming and 

mocking me.  The anger would inevitably ramp up to yelling and screaming, and some sadistic 

delight in being cruel.  Sometimes she would bring threats of harm to me and/or herself, then 

feelings of being worthless, helpless and hopeless.  Eventually, each such outburst ended up in 

crying, followed by a vulnerable self-awareness of the feelings that started it all to begin with.  

Lastly, she would be left in a state of embarrassment and fear that I would not want to continue 

working with her because of the meltdown, and and she would end up begging for permission to 

come to her next session and promising that she had had a breakthrough and a realization.   
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She would come in saying she was having a really hard time; some things had happened, 

and she just wanted to explain.  She would describe experiencing my words as silencing and my 

silence as abandonment.  We would then have a very connecting session where she could talk 

about what had scared and hurt her.  I would acknowledge what my part had been in the dynamic 

and validating that how she felt made sense to me.  Sometimes in these sessions she would find a 

way to joke about the cruel things she had said, and then suddenly, they would seem less 

poisonous.  Sometimes she would also find a way to tease me about the things I had said or done 

that hurt her so much and I would feel less blamed and accused.  These were moments when it 

felt like we could both just be human, accepted, loved, and connected.  These sessions felt 

reparative, redemptive and hopeful.  For a moment we felt alive together.  For a moment we had 

the beginnings of something new.  For a moment, in conjunction with this process, we had a 

positive pregnancy test.  But then the hope and spark would get ripped away and we would cycle 

back again and again to the painful place of rejection and abandonment, the place of destruction 

and death, the place of miscarriage.    

What had happened to Ann so many times before was now happening between us.  We 

were thick in the territory of both of us feeling unwanted and pushed away, and both of us were 

working desperately to communicate, demonstrate commitment and show our desire to work 

with each other. We were also trapped in a constant push and pull between good and bad objects, 

with neither of us wanting to be the bad object. It felt like we were trapped in complementary 

roles of being either the “bad kid” or the “mean shaming mom.” 

It felt to me like a puzzle that I couldn’t figure out, and as if I really did want to work this 

out with her.  How could we get out of this do or done-to dynamic?  How could we find a Third 

outside the bind of perpetrator and victim?  The more I tried to be the competent, kind, and 
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reasonable therapist, the more this made Ann into the bad and destructive patient.  The more she 

hung onto the identity of innocent victim, the more she would see me as the harmful, 

untrustworthy and lying perpetrator.  We were stuck between a rock and a hard place.  

My weekly supervision sessions became focused primarily on this case.  My supervisor 

would, again and again, demonstrate a way of being with my feeling overwhelmed, my shame, 

my fear, my mother aspect, and my countertransference dominance, etc.  This opened up 

possibility, opened up hope, brought me back to a place of being able to think, and of being 

curious to learn.  I would constantly be trying to work out how his mind worked, how he got to 

the words he said, when he knew to be silent and how he managed to respond in a way that both 

opened up space and connected us.  We would work with the metaphors, with the affect, with all 

the parallel processes and all the transference and countertransference dominance that was 

contributing to the enactment.  I would regain a sense of feeling clear and sane and capable. We 

discussed the meaning and pattern of the messages, and we came up with plan after plan around 

how to bring all the work into the treatment room by me being more present and authentic during 

the sessions, and by making my therapeutic frame clear, consistent, and non-punitive.   

And yet, in session with Ann, I continued to struggle with locating myself and 

communicating my true embodied presence in the here and now.  And, between sessions I 

continued to listen to the angry messages in an attempt to locate Ann.  Then, I fell into a parallel 

process with my supervisor of calling between sessions in a state of anxiety and being 

overwhelmed––and then feeling ashamed for being so overwhelmed, and for desperately needing 

his voice and also desperately needing to find my own.  I was feeling like the “bad kid” with my 

supervisor when I continued to “disobey” him by listening to the messages.  I was now in a 

double, or maybe even triple, bind.  The more I felt the shame of not being good enough and the 
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fear of being the perpetrator, the more paralyzed and silenced I became.  The space between us 

collapsed and I became the same as Ann.  I “got her” so much that I was not able to be other.  I 

did not know how to find a Third.  

 At one point it did feel like we found a way out of the bind.  I had started to receive the 

violent phone messages where Ann cancelled her next appointment and all appointments in the 

future. Then, by my supervisor’s specific recommendation I called and left her a message in 

response saying, “I expect you to come to your next session.”  I was terrified to make this call 

not knowing what her response would be, yet fearing the worst.  I was stepping into the 

unknown.  I had become unsilenced.  I was risking speaking up, risking being the “mean mom,” 

and also expecting and calling her to her full capacity and strength, to face her hurt and pain with 

me instead of pushing me (and thereby herself) away.   I did not hear another peep from her that 

week.  She left no more messages and it felt like radio silence.  I had no idea what was going to 

happen.  It turns out that she came to her next session even though she felt extreme fear of 

punishment and abandonment.  It took some time for her to share her full experience, and later 

she described all her previous therapies ending in her having the feeling that a menacing looking 

figure was pointing to the door and telling her to “Get Out!”  This was the first time someone 

had said to her with confidence, “Get In.”  We had a moment of something new and different, a 

glimpse of hope and life, a felt experience of the Third to break us out of the bind.  But somehow 

neither of us could hold onto this live pregnancy. Some months later Ann recounted this incident 

in a state of anger, and her story was that I knew I should not have made that call or said those 

words to her because she could hear the fear in my voice.  I made her feel extremely unsafe and 

terrified.  I had done this to her.  I was the perpetrator.  I had killed the baby.  I listened in 

shocked silence.  It was true––I had been scared.  She was right.  I started to spiral and question 
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myself.  Maybe I wasn’t strong enough, good enough or confident enough to carry this 

pregnancy, this patient-baby.  So, I didn’t speak up and, in my silence, this live baby also slipped 

through our fingers and was lost.  Here was yet another miscarriage.   

It was all so very painful, so disruptive, and so overwhelming.  Ann would often talk 

about not being able to function as she was in so much pain, and I started to feel the same way.  

Yet we both kept trying, kept rescheduling and kept hanging on to something.  I hated the pattern 

of chaos, cruelty and shame, yet I was also learning so much from her.  I had to examine 

everything I did or said.  I had to look very closely at my stance, my countertransference, my 

fears, and my frame.  I needed her because she was teaching me to grow into the kind of 

therapist that I wanted to be.  And then, I came to need her even more. 

During this time, I had two miscarriages of my own; I felt broken open and undone in a 

way I had never known before.  A deep part of me felt dead, unproductive and unable to create.  

If I couldn’t be successful or effective in my personal life, I needed to feel alive and effective in 

my professional life.  I needed to be successful with Ann.  I needed to feel effective somewhere 

in my life.  I was very aware of this dynamic and brought it to my supervision.  I was deep in the 

grief of my losses, and I was very aware of the ways in which I was now mirroring a part of the 

dynamic Ann experienced in her family of origin.  As the child who arrived after the son that her 

mother knew from birth would die, she was the replacement. She was the one that lived, the last 

child, and the child who could never replace the only son.  And now, I also needed her to be the 

“replacement” for my own dead babies.  I needed her to be the one that lived, the one who would 

thrive, be healthy, and give me a sense of purpose, meaning and worth. And, as I grasped on 

tighter and fought harder to be successful, effective, good and alive with her––I simultaneously 

lost the courage to speak up and face, head-on, the possibility that she too could leave me.  
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Because, I felt, if I lost her, it would be my fault.  If that happened, I felt that I would have failed 

everywhere. I lost the ability to hold our work both seriously and lightly.  In hanging on too 

tightly I wasn’t giving us room to choose.  In needing her to be my live patient-baby, I was also, 

unwittingly silencing her side of the story.  What story was she trying to tell? What story was I 

missing?  What story was she––were we––living out?  Maybe this baby had already died and just 

needed someone to witness and to grieve. 

Supervisor’s Response 

I want to begin my response by thanking Clarissa for the honor of asking me to be her 

guide and consultant on this case.  Clarissa is an excellent clinician who is very responsive and 

eager to understand herself and her patient. She is tenacious in her work, believing in all of her 

heart that it is the self of the therapist that is the primary instrument of change––and thus the 

work we do requires much of us in our efforts to heal the other.   

I also want to note that although we are focusing on Clarissa’s case, I wish to note that, as 

her supervisor, I have the distinct advantage of not being caught up in the transference-

countertransference enactments and thus could have a “view” not so easily seen when in the 

midst of Clarissa and Ann’s enactment.  I also wish to state that I know, all too well, my own 

stories of enactments about which I have either published or spoken of publicly. Rest assured 

that I know there are many more to come, and, that is a good thing. Our patients need to get 

under our skin, and most often we find ourselves caught up in interlocks clamoring to find out 

“what the hell is going on here anyway?” as we seek to assign meaning to, and in doing so, 

therapeutic action and change is accomplished.   
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An achievement of sorts in an analytic treatment is the survival of two separate 

subjectivities that can see and be seen.  Jessica Benjamin (2018) talks of this as mutual 

recognition and contends that this capacity can be reached only from the place of the Third–– 

since that is a vantage point outside the two.  Winnicott called this the “generative potential 

space.”  For Freud (1923) it is in the places where we “catch the drift of the other” (p. 239). 

In this particular case,” catching the drift” of the other––finding a place outside of the interlocks 

between the dyadic––was/is particularly difficult.   

Let’s begin with the primary enactment: Ann is the baby (patient), who was never 

wanted.  Ann never experienced the needed recognition of the mother, the mother’s gaze of 

desire.  She was left void of the essential one-ness that co-creates the rhythm between a mother 

and a child, nor the two-ness––that movement in the mother/child dyad that co-creates 

synchronicity and asynchronicity, and influencing one another towards a mutual accommodation.  

Ann had to write her own script, generate her own emotion, provide her own connections.  She 

was the “miscarriage that lived,” the living baby for whom no one looks as she is presumed dead. 

But if dead, neither is she mourned. The mourning she “lives” with is the death of the brother, 

the lost baby that she is expected to replace. Consequently, Ann has never existed in the mother’s 

mind.  It is this alive baby that is a replacement of someone else, thus she, as a baby in her own 

right, is the unthought baby, her particularity is invisible, and there is no eye on her.  So, she 

learns to scream, claw, and rage to declare that she is alive. And even then… 

This is the Ann that Clarissa must bear while she grieves two miscarriages of her very 

own.  Both women became caught up in wanting babies to live and thrive, rather than die.  One 

that cannot “carry” (Clarissa) and the other who demands, “you must” (Ann).  One longs to be a 

mother (Clarissa) and the other (Ann) longs to find a mother.  Clarissa, depleted from her 
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miscarriages, needs her patient to be the child she cannot have, and the patient, who never had a 

mother needs Clarissa to be the mother she cannot be.   

Slowly and unconsciously they begin to “use” the other and begin to “enact” the 

unwanted, dissociated, parts of their selves that have become unbearable.  They get caught up in 

the drama of doer and done-to, of perpetrator and victim, as the therapist uses her patient to 

verify her fertility and to assuage her fears of yet another miscarriage. The patient tests this 

mother (therapist) to see if this mother is one who can bear a baby who desperately needs to be 

recognized, one whose gaze is upon “her” and not on her deceased brother.  Clarissa, in her own 

desperation, seeks to be the perfect mother who can “hold” a pregnancy and love a baby. But, 

she is horrified when this needy baby “bites” and is inconsolable, and as Clarissa reports, is “not 

the baby she wants.”  Shocked at her own response, she silences herself dissociating her horror 

by falling into a pseudo-empathy, foregoing authenticity.  The baby doesn’t like it!  This patient 

“knows” pretense very well. Fakery is her first experience.  The relationship grows into a 

screaming match of, “I am a good mother, no you are not!”  “Okay, I am a bad mother,” “indeed 

you are!” Sneer. “I am doing my best,” “you may think you are, but I know better.”  “You act 

like you love me, but you don’t.”  Clarissa is caught.  She grows silent.  Undone by another 

miscarriage and deep grief. 

As Clarissa and I work through this case, we continually looked for a way to grow both 

Clarissa and Ann’s minds around the interlock. We continued to look for a way out of the 

polarizing, the mutual projections, and the enactment. When two subjectivities collide the Third 

is a nice idea, but sometimes impossible to find.  Both parties in this case fight to keep the 

enactment alive because, common to enactment, is that it serves some purpose for both parties. 

For example, even when Clarissa “knew” of the enactment that was occurring she would keep 
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the conflict alive, because it was serving a mothering purpose in her that she sought to dissociate 

because it was unbearable  

The Third (Benjamin 2018; Aron, 2017, Ogden, 1997) in psychoanalysis refers to a 

psychic space that interrupts complementarities, sameness, exclusiveness to create and imagine 

new configurations, adjustments, a place to breathe, and to think more creatively and 

spontaneously. We used this idea to get at the entanglement of these two.  

One of the questions with which we had to continually play, was about Clarissa’s refusal 

to protect herself from the hateful things that Ann would say about her via voicemail.  Even at 

my behest to reset the frame and inform the patient that Clarissa would not respond or even 

listen to the voicemails, Clarissa would continue to listen to messages between sessions––even in 

light of our mutual understanding that all the work had to take place in-person, during the 

scheduled appointment,.  The patient would still leave hateful, crazy messages, and Clarissa 

could not help herself from listening to these messages that she found very disturbing––causing 

sleeplessness, heartaches, and anxiety. We also contended and believed that these voicemails 

were Ann’s means to punish the absent mother who never recognized and loved her.   

We also pondered if, in a perverse way, Ann was “gifting” Clarissa.  In this sado-

masochistic interplay, Clarissa was seeking someone to punish her for being a “bad” mother – a 

mother that cannot conceive, while Ann was giving Clarissa what Clarissa felt she “deserved” 

thus giving Clarissa what she wants.  Why these imaginings make some sense is because Clarissa 

actually reported experiencing her patient’s perverse actions as some weird act of love. Clarissa 

could not let go, using them masochistically to punish herself.  Did this patient also know 

something that Clarissa needed to know––that Clarissa could carry a baby, even her, even if she 

believed she could not?  
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The patient’s need to hunker down on the interlock seems more evident. The patient was 

not going to let go of this “mother” until she was recognized as a person in her own right, a 

person who was bearable, and as one who wanted not only to be seen but to have her capacity to 

see to also be acknowledged and valued. As is true in enactments, the therapist’s involvement is 

as sticky as the patient’s and often equally tenacious as we the therapist work out what has been 

initiated by our patient.  

What happens in an enactment is that there is no longer an Other. In the collusion of the 

two, there is no differentiation. Systems theorist Murray Bowen (1993) refers to this a 

conglomerate emotional oneness that exists in all levels of intensity. Where there is a not-me 

(Stern, 2011) within the dyad. When Clarissa was able to say “get in,” she reports feeling 

relieved, as does the patient.  We can also imagine the patient saying, “Ah, there she is!  I was 

wondering if she would show up.”  But as Clarissa reports, this “live pregnancy” could not 

sustain itself for long, and the couple soon fell back into the hateful projections that dominated 

their relationship. Clarissa reports,  

“Some months later Ann recounted this incident in a state of anger and her story was that 

I knew I should not have made that call or said those words to her because she could hear 

the fear in my voice.  I made her feel extremely unsafe and terrified.  I had done this to 

her.  I was the perpetrator.  I had killed the baby.  I listened in shocked silence.  It was 

true––I had been scared.  She was right.  I started to spiral and question myself.  Maybe I 

wasn’t strong enough or good enough or confident enough to carry this pregnancy, this 

baby.  So, I didn’t speak up and, in my silence, this live baby also slipped through our 

fingers and was lost.  Here was yet another miscarriage.” 

I would suspect by Clarissa’s response, that she “killed the baby,” that Clarissa took on 

the baby (projection) that was already killed (Ann), and failed the test as it were, and now, they 
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were both dead again. In this retreat into their interlock Clarissa loses herself, her grounding, and 

her very being. She no longer exists as a separate entity.  Clarissa becomes the “not me” and 

there is no Other. They have fallen back into conglomerate emotional oneness (Bowen, 1993). I 

am wondering what might have happened had Clarissa held to her “position,” and at that moment 

been able to acknowledge her own dread and her fear of being a mother by stating, “of course, I 

was afraid!” (maybe adding “but I did it!”)  indicating to Ann that she is a “good mother,” 

capable of standing on her feet even when afraid, and that she could hold dissonance.  I believe 

the imaginations of both might have remained more open to the possibility of holding tension, 

rather than trying to deny its existence within the mother-child drama.  This “thirdness” if you 

will, leads the dyad into the possibility of recognition which is not a collapse into sameness, but 

holds the appreciation of distinctiveness.  The “Other” the “strange one” is a person in her own 

right, with her own agency, and simultaneously has the capacity to hold tension and the realities 

of destruction even in the face of distinctiveness.  

In concluding this case, we believe it would be also helpful to note how, in the ebb and 

flow of Ann and her therapist, they have had other notable moments that have not only sustained 

the treatment but brought growth of imagination, hope, and opened new directions for the 

patient. The mere fact that Clarissa is therapist number sixteen is evidence that this couple found 

spaces beyond the destruction that left them both to believe something of their attachment and 

love for the other.  Additional indications of hopeful movement include the survival and actual 

thriving of the therapist’s successful third pregnancy, involving a maternity leave of one year, 

and, the therapist’s capacity upon her return to keep open a “potential space” (literally and 

figuratively) for Ann.  After that, she was able to hold Ann’s ambivalence without collapsing. 

This could be seen in  the many times where impasses were broken when the therapist was able 
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to locate herself, reflect upon her countertransference and non-defensively receive Ann; the 

times when the therapist was able to validate Ann’s keen sense of knowing which decreased 

Ann’s urgency to be seen, and “grew” her trust in herself that her intuitions and thoughts were 

not always crazy; and, lastly, in the many times when the binaries were broken within the couple 

and the two found themselves less burdened and preoccupied in their interlocks, and both patient 

and therapist were able to think more freely and imaginatively.  

Unsilencing, is a clarion call to the confounding age-old analytic question as to how to 

appropriate negative countertransference reactions to our patients, without projecting our own 

disassociated selves back into them. What we have discovered in contemporary psychoanalysis 

is that the escape hatch of analyzing one’s countertransference outside the realm of the analytic 

relationship was perhaps an analytic error.  What we have come to see through the lens of 

intersubjectivity is that there are two persons, each acting upon the other. Thus, enactment has 

increasingly been accepted not only as inevitable, but as having the potential for working through deep 

emotional, attachment-based encounters that many see as made possible through an unwitting 

unconscious-to-unconscious collision.  The relational movement’s sensitivity to this issue has taken 

countertransference out of the closet and placed it, smack dab, in the middle of the living room, 

terrifying us as we seek ways to use it, rather than hide it.  Thus, we listen to the noise that is 

within, stimulated by our patient as not only our issue, but as attempts by our patients to get our 

attention and as, essentially, their request that we play it out with them.  We then talk about the 

experience, the relationship, and reflect upon the co-creation of the conflict.  We bring it and 

then we work it.  
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When You Can’t Find the Words, All You Can Do Is Scream 

Lynn McCann, M.S.W. 1 

In The Miracle Worker, a young Helen Keller, blind and deaf since infancy, terrified and 

angry, suddenly realizes that what she feels running through her fingers has a name: water.  

Before that miraculous neural event, her world had been chaos.  Without language, she could 

only scream and rage.  Similarly, when a hungry infant is squalling, the cartoon bubble above his 

or her little head might read: “Feed me – now!”  But the baby has no words, and cries 

instinctively, without awareness, until repeated responses begin, to deliver relief reliably. This 

squalling continues until consciousness develops, and with that, self and language arise.   

In this paper, I will talk about language.  That’s what un-silencing is all about. I’m a 

published writer and a teacher of writing with a diverse background in the arts and editorial 

work, largely with members of the helping professions.  I hold an M.S.W. degree and currently 

work therapeutically with a successful novelist whose ability to read and compose her thoughts 

on paper was gravely compromised eleven years ago by traumatic brain injury.  I also teach 

writing at an urban community college where I have noticed that problems with listening, 

speaking, and writing seriously undermine the academic progress of my students.  These two 

professional roles have synergized and provided new focus for my lifelong love affair with 

language.   

1 Presented to the International Forum for Psychoanalytic Education Conference on “Un-

silencing,” October 26, 2018, Seattle, Washington 
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My brain-injured client, Amy, has been in rehab at the Kraft Institute since 2009 and 

currently serves there as a peer counselor.  At Kraft, she has learned to accept the shattered 

identity that comes with memory loss, and other functional deficits, in order to reconstruct a new 

self.  In concert with her rehab program, my job has been to help Amy stitch together, on the 

page, a personal narrative of her past and present while restoring the creative relationship she has 

enjoyed with language all her life.  I have benefitted enormously from this process. Over the past 

four years, every insight I’ve had about the brain/language connection has supported and shaped 

my teaching efforts and driven me to learn more.    

With Amy, I may be re-building skills from the ruins, but with my students, I feel like 

I’m building from scratch.  I am alarmed by the way language is being taught––or not––to a 

large segment of our youthful population, those who most desperately need a voice.  I never 

dreamed I’d have to explain the difference between a subject and a verb to a college student.  I 

am shocked by my students’ inability to listen, to set aside their inner voices (not to mention 

their cell phones), to objectify, and to entertain new ideas and different realities. They clearly 

have had little practice in such a focus.  Their resistance to doing so is strong and, of course, 

defensive.   

The integrated set of skills to which we refer as “language” develops in an orderly 

sequence, starting with listening, speaking, reading, and eventually culminating in writing.  

Weakness in any of those skills weakens all the others.  And, as the capstone of the language 

package, writing is most seriously weakened by deficits in the antecedent skills. When I began 

teaching in 2008, I was stunned by the failure––at least in the urban, public school system––to 

prepare students for undergraduate writing.  Little of their early grammar education seemed to 

have stuck. I found myself quarrelling with textbooks that don’t explain the infinitive, leaving 
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students to select verbs preceded by the particle to as the action in a sentence.  I was critical of 

presenting punctuation as purely situational (when a comma must be used) rather than inherent to 

meaning and emotional inflection.  Was I just being an old fogey?  To justify my longing for the 

approach that made my own public-school grammar education work so well, I ordered from 

Amazon: Harvey’s Elementary Grammar that was first copyrighted in 1880.  In one classroom 

exercise, the textbook asks students to assemble a declarative sentence using only the following 

words (Harvey, 1986, p. 3): ice, the, smooth, when, I, skate, to, like, very, and is. 

Notice how your mind wants to re-order the words––the way you inevitably find the 

meaning––and the little endorphin rush you feel when you do get it and solve the puzzle.  If you 

didn’t understand at an unconscious, neural level, how those words must go, it wouldn’t happen.  

My students enjoy scrambling sentences for others to decipher.  It makes them think about how 

their minds work.  Then, I can tell them: “You know more than you think you know,” which they 

desperately need to hear.   

But their weaknesses lie beyond their difficulty in understanding what makes a sentence 

stand on two feet or the ability to see––and correct––their own mistakes.  Even students who say 

they love to write cling to a personal, first-person approach.  Once they’ve expressed themselves, 

they’re done.  Revision only confronts them with humiliating errors. When it’s “all about me,” 

the world is very small.  I find this disturbing in an era when social progress so critically depends 

on world citizenship and universal digital interconnection.  What, indeed, has happened to 

history and geography classes in the early grades?  One student chose to research the Civil War 

because she speculated that her elderly grandfather might have fought in it. Another expressed 

chagrin when I explained that his topic, Africa, is not one country, but a continent full of them. 

He reported that he’d never seen a map of that continent.   
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I now understand why, back in my day, third graders were required to answer questions 

and asked to speak, always, in full sentences.  My students typically respond in either one word–

–or a run-on sentences.  Their personal narratives may be coherent and more or less grammatical.  

But, the prompt to specify, elaborate, or rephrase an idea inevitably triggers “speakers block.”  

“Too complicated,” the flustered student abdicates.    

Unsurprisingly, there are also serious issues with reading for comprehension.  I’ve 

observed that any text––from literature to instructions to follow for their own work––is skimmed 

without engaging the evaluative processes.  This weakness carries over into writing and revising. 

Many students do not, or possibly cannot, attend critically as they write, and simply do not grasp 

any need for editing and review.  The word, grasp, has nothing to do with intelligence; it implies 

unexercised muscle, lack of experience, and a dearth of desire when it comes to embracing and 

improving your own work. 

In addition, my colleagues and I are continually amazed by students’ apparent failure to 

retain what has been taught from class-to-class, and from term-to-term.  I say: “Your memory 

muscles are flabby,” and coax my students to drill.  When they shy away, I ask “Why?”  They 

say it makes them feel stupid, or childish, and I understand. We are talking about survival. For 

them, stupid or childish simply means vulnerable and that is an obstacle to proceeding.   

Make no mistake, by and large my students are charming, smart, and teachable, 

especially those who return to school after having learned to navigate complicated lives in a 

difficult world.  If I can help them translate these hard-won survival skills to the academic 

situation, it’s tremendously satisfying.  But I sense that they hide, or defensively repress, feelings 

of ignorance, language inexperience, and illiteracy.  Many seem to expect to disappoint and to be 
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disappointed in the learning environment.  The fact that the learning environment has already 

disappointed them, appalls me.   

I am breaking silence here, perhaps whistleblowing.  In the academic environment in 

which I work, I observe what, for lack of a better term, I only can call “deficits.”  This is a Kraft 

term I have learned, from Amy and the staff of her cutting-edge rehab program, for the sequelae 

of traumatic brain injury.  I see deficits in my students’ ability to sustain attention, deficits in 

both working and long-term memory, and in the ability to modulate emotions stirred by the 

ordinary challenge of learning any new skill.  Many students grapple with issues of ego-identity 

and self-esteem that might better belong in the consulting room, but instead these issues need to 

be addressed in the learning environment––adding to the increasing load upon teachers.  I see 

poor impulse control and “flooding.” “Flooding” is another Kraft term to identify neural 

overload in any single or combination of mental functions:  emotion, decision-making, and 

memory. 

Conversations with my colleagues in other college settings confirm that my experience is 

not unique.  Our students’ frustration and rage that they cannot “find the words” is apparent to 

us.  I am concerned for their future, and for the future of language itself, as its beauty and power 

to connect us in meaningful and honest ways seems endangered.   

As a grown-up in an age of infantile politics, I am also dismayed by the erosion of syntax 

and verbal logic in both personal and public discourse, from text messaging and other short-cuts 

in everyday communication to the broad, casual acceptance of alternative fact, unsubstantiated 

conspiracy theory, and emotional outburst in lieu of sober testimony.  There’s a connection 

between these issues, and I will try to find words to shed some light on it. But, first, I need to say 

what I mean by language.   
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Language is the ability to transform consciousness and thought into words.  Words, of 

course, are abstractions, and are not, per se, the things they identify.  Language is partly the way 

words are formed, given meaning, and recognized––visually or aurally.  It is mainly the way 

words are organized, logically, to create meaning.  Syntax is the word that describes this 

organization.  If language is to be shared, there must be agreement about how words relate to one 

another syntactically.  And, indeed––to develop at all––language must be shared.  This points to 

the inherently social characteristic of language.  Language connects us and language makes us 

human.     

         But, for most of us, once we have learned to speak, we just open our mouths––and our 

thoughts seem to form instantly into words.  The underlying processes are autonomic.  We wear 

costly devices to count the calories we burn and measure our vital signs around the clock, but we 

pay little to no attention to the thousands of words we weave into meaningful articulations to get 

us through each day.  When we put words on paper, the process is only slightly more observable 

and much less comfortable to notice when that is the case.   We all crave the moment when 

words start to flow from a place that is certainly not unconscious, but not entirely intellectual, 

either.  Now, that last sentence just flowed onto the page.  What a relief!  In preparing this paper, 

I’ve watched myself think, trying to identify the singular moment when thought becomes word.  

Sometimes I feel like I’m fishing in my mind’s placid pond––waiting for a nibble.   

This all begs the question of “What is thought?” Piaget might describe the effort to write 

this paper as directed, logical (or intelligent) thought, the kind that develops as the child becomes 

socialized.  Piaget also posits an earlier stage of undirected, egotistic (or autistic) thought that 

continues to operate throughout life.  But, with all due respect, I can’t find a place where Piaget 

says what he thinks thought entails.   
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As I understand it, cognitive science tends to identify unconscious thought as linked to 

emotion and conscious thought as linked to logic. The first system is sometimes called intuitive 

and reactive, while the second is identified as analytical and deliberate.  But I have problems, 

too, with this division. First, unconscious thought can have a verbal representation in the brain.  

And second, much of non-verbal thought is conscious, and sometimes deliberate.  The two-

system boundaries only make sense to me to the degree that they are fuzzy and that the boundary 

between them is unclear.  Admittedly, I am now heading into very deep water.  But, when my 

students tremble at the prospect of a research paper, I tell them it’s the easiest kind of writing.  

“You’re never alone,” I say.  “You have back-up.  Someone out there with more knowledge than 

you will help you tell the story you want to tell.”   And, I hope their sources will be as inspiring 

for them as the neuropsychologist, Mark Solms, has been for me.   

I was only looking for a beginner’s guide to the brain to help me better understand the 

issues my brain-injured client faces. I got so much more when a therapist with whom I discuss 

these things suggested Solms’ and Turnbull’s (2002), The Brain and the Inner World.     I also 

attended a lecture Solms gave at the New York Psychoanalytic Society and Institute last April.  

Solms and Turnbull (pp.47-48) set out to solve what they call the “easy problem” of identifying 

the “neural correlates of consciousness,” and the “hard problem” of how that makes us “self-

aware.”  I will humbly attempt to summarize. The vast sweep of evolution drives of their 

argument.  Even single cells, as they evolved eons ago, seek homeostasis to maintain self.  This 

requires them to make “inferences” about their inner and outer states with the goal of reducing 

the chances of an “irreversible,” or fatal error.  Solms (2018, p.       ) calls the mechanism that 

supports this at the cellular level the “Markov blanket.”  It’s a corollary of the free energy 
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principle, and it has been proven mathematically.  I will lot attempt to elaborate on this; I will, 

however, offer Solms’ equation for it in one simple sentence: “Affect equals drive” (p.        ).   

This simple evolutionary principle, “common to all self-organizing things,” links feeling 

to survival (Solms, 2018, p.       ).  Any creature with a brainstem has developed core 

consciousness, meaning pleasure in anticipation of meeting a need, anger at its frustration, or 

fear in the presence of danger.  Birds, bees, and even fleas have it.  The higher levels of 

consciousness, however, require neural structures, unique to humans, that permit us not just to 

feel, but to know that we are feeling, and to identify the feeling.  We observe our own 

experience, both internal and environmental, while we are experiencing it.  Humans are aware of 

being aware (Solms & Turnbull, 2002, pp.10-11).    

Here, Solms refers to the brain area (frontal lobe)––the area that was principally affected 

by a malignant tumor in my client, Amy. The resulting short-term memory deficit, common in 

brain injury, rendered her unaware that she was unaware of her injury.   Her recovery depended 

on re-wiring that awareness.  Such re-wiring, if it happens, only happens through repetition, the 

density of the neural tissue being “activity dependent” (Solms & Turnbull, 2002, pp.142-145).      

Awareness of awareness is called “reflexive” or “extended” consciousness (pp.95-96).  It is 

related to memory because it is not merely awareness of the present.  Reflexive consciousness 

involves “the residues of past perceptions” and, by inference, the ability to evaluate past 

experience in relation to the present.  Here, I am about to take an admittedly unscientific leap: I 

get it that reflexive consciousness must be a precondition for the evolution of language.  But, at 

the same time, I wonder, how reflexive consciousness could develop without language––without 

words to structure the thoughts, to sequence the memories, and to make them possible to be 

shared in the interpersonal environment that is also part of our evolutionary legacy?   
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Solms and Turnbull offer support here.  Besides visual and auditory processing in the 

brain, they state: “Mainly language-based mechanisms are required to turn experience into 

awareness of experience” (2002, p. 85).  And, when they add that that sensory and emotional 

experience must be “recoded” into words in order for awareness to become conscious, I begin to 

understand why he calls the brain the “organ of self” (p.        ). 

We cannot be fully conscious, fully aware, fully ourselves without words––without 

language!  Thus, to the extent that language is limited, so is the self.  Anything that limits of 

disrupts language also limits and disrupts us.  Needless to say, I feel very strongly that 

LANGUAGE MATTERS!  

 I think language has far more to do with consciousness – and self – than we give it credit 

for.  It’s not just any old developmental milestone.  I think it’s the journey.  I feel certain that 

consciousness depends on language, just as much as the other way around.  Egg to chicken or 

chicken to egg, I think the ability to speak, to read and write, to use tense and communicate in 

abstractions is so taken for granted, that we tend to understand these capacities, and even study 

them, only in terms of other things that we consider to be more important.  For that, and the other 

reasons stated throughout this paper,  I believe that language is at risk. 

My client, Amy, always had the whole language package, as good as it gets.  But, with 

brain injury, she has permanently lost critical pieces of the neural network that holds together 

that language package.  She still grieves this and works heroically to restore her language self.   I 

see every day how her embedded facility with language continues to be an asset in the rehab 

process.   Another issue Amy struggles with is neuro-fatigue, which is not the same as muscle-

fatigue or a need for sleep.  I know when my capacity to correct student work has bottomed out.   

But Amy needs to set a timer to remind her to rest.  When she tires, it shows in her handwriting 
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that shrinks and fades after too much effort––stumbling upon evidence of a manual component to 

the brain/language connection. 

An archaeologist and a psychologist (Uomini & Meyer, 2013), support the view that the 

ability to construct sentences developed alongside the human ability to make axes out of stone.  

“Both skills,” they say, “share underlying brain processes and systems” (p.      ).  Do you 

remember learning penmanship?  Doing Palmer exercises?  Of course, they were meant to show 

that a writer possessed gentility and, yes––even class.  We don’t need that, but Marc Seifer 

(2002), an authority on graphology and the brain, describes handwriting as: “the result of a 

complex interaction of physical and mental processes involving cooperation among your brain’s 

cognitive, motor, and emotional areas, down through the brain stem and the spinal cord, and out 

to your hand” (p.        ).   

When I saw many of my students clutching pens in their fists, I suspected a connection 

between their penmanship and their ungrammatical and uncritically produced work that I 

struggled to correct.   One young man whose printing was indecipherable began to organize his 

ideas and express himself in a personal voice after I advised him to read every word as he wrote 

it, and to vocalize the words while editing so that reflexive processes could potentially apply.       

Keeping the brain/language connection in mind, I tell my students about Amy, and they are 

inspired by her story, as I am.  I tell them that their writing classes are the most important part of 

their curriculum.   I tell them that if they conquer subject and verb, all other grammar issues will 

fall into place, and they will become better readers and better writers.   I talk about the “language 

package” and encourage them to pay more attention to listening and speaking.  Vocalizing, and 

the reflexive component it brings, aids memory.  “Get your mouth around the idea,” I say, “and 

your brain will own it.”      
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Sharing a draft of this presentation with Amy––an exercise, for her, in listening––she 

stopped me to comment that the tribal language of the Amazon village where she did research for 

her Ph.D. did not have a future tense.  She had been listening to me read aloud for a tiring fifteen 

minutes.  The past association arose, and she didn’t hesitate to chime in, recall her experience 

and relate her thoughts to the ideas in my paper, after which she had no trouble returning to the 

reading.  This was a big step for her in rehabilitating her language/self package..        

  With my students, however, the language package is still under construction.  One young 

woman asked me to explain another teacher’s instruction to “specify” the arguments on an 

outline for her essay on immigration.  She had listed them in bullet points (e.g.: * immigrant 

workers) and was surprised when I showed her how that fragment could be developed in favor of 

or against her point of view.  Pushing her to think her ideas through in complete sentences 

clarified them, suggested a structural revision for the essay, and it made her feel more confident.   

But my students’ success stories are sometimes overshadowed in my own mind by my 

frustration.  I want to scream at the system that threw out the good old grammar lessons out with 

“the bathwater” in the 1960s.  Similarly, I’d like to scream at the unholy marriage of language 

education and technology (Trust me, teaching writing is a body-contact sport).  And, I would 

scream at the administrators, whose concern for pass/failure rates seemingly exceeds their 

understanding of the learning process.  Presenting recently at a conference of the New York 

College English Association, I heard echoes of my concern for language – between the lines, and 

in the keynote address.  My fellow teachers are making connections between the deficits in 

language and critical thinking that we see in our students and also bemoan the sorry state of our 

antagonized and polarized nation.  Poor concentration has serious consequences and affects 

listening, which in turn, supports isolation and egocentrism.  Not listening leads people to talk 
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over one another and heightens the adversarial tone that increasingly poisons our private and 

public conversation.  When emotions run high, grammar––along with the logical organization of 

thought––decays.  And, that’s not the end of it, since it seems that we are hearing an awful lot of 

empty noise, with no words to make sense of the increasingly fearful, existential stew.       

Many years ago, a mentor in my master’s program described the therapist’s role as the 

“conscious use of self.”  I’ve always liked that, and with time, I’ve come to see that there’s more 

of my self  to use consciously––in whatever hat I happen to be wearing.   Indeed, the object of 

the exercise seems to be the productive employment or, rather, deployment, of the sum of my 

conscious and unconscious being, embodied through language.  I know rich, beautiful, truthful 

language when I see or hear it, and I’m sure you do, too.  I also suspect that the deterioration of 

language to which I’ve alluded––in daily use, in education, and in politics, is on your radar, as 

well.  We can note that careless syntax breeds confusion and conceals falsehood; that fancy 

jargon and dense prose can obscure vital information and exclude people (often deliberately);  

and, that social media and texting erodes full communication and separates people while 

promising the opposite.  

I am trying to say that the nuts and bolts of language matter, not just in the classroom or 

in a rehab situation such as Amy’s.  Language is important to the integrity of consciousness and 

self.   I suggest that we are witnessing a systemic assault on language that should prompt us all to 

consider its protection as we do the, for instance, the issue of global warming and protection of 

the environment.  But I am a teacher embarked on a literacy campaign, you readers of this 

journal are, for the most part, therapists.  What can you do about my Cri de Coeur––my appeal 

to you?  In a word, it is simply: increase your awareness. You will find a way.            
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Editor’s Note: 

This paper––a declaration of the importance of language––is being published posthumously, since its 

author, and our friend at IFPE, Lynn McCann, passed away after a long fight with cancer––just as this 

issue was being prepared for online publication. Lynn was a very vital, curious and down-to-earth person, 

interested in and educated in, a wide array of fields including dancing, programming, teaching, and the 

psychology of teaching. Those who knew her will miss her keen mind and generous spirit. 
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