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The Dead Mother

The Dead Mother brings together original essays in honour of André Green. Written by distinguished psychoanalysts, the collection develops the theme of his most famous paper of the same title, and describes the value of the dead mother to other areas of clinical interest: psychic reality, borderline phenomena, passions and identification.

The concept of the 'dead mother' describes a clinical phenomenon, sometimes difficult to identify, but always present in a substantial number of patients. It describes a process by which the image of a living and loving mother is transformed into a distant figure; a toneless, practically inanimate, dead parent. In reality, the mother remains alive, but she has psychically 'died' for the child. This produces a depression in the child, who carries these feelings within him or her into adult life, as the experience of the loss of the mother’s love is followed by the loss of meaning in life. Nothing makes sense any more for the child, but life seems to continue under the appearance of normality.

The Dead Mother is a valuable contribution to literature on psychoanalytic and psychotheraputic approaches to grief, loss and depression.

Gregorio Kohon is a Training Analyst from the British Psycho-Analytical Society. He works in private practice in London. Contributors: Martin S. Bergmann; Christopher Bollas; André Green; André Lussier; Arnold H. Modell; Thomas H.Ogden; Michael Parsons; Rosine Jozef Perelberg; Adam Phillips; Jed Sekoff.



THE NEW LIBRARY OF PSYCHOANALYSIS

The New Library of Psychoanalysis was launched in 1987 in association with the Institute of Psycho-Analysis, London. Its purpose is to facilitate a greater and more widespread appreciation of what psychoanalysis is really about and to provide a forum for increasing mutual understanding between psychoanalysts and those working in other disciplines such as history, linguistics, literature, medicine, philosophy, psychology and the social sciences. It is intended that the titles selected for publication in the series should deepen and develop psychoanalytic thinking and technique, contribute to psychoanalysis from outside, or contribute to other disciplines from a psychoanalytical perspective.

The Institute, together with the British Psycho-Analytical Society, runs a low-fee psychoanalytic clinic, organizes lectures and scientific events concerned with psychoanalysis, publishes the International Journal of Psycho-Analysis (which now incorporates the International Review of Psycho-Analysis), and runs the only training course in the UK in psychoanalysis leading to membership of the International Psychoanalytical Association—the body which preserves internationally agreed standards of training, of professional entry, and of professional ethics and practice for psychoanalysis as initiated and developed by Sigmund Freud. Distinguished members of the Institute have included Michael Balint, Wilfred Bion, Ronald Fairbairn, Anna Freud, Ernest Jones, Melanie Klein, John Rickman and Donald Winnicott.

Volumes 1–11 in the series have been prepared under the general editorship of David Tuckett, with Ronald Britton and Eglé Laufer as associate editors. Subsequent volumes are under the general editorship of Elizabeth Bott Spillius, with, from Volume 17, Donald Campbell, Michael Parsons, Rosine Jozef Perelberg and David Taylor as associate editors.
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Preface

Gregorio Kohon’s idea—a collection of essays in honour of André Green’s 70th birthday—is no doubt an act of justice, and one with particular value for psychoanalysis. André Green is one of the most distinguished analysts of our time. His work encompasses a body of theory of singular importance that has permeated psychoanalytic thinking in France, all of Europe, and Latin America. In the English-speaking psychoanalytic community, Green is known mostly through his presentations at international congresses, professional visits, and through personal contacts; but little of his writing has found its way into English. This is in sharp contrast to the Spanish-speaking world. In Argentina, for example, there are study groups in Buenos Aires led by Reggy Serebriany, Manuel Galvez, and other distinguished psychoanalysts, where Green’s work is taught and discussed.

Aged 19, André Green arrived in Paris in 1946. He decided to study medicine, with the expressed purpose of devoting himself to psychiatry. This vocation had emerged from a long way back, and as soon as he qualified as a doctor he began his psychiatric training in 1953. This was a very special moment, when the psychotropic era begun. At the same time, a major upheaval shook the Société Psychoanalytique de Paris, when Lagache, Lacan and other important members broke away to form the Association Psychanalytique de France.

After winning a position at the famed St Anne’s Hospital, where he worked with Henry Ey, Green entered psychoanalysis, following the advice of one of his outstanding teachers (Julián de Aguariaguerra). His first analyst was Maurice Bouvet, from 1956 until his premature death in 1960. After this initial experience, valuable but unfinished, Green completed his analysis with Jean Mallet and afterwards with Catherine Parat.

After the Bonneval Colloquium in 1960, Green decide to attend Lacan’s seminar, while keeping his affiliation to the Société Psychanalytique de Paris. At the same time, he had the chance of meeting the most prominent members of the British Psycho-Analytical Society. Through difficult and passionate years of intense psychoanalytic debates and disagreements, Green managed to keep a somewhat fluid balance between different groups and personalities. This was a sure sign of his independent mind. Nevertheless, this balance was first shaken by the publication of Le Narcissisme primaire: structure ou état, written in 1966 and published two years later. There Green argued that primary narcissism could only be understood as a structure. After endorsing Freud’s notions of the existence of defences prior to repression (turning against the self and reversal into the opposite—which Green calls ‘double inversion’), he concluded his book suggesting that primary narcissism is the Desire of One under the trace of the Other, the subject’s aspiration for a self-sufficient and immortal totality.

The final break away from Lacan came about as a result of his Report to the Congrès de Psychanalystes de Langues Romanes in 1970, where he criticised Lacan’s theory of the signifier, bringing into question the notion of the unconscious structured as a language. Three years later, this Report became a book, Le Discours vivant, establishing Green as a prestigious author.

In 1973, Green wrote (together with J.L.Donnet) a seminal book, L’Enfant de Ca, where he introduced the concept of psychose blanche. Some of his findings were summarised and presented in the paper read at the 29th International Psycho-Analytical Congress (London, 1975), ‘The analyst, symbolization and absence in the analytic setting’, which constituted an important moment in Green’s theoretical development. Green suggested a new dual conception of anxiety, separation anxiety and intrusion anxiety, connected not to the question of the wish (as in neurosis), but to the development of thought. The triangular Oedipal situation is antedated in his theoretical formulation by an earlier ‘bitriangulation’, where the relationship takes place between the subject and two symmetrically opposed objects (which disguises the splitting of a single object— the two are in fact one entity). From this point onward, Green deepens his research on the work of the negative and the concept of blank psychosis.

This is not the place to trace the complex itinerary of André Green’s prolific work. His theoretical contributions are many and very important, as are his books and papers on applied psychoanalysis in regard to Greek tragedy, Shakespearean drama, or the work of Proust, Sartre, Borges, and others. Green is a Freudian analyst who has managed to integrate in a lucid synthesis the influence of authors as diverse as Lacan, Bion, and, especially, Winnicott. He believes that psychoanalysis should find its own theories and develop its own forms of research. In this context, he has strongly opposed empirical investigation and baby observation, two methods that he sees as alien to psychoanalysis.

Kohon has selected a remarkable array of psychoanalysts to contribute to this book, some of whom are very famous authors in their own right. The title of the collection, The Dead Mother, refers to one of Green’s fundamental contributions. The concept of the dead mother describes a clinical phenomenon, sometimes difficult to identify, but always present in certain patients: the subject, as a child, has suddenly (unconsciously) realised that his or her mother has become depressed and things are not the same as before; she is there, but now she feels dead, absent. The depression of the mother might produce a blank mourning, which does not result from the interplay of the mechanisms of introjection and projection, but from a process of decathexis, of disinvestment (in accordance with Winnicott’s subjective object).

The concept of the dead mother is a structural concept—even though it is found in the concrete experience of the subject’s childhood. While in Lacan’s theory there is the concept of the dead father, which represents the continuity of the previous generations through the superego (the Law of the father), the concept of the dead mother (although not a transgenerational phenomenon) comes to re-establish a balance between the two parental figures in psychoanalytic theory. The whole of Green’s theoretical endeavour could be described as the articulation of primary narcissism with the death instinct, through his concept of negative narcissism.

I wish to end on a personal note. When André Green visited Argentina for the first time in 1974, I listened to his presentations with enormous interest. My wife invited André to our home, and thus began a friendship which has endured for over a quarter of a century.

R.Horacio Etchegoyen

Past President,

The International Psychoanalytic Association,

January 1999
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In 1997, André Green was 70 years old. The idea for the present volume emerged then from a wish to celebrate, in the Anglo-Saxon world, Green’s many and varied contributions to psychoanalyis. Green’s published psychoanalytic work started with a short paper on ‘L’oeuvre de Maurice Bouvet’ (Green, 1960). Two years later, Green published ‘L’inconscient freudien et la psychoanalyse française contemporaine’ (Green, 1962). This paper had been delivered as part of a critical exchange with Laplanche and Leclaire, at the Bonneval Colloquium organised by Henry Ey in 1960, on L’Inconscient (Ey, 1966)—where Green also presented a major paper (1966). In that article, Green questioned the validity of the Lacanian formula that the unconscious is structured like a language; he criticised Laplanche and Leclaire for leaving aside some important aspects of the Freudian Vorstellungs-Repräsentanz, and for their ignoring the question of affects in their contribution to the Colloquium. Green argued for the need to give priority to the drives in psychoanalysis, and, notably, for the consideration of the subject’s conflict between positivity and negativity. He would develop many of these themes later in his work. Towards the end of the paper, he declared that his criticisms did not necessarily separate him from Laplanche and Leclaire; it was more an invitation for a dialogue.

It is this kind of dialogue, with a critical, formidable interlocutor like Green, that the English-speaking reader has been deprived of for many years. Green has written fourteen books and around two hundred articles. He has been translated into many languages, but only two books have been published in English: The Tragic Effect (1979), and the collection of papers gathered under the title On Private Madness (1986). (In fact, Le Discours vivant —La conception psychanalytique de l’affect (1973) will appear in the New Library collection—twenty-six years after its original publication!)

Green’s paper on ‘The dead mother’, which gives its title to the present volume, is undoubtedly his best known work. Originally, it constituted a chapter in his book Narcissime de vie, narcissisme de mort, published in 1983; and it was later included in On Private Madness. I will offer here a brief summary, using mainly Green’s own words.

Green argues that what distinguishes present-day analyses is ‘the problems of mourning’ (1983, p. 142), but he is not going to be talking about the ‘real death of the mother’. The dead mother is a concept that refers to:

an imago which has been constituted in the child’s mind, following maternal depression, brutally transforming a living object, which was a source of vitality for the child, into a distant figure, toneless, practically inanimate, deeply impregnating the cathexes of certain patients…and weighing on the destiny of their object-libidinal and narcissistic future… [The] dead mother…is a mother who remains alive but who is, so to speak, psychically dead in the eyes of the young child in her care.

(ibid., p. 142)


Green shares with other authors two central ideas, which form the basis of his theoretical grounding:

The first is that of object-loss as a fundamental moment in the structuring of the human psyche…The second…idea is that of a depressive position… a general situation referring to an unavoidable event in the process of development.

(ibid., p. 143)


While psychoanalytic theory, according to Green, has given great importance to the dead father, thus emphasising the role of castration and the structuring of the superego, ‘we never hear of the dead mother from a structural point of view’ (ibid., p. 144). Green gives special importance to this ‘structural function’, ‘a constitutive conception of the psychical order…programmed by the primal fantasies’ (ibid., p. 145). But Green, at this point, dissociates himself from a structural point of view focused on one paradigm, and proposes instead ‘at least two’ models: one, centred on castration anxiety, ‘[which] is always evoked in the context of a bodily wound associated with a bloody act’ (ibid., p. 145); the other is centred on the anxiety related to all forms of object-loss—which could include, for example, being abandoned by one’s own superego. Most importantly, this anxiety ‘bears the colours of mourning: black or white. Black as in severe depression, or blank as in states of emptiness’ (ibid., p. 146). Green declares:

I defend the hypothesis that the sinister black of depression, which we can legitimately relate to the hatred we observe in the psychoanalysis of depressed subjects, is only a secondary product, a consequence rather than a cause, of a ‘blank’ anxiety which expresses a loss that has been experienced on a narcissistic level.

(ibid., p. 146)


‘Blankness’ is a category that has formed part of a series of concepts created by Green: negative hallucination, blank psychosis, blank mourning, all of which are connected to ‘the problem of emptiness, or of the negative, in our clinical practice’ (ibid., p. 146). For him, ‘blankness’ is ‘the result of one of the components of primary repression: massive decathexis of the maternal primary object, which leaves traces in the unconscious in the form of “psychic holes”’ (ibid., p. 146). But, always Freudian, Green makes it clear that:

The Oedipus complex should be maintained as the essential symbolic matrix…However advanced the analysis [of this decathexis] may be, the fate of the human psyche is to have always two objects and never one alone, however far one goes back to try to understand the earliest psychical structure.

(ibid., p. 146


Decathexis of the object, psychic holes, blank anxiety, depressive emptiness, the dialectics of presence and absence: ‘The essential characteristic of this depression is that it takes place in the presence of the object, which is itself absorbed by a bereavement. The mother, for one reason or another, is depressed’ (ibid., p. 149). The loss could be that of a close person to the mother, or it could originate ‘by a deception which inflicts a narcissistic wound’. The important aspect is that, ‘In any event the mother’s sorrow and lessening of interest in her infant are in the foreground’ (ibid., p. 149). Love is suddenly lost for the child; there is a transformation in the infant’s world which produces a psychical catastrophe: loss of love is followed by loss of meaning; for the child, nothing makes sense any more. Since ‘more often than not’ a distant mother is accompanied by an absent father (who refuses, or does not know how to respond to the child); the infant cannot turn to anybody, and is caught in ‘a unique movement with two aspects’: following the decathexis of the maternal object, the child unconsciously identifies with the mother (ibid., pp. 150–1).

The decathexis is an act of ‘murder’, but the primary object is killed ‘without hatred’ (ibid., p. 151); instead of an object that has been destroyed, there is a psychic hole. Above all, ‘the quest for lost meaning structures the early development of the fantasmatic and the intellectual capacities of the ego’ (ibid., p. 152). Nevertheless, the infant needs to survive a life without meaning (one way or another), and for that he/she might develop a compulsion to imagine (a frantic need for play), and/or a compulsion to think (which promotes intellectual development). There is a hole in the child’s psychic world, but this might be covered by a ‘patched breast’ (ibid., p. 152). In this case, sublimation does not fail after all. We are faced with a paradox: artistic creativity and productive intellectualisation are possible outcomes for the dead mother complex. But this cannot be accomplished without a price being paid: the subject will remain ‘vulnerable on a particular point, which is his love life’ (ibid., p. 153).

It is in this second instance, in the subject’s incapacity for love, where the identification with the dead mother appears more clearly:

The subject’s trajectory evokes a hunt in quest of an introjectable object, without the possibility of renouncing it or losing it, and indeed, the possibility of accepting its introjection into the ego, which is cathected by the dead mother. In all, the subject’s objects remain constantly at the limit of the ego, not wholly within, and not quite without. And with good reason, for the place is occupied, in its centre, by the dead mother.

(ibid., pp. 153–4)


The object has been encapsulated and its trace has been lost through decathexis; primary identification with the dead mother took place, transforming positive identification into negative identification, i.e. identification with the hole left by the decathexis (and not identification with the object), and to this emptiness, which is filled in and suddenly manifests itself through an affective hallucination of the dead mother, as soon as a new object is periodically chosen to occupy this space.

(ibid., p. 155)


Love, then, is not possible, only love which has been frozen by the decathexis, a form of love which keeps the object in hibernation: the subject’s love is ‘mortgaged to the dead mother’. Autonomy, of a kind. Impossibility of sharing. Solitude, actively sought because it gives the subject the illusion that the dead mother has left him/her alone. Passions, for sure, are not to be experienced; pleasure is not be had. There is, in all cases—says Green—a regression to anality, and (no surprises here) the use of reality as a defence: ‘Fantasy must be only fantasy’ (ibid., p. 158).

What are the clinical consequences of such a predicament? Green describes them thus: ‘The patient is strongly attached to the analysis—the analysis more than the analyst’. The analyst is still a transferential object, but the transference takes ‘deep root in a tonality of a narcissistic nature’. The lack of transferential passion is justified by the appeal to ‘reality’; if there is any hint of seduction, this takes place in ‘the area of the intellectual quest’. And yet, after all is said and done, perhaps not unexpectedly, one can discover something else in the transference: ‘behind the dead mother complex, behind the blank mourning for the mother, one catches a glimpse of the mad passion of which she is, and remains, the object, that renders mourning for her an impossible experience’ (ibid., p. 162).

What can be done? The analyst has two choices: if one follows the ‘classic solution’, then ‘the analysis may sink into funereal boredom’. Understandably, Green prefers the second, alternative approach:

by using the setting as a transitional space, [this approach] makes an ever-living object of the analyst, who is interested, awakened by the analysand, giving proof of his vitality by the associative links he communicates to him, without leaving his neutrality.

(ibid., p. 163)


Not an easy task, and a challenging encounter: an analyst on the side of life versus the ‘keeper of the tomb’.

To elaborate on the rich texture of André Green’s paper, on the clinical resonances of his discoveries, one would have to place the dead mother complex within the much wider context of Green’s other theoretical contributions: the role of the affects; his understanding of object relationships; the importance given by Green to representation, and to the Freudian distinction between thing-representation and word-representation; his insistence on the concept of primary narcissism; his conviction about the theoretical and clinical need for the inclusion of the drives in psychoanalysis, and of cathexis and decathexis; his theory of language; his theory of thinking (not only understood as emerging from the absence of the object but also as the product of a negative hallucination of the maternal object); the concept of blank psychosis, developed in collaboration with Donnet (Donnet and Green, 1973); binding and unbinding; and many more of his contributions.

André Green is a French analyst. This means that he not only belongs to a particular psychoanalytic tradition but to French culture and, more pertinently, French philosophy. Green’s work, like that of many other colleagues from France, takes place in the context of an implicit and explicit critical dialogue with Hegel; neo-Kantianism; the inheritance of Bergson, Heidegger, and Husserl; Sartre and Merleau-Ponty; the course given at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes by Alexandre Kojève (who seemed to have influenced just about everything that has been produced in France after 1940); semiotics; structuralism; Lacan, Foucault and Althusser. Some of the crucial themes discussed in philosophy re-appeared in the theoretical work of the French clinicians: absence; negation, negativity, and nothingness; identity and difference; enunciation and language; perception and truth.

At the same time, while our French colleagues seem to have found the time and the space to study the British contributions to psychoanalysis (offering their own version of Melanie Klein, Bion, Winnicott, Balint, and Fairbairn), most British psychoanalysts have tended to ignore the contributions from across the Channel.

The papers included in this book do not exclusively refer to the concept of the dead mother. The purpose of the collection is, as stated above, to celebrate the contributions of André Green to psychoanalysis. The hope is to make the reader… curious.

Michael Parsons takes negation as ‘an essential element in all psychic work, particularly psychoanalytic work’. Furthermore, following Freud’s distinction between psychical (internal reality) and external (ordinary) reality, Parsons argues that psychical reality ‘is not only a refuge from ordinary reality. The opposite way may also be true.’ And he adds, ‘If psychic reality is constituted by representation, and representation depends on an act of negation, that makes negation an essential element in the constitution of psychic reality.’ In fact, ‘the analytic setting is an external representation of the negating which is essential to the creation of psychic reality’. This is related to André Green’s work of the negative. According to Parsons, the destructuring use of negation is exemplified in Green’s concept of the dead mother.

Arnold Modell is interested in the epistemology of trauma, the question of memory, and the problems of reconstruction in psychoanalysis. He suggests using the concept of the dead mother ‘as a paradigm of the child’s response to a traumatic disruption’. He makes a distinction between the dead mother syndrome and the dead mother complex. The syndrome is a malignant clinical presentation, where there is ‘a primary identification with the emotionally dead mother’, the result of an ‘absence of a prolonged affective interaction’. The complex can comprehend an entire range of different responses to a depressed or absent mother.

Christopher Bollas presents the case of Antonio, a man in his thirties who suddenly uses mimicry in one session to take bizarre possession of the analyst, as an attempt to convey an experience with no meaning. Antonio is paranoid, in profound despair, partly psychically crippled, invaded by violent phantasies and peculiar thoughts, and is compelled to turn things in his life sour. Caught in repetition, Antonio can only experience love ‘in the maternal necropolis’ of the dead mother complex. Instead of love for the object, Antonio wishes ‘to nourish the dead mother, to maintain her perpetually embalmed’ (Green, 1986, p. 162).

Jed Sekoff is initially inspired by looking at photographs. He states that ‘a photograph captures an instant of time, a frozen moment that offers the possibility of holding time in our hands’. In a photograph, ‘A dead face lives on’; ‘The dead are somehow conjured into life’ from a negative. A number of clinical examples allows Sekoff to elaborate on what he calls ‘the palette of Green’s epistemology of the negative’: not only the description of a certain pathological organisation named as the dead mother, but a whole ‘project of theorising absence as a fundamental property of psychical life’. Like Bion and Winnicott, Green is said to join them ‘as the explorers par excellence’ of what might be called the negative sublime’.

Thomas Ogden explores the analyst’s uses of his countertransference experience:

to address specific expressive and defensive roles of the sense of aliveness and deadness of the analysis as well as the particular function of these qualities of experience in the landscape of the patient’s internal object world and object relationships.


In the dead mother complex, the issues of deadness and aliveness are crucial. Ogden believes that ‘every form of psychopathology represents a specific type of limitation of the individual’s capacity to be fully alive as a human being’; therefore the experience of aliveness ‘must be considered as an aspect of the analytic experience in its own terms’, well beyond the commonly accepted goals of the analytic treatment.

André Lussier declares that André Green’s concept of the dead mother has become for him ‘an indispensable source of inspiration for any work dealing with related clinical psychoanalysis’. Lussier describes how the analysis of a certain number of patients who suffered from the dead mother complex necessarily proceeds ‘from the most superficial layers to the very deep’. He centres his meditation on the unconscious identification of the subject with his/ her love-object, an identification that aims at avoiding the greater threat of its loss.

Adam Phillips states that:

Our passionate selves are our best selves; and a passionate life is only possible…if we can make our passion known: to ourselves, by the absence of the object stimulating desire and its correlative representations, and to the object, through the articulation of love as demand. There can be no passion…without representation.


Green is one analyst who ‘has been able to go on asking the Freudian question: what, if anything, has our passion got to do with so-called other people?’ Can representation be the enemy of passion? And yet, without passion, ‘the human subject would seem disembodied’; representation is not all. While passion has always been part of psychoanalytic theory, right from the beginning of psychoanalysis, there has also been a wish to push passion out of the picture.

Rosine Jozef Perelberg suggests that Green’s concept of the dead mother could be considered a ‘core complex’ in borderline states. Taking André Green’s ideas on the negative as a reference point, Perelberg explores the way in which Green’s theoretical notions have helped her to understand two different types of psychopathological phenomena. She suggests that ‘what lies at the basis of violence (in certain patients) and hysteria is the repudiation of femininity’. Perelberg presents the case of a violent male patient in analysis and also discusses the case of Anna O.

Martin S.Bergmann believes that some psychoanalytic debates have changed the history of psychoanalysis. Among them, he includes the debate that took place between Leon Rangell and André Green at the London Psychoanalytic Congress of 1975. André Green suggested a ‘new theoretical-clinical model… based on work with borderline patients’. These patients ‘aspire to attain a state of emptiness and non-being’. Decathexis is an alternative to repression: ‘what has been repressed remains alive’. In the context of these contributions, Green will then proceed to describe the dead mother complex a few years later. By then the concept of decathexis had become central to Green’s theoretical work.

André Green makes a parallel between his ideas concerning the work of the negative and some of Winnicott’s concepts. For example, the ‘not-me’ possession, in which the object is defined as ‘a negative of me’; or the paradox involved in the use of a transitional object, which ‘includes a tolerance of the negative’; or the progressive decathexis of an object, which Green characterises as ‘a representation of the absence of representation’. The author sees many examples of the negative in Winnicott, and Green believes that he was

close to a notion that he never had a chance to promote to a theoretical status…This all refers to a lack: absence of memory, absence in the mind, absence of contact, absence of feeling alive—all these absences can be condensed in the idea of a gap. But that gap, instead of referring to a simple void or to something which is missing, becomes the substratum of what is real.


Green further connects his concepts of the dead mother and of negative hallucination, as well as that of an introjected construction of a framing structure and the disobjectalising function, with Winnicott’s own ideas, through the discussion of some clinical material concerning a patient first treated by Winnicott, and later—coincidentally—treated by Green.
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1 The Greening of Psychoanalysis André Green in dialogues with Gregorio Kohon

DOI: 10.4324/9780203013847-2

GK I actually haven't prepared any specific questions...

AG 
Neither did I

GK 
…but one thin I though: of asking you is to talk about your life, before we talk about your work.

AG 
As you may know, there are two books that have been written about me One is Un Psychoanalyste Engagé, 1 a book which initially was a series of conversations with a Swiss-Spanish colleague. The other one was François Dupare's André Green. 2 I don't mind doing it again.

GK 
Good.

AG 
I was born in Egypt in 1927, in Cairo. My father came from Alexandria, while my mother's family was established in Egypt from the fifteenth century; both came from a Sephardic background. My mother's maiden name was Barcilon. By the way, I have a cousin in New York whose name is Joée Barcilon. The history of my maternal family is well known; they tad come from Spain and moved to Spanish Morocco, Tangier, and then they crossed all the borders, if there were any, along the shores of the sea, the Mediterranean and settled finally in Egypt, firstly in the delta of the Nile, and in the end in Cairo and Alexandria.

GK 
This was a direct consequence of the Inquisition.

AG 
Yes. In contrast, my father’s family’s history is much more obscure to us, for different reasons. My father never spoke much of his own family.Most of his family were in Alexandria. We lived in Cairo. He had a sister in Cairo but he did not have much contact with the part of the family that remained in Alexandria. His family had Spanish and Portuguese origins. My father understood Spanish but did not speak it, while my mother did. How they came about to be in Egypt is more mysterious. There is a family story saying that they had been in Hungary, so they probably came from the other side, through Europe, Western Europe, they went down via Turkey and the Middle East and arrived in Egypt. Well, this is the official story. I know that my father had cousins who were wealthier than he was, and it is thanks to them that my name now is spelt ‘Green’ because they added an ‘e’ to the original name which was ‘Gren’. Nothing to do with‘Grinberg’ or ‘Greenman’. I have never encountered that name anywhere else. One of my father’s cousins, who probably was a bit snobbish, decided to add an ‘e’ to make it sound more English and all the other Grens decided this was a good idea and did the same. Since when my father’s family was in Egypt, it is difficult to know. Anyhow, life in Egypt was a very special thing. There was a very strong French influence in Egypt, which probably started with Bonaparte’s expedition in 1799. If, for instance, you read French literature, all the great French writers had their trip to the Orient with a relatively lengthy stay in Egypt—Chateaubriand, Flaubert, Nerval, many others. And they all gave accounts of very pleasant memories from Egypt. There was the Arabic community and the European community, and although the English were important in politics and in administration, the common language of all the so-called Europeans in fact was not Arabic, but French. The culture was cosmopolitan but the language and the strongest influence came from France. The strongest impetus was given later under Mehmed Ali, who was francophile. I have memories I have memories that may surprise some people. When my mother listened to the radio, for example, listened to the news saying that Paris had fallen to the German army, she cried. France was important for all of us. There were also special circumstances in my family, which explains why France was especially important. My eldest sister (who was 14 years older than me) was 14 when she had a disease which is called in French, mal de Pott, tuberculosis of the vertebral column, which was impossible to treat in Egypt at the time. This institution which specialised in the treatment of these diseases (which at that time lasted four years) was in France. So my sister was put in this institution in the north of France and she stayed there for four years. My mother was—like any mother whose daughter was away because of an illness—very sad and rather depressed and my parents used to go for holidays to France as soon as school stopped. They would spend two months there to enable my mother to stay with my sister. So, that was also a reason for France being important for my family before my birth.

GK 
How many siblings did you have?

AG 
I had three siblings. I had two sisters and one elder brother but I happened to be the accident of the family. I was born nine years after my elder brother, who was the youngest of the three, and, as I said, there were fourteen years between my elder sister and myself. The diagnosis of my mother’s pregnancy was made in Paris and that’s also a reason why France could have been important to me, unconsciously.

GK 
What about your grandparents? Did you grow up in the context of a close, strong family within a large extended family?

AG 
I didn’t know any of my grandparents; my brother and sisters didn’t know them either. I didn’t know what a grandfather or grandmother meant. My father had little contact with his own family. When he went to Alexandria, he did visit his sister, especially one of his sisters; I believe there were seven. But my father had no strong ties with his family. My mother, that was totally different. She spoke with great respect and awe of her father, whom I imagined as a kind of scholar feared by everyone in the family. They were a very united family; she was all the time at her brother’s house and her sister’s home and so on. But I wouldn’t say that in my own family, family life was very important. I had a special position, being the youngest. I had cousins of my age, who lived in Alexandria, but I saw them only in the summer when I used to go to Alexandria because of the sea and the resorts by the sea. But even then…I only had one cousin who I used to see frequently. Although we were Jewish, Sephardic Jews, it was a paradoxical situation: while Jewishness was absolutely affirmed, there was no religious practice whatsoever. I never knew what a Shabbat was. We were Jews at Yom Kippur; we went to the synagogue on Rosh Hashana, Yom Kippur, and Passover. There is a legend that when I was born, my father went to the synagogue and when he heard the rabbi singing Eliyahu ha-Navi, towards the end of the Sabbath service, he decided that my name would be Elijah, but unfortunately he did not register it. My father was not a religious person but two years before he died—and he knew he would die soon because he had a serious illness—a rabbi came home to teach him Hebrew, so he may have wanted to be…

GK 
…at peace with the Almighty, after all.

AG 
Yes, all clear before he died…You know, friends were important, very important. When I arrived in Europe it was a considerable change for me, because in Egypt I was at home in any of my friends’ homes. I could come at any time, leave at any time, share the meal, and be considered a member of the family. There was no question about this. When I arrived in France I think it took one year before anyone invited me to his or her home. People who wanted to see me saw me in the café.

GK 
What age are we talking about then; when did you go to Paris, and why?

AG 
Well, important things happened in my family. First, I lost my father when I was 14, not yet 14. Both of my parents died at 59, and there was a difference, eight years difference, between my father and my mother. They both died, so I was 14 when my father died; by then, the financial situation of the family wasn’t good at all. My father had had a lot of money, but because of my sister’s illness, he had to accompany my mother when she came to Europe. Also, her cure in France was very expensive; it lasted four years. That meant that his job was out of his control for two months every time. He lost his good financial position. The last years of my father’s life were not very happy in terms of his professional career, though he was a very intelligent man whose intelligence was recognised by others. After his death, my family didn’t know what they were going to do. Part of my family wished me to go into business in order to work as soon as possible, to help the family. But I was good at school and one sister saw how sad I was (she had also suffered because her studies had been interrupted too soon) and she decided to take on my defence and to convince the family that I should continue till the baccalauréat, which I did. And then something else happened. I fell ill at the last year, not the last year, it was the year before the last one, and I couldn’t go to school. I had to stay in bed all the time but I still prepared my examination, the first part of the baccalauréat, and I succeeded. My family was impressed and decided to help me. I got a scholarship for half and the family helped me with the other half. Finally, I went to France at the age of 19, the year that coincided with the end of the war and the start of university. But to tell you the truth, I had it in mind to go to Europe under any circumstance long before. I went there to do my studies, but I hadn’t decided yet what to do. One rich uncle gave me an amount of money, saying to me that he had done something for each of my brother and sisters, he hadn’t done anything for me, and so he decided to give me a certain sum and left me free to use it as I wanted. It was my responsibility and I decided to use that money for studying, but still I had to decide what to study. My inclination would have been to study philosophy but as I wasn’t French, I had no nationality, there was no point. The only way to earn a living with philosophy is to teach, and if you have no nationality and if you haven’t got the right diplomas, you can’t do that. So I gave up that idea pretty quickly

GK 
No nationality? Presumably you had an Egyptian passport?

AG 
No, no.

GK 
How did you travel?

AG 
Apatride! I was a stateless person. My father, after having been in Egypt for many generations, thought that we would be granted nationality automatically. He was wrong. Now, philosophy, you see, was out of the question. I decided maybe I can do some kind of scientific studies but I was discouraged from doing this. One of my uncles said, ‘What are you going to do? Are you going to analyse ka-ka and pee-pee all your life? It’s not interesting, don’t do that, it’s absurd.’ And finally I made a bet; I took up a challenge, because you can’t call that otherwise, it was a bet. I said, ‘I’m going to do medicine’, having already in mind that I would become a psychiatrist. I never wanted to be a general practitioner.

GK 
Why psychiatry? How did you come to this decision?

AG 
Here, of course, we start the analysis. I believe that the dead mother is a paper which has been valued not only because of its clinical findings, but because it is linked to a personal experience. When I was 2 years old, my mother had a depression: she had a younger sister, who died after having been burned accidentally. She was the youngest sister of the family, my Aunt Rose, and my mother got depressed. I have seen photographs—one can tell from her face that she had really a very severe depression. At that time, treatment was very poor. She went to rest in a thermal station near Cairo. I can only suppose that I have been very strongly marked by this experience which, of course, needed three analyses to relive fully. This must have been the reason, because I remember a conversation I had with a friend of my father when I was 12, in which I said already then that I wanted to study the mental diseases.

GK 
Your mother had gone away, who looked after you? Your sisters? Do you know?

AG 
At that time the family situation was still good, financially. When I was young we had European nurses, mostly Italian.

GK 
Italian? Not French?

AG 
No, no, no. You know, the French in Egypt were a special colony; they usually did not live in Cairo. They lived in the canal area. They were people from the canal administration; they lived in Port Said. Those who lived in Cairo and Alexandria were either teachers (who taught in the French institutions) or were working with the embassy, the consulate, the cultural politics of France. So we had no French governess; the governesses were usually Italian or, in some very highbrow families, English nurses. So the person who looked after me must have been an Italian governess and my two sisters. When the family lost part of its wealth my sister took care of me. My sister stopped school at 14. I was 12 years younger. She was a second mother to me as I was 2 years old when she left school. My father had already financial problems because of my older sister’s illness.

GK 
So you go to Paris to study medicine, wanting to do psychiatry. What year do you arrive in Paris?

AG 
1946.

GK 
The war had just ended. AG I took the second boat that made the connection between Egypt and Marseilles; when we arrived in Marseilles we had to wait for four days until we could take the train to Paris. I arrived in Paris on the 8th of May and I remember there was a celebration of the victory.

GK 
A very special time to arrive to Paris.

AG 
Yes, it was a special time. Paris was not completely out of the war. Of course, there was peace; yes, 1946—it was the first anniversary, but still there was nothing to eat, you had to have vouchers for everything. But this was not the main thing—parents always care for their poor children’s food. This was not important to us. What was most important for us was how very isolated we all felt. It was such a difference coming from Egypt, where everybody knew everybody. We didn’t possess a colonial mentality because we knew that we were not ‘the masters of the land’. The masters were the British, as far as foreigners were concerned, or the pashas, the wealthy landowners; these were the masters. But, of course, we were the privileged Europeans who could benefit from the European educational system; we belonged to a kind of closed society, but we were not the masters.

GK 
What kind of school did you attend? You mentioned the baccalauréat.

AG 
There were all sorts of schools. There was an English school, for those who wanted to send their children to England or to have an English education. There was an Italian school, which was a very good school, and just as the communities had their own hospitals—the Greeks had their hospitals, the Italians had their hospitals, the Americans had theirs—they also had their schools. As far as the French were concerned, there were two types of school, and this was a capital difference between the two: one was religious, the Brothers of Saint Mark. The other was the French laque school; we felt in the laque school that we were really at the top of the world; we were not religious and we were French, we were the l’esprit de la République française.

GK 
You arrive in Paris, feeling French but an apatride, a Jew with no passport wanting to go to university. Was it easy to get in the university then?

AG 
It was automatic, just as it is today. The problem was that I had made myself…illusioned. I thought that as soon as I arrived in France, I immediately would be in contact with the young French intellectuals. Nothing of the kind happened, of course. When I arrived on Boulevard Saint Michel and tried to see where ‘the young French intellectuals’ were, I couldn’t see anybody. It was a feeling of complete isolation, a feeling of being lost in the crowd, the Paris crowd, a crowd of poor students. I had also a lot of ambivalence on my part about medicine. I wanted to become a psychiatrist from the beginning; I knew that I could not see a psychiatric patient before four to five years, so I had to wait, and I had to suffer. The teaching of medicine was very boring. For the first years, I was a bad student. I didn’t pay much attention to my exams and I used to work for myself; I studied philosophy, psychology; I read books about culture, not very useful for my medical training.

GK 
Hanna Arendt makes the distinction somewhere between Judaism and Jewishness; she argues that there has been an important, fundamental change in history: Jews have kept an identity as Jews; they might be in touch with their Jewishness, but they have lost their religiosity, their Judaism. When you arrived to Paris in 1946, was there any relevance in your being Jewish?

AG 
Yes. I knew, of course, that there still was anti-Semitism in France, as it has always been. But one must say that during those times, anti-Semitism was not so evident as it had been before and during the war. The war was very recent and we knew about concentration camps; people were still shocked. When I think of myself back then, my Jewish identity was unimportant for me. I didn’t specially look for Jews, or non-Jews. I was still in contact with the Jewish friends who had come from Egypt; we used to live in the same hotel, seeing each other, going into each other’s rooms, and chatting and having meals together sometimes. When I started to go to the university, this was the first opportunity to meet a true mixture of people, some Jews and some non-Jews; I must say, personally, I always had good relationships with all of them. Now, one day, I met a young girl who I found very attractive and I invited her to go out to the theatre or something like that, and she said to me, ‘I’m not allowed to go out with young men who have not been presented to my parents.’ I said I didn’t mind, that I was ready to meet her parents. And that’s where she replied, ‘It’s impossible for me to bring you home because you are Jewish.’ So that was the first time, and I must say, the unique time in which somebody told me that I was excluded from something because of being a Jew. I was somehow shocked, but I recovered from it. The great change, again, was when I won the concours. I don’t know if you know about it, but there is a system in France of concours…

GK 
It’s like a competition for a post, say in a hospital…

AG 
Sainte Anne’s hospital was a special place in Paris. In all Paris hospitals, general hospitals, the tradition was more or less conservative; medical people were on the right of the political spectrum. Young doctors came from the bourgeoisie, but Sainte Anne had an entirely different background and tradition. Sainte Anne, the Mecca of psychiatry, was leftist, not communist, but for the left. We were the intellectuals. You know, there was a tradition in these salles de garde. The paintings on the walls of these salles de garde were all pornographic; the more pornographic, the more typically medical. Sainte Anne’s salle de garde was different. The walls were covered by paintings that had been made by surrealist painters; the theme was not the illustration of some pornographic songs that they used to sing, for example, like in other places. The theme of these paintings was trying to match themes from psychiatry and themes dear to surrealism. And they were of very great quality. Painters like Oscar Dominguez, Jacques Hérold, Maurice Henry, and others who were well-known surrealist painters, had painted these walls. Unfortunately, they had to be later destroyed because we had to move to another building; we lived for four years in that setting; it was very stimulating for us, we were so proud of it. The fact that politically we were on the left was only one aspect of the picture; we were also standing, intellectually, on the revolutionary side, surrealism and so on. Anti-Semitism could not be a problem in Sainte Anne. Henri Ey’s wife was Jewish; Lacan’s wife was Jewish too, and many, many others. I cannot say that I have even heard any kind of remark about being Jewish or not; the problem of Jewish identity was never a problem to me. My first wife was a non-Jew. She was Orthodox on her father’s side, Catholic on her mother’s side; my children had no religious education at all. So what remains of my Jewishness? I can tell you that in 1948, when the first war started between Egypt and Israel, there I reacted to it. I felt for Israel, I worried about it, I was very concerned about this country being surrounded by all these Arab enemies…this is really the problem with Jewish people who are not religious: they forget they are Jewish till the day the Jews are threatened, persecuted, or anything of the kind anywhere, and yet, on the other hand, we do not agree at all with the politics of Israel.

GK 
What about later on, when you got into contact with Lacan? I was surprised to hear some Lacanian analysts—not in France, I must add— talked at times in ways that suggested hints of anti-Semitism…

AG 
Lacan, no, no, no, I would even say the contrary. Lacan suffered from… not being Jewish! Of course, I am joking. The situation with him was complicated, but what I said has a grain of truth. I have written—and I am not the only one to have made the observation—that Lacan’s psychoanalysis is a Christian version of it. But I cannot say that I ever heard anything in Lacan about that. There had been rumours that while he was in conflict with his colleagues from the International he may have said something, but I personally never heard Lacan say anything. My life totally changed because maybe I wasn’t part of the French intellectual class, but being at Sainte Anne’s Hospital was a privilege; it was a very active centre of discussion, debate, encounters and meetings—a very dynamic institution.

GK 
Who were the psychiatrists then? Who were the main figures?

AG 
It’s too bad we’re not in Paris, I would have shown you lots of photographs. In 1953, I won that concours. The first year I went to a psychiatric hospital which was 40 kilometres out of Paris, where the conditions were very poor. I only stayed there for one year, and then immediately I came back to Sainte Anne’s hospital, which is the equivalent of the Maudsley. Sainte Anne’s Hospital was, for a young psychiatrist who wished to learn, an extraordinary place. Henry Ey was indisputably the most important figure of psychiatry in France, and maybe even in the world. His department was not in Sainte Anne; it was out of Paris, about 130 kilometres from Paris, near Chartres. I don’t know whether you’ve heard of him…

GK 
I have. I studied psychiatry from his book, Manuel de Psychiatrie, which he wrote with Paul Bernard and Charles Brisset. That was the textbook in my psychology course, which I believe was quite unique then in Argentina, in the sense that we learned the French system of psychiatric classification.

AG 
Well, I can say I was Henri Ey’s favourite pupil, and when he retired he then I gave up.
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