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Then had all the earth one language and the same words.


Genesis, II-I

From the very beginning, the problem of language was a central issue for psychoanalysis and for its founder.  

The three main issues were:

1. Language as a tool of communication and of significative interchange between the analyst and the analyzand, process described by the concept of talking-cure.

2. Language as the support of the quality of consciousness.  The word in its representation transforms the unconscious into preconscious.  Nothing more and nothing less that the process in which the cure-transformation is based.

3. Language as carrier, reflection and manifestation of linguistic laws that are related by themselves with the laws that rule the mental apparatus functioning.  Mainly in the relationships, contradictions and integrations between primary and secondary processes.

Notwithstanding this central role of language in the psychoanalytic process, the fact of performing a treatment in a different language, in a non-mother language, either for the analyst or the analizand, or for both of them, was relatively neglected.  Reviewing the literature, my impression was that the issue is under-represented.  During my exposition I’ll try to speculate on the possible causes of this fact.  

It is not only the number of articles on the subject, but also an attitude.  For example, in the Volume XXXV of 1971 of the Review Francaise de Psychoanalyse, that published a symposium on “The Wolf Man”, with first class articles, in which all kind of linguistic aspects are dealt with great subtlety, the fact that the “Wolf Man” spoke during his treatment a different language than his mother’s one, this fact per se is not considered either in extent or in depth.  If we were worried about the trees, why not to pay attention to the forest?

Papers on this issue are published from 1939, and coinciding with the emigration of psychoanalysts from Austria to Germany.  It is impossible to separate, at least in psychoanalysis, the scientific product from history, either personal or social.

Exactly in 1939, Erwin Stengel read, at the British Psychoanalytic Society, a paper entitled “On learning a new language”.  He began his presentation by saying that the problem is especially important for psychoanalysts that would have to go on working in a new country with a different language.  His analysis is rich and multifaceted.  He did it mainly from the point of view of object and libidinal relationships between the “speaker”, the new language, and the new country and their interplays.  But what is not analyzed is how all this influenced everyday psychoanalytic practice.

Ten years later, in 1949, Edith Buxbaum published “The role of the second language in the formation of the ego and the superego”.  Through the analysis of two latent children, she concludes, squemathetically, that the second language is basically defensive, anti-drives, even negative for the individual development of these children.  To generalize, this conclusion will be again the clinical experience of many people and against what E. Krapf wrote, as we will see when I’ll summarize his article.

By the same time, 1950, Ralph Greenson, in “The Mother tongue and the Mother”, analyzed the use of a second language and the use of the mother tongue, in relation with the first object relationships with the maternal breast and with the mother, with the process of introjection and projection, and with the double aspect of language dialectics: as a tool that unites and separates the child from the mother.  The reading of this article reveals something more than the defensive meaning of the second language.  The author does not exclude a possible creative aspect in the use of a second language.

In 1955, Eduardo Krapf published “The choice of language in polyglot Psychoanalysis”.  He does not agree with Buxbaum’s statement, that the use of the second language is always basically defensive.  He also disagrees with Greenson, that the use of languages are only related to the relationship with the mother.  But what impressed me most from the entire article was the description of the cure of an anorexia nervosa case, a subject in which I’m particularly interested.  Between the cases, he describes one that today we would consider as a typical anorexia nervosa case.  He does not use this name for the clinical picture, but the patient suffered from a serious weight loss and amenorrhea.  Also typically anorectic are her social development, her relationship with her mother and I would because the transference she develops during the treatment.  Even more interesting is the way through which he gets a quasi-miraculous cure, at least of the anorectic behavior.  He does it by acting-in as a therapist.  This patient used to react very aggressively to transference interpretation, so he decided to “act-in” changing in a certain moment of the session the language in which he usually intervenes.  Instead of speaking German as usual, he does it in Spanish.  And German was the mother-language of this patient, who used Spanish in her daily non-family life.  Immediately after this session, the patient began to eat properly.  With J. Issroff (1983) we described a similar kind of improvement in another anorectic case.  In a joint session with the mother and the adolescent anorectic, in this case not going through a change in the use of language, each one of them, and mainly the mother, recovered the traumatic memories and images that, instead of being remembered or dreamt, were “embodied” in the false self of the girl and caused her anorectic behaviour.  As the mother of Krapf’s patient, my patient’s mother also was a survivor of the Nazi persecution in Europe, during the Second World War.  I consider that in Krapf’s case, to change the language facilitated the overcoming of the pathogenic identification/alienation.  The body was conquered by the fantasies of Other through an identification (Mijolla, 1981).

This kind of process, of transgenerational transmission of massive traumatic experiences, is very common in our patients in Israel.  Also, and in other level of facts, Israel is still, in its everyday life, a polyglot country.  News and newspapers can be listened to and read in many languages.  And this is the linguistic framework of my clinical activity.

I imagine that even the founders of the Israel Institute, that go on working, don’t analyze their own mother language.  And the problem appears again and again in the following generations.  Half of my seminary companions will treat in a different language, not in their own mother language.  And one day I found myself treating patients in four different languages!  So I would not escape from thinking about all this fact.  Suddenly, I discovered another dimension of the Uncanny.  Uncanny in the Freudian sense: Something known that suddenly reveals itself as strange and traumatic (Freud, 1919).  My work, my usual way of relating to Society, obliged me to rethink and to observe de novo my essential tool of hearing and communication: the language.  And my thoughts were from different levels of ingenuity.  Would it possible for me to communicate, understand, and be understood by others, in another language?  What kind of unknown psychic realities would be transmitted to me by the un-habitual sounds?  Wasn’t it, the mother-tongue also, a vehicle for an unknown Unconscious?  It was like the foreign languages would reveal to me a more strange and frightening world.  But the opposite seems also true: more recently acquired significance, would be more distant from the drive forces and from most primitive wishes.  If this would be true, how would a psychoanalysis be possible in a language different from the mother language?  Would it necessarily be less deep, less personal, less drive-related, less authentic?  In relation to this last point, the interchange of ideas with colleagues and teachers let me know that, at least sometimes, the use of the non-mother language helps the analytic process.  Language becomes necessarily less ambiguous.  More concrete.  In the case of Hebrew, the issue was more complicated: at least in fantasy the new language is an old one recovered from the phylogenetic Unconscious.

One of the problems that Israel linguistic reality raises is: in which language would it be more convenient to perform a treatment.  A colleague asked me about a case of an eight-year-old boy, with mild signs of nominal aphasia, secondary to an encephalitic episode some years before his immigration from an English-speaking country to Israel.  The behavior problems from which he suffered were an indication for treatment.  Would it be better to treat him in English, or in Hebrew?  And if the answer is to let him choose, his choice will be meaningful.  And not only vis-à-vis his nervous system damage, but also meaningful according to all his history.  And what complicates the picture is also the fact that the therapist should choose in which language to answer his communications.

R, a twenty-five-year-old female patient, is treated by me in Spanish, her mother-language.  After a few months of treatment, I noticed that she introduced into her communication some words or sentences in Hebrew.  Once I realized that the Hebrew word that appeared could be translated as “affect”, this allowed me to understand the “code”.  When she had to speak about her Affective world, she did it in Hebrew.  When I communicated my “discovery” to her, a memory of her childhood appeared and, after that, other memories.  What they had in common was the fact that her mother addressed her in clear and explicit terms, when speaking about feelings that involved their relationship.  It was like she lacked knowledge of Spanish words for the world of love or hate and she tried to fill the holes with Hebrew words.

Lastly, Patrick J. Casement (1982), in “Samuel Beckett’s relationship to his mother-tongue”, describes how in his production, Beckett needed, geographically and linguistically, to take distance from a “choking” mother in order to be able to create.  He describes how French became a possibility of re-discovering the ludic and transitional (in Winnicott’s terminology) function of language.  Only after this process was Beckett able to come back to English as a creative language, as to a mother that liberates instead of choking.

The significants look after, search the affects and vice versa.  The two-note symphony of affect and ideational representation could be listened to through all the Freudian metapsychological concert from the “Project” and further.  And there are significants that seem more adequate for expressing certain feeling processes and these significants are not always those of the mother-language.

I would like to transmit my experience, subjectively, while treating in a second or different language.  I am more prone, then, to “see” the clinical material in a more “global” than sequential way.  What I’m listening to is organized more easily in scenes, structures, than in associative chains.  This attitude has its pros and cons.  For me, so, it is easier to catch their psychopathological structure by catching their “general way” that rules this psychopathological frame.  And my communications and interventions based on this kind of global comprehension are felt by the patient to be a sort of “intuition” or even “thought reading”.  This fact can make more difficult their need for an introspective work on their own.

But when, finally, I’m able to connect myself with their associative chains in their sequence, I can manipulate the patient’s language in a more concrete form.  The fact that the language is less contaminated for me by its everyday use allows me to discover new associative roads more easily.  Notwithstanding, I’m increasingly conscious that I lose all kinds of subtle meanings.  It’s impossible to separate the problem of the use of another language in treatment from the more general problem of the psychology of immigration.  The first authors that dealt with the problem analyzed it in the metapsychological terms of the “second topic”, where concepts like “traumatic” and “uncanny” don’t appear.  Is it a theoretical preference of these writers, or an attempt to wash the traumatic and uncanny out of their own immigration experience?  I consider also that is a need too, to re-read this problem in terms of the Winnicottian concept of transitional phenomena and the new developments of our knowledge on the process of identification.  By the time that was allowed to use is over.  I would like to go on working through all these problems in the future.

SUMMARY


The experience of treating in a different language of the mother tongue is discussed, related to the specific linguistic situation of Israel.  The bibliography reveals 1) chronologically and 2) conceptually the interest and the way of analyzing the subject is related to the personal immigration experiences of the authors.  Significants and affects are dialectically united, and a second language could help in the resolution of pathogenic identifications and in developing a useful transitional area.
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