
"All the Things You Could Be by Now If Sigmund 
Freud's Wife Was Your Mother": 
Psychoanalysis and Race 

Hortense J. Spillers 

When I was young and free and used to wear silksl (and sat in the front 
pew, left of center, I might add), I used to think that my childhood minis- 
ter occasionally made the oddest announcement. Whenever any one of 
our three church choirs was invited to perform at another congregation, 
our minister, suspecting that several of his members would stay home or 
do something else that afternoon, having already spent some hours at 
worship, skillfully anticipated them. Those who were not going with the 
choir were importuned to "send go." The injunction always tickled me, 
as I took considerable pleasure in conjuring up the image of a snaggle- 
toothed replica of my seven-year-old self going off in my place. But the 
minister meant "send money," so pass the collection plate. Decades later, 
I decided that the "send-go" of my childhood had an equivalent in the 
semiotic/philosophical discourse as the mark of substitution, the trans- 
lated inflections of selves beyond the threshold of the fleshed, natural 
girl. It was not only a delightful but a useful idea to me that one herself 

This essay is an excerpt from a longer work to be published under the same title in, 
first, Boundae 2 23 (Fall 1996) and, second, Female Subjects in Black and White: Race, Psycho- 
analysis, Feminism, ed. Elizabeth Abel, Barbara Christian, and Helene Moglen (forthcoming 
from University of California Press). Many thanks to Elizabeth Abel. Unless otherwise 
stated, all translations are my own. 

1. This sentence alludes to a wonderful collection of short stories by the Barbadian 
Canadian writer, Austin Clarke, When He Was Free and Young and He Used to Wear Silks 
(Toronto, 1971). 
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need not always turn up. One and one did not always make two but might 
well yield some indeterminate sum, according to the context in which the 
arithmetic was carried out, indeed which arithmetic was performed. I 
have been suggesting that we need to work the double in this discussion. 

Perhaps this is as factual as I know: In any investigatory procedure 
concerning African Arnerican culture, a given episteme fractures into 
negative and positive stresses that could be designated the crisis of in- 
quiry that reveals where a kind of abandonresent we could also call it a 
gap has occurred. ltather than running straight ahead toward a goal, 
the positivity (a given theoretical instrument) loops back and forward at 
once. For example, the notion of substitutive identity, not named as such 
in the literature of sociocultural critique, is analogous to the more famil- 
iar concept of negation. On the one hand, negation is a time-honored 
concept of philosophical discourse and is already nuanced and absorbed, 
if not left behind, by linked discursive moves, from Hegel to Marx, from 
Kojeve to Sartre and Lacan.2 On the other hand, it is a useful concept to 
"introduce," alongside the psychoanalytic hermeneutic, to a particular 
historical order located in the postmodern time frame as a move toward 
self-empowerment, but in an era of discourse that needn't spell out the 
efficacy of either. (The same might be said for the concept of the subject.) 
We are confronted, then, by divergent temporal frames or beats that pose 
the problem of adequacy how to reclaim an abandoned site of inquiry 
in the critical discourse when the very question that it articulates is car- 
ried along as a part of the methodological structure, as a feature of the 
paradigm that is itself under suspicion, while the question itself fore- 
grounds a thematic that cannot be approached in any other way. If one 
needs a subject here, with its repertoire of shifts and transformations, and 
negation, with its successive generational closures and displacements, 
though both might be regarded as a disappeared quest-object at best, or 
a past tense for theory at worst, then we have come to the crisis that I 
have told, the instrument trapped in a looping movement or behind-time 
momentousness that need jump ahead. One tries in this fog of claims to 
keep her eyes on the prize. If by substitutive identities the "send-go" 
we mean the capacity to represent a self through masks of self-negation, 
then the dialectics of self-reflection and the strategies of a psychoanalytic 

2. For a lucid reading of Lacan's indebtedness to Hegelian philosophy by way of Alex- 
andre Kojeve, see Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen, Lacan: The Absolute Master; trans. Douglas Brick 
(Stanford, Calif., 1991); hereafter abbreviated L. 

Hortense J Spillers is a professor of English at Cornell University. 
Her forthcoming books are a collection of her essays, entitled Peter's Pans, 
and a study of African American women's community, the problem of 
gender, and American slavery, In the Flesh: A Situation for Feminist Inquiry. 
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hermeneutic come together at the site of a "new woman/man." That, I 
believe, is the aim of the cultural analysis. 

A break toward the potentiality of becoming, or the formation of 
substitutive identities, consists in going beyond what is given; it is also the 
exceeding of necessity. While this gesture toward a theory of the tran- 
scendent is deeply implicated in the passage and itinerary of modern 
philosophy and the Cartesian subject, it is not so alien to the narratives 
and teachings of overcoming long associated not only with native tradi- 
tions of philosophy in the lifeworld (via the teachings of the Christian 
church) but entirely consonant with the democratic principles on which 
the U.S. was founded (though immensely simplified in the discourses of 
liberal democracy). But the resonance that I would rely on here is less 
dependent on a narrative genealogy, whose plot line culminates in an 
epiphany of triumph, than on a different relation to the "Real," where I 
would situate the politics and the reality of"race." Even though it is fairly 
clear that "race" can be inflected (and should be) through the Lacanian 
dimensions, its face as an aspect of the "Real" brings to light its most 
persistent perversity. In Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen's reading of Lacan's "lin- 
guisteries," the "real" is said to be "'pure and simple,' 'undifferentiated,' 
. . . 'without fissure,"' and "'always in the same place"' (L, p. 192). As these 
Lacanian assertions seem to match precisely the mythical behavior of 
"race," or of any "myth today,"3 they pointedly refer to the situation of 
the subject of enunciation his or her own most "Real," or the status quo. 
In the classical narratives of psychoanalytic theory, the status quo, the 
standing pat, does not by error open onto death's corridor, inasmuch 
as it freezes and fixes subjectivity in a status permanently achieved. The 
outcome breezes by us in the very notion of status, with its play on statue, 
sto, stant, and so on. In this sense, overcoming is the cancellation of what 
is given. Borch-Jacobsen offers this explanation: "Thus language, the 
manifestation of the negativity of the subject who posits himself by negat- 
ing (himself as) the Real, works the miracle of manifesting what is not; 
the tearing apart, the ek-sistence, and the perpetual self-overtaking that 
'is' the subject who speaks himself in everything by negating everything" 
(L, p. 193). "Speaking" here is both process and paradigm to the extent 
that signifying enables the presence of an absence and registers the ab- 
sence of a presence, but it is also a superior mark of the transformative, 
insofar as it makes something by cutting th-rough the "pure and simple" 
of the "undifferentiated" in the gaps and spacings of signifiers. If potenti- 
ality, then, can be said to be the site of the human, rather than the nonhu- 
man, fixedness; more precisely, if it is the "place" of the subjectivity, 
the condition of being/becoming subject, then its mission is to un- 
fold through "words, words, words" (L, p. 193), yes, but"words, words, 

3. Compare Roland Barthes, "Myth Today," Mythologies, trans. and ed. Annette Lavers 
(New York, 1972), pp. 109-59. 
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words" as they lead us out to the re-presentational where the subject com- 
mences its journey in the looking glass of the symbolic. 

Thus, to represent a self through masks of self-negation is to take on 
the work of discovering where one "is at" the subject led back to his 
signifying dependence. Freud had thought a different idea bringing 
unconsciousness under the domination of the preconscious while La- 
can, Freud's post-Saussurean poet, revised the idea as the "mapped" 
"network of signifiers" brought into existence at the place where the sub- 
ject was, has always been: "'Wo es war, soll Ich werden."'4 We could speak 
of this process as the subject making its mark through the transitivity of 
reobjectivations, the silent traces of desire on which the object of the sub- 
ject hinges. This movement across an interior space demarcates the disci- 
pline of self-reflection, or the content of a self-interrogation that "race" 
always covers over as an already-answered. But for oneself another ques- 
tion is posed: What might I become, insofar as . . . ? To the extent that 
"I" "signs" itself"elsewhere," represents itselfbeyond the given, the onus 
of becoming boomerangs 5 Ralph Ellison's word as it rebounds on the 
one putting the question. But what impedes the function of the question? 

Once posed, the interrogative gesture, the interior intersubjectivity, 
would fill up the Fanonian abzme, "the great white error ... the great 
black mirage."6 But might we suggest that a different question could 
come about with the acquisition of a supplemental literacy, one that could 
be regarded as alien and for that very reason to be learned and pressed 
into service? Frantz Fanon assumed that his great positivities (conceptual 
narratives) were always and constantly equal to themselves, and he was 
exactly right. But he went further by saying that both of them were "not" 
in the sense that they were borne on the wings of an illusion and to the 
extent that they were both unsatisfactory as self-sufficient points of the 
stationary, and this seems right too. He did not, however, ask of himself 
and his formulation, So what? Such a question could not have been posed 
by him because his allegory had not only responded to the "so what?" but 
had preempted indeed any other impudent intervention. But if we move 
back in the direction of a "prior" moment, the seven-year-old in the front 
pew, for instance, we can then go forward with another set of competen- 
cies that originate, we might say, in the bone ignorance of curiosity, the 
child's gift for strange dreams of flying and bizarre, yet correct, notions 
about the adult bodies around her how, for example, her father and 
brothers bent forward in a grimace when mischievously struck in a cer- 
tain place above the knees by a little girl, propelling herself off a rollaway 

4. Sigmund Freud, quoted in Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho- 
Analysis, trans. Alan Sheridan, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (New York, 1978), p. 44. 

5. For the boomerang effect and an inquiry into it, see Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man 
(1952; New York, 1992), in particular the "Prologue," pp. 3-14. 

6. Frantz Fanon, Toward the African Revolution-Political Essays, trans. Hakon Chevalier 
(1964; New York, 1967), p. 27. 
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bed into their arms. The foreignness had already begun in the instant 
grasp of sexual and embodied division. But from that moment on, the 
imposition of homogeneity and sameness would also be understood as 
the great text of the "tradition" of "race." The Fanonian abyss requires 
this ur-text as the "answer" that fosters a two-way immobility. But before 
"race," something else has happened both within the context of"race" 
and alongside it. 

Does tradition, then depositories of discourse and ways of speak- 
ing, kinds of social practice and relations enable some questions and 
not others? This seems so, but tradition, which hides its own crevices and 
interstices, is offered as the suture that takes on all the features of smooth- 
ness; in order to present itself as transparent, unruffled surface, it absorbs 
the rejects according to its most prominent configurations. But it seems 
that the move toward self-reflexivity demands a test of inherited portions 
of cultural content in order to discover not only what tradition conceals 
but, as a result, what one, under its auspices, is forced to blindside. What 
difference did it make that Fanon was a native speaker of French? That he 
had earned a significant place in French intellectual circles? His response 
seems appropriate the sideways glance, the superbly ironical look. It 
was the effect of scission at the heart of the diasporic utterance. What he 
could not do, however, was read its outcome in reference to the "Negro 
of the Antilles," as well as to "Frantz Fanon." To have admitted that the 
diasporic African is cut on the bias to the West and not sharply at odds 
with it would have involved him in a contradiction that his polemic 
against the West could not abide. Nevertheless, the problematic that he 
carved out remains intact, and that is the extent to which the psychoana- 
lytic hermeneutic has the least relevance to African diasporic lifeworlds. 

Turning now to another protocol, we have the chance to pose the 
question again in an altered context. I want to look briefly at aspects 
of Marie-Cecile and Edmond Ortigues's Oedipe africain as an instance of 
psychoanalytic reference to a non-European community of subjects and 
as a systematic examination of symbolic currency (symbolization) as a re- 
sponse to the riddle that Fanon advances concerning the "Negro of the 
Antilles." Again, it is important to my mind to insist that even though 
diasporic African and continental African communities share "race," they 
pointedly differ in cultural ways and means; the contrary view, which 
flattens out black into the same thing despite time, weather, geography, 
and the entire range of complicating factors that go into the fashioning 
of persons, is difficult to put to rest, given, especially, what seems to be the 
unchanging face of racism. But unless we introduce cultural specificity to 
the picture, we run the risk of reenforcing the very myth that we would 
subvert. In that regard, the emphasis that Oedipe africain places on the 
processes of symbolization not only in the workings of psychoanalytic 
practice but in the making of human culture more broadly speaking of- 
fers a powerful antidote to reductive formulations. I have also examined 
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aspects of Ibrahlm Sow's Les Structures anthropologiques de la folie en afrique 
noire as a francophone reading from "inside" African culture. I try to 
bring the texts here into dialogue. 

Oedipe africain is not available in English translation and was origi- 
nally published in 1964 by French psychoanalysts who carried out clinical 
practice and observation in Dakar, Senegal from 1962-1966;7 a redacted 
version, which text I use for this essay, came out in 1984. While the au- 
thors acknowledge that the analyst must attempt to understand the pa- 
tient in the entire context of his or her lifeworld and that no point of 
comparison can be sustained between one culture and another along a 
particular line of stress without an examination of the whole, they do 
contend that the oedipal complex pertains to all human societies. Its nu- 
ances will differ, however, according to one's standing in the social order 
and the strategies of acculturation that are available to subjects within a 
given natal community. The authors suggest here that "a practitioner at 
work in a society foreign to his own definitely illustrates an essential char- 
acteristic of the analytic attitude; that is to say, no proposition can be 
understood without reference to a familial, social, and cultural context."8 

If the knowledge that the analyst has about the total context is not 
exhaustive, "then what counts above all else is the analytical attitude that 
seeks to understand the place of the subject in what he says."9 It seems to 
me that all dogmatic pronouncement, before and despite "what the subject 
says," is precisely the way in which traditional analyses, of various schools 
of thought, have failed, including all brands of nationalist thinking, as 
well as more informed opinions that have evolved a template of values to 
which "the black man" is supposed to conform, and including, moreover, 
"the black man" as a formulation itself. This whole vital soul, imagined to 
be snoring beneath the wisdom of the ages, conveniently poised for the 
exact liberatory moment, or "leader," is actually an unknown quantity in 
this very "soul" we thought we knew. Because the analyst, from the Or- 
tigues's point of view, awaits a content, he has in effect no program to 
"sell." But the analyst here does not even do that much; he or she responds 
to a seeker. 

Attempting to understand the subject in his or her discourse, the 
Ortigues address the specificity of illness by way of a number of case stud- 
ies (references to aggression, the persecution complex and its intricate 

7. See Marie-Cecile and Edmond Ortigues, Oedipe africain (1966; Paris, 1984); here- 
after abbreviated OA. 

8. "En decrivant dans ce chapitre la situation d'un psychanalyste travaillant dans une 
civilisation etrangere a la sienne, nous n'avons fait en definitive qu'illustrer un caractere 
essentiel de l'attitude analytique puisqu'aucun propos ne peut se comprendre sans refe- 
rence au contexte familial, social, culturel" (OA, p. 57). 

9. "Faudrait-il en conclure qu'une information sociologique poussee doit preceder le 
travail clinique? Nous repondrons que, si un minimum d'informations est necessaire, ce qui 
importe avant tout c'est l'attitude analytique qui cherche a comprendre la place du sujet 
dans ce qu'il dit" (OA, p. 57; emphasis added). 
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functions, and so on). But in each instance the doctors, in touch with 
patients who have sought them out or have been referred to them by 
parents or school administrators, are not treating a single individual 
alone but an ensemble. Even the latter is not limited to the familial nucleus 
but may include ancestral and religious figures; in some cases, these 
might be the rab an otherworldly figure and the marabout, both of 
whom are active cultural figures in the Wolof, Lebu, and Serer communi- 
ties of Senegal. The unseen seen, the "evidence" of things not seen, the 
rab, who may be either perverse of conduct "or possessively loving re- 
garding a subject," is often felt to be responsible for certain facets of the 
subject's behavior. In this cultural setting, "illness is not a clinical entity 
at all" and certainly not foremost, but is "attributed by subjects to magical 
causality or the intervention of the divine." 10 The cultures in question are 
not only not of the West but are situated on the cultural map of Islam. 
The Western doctors, then, are attempting to work within the limitations 
posed by linguistic difference as well as differences of religious and eth- 

. ,% nlc reterence. 
If "the element of coherence" or consistency by which illness is repre- 

sented is embodied in the rab, then this intervention would pose one 
more reason, among a variety of others, why "the doctors and their con- 
sultants might have been derailed in their interrogation.''ll In any case, 
however, this complicating factor in the relationship between a speaking 
subject and the grammar of his speaking brings to focus one of the key 
differences between tools of Western practice and the African context, as 
Sow will spell out: Who is the subject of treatment? In the African context, 
there are no lone subjects of mental illness. A profoundly anthropological 
reading of subject disorder and its essentially communal and familiar 
character in traditional (and this distinction is crucial for Sow) African 
societies defines the project of Les Structures anthropologiques de la folie en 

P . . aJrzque nozze. 
While the Ortigues are aware that their project comes freighted with 

its own peculiar cultural baggage and bias, they nevertheless take their 
chances within the framework of certain psychoanalytic assumptions, as 
we have seen. Sow, on the other hand, locates the subject at last within a 
global scheme of reading that examines the basic tenets of West African 
culture. As informative as this method may be, it is in its own way as 
general and generalist as he claims that the classical descriptions of 
mental illnesses are to the African field. Too "superficial and artificial" 
to account for "psychological, social, human, and clinical realities" en- 

10. "Et, en effet, ici, la maladie n'est pas une entite clinique. Pour les maladies men- 
tales il n'y a de classification que par la causalite magique ou le destin voulu par Dieu.... 
On se refere soit a une action con trariante des rab, soit a 'l ' amour' possessif de rab lies a u ne 
famille, etc." (OA, p. 40). 

11. "L'element de coherence dans la representation de la maladie c'est le rab.... C'est 
pourquoi nos consultants sont deroutes par nos interrogatoires" (OA, p. 40). 
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countered in traditional African communities, the nosographical and 
nosological categories and tables, Sow argues, are themselves less objec- 
tionable to him than the inadequate supplement of their means with 
culture-specific strategies.l2 In Les Structures anthropologiques he attempts 
to go beneath the manifestations of Western practice to penetrate its lead- 
ing premises, to address and correct the problem, except that, in doing 
so, his chief actors are the macroelements of narrative and belief the 
thematics of myth, of ancient tale and report. In that regard, he paints 
with a broader brush, as it were, and covers a canvass of wider scope, but 
ironically it seems that we lose the import of the psychoanalytic in the 
process precisely because, to Sow, it is unimpressively grounded in the 
messiness of the everyday world, in the utter evasion of the neat and 
rational category. 

For example, madness in Sow's critique is similarly configured to 
the way it is sketched in Oedipe africain as a mishap in an ensemble of 
sociocultural relations. Sow calls it a "'sign"' that indicates straightaway 
that the subject is expressing conflict between himself and the constitutive 
authorities of his personality that are external to him (SA, p. 42; AS, p. 
44). Sow consistently distinguishes between personnalite and personne.l3 It 
is the role of traditional therapy, then, alongside the interactive participa- 
tion of family and community, to read and interpret the sign, to deter- 
mine at what point in the constitutive network of the intimate structure of 
personality there has been breakdown or rupture in an otherwise highly 
articulated social function (see SA, p. 42; AS, p. 44). While it is fairly clear 
that Sow's "exterieures" look and behave suspiciously like the Lacanian 
"supports" through which the subject of enunciation is "spoken," Sow 
appears to so disjoin particular acts of enunciation from the culturally 
permissible that the neurosis itself erupts in "oneness." The double dose 
of narcissistic desire, therefore, follows from "individuality," when the 
neurotic personne behaves as if he were an end within himself: 

In effect, what is signified for the neurotic is buried in his individual- 
ity and, in the final analysis, "doubles" or duplicates his narcissistic 
desire, which functions as if he were his own end in himself. For man 
confronting the sacred, however, what is signified is the Word, Law, 

12. Ibrahlm sowS Les Structures anthropologiques de la folie en afrique noire (Paris, 1978), 
p. 48, hereafter abbreviated SA; trans. Joyce Diamanti, under the title Anthropological Struc- 
tures of Madness in Black Africa (New York, 1980), p. 53, hereafter abbreviated AS; trans. mod. 
The translations used in this essay are mine. 

At the time of the work's publication, the author was apparently a researcher and 
lecturer at the Laboratoire de Psychopathologie at the Sorbonne, Universite Rene Descartes 
(Paris V) after having practiced psychiatric medicine in his native Senegal. 

13. The French text reads: "En sa lecture la plus profonde, la folie est 'signe'; elle 
indique d'emblee que le sujet affecte exprime un conflit: conflit entre lui et les instances 
constitutives de sa personnalite qui lui sont exterieures, selon la conception traditionnelle" 
(SA, p. 42). 
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Tradition in short, man's Origin, in the sacrifice of the founding 
Ancestor, creator of the Law, guarantor of peace and coexistence 
among present-day human beings. [AS, p. 207]14 

But the real question for me in light of this formulation is, What is the 
relationship between Word and the word in which personne, neurotic 
and otherwise, is orchestrated? It appears that we pass here rather too 
quickly dropping the ball is more like it from a social dysfunction to 
a coerced repair in the formidable evocation of overwhelming devices, 
the great di ex machina that silence all before them the Law, the Origin, 
the Tradition. "Man confronting the sacred" is a mighty idea, but who 
can stand before it? And isn't it quite possible that such standing would 
be unique? would represent an inimitable moment or an originary and 
irrecoverable act? 

Nevertheless, Sow's insistence on a constitutive network restores the 
psychoanalytic hermeneutic to its social coherence, to its intersubjective 
function. As traditional therapy in his account seeks to transform mental 
illness into an articulated language, it would repair the broken link in 
which the individual is not alone located: "Reestablishing order in the 
subject reconstitutes the loose connection and reinserts the subject into 
the place from which he has been expelled, cut off from his source of 
nourishment by an 'aggressor"' (AS, p. 44).15 

An "affliction" in the structure of communication implies an aversive 
meeting of paroles, and, to that extent, the anthropological elements of 
madness in African society do not deny, at the very least, conflict at the 
heart of human relations. Sow's "answer," however, by deferring or dis- 
placing the source of illness onto a global abstracted Outer, envisages an 
absolute otherness, whereas the struggle for meaning appears to "re- 
duce" the absolute by dispersing its centrality. In other words, the subject, 
in a different order of things, must discover the degree to which he has 
engendered his own alienation. Consequently, the Western subject, it 
seems, sprouts guilt and big shoulders in taking on responsibility for an 
outcome, whereas his African counterpart, at least if Sow is right, does 
not acquire a discourse for the guilty conscience inasmuch as his ultimate 
ground of social and moral reference is situated "outside" himself. 

14. 
En effet, on pour rai t dire que le si gnifie du nevrose es t e nfou i dans son individualite 
et, au bout du compte, "double" son desir narcissique qui fonctionne comme s'il etait, 
en lui-meme, sa propre finalite; alors que le signifie de l'homme face au sacre, c'est le 
Verbe, la Loi, la Tradition, en un mot: l'Origine, dans le sacrifice de l'Ancetre fonda- 
teur, creatur de la Loi, garant de la paix et de la coexistence entre les humains actuels. 
[SA, p. 162] 
15. "Retablir l'ordre dans le sujet affecte, victime, veut dire, en meme temps, reconsti- 

tuer le lien rompu, reinserer le patient dans la place d'ou il avait ete exclu, coupe de ses 
instances constituantes par 'l'agresseur.' Ainsi, tout d'abord, il faudra transformer l'affection 
en structure de communication" (SA, p. 42). 
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In a sense, the universe projected in Les Structures anthropologiques is 
vestibular to both the historical and posthistorical insofar as it is finished 
and elegantly arranged according to an immemorial Law and Order that 
Sow elaborates at length. We can do no more than sketch some of its 
prominent features here. In West African cosmography, human and so- 
cial order is based on an imbricated, yet hierarchical, grid of functions 
marked according to three levels of stress: (1) the sensible, given world 
of the microcosmos the world that is immediate and given, the world of 
the social; (2) "the intermediary world of the genies, the spirits, and a 
repertoire of malevolent and beneficent forces of the mesocosmos"; and (3) 
"the suprasensible world of the Spirits elect, the Ancestors, the Godhead" 
(SA, p. 45; AS, p. 48). But there are ancestors and the Ancestor(s), as it 
seems apparent that the capitalized Ancetre is the equivalent of the God- 
head, if not exactly synonymous to it. Given this elaborate schematiza- 
tion, there is, in effect, "no one" in a rather different sense from the 
nothing and no one of Western philosophicaVpsychoanalytic discourse- 
with its eye trained, finally, on an eclipsed God, or the One about whom 
silence is in order. In African discursive and social practice, as Sow nar- 
rates the scene, one is nothing more nor less than a link through which 
the three great valences of order reverberate. Therapy thus consists in 
bringing one back to harmonious relations with a cosmogonic principle 
whose intent can be teased out in various mythic narratives. There, "the 
prescriptions, rules, interdictions, and models of conduct" aim toward a 
definitive suggestion: that "cultural order and coherence repose on 
a delicate, subtle balance of the differentiated identity of each and all" 
(SA, p. 154; AS, p. 159), primarily the continuity of the generations in 
the passage of the biological age group, wave on wave of horizontal con- 
fraternities in progression toward the status of ancestry. In such a system, 
the strategies of rapprochement between God and human appear in lan- 
guage "in speech, prayer, and dream, as the dialogue between distant 
interlocutors must pass through the privileged intercessory office of the 
Ancestors" (AS, p. 210 n. 9).16 

From this perspective, mental illness is read as the interrupted cir- 
cuitry between carefully delineated parts (see SA, pp. 10-11; AS, p. 6). 
But the texts of role and agency are not discoverable, inasmuch as they 
are already known from a transmitted structure of articulated cause and 
effect. Moreover, this symbolic economy, which rests in a transcendent 
signifier, generates a Story, unlike the discourse that breaks up into the 
atomized particles of evasive meaning, or a meaning delayed in the "ef- 
fects" of the signifier. We would regard the latter as a symptom of modern 
social analysis that follows the trails of fragmented social objects in 

16. "Parmi les moyens du rapprochement, il y a la parole, la priere et le reve . . . mais, 
comme toujours en Afrique, le dialogue entre Dieu et les hommes passe par l'intercesseur 
privilegie qu'est l'Ancetre" (SA, p. 164 n. 27). 
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short, a world defined by the loss of hierarchy, privileged moments, and 
ineluctably declarative ambiguity expelled utterances. We know this 
world as our own the scene of scission and displacement. 

But where would this buzz of the harmonious leave the culturally 
"illiterate," the one who misreads the traffic signals? In the opening chap- 
ter of Les Structures anthropologiques, Sow treats at length the occurrence 
and frequency of mental illness in West African communities. As he 
adopts nosographical categories of description familiar to Western psy- 
chiatric practice, he is convinced that the categories themselves are ill- 
equipped to treat key questions, such as "the problem of the stain, of the 
pure and impure, that dominates Swedish psychopathology, for instance" 
(SA, p. 31 n. 36; AS, p. 32 n. 10), or the phenomenon of"la bouffee 
psychotique": the most characteristictormal aspect of African psychiatry 
(SA, p. 31; AS, p. 31). If the "bouffee psychotique" is a characteristic form 
in African medicine, then persecution is the most frequently and meaning- 
fully recurrent thematic of Continental practice (see SA, p. 34; AS, p. 35). 
He claims that it not only colors the entire field of practice but that it also 
occupies a privileged place in the anthropological system of representa- 
tions across Black Africa. The ensemble of premises against which Sow 
leads up to his reading of the African conception of cosmos and its signi- 
fying role in the mental theatre might be summarized according to two 
binarily opposed tables of value. Traditional African institutions, in their 
preventive or prophylactic capacity, effectively maintain personal, inter- 
personal, and communal equilibrium. The psychological defenses are cul- 
tural and collective and may be compared with what we spoke of earlier as 
the Western implantation or interiorization of guilt.l7 In other words, 
the persecutor in African culture embodies the externalization of guilt, 
whereas in Western culture, the guilt function is assumed by the person. 
Sow evaluates the internalizing of guilt as (1) "the origin of the morbid 
structure" and (2) "the sociocultural context of sin and blame" (SA, p. 25 
n. 20; AS, p. 24 n. 7). But is it possible that the binary disposition is less 
than dispositive, even in a traditional African setting? Is it possible that 
traditional structures, precisely because they are time honored, do not 
always respond to a particular demand? 

Among the case studies presented in Oedipe africain, the Ortigues's 
Samba C., a fourteen-year-old Wolof Muslim, might raise interesting 
problems for Sow's scheme. "According to the psychotherapeutic material 
presented to them," the authors believe that Samba did reach the inter- 
nalization of conflict, which process Sow identifies as the origin of mor- 
bidity in Western disorders, and that a dream reported to them by the 

17. "Factors that are often cited are . . . effective psychological in effect, cultural 
defenses, such as the externalization of conflict, with precise group identification of a perse- 
cutor" (AS, p. 38) ("On souligne souvent, en effet . . . des defenses psychologiques en fait, 
culturelles efficaces telles que exteriorite du conflit avec nomination collective precise 
d'un persecuteur" [SA, p. 36]). 
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analysand not only signalled such internalization but announced it as 
the onset of a series of psychotic episodes. The dream, which led him to 
the Western doctors, is described this way: "The baobab tree [the re- 
nowned tree of African lore and legend] of Samba's initial vision, at the 
time of this dream . . ., cried out that the dead must be buried at his feet 
and not in the cemetery; the terrifying persona of Samba's hallucinations 
was transformed into a man who declared these words: 'It is the father 
of fathers."' 18 Samba's confrontation with representative instances of the 
paternal image in the baobab tree and the transformations that it in- 
duced suggested to the doctors that Samba's troubles were related to 
the ancestors. In attempting to retrace the trajectory of the Ortigues's 
conclusions, which follow below, we hope to see at least the divergence of 
interpretation between two styles of analytic practice and assumption. We 
can only guess how Sow might have read Samba's case. 

Samba C. first encountered trouble, when, passing under a bao- 
bab tree on returning to school one day, he heard a voice that called 
out to him by his family name three times. Samba does not answer, 
for responding would have been incorrect, but he does not continue 
on his way, and quite frightened, turns back toward home. He takes 
to his bed, trembling, vomiting during the night. For the rest of the 
following day and for some months afterward, Samba keeps his eyes 
closed, as if he feared a terrifying vision, "like children, something 
big, a devil." He suffered from migraine headaches in the course of 
things, refused to eat, and in any case only imbibed small amounts 
of food and drink. He remained inert, prostrate, arms bent in moan- 
ing. His groans would intensify for hours at a time, in extended and 
monotonous plaint. The words that escaped from him came torn, 
babbled, barely audible and were accompanied by an involuntary 
shaking of the head. 

Samba's parents reported that the outbreak persisted for several 
months, and he was eventually led to neurological consultation and 
hospitalized. All the tests administered to him proved negative. Dur- 
ing hospitalization, Samba's state was unchanged three weeks later; 
he left the hospital after insisting upon it, having attempted escapes 
daily. Shortly thereafter, he was hospitalized in the psychiatric unit. 
In the course of a year, he was hospitalized three times and during 
interim periods was treated as an outpatient, subjected, during each 
term of hospitalization, to a series of electroshocks at the same time 
as psychotherapy. A neuroleptic treatment was pursued as well. 

18. 
Le materiel de la psychotherapie montre qu'arrive au seuil d'un affrontement assume 
personnellement, Samba . . . situ e l' i mage paternelle et la castration dans le rapport 
aux ancetres: le baobab de la vision initiale, lors d'un reve (il figure dans le nombreux 
reves), reclame que l'on enterre "le mort" a son pied et non au cimetiere; le per- 
sonnage terrifiant des hallucinations s'est mue en un homme au regard bon qui pro- 
nonce ces seuls mots: "C'est le pere des peres." [OA, p. 101] 

This content downloaded from 165.123.34.86 on Sun, 15 Feb 2015 11:42:55 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



722 Hortense J. Spillers Psychoanalysis and Race 

In Samba's case, it is legitimate to speak of psychoanalytic psy- 
chotherapy in the most classic sense of the term. Samba's demand 
was clear: He came "to talk in order to get well." A rich transferential 
relation was quickly established, as his treatment lasted a year and 
included some fifty-one sessions with the doctors. Samba was re- 
garded as intelligent and sought to verbalize everything that he 
lived. 19 

Summarizing, we can make the following observations: (1) After two 
months and nine sessions of treatment, Samba barely got beyond the hal- 
lucinations that haunted his nights. "The visual representations ranged 
from children, to snakes, to a very large black man, who frightened him." 
Samba reported auditory and visual hallucinations that included "snakes 
invading his body, drinking his blood, and the attacks made him feel that 
he would die soon."20 The doctors were caught by the binary equation 
in Samba's description "fear"/"bliss-happiness" ("peur"/"bonheur")- 
as they came to discover "that the voice of the baobab, which was the voice 
of the devil, was actually the projected persona of an older companion 
of Samba's, one Malik, who, in Samba's eyes, incorporated at once the 

19. 

Les troubles de Samba ont commence le jour ou, passant sous un grand baobab en 
revenant de l'ecole, il entendit une voix qui l'appela trois fois par son nom de famille. 
Heureusement, il ne repondit pas car "quand on repond c'est mauvais, on devient 
fou, ou on est sale et seul dans la brousse" (comme un homme que Samba a vu jadis); 
il ne s'est pas retourne non plus. Il a eu tres peur et est rentre chez lui en courant, 
s'est couche tremblant et a vomi dans la nuit. Depuis ce jour et des mois durant, 
Samba tient ses paupieres closes comme s'il redoutait une vision terrifiante: "comme 
des enfants, quelque chose de gros, un diable." Il souffre de cephalees intenses, refuse 
de s'alimenter et en aucun cas ne porte lui-meme a ses levres le peu de nourriture 
ou de boisson qu'il absorde. Il reste inerte, prostre, le dos voute, en geignant. Ses 
gemissements peuvent, des heures durant, s'amplifier en de longues plaintes mono- 
tones. Les quelques mots que l'on parvient a lui arracher sont murmures, a peine 
audibles et accompagnes d'un mouvement de negation de la tete. 

Ce tableau persistant plusieurs mois, au dire des parents, Samba est conduit a 
la consultation de neurologie et hospitalise. Tous les examens pratiques sont negatifs. 
Son etat etant inchange trois semaines plus tard, Samba sort sur sa demande in- 
sistante, apres de quotidiennes tentatives de fugues. Il est hospitalise peu apres 
en psychiatrie. En un an il y sera hospitalise a trois reprises et suivi entre-temps a 
titre externe. A chaque hospitalisation une serie d'electro-chocs est pratiquee parallel- 
ement a la psychotherapie. Un traitement par neuroleptiques est poursuivi 
egalement. 

Dans le cas de Samba, il est legitime de parler de psychotherapie psychanaly- 
tique au sens le plus classique du terme. La demande de l'enfant est claire: il vient 
"parler pour etre gueri." Une relation transferentielle riche s'etablit rapidement. A ce 
jour le traitement dure depuis un an et a comporte 51 seances. Samba est intelligent 
et cherche a verbaliser tout ce qu'il vit. [OA, pp. 96-97] 
20. "Des enfants ou un serpent ou un homme noir tres, tres grand, viennent lui faire 

peur, comme un diable.... 'Il me faisait peur. Il m'a montre le bonheur....' Des serpents 
sont dans son corps, sur son corps, ils vont le mordre, ils boivent son sang, il va mourir 
dans l'instant" (OA, pp. 97-98). 
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manhood virtue of boldness, physical force, and endurance, as well as the 
temptations to fall that led to Samba's madness" (OA, p. 98). (2) "La folie" 
was understood by the doctors to have conformed to "desocialisation," 
into which Malik had led his younger companion over a few years dis- 
obeying and deceiving parents, insolence toward authority, thievery, and 
the violation of a fundamental prohibition, "going out at night." The lat- 
ter activity was strictly forbidden to children, especially treks into the 
bush or the countryside, those reputedly dangerous places thought to be 
inhabited by evil figures. This crossing the bar, we might say, manifested 
in various antisocial behaviors that challenged authority, was accompa- 
nied by gross misconduct toward Malik's and Samba's female peers. The 
doctors observed that "Malik's 'leadership' was exercised in a decidedly 
sadistic tonality" and that none of the authority figures, including parents 
and teachers, were ever able to bring him in line. "Above all, Malik em- 
bodied for Samba an element of undeniable fascination" (OA p. 98). (3) 
Samba, then, "was frightened by his desire to look like Malik, to be Malik 
[d'etre un Malik]. The temptation was projected as the 'devil"' the "say- 
tane." The attending mclrabouts, preceding consultation with the Western 
doctors, believed that the problem was the "devil," who wanted to harm 
Samba. But as it turned out, Samba's family, "his entourage," had them- 
selves had similar experiences, "since childhood, with the evidentiary 
presence of djinns and devils" ("Pour le pere et la mere de Samba, pour 
tout l'entourage, l'existence des djine et saytane est une evidence quoti- 
dienne depuis l'enfance; chacun a une ou plusieurs experiences person- 
nelles les concernant") (OA, p. 98). 

4) "Samba finally arrived on the threshold of an interiorization" of 
guilt. The "devil" was Malik, wanting him to do ill, yet "he realized that 
he admired the older boy and that the latter was a thug" ("celui-ci etait 
un voyou ignorant") (OA, p. 99). Over time, "his fantasies concerning the 
persona of the devil . . . terrifying and attractive at once, were doubled 
and divided among three or four persons, as this game of doubling, 
coupling, and dividing allowed Samba ever greater suppleness in pro- 
jecting himself into variable positions regarding his desire and its re- 
lated anxiety.''2l 

Even though Samba's condition was ameliorated by treatment, the 
authors maintain that his state, for all that, proved irreversibly psychotic. 
To the question, What if the prognosis were inept, or unrelated to the 
strategies of cure available in Wolof society, the Ortigues respond with 

21. 
Dans ses fantasmes le personnage du diable, monolithique au depart, terrorisant et 
fascinant, s'est progressivement dedouble puis scinde en un groupe de 3 ou 4 per- 
sonnes, ce qui permettait a Samba un jeu de plus en plus souple ou il se projetait dans 
des positions variees a l'egard de son desir et de son anxiete. [OA, p. 99] 
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what is, for all intents and purposes, a question of their own: "Did not 
Samba's culture impose on him, or propose to him in a privileged way 
the solution to his hallucinatory psychosis, vis-a-vis the theme of persecu- 
tion?"22 The doctors believed that Samba had "jumped" my word his 
circumstance by internalizing his dilemma, by seeking to resolve it at the 
level of personality. In a sense, cutting loose from certain communal be- 
liefs, feeling himself driven to the wall, he had sought other means of 
address and "become a stranger to himself while doing so, acceding to 
the level of personal conscience that had situated him 'well ahead of the 
fathers."'23 In the culture in question, one did not reach for advancement 
beyond or away from the group, as they read the picture. At best, Samba's 
condition in the end "appeared fragile, as the 'devil' remained discretely 
present" (OA, p. 100). 

What I have interpreted in the foregoing paragraphs as declarative 
assertions are advanced as inquiries in the text, and this is important to 
note, inasmuch as the doctors are themselves aware that their speculative 
instruments are adopted from a very different cultural framework. For 
instance, they question whether or not it is thinkable that Samba has ar- 
rived at the interiorization of the conflict that he clearly expressed and 
whose implications he could explain "Est-il pensable qu'il parvienne a inte- 
rioriser sa culpabilite?" (OA, p. 99). Furthermore, they handle certain con- 
clusions that they have tentatively reached in a subjunctive appeal: In 
effect, Samba's assumption of guilt would suppose that he had disconnected 
himself from certain communal values, and is such delinking not only 
possible but even desirable? The Ortigues go on to say that everything 
during the course of initial treatment happened "as if" Samba, feeling 
no way out, had placed all his hope, had articulated all his demand in the 
opening dialogue of the first interviews and as if"he assumed the risk of 
an unknown outcome" ("il assumait le risque de l'issue inconnue") (OA, 
p. 100). His parents, "feeling anxious, powerless, and overwhelmed by 
Samba's auto-aggressive conduct," following the failure of traditional 
treatment, "sought to turn him over to 'the doctors' and also accepted 
the risks." During the course of the doctors' treatment, Samba's family 
consulted "un marabout 'plus fort' que les precedents," since the doctors 

22. "Mais cela ne peut empecher de se demander si la culture qui est celle de Samba 
ne lui impose pas ou ne lui propose pas de maniere privilegiee la solution de la psychose 
hallucinatoire a theme de persecution" (OA, p. 100). 

23. 
I1 est en effet bien difficile d'imaginer Samba gueri grace a un traitement psychanaly- 
tique, apres avoir interiorise ses tensions, les avoir resolues "personnellement." Cela 
supposerait que, seul de son milieu, de sa famille, il se desolidarise des croyances 
communes, qu'il se singularise d'une maniere telle qu'il deviendrait comme etranger 
chez lui, qu'il aurait accede a un niveau de conscience personnelle qui le situerait bien 
"en avant de ses peres" (il se trouve que l'on ne peut attendre aucune evolution du 
groupe familial). Est-ce possible? Est-ce souhaitable? [OA, p. 100] 
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were in accord with the decision. "This procedure, no more than prior 
consultations with the mclrabout, did not interrupt the psychoanalytic 
course," as the differing strategies were simultaneously pursued (OA, 
p. 100). 

As readers going back and forth on this, grappling in another lan- 
guage, about a vastly different culture, not Western, French, English, or 
diasporic for that matter, trying to see through other eyes to the truth of 
the matter or even gain some clarity concerning it, we are confronted 
with mutually exclusive questions. Perhaps all the doctors and theorists 
are right, or more precisely, know how to be, within the particular parame- 
ters of insight and blindness that frame their discourse. But the affecting 
line "tout son espoir, toute sa demande" (OA, p. 100) sketches a face be- 
fore us whose details are unreadable, except that we hear in its trace of 
the paraphrase the stunning bafflement of one at pains to know why he 
suffers, and it seems that we are captivated there in the inscription of 
particular address. There is the society, doubtlessly so, but what about 
Samba? Another way to ask this question is the impossible, What does he 
say he wants? Unless I have misunderstood the matter, the "hermeneutic 
demand" of the psychoanalytic itinerary unfolds from each of the Sam- 
bas' articulated wannas-be, but in what world? Is it thinkable that a Samba 
was raising, in the depths of his being, a question that his culture could 
not answer, even though the latter had opened the place of the question 
by giving it its props, its materiality? Is the quest conditioned by the epi- 
stemic choices available to the want-to-be of the subject? And if the subject 
"overreaches" the given discursive conditions, does madness attend, 
no one quite knowing what he is saying, as indeed was reported to 
have happened at the onset of Samba's psychotic course? For the Orti- 
gues, Samba's dilemma raises the question of recognition by the brothers, 
which they contend is routed through "Oedipe africain." It is at heart an 
inquiry concerning status and the variable positions through which it is 
expressed. 

In Samba's society, "the search for status recognition by the 'broth- 
ers' is a dominant mode of manhood affirmation" ("la recherche d'une 
reconnaissance de mon statut par les 'freres' est un mode dominant de 
l'affirmation virile" [OA, p. 135]). As we observed before, the brothers 
are the progressive, or processual, confraternity of age-mates precisely 
linked by the time of birth. "The wish to be a man expresses itself here 
in a form and content different from the ones that we know in European 
societies," say the Ortigues. "In Europe, young Oedipus wishes to be a 
rival in tasks, actions, and realizations; it is a rivalry that is manifest by 
objective sanction," or we could say that the objectifiable nature of goals 
acts to mediate the rivalry making a better boat, for instance, or hurling 
a discus farther than another. In brief, it seems that the socius of the 
objectifiable aim may be called competitive. In the Senegalese field, rivalry 
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is accentuated by a 

stress on status, on prestige. It has to do with demonstrating or show- 
ing a certain image of the self to the "brothers," or of doing what 
they believe conforms with the image in the eyes of the brothers.... 

For the young Dakarois whom we saw, plans for the future . . . 
were hardly based on performance or personalized activity, as it was 
in small measure a question of inventing something, or exceeding 
some achievement, but was tied up with the theme of giving oneself to 
be looked at. A subject might have said, for instance, that he wanted to 
wear beautiful clothes, or have a good position, but the precise activ- 
ity, the metier, the vocation that supported the good position or the 
beautiful clothes was not considered in and for itself. The wish, then, 
had less to do with a more interesting or efficacious performance of 
some task, but more to do with achieving higher visibility for socially 
prominent reasons.... To improve one's status, one might say "I did 
this or that," or "such and such admires me," or "such and such said 
that I was intelligent" [or] . . . "great.". . . If a subject reported: "I 
have more success with the females than my buddies," he was appeal- 
ing less to his relationship with the girls in question than reflecting 
on the admiration or the jealousy of his comrades.24 

It is difficult to decide from what the authors report about such as- 
sertions whether or not bragging among the young is common across 
cultures. I actually think that it might well be, but one is nevertheless 
struck by the importance of the specular and the spectacular here, which is 
precisely where Du Bois placed the significance of the look regarding the 
"seventh son," albeit for radically different historical reasons.25 Yet, I be- 

24. 
Ici l'accent est davantage mis sur l'affirmation d'un statut, d'un prestige. I1 s'agit plu- 
tot de montrer aux autres, aux "freres," une certaine image de soi-meme, de faire 
qu'ils y croient pour pouvoir soi-meme coincider avec cette image.... 

Pour les jeunes Dakarois que nous avons vus, les projets d'avenir, le "quand je 
serai grand," ne portent guere sur des performances ou des activites personnalisees: 
il est peu question d'inventer quoi que ce soit, ou de depasser qui que ce soit, sinon en 
se donnant a regardex On dira que l'on veut porter de beaux vetements, que l'on veux 
avoir une bonne situation, mais l'activite precise, disons le metier, que suppose la 
bonne situation ou l'acquisition des beaux vetements, est peu consideree pour elle- 
meme. Le voeu est moins celui d'une activite plus interessante ou plus efficace que 
d'une place plus en vue, d'une raison sociale plus eminente. Le fantasme sousjacent 
est d'imaginer ce que les autres pensent en vous regardant. Pour se valoriser on dira 
autant: ':J'ai fait ceci ou cela," que: "Un tel m'admire . . . Un tel a dit quej'etais intelli- 
gent . . . Un tel a dit que j'etais un grand" (ce sont la paroles d'etudiants). Si l'on dit: 
':J'avais plus de succes feminins que mes camarades," ce sera moins pour evoquer ses 
relations avec les filles que pour renvoyer a l'admiration ou a la jalousie des cama- 
rades. [OA, pp. 101-2] 
25. W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York, 1989), pp. 2-3: 
After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian, 
the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in 
this American world, a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only 
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lieve that this stunning thematic running through a milieu of West Afri- 
can society is well worth keeping in mind. Though far too quick a 
thought, as it were, to be considered for more than a passing moment, 
the concern about "how's it hanging" which would mark an especially 
male anxiety may actually "translate" into diasporic communities as the 
analogous stress on looks, prestige, success, and the entire repertoire of 
tensions that have to do with the outer trapping, that is, one's appear- 
ance. The Ortigues suggest that with all their subjects, "references to fa- 
thers and uncles bore the character of spectacle, witness, and display 
offered to the look of others. The child felt empowered by the father, 
loved by the father, when he was well-dressed by him, when he imagined 
others looking at him well-dressed." Among Europeans, they contend, "a 
boy of a certain age might think: 'My father is stronger than a lion . . . 
my father has the biggest car . . . my father is rich and commanding,"' 
whereas among the young Dakarois, "the boy thinks: 'My father is going 
to buy me a beautiful shirt, a beautiful suit."' The instances could be 
multiplied, they tell us, but they sum up the point: "The desire for better 
clothes, for more beautiful clothes, was the first desire expressed by the 
young men, the desire to show their father, and for those who suffered his 
indifference or estrangement, it was not rare to encounter an obsessive 
concern about appearance to the extent of seeking homosexual engage- 
ment in the search for ostentation."26 

By "the look . . . the subject decides if he is mocked, held in con- 
tempt, thought to be disagreeable," and so on. "The frequency with 
which distressful sensations were triggered by the look of another, or per- 
ceived at the level of the skin or the superficial musculature" because of 
another's "regard," was considerable in their estimation. Relatedly, the 
Ortigues evolved from the cases a veritable "grammar" of the look: "for- 
midable," "contemptuous," "masked," "averted," "eyes turned sideways," 

lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensa- 
tion, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one's self through the 
eyes of others. 
26. 
Chez tous nos sujets la reference au pere ou a l'oncle a le caractere d'un spectacle, 
d'un temoignage offert au regard des autres. Avoir un pere, c'est e^tre habille par lui.... 
L'enfant se sent en puissance de pere, aime du pere, quand il est bien habille, quand 
il imagine les autres le regardant bien habille. I1 n'est guere de cas ou cette donnee ne 
soit presente. Chez nous, selon son age, un garSon pensera: "Mon pere est plus fort 
q'un lion . . . mon pere a la plus grosse voiture . . . mon pere est riche et commande 
..." Ici, l'enfant pense: "Mon pere va m'acheter une belle chemise, un beau 
costume...." 

Le desir d'habits meilleurs, plus beaux, est le premier desir exprime par les 
jeunes garSons, desir de montrer leur pere. Et chez ceux qui souffrent de son indiffe- 
rence ou de son eloignement, il n'est pas rare de rencontrer un souci obsedant de leur 
apparence jusqu'a evoquer l'homosexualite dans la recherche apportee aux colifi- 
chets. [OA, pp. 1024] 
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"looks and laughs," "looks down (or lowers head)" ("formidable," "mepri- 
sant," "est masque," "detourne," "les yeux de cote," "regard et il rit," 
"garde la tete baissee").27 Prominently placed in the discourse of"the first 
interviews was the subject's concern about the troubling look; from in- 
stances of hysteria, having to do with a transient evil eye [d'un mal auxyeux 
passager]. . . to fantasies surging up in the here and now, we were always 
told: tJe ne me donne pas le droit de voir."' Because one's own look is 
disabled, or because one cannot seize the right to look, as I understand 
this, which frequently occurs in one's own bad dreams, perhaps we bear 
this rubric away from the scene: "The sight appears as a privileged place 
of castration" here (OA, p. 105). 

By a detour off the customary path, the oedipal problematic travels 
in this instance through the peer group, snared in the coils of looking 
and being seen. The Ortigues do not pause to elaborate on what is, to my 
mind, a point of saturation in their itinerary that could possibly bridge 
across Old and New World African cultures in a consideration of uncon- 
scious material, but I am not, for all that, claiming that there would be 
good reason on that basis to pose or even anticipate moments of a trans- 
historical (black) collective psyche. Nevertheless it seems to me that any 
sustained investigation along these lines might usefully isolate the gaze in 
its discrete cultural property as a route of organization for a comparative 
reading of intersubjective signals in divergent lifeworlds. But I should try 
to be clear about this. The inquiry that I am describing would occur un- 
der some other auspices than the psychoanalytic, even though it might 
be informed by its protocols. In any case, the look and its dynamics would 
bring to focus several topics that come together in the name of subjectiv- 
ity, that is, the extent to which self-formation is authored elsewhere, in 
the split between the wanna-be and its objectivations in the place of an- 
other. The eyes in this case are nothing more nor less than the crucial 
relay of a "message" that either proffers or denies, though denial, as 
we know, is also a most powerful offer. The tales of the young Dakarois 
reenforce the unthinkable it is all too often up to someone else and 
for my money, we have little idea what this particular exchange of sub- 
textual motive, "choreographed" in the rise and fall of the eyelid, actually 
"sounds" like in cultural theory concerning black communities. Relatedly, 
is there not this conundrum: If the young male consultants of the Or- 

27. 
La frequence avec laquelle le declenchement de sensations douloureuses, perSues au 
niveau de la peau ou de la musculature superficielle, est attribue au regard des autres. 
Dans bien des cas, l'angoisse parait etre secondaire a la douleur perSue, a la crampe, 
comme si l'eprouve corporel etait directement modele par le regard d'autrui.... 

L'attention portee au regard dans les descriptions de comportement qui nous 
sont faites: il a un regard formidable; il a un regard meprisant; il est masque; il a un 
regard detourne; il ne te regarde pas; il tient les yeux de cote; il regard et il rit, ce 
n'est pas l'enfant reglementaire; il garde la te^te baissee. [OA, p. 104; my emphasis] 
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tigues's "recits" are bound to the "look" of others as feminist film theo- 
rists have suggested that the female "star" is 28 then what revisionary 
notions might be introduced to the conceptualization of the gaze as hetero- 
sexual currency? At least to the extent that it induces more questions than 
it disposes of, the "recit" of the consultation expands the genre of narra- 
tive art. 

The coil of the looks for the Ortigues, however, is entirely related to 
the psychoanalytic aims of Oedipe africain, and that is to explore how the 
oedipal crisis finding one's place in the social order is resolved in a 
cultural context where the symbolic function of the father remains tied 
to the ancestors. We can only sketch out a few more details of this running 
narrative: (1) In the case where the father mediates between the dead 
ancestors and the living sons, the sons cannot think of themselves as the 
equal of the ancestor (and therefore not of the father either) and certainly 
not as his superior. What one must confront instead is the right to claim 
one's place within the group, as castration here is based on the collective 
register of obedience to the law of the dead, the law of the ancestors. To 
be excluded from the group or abandoned by it is the equivalent of cas- 
tration (see OA, p. 75). When Samba, in the case that we have examined, 
was confronted by the baobab tree in his disturbing dream, he was essen- 
tially coming face to face, as it were, with a representative ancestral figure, 
as the baobab holds a privileged place in the culture as the site of the 
wisdom of the dead and of the living fathers. It is, therefore, collectively 
possessed. The appearance of the tree in the young man's dream appar- 
ently signalled his arrival on the threshold of manhood. 

In contrasting the European Oedipus with its African equivalent, the 
Ortigues suggest that the youth in the latter setting does not imagine 
killing the father but must be referred to the ancestors through him. 
Thus a second detail is added to the narrative: (2) Because the ancestor 
is "deja mort" and "inattaquable," the sons constitute their own brothers 
in rivalry, the group that they must enter. This horizontal social arrange- 
ment yields two crucial representations "the collective phallus and the 
unbeatable ancestor," which conduces to "the game of rivalry-solidarity 
between the brothers." In this setup, everything that the brothers do re- 
garding one another acquires profound weight, inasmuch as one's suc- 
cessful achievement of status is predicated on it. "Rivalry, then, appears to 
be systematically displaced onto the 'brothers' who polarize the aggressive drives," 
as "aggression itself is primarily expressed under the form of persecutive reaction- 
formations." "The network of intersubjective relations would be strongly 
colored here by the fact that everyone is easily perceived as both vulner- 
able to persecution" and capable of serving its ends through the medium 

28. I am referring here to the very influential and suggestive writing by Laura Mulvey, 
"Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," Visual and Other Pleasures (Bloomington, Ind., 
1989), pp. 1s26. 
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of a superior force or talisman. "Under all circumstances, it is appropriate 
to protect oneself against harmful intentions," against apparently aggres- 
sive moves in the other, which energy, the authors observe, is deflected 
away from self-affirmation through action toward self-defense. "Blame, 
then, is barely internalized or constituted as such," since the material 
cause of the harm "lies outside oneself," where the "badness" reigns: 
"Everything happens as if the individual cannot bear to be perceived as 
internally divided and driven by contradictory desires." Les Structures an- 
thropologiques and Oedipe africain seem to strike a common chord on this 
point. We would also read Samba's predicament in this light.29 

"To the extent that the aggressive drives are not projected onto an- 
other, the subject remains conscious of them, but represses them, tries to 
control them." "Aggressive fantasies and emotions might then take the 
route of the secretive, muted, destructive, unacknowledgeable material 
about which silence is deemed appropriate," because mouthing it might 
"'discourage my parents,"' or "'they would count against me,"' or ex- 
pressing it would expose one's vulnerability, one's "locution," as it were. 
"Often, somatizations appeared as a means of inhibiting the instanta- 
neous expression of fantasies and aggressive impulses." What might oc- 
cur in the event of a repression is the dissimulation of mistrust and 
suspicion under the guise of an "imperturbable gentilesse" that is aimed 
at warding off a blow. But such a "separate peace" might not yield the 
expected "detente," but could well result in "immediate depression" or 
the "emergence of aggressive fantasies." 

Unless a subject sought solitude in order to protect himself against 
anxiety reactions that had become overwhelming, the young consul- 

29. 
Dans le modele europeen du complexe d'Oedipe, le fils s'imagine tuant le pere. Ici la 
pente typique serait plutot: le fils se referant par l'intermediaire du pere a l'ancetre 
deja mort donc inattaquable et constituant ses "freres" en rivaux. C'est pourquoi les 
representations que nous avons utilisees, phallus collectif, ancetre inegalable, ne peu- 
vent se comprendre qu'en fonction du terme ou elles conduisent, le jeu de la rivalite- 
solidarite entre les freres.... 

La rivalite' nous paralt tout d 'abord e^tre syste'matiquement de'placee sur les 'freres" qui pola- 
risent les pulsions agressives.... L'agressivite' s'exprime principalement sous la forme de re'actions 
perse'cutives. La culpabilite est peu interiorisee ou constituee comme telle.... L'ensem- 
ble des rapports interpersonnels est fortement colore par le fait que chacun se perSoit 
facilement comme persecute. On pourrait dire qu'une partie de l'energie qui, dans 
un autre contexte, serait employee a s'affirmer en agissant, est ici consommee a se 
defendre. En toutes circonstances, il convient de se proteger des intentions mena- 
Santes.... 

La culpabilite est peu interiorisee ou constituee comme telle. Tout se passe 
comme si l'individu ne pouvait pas supporter de se percevoir divise interieurement, 
mobilise par des desirs contradictoires. Le "mauvais" est toujours situe a l'exterieur 
de moi, il est du domaine de la fatalite, du sort, de la volonte de Dieu. [OA, pp. 79, 
92, 93, 94] 
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tants described to us the high degree to which they felt compelled to 
be with their friends . . ., to be part of the group, of the crowd. Even 
if nothing of particular importance accrued from a sporting event, a 
dance outing, an interminable round of talk . . ., the real thing was 
the presence of others necessary and reassuring in keeping the 
latent aggressive fantasies in the background.30 

Could it be that male bonding or confraternity is based on keeping the 
latent aggressive fantasies at bay? In that sense, perhaps, the solidarity 
piece of the rivalrous relations would sheath, at all times, a decidedly 
violent possibility, all the more so for what it covers over. The "gang" 
in diasporic communities may well replicate this pattern of repression 
and closure. 

We recall that the social formation of the brothers, banished in the 
Freudian myth for the crime of patricide and other impressive infamies, 
is the triggering mechanism of the incest taboo and the cut into human 
community. But Freud's exiled issue have the opportunity to "return" 
with the boon of guilt. As we think about the African Oedipus, according 
to the Ortigues's sketch of it, several half-formed, obscure questions 
crowd in: Did African Oedipus show a break in the fabric of narrative, 
in the incontestable roll and continuity of generation after generation, 
reaching the shores of death and the "full fatherhood" ("pere a part en- 
tiere" [OA, p. 110]), by way of the Atlantic slave trade? The question 
springs to mind from a suggestive passage in Claude Meillassoux's Maid- 
ens, Meal, and Money, wherein Meillassoux, in elaborating the role of el- 
ders and juniors in the African "domestic community," cites other 
historical research on the matter: Populations that had been "brutally 
subjected to the effects of the European slave trade" often used the ju- 
niors not only as producers, "but ultimately commodities as well." Their 
severity toward them exaggerated by greed, the elders banished the ju- 

30. 
Dans la mesure ou les pulsions agressives ne sont pas projetees, on peut constater 
qu'elles sont conscientes mais reprimees, controlees, non exprimees. Les fantasmes 
ou emois agressifs sont presents comme une longue souffrance, sourde et secrete, 
ecrasante, inavouable qu'il convient de taire "pour ne pas decourager mes parents". . . 
"parce qu'ils comptent sur moi" et aussi pour ne pas se montrer vulnerable. Bien 
souvent des somatisations apparaissent comme le moyen d'inhiber dans l'instant l'ex- 
pression des fantasmes ou impulsions agressives. Le comportement de ces sujets est 
de mefiance d issi mu lee sous u n e imperturbable gen tillesse visant a ne pas donn er 
prise aux attaques.... A moins qu'ils ne recherchent la solitude pour se proteger des 
contacts devenus trop anxiogenes, les jeunes gens decrivent tous comment ils sont 
pousses irresistiblement a aller avec les amis, comment pour eux etre "bien" (heureux, 
dynamique) c'est etre partie d'un groupe, d'une foule. Peu importe souvent qu'il s'agi- 
sse d'une reunion sportive, dansante, de palabres interminables ("faire la nuit 
blanche") . . . La presence des autres est rassurante, necessaire; elle desamorce ou 
repousse a l'arriere-plan les fantasmes agressifs latents. [OA, pp. 95-96] 

This content downloaded from 165.123.34.86 on Sun, 15 Feb 2015 11:42:55 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



732 Hortense J. Spillers Psychoanalysis and Race 

niors "for real or imagined crimes," as the young "were transformed into 
goods for the slave trade.''3l The slave trade, of course, bears none of the 
advantages of myth, but shows some of its earmarks, as the Atlantic trade 
might be thought of as one of the founding events of modern history and 
economy. But for our purposes here, the execrable trade, in radically 
altering the social system in Old and New World "domestic community," 
is as violent and disruptive as the never-did-happenstance of mythic and 
oneiric inevitability. In other words, this historical event, like a myth, 
marks so rigorous a transition in the order of things that it launches a 
new way of gauging time and human origin: It underwrites, in short, a 
new genealogy defined by a break with Tradition with the Law of the 
Ancestors and the paternal intermediary. 

From my perspective, then, African Oedipus is the term that medi- 
ates a new symbolic order. It allows us to see that "father" designates a 
function rather than, as Meillassoux points out, a "genitor": the father is 
"he who nourishes and protects you, and who claims your produce and 
labor in return."32 In that regard, the African Oedipus removes the ele- 
ment of sentimentality from the myth and exposes it as a structure of 
relations instead. The riddle of origin that the Oedipus is supposed to 
constitute, first, as a crisis, then as a resolution of order and degree, was 
essentially cancelled by the Atlantic trade, as the "crisis," for all intents 
and purposes, has continued on the other side, the vantage from which 
I am writing. In the essay from which this writing is excerpted, I spoke 
about a subject in discourse, crossed by stigmata, as the psychoanalytic 
difference that has yet to be articulated. In the longer essay, I define the 
stigmatized subject as one whose access to discourse must be established 
as a human right and not assumed. I am referring specifically here to the 
history of slavery in the Americas and not only its traditions and practices 
of"chattel property," but, related to it, the strictures against literacy im- 
posed on the bonded. Inasmuch as classical psychoanalytic practice works 
to transform symptomaticity into a narrative, I take it that discourse con- 
stitutes its primary value. The raced subject in an American context must, 
therefore, work his way through a layered imperative and impediment, 
which deeply implicates History in any autobiographical itinerary. I think 
that I am prepared to say that those markings on the social body of New 
World Africanity are the stripes of an oedipal crisis (for male and female 
children) that can only be cleared away now by a "confrontation" with 
the "scene" of its occurrence, but as if in myth. In other words, the discon- 
tinuity that the abandoned son demarcates here must be carried out as a 
kind of new article of faith in the non-Traditional, in the discovery of the 

31. Claude Meillassoux, Maidens, Meal, and Money: Capitalism and the Domestic Community 
(1975; Cambridge, 1981), p. 79. 

32. Ibid., p. 47. 
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Law of the living, not the dead, and in the circulation of a new social 
energy that confronts the future, not the past. 

Carrying out that line of thinking, we might be able to see in an 
apposite psychoanalytic protocol for the subjects of"race," broken away 
from the point of origin, which rupture has left a hole that speech can 
only point to and circle around, an entirely new repertoire of inquiry into 
human relations. Perhaps I come out here where I least expected: Fanon, 
to that extent my history must not imprison me, once I recognize it for 
what it is-might well have been right. 

2 

Among all the things you could be by now if Sigmund Freud's wife 
were your mother is someone who understands the dozens, the intricate 
verboseness of America's inner city. The big mouth brag, as much a sort 
of art form as a strategy of insult, the dozens takes the assaulted home to 
the backbone by "talking about" his mama and daddy. It is a choice 
weapon of defense and always changes the topic; bloodless, because it is 
all wounding words and outrageous combinations of imagery, and demo- 
cratic, because anyone can play and be played, it outsmarts the Uzi not 
that it is pleasant for all that-by re-siting (and "reciting"?) the stress. 
The game of living, after all, is played between the ears, up in the head. 
Instead of dispatching a body, one straightens its posture, instead of of- 
fering up a body, one sends his word. It is the realm of the ludic and the 
ludicrous that the late jazz bassist Charlie Mingus was playing around in 
when he concocted, as if on the spot, the title of the melody from which 
the title of this essay is borrowed. Responding to his own question- 
"What does it mean?" that he poses to himself on the recording, he 
follows along the lines of his own cryptic signature, "Nothing. It means 
nothing." And what he proceeds to perform on the cut is certainly no 
thing we know. But that really is the point to extend the realm of possi- 
bility for what might be known, and, not unlike the dozens, we will not 
easily decide if it is fun. 

We traditionally understand the psychoanalytic in a pathological 
register, and there must be a very real question as to whether or not 
it remains psychoanalysis without its principal features-a "third ear," 
something like the "fourth wall," or the speech that unfolds in the pris- 
tinely silent arena of two star witnesses a patient and he or she "who is 
supposed to know." The scene of assumptions is completed in the privi- 
leged relations of client and doctor in the atmosphere of the confessional. 
But my interest in this ethical self-knowing wants to unhook the psycho- 
analytic hermeneutic from its rigorous curative framework and try to 
recover it in a free-floating realm of self-didactic possibility that might 
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decentralize and disperse the knowing one. We might need help here, 
for sure, but the uncertainty of where we'd be headed virtually makes no 
guarantee of that. Out here, the only music they are playing is Mingus's 
or much like it, and I should think that it would take a good long time to 
learn to hear it well. 
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