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TOWARDS

THE UNDERSTANDING
OF TRANSLATION

IN PSYCHOANALYSIS

PaTRICK MAHONY

The concept of translation had a central importance in Freud’s writings,
an importance unfortunately neglected in subsequent psychoanalytical com-
mentary. Because of its widespread and multi-leveled meanings, translation
is truly a theoretical nodal word, or, in the terminology of modern physics, a
unified field concept which illustrates the interaction of intrasystemic, intersys-
temic and interpsychic phenomena. A thorough understanding of the concept of
translation will enable the analyst to appreciate a new coherence in Freud’s
works as well as to acknowledge Freud’s historical eminence as one of the
great thinkers and innovators in the domain of translation. Freud ought rightly
to be ranked as one of the major theoreticians of translation for he gives the
concept a scope, extension and depth in his work that appeared nowhere
previously in history. It is, therefore all the more curious that the recent attempts
in various languages to relate psychoanalysis and semiotics or the study of signs
have not rendered justice to the centrality of translation (Liberman; Gear and
Liendo; Verdiglione; Lacan; Rosen; Bar).

In the light of translation theory, Freud’s enterprise was a positive and
heroic struggle in a communicative commitment, where analysis is interminable
and absolute clarity is a dangerous illusion. Thanks to ambiguity, talking is
possible, human verbal communication is possible. There was a gargantuan
effort spearheaded by the famous John Wilkins in the latter half of the seven-
teenth century to eliminate ambiguity and create an unambiguous language
in which there would be a different word for every conceivable and perceptible
entity (Knowlson). Of course this towering gesture of folly came babbling
down as it would have been necessary to create an infinite language to be
adequate to the infinite variety of human experience. Even repetition is never
the same, is never duplicated exactness if for no other reason that each
repetition represents an accumulation. So language has a finite number of words
to communicate the endless variety of what is humanly lived.

There is a scene in Lewis Carroll’s wonderland where Alice explains to the
March Hare that to say what you mean and to mean what you say are not
the same thing. To this well-known citation it could be added: we are saying
much more than we mean, and we are meaning much more than we say. Such
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reflections harmonize with George Steiner’s observation that from the dual or
subsurface phenomenology of speech
Humboldt derived his well-known axiom: ‘All understanding is at the same
time a misunderstanding, all agreement in thought and feeling is also a
parting of the ways.” Or as Fritz Mauthner put it, it was via language, with
its common surface and private base, that men had ‘made it impossible
to get to know each other’ (1975, p. 173).

Freud would be the first to endorse this stance, and a fortiori in the clinical
setting: ‘““‘Every single association, every act of the person under treatment
must reckon with the resistance and represents a compromise between the
forces that are striving towards recovery and the opposing forces’ (S. E., 12 : 103).
It would be difficult to find a stronger statement: the patient’s every single
gesture, act, word, is not pure direct expression, but is compromise.

The context of the foregoing communicative impasse serves best to situate
a consideration of translation. Roman Jakobson, one of the outstanding figures
in the history of linguistics, postulated that there were in effect three kinds of
translation. First, intralingual translation or rewording within the same language ;
in short, paraphrase. Second, interlingual translation or interpretation via another
language; this is the most common use of the word. Third, intersemiotic
translation or transmutation, that is, the interpretation of verbal signs by means
of nonverbal sign systems; nonverbal highway signs are a ready and clear
example of this category. The fact is, however, Jakobson’s attempt at all-
embracing categories does not take into account Freud’s enormous contribution
to the critique of translation.

To follow Freud’s understanding of translation or Ubersetzung, one should
ideally abide or at least recheck with the original texts, whose German term
is obscured by such English renderings as ‘‘convey’” and ‘‘transpositions’
(cf. S.E. 5: 610 and G.W. 2/3: 615; Origins, p. 120 and Anfingen, p. 130).
A survey of the notion of translation in the Freudian corpus reveals its compre-
hensive scope and its value of giving an imposing coherence to seemingly
disparate phenomena. In the most basic sense, more interesting for the lexico-
grapher than for the psychoanalyst, Freud uses the term merely as the equiva-
lent of verbalization either on the literal (S.E. 20 : 29) or theoretic (S.E. 18: 59)
level. More importantly, neuroses and symptoms are translations of unconscious
material ; and the manifest or pictorial dream is nothing but a kind of internalized
intersemiotic translation or transformation of the previous verbal latent dream.
The analyst’s interpretations are also translations, and even more than this, the
very movement of material in the psychic apparatus as such is understood
as translation whereas repression is a failure in translation. Freud’s literal use
of the German Ubersetzung as translation and transposition shows us that he
conceived as a concomitant unifying activity the translation of ideas and affects
into words and the translation or transposition of psychic materials from the
unconscious to the conscious levels. Pursuing that insight further, we may ‘note
that etymologically the terms translation, metaphor, and transference are syno-
nymous; said otherwise, transference is an unconscious translation and meta-
phor, or as the early Freud would have it, ‘‘a false connection”. Since all the



TRANSLATION IN PSYCHOANALYSIS 65

patient’s utterances are proximately or ultimately related to this transference,
we may logically conclude that operationally speaking, psychoanalytic treatment
is truly a semiotics of approximations, indeed derivations, orbiting around that
false connection. Since ambiguous meaning characterizes the analytic patient in
his talking and his listening, no wonder Winnicott could say that he never had a
patient (counting Guntrip) who could give back exactly what he heard as an
interpretation.

It is worthwhile to elaborate some of the ideas in the previous paragraph.
Hysterical phantasies can be translated into the motor sphere and portrayed in
pantomine (S.E. 9: 229); the dreams and hysterical phobias of a certain patient
were translations into different languages of a psychic reaction to the same
idea (S.E. 4: 259-260); screen memories are also to be accounted translations
(S.E. 3: 321). Avoiding a word for word or sign for sign equivalence, dream-
work does not preserve the distinctions proper to the original text but rather
translates into another script or language (S.E. 15: 172-3), or more accurately,
translates into picture writing (S.E. 15: 229); the symbols in dreamwork are
“‘stable translations” (S.E. 15: 151). Although the manifest dream is mostly a
translation of latent thoughts into visual frames (S.E. 18: 242 and S. E. 20: 43-44),
yet in order to avoid reductionism it must be remembered that dreams are not
just translations of thoughts into archaic form but also represent allocations
of libidinal and object cathexes which might be forced into the background
during waking life (S.E. 16: 457; cf. 18: 230). In Letters 46 and 52 to Fliess (cf.
also S.E. 23: 96), Freud conceives of the individual as a series of ‘‘successive
transcripts”’ representing ‘‘the psychical achievement of successive epochs of
life. At the frontier between any two such epochs a translation of the psychical
material must take place.”” But a pathological reaction, writes Freud, may inter-
rupt this developmental continuity; that reaction of ‘‘failure of translation
is what we know clinically as ‘repression’’’ (Origins, p. 175, actually ‘‘repres-
sion”’, the English equivalent of Verdrdngung, is not the best rendition of the
term Freud employed here — Versagung, countersaying, denial).

If the patient to some extent can be psychically represented as a vicis-
situde of translations and here we recall the hysteric suddenly turned obses-
sional as a bilingual document (S.E. 12: 319), so the ‘complementary role of
the analyst is that of translator. The analyst interprets or translates dreams (S.E.
9: 60 and 110) into a rational process (S.E. 22: 220); this includes the present
tense of the manifest dream being translated into a wish, into an “‘I should like”’
(S.E. 15: 129). The analyst’s more general aim is to effect via his translations a
translation and transposition of what is unconscious into what is conscious
(S.E. 14: 166, 16: 435, 23: 159 and 286) and verbally conscious at that, for
thinking in pictures is a very incomplete form of becoming conscious. Clearly,
although Freud from time to time equates translation and interpretation, transla-
tion is a far more reaching concept, however unfortunately eclipsed it may be
by the currency of the term interpretation.

Freud’s contribution is especially outstanding with respect to Jakobson’s
third category of inter-medium or intersemiotic translation. While ample atten-
tion has been given to the endopsychic semiotics of the rebus used by the
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manifest dream to translate some verbal material of the latent dream!, no uni-
fying treatment has ever been accorded to the various externalized and physically
expressed translations of verbal material that is a subject throughout Freud’s
works. In them I have found four different cases where verbality is the final
determinant in a physical and externalized translation of the unconscious:
1. Generalized hysterical, obsessional and phobic symptomatology. Concerning
the ““‘symbolic’ relation between the precipitating cause and the pathological
phencmenon’ (S.E. 2: 5) in hysteria, Freud makes some very shrewd distinc-
tions (S.E. 2: 176, 178-181, 3: 34), based on what we may call primary and
secondary symbolization. In primary symbolization, an idea gives rise to the
sensation : after feeling her grandmother’s ‘“‘piercing’’ look, Frau Cacilie devel-
oped a penetrating pain between her eyes. In secondary symbolization, the
sensation gives rise to the idea: among her multiple leg pains, Frau Cacilie
selected the one in her right heel, gave it a psychic value, and then complained
about not finding herself ‘““on a right footing’’ with the other patients in the
sanatorium. Not only is it sometimes difficult at large to discern whether the
idea or the sensation has precedence, but even in the particular instance of
primary symbolization there may be actually the restoration of a primary
literalism! If this be so, primary symbolization is less often an idiosyncratic
expression and more often an indication that hysteria and linguistic practice
take their material from a common origin. Hence the slighted hysteric who
speaks of being ‘‘stabbed in the heart” and who attendantly has precordial
sensations may in effect be phenomenologically accurate. Although admittedly
probiematic, instances of ‘‘pure’’ primary symbolization? are semiotically the
more interesting and involve a concrete elaboration which, inter alia, sets
them off from the organ speech of schizophrenics (5. E. 14: 198-199). Freud
further holds that such an occurrence of concrete primary symbolization in
adult life most partly depend for its force and realizability upon an infantile
prototype. Thus Dora’s dragging her leg, due immediately to having made a
“‘false step’’ at the lake scene, was based on a childhood incident of having
twisted the same foot as she was going downstairs (S.E. 7: 103).

In this realm of intersemiotic symptomatology, care must be taken to
distinguish between the gesture-language of hysteria and the thought-language
of obsessional neurosis typically manifesting itself in protective measures (S.E.
13: 177-178). Hysterical attacks, moreover, may assume added symbolic
complexities in that the patient might take on a multiple identification (the active
and the passive partner), exhibit an antagonistic inversion of innervations (the
arc de cercle repudiating a copulating posture), and by a sequence of convulsive-
ness and placidity could reverse the chronological order of seduction (§. E. 9 : 230-
231 and Minutes 1: 371).

1. For hallucinations coming about in the same way, cf. S.E. 2: 181 fn.

2. For various examples, see Origins, p. 198; Minutes 1: 346 and 404; 2: 80 and 460-461; S.E.
10: 128, 188-189, 213-215; 12: 308, and 18 : 187. I should like to add the example of one of my
French-speaking patients who cheated her mate (tromper) and developed a pseudo-infection in
her fallopian tubes (les trompes).
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II. Specific choice of a) suicidal means and of b) fetish. For example,
a man hangs himself and thereby is pendant like a penis, or a woman by
jumping out a window is both falling down and lying in delivery, niederkommz
(Minutes, 2: 183 and S.E. 18: 162). Then again, there was the patient for
whom a ‘‘shine on the nose” (Glanz auf die Nase) meant a glance at the
nose, whose perceived glow was fetishistically endowed (S.E. 21: 152).
III. Intersemiotic parapraxes, which in effect combine elements of the bungling
or faulty act and the verbal lapsus. An excellent case of this is one of Ferenczi’s
reactions to having committed a technical error in treatment: throughout the
day he stumbled several times, thereby translating into action his faux pas
(S.E. 6: 156 fn.®). This striking adequation between verbal elements and
external movement contrasts with its absence in the greater number of parapractic
acts. Four possibilities for a richer and intended consideration of intersemiotic
parapraxes deserve special mention. First, Silberer’s functional phenomenon,
whereby the dreamer’s mode of functioning is caught redhanded and represented
in the dream might obtain in an intersemiotic parapraxis. Thus when Freud
awkwardly wrote fiir twice in quick succession and then substituted bis for the
second occurrence (S. E. 22 : 233-233), the bis and the crossing out of the second
fiir are an attempt to undo the mental trace of having given a similar gift to the
same party. Secondly, although neither Freud nor, as far as I can ascertain,
anyone else in analytical literature has furnished an example of intersemiotic
parapraxis based on the opposite, such an entity undoubtedly exists and is in
essential accord with the unconscious. In his own private notation (S. E. 6: 49 fn.)
Freud singled out a dream in which ice symbolized by antithesis an erection; in
spite of having no real instance at hand, I can conjure up an intersemiotic
parapraxis in which a person mistakenly and ‘‘with open arms’’ bumps into
his enemy, thereby cloaking diametrically opposite feelings. I am sure that this
new and unpopulated parapractic category could be readily overflowed with
incidents hitherto unnoticed. Thirdly, Erikson’s programmatic for dream investi-
gation — that it deal with the dreamer’s style of representability — might also be
valuably applied to the intersemiotic parapraxis. Fourthly, the comparative
study has yet to be done of Freud’'s drawings and diagrams for along with
the accompanying commentary they present an intersemiotic manifestation
of Freud’s psychic operation. In such a venture, care must be taken always to
compare even the illustrations in the English version with the original; Erikson
(1955, p. 9) caught such an error in the transcription of the Origins. For
purposes of revealing Freud’s own parapraxis, Strachey should have repro-
duced the map in G.W. 7: 432. Freud asks that his structural diagram be
mentally rectified by the reader in one place (S.E. 22: 79) and in another

w

See also S.E. 6: 48-51, 164-165, 172-173, 177-178, 192, 199-203, 206, and 214. Mention might
be made to another one of my patients, a middle-aged woman who in some ways was remarkably
dependent and immature; her massive maternal transference onto me was attended by
disavowed crises dealing with separation. Several days before I was about to begin my summer
vacation, she had gone into a knitting store, which was certainly not her habit, and bought
some patch and pattern work to do over the vacation. She was unaware that her choice of
object was determined by my first name, so that choosing patch and pattern work was her
original way of finding a latter-day transitional object.
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place classifies a similar one as simply heuristic (S. E. 19: 24). Fisher (1957) has
pointed out the inconsistency between Freud’s diagrammatic location of the
system Pc. in Chapter Seven of the Interpretation of Dreams and the explanatory
prose text.

DISCUSSION

Backdropped by the traditional puzzlement before the meaning of hysteria,
Freud’s achievement was truly remarkable, but his achievement merits more
wonderment when one reflects on the inherent defiance of language that Freud
had to contend with. We know that a translated word most rarely enjoys a
congruence of denotation and connotation in the source and target languages
and that even within the rare congruence of figurative and literal meanings
for the same word, distributions of usage are skewed differently. Neither
can we choose to ignore that if denotation and connotation are problematic in
interlingual translation, they are likewise in an interlingual setting. Obviously,
due to each individual’s unique personal history, the meanings he assigns to
words are distinctive and all the more so as the form word is more common.
Alongside this obstacle, there is the essential distortion of psychic reality,
condemned as we are to translate it into the language of perception, a fact Freud
twice bemoans (§. E. 22:90 and 23: 196) ; then again, there is the added obscurity
inherent in the figurative language particular to psychological investigation
itself (S.E. 18 : 60).

A brief reference of a linguistic notion enables us to further appreciate
Freud’s struggle with a lexicality subject to psychic dynamics. Saussure, the

father of modern linguistics, conceived of the sign as divided into -S-, the acoustic
s

image and, roughly, the meaning. In Lacan’s reading of the Saussurean sign,
the line separating the signifier and the signified is the barrier of repression —
the result is that language is traumatized, wounded; the signifier cannot be
integrally at rest with the signified but instead refers to another signifier in a chain
interminable. Contending with and in a lexical heritage of broken signs, Freud’s
grand solution was one of reintegrating translation, which can be understood in
part as a repatriation of the alienated signifiers (see Nicolaidis and Cornu).
True enough, Freud’s self-analysis, upon which his crucial discoveries in trans-
lation depended, had specific indebitudes completely bypassed in Jones’ and
Schur’s biographies: it had as its influential medical counterpart Fliess’s auto-
therapy (autotherapeutischen Versuche, Anfingen, p. 134) and was influenced
by the daily chart which Fliess encouraged him to make of his symptoms. These
factors notwithstanding, Freud’s unifying and centralizing enterprise of trans-
lation towers as an extraordinary monument throughout the history of man.

Given Freud’s reputed literary style and also his pioneering awareness
of the importance of verbal detail, it is surprising that in the beginning he cared
little about the poor way in which his works were translated (Jones, 2: 45).
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Perhaps his initial insouciance was motivated by his greater concern that the bulk
of his scientific insights be conveyed, and as time went on he paid tribute to the
translation of nuance. And yet, as great and fluent as Strachey’s translation is,
it falters frequently enough in scientific accuracy and more consistently in
affective quality (Brandt; Mahony; Brull). As with all great authors, the time
will come when Freud will be fully translated anew in English. It is hoped that
such a translation, probably taking place in the next century, will be as lexically
sensitive as This and Théves’ 45-page translation and commentary on ‘*Negation’’.

Finally, we lack the kind of history of human consciousness that could
serve to better situate Freud’s literary style as a blend of personal genius
and its deeper interaction with the history of the sensorium and of the communi-
cation media. For example, how much would a phenomenological study of
psychoanalytical concepts reveal about tactual as opposed to other kinds of
sensorial experience (cf. Ong, pp. 92-110)? Different epochs and cultures
varied in the authority ascribed to language, in the perceived relations between
word and object, in the amount of tacturnity and prolixity and therefore in a
redistributed ‘‘speech mass’’, in their inhospitality or openness to new meta-
phors, in locutory conventions as to how much was concealed or implied or equi-
vocated, and in the ratio between inward and public discourse. Born at a time
in European sensibility when techniques of meditation and introspection favor-
ing an inward discourse of analytic argument had shriveled up, psychoanalysis
now lives through a period when public verbalization and publicity seem to have
greatly reduced internal language (Steiner, 1975 and 1976). In this uncharted
area of flux, and semi-assisted, semi-impeded by the treacherous tools of ambi-
guous language, Freud made his most famous discovery : man and woman are
(Edipal translators, (Edipal traitors. And that is no metaphor.
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