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Foreword

“The Transnational Unconscious” is an intriguing title for a collection
of essays on the history of psychoanalysis. How can the unconscious
be transnational? On the surface it might be thought that human
consciousness is a deeply personal phenomenon and cannot, therefore, be duplicated between individuals, let alone transferred across
national borders. On reﬂection, however, it becomes clear that the very
essence of unconsciousness is something that transcends national and
other political divisions. It does not matter in which country one lives
when speaking of one’s unconscious desires, dreams, and inhibitions.
There may be such a thing as national consciousness, but not national
unconsciousness. Since psychoanalysis deals with the unconscious, it
must by deﬁnition be considered a transnational scholarly discipline. To
be sure, all ﬁelds of scholarship are supposed to be universally veriﬁable
and to know no national boundaries, but the history of such disciplines
as economics, political science, sociology, and many others (including,
particularly, history) shows that at least in their inception they were all
embedded in national frameworks. Psychoanalysis was clearly different.
It is not surprising, therefore, and as several chapters in this book
point out, that psychoanalysis, which ﬁrst developed as a specialized
ﬁeld of science in Vienna at the turn of the last century, should have
crossed nations and regions without difﬁculty and found itself replicated in many parts of the world. The focus in this volume is on the
diffusion of psychoanalysis from Europe to Latin America, although
some chapters deal with Australia, the Dutch East Indies, and the United
States as well. The chapters show how a number of prominent European psychoanalysts were instrumental in founding the discipline in
Argentina, Brazil, and other countries, and they examine why this
particular discipline has ﬂourished so successfully in South America.
Transnationalization is not the same thing as universalization, and the
authors explore how local academic and social conditions affected the
ways in which psychoanalysis was put into practice in these countries.
Indigenization and growth added further to the transnational character
of psychoanalysis, showing that it could be adapted to local conditions;
in other words, it lent itself admirably to transnationalization.
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Foreword

This leads to an interesting perspective on the history of psychoanalysis. It could be, and was indeed, a liberalizing force politically in the
sense that it could free individuals from social and political contexts
and constraints. As a study of the unconscious, it speaks to the human
side of an individual’s life, not to his or her political identity or social
status. Such an inherently apolitical position does of course have political signiﬁcance, particularly in authoritarian countries that demand
individual subordination to the state or in hierarchically structured societies that differentiate people on the basis of race, gender, and other
distinctions. Sigmund Freud was an ardent advocate of transnational
civil society, while in Harlem in the US Richard Wright used Freudian
theory as a theory of action for racial equality. In the Dutch colony of
Indonesia (as Frances Gouda’s chapter here shows), psychoanalysis had
the potential to foster anti-imperial liberation, although it also provided
justiﬁcation for perpetuating colonial control by positing a primitive
unconscious (presumed to be distinct from the unconsciousness of
Europeans) that made the indigenous people unﬁt for self-governance.
All in all, the chapters in this volume make exciting reading for anyone curious about the transnationalization of scholarship or about the
local political uses to which an inherently transnational discipline may
be put. By providing speciﬁc examples of the ways in which psychoanalysis crossed the oceans, adapted to local cultures, and coped with
volatile political conditions, the authors in this volume make a valuable
contribution to the study of transnational history.
Akira Iriye
Rana Mitter

