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 Abstract: This paper explores two dimensions of experience common to alt im-
migrants, whether they have chosen to emigrate or external citcumstances have
forced the choice on them: the loss of contexiual continuity and the conse-
quences of being an ousider in the new culture. Drawing on the contemporary
tirerature on muliiple discontinuous self-states, it is proposed that for many immi-
grants dissociated aspects of self-experience symbolize their original culture,
Whether these dissociated states are idealized and felt (o be unattzinable in the
new culure, or dentgrated and warded off in a bid 10 make new connections, if
they are not made conscious, examined, mourmned over, and reintegrated, the
immigrant will experience herself ke Lors wife, turned into 2 pillar of salt, her
gaze fixed forever on the lost world. Or alternatively, in custing hesself off from
a despised world from which she fled, she will also cut herself off from valuabie
aspects of self-experience inadvertently discarded in the act of immigration, Fx-
tensive case material is used (0 demonstrate the conclusion that being an immi-
grant is not about assimifation, but about a process of mutual accomimedation
between self-states that hold different passposts,

The poet moves from life to language, the translator moves from language
to life, both, like the immigrant, try to identify the invisible, what's between
the lines, the mysterious implications

—Annse Michaels, 1997

* 1 acknowledge, with gratitude and affection, Spyros Grfanos who first suggested this topic
1o me; Fettie Frank, Ernesto Mujica, and Michal Seligman who shared their own perspec-
tives on immigration; Robent Langan and Donnel Stern who read the manuscript with care
and offered helpful suggestions.
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T HE WORD “deracinate” means “to pluck up by the roots, to extir-
pate” according fo the second edition of Webster's Dictionary. A
harsh-soundding word, it is taken from the French. dergciner, which
means the same thing. The French dictionary Petit Robert adds a second
meaning germane to this essay: “To tear (@rracher) someone from his or
her country of origin or usual place” (my transiation). In French, the
word raciner means, quite simply, to take root. Curiously, or perhaps
not, there is no word “racinate” in English, as though this condition can
onty be defined by the absence of something so fundamental that it does
not require articulation as long as it is present. To be rooted i, in effect,
the “implicit absent standard” (Sampson, 1993). One other French vasia-
tion of deracinate is inderacinable. The obverse of deracinate, inde-
racinable means {again my transiation) “when vou cannot take away
someone’s spirit or tear his heart out, inalienable hope.” “Inalienable
hope”-this is a powerfu} contrast to the violence of being torn up by
the roots, to the sense of alienation and rupture that $0 many immigrants
live with and simultanecusly attempt 1o deny in their bid 10 belong.
Even as psychology in general accumulates a large literature zbout
working with patients from different cultural backgrounds, now referred
t0 as “cultural competence” (Sue, 1998}, and as psychoanalysts in particu-
lar (e.g., Perez Foster, Molskowit & favier 1996) become more sensitive
to differences in race, ethnicity, class, and culture in the analytic coupile,
too often the immigrant’s voice and her dilemma are conflated with mi-
nosity status. Consequently, issues particular to immigration go unno-
ticed as the discursive framework shifts to racial, class, or language differ-
ences. This is not only a psychoanalytic failing. In the world at large,
fanguage and race are such obvious markers for otherness that cultural
differences can easily get overlooked, frequently with the collusion of
the “other” who is struggling desperately not to appear “other.”
Although psychoanalysis in America was founded by immigrants, and
dominated, for at least the first thisty years of its history, by European
immigrants, the number of psychoanalytic authors addressing this topic
can be counted on the fingers of one hand (Akhtar, 1995, 1999a b; Den-
ford, 1981; Gray, 2001; Grinberg & Grinberg, 1989; Kuriloff, 2001). In the
iast ten or fifteen years, however, many fiction and nonfiction writers
have written about their experiences as immigrants (Aciman, 2000; Lahiri,
1999; Lee, 1995; Hoffman, 1989, to list but a few I cite). In the course of
this essay, I speculate about this particular lacuna in the psychoanalytic
literagure; but first 1 want to explore one dimension of the immigrant
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experience that is common to ali those who have been torn up by the
roots, whether by their own volition or by force of circumstance. Despite
widely divergent reasons for leaving one’s country of origin, sometimes
out of bitter necessity, sometimes to seek out new oppaortunity, 4 com-
mon broken thread binds exiles and immigrants. I follow this thread,’

Contextual Continuity

in overiooking, Hterally not seeing the impact of immigration on their
lives and those of their immigrant patients, our psycheanalytic forefathers
were being true to a tradition that privileged an archeological approach
over consideration of exogenous factors (see also Kuriloff, 2001), The
implicit assumption in classical theory is that psychological roots run
deeper than national boundaries; these roots, embedded in the soi of
dreams, fantasies, identifications, and memories, are deemed the proper
focas of psychoanalysis, As Akhtar (1999z b) points out, paying attention
to cultural determinism threatens psychic determinism. Classical psycho-
analysts’ emphasis on the durability of internal phenomena led them
to believe that psychological roots could not be summarily uprooted
through the process of immigration. I suggest that those psychoanalysts
underestimated our native culture’s gravitational pull.

in general, psychoanalytic practice expilores the tension between past
and present, identifying the roots of the past as they are multiply manifest
in the presemt, establishing psychic and historical continuity and a more
fully lived subjectivity. The psychic roots psychoanalysts seek to unearth
deal particularly with the family of origin as it is configured in the pa-
dent's object world. This is the figure in classical analytic inquiry; the
ground of cuiture or context is taken for granted.

Given Sullivan’s {1953) interest in sociology, social psychology, and
anthropology, interpersonal psychoanalysts have a {radition of emphasiz-
ing the formative role that culture plays in determining human behavior
and how it is understood, but even here the immigrant’s particular di-
lemma has rarely been considered.

On those oceasions when psychoanalysts do address the psychody-
namic consequences of immigration, they customarily confiate mother

! Akhtar (1999a1) distinguishes between immigmnts and exiles, suggesting that nostalgia,
which e defines as the retrospective idealization of lost objects, is present in immigrants,
but not in exiles whose deeply traumatizing departure from their land of osigia precludes
nostalgia, § do not make such a distinction.
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and culture. “The familiar environment, climate and landscape are all
unconsciously perceived as extensions of the mother,"” contends Akhtar
{1995, p. 1062). The immigrant’s adjustment in the new culture is wholly
dependent on her relationship with her original objects (Denford, 1981).
The wish to retumn to her country of origin is seen as a longing for
merger; the movement from frmigration o assimilation is held to be part
of a “third individuation,” a Further iteration of Mahier’s developmental
sequence (Alhtar, 1995, 1999h).

Muller (1996), a Lacanian analyst, advocates a definition of culture that
goes beyond the simplistic collapse of culture and mother. He points out
that with its dyadic focus, American psychoanalysis has been particularly
shost sighted in overlooking the constitutional role culture plays in the
development of the psyche. He suggests that “a third is required o frame
the dyad, 10 provide an orienting structure, and this third may be under-
stood as the semiotic framework and context of culture” {p. 2). Using a
similar concept, Hoffman (1989), who was brought 1o North America
from her native Poland as a child, describes the role this “thisd” element
continued to play in her experience of the world long afier she had
become an adult. “it's just an awareness that there is another place—
another point at the base of the triangle, which renders this place relative,
which locates me within that relativity itself” {p. 170). As with all immi-
grants, Hoffman is conscious of a chronic absence, a shadow self whe is
constantly contrasting the old world with the new,

In this essay I argue that the loss of contextual continuity immigrants
chronically experience creates an absence they are rarely motivated to
acknowledge. They fear being so overwhelmed by feelings of alienation
and depression as to be distracted from the business at hand, which is
to fit into their adopted culture. Nonetheless, dissociated aspects of self-
experience acqured in or representing the culture they left behind con-
tinue to break through in the form of affects, dreams, and inexplicable
enactments.

Winnicott (1971, 1973) repeatedly stresses the significance of continu-
ity to the developing and developed psyche. Going-on-being provides a
stable framework it which o metabolize experience. Disruptions 1o this
facilitating environment are fraumatic, For Winnicott (1971, culture {and
by this he means not only the “primary culture” between mother and
child, but also Muller's third, or what 1 refer 10 as “context™ links past,
present, and future. It is “an intermediate zone, a transitional space, both
inner and cuter, which is not challenged” (p. 10%). Like a transitional
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object, this transitional space is both me and not me, It is integral 10 the
child’s growing self-definition and it is shared by everyone around her.
it is the familiar context in which she bathes daily, The wordless signals
whose decoding means belonging, the subtleties of manner, speech, cus-
toms, fads, comfort foods, shared national preoccupations, these are the
cudtural vernacular that add a familiar texture to daily life. Hoffman
(1989) calls it, quite simply and to the point, “the cultural unconscious”
{p. 108). And 1o Delillo (1992) it is “the unchanged nasrative that every
culture needs 1o survive” (p. 162).

The loss of contextual continuity immigrants expetience on leaving the
familiar culture, the backdrop against which they have developed, is hard
to articulate once the immediately applicable label of “homesickness” no
fonger applies. It is an absence accompanied by despair about ever again
being fully known. Aand, as is the fate of unarticulsted experience in
general (Stern, 1997), it is frequently unconscious, Hoffman (1989) de-
scribes the moment she became fleetingly but violently aware of this
absence ia her own life, many years after moving to North America, “The
desire for the comfort of being a recognizable somebody placed on &
recognizable social map breaks in on me with such anguishing force that
it scalds my spirit and beass it back 10 #s hiding place” (p. 140).

Apprey (1998) asks, “What anempis are made (¢ suture the wounds
of an absence” {p. 31 I is my hope that this paper will encourage
psychoanalysts 16 recognize this absence in their immigrant patients and
to become curious about the sutures their patients may have found to
bind it.

The Biblical story of Lot (Genesis 19:15-35) and his wife #lustrates
several ways in which immigrants have typically dealt with the loss of
corextual continuity. When Lot took his wife and daughters out of
Sodom at God’s behest, the angels said, “Do not look behind you, nor
stop anywhere in the plain” When his wife did iook back she became a
pitlar of salt. That's ali we are twld about her, She looks back longingly
at the familiar world and she literally ceases to exist. So does Sodom; it
is destroved by sulfurcus fire, Typically told, the story ends with Lot's
wife, but the Book of Genesis continues as Lot and his unmarried daugh-
ters attempt to build a new life away from Sodom. Lotg's daughters, feel-
ing there i no one in this new country o “lie with them,” trick their
father into making love to them, and so conceive continuity,

The Rabbis of the Talmudic Era suggest Lot's wife was too identified
with the sins of Sodom and deserved her punishment for looking back.
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They have nothing but censure for Lot's daughters. (t is beyond the
scope of this paper to speculate why Lot was spared similar oppro-
brivm.) To those of us ess bent on the rabbi’s imperative, another mean-
ing seems clear when there is cultural dislocation, do not ook back.
Forget what is behind vou, stop identifying with it, look forward, keep
planning, keep forging ahead, or you will be turned into a pillar of salt.
Salt preserves by desiccating. When Lot's wife looked back on Sodom,
she was stopped in her tracks, she became devitalized, dried out. Looked
at in this way, the story of Lot and his wife and daughters suggests that
there are two ways out of the Imuigrant’s dilemma: linger over what was
familiar and become devitalized, or enter into an vnnatural and confining
union in a desperate bid to reestablish continuity. Aciman (2000) adds
an ironic twist to Lot’s determination to put Sodom behind him: “The
ioves we decline 1o look back upon are those we are not certain we
have overcome. In that sense, Lot was far guiltier than his wife: flecing
Sodom and Gomorrah, she simply turned her head; he made it a point
not to” (p. 59). Many immigrants strive 1o find a solution like Lot by
making a point not 1o look back, by identifying with the values and
ideals of the new couniry. Assimilation has been considered the gold
standard, the successful endpoint of the immigration process. And many
psychoanalysts have unguestioningly adopted this goal as the best possi-
ble cutcome of immigration without recognizing its implicit costs or ask-
ing whether such a goal is psychically atiainable.

Assimilation: An Impossible Task

in a rich and moving anticle, Eng and Han (2000) reconsider Freud's
€1917) “Mourning and Melancholia” with particular reference to Asian-
Americans attempts to assimilate. They argue that for this population,
the price of assimilation is “racial melancholia.” Asian Americans who
cannot blend into the white melting pot remain continuously estranged.
They live in a state of suspended assimilation, net just from the culture
as & whole, but also from themselves as they identify with a lost ideal, 1
believe not only imsnigrants who lock and sound different from the
white American ideal find themselves in this state of perpetual estrange-
ment—all immigrants do. The self left behind in the process of immigra-
tion remains a “ghostly presence” (Eng & Han, 20007,

i is generally understood that assimilation entails joss and the neces-
sity of moumning what is lost. Grinberg and Grinberg (1989) suggest that
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the immigrant moves from intense sorrow over loss (o a4 manic state, 1o
nostaigia, 10 a point where the two cultures have been integrated. And
Akhtar {1999b) maintains that there is an eventual synthesis of two self-
representations. I suggest the process cannot be so tidily resolved.

Webster's Dictionary offers a psychoanalytic definition of assimilation:
“adjustment or accemmodation to a difficult situation by accepting it as
conforming to one's desires” (italics mine}. Already, we see in this defini-
tion the inevitable duplicity that assisilation demands, the disavowal and
negation of a former self. The attempt 1o accommodate to the new situa-
tion further deracinates the immigrant. But the unconscious makes a
mockery of the wish to deny a former self, for the unconscious does
not readity accept negation. Rather, the negated self becomes “abject,
repudiated otherness” (Benjamin, 1998, p. 103).

Even when there appears to have been a totally successful assimila-
tion, the price can be high. And when a former self is gagged, the cosis
do not end with the immigrant himself, but can be transmitted across
generations (Apprey, 1998). One young man, whose Eastern Furopean
father appeared to have made a particularly successful transition into
American culture, said 10 me of his own despair and failure to fit in, *1
am living out my father's alienation.”

Occupying the margins berween nationalities, ethniciiies, and genders
creates confusion in others, so we seek o comply by fitting in. In our
everyday lives the powerful longing to belong often leads us to obscure
the differences we perceive between us and them, to react to difference
with mimicry (Eng & Han, 2000}, to become “ventriloguists” (Ignatieff,
1998) like Isaizh Berlin, a Russian Jew masquerading as a Cambridge
don. Assimilation's promise of acceptance gppeals to the immigrant, but
it is an empty promise, The wish to belong is so strong, the othemess of
not belonging so isolating, that the immigrant will grasp at one identity,
becoming the “other” as a way of appearing recognizable, even though
it results in repudiating another part of herself. One patient, an African
who had lived in Europe and now found himseif trying 1o negotiate the
esoteric racial politics in the United States wld e, “We the deracinated
have to invent ourselves. Culture is a question of conviction to me. T can
choose one or live with all the contradictions.” But, in analysis he discov-
ered that it was not a magter of choice: he was Hving with all the contra-
dictions.

Assimnilation is a construct belonging to a world of discrete categories
and forced choices; you belong to one culture or another, you ase an
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insider or an outsider, a member or an *other.” Hoffman (1998) poinis
out that this kind of dichotomous thitnking is as integral to the essential-
ism found in classical theory as dialectical thinking is to constructivism,
The postmodern turn has introduced a more flexible notion of identity
into psychoanalytic discourse: multiple selves that accommodate to dif-
ferent contexts (Mitchell, 1993, Bromberg, 1998). Benjamin (1998) puts
this most succinctly. “To inchude without assimilating or reducing re-
quires us to think beyond the binary alternatives of a self-enclosing iden-
tity and fragmented dispersal to a notion of multiplicity” (p. 104). In
terms of the model I am proposing in this paper, it could be argued that
different self-states holding different passports can coexist peacefully,
and that the possibility of standing in the spaces (Bromberg, 1998) be-
tween these self-states or moving back and forth is & more desirable
goal—and a more attainable one—than allowing one seif-state o be-
come colonized by another,

Recently academics in other disciplines have also started to question
the traditional wisdom that assimilating 10 one culture and giving up
another marks the successful endpoint of the migratory process. Some
sociologists, recognizing that assimilation is neither a desirable nor & real-
istic goal, speak instead of accommedations between the original and
the immigrant cultures (Alba & Nee, 2003). In a similar vein, the postcolo-
nial critical theorist Bhabha (1994) stresses ambivalence and negotiation
rather than subjugation.

Perez Foster {1996} writes of the shifis in self-object paradigms that
can accompany shifts in language.” While language provides a conve-
nient way to reify the split between different seif-states, language itseif
does not have to be the driving force behind self-states linked to different
cultares. Even in seif-states sharing 3 common language, powerful alli-
ances with different cultures can exist. For many immigrants, dissociated
aspects of self-experience come o symbolize their original culture.
Whether these dissociated states are idealized and felt t¢ be unanainable
in the new culture, or denigrated and warded off in 2 bid (0 make new
connections, ¥ they are not acknowiedged and given voice, the immi-
grant will experience herself like Lot's wife, tumed into a pillar of salg,
her gaze fixed forever on the lost world, Having cut herseif off from the

? Even when she was apparently welt assimilated, Hoffman (1969} describes having a public
self that spoke English and a private Polish-speaking self. She found, however, that her
public seif was unable to use the word “1”
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world she left, she may also cut herself off from valuable aspects of self-
experience, inadvertently discarded in the act of immigration.

The Analyst's Role

The topic of immigration rarely comes up in treatment, Frequently,
when immigrants enter treatment they present themselves within the an-
alyst’s cultural idiom, just as they do in the rest of their lives in the new
world. Fhis is not a conscicus choice, but part of the ongoing struggle
to fit iy, to deny the chronic, underdying experience of being “other.” Lee
(1995) describes what he calis this “ugly inmigrant’s truth” thus: “We will
learn every laesson of accent and idiom, we will dismantle every last pre-
tence and practice you hold, noble as well as ruinous. You can keep
nothing safe from our eyes and ears” {p. 319). Depending on how suc-
cessfully the patient accomplishes this unconscious and self-appointed
task, it may not occur to the analyst to explore the facts of the patient's
earlier dislocation, how this person from such z different culture came
to be in his or her office. 8o while the patient may derive considerable
gratification from the analyst's acceptance, she may not recognize that a
former, now unformulated self has been overlooked in the effort to gain
this acceptance. Gray (2001) refers {0 the analyst’s complicity in this sce.
nario as “ethnotransference,” that which goes undetected within its own
milieu.

Why have these issues been overlooked by the majority of analysts for
so many years? While those articles and books that have appeared dis-
cuss the dynamics of immigration from the patient's point of view, there
is no mention of immigrant analysts. The technical emphasis on thera-
peutic anoaymity and neutrality encouraged our immigrant forefathers to
overlock their otherness, implicitly discouraging any speculation from
their patients. Af the same time, the stereotype of the European analyst
became such a staple in American culture that it often went unquestioned
both by the patients and by the analysts themselves, who borrowed a
certain authority, if not superiority, from their status. We could speculate
that those analysts recognized on some level that if they did encourage
their immigrant patients to dwell on the difficuliies inherent in fitting into
a different culture, this could also serve as a reminder of their own losses
and their own uncertain status in the new world. Kurdoff (2001 captures
the couniertransferential pitfalls of engaging an immigrant patient’s sense
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of otherness. In the course of her work with a man who had recently
arrived from a war-tom country, she came 0 recognize she was avoiding
identifving with her patient as a “marginalized, disenfranchised, and bru-
talized victim,” and so avoided the “more emotionally alive, if rocky jour-
ney of being both subject and object in the interaction” (p. 676},

Inn xenophobic post World War H England, 1saiah Berlin strove to deny
his obvious othemess, yet he wrote of his longing for an “understanding”
thas he felt could only be based on shared experience. “To be under-
stood is 1o share a common past, common feelings and common fan-
guage, common assumptions, the possibility of intitnate communica-
tions--irx short o share comynon forms of life” (quoted in Ignatieff, 1998,
p. 2923, Clearddy, immigrants seeking psychoanalysis do not often have
the chance to seiect an analyst from their own culture, and frequently
they reject such an analyst because they would rather see someone who
represents the mainstream to which they wish to belong.

As someone who plucked herself op by the roots and replanted them
in foreign soil, I have been parnicularly sensitive to this dilemma among
the immigrants I have treated. I was stunned recently 1o realize that fully
one guarier of my current patients are foreign born. Most of my American
patients will speculate at some point about my British accent, sometimes
gelting confused by my French name and coming up with wildly roman-
tic or tragic speculations about my presence in the United States; but
they will also fill me in about a particular television show that was impor-
tang 1o them as a child, or a particular set of children’s books, or—a
recent example—what it felr like to be in 2 classroom during the 1950s
obsession with bomb shelters and air raids. These are facts with which 1
may not be familiar, but my patients do not fear I will miss the point. For
them, the racinated, | do not need to carry the contextual continuity, it
is all arcund them.

I amm what Akhtar (1995) calls “an invisible immigrant” (p. 1056). 1 am
white and speak English like a native-——though not like an American
native, despite years of trying. To the immigrants | treat, the fact that |
toc am a “foreigner,” to use a word they 50 often use about themselves,
suggests that ¥ must know something about the othemess they feel, the
ioss of what was familiar. 1 have come to realize that in treatment there
i a chance for patients to explore these feelings of otherness with an
analyst who may not have intimate knowledge of what they have lost,
but must have intimate knowledge of the joss #self. Even though they
may be unaware of their sense of uprootedness, particularly after several
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years in this country, [ have come to recognize the many ways my immi-
grart patients struggle to provide contextual continuity: writing about
their native land, seeking out friends like themselves, and often marrying
someone with a similar background. These choices may provide continu-
iy, but they often prove quite constricting in other ways.

Many of my immigrant patients initially deny that my foreignness has
anything 1o do with their choice of me as an analyst, Nonetheless, the
choice may have been directed by an unconscious wish to have their
ioss recognized. Parenthetically, f think some Americans may have a sim-
ilar motive in selecting me, feeling themselves to be, in some way, out
of step with those arcund them. One patient, some years into her freat-
ment, when | pointed out that my not being born in America may have
influenced her choice, exclaimed in amazement, “You know, you're
right. 1 think vou asked me that once before and 1 disagreed, but now i
regtize that { left three therapists without realiy having a good reason. |
kept saying I wanted someone who had broader experience. Now | real-
ize what I meant was someone who knew what I had gone through. 1
didn't want to talk about what ! had left behind. Tt felt too hopeless to
dwell on the past, on what couldn't be.”

Case Examples

The remainder of this paper describes my work with two patients who
immigrated for very different reasons and made very different adjust-
ments in their lives in America. In our work together, the powerful effects
of transference and counteriransference led us to explore the subtle ways
in witich the loss of contextuat continuity was manifest in our conscious
aned unconscious lives. The work allowed us to recognize the extent to
which we had denied and mourmned for seives we believed we had to
discard in our effosts to fit in.

Juanita came to the United States with her mother at age eleven to
escape Castro. She was a refugee who had no country {o return to. Patri-
cia is an English woman who came to the United States by choice as an
adult. For both these women the themes of recognition and loss, the
often unspoken longing for the unobtainable but familiar, found, in anal-
ysis, a bridge to link past, present, and future, despite the very different
conditions of their exile.

As a chiid, Juanita had been an imepressible tomboy, always outside,
climbing, running, often hungry and disty, but embedded in a vital and
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nosy community. Coming to a Cuban neighborhood in the New York
area at the age of eleven, she feh torn up by the roots, exposed to an
alien world where nothing was the same. She was completely estranged
from the seif and the life she had known. She became a latchkey child
in a community of strangers. Lonely and alienated, she found herself
constantly eating rather than playing. It is not my purpose to idealize her
life irn Cuba any more than it was hers. There had been a long series of
sexual molestations and the care of a deaf, abandoned mother 10 contend
with. But although her circumstances were harsh in Cuba, there was &
sense of the familiar from which her roots drew nourishment.

When 1 started to treat Juanita, she was an articulate, bright, rather
hefty, gay twenty-fous-year-oid high school dropout. She had a good job
on Wall Street and 1 was seeing patients one day a week at a clinic there.
We worked together only briefly before 1 left the clinic. For about five
years she sent me & card each Christmas, then she called to ask for an
appointment. Her circumstances had changed dramatically. Several years
cartier, computers had rendered her department obsclete. No longer a
middle-ievel supervisor with a future, she was working in a demeaning
clerical position in a small Asian company in New Jersey. She was ex-
tremely depressed. Drinking heavily and bingeing, she had put on about
80 poundds, to bring her weight up to 250 pounds. She had cut herself
off from most of her friends, and she was plagued with memories of the
sexual molestations that began when she was five and ended when she
was eighteen. She was confused by the unreal feeling she had about
life in America, as if she were locking at it through distorted glass, while
Cuba, which she had left when she was eleven, seemed vivid and alive.
The uareality of her circumstances, the sense of dissociation, would fre-
quently come info sharp focus when she was driving, paricularly cross-
ing a bridge into Manhattan or back to New Jersey. She would think,
“Who would ever believe this? § really am here. How did | get here? What
am I supposed to do here?” The twenty-four vear old | had met originaily
locked as if she were on her way to realizing a modified version of the
American dream. The woman who came to my office five years later
recked of failure, despair, and cheap cooking. She was falling through
the cracks. She had turned into 2 pillar of sait.

Our work focused on her feelings of abandonment, her confusion
about immigration, her attempts to come to terms with the history of
sexual abuse, on her passivity and seif-loathing, and on her terrible pain
and the fear that I wouid be unable to hear it, or—if | heard it—to bear
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it. Even when we became very angry with one another, as we did over
my extended vacations each summer, there was a sense of familiarity
between us. This obese, gay, dark-skinned, impoverished Hispanic woman
was a familiar presence 10 me, as I seemed to be to her. She captured
these feelings in a dream in which she came to dinner in my home and
discovered that 1 had a boyfriend, 2 Hispanic man in his late twenties,
Furthermore, T had made a Cuban dish of roast pork stuffed with Spanish
sausage, tomatoes, and potatoes. “1 was amazed,” she continued, *1 dida't
kanow you knew how to make it.” I asked Juanita what she made of this
dream and she said even though we seemed so different, the fact that §
was a foreigner too had always encouraged her to believe T could under-
stand the confusion she felt about life in America. In fact, she now real-
ized, this was why she had staved in touch with me during the time we
were not working together.

She asked me directly how I had dealt with feelings of estrangement
when { came to America, and 1 asked for her thoughts about it. She hated
this habit of mine and clammed up, but the foliowing week she an-
swered my question with another dream, one that 1 would not filly un-
derstand for several years: “T was standing waiting for a bus in a very
open areq, sort of a pastoral place. It was a bright sunny day and there
were huge amounts of people standing around. They didn't seem to
know where they were going. I kept switching places because § wasnt
sure where the bus stop was. Finally 1 decided to get on any bus that
came along. | sat down next to Cary Grant. He said, “This bus is going
far, to Rhode Island or Massachusetts.” So T got off it in an area that
reminded me of the place in Jersey City where you change buses. This
man hands me an envelope with money in it. T thought, ‘Great, { can
tzke a cab home now, T don't need 1o take a bus.'”

We agreed that this was a dream about immigrasion and the distance
she had waveied from Cuba, “the pastoral sort of place,” except this time
she herself had made the choice to leave. And it was about where she
wanted to settie psychically now that she had arrived. OF Rhode Island
and Massachusetts she said, “They're predy places, very far away.”

Juanita often felt others expected her completely to surn her back on
her working-class Cuban origins. In effect, she felt she had been doing
so while working on Wall Street. Her current work in an Asian company,
while demeaning and alienating, was more faithful to her inner experi-
ence of otherness. Bt seemed to me that through this uncomfortable
choice she was reenacting the conditions of her immigration. She felt as
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alien around these diminutive, exacting, straight Astan men as she had
when she first asrived in an industrizl town in New Jersey from her home
inn the countryside outside Havana. fuanita’s association to Cary Grant
went as follows: “He came from a lower<class background, and made
himseif become this suave, debonair individual, who spoke well. He
dealt with his problems by becoming someone else.”

1 asked if that was how she felt she was dealing with her problems.
She agreed that she had wondered about that, but decided that she was
doing things differently in the dream. She was still going home—not 10
Cuba, “the pastorai place”™but to a home of her own making. The
money in the envelope amounted 1o the cost of one of her therapy ses-
sons. She was exhilarated by the dream because she had taken chances,
gotten on the bus and off the bus without knowing where she was going.
She hadnt waited passively like some refugee being bundied onto a
plane or a boat, She had won some money, and she had gone home in
style. She was neither immobilized nor did she have o pretend o be
someone else any more, In addressing her sense of deracination, Juanita
had started to put down her roots. Perhaps she had not yet found inalien-
able hope, the inderacinable, but she couid build toward i

if it were not for the fact that my accent is somewhat like Cary Grant’s,
1 would have found him a very improbabile vansference vehicle, Given
that similarity and her curiosity about how | had handled my own immi-
gration, and bearing in mind fuanita’s uncannily accurate knowledge of
my life and my unspoken, sometimes uathought, thoughts, I wondered
what else she thought Cary Grant and I might have in common. Did she
imagine that 1, with my British accent, had felt the need to undergo a
raclical personality change, repudiating my origins? Was she telling me |
was a lot more like her than like Cary Grant, that somewhere inside me
there was a pillar of salt, facing back to Europe, unable to take up the
American life T had seemingly embraced? In her typical fashion, fuanita
dismissed my question impatiently, “Oh dear, here we go again.” § briefly
erterained this view of me, but only briefly. It took a second patient to
make me see just how accurate in form, if aot in content, Juania's diag-
niosis had been, how much I had dissociated the familiar and the English
aspects of myself.

Hoffman (1989) describes her immigrant’s dilemma: *T can’t afford w
look back and 1 can't figure out how to look forward. . . . Betwixt and
between, | am stuck and time is stuck within me. ... I can't throw a
bridge between the present and the past, and therefore 1 can't make time
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maove” {p. 116}, Bridging the gap between two countries and between
the self-states that represent these two countries is a diatectical process
rather than a forced choice. These self-states inform and negate one an-
other as they struggle 10 accommodate conflicting thoughts and feelings.
Yet both self-states are necessary if one is to experience a fully lived
subjectivity, As | have come to realize this, I can be more revealing than
T was with Juanita. Juanita’s Cary Grant dream and my subsequent expe-
rience with another patient finally allow me tc answer the question about
how | handied my feelings of loss and the imperatve o fit in when |
immigrated to America.

For years, as 1 drove over bridges, like Juanita, I would find myself
thinking of the contrasts between the world 1 had left and the world 1
lived in. In my case, this was between the very narrow world in which I
had been raised and the opportunities America afforded me. The bridge'’s
span somehow opened up a wansitional space in which the two could
be contrasted, But the bridge always ended, the choice was made, the
new world claimed me, the reverie guickly ended. 1 came from a much
more privileged background than Juanita. As & voung adult 1 left my
upper-middie-class English family to emigrate to the United States by
choice. Not consciously uprooted, I threw myself at the opportunities
America had to offer. No looking back, no pillar of salt for me. But for
years I was plagued with a recurring dream. 1 would awaken from a
deep sleep with the conviction that there was someone in the house I
was neglecting, a patient I had inadvertently overlooked, a colleague of
my husband’s 1o whom 1 had promised a meal, a friend of my sor's who
needed a bed for the night, a friend of my own who needed something.
I would bolt out of bed, then stop in my tracks. Reassuring myself that
no one was waiting for me did not relieve the uneasiness. Psychoanatysis
greatly increased the richness of my life and expanded on the choices 1
had already made, but still the dream recurred.

Then, 2 number of years ago, I was asked if { had room for the refersal
of an English woman who wanted an analyst “who will understand
where ¥ come from.” What I did not know when T accepted that referral
was that 1 was inviting into my office and into my psyche someone who
alse knew where 1 came from. She knew where a part of me waited, on
occasion inpatiently waking me with a recurrent dream about someone
who had been overlooked, someone who needed a place to put down
roots. This reatment put me in touch with a dissociated part of myseif.
I brought my patient more clarity about the choices she couid make. It






