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Queer disorientations in psychoanalysis
The aim of this paper is to show how Georg Groddeck -German doctor, writer, and psychoanalyst- 

queered psychoanalytic theory. What strategies did he choose in order to do that, and what impact did he 
have on Freud’s closest disciples, such as Sándor Ferenczi and Otto Rank? To understand how queer entered 
psychoanalysis or how psychoanalysis became queered, first, we must ask what it exactly meant to queer 
theory in the first half of the 20th century. In Queer Phenomenology, Sarah Ahmed proposed to think about 
queer as a way of being “disorientated” in an established social order. She defined queer as staying out 
of line and, therefore, having a different perspective in overly orientated space and time. If orientation in 
social and cultural order gives a feeling of familiarity, acting queer means staying out of line and breaking 
with the repetition of existing patterns. In this light, “queering a science” would mean breaking with the 
legitimized lines of thinking within disciplines based on linear transmission and inheritance. As Ahmed 
pointed out: “The lines of disciplines are certainly a form of inheritance. The line (…) that is drawn from 
philosopher to philosopher is often a paternal one: the line begins with the father and is followed by those 
who “can” take his place. Such lines mark out the edges of disciplinary homes, which also mark out those 
who are ‘out of line’2”. Concentrating on those who were out of psychoanalytic lines, I propose to think 
about their strategies of entering psychoanalytic center as a strategy of “queer positioning”, understood as 
experiencing their position in the psychoanalytic movement through a constant feeling of unfamiliarity and 
strangeness.

Georg Groddeck’s entrance in psychoanalysis not only failed, but it was a “queer art of failure”. He 
appeared in psychoanalytic society during the 6th International Psychoanalytic Congress in Hague in 
1920, where he presented his theory of symbols, human psychology, illness, and therapy. Although the 
correspondence with Freud started in 1917 and, without any doubt, Freud considered him his disciple, 
Groddeck did not think about himself as well-adjusted to Freud’s society. In front of 119 members of the 
International Psychoanalytic Society, he gave a speech without previous preparation. Instead of reading 
a well-written paper, he decided to speak freely, uninhibitedly associating psychoanalytic concepts and 
categories, easily changing one subject to another. As Groddeck’s biographers, Carl, and Sylva Grossman 
pointed out, his performance was scandalous in the eyes of well-orientated psychoanalysts3 . Since he did 
not want to be defined by 3 them as “charlatan” he called himself the “wild analyst” instead, and -what was 
even more shocking- was proud of it! Being called “wild analyst” in the Psychoanalytic Society indicated 
the lack of professionalism and was signalized as a problem by Freud as early as in 19104. By calling 
himself non-professional, Groddeck took a queer position — instead of following understandable patterns, 
he disoriented himself in scientific order, thus deviate from orthodox psychoanalysis. Although Freud 
was his mentor, Groddeck could not stay in line. He treated psychoanalysis as an inspiration for thinking 
independently, rather than as an assignment to transmit Freud’s ideas.



Groddeck’s orientation towards psychoanalysis5  
Groddeck’s first reaction to psychoanalysis was rather negative. In 1913, in his treatise Nasamecu6, 

he criticized Freud’s theory as the noxious tendency regrettably gaining popularity in medicine. The title 
was an abridged version of a Latin phrase “Natura Sanat, medicus curat”, by which the author made a 
reference to Ernst Schweninger’s definition of physician’s role as less significative in comparison to the 
power of nature. Later Groddeck will apologize Freud for a great misunderstanding of his theories. The 
first letter from him to Freud was sent the 27th of May, 1917. In its length and character, it resembled an 
“intellectual autobiography”, where Groddeck described his scientific development and sketched his still 
changing theory. Since then, up till the publication of Das Buch vom Es the correspondence was devoted to 
the explanation of a difference between his notion of the “It” (Es) and Freud’s understanding of this term.  

In Groddeck’s theory the It had a much wider meaning than in Freud’s definition. The crucial fact is, 
however, that both terms were developed at the same time. While the author of Traumdeutung understood 
the It as an unconscious part of the psyche, for Groddeck it was the crucial element of human existence. 
In The Ego and the It (Das Ich und das Es), published in 1923, Freud divided psychic life into three parts, 
that is, id (Es), ego (Ich), and superego (Über-Ich). The It was the oldest, thus the most primitive, mental 
agency, where the instinctual drives raised to the surface. For Groddeck, on the contrary, the It was not 
one of the three mental agencies but their basis. In Das Buch vom Es he wrote: “Der Mensch wird vom Es 
gelebt”, what means: “Man is7 lived by the It8”. The It brings life and death, is responsible for the illness, as 
well as for the cure. It gives a possibility to create and, at the same time, creates; finally, it structures human 
perception and shapes the way life is and can be lived9.

It is clear that Groddeck saw the language, art, religion, and science as the evidence for the ontological 
status of the It. Although it can be phenomenologically perceived, the It escapes definitions. In other words, 
we can approach it, and still be incapable of determining what the It actually is. In this context Groddeck 
added: “I purposely use the expression stammering (…) because it is not possible to talk about the It, merely 
to stammer. (…)”10 . In my opinion, the problem that the It cannot be precisely described does not prove, 
as Freud suggested, that Groddeck’s concept was “mystical”. On the contrary, it gives us the possibility to 
rethink the limits of psychoanalytic understanding of science and knowledge. The main argument made in 
Freud’s society against Groddeck’s notion of the It was that he contaminates scientific theory with philosophy 
and religious mysticism. It is true, that Groddeck was inspired not only by Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, 
but also by German literature, art, and -unsurprisingly- by German philosophy. He was a good reader of 
Friedrich Nietzsche, thereby his concept of the It is similar to Nietzsche’s early understanding of the culture 
as based on the dichotomy between Dionysus and Apollon11.

In front of the International Psychoanalytic Society, Groddeck spoke about the It only two times -first in 
1920, second in 1925 during the 9th International Psychoanalytic Congress in Homburg. Two years after the 
publication of Das Buch vom Es, he still felt that his revelatory idea had not been understood. Nevertheless, 
the book was accepted by Freud and published in his edition house12. For the first time, psychoanalytic 
theory has been explicated in an experimental and unconventional way. On the one hand, Das Buch vom 
Es was an epistolary novel and an autobiography, on the other it seemed to be a philosophical treatise. The 
narrative structure of Das Buch vom Es is complicated and needs to be reexamined. What is interesting is 
that the narrator’s voice is not monophonic or homophonic but polyphonic. In Troll-Groddeck’s lectures, we 
clearly hear Freud’s theory, although presented as the orthodox psychoanalysis, in other words, only one of 
the possible theoretical options.

The book, in its structure, is similar to a fugue. However, this strict composition technique is contaminated 
with Groddeck’s unorthodox ideas and transformed into the psychoanalytic counterfugue. Whereas at the 
beginning the reader is convinced that he hears Freud’s voice as the main subject, later it becomes clear 
that the theme belongs to Troll-Groddeck. If the author reassured in his letters to Freud, as well as in 
the first two letters in Das Buch vom Es, that he owes his ideas to the author of the Traumdeutung, later 
he abandons the imitation technique in order to inversely present his voice as the main subject, however 
teasingly incorporating Freud’s diagnosis. In the third letter of Das Buch vom Es, the author writes:



So I haven’t been clear, after all; my letter was horribly muddled (…). Well, dearest of friends, if you 
want to be instructed, let me advise you to consult a textbook, as they do at the universities. But for 
my letters you shall have herewith the key; everything in them sounds reasonable, or perhaps only a 
little strange, is derived from Professor Freud of Vienna and his colleagues; whatever is quite mad, I 
claim as my own spiritual property13.

Once again in his autobiographical text, Groddeck emphasizes his queer position towards psychoanalysis. 
He is inside of it, he lives on it, and yet he looks at Freud’s theory not as the rightful heir, but from the 
perspective of the “other within”.  

The first letter of Das Buch vom Es starts predictable and is devoted to the image of a father. The narrator 
writes about his career as a doctor and his choice of this profession as a way to imitate and please his 
father. However, the following letters prove that for Patrick Troll, not the Oedipus complex was crucial for 
human psychosexual development, but a complex relationship with the mother, which preceded it. Thereby 
Groddeck does not speak about hostile feelings towards the father leading the child to identify with him. 
On the contrary, the author elaborates the subject of mother’s image, which the child incorporates and seeks 
to imitate throughout its life14 . In any future desire, aspiration, and activity Groddeck saw the reflection of 
the primal affection for the mother. In opposition to Freud, he developed a theory of the preoedipal phase, 
understood as a stage of psychosexual development more significant, than the Oedipus complex. In this 
light, the longing for her was not only a fantasy of re-experiencing the childhood but a desire to return to 
the mother’s womb. Freud could not have supported this view since it was clear that Groddeck aimed to 
feminize psychoanalysis15.

Groddeck’s rejection of phallocentrism brought a strong and negative reaction in the movement, especially 
from the part of Carl Abraham and Ernst Jones. Nevertheless Groddeck gained at least two partisans -Karen 
Horney and Sándor Ferenczi. As to Horney, she corresponded with Groddeck, and was inspired by his 
feminist version of psychoanalysis, which can be seen in her article entitled The Genesis of the Castration 
Complex in Women16 , presented at The 7th International Psychoanalytic Congress in Berlin, where she 
criticized Freud’s and Abraham’s vision of female castration complex. In the context of motherhood, she 
also referred to Groddeck’s second novel in two of her articles -The Flight from Womanhood and The Dread 
of Woman17. Reenacting a mother-child relation was understood in Groddeck’s theory as a simultaneous 
performance of mother-child role. It meant experiencing childhood and motherhood as a one. It should be 
noted, that this particular view was later developed by Helene Deutsch18. If Freud did not want to accept 
Groddeck’s arguments, he still saw his ideas entering the psychoanalytic center through the erred voice of 
his most well-oriented, that is to say orthodox, analysts. Undoubtedly, the author of Das Buch vom Es tried 
to make psychoanalysis more feminist, thus he disturbed the most trusted theoretical patterns.

 It is not a coincidence that shortly after the publication of Das Buch vom Es, Freud faced two revelatory and 
ground-breaking works written by his closest disciples -Otto Rank and Sándor  Ferenczi. The revolution brought 
with Rank’s Das Trauma der Geburt (The Trauma of Birth) and Ferenczi’s Versuch einer Genitaltheorie (Thalassa. 
The Theory of Genitality), published the same year, were partially devoted to the question of child’s relation to the 
mother and human longing for the safety of her womb. It should not be forgotten that Rank was, after Freud, the 
first reader of Das Buch vom Es, where he made himself acquainted with Groddeck’s concept of mother imago. As 
for Ferenczi, he read parts of the book before it was published, and had known the crucial discoveries of German 
doctor from their conversations. In their correspondence, we find Ferenczi’s auto- analytical letter from the 24th 
of December 1921, where he described his lifelong feeling of being rejected and maltreated by his mother19. He 
also added, that, inspired by Das Buch vom Es, he unconsciously started to copy Patrick Troll’s letters to a friend20. 
Queering psychoanalysis meant in this case to estrange Freud’s closest disciples from their master and orientate 
them towards Troll’s heresy21.

In Das Buch vom Es we find a critic of the medical discourse of that time for its lack of objectivism. The 
author pointed out to the relative nature of categories, such as “normal”, “anomalous” or “perverse”. In one 
of the letters, he wrote:



Natural laws are the creation of men (…). Strike the word “unnatural” out of your vocabulary and 
there will be one stupidity less in your speech. (…) We must abandon the accepted idea that there 
are unnatural lusts and adopt the view that what we are wont to call perversion, masturbation, 
homosexuality, sodomy, or whatever these things are named, are innate tendencies of man22. 

By calling them the “common property” of everybody’s nature, Groddeck rejected the division between 
“moral” and “immoral”, “normal” and “ill”23. 

From feminism to queer psychoanalysis.
 If for members of The Vienna Psychoanalytic Society Groddeck’s interpretations sounded queer, the 

experimental character of Das Buch vom Es did not help to consider his work scientific Groddeck’s writing 
strategy can be described as a probing of the scientific borders of that time. He did not write medical 
treatise -instead, he expressed his scientific thought through the epistolary novel, where psychoanalytic 
and psychiatric discourses interfered with autobiography. The choice of a letter as the most adequate genre 
for autoanalysis was not coincidental. Groddeck’s decision to  transform psychoanalytic theory into the 
epistolary novel has at least three different meanings. Since he distanced himself from the medical jargon 
and criticized overly sophisticated scientific language, the possible way to break with rejected patterns was 
to create a new language for expressing what he had discovered. Therefore he resigned from multiplying 
psychoanalytical definitions and searched for a simplified approach in his writings. Whereas medical treatise 
would be hard to follow by nonspecialists, the lectures addressed to a friend, who was not acquainted with 
psychoanalytic theory, seemed more relevant. In other words, he simplified in order to popularize.

Another reason for writing the epistolary novel was Groddeck’s passion for literature. He intuitively 
combined fiction with life-writing literature, creating something that, using Stephen Reynolds term, we 
can name an autobiografiction24. Further, by interfering theory with different literary genres, he revealed 
the artificiality of a distinction between scientific objectivity and alleged subjectivity of literature. In Das 
Buch vom Es, through writing Patric Troll’s psychoanalytic biography, Groddeck managed to write his 
own autobiography. Finally, he chose the form of a letter for his novel, precisely because it was one of 
the most used and popular genres in psychoanalytic practice. Not only Freud developed his theory in the 
correspondence with Wilhelm Fließ, but for many years he analyzed Ferenczi in their letters. At the time 
of working on Das Buch…, Groddeck corresponded with Freud25. However, in the novel the narrator did 
not take a part of the analysts,  but of the patient. If Das Buch vom Es was the effect of Groddeck’s self-
analysis, the correspondence with Ferenczi, started two years before the publication of his novel, gave 
him a possibility to become a teacher. For Ferenczi, Groddeck was a perfect analyst, contrarily to Freud. 
Groddeck’s decision not to follow the orthodox psychoanalysis inspired Ferenczi and encouraged  him to 
work independently. After all, the friendship with Groddeck, not the close relation with Freud, resulted in 
his most revelatory concept -the “mutual analysis”, where the power of analyst over the patient was rejected 
in order to create a new model of their relationship as based on mutual comprehension.

Groddeck’s strategy to queer psychoanalysis was not predictable and he did not use any “safe” patterns. In 
his work he orientated psychoanalysis theory towards two revelatory ideas: 1) the relation between the patient 
and a psychoanalyst is based on mutual friendship; 2) the dynamics of the transference and countertransference 
is not paternal, but maternal26. By calling himself “wild analyst” the author of Das Buch vom Es consciously 
disorientated himself in Freud’s theory and started making his own way in psychoanalysis. He introduced 
new concepts, such as the importance of mother imago for psychosexual development of a child. Acting 
in the margins of Freud’s society, he also changed the patterns of psychoanalytic practice. Playing with an 
image of “maître ignorant27” -a teacher who does not teach, rather observes his students- Groddeck inspired 
psychoanalysts closest to Freud, and, through their works, decentralized the psychoanalytic center. If the 
mother imago and preoedipal phase became important for women’s psychoanalytic theory before 1938, the 
mutual analysis should be considered as a queer practice perturbing established order of psychoanalytic 
treatment. In Groddeck’s case, the hostility of psychoanalytic society towards his ideas, although painful, 



gave him a possibility not to follow, but to experiment and create -to play with psychoanalytic categories, to 
freely combine literary and scientific discourses and to transmit his ideas not with, but against the paternal 
line.

(*) Agnieszka Sobolewska is a Ph D candidate at the Doctoral School of Humanities (University of 
Warsaw), a graduate in the Institute of Polish Culture at the University of Warsaw and in the Department of 
Slavonic and East European Studies at the Sorbonne University. She is a laureate of the 7th edition of the 
“Diamond Grant” for her project: “Between Autoanalysis and Autobiography. Everyday Writing Practices 
of Freud’s Disciples and their impact on the Psychoanalytic Theory”.
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Genesis, Groddeck inverses the perspective: if the primal desire is autoerotic than the castration complex tells us nothing about 
women, but about the men’s castration anxiety. Women functions in this founding myth of patriarchy as a projection of men 
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