
Borders: Psychoanalysis and Displacement1 

 

There is an edge around every hole. 

Ariano Suassuna 

 

It is worth noting from the outset that a border is an area, the extremity of a surface or a line that 

circumscribes or sets a limit to something. This displacement entails change, movement, 

transposition, uprooting, even subversion. 

As we have received no “proposition” regarding the topic of this Colloquium2, we are free to 

proceed as we please, each group establishing its own “boundaries.” The initial meetings of the 

delegates of the IPB, the ELPV and Maiêutica-Florianópolis generated a fruitful exchange of ideas 

that produced many interesting suggestions. At first, we addressed the seeming state of war thrust 

upon us by the pandemic and our helplessness in the face of this incessant threat to life. We also 

discussed the difficulty performing the rituals required by so many bereavements and the 

consequent never-ending state of mourning of unimaginable proportions that we are living through. 

We also noted the importance of reflecting on how borders are redrawn in the course of 

psychoanalysis, enabling some dislocation from a position of jouissance and greater variety and 

freedom of movement. We also noted the consequences of this for groups of analysts that are open 

to meeting others, breaking down porous barriers, and reaching out to others across them.  

Does the proposed theme then furnish us with an opportunity to consider an extramural kind of 

psychoanalysis—something that might relate psychoanalytical knowledge to the challenges we face 

today? To what extent can a form of knowledge that broaches the constitution of a subject in its 

greatest intimacy help to build a broader vision of the interactions of this subject—or the effects of 

a subject—in a time of pandemic, of turbulence and adversity from both the socioeconomic and 

political points of view? 

There can be no doubt that psychoanalysis was born into the world as a ‘limit-experience’. Radical 
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2  CEG Colloquium, New York, 25-26/06/2021. 



in its original proposal of the division of the subject, it has never ceased in its efforts to reveal the 

fact that the subject is constituted by way a process of cutting and stitching. This process involves 

the trauma of the damage done by signification and the stitching back together of fabric to confront 

the reality of death and sexuality. 

In analysis, we interpret and re-interpret, translate and transliterate the material that we receive from 

the Other in order to propose a rearrangement of letters and use these to create a border around the 

Real. In the course of this, we are invited to infringe upon some sacred truths regarding who and 

what we are. This interpretation enables us to take full advantage of the meaning of that which is 

presented to us by the Other as an asset. Only thus can we truly make use of the legacy of signifiers, 

in relation to which we remain alienated, “identifixated” and imprisoned. 

Psychoanalysis may occasionally produce an analyst. This analyst is born of that which is cut (off) 

as the unapproachable remainder of the enigma of the desire of the Other, which is, in the last 

instance, waiting for a writing that comes out of the Oedipal narrative—the symbolic field inherited 

from the Other that determines the plot of the family drama. The narratives that come to us from the 

Other become ingrained within us, like a jouissance grafted onto human flesh, arriving through our 

voices, gaze, gestures, and through words that are frequently inaudible. In this field, the speaking 

subject that speaks presents itself a priori as the effect of a division, moving unguided through the 

midst of a text whose authorship remains unknown to it, at the same time as being taken by surprise 

by speech that gradually circumscribes, or embroiders, the place from which it speaks. This is no 

easy task: it requires much persistence to appropriate the remainder and free it up for use. It is this 

that poetic writing bears witness to in its breaking of the established norms that have been set in 

plaster by having been said so many times in the past, and it is this which serves analysts as a guide 

authorizing them to approach this border. 

“...Language is the fruit of a maturation, a ripening of something that crystallizes in use; while 

poetry arises from [introduces and reveals] violence done to this use”3 (LACAN, 1976-1977, 

seminar of 11/03/77, p. 141). It is necessary, therefore, to drain the signifier of its use-value and 

break through the hard crust of habits crystallized by repeated rounds of repetition using the outrage 

provided by poetry. ‘Uninventing’ objects, as the poet Manoel de Barros advocates, opening them 

up for a new function, another kind of satisfaction, without failing to encounter the lack, since “it is 

                                                 

3 “[L]a langue est le fruit d’une maturation, d’un mûrrissement de quelque chose que se cristallise dans l’usage… il 
reste que la poésie relève d’une violence faite à cet usage”. 

 



a different kind of lacking”4 (LACAN, 1977-1978, seminar of 10/01/78, p. 17). This compares the 

work of the analyst to that of a poet. As Lacan himself put it (1981, p. viii), “I am not a poet, but a 

poem. A poem that is being written, even if it looks like a subject” 

Freud’s texts “On Transience (1915)” and “Thoughts for the Times on War and Death (1916)” 

provide a useful template for writing about the consequences of the pandemic for the contemporary 

world. In “Thoughts for the Times on War and Death”, Freud says that, when a death occurs, “...we 

are always deeply affected, as if our expectations had been shattered” (FREUD, 1915)5. We are 

shaken out of our narcissism. We are able to do far less than we believe we can. For, what do we 

amount to in the face of death? Death, an absolute overlord, lies beyond the limits of language and 

Lacan in Seminar V (1998) quotes La Rochefoucauld to the effect that “neither death nor the sun 

can be looked at directly6”. What could we have to say about death, if it is located precisely at the 

limit of all speech? Death does not register in the unconscious; we have only a record of castration: 

but we can imagine it. 

The fear of imminent death, in our times, has stirred what Freud called the original helplessness 

[Hilflosigkeit] of the subject (FREUD, 2018). Left radically helpless, human beings who had 

previously been accustomed to consider themselves “lords of the Earth” have found their status 

challenged by a virus, in an invisible war, which opens up a deadly chasm before us. 

In the same text (Thoughts for the Times on War and Death), Freud says that, in the case of war, 

“...a large number of deaths strikes us as something especially dreadful”7 (1915). It could hardly be 

otherwise, when something of this kind occurs; for death cannot be denied: it becomes impossible 

to sustain belief in our own immortality. He goes on to remark that “people really do die, and not 

just one by one anymore, but in multitudes, often tens of thousands in a single day, and it is no 

longer an accident”8 (FREUD, 1915) and notes that the stupefaction, anguish and sense of 

impotence that we feel are provoked by the fact “...that we are no longer able to uphold our 

previous attitude in relation to death but have yet to find a new one”9 (FREUD, 1915). We can no 

longer say “It can’t happen to me”, because there are no exceptions. We are all under threat and 

                                                 
4 “C’est de manquer autrement qu’il s’agit.” 
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others — our peers — put us in great peril of “contagion”. The plague finds its way in through the 

other and the simple act of breathing the same air in the same space poses an imminent danger. The 

invisible virus fills us with horror and puts us on edge, necessitating isolation and preventing us 

from having contact with other bodies that may be carriers of its transmission. The threat is 

everywhere and affects everyone. Our relations with others are often reduced to a voice or a look 

through the intermediary of the Internet. The pandemic has forced us to invent and create new ways 

of sustaining the analytical relationship and for psychoanalysts and psychoanalytical institutions to 

exchange ideas. The impossibility of in-person contact has brought us closer in other ways. 

And so, when the old way no longer serves while the new has yet to appear, there is a feeling of 

disequilibrium, a chaos that opens the way to something hitherto untried. We have to create a 

borderland between the way things were and the new way that has yet to arrive. This may be a way 

of saying that the Real can only reach us in bits and pieces, and the best we can therefore do is skirt 

around it. But how do we create such a border with the Real? 

Lacan, in Seminar, Book 21: les non-dupes errent,10 suggests the possibility of inventing by getting 

lost and wandering around using the combinations possible. Being able to err/proceed by trial and 

error, to stray and wander and drift, would be ways of establishing an arrangement of 

configurations, of making a border/embroidery out of a knot. 

The invention is a combination of the letters S, I, and R, creating a lattice, a texture, which, through 

its topological configuration, is capable of producing a knot. If the knot genuinely does have an 

effect, it is not enough just to know: it is necessary to move along it to see if it really does form a 

knot. Herein lies the possibility of invention. How do existential avatars cross over one another in 

humanity? It is by being able to create and recreate new ties that we can attempt to skirt around 

situations that seem so intractable? A true knot is something we can rely on (LACAN, 2016, 

seminar of 08/01/74, p. 100) which has stopped not writing itself and which will need to be 

scrutinized carefully in order to be sustainable (LACAN, 2016, seminar of 15/01/74, p. 102). The 

virus now in circulation around the world has unpicked the thread of our old way of life. 

It would seem that we are once again in the midst of a war, or in a time of great transition. The 

paradigms that anchor us socially are in decline and no longer serve us well and yet we have still 

not constructed anything that might respond to new challenges or provide us with support in 

surmounting them. These are hard times indeed! We are stunned, bowled over, and we see the 

effects of this every day in our clinical work. Faced with this helplessness (the hilflosigkeit that 
                                                 
10     Translated into Portuguese by Espaço Moebius Psicanálise as Os não-tolos vagueiam and into English by 

www.lacaninireland.com as The Non-Duped Err. 



Freud described), this radical lack of support, and the new forms of suffering with which subjects 

are now confronted, faced with something that we cannot even access in thought, let alone put into 

words, there arises, for some, the possibility of re-invention as a sinthome, or even a re-arrangement 

of the symptom, an impulse towards sublimation and creation, as ways of surviving this worldwide 

calamity. It is either this or... something worse. 

In the texts cited above, Freud’s remarks to some extent speak to us today with their talk of the 

material and emotional havoc wrought by war, which 

has not only destroyed the beauty of the landscapes that it has swept through and the works 
of art that it has struck on its way, but has also shattered our pride in the achievements of 
our civilization, our respect for so many artists and philosophers, and our hopes for a final 
overcoming of the differences between nations and races. It has left a stain on the sublime 
impartiality of our science, laid bare our basest instincts, and unleashed the evil spirits 
within us that through centuries-long education on the part of the noblest souls among us 
we believed to have been permanently quelled” (FREUD, 1974(B), p. 347)11. 

Freud goes on to talk about the mourning that must be done for such losses and which, painful 

though it may be, will one day come to an end. In “On Transience (1916)”, written later on during 

the First World War, Freud left a more optimistic and hopeful message regarding what we can 

expect to hope for after such difficult traumatizing times. “When the mourning is over, it will be 

seen that high esteem in which we hold the riches of civilization remains undiminished even though 

their frailty has now been revealed. We will rebuild everything that the war has destroyed, and 

perhaps more lastingly and on solider ground than it was before” (FREUD, 1916)12. Freud thus, 

even though he points to the devastation the war has left in its wake, encourages us to look to the 

future with a certain lightness of heart. 

So, in view of the way the world has been turned upside down by the real effects of the virus on the 

everyday lives of people all around the world, analysts must, in the face of the flood of speech 

coming from subjects in great suffering, not only lend a sympathetic ear but also reflect and 

theorize regarding the possible effects of mourning on the human body, in a situation in which we 

are bereft of the kind of funeral rites to which we have become accustomed. They must also reflect 

                                                 

11 “Er zerstörte nicht nur die Schönheit der Landschaften, die er durchzog, und die Kunstwerke, an die er auf seinem 
Wege streifte, er brach auch unseren Stolz auf die Errungenschaften unserer Kultur, unseren Respekt vor so vielen 
Denkern und Künstlern, unsere Hoffnungen auf eine endliche Überwindung der Verschiedenheiten unter Völkern und 
Rassen. Er beschmutzte die erhabene Unparteilichkeit unserer Wissenschaft, stellte unser Triebleben in seiner Nacktheit 
blos, entfesselte die bösen Geister in uns, die wir durch die Jahrhunderte währende Erziehung von Seiten unserer 
Edelsten dauernd gebändigt glaubten.”  

12 “Wenn erst die Trauer überwunden ist, wird es sich zeigen, daß unsere Hochschätzung der Kulturgüter unter der 
Erfahrung von ihrer Gebrechlichkeit nicht gelitten hat. Wir werden alles wieder aufbauen, was der Krieg zerstört 
hat, vielleicht auf festerem Grund und dauerhafter als vorher.” 



on the consequences of the fact that death, as real loss, has been laid bare in full sight on the world 

stage, laying waste, day after day, to entire families, suspending the imaginary belief – the 

necessary illusion – that death, even though we depend on the idea of its existence in order to live, 

can be delayed.  

The transience of life is revealed in wars and other pandemics – and we must remember that the 

world has been through many of them in the past without the scientific advances we enjoy today. 

This exposes our extreme fragility and tests the resources that each human being possesses to 

confront the Real, undermining, perhaps for everyone, our ability to create borders and skirt around 

the Real of death. Of death and sexuality, since the power of contamination of this virus – which is 

perhaps its most novel aspect – has separated/isolated bodies, bringing changes in the erotic such as 

we might say produce an eroticism “with no taste or smell”, given that, in many cases, everything is 

done virtually (a mode of behavior that already existed before). We should add that, contrary to all 

common sense, our actions have been guided by the death drive. We know that prohibition will give 

rise to the unfettered pursuit of satisfaction of its object, with no regard for obstacles or restrictions 

to our supposed freedom, and a “my body, my rules” kind of attitude ensues. This raises the 

question of what ‘one’s own’ means in times of pandemic. Going out is a collective act and the 

individual is lost in the collective, in the loss of the possibility of moving about in public space. 

These are both times of pandemic and times when freedom is being questioned. They are times in 

which the subjective borders—the Innenwelt (inner world)—are being loosened or tightened in 

accordance with so-called reality—the Umwelt (the surrounding world)—and at times becoming 

fetters that bind us. 

The fact of not being able to be with others generates a gaping chasm that drives us towards a kind 

of invention as a way of keeping the “virus of life” alive. For human life is procreating 

exponentially, challenging us to come up with a new way of being in the world. The drive to death 

and the drive to life merge into one another: they are two inseparable sides of the same coin. It is 

because the meaning of life utterly eludes us that we seek to give meaning to our existence. Finding 

the “poetry of life”, as Edgar Morin might put it, provides the possibility of being truly alive, not 

just surviving, getting by—a spark of poetry that reveals the uncertainties of the world. It is our job 

as analysts to listen to the pulse of life, even when it is weak and discontinuous, even when survival 

is the top priority.  

We may also hold out hope that there is a frontier that remains open for those willing to glean a 

transformative experience from these unexpectedly disruptive and overwhelming times. For, 

emptied of meanings that feed the symptoms, deprived of unproductive excess, it may be possible 



to gain access to that “poetic spark” and through it create a new way of being in the world.  

Psychoanalysis has always been concerned with and keen to preserve the singularity of desire and 

of the subject, the only distinguishing mark that each of us bears, but it is also interested in taking 

into consideration the collective, the masses and the phenomenon these give rise to. It is thus 

opposed to viewing the parlêtre merely as a flock of sheep, an irrational alienated mass goaded by 

the external commands of a guiding voice. Following such commands, the parlêtre loses its own 

power of speech and is prone to rush headlong into suicidal actions. We should thus think about 

what we can do to help the subject find its own poetry, the only thing that can free it of 

identifications and of sadistic commands and, not infrequently, save it from providing satisfaction 

for a death-dealing father keen to erase it and place it in voluntary servitude. 
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