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It is one of the fundamental premises of Psychoanalysis, 

that there is no memory that is not at the same time a 

record of repression. The shameful and forbidden always 

rise together with the wish for love and affection. To know 

what we might have once experienced or wanted can be 

dangerous. Yet, our goal as psychoanalysts is to make self-

knowledge less dangerous. Which means also that we hope to 

make the past meaningful in such ways that it becomes less 

paralyzing, and more generative.  

But what is the psychological mechanism that makes such 

process possible? What is it that enables us to see the 

past in new ways? I would like to recall an old concept: 

Nachträglichkeit. Nachträglichkeit refers to the way in 

which the memory of an event takes a new meaning, as the 

result of something that happens at a later time. 

Nachträglichkeit, which Laplanche translated to English as 

“afterwardsness,” and which literally means “the quality of 

being carried back,” is how Freud captured his notion that 

the human psyche is constantly re-structured, 

retroactively. He described this notion in a letter to 

Fliess, as follows: “I am working on the assumption that 

our psychical mechanism has come into being by a process of 

stratification: the material present in the form of memory 

traces being subjected from time to time to a re-



arrangement in accordance with fresh circumstances – to a 

re-transcription.”  

For Freud, the original fresh circumstance acting on memory 

is sexuality. An event that has been registered as a-

sexual, is now re-registered as sexual. The sexualization 

of a memory involves trauma - the memory has become 

shameful. The trauma leads to repression and symptoms. The 

psychoanalytic intervention aims to reverse the process by 

tracing it back to its origin, releasing the shame, and 

relieving the trauma. We can say that already in Freud, 

psychoanalysis was, in a sense, a method for inducing 

secondary, corrective Nachträglichkeit. Memory traces that 

once have been burdened, were to be unburdened, 

retroactively. 

But Nachträglichkeit does not necessarily involve 

sexuality. I am following Adrienne Harris and Haydée 

Faimberg in arguing that, in a broader sense, 

Nachträglichkeit evokes the most general notion, that the 

past and the present are constantly co-created, that the 

present affects the past as much as the past affects the 

present. If you think about it, there would be no 

foundation for psychoanalysis otherwise. This is what we 

do: we sit with our patients, making memory possible while 

giving it new meanings. The promise of a new meaning is 

what allows the repressed past to reveal itself. It is only 

because we share a belief that the past can be re-evaluated 

and, in a sense, revised, that our patients tell us their 

shameful secrets. Yet if we think of psychoanalysis this 

way, a question comes up: As we reach beyond the trauma of 



sexuality, what might be other developmental forces that 

affect our pasts retroactively, and traumatically?  

Psychoanalysis has traditionally focused on our individual 

and familial histories. Here, I would like to follow a 

group of analysts, Adrienne Harris, Françoise Davoine and 

Janine Puget, to name a few, to focus on another thread. I 

will give this thread the name “collective identity and 

history.” By this term I mean those aspects of our 

existence, past and present, that are related to our 

belonging in, and identifying with, certain collectives and 

their narratives. I would like to suggest that in this case 

too, our memories are, as Freud said, “subjected from time 

to time to a re-arrangement in accordance with fresh 

circumstances...” 

As we develop and absorb a sense of our collective 

belonging, new meanings emerge and re-write the past in a 

new vocabulary. Bits of experience that have been 

originally recorded as subjective or familial are re-

transcribed in a collective register. They are given new 

meanings. They become elements in stories where being part 

of a socio-historical ethos is essential. What happens is a 

Nachträglichkeit, whose essence is collectivization.  

The re-orientation of the subjective along collective 

meanings involves making something delicate and personal 

public property. It fills our most intimate experiences 

with the echoes of distant realities. We become the objects 

of indifferent forces that, all the same, desire us, and 

are invested in our lives. This process provokes its own 



traumas. It creates new excesses and confusions. If we 

follow Laplanche, and in another vain Frederic Jameson, we 

can say that it creates a new unconscious, and leads to new 

forms of repression and compromise.  

The emergence of collective identity may seem to us less 

primary than developments in other areas, such as gender 

and sexuality. But they are as consequential. A personal 

example: at some point I became aware that I am Jewish and 

Israeli. I cannot trace how I came to have this knowledge, 

but between my parents, school, and the cultural chatter 

around me, I wound up with ideas, and identifications, that 

became a vital part of who I am, in relation to who we are. 

This collectivization must have been transformative. It 

rearranged my sense of self, and past. It tied me to a 

pressing geo-political struggle, to long-gone generations, 

to events that are recorded in the Bible! One moment I was 

a child who loves matzo balls, the next I was the direct 

descendant of slaves who escaped Egypt, established 

themselves in a mythic past, only to be thrown back into 

2,000 more years in a desert, that my own grandparents had 

to flee again, chased by a pharaoh called Hitler. All of a 

sudden, I became part of an immense, transcendental 

narrative, a narrative that, all the same, had concrete 

anchors, and faces, in the present.  

I have come to believe that such narratives confine my own 

life and the lives of my patients. They do so in conscious 

and unconscious ways, creating their own sets of conflict 

and repression. For many patients, how they identify 

collectively, defines them no less than their family 



attachments, and the two are often hard to tell apart. 

Moreover, if the trouble of family life can be re-visited 

and re-considered, collectivity is often so essential that 

it does not wish to be touched. For the Israelis I know, to 

de-Israelify would be almost as dramatic as to go through a 

sex-reassignment operation. In matters of collectivity and 

its compromises, the Nachträglichkeit that might help, is 

nearly impossible? Why? 

Because our collective identities are not ours, and because 

collective forces act directly on our personal histories. 

For each of us, the past obviously reaches beyond our own 

lives, far through the generations. But the further back we 

go, concrete-personal stories cannot but give way to 

general-collective narratives. Not much is available to me 

about the generation of my great-grandparents, outside 

history books and official records. My grandparents passed 

away. What they did not tell, I will never know directly. 

There’s a void that reaches beyond, and before, me. This is 

the site where the collective has power - it can tell us 

who we are and where we come from in the absence of direct 

testimony. And we will listen.  

When we search for our ancestors, we are in the hands of 

collective forces, the forces that appropriated their 

memory. Because of this, the Nachträglichkeit needed to 

reclaim these collectivized stories, and therefore our own 

pasts, must be of a different kind. It requires an effort 

that reaches beyond the strictly subjective, beyond the 

boundaries of the individual and his lifetime. It requires 



working in a space somewhere between the subjective and the 

collective. Here psychoanalysis is not in its element.  

Walter Benjamin wrote about what we might call a kind of 

historical Nachträglichkeit. In words that echo Freud, he 

argued that “There is no document of civilization which is 

not at the same time a document of barbarism.” This is 

because history is always written by the victors. Those who 

were defeated and destroyed, did not get to go on telling 

their stories. Their memory has been recorded only so far 

as it served those who remained in position to remember. It 

has been re-transcribed in the register of historical 

memory as in Freud, memories are re-transcribed in the 

individual psyche, according to fresh circumstances. And we 

may say that something like this happens to everything that 

retreats into the distant past. It falls prey to those who 

can determine how we remember. 

For Benjamin, the study of history should aim to free human 

memory, and therefore human life, from the conformism of 

the present. The historian’s role is to challenge the 

narrative hold of the powerful, to overcome collective 

repression, to induce, in a sense, a collective 

Nachträglichkeit. But what is the goal that should guide 

us, as psychoanalysts, in this context?  

Freud’s original worldview was that the truth will set us 

free, or at least will make us less miserable. 

Psychoanalysis was a reckoning with the conflict between 

our drives and the demands of social living. But social 

life involves more than a struggle between desire and 



normativity. It involves what I have tried to capture with 

the notion of collectivization – the rewriting of the 

subjective by specific collective narratives. In 

psychoanalysis we are concerned with the lives of 

individuals. But to the extent that these lives are 

confined by such forces, how should we engage them? How 

should we, as psychoanalysts, work in this part-subjective, 

part-collective space? 

Nowadays, we speak less of an indifferent truth, and more 

of holding and recognition. We seem to see our role as 

offering our patients better parenting. In the context of 

collectivity, better parenting means that we become aware 

of how families act as conveyers of collective messages. It 

means also, that we assume a third position, beyond the 

intersubjective, a third apart from both our patients and, 

the collective forces that affect them. We are certain to 

face resistance. Collective narratives are essential. And 

precisely because of this we are certain to face another 

challenge – deconstruction is not enough. If we aim to 

expose, and loosen, the hold of collectivization, what can 

we offer as an alternative? Which is, finally, also a 

question about our approach to time itself: what is it that 

can happen in time? What can we do in it other than go on 

rewriting the past in the present?  

Benjamin looked for the answer in his own collective 

tradition. He concludes his “Theses on the philosophy of 

history” with these words: “We know that the Jews were 

prohibited from investigating the future. The Torah and the 

prayers instruct them in remembrance, however.. This does 



not imply, however, that for the Jews the future turned 

into homogenous, empty time. For every second of time was 

the strait gate through which the Messiah might enter.”  

The lesson for us is perhaps this: our agency, and that of 

our patients, does not reside in any final version of the 

past. It resides in the space of re-writing itself, in the 

suspended moment between the question and the answer, where 

everything is still open for interpretation. 


