Embodied phantasm

Frantz Fanon, Francesc Tosquelles and psychoanalysis

by other means
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Written during the Algerian War of Independence and its
author’s terminal illness with leukaemia, in the famous
first chapter of The Wretched of the Earth, ‘On violence’,
Frantz Fanon speaks of ‘muscular dreams’. The nights of
those living under colonial rule are marked by ‘dreams
of action, dreams of aggressive vitality’:

I dream I am jumping, swimming, running, and climbing.
I dream I burst out laughing, I am leaping across a river
and chased by a pack of cars that never catches up with
me. During colonization the colonized subject frees him-
self night after night between nine in the evening and six
in the morning.!

Fanon’s shift into the first-person heightens the im-
mediacy of these dreams, offering a paradoxical testi-
mony in the present tense. The muscular dreams (réves
musculaires) introduce an argument about the somatic
causality between bodies and land. The physiology of
these dreams is conditioned by what Fanon calls ‘a Mani-
chaean and petrified colonial world’, a world of segreg-
ation and fragmentation where ‘apartheid is but one
method of compartmentalizing’ space, of dividing up
both built and destroyed environments. Reading Fanon’s
lines today, it is difficult not to think of Palestine and the
ongoing and relentless genocide of its people.?

Colonial history is written into the environment: the
extraction of natural resources, the laying of infrastruc-
ture, the erection of monuments, and the negation of ‘the
political and economic existence of the native popula-
tion’ are, according to Fanon, ‘one and the same thing’.3
He subtly relates these regimes of colonial subjugation —
in their symbolic and geographical manifestations — to
the concrete bodily effects that emerge within such envir-
onments. The complex relation between bodies and land
is anything but metaphorical. Rather, The Wretched of the
Earth presents a cartography of the various modalities

through which colonised culture - ‘the women dressed in
haiks, the palm groves, and the camels’ — comes to ‘form
a landscape, the natural backdrop for the French pres-
ence’.* However, these dehumanising environmental pro-
jections do not remain unanswered. Fanon reads psycho-
somatic responses to such violent geographies not as
mere symptoms, but as — often unconscious — modes of
resistance to the colonial situation.

What is at stake in Fanon’s ‘muscular dreams’, un-
derstood not merely as symptoms of the colonised and
fragmented environment, but as bodily effort and time
invested in liberation? Already in his 1952 Black Skin,
White Masks, the student of medicine in Lyon dismantles
the mythological and evolutionary narratives of psycho-
analysis. Fanon’s notion of ‘real fantasies’ (phantasmes
réels), as formulated in the book, seeks to restore dream-
work to its historical, economic, and collective realms
marked by colonial alienation.’

The Wretched of the Earth radicalises this approach by
critically unsettling the psychoanalytic topology of the
psyche - its mechanisms of repression, conversion, and
the unconscious - along three interrelated lines. First,
Fanon reconceptualises the body as a situated site and
medium of conflict, shaped by colonial history rather
than by universal, personal, or mythological coordinates.
Within the racialised colonial matrix, the body epiderm-
alises conflict: it becomes a membrane exposed to the
outside world. Its affectivity ‘is kept on edge like a run-
ning sore flinching from a caustic agent’. In Fanon’s
words, the ‘psyche retracts’; it is obliterated and ‘finds an
outlet through muscular spasms that have caused many
an expert to classify the colonized as hysterical’.®

Second, it is real geography — what Fanon calls ‘geo-
graphical configuration and classification’ — rather than
psychoanalytic topology, that provides the framework for
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a decolonised social order.” His acute attention to space —
from colonial geography and architecture to therapeutic
institutions and experimental milieus of cure - testifies
to this reversal.

Third, Fanon’s notions of real fantasy and muscular
dreams articulate a collective framework of unconscious
processes, a sociogenesis situated within these geo-
somatic coordinates. The introduction of this socially,
environmentally, and collectively knotted unconscious
marks a decisive break with the Freudian model.® As Matt
Ffytche has shown, the latter is aligned with the mod-
ern imperative to theorise individual autonomy - inher-
ited from German Romanticism and post-Enlightenment
thought. Responding to Europe’s profound political
crisis, Freud anchored the psychic structure of the person
in the metaphysical depths of a primordial bio-history.’

These three vectors — body, geography, and collectiv-
ity — inform my text, which maps Fanon’s rearticulation
of the psychoanalytic unconscious into a materialist in-
dex of how colonial space is written into bodies, where
segregation, infrastructure, and extraction translate into
specific psychosomatic formations. Moving beyond the
universalist and primitivist foundations of the Freudian
model, I propose to conceptualise the causality exposed
by Fanon as a geo-somatic unconscious.'® Here, geo
refers not only to the earth as land, territory, or material
for labour, but also to entangled environments in their
symbolic and social dimensions, with their existential
and world-building potential. Throughout this essay,
Fanon’s real phantasm (phantasme réel) and embodied
phantasm (phantasme incarné) — a notion'! developed
by Fanon and his erstwhile collaborator the Catalan
psychiatrist Francesc Tosquelles — are analysed as the
operative forms through which this unconscious takes
shape: forms in which unconscious processes are en-
acted across bodies, milieus, and institutions rather than
confined to an interior psychic space.!?

In the first part, I show how Fanon’s move toward
a geo-somatic register synthesises theories of Gestalt,
neurophysiology, and Marxism. This part reframes symp-
tom formation as an embodied negotiation with a co-
lonial environment, in which ‘cure’ and ‘symptom’ can
coincide as modes of physiological self-defense and res-
istance. In the second part, I situate this move within
the genealogy and practice of institutional psychother-
apy - especially its geo-psychiatric approach articulated
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by psychiatrists Tosquelles and Lucien Bonnafé — where
the hospital and its human geography are treated as an
environment which can assume a therapeutic function.
Fanon’s collaboration with Tosquelles, and the Freudo-
Marxist collective of the Saint-Alban psychiatric hospital
in the French Lozére between 1952 and 1953 informed
his understanding of the institution as an ‘experimental
milieu’: an open social, geographic, and vital structure,
capable of cure.'® This shift complicates the therapeutic
scene itself: rather than locating transference in the
dyadic analyst—analysand relation, institutional psycho-
therapy displaces therapy into the institutional, tech-
nical, and collective infrastructures that organise circu-
lation, perception, and sociality. The institution itself
becomes a complex medium — a ‘mediator’ - for the so-
matic unconscious which, according to Tosquelles and
psychoanalyst Ginette Michaud, opened up a ‘third term’
beyond two-body psychology and the linguistic play of
signifiers.'* What is the relation between phantasm,
the bodily ‘motor matrix’, and institutional processes?
How do these processes mediate the relations between
bodies and environments? Finally, what is at stake in
Fanon’s call to give shape - or ‘body’ - to an institution
(donner corps a 'institution), as he formulated it in Blida-
Joinville’s intra-hospital newspaper Notre Journal?'®

Psychoanalysis by other means

Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks can be read as a para-
doxical reversal of Freudian psychoanalysis, an imman-
ent gesture that turns its very foundations upside down,
makes them palpable, concrete, literal: “Then there is
the unconscious’, reads the chapter on ‘“The Negro and
the Psychopathology’:

Since the racial drama is played out in the open, the black
man has no time to ‘make it unconscious.’ ... The Negro’s
inferiority or superiority complex or his feeling of equal-
ity is conscious. These feelings forever chill him. They
make his drama. In him there is none of the affective
amnesia characteristic of the typical neurotic.!®

The temporality of bodily and psychic processes in-
vested in experience constantly resurfaces in Fanon, re-
minding us that the ‘real’, or rather, the ‘reality, which is
our only recourse’, is ‘complicated’: entangled with eco-
nomic, social, and historical conditions.!” Racial conflict
is enacted in everyday life and across multiple milieus;



repression or oblivion of any kind appears as a luxury
available only to the white subject.

However, in examining the problem of racism from a
situated, even autotheoretical position, psychoanalysis
serves Fanon not only as a target of critique but also as
an instrument of his own analysis. As he states in the
opening pages of his book: ‘I believe that only a psycho-
analytical interpretation of the black problem can lay
bare the anomalies of affect that are responsible for the
structure of the complex.’!® This critical appropriation of
psychoanalysis - its use ‘against the grain’, as Robert J. C.
Young has subtly observed, alluding to Walter Benjamin’s
approach to historiography — positions Fanon as both
analyst and analysand, though he never formally under-
went a training analysis. Crucially, his methodology is
inseparable from his embodied perspective — something
that, according to Young, often eludes his psychoanalytic
interpreters. !

Fanon’s reading of psychoanalysis owes a lot to
Marxist notions of alienation and to critiques of Freud,
undertaken by several of his contemporaries, from
Georges Politzer and Pierre Naville to Henri Wallon
and Tosquelles himself. Similar to Fanon’s later ana-
lysis, Politzer’s claim for ‘concrete psychology’ countered
Freud’s unconscious as an ‘abstraction.” Diagnosing a
‘crisis of psychoanalysis’, he understood the unconscious
in terms of the subject’s ‘concrete drama thus lived’ -
embodied in situations, conflicts, and relations with the
environment.?’

Naville, a founding member of the Surrealist move-
ment as well as a Marxist intellectual and sociologist,
dismissed both the psychology of interiority and the no-
tion of the unconscious. According to him, Freud over-
looks the formative influence of the milieu and its social
characteristics, confining himself instead to individual
psychological determinations. Insisting on the primacy
of the socius in relation to the individual, Fanon quotes
from Naville’s 1948 Psychologie, Marxisme, Matérialisme
at decisive junctures in Black Skin, White Masks:

To speak of society’s dreams as one speaks of the dreams
of the individual, to discuss collective will to power as one
discusses individual sexual drive, is to reverse the natural
order of things once more, because, on the contrary, it is
the economic and social conditions of class conflicts that
explain and determine the real conditions in which indi-
vidual sexuality expresses itself, and because the content

of a human being’s dreams depends also, in the last ana-
lysis, on the general conditions of the culture in which
he lives.!

Naville’s materialist critique of psychoanalysis serves
Fanon in exposing the sociogenesis of dreams, as op-
posed to Freud’s ontogenetic scheme. Against psycho-
analysis’s universalist and racist manipulation of cultural
stereotypes, Fanon’s aim is to restore dreamwork to its
proper time and place — the situated social conflicts tra-
versing bodies and their unconscious manifestations.

He comments on Octave Mannoni’s Psychologie de la
colonisation (1950), written after Mannoni resigned from
colonial service in Madagascar and began his analysis
with Jacques Lacan in Paris.?? The debate centres on Man-
noni’s interpretation of a set of Malagasy dreams. The
author treats these dreams as representative of those
of ‘thousands of Malagasies’, reading them as expres-
sions of the ‘dependency complex’ that he identifies as
fundamental to the phantasmatic structures sustaining
colonial psychology. Fanon rejects Mannoni’s reductive
reliance on a psychoanalytic hermeneutic that subsumes
historical and social events under the framework of the
familial, or Oedipal, complex: ‘the discoveries of Freud
are of no use to us here’, Fanon resumes.?> Rather, he
situates the proper time and place of these dreams in
the 1947 suppression of the Malagasy Uprising, during
which eighty thousand members of its population were
massacred by French colonial forces, supported by Sene-
galese troops. Restoring the facts of this bloody colonial
repression — silenced in France, like so many other colo-
nial crimes — Fanon proposes an alternative reading of
the dreams cited by Mannoni:

The rifle of the Senegalese soldier is not a penis but a
genuine rifle, model Lebel 1916. The black bull and the
robber are not lolos — ‘reincarnated souls’ — but actu-
ally the irruption of real fantasies [phantasmes réels] into
sleep.?*

This somatic-political articulation of the un-
conscious radically shifts the orthodox psychoanalytic
framework. As in muscular dreams, there is no trace of
the Cartesian model of conversion — with its residual
Christian anthropology — in which a psychic represent-
ation is displaced into a bodily symptom. Nor do these
dreams conform to Freud’s model of dreamwork as a
regression toward a ‘phylogenetic childhood’, grounded
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in the mythological and evolutionary narrative of the
Urphantasien.?> Against both the metaphysical dualism
of conversion and the primitivist temporality of primal
fantasy, Fanon’s notion of real fantasies (phantasmes
réels) insists on the literality — and perhaps, paradoxically,
the intentionality - of the dream’s bodily agency.

Fanon’s initial title for Black Skin, White Masks was
Essay on the Disalienation of the Black. In their attentive
readings of the book, Vicky Lebeau and David Marriott
have shown how Fanon entangles questions of the real
and fantasy on the basis of a ‘non-oppositional difference
between dreamwork and culture’.?® To say fantasy is real,
is to acknowledge ‘the phantasmatic pressure of the real
on culture’. This means, at the same time, to recognise
the preemptive power of the cultural stereotype over the
unconscious work of phantasm and desire.?’

As precise as these analyses may be in accounting
for Fanon’s reversal between phantasm and the social,
this leaves open the question of how the psychoanalytic
unconscious sustains and perpetuates racist and colonial
stereotypes that Fanon seeks to dismantle. In question
is not merely the psychoanalytic abstraction from social
and political realities. Fanon’s reading of Freud and C.
G. Jung is marked by a deep disgust with regard to their
primitivist aspirations. When reading Freud’s assump-
tion that ‘[t]he primitive man made work acceptable at
the same time that he used it as an equivalent and sub-
stitute for sex-activity’, Fanon responds in the margin:
‘Bastard!” Same exclamations also accompany his re-
ception of Jung’s utterly racist account in Modern Man in
Search of a Soul:

At the start of my stay in Africa, [ was astonished by the
brutality with which the indigenous were treated, whip-
ping being a common practice; first, it seemed superflu-
ous to me, but I had to come to the conclusion that it
was necessary; since that moment I constantly bore my
rhinoceros-hide whip at my side. I learned to simulate
affects that I did not feel, to give out full-throated cries
and to stamp my feet with anger. It is necessary to make
up in this way for the deficient will of the indigenous.?

Both Jung and Freud not only accept primitivist mod-
els, but actively perform and institute their racist ste-
reotypes, leaving Fanon in sheer dismay: ‘Shit’, he writes
on the margin, ‘and when I think that there exists a psy-
choanalysis based on this psychology’.?

It is important to acknowledge the operative nature
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of the racial stereotype here. It not only preempts the
unconscious work of phantasm and desire, as Lebeau and
Marriott point out, but also legitimates the disposses-
sion of the indigenous population and the exploitation of
their labour power. Fanon proposes a materialist analysis
relating dehumanisation and value extraction, the natur-
alisation of colonised land and the violent plundering of
the human and ecological resources:

The action of the metropole is exerted on nature itself and
on beings insofar as they are still in the state of nature ...
Forced labour is the colonist’s reply to the idleness of the
native; the native is forced to work; he will be fetched at
home. Forced labour is a logical consequence of colonial
society. Since the native can be forced, the understanding
is that he can be hit.*°

In his course on social psychology, taught in 1959-
1960 in Tunis and transcribed by his student, Lilia Ben
Salem, Fanon references the 1952 issue of Présence Afri-
caine on ‘Terre’ (Land) with the translation of Rosa Lux-
emburg’s article on ‘Land Expropriation and Capitalist
Penetration in Africa.’3! Luxemburg extends Marx’s idea
of accumulation from an internal dynamic to one that
is ongoing and structurally dependent on external, non-
capitalist environments. Primitive accumulation is not
just the pre-history of capitalism but an immanent fea-
ture of capitalism’s survival, inseparable from expropri-
ation, colonisation, and imperialism.

From this perspective, there is no surprise that Fanon
refuses to subscribe to the psychoanalytic unconscious
that seeks to recover, behind the childhood of the indi-
vidual, a picture of the phylogenetic childhood as equival-
ent to the ‘development of the human race’.>> However,
the psychiatrist not only exposes the racial stereotype
as a means of colonial subjugation but also reveals it
simultaneously as a symptom, a manifestation of a geo-
somatic unconscious expressed through bodily resistance
to this form of exploitation. ‘Is the colonized an idler?’
Fanon asks. His answer:

The colonized’s idleness is a protection, a measure of
self-defence, foremost on the physiological level. Labour
was conceived as forced labour in the colonies, and even
if there is no whipping, the colonial situation itself is
a whipping; that the colonized does nothing is normal,
since labour, for him, leads to nothing ... The colonized
who resists is right.3?

The colonised subject is not a worker, but a resource,



a ‘native’ whose ‘energy has not yet been claimed by
the colonial society’.>* In place of the psychoanalytic
work of the unconscious emerges the reality of forced
labour, which situates the relations between bodies and
land, between labour conditions and their concrete so-
matisation. As Nancy Luxon notes, the phantasmic —
envisioned in psychoanalysis as the structuring scen-
ario that orders symptoms and repetitions — operates, in
Fanon, as a relation structured by alienation, a notion
theorised by institutional psychotherapy to which I will
return. Fanon therefore abandons Freud’s premise that
symptoms express internal conflicts, beginning instead
from the observation that colonial conflict is overtly vis-
ible yet scotomised.> Crucially, Fanon situates this com-
plex entanglement on the ‘physiological level’, where the
colonial conditions of production encounter resistance in
the process of their somatisation. In this way, he recovers
the stereotype not only as a phantasmatic projection of
social alienation, but also as a symptom of both the viol-
ent colonial situation and the body’s genuine refusal of
it.

The geo-somatic unconscious, or the
symptom as cure

What Fanon rejects is not the unconscious per se, but its
organisation as an interior economy detached from his-
torically produced environments. Fanon’s non-dualistic
psychosomatic causality is what I propose to call a geo-
somatic unconscious. This notion extends beyond his
approach toracial stereotypes or muscular dreams, apply-
ing more broadly to his understanding of how colonial en-
vironments are inscribed in bodily and psychic processes.
Its logic bears on cases of ‘psychosomatic disorders’ in
The Wretched of the Earth which Fanon considers as spe-
cific to the colonial situation. They are conditioned by
what he describes in pervasive environmental terms, as
a ‘pathology of the entire atmosphere in Algeria’.>® This
group of symptoms refers to systemic contraction and
muscular stiffness:

Walking becomes contracted and turns into a shuffle.
Passive bending of the lower limbs is practically im-
possible. No relaxation can be achieved ... the patient
seems to be made in one piece ... constantly tense, on
hold, between life and death. As one of them told us:
“You see, I'm as stiff as a corpse.”>’

And Fanon notes: ‘It is irrelevant to add this is not

a case of hysterical contraction’.3®

Whereas muscular
dreams operate as dream-acts, translating a vital free-
dom to move and a bodily release, the causality of motor
inhibition is marked by negativity and vagueness. Yet,
here again, Fanon reads these symptoms literally, as so-
matic evidence of the bodies’ ‘reticence and refusal in
the face of the colonial authorities’.>

What is the logic behind this somatic resistance if it
exceeds the psychoanalytic model of repression and its
conflict matrix between the unconscious and the ego?
Fanon unfolds the complexity of the disorder in question,
whose manifestation is somatic while its determinism
is psychic: it presents a way the organism can respond
while adapting to the conflict, ‘the disorder being both
a symptom and a cure’. In other words, the body pro-
duces the symptom using the ‘wrong, but nevertheless
economic, channels.” It appears as the organism’s un-
conscious choice - ‘the lesser evil in order to avoid a
complete breakdown’.°

The analysis of ‘a symptom and a cure’, as well as the
notion of the organism that Fanon invokes here, recalls
the work of the German-Jewish neurologist Kurt Gold-
stein - a crucial reference not only for Georges Canguil-
hem and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, but also for Tosquelles
in his doctoral dissertation, later published as Le vécu de
la fin du monde dans la folie (The Lived Experience of the End
of the World in Madness). In Der Aufbau des Organismus
(The Organism), based on Goldstein’s study of war-related
brain injuries, recovery is never a return to a former state
or to any pre-established norm, but rather the organ-
ism’s complex and creative effort to reinvent itself in
confrontation with the environment. Far from being a
mere deficit, the symptom is, for Goldstein, an ‘attemp-
ted solution’; recovery is a ‘new individual norm’.*! In
accounting for the crisis brought about by the symptom
Goldstein speaks of ‘catastrophic reactions’. He analyses
these as ‘inevitable way stations’ in the process of self-
actualisation — expressions, moreover, of the individual’s
‘inescapable participation in the general imperfections
of the living world’.#?

For Tosquelles, Goldstein provides a foundation
for understanding the creative potential of psychosis
as an attempt at self-repair. He reads symptoms of
schizophrenia as the ‘lived experience of the end of the
world’ and, simultaneously, as an effort to reconstruct
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a shattered world. For Tosquelles, they indicate that
‘madness is a creation, not a form of passivity’.*> Even
though Fanon clearly mobilises a reading of the symp-
tom as a process of self-repair, the colonial catastrophe
in his analysis is far darker: a situation in which the
‘bloody, pitiless atmosphere’ and the generalisation of
inhuman practices provide the ground for a ‘veritable
apocalypse’.**

Fanon’s approach to psychoanalysis, as Young high-
lights, was mediated by existentialism and phenomen-
ology — in particular through figures such as Jean-Paul
Sartre and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, whose lectures Fanon
attended in Lyon. The latter’s La structure du comporte-
ment — referencing Goldstein even in its title — sought to
understand ‘the relations of consciousness and nature:
organic, psychological, or even social’.#* According to
Young, Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological account of
consciousness, grounded in the body schema of the lived
body, offered Fanon the most compelling framework for
subjectively articulating experiences of racism.*

Despite the importance of these intertextual ref-
erences, my point about Fanon’s geo-somatic un-
conscious concerns the dimension of praxis — one that
runs through his thinking and in which his political, clin-
ical, and institutional activities converge. On the one
hand, Fanon displaces the universalist assumptions of
the phenomenological norm by insisting on the racial-
ised and historically specific conditions of Black embod-
iment under colonial violence — the ‘racial epidermal
schema’.” On the other, the publication of the psychiat-
ric writings, Alienation and Freedom, made clear, as Nica
Siegel has recently observed, that ‘Fanon, much more
than has been recognized, remained a clinical thinker
throughout his life’.*® Tosquelles describes him — in-
tentionally anachronistically — as a practitioner of ex-
tensive psychiatry, an approach introduced in the 1930s
by Tosquelles and his teacher, Cuban-Catalan psychiat-
rist Emili Mira i Lopez at the Institute Pere Mata in Reus.
Extensive psychiatry aimed to open psychiatry beyond
its social, geographical and disciplinary confines, com-
bining Gestalt psychology, psychoanalysis and Marxism —
migrant knowledge brought to Catalonia by refugees flee-
ing Europe’s fascisms.** A member of the POUM (Partit
Obrer d’Unificacio Marxista), an anti-Stalinist Marxist or-
ganisation active during the Second Republic and the
Civil War, Tosquelles recalls that extensive psychiatry
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was practised within decentralised geo-social units, or
‘comarcas’, fostering regional clinical autonomy and an
anarcho-syndicalist experimental spirit:

The comarca is a small region, and we spoke of the ‘comar-
cal’ organisation of psychiatry. The comarca was a geo-
graphical and sociological structure that had existed for
a very long time; it was a particularly vital form in Cata-
lonia, all the more so because, although the process of
industrialisation was concentrated, as it were, in Bar-
celona, there was hardly a comarca, a rural region, that
did not have one, two, or three factories.”®

Tosquelles thus parallels the social potential of ex-
tensive psychiatry with the agency of the industrial-
agrarian culture of the comarca, both aiming to undo
the segregationist and isolationist tendencies.

When Tosquelles arrived at Saint-Alban in 1940, the
situated experience of the Résistance enabled him, to-
gether with Bonnafé, to transform extensive psychiatry
into a geo-psychiatry. At the same time, géo-psychiatrie
adapted a ‘mountain tradition’ of the region, shaped by
the austere climate conditions of the Margeride plateau
and introduced by Agnés Masson, an Italian socialist
physician who headed the hospital between 1933 and
1936. It designated a form of ‘migrant work’ devoted to
a milieu-oriented reconfiguration of the clinic: the hos-
pital was no longer conceived as a closed space but as
a node within a wider social, geographic and economic
environment.

Saint-Alban was a leading site in France for research
into work beyond the hospital: the work of disalien-
ating the hospital system as such went hand in hand with
work outside the hospital - through the development
of outpatient consultations, the expansion of medico-
pedagogical relations, and a kind of migrant work [travail
migrant] that came to be called geo-psychiatry.”!

Patients were encouraged to circulate beyond the
hospital walls and to engage in exchanges with the sur-
rounding region. From its inception during World War
IT - entangled with the clandestine antifascist activit-
ies and with the surrealist movement — the movement
implemented media practices such as film, photography,
and printing workshops, alongside self-organised patient
clubs that managed therapeutic activities including er-
gotherapy and social therapy.



Figures 1 and 2: The geo-psychiatric inscription of
Saint-Alban psychiatric hospital. Film stills from Héléne
Alvarez Tosquelles and Francois Tosquelles, Société lozéri-
enne d’hygiéne mentale (Lozerien Society of Mental Hy-
giene), Institut Jean Vigo — Cinémathéque de Perpignan,
1954-57. Courtesy Michel Tosquelles.

For Tosquelles, geo-psychiatry not merely raised the
question of recovery, but of ‘how to integrate madness
into collective life (la cité)’. In his words, this meant
‘placing a sewing machine in a wheat field’.>> The trans-
position of the surrealist line by Comte de Lautréamont
(‘the chance encounter of a sewing machine and an um-
brella on an operating table’) onto the parallel drawn
between the decentralised Catalan factory and the peri-
pheral hospital of Saint-Alban does not simply allude to
the possibility of an improbable yet productive encounter
between madness and the social body. It suggests that
the psychiatric institution itself can become a product-
ive site of social life, capable of generating alternative

human geography.

At Saint-Alban and later at the Blida-Joinville psy-
chiatric hospital in Algeria, where Fanon headed two
wards between 1953 and 1956, these social and cultural
practices served as tools for collectively reimagining the
geography of the present. As Lucie Mercier analyses in
detail, the experience of geo-psychiatry led to the legal
implementation of ‘sector psychiatry’ in France in 1960
— a system of community-based mental healthcare in
which psychiatric services were organised by geographic
sectors.”® Although highly contested among proponents
of institutional psychotherapy for its administrative and
political shortcomings, sector psychiatry aimed to al-
low patients to be treated in their living environments
rather than in isolated asylums. ‘Azoulay’s work is quite
instructive’, claims Tosquelles pointing to Fanon’s Al-
gerian collaborator, ‘for understanding Fanon’s journey
up to Blida and beyond: nothing more, nothing else than

his commitment to sector psychiatry.”*

Disalienation: the hypothesis of
Saint-Alban

In her attentive reading of Fanon’s psychiatric writings,
Nancy Luxon proposes to think his clinic through the
phenomenology of ‘contact’ — an experience in which
the psychiatric hospital becomes a site where ‘contact is
at once social, material, and fantastical’.>> My analysis
offers to extend this framework through a Marxist lens,
(re)thinking therapy as collective work and praxis. In
Fanon’s own words, against the colonial alienation and
objectification of labour power, ‘work [travail] must be
recovered as a humanization of man’.>® In what follows,
I propose to read the practices of institutional psycho-
therapy - the social and ergotherapy, including collective
production and circulation of film — through the prism of
disalienation. How do these practices, informed by both
Marxism and psychoanalysis, (re)inscribe the lived body,
collectivity and geography at the core of unconscious
processes? This genealogy provides an understanding
of how Tosquelles and Fanon conceptualised the insti-
tution as an embodied site of the unconscious and its
phantasmatic articulations.

When Fanon arrives at Saint-Alban, he sees it as
a place attentive ‘to the complexity of differences ...
that bound together human beings’.>” During his fif-
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teen months at Saint-Alban, he was responsible for train-
ing caregivers in social therapy and work psychology.
The therapeutic experiment of Saint-Alban, defined in
1952 by psychiatrist Georgs Daumézon and his student
Philippe Koechin as ‘institutional psychotherapy’, be-
came, according to Tosquelles, ‘a site of a hypothesis’.*®
The movement was marked by its refusal to abandon
patients to die under conditions of scarcity and slow ex-
termination.”® According to Tosquelles, the hypothesis
of Saint-Alban consisted in bringing together human
beings, ‘whether mad or not’, so that they could ‘draw
from their own potential the mobile, articulable, and
re-articulable substance of which they are constituted
and molded, like anyone else, by history’.®® In a way, so-
cial thérapie, which formed the core of this hypothesis,
offered a continuation of Fanon’s own sociogenic think-
ing — its mise en pratique.

The entangled practices of social therapy and ergo-
therapy, grounded in bodily activation and social ex-
change, underpin disalienation as process. Since 1945,
the therapeutic collective of Saint-Alban theorised mad-
ness from a milieu-oriented perspective: ‘the very mean-
ing of the term “alienation” indeed defines madness,
first and foremost, as a disturbance in the relationship
between the self and the world’.®! Drawing on Gestalt
theory and Goldstein’s notion of the ‘unity between or-
ganism and environment’, it held that the patient cannot
be studied outside their milieu and outside the idea they
form of it. Insisting on the social constitution of the self
as well as on the ‘historical inscription’ that shapes the
relation between self and world, alienation was under-
stood as a double estrangement: both a mental and a
social alienation of the self from its ‘participation in the

environment.’®

Figure 3. Figures 3-6: Stills from Pour notre plaisir a tous, an anonymous film featuring ergotherapy workshops at
the Saint-Alban psychiatric hospital and scenes of everyday institutional life, c. 1960. Cinémathéque de Perpignan —
Institut Jean Vigo.
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Disalienation was, therefore, crucially a process — an
open-ended endeavour rather than a result. It concerned
not only the patients (les aliénés) or doctors (les aliénistes),
but, in Tosquelles’s terms, ‘the total fact of madness: the
sick person, the asylum, and the psychiatrist at once’.%>
In ‘Psychopathology and Dialectical Materialism’, a talk
delivered at the ENS in Paris in 1947, he articulated the
Marxist horizon of social therapy as a practice operating
‘close to the patient’s family and the milieu’ to which they
will return, while simultaneously aiming, ‘on a general
level ... in line with the political aims of Marxism, at the
disalienation of the human being’.®* As Kerstin Stake-
meier has recently observed, with Tosquelles and Fanon,
‘the political meaning of disalienation came to precede
the psychiatric one’, involving the making of what she

calls a ‘sociogenic communion’.%®

Introducing disalienation from this ‘clearly anti-
nosographic position’ also meant rethinking the rela-
tion between the body, the environment, and the so-
cial.®® Tosquelles who arrived in France after his pas-
sage through the Spanish Civil War and the Septfonds
internment camp, considered the human as a ‘pilgrim’,
‘the type that goes from one space to another’:

When you walk around the world, what matters is not
the head, but the feet! You have to know where to put
your feet. They are the great readers of the world map, of
geography.®’

According to the geo-psychiatric approach, therapy had
to stimulate the ‘kinesthetic factors’ that ‘position’ the
body - geographically and socially — through constant
tonic muscular modifications, understood as expressions
of what Tosquelles calls the ‘first human right’: the ‘right

Figure 4. Figures 3-6: Stills from Pour notre plaisir a tous, an anonymous film featuring ergotherapy workshops at
the Saint-Alban psychiatric hospital and scenes of everyday institutional life, c. 1960. Cinémathéque de Perpignan —
Institut Jean Vigo.
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to wander’.%® The elementary right to migration, trans-
ition, and even vagabondage was opposed to colonial
occupation of territory, as well as psychiatric exclusion
from a milieu of living. It equally relates to an under-
standing of geo-psychiatry as a decolonial appropriation
of the ‘human geography’, a notion itself deeply marked
by the colonial geographical fantasies.®®

Tosquelles’s commitment to the geo-kinetic agency
of the body - preceding the psychic event — was influ-
enced by the Cuban-Catalan doctor Emili Mira i Lépez.
A heterodox psychiatrist, Mira introduced Tosquelles
not only to Lacan’s work on paranoia but also to his
own method of myokinetic psychodiagnosis, which ex-
plored bodily motion and the kinetic function of muscle
tone. Mira’s myokinetic experiments conceived muscu-
lar movement and motor activity as preceding cognit-
ive processes. Drawing on Gestalt theory (notably Kurt

Lewin), early movement psychology, and traditions such
as graphology and expressive movement analysis, Mira
conceptualises behaviour as a unity of mental attitude
and muscular disposition. According to Mira, ergother-
apy works by introducing new modes of movement that
disrupt fixed muscular reactions, allowing for a parallel
reconfiguration of the individual’s mental disposition.”
This insight into the agency of somatic and sensory di-
mensions enabled Tosquelles to consider bodily expres-
sions as equal to, or even prior to, language. It led him to
redefine the psychoanalytic notion of transference as a
spatial, gestural, and relational process and to conceptu-
alise phantasm as embodied - as phantasme incarné. This
notion became central to the development of ergotherapy
and social therapy at the hospital, which departed from
an understanding of the unconscious inscribed within
bodily practices.

Figure 5. Figures 3-6: Stills from Pour notre plaisir a tous, an anonymous film featuring ergotherapy workshops at
the Saint-Alban psychiatric hospital and scenes of everyday institutional life, c. 1960. Cinémathéque de Perpignan —
Institut Jean Vigo.
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Tosquelles theorised this approach in the 1966 Col-
loque de Bonneval dedicated to the unconscious and or-
ganised by psychiatrist Henri Ey. It was attended not
only by psychoanalysts and psychiatrists but also by
philosophers, such as Merleau-Ponty, Paul Ricceur, Henri
Lefebvre, and Jean Hyppolite. In his short contribu-
tion reacting to Merleau-Ponty and Ricceur’s present-
ations, Tosquelles articulates a somatic notion of the un-
conscious. He admits the difficulty to formulate this ‘yet
essential’ point which manifests in treatment of schizo-
phrenic patients: it is a ‘third term’ intervening into
the ‘passage from phantasm to image.” This register,
Tosquelles argues, has little to do with the play of mean-
ings through which psychic life is woven:

This third term would always be what must be called, on
the one hand, the process of maturation of the nervous

system; and, on the other hand, the bodily attitudes in
which the phantasm structures and reiterates itself pre-
cisely through its failure.”

Shifting the psychoanalytic topology from a primar-
ily linguistic and representational framework, Tosquelles
introduces a somatic infrastructure of phantasm, not
separated from but as part of the biological and motor
processes. In other words, phantasm is embodied: it
takes and loses shape within postural, motor, and sens-
ory patterns that evolve alongside the development of
the nervous system. The ‘failure’ or conflict of phantasm
occurs not only symbolically, as repression, but also so-
matically — thus opening the psychoanalytic model to
bodily practices and motor activity.

Figure 6. Figures 3-6: Stills from Pour notre plaisir a tous, an anonymous film featuring ergotherapy workshops at
the Saint-Alban psychiatric hospital and scenes of everyday institutional life, c. 1960. Cinématheque de Perpignan —

Institut Jean Vigo.

63



Les travaux faits
par les malades dans les

oopératives d'ergothérapie
sont exposés et vendus
en ville

Figures 7 and 8:“The works produced by patients in the er-
gotherapy cooperatives are exhibited and sold in the city’.
Film stills from Héléne Alvarez Tosquelles and Frangois
Tosquelles, Société lozérienne d’hygiéne mentale (Lozer-
ien Society of Mental Hygiene), Institut Jean Vigo —
Cinémathéque de Perpignan, 1954-57. Courtesy Michel
Tosquelles.

Tosquelles often invoked the German psychiatrist
Hermann Simon when developing therapy based on bod-
ily activation and work. Along with Lacan’s dissertation
on paranoia, Simon’s Aktivere Krankenbehandlung in der
Irrenanstalt (More Active Patient Treatment in the Mental
Asylum, 1929) accompanied Tosquelles in 1939 over the
Pyrenees during his flight from Franco’s Spain. Together
with Germaine Balvet, the book was translated into
French during the Occupation and printed at Saint-Alban,
alongside the clandestine press. While the founder of
modern work therapy espoused ideas later adopted by
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the Nazi regime, particularly those rooted in social Dar-
winism, for Tosquelles, work retained an immanent so-
cial meaning. The value produced in ergotherapy work-
shops was inseparable from the communal relations it
generated and the emerging transformation of the living
environment:

Tearing cloth, shredding paper, or even making confetti
with severely impaired patients can, in itself, help make
them feel more ‘alive.” But this task can only take on
meaning urbi et orbi (in the city and in the world) if, within
the hospital and then ... elsewhere, there are ‘festivities’
where the confetti becomes something of value and is
actually used.”

In this way, the social life of the hospital — the pro-
duction of the intrahospital newspaper Trait-d’Union,
the organisation of parties and carnivals open to the
outside world, and participation in local markets — was
seen as a necessary extension of the collective ergother-
apy workshops. It was part of a project of mental and
social disalienation that sought to translate Marxism
and Gestalt theory into institutional praxis, its making
of sciogenic communion. This idea of disalienation ex-
ceeding the hospital and marked by social exchange was
central to the definition of the institution. Tosquelles dis-
tinguished it from ‘establishments’ as places ‘one settles
in’, mere sites ‘prevented from being institutions’:

An institution is a place of exchanges, with the possib-
ility of exchanges with whatever presents itself; in an
exaggerated way, one could say that it is a place where
commerce — that is to say, exchanges — becomes possible.
In another sense, there is no singularity, or process of sin-
gularization, except insofar as it emerges within a group,
within an institution.”

The mobility of relations — social, geographic, ma-
terial — is key to the perpetual change of the institu-
tion. Later, implementing institutional practices in Blida-
Joinville, Fanon highlighted the ‘open, non-coercive char-
acter’ of the ward, marked by ‘life in movement’.’* In
the 1955 editorial of Notre Journal — the intra-hospital
newspaper published by patients and staff — he confronts
the question of the institution and the dangers of its
vitiation:

Does not every attempt to give body to an institution risk

taking directions that are fundamentally opposed to the

open, fecund, global and nevertheless qualified character
of the institution?



His answer traces an embodied idea of the institution:
“You have to place yourself at the heart of the institution
and interrogate it’. The entangled social and material
sensorium is what mediates the institution’s therapeutic
efficacy. Fanon’s emphasis on the constant reactivation
of the institution from within - as a social body, a ‘move-
ment’ that fosters ‘interminable and fruitful encounters’
- points to the transmission of experience from Saint-
Alban to Blida-Joinville.”

Among the few texts that Tosquelles and Fanon con-
ceived together are two papers presented in 1953 at Con-
gres des médecins aliénistes et neurologues de France. Both
address the role of the institution in the context of elec-
troconvulsive therapy. Alongside insulin shock and nar-
cotherapy, electroshock was part of what the authors call
‘annihilation treatment’: a violent medical intervention
intended to induce a reset of the personality, opening it
to psychotherapeutic work.”® A female patient’s psycho-
somatic amnesia provoked by the treatment (including
seventeen electroshocks and forty sessions of insulin
shock therapy) is described in terms of an ontogenetic
recapitulation: ‘the very primitive situation of mother-
child relations: spoon-feeding (nourriture a la bouche),
hygiene care (soins de propreté), first words’.”” This con-
stitutive violence of the institution, exercised upon the
body and simultaneously producing a new body for social
therapy, remained embedded within the largely unques-
tioned medical authority of the psychiatrist. Articulated
in terms of an ontogenetic primal scene, it could not
avoid crystallising into a medical phantasm of its own.
By staging psychic rebirth through extreme somatic in-
tervention, the institution thus performs the opposite
of its stated intention: it effaces the body’s sedimented
relations to history and material environment, treating
it as a neutral surface — a tabula rasa.

In what follows, Tosquelles and Fanon describe the
patient’s development - from the infantile stage to a
recovered adult — as occurring in stages. After the dis-
solution of shock therapy, reconstruction is carried out
through the social, collective, and material infrastruc-
ture of the institution. Tosquelles and Fanon are expli-
cit about the relation between hospital life and the un-
conscious phantasms which catalyse the reconstruction.
This time it is the ‘the real of the hospital’ that helps to
embody the phantasm:

Figure 9: The yearly ‘Féte votive’ (patronal feast)
celebration at Saint-Alban, dedicated to the region’s
saint, invites the inhabitants of Lozere to join the hos-
pital. Film still from Héléne Alvarez Tosquelles and
Francois Tosquelles, Société lozérienne d’hygiéne men-
tale(Lozerien Society of Mental Hygiene), Institut Jean
Vigo — Cinémathéque de Perpignan, 1954-57. Courtesy
Michel Tosquelles.

... what appears essential are the inter-human encoun-
ters and the practical activities in which the patient gets
involved during the process of rediscovery of the self and
the world [redécouverte du moi et du monde] — including
naturally the fantasmatic stages that the milieu enables
him (or her) to cling to. Now, these fantasies [fantasmes]
have the same structure as psychoanalytic fantasies [fant-
asmes analytiques], but, as Daumézon so well put it in the
field of institutional therapy, it is the real of the hospital
that incarnates, supports and resolves them. The doctor
and the material and human plasticity of the ‘ward’ must
be adapted to these investments and must facilitate their
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overcoming. This is why the organization of the life group
in which the patient is placed must be ready to evolve in
parallel with the ‘reconstruction’ of the patient’s self and
world.”

The real of the hospital — through its social and ma-
terial plasticity — can be understood here as the model
par excellence of a social institution. Re-mediating move-
ment, it becomes the place of the real phantasm as praxis.
Disalienation marks here a collective, bodily, and milieu-
oriented process involving the patients’ participation
in the environment. ‘There is no individual praxis in
Marx’, writes Tosquelles. ‘Praxis is in the first place an un-
conscious and collective work [une oeuvre pas consciente
et collective]’.”® In its material plasticity, its collective
setting, the institution incarnates unconscious phant-
asms, situating them within the transitions and mobil-
ities of social exchange and their complex temporalit-
ies. Phantasm becomes embodied in praxis. It no longer
testifies to an opposition between the illusions of the
internal world and the reality principle, a relation to be

t.89 Nor is it a phylogenetically

interpreted by the analys
transmitted inheritance of the Urfantasie, but rather a
collectively enacted process embedded in material rela-

tions.

Conclusion: the city as therapeutic milieu

When Fanon resigned from Blida in 1956, he reflec-
ted on how escalating colonial violence and the blood-
shed surrounding the Algerian War of Independence had
deepened alienation simultaneously across clinical, en-
vironmental and political dimensions. In his subsequent
work at the Neuropsychiatric Day Centre in Tunis, Fanon
critically reassessed the experience of social therapy
within a closed institution. In a text co-authored with
Charles Geronimi, he acknowledges that, in contrast to
the immobilisation and coercion of the classical asylum,
social therapy organised a ‘neo-society’ that allowed for
an ‘investment in an objectal world’ constituted by the
institution and its mobile relations. Yet even though
social therapy ‘wrests patients from their fantasies [fant-
asmes] and obliges them to confront reality on a new
register’, this register remains that of a ‘pseudo-society’:
‘its strict spatial limitation, the restricted number of cogs
and - why hide it — the lived experience of internment-
imprisonment considerably limit the curative and dis-
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alienating value of social therapy’.?! Against the con-
strained potential of the hospital-village instituted at
Saint-Alban and reconfigured in Blida, set within the viol-
ent atmosphere of colonial Algeria, Fanon now proposes
that ‘the veritable social-therapeutic milieu is and re-
mains concrete society itself’, enabled by the conditions
and rhythms of day hospitalisation.®?

Rethinking social therapy within the urban en-
vironment of Tunis and its political climate of post-
independence state consolidation did not, however, en-
tail a rupture with the materialist and geo-somatic co-
ordinates of the unconscious, but rather their further
experimental exploration. The idea of the single hospital
institution is now reshaped through day hospitalisation
and everyday confrontation with the social reality of the
city — its multiple institutions, including public transport,
the family home, and periodic gatherings at the café,
mosque, or political cell.

Disalienation, defined by the collective of Saint-
Alban as a processual opening onto the possibility of ‘par-
ticipation in the environment’, is radicalised in Fanon’s
conception of the day hospital. Echoing Goldstein’s no-
tion of the catastrophic reaction, Fanon understands
such participation as necessarily involving exposure
to ‘the violence of the conflict, the toxicity of reality’.
Whereas internment neutralises conflict by converting
it into a reified object - thus effecting a ‘thingification
of the conflict’, and ‘therefore of the patient’ — day hos-
pitalisation sustains and intensifies conflict at the ex-
istential level.®> The symptom, no longer isolated or
neutralised, remains entangled with a social and ma-
terial environment and confronts the patient as a lived
problem. The symptom becomes available for reflection
through action and relation. Fanon marks this respons-
ibilisation by aligning the day clinic with the temporal
rhythms of labour: like an ‘employee off work’, the pa-
tient engages in recovery at the hospital and departs at
the customary hours at which the workshop or factory
closes.3*

On the one side, day hospital can be thought as re-
conceptualisation of the geo-psychiatric care in terms
of further re-locating curative potential not in the clinic
as a bounded space, but in the patients’ ongoing circu-
lation through the social and urban environments. Day
hospitalisation allows the city - its rhythms of labour,
transport, neighbourhood encounters, and political and



familial spaces described by Fanon - to function as thera-
peutic milieus in which illness unfolds in situ, as a crisis of
emplacement and relation rather than as an intrapsychic
economy. On the other side, in Fanon’s critique the
psychoanalytic model of the unconscious is further un-
settled through the geo-somatic coordinates of the city
— the continuity of movement and exposure — revealing
psychic conflict as materially inscribed in bodies moving
in socially coded space, and allowing disalienation to
process through the reworking of embodied relations to
environment, infrastructure, and collective life.

Elena Vogman is Principal Investigator of the research project
‘Madness, Media, Milieus: Reconfiguring the Humanities in
Postwar Europe’ at Bauhaus-Universitdt Weimar.
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