
Introduction 

Freud's French Revolution 

DURING May and June 1<)68, French society experienced a 
social explosion of near revolutionary proportions. A student protest m 
the Department of Sociology at the University of Paris at Nanterre 
escalated into a social movement that struck at every level of French so
ciety In the space of weeks, not only the universities, but the factories, 
the theaters, the high schools, and the hospitals, too, were on strike. 
People rejected the authority not only of the government. and the em
ployer, but of the traditional Opposition-the Left political parties and 
trade unions as well. The turbulent May days created the impression of 
a vacuum of power which made it look-if only for a short time-as If 
control of the Fmnch state could be taken by any group with sufficient 
organization and will. France was gripped by a paroxysm of the spoken 
word . There were confrontations and attempts at communication across 
generational and class lines that were unparalleled in her recent national 
life. The spirit of the May days was utopian, expressive, and festive. 
The ideology of the celebrants was to avoid traditional ideology. The 
fresh outlook of May downf)layed traditional forms of structured politi
cal action and stressed an existential revolution of the person 

For most participants, May-June 1968 was a deeply moving personal 
experience, yet the May events, judged by standard revolutionary politi
cal criteria, were a fmlure Power was not seized; withm a few weeks, 
life in France returned to normal. The public buildings that had been oc-
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cup ed were washed and put back mto order, the ubiquitous posters 
were stripped away, and the graffiti were sandblasted from the walls. 
By mid-June, Paris was cleaned up and returned to the tourists, 1ts cob
blestones paved over-buildmg blocks of the barricades frozen in 
cement 

At the ttme, observers of the French scene searched in vam for traces 
of the May events on French hfe. This book describes ways in which 
May 1968 marked and gave momentum to a profound though not 
immediately visible kind of change: the dramattc reversal of the rela
tionship between psychoanalysis and French society and culture. In the 
course of the 196os, the :<rench attitude toward psychoanalysis swung 
from denigration and resistance to infatuation in one of the most dra
matic social reversals of an intellectual position in modern history. Until 
recently, it had been commonplace in twentieth-century intellectual his
tory to contrast the American ''overacceptance of psychoanalysis'' with 
France's violent and sustained rejection of it. In fact, the first to com
ment on the differences in the fate of psychoanalysis m France and 
America was Freud himself. 

When Freud came to America m I 909 , he was amazed After con
fronting the skepticism of the medical and scientific communities m 
Europe, Freud found the America of I 909 a welcome terrain. Professors 
at Clark University seemed astoundingly unprejudiced and open, even 
to the point of givmg psychoanalysis a place in their lectures at a time 
when thetr European counterparts were tgnorant or scornful of the new 
doctrine. "In prudish America," remarked Freud, "it was possible, at 
least in academic circles, to discuss freely and scientifically everything 
that in ordinary hfe is regarded as objectionable." 1 In the capitals of 
Europe, the situation was reverseci· life was "sophisticated" and the 
universities puntanical. Freud could only wonder at the attitude of the 
Americans: "They don't understand that I am bnnging them the 
plague.'' 

Only five years after his American visit, Freud noted that something 
was gomg wrong m America. Americans were accepting psychoana
lysis too easily, and Freud took this as a sure sign that they were misun
derstandmg It, watering it down, and sweetening it to their taste. To hts 
mind, if the Americans really had been accepting the theory of infantile 
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sexuality for example, thmgs would not have been going so smoothly. 
Freud believed that too easy an acc~ptance meant that psychoanalysis 
was being denatured, and he also believed the converse· resistance to 
psychoanalysis suggested that it was being taken seriously . For Freud, 
psychoanalysis was so deeply subversive of common-sense ways of 
thinking about the world that to understand 1t was to resist it It was for 
this reason that Freud wrote that "the final decisive battle" for psycho
analysis would be played out "where the greatest resistance has 
been displayed.'' 2 

By I9I4, it was already clear that it was in France, country of Mes
mer, Bernheim, Charcot, Bergson, and Janet, with its long literary 
tradition of exquisite sensitivity to the psychologtcal, that resistance to 
psychoanalysis was the greatest . French philosophers preferred Henri 
Bergson, the French Church found it morally unacceptable, and French 
scientists found it shabby. Only the surrealists, who distorted and poet
icized the theory to thetr taste and almost beyond Freud's recognition, 
had anything good to say about psychoanalysis. "In Paris itself," re
flected Freud, "the conviction stilJ seems to reign . that everything 
good in psychoanalysis ts a repetition of Janet's views with insignificant 
modifications, and that everything else in it is bad." 3 

Freud's juxtaposition of France and America seems to have been pro
phetic, as have his fears that in America the pressures of pragmatism 
might turn psychoanalysis into a watered-down eclecticism In 
America, a too easy acceptance of an "acceptable," "medicalized" 
psychoanalysis went along with a downplaying of elements that Freud 
considered essential to his theory. For example, Freud's ideas about the 
unconscious and about infantile sexuality were diluted in the service of 
making them more palatable to American tastes. Psychoanalysis was 
torn from its base in cultural studies by the American Psychoanalytic 
Association's I 927 decision to limit its practice to medical doctors. The 
path was clear for its socialization, perhaps even its domestication, by 
American psychiatry. Few American psychoanalysts were interested in 
psychoanalysis as a subject for basic research. Most saw themselves as 
medical practitioners and tended to codify the rules of practice as they 
would codify the rules for any medical specialty. Today, American psy
choanalysis may be paying a price for its early loss of independence 
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from medicine. There is a lack of intellectual dynamism, a marked de
cline in the volume of analytic practice. In competition with the plethora 
of other therapies, few analysts can fill their practices with analytic 
patients. 

In ~ranee, on the other hand, psychoanalysis had become the fiefdom 
of poets, novelists, and painters before the physicians had even ex
pressed their interest. There was no French psychoanalytic society until 
1926, and for nearly a quarter of a century It remained small, its 
members badly stigmatized by medical peers. Before World War II, the 
French had rejected psychoanalysis as a German inspiration, an object 
of distrust, after the war, it fared only a little better with a new image as 
an American import. 

In the years since 1968, all of this has changed. Freudian struc
turalism became a central theme in French intellectual life in fields as 
diverse as literary criticism, mathematics, economics, and philosophy. 
And the change has gone far beyond the intelligentsia: psychoanalysis has 
emerged as a soc aJ phenomenon A small and insignificant French psy
choanalytic movement has become a French psychoaJilalytic culture, 
deeply and broadly involved in politics and society. The number of 
French analysts has shot up dramatically, and public interest in psycho
analysis has climbed to new heights. Child-raising manuals, vocational 
counseling, educatiOn, and social work have all "gone psychoana
lytic." Psychoanalysis became big news m French medicine, psychi
atry, and publishing. One of France's most popular radio personalities 
even cla-imed to be doing mini-psychoanalyses over the airwaves. 

Despite superficial similarities with the situation in the United States 
during the 1940s and early 1950s, when psychoanalysis enjoyed a cer
tain hegemony in American cultural life, the contemporary French psy
choanalytic movement is a new breed, more intensely engaged in ques
tions about the nature of psychoanalysis, its status as a science, its 
relationship to linguistics, mathematics, poetry, and politics. The 
French psychoanalytic movement may have been a "slow starter," but 
its maturation has been explosive and dramatic. The psychoanalytic 
idiom has invaded French life and language, changing the ways people 
think about politics, discuss literature, and address their children. The 
degree of social infiltration of the psychoanalytic metaphor in France 
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may be unique m the history of the psychoanalytic movement Even m 
the United States, things did not go so far. The extent of its colonization 
of intellectual and popular culture and 1ts strong political flavor are only 
two of the many ways m which the new ''French Freud'' is a very dif
ferent animal than "American Freud" ever was or is today. 

In America, a special mix of optimism, mdividualism, and volun
tarism contributed to the acceptance of a psychoanalytic therapy 
founded on the belief that people can change themselves by their own 
efforts if they want to. American individualism tends to represent them
dividual as a virtuoso or entrepreneur of his or her own self. Although it 
underscores autonomy, it does not assume that we each possess an in
violable inner core that constitutes our "human nature." Thus it is very 
different from traditional French ideas about indlVldualism that focus on 
the individual's boundaries and isolation from others. French notions 
apout the immutable self were hard to reconclle with an active notion of 
psychoanalytic interventionism. This is reflected m the contemporary 
French ·style of psychoanalytic theorizing, which emphasizes that psy
choanalysis is an interpretive science in which images of analytic "lis
tening" (l' ecoute) and analytic understanding are more salient than 
promises of analytic "cure. 

In America, on the other hand, individuals are taught that to achieve 
success, they must be willing to change. Unlike the French, Americaos 
believe in the plasticity of the individual who could learn to conform; 
that which is not malleable, or suitable for reshaping, is often dis
missed. Americans accepted psychoanalysis, but they shaped it to their 
image of what would be ''helpful. '' 4 American psychoanalytic ego psy
chology, directed toward an active adaptation of the patient to reality, 
toward what came to be called "coping," brought Freudianism in line 
with American beliefs about the virtue and necessity of an optimistic 
approach. 5 This version of psychoanalysis, considerably more optimis
tic and conformist than Freud's own, could then be presented as a 
recipe for individual change and was particularly attractive to the nation 
of the ''other directed.'' 6 It was able to assuage fears of being different 
or of being unsusceptible to "reform," and it promised that self
improvement was possible without calling society into question. 

In America, where there is no strong intellectual tradition on the Left, 
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the optimistic revisions of Freud focuse~ on adaptation to a reality 
whose justice was rarely challenged. Those analysts who did try to use 
psychoanalytic msights as part of a critique of American life were ex
ceptions to the general trend. But in France, where there is a strong po
liticlfl. and intellectual Left, psychoanalysts became deeply involved in 
radical social criticism, and French social cnticism b arne deeply 
involved with psychoanalytic thinking. In fact, psychoanalytic premises 
became the common reference shared by Communist Party and non
Party Marxism, utopian and anarchistic gauchisme, and by the radical 
anti-Marxism which burst forth in France in 1977 under the name of 
"The New Philosophy " 

In America, where interpretations of psychoanalysis that stressed bio
logical models gained a wide audience, the women's movement has 
seen Freud as one of history's great misogynists. Freud is read as claim
mg that passive and subordinate femininity is a consequence of the ana
tomical differences between the sexes. Anatomy is destmy, and there is 
little ltope for women. In France, where Freud is read differently, the 
Marxist branch of the women's liberation movement actually called 
itself "Psychoanalysis and Politics. 

In America, where mdividualist and conformist ideology was at
tract:;d only to that brand of psychoanalytic thinking that was supportive 
rather than subversive of existmg nstitutions, psychoanalysis became a 
medical, psychiatric, and even corporate "insider." Thus, antipsychia
tric stances that challenged the status quo of institutional psychology 
have tended to imply antipsychoanalytic ones. In France, the anti
psychiatnc movement has taken psychoanalysis as its ally , not its 
enemy. 

Since 1968, French Marxism, French feminism, French antipsychia
try, and French psychoanalysis have become so tied up with one another 
that they resemble a complex knot-It is sometimes hard to tell where one 
strand leaves off and the other begins. But this has not always been the 
case. Through the 1960s, the French Left generally scorned psychoana
lytic treatment as bourgeois self-indulgence and saw psychoanalytic 
ideas as reactionary instruments for psychologizing away social prob
lems But m the dismal aftermath of the May-June 1968 events, the 
French Left was in a shambles . During May, students took over their 
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universities and workers their factories and tried to make them work by 
egalitarian models that placed the highest value on free and full expres
Sion of emotion and imaginatiOn. This experiment in a politics of speech 
and self-management may have been a powerful social expression of 
existential Marxist ideas, but its failure as a political action seemed to 
betray the weakness of its social base. Leftists who, in 1968, had con
fidently talked about new revolutionary classes and new forms of social 
action began to lose confidence in their analyses as 1968 turned into 
1969 and then into 1970, and everyone realized how very li e things 
had really changed. 

When French sociologist Raymond Aron used the metaphor of psy
chodrama to explam what was happening in 1968, he was roundly criti
cized by the Left for • 'psychologizing away'' the political importance of 
what was taking place. But after the events, the metaphor of psycho
drama became common coin, not only among critics of the protest 
movement, but also among those who had participated most actively in 
It People who had criticized Aron for psychological reductionism now 
turned to psychoanalytic ideas to explain what had happened and some
times even began personal psychoanalyses to understand what it had all 
meant to them. 

Indeed, my own mvolvement with French psychoanalysis began with 
a brush with the fallout from May-June 1968. I had spent 1968-69 in 
Paris as a student, and in the years that followed the 1968 events, I kept 
in touch with French students I knew had been active at the time. When 
I had first met them m the late 1960s, their hostility toward psychoanal
ysis had been obvious. But in the early 1970s, several of them began 
talking more and more about psychoanalysis, decided to go into analy
sis, and told me of others .m their former political circle who were mak
ing the same decision. 

To the American reader, something about this story may sound famil
iar. The fact that a group of French activist students of the troubled late 
1960s searched for personal solutions when a political solution seemed 
to have failed might not seem surprising. After all, a similar phenome
non swept American campuses in the early 1 970s as energies once spent 
on radical politics were redirected mto encounter groups, religious 
cults, and the human potential movement Of course, the situations in 
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France and America have much m common. In both countries, political 
disillusionment was followed by an outburst of interest in a transforma
tion of the spirit and the psyche. But there were also important 
differences. 

In France the tum from political demonstratiOns to interest m things 
psychological was directed toward a highly theoretical psychoanalysis 
rather than to the medley of more mystical and occasionally visceral 
therapies popular in America. Even when the French students mvoked 
the spontaneiste spint of the May days, they maintained an intellectual! 
rather tha:t anti-intellectual or mystical 1d10m. 

A second difference is that for the French student radicals of I g68, 
the tum to psychoanalysis had to be a gesture of considerable force 
because they, unlike their American counterparts, had grown up in a 
general intellectual culture that was markedly hostile to psychoanalytic 
ideas. And their political socialization on the Left accentuated this hos
tility. Although the new interest in psychology was a more dramatic 
about-face for the French, it was the Americans who tended to experi
ence a sense of discontinuity between their political activism and a new 
turn to pnvate, "psychological" solutions. In America, the turn toward 
psychology and the self was often accompanied by a disillusionment 
With and an abandonment of politics. In France, this was not the case. 
Somehow, French students and intellectuals maiEltai~ed a sense of con
tinuity as their activities and their language took on a new psychoanalyt
IC tone. Given the almost total disjuncture between a psychoanalytic and 
a radical political discourse before Ig68, it seemed clear that something 
new was going on 

This book tells the story of something that was new m France after 
Ig68. It IS the story of the emergence of a distinctly French reading of 
Freud, a new version of psychoanalysis that has served as a bridge be
tween a politics of social activism and a politics of the person. In the af
termath of the May-June Ig68 events, French psychoanalysis became 
more ~rmeable to politics, and politics more permeable to it A failure 
of radical politics led to the radical politicization, at least in Its rhetoric, 
of a significant segment of French psychoanalytic thought, a politiciza
tion that accompanied Its massive mfiltration into French culture as a 
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whole. The phenomenon was on a scale so large that it makes sense to 
speak of "Freud's French Revolution." 

It would be a: mistake, of course, to think of this revolution as a 
simple ''result'' of the I g68 events. Both the I g68 explosiOn and the 
more sustained psychoanalytic presence that followed reflect deeper 
social changes that had long been in process. At the same time, how
ever, the form taken by the post- I g68 psychoanalytic culture was pow
erfully influenced by the Ig68 events. 

One might expect the story of a psychoacalysis that has become an 
ally of the Left and an inspiration to radical feminists and antipsychia
trists to be stormy, ideological, filled with conflict. It is. The story of 
French psychoanalysis is punctuated by schisms and with the excommu
nications of dissidents within psychoanalytic and poht1cal parties. It is 
deeply involved with convulsive changes in the French asylum system, 
in the ideological line of the French Communist Party, and in the struc
ture of the French university. The events themselves are exciting and 
the question of what that excitement is all about leads us to important 
issues about the nature of the psychoanalytic enterprise . The new 
French psych nalytic culture was shaped by a social revolt whose 
trademark was the radical challenge to boundaries of all kinds, among 
them the line between psychology and politics. In Ig68, students in
sisted that creating the context for a new authenticity in personal rela
tionships was part of what a political revolutiOn had to be about. Now, 
in the name of a ''return to Freud, '' the challenge to traditional ways of 
dividing up experience continues . A significant current in French psy
choanalysis has taken a "subversive" position m relation to its environ
ment, calling into question the "taken for granted" ways of looking at 
the family, the child, what is private and what is public, and how people 
communicate with each other. The recent history of French psy
choanalysis shows how this kind of radical movement comes under 
powerful social crossfire The pressures on it all point in the direction 
of its social adaptation, of fitting mto rather than challenging 
what is around it. In this sense, the French psychoanalytic movement is 
playing out, in a highly condensed and particularly clear form, the cul
tural experience of those intellectual movements, among them Marxism 
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and Darwinism, which suggested ways of perceiving real1ty that 
profoundly challenge the status quo, what we may call "subversive 
sc1ences." 

In the case of psychoanalysis, the pressures for normalization are not 
simply those imposed from the "outside" by society. They also come 
from the inside, from withm psychoanalysis itself. Indeed, th1s book di
rectly raises the question of whether or not psychoanalysis may carry 
within 1tself the seeds of 1ts own neutralization as a radical, critical 
theory. 

The psychoanalytic enterprise has hved with this powerful paradox 
from the very beginuing. Freud was concerned both with his science 
and w1th the politics of its expansion, concerned both with the structure 
of the mind and with the social acceptance of his new therapeutic meth
ods. But can a discipline that attacks the acceptable be socially ac
cepted? In America, this contradiction has tended to be smoothed over: 
much of what was socially unacceptable in psychoanalytic theory was 
watered down as psychoanalysis moved toward a medical model that 
locates problems and the place for their solution within the individual. 
The Impact of the medical legitimation of psychoanalysis has been so 
@"eat that most Americans have stopped thinking about the existence of 
contradictions at all In France, the opposite has happened. The events 
of the late 1960s forced problems to the surface. Nowhere has the 
quest10n of whether the vitality of psychoanalysis depends on its scien
tific research or on its therapeutic successes been posed more sharply. 
Nowhere has the question of whether ''subversive psychoanalysis'' can 
survive its social acceptance been so widely debated. And nowhere has 
the question of whether psychoanalysis suffers from a profound internal 
contradiction been raised so clearly 

Freud seems to have had considerable prophetic acumen A decisive 
struggle about the future of psychoanalysis is being played out in France 
where the issues go beyond anything local to the French scene and often 
go beyond psychoanalysis itself. In this book, I look at the struggle 
from four different points of view which correspond to four distinct 
sections of the book, each of which has a somewhat d1fferent balance 
between theoretical discussion and anthropological description 
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Part one treats the gap m the timing of this psychoanalytic 
''take off'' in France and America as a puzzle to which there are no 
simple solutions. The nation which had produced Stendahl, Proust, Bal
zac, and Flaubert might well have been expecte j to embrace rather than 
reject Freud's insights when psychoanalysis was introduced in France at 
the tum of the century. Because one knows that the facts are otherwise 
there is a tendency to accept the French resistance to Freud as obvi
ous and to argue, for example, that French values emphasized the ra
tional to a degree that made psychoanalysis unacceptable. But if 
things had gone the other way, that is, if there had been little or no resis
tance to psychoanalytic ideas and practice in France, one might well 
have been able to argue w1th equal persuasiveness that Freud's rational 
approach to the irrational made psychoanalysis a "natural" for the 
French. Here, the discussion of this problem of interpretation begins in 
part one with an examination of those French values and cultural 
traditions which have usually been blamed for the French hostility to 
Freud. They are of course a part of the story, but they are only one piece 
of the puzzle. The effort to understand the French resistance to Freud 
and the more recent French swing toward an "infatuation with Freudian
ism" demands a consideration of the soc1al roots of a psychoanalytic 
culture and the specific ways that psychoanalysis has adapted to the 
French environment. Specifically, the work of French psychoanalyst 
Jacques Lacan represents a "reinvention" of Freud that is particularly 
French With this introduction to Lacan as a base the discussion opens 
out to how his psychoanalytic ideas allowed for new theorizations of the 
individual and society and to new forms of social criticism that captured 
the imagination of the French Left m the post-1968 years. 

Part two treats the history and internal pohtics of the French psy
choanalytic movement. The history of French psychoanalysis, like the 
history of Freud's circle, can be read as the emotionally charged story of 
individual personalities. Here the focus is on underlying structural 
problems that plagued the Vienna circle of the tum of the century as 
well as the Paris circle of fifty years later. This perspective leads to the 
question of whether the story of psychoanalytic politics is the story of 
psychoanalysis struggling against itself. Does the master-disciple 

.. , 
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relationship that is built mto psychoanalysis subvert what is most 
subversive about it? Does the psychoanalytic society systemattcally 
destroy the theory that it believes itself to be protecting? 

In part three, the perspective shifts from the politics m the world of 
psycl:foanalytic societies to psychoanalysis in the world of politics. In 
France, psychoanalysis has moved out of narrow professional circles 
and onto the larger social stage. For example, in the development of the 
French antipsychiatric movement and m the workings of the French 
university, conflicts within the psychoanalytic world, "psychoanalytic 
politics," have been proJected as a "politics of psychoanalysis" whose 
results seem to be the erosion of traditional dichotomies between psy
chology and politics, madness and normality, a university-styled mathe
matical discourse and a poetry of the person. 

Part four turns drrectly to the issue of the popularization and 
normalization of psychoanalysis in the world of popular culture by 
looking at psychoanalysis and its popularity from both sides of the 
analytic couch. Since 1968, French people often find a psychoanalyst in 
places where they might once have expected to find a priest, a teacher, 
or a physician. Analysts hved through the May-June events to find that 
by the time the dust had settled, they were no longer marginal men 
and women but were very much at the center of things. For many 
people, psychoanalysis, which was once seen as subversive and ahen, 
was now a welcome source of expertise for solving the problems of 

everyday hfe. 
For some French psychoanalysts, recognition was a welcome change. 

For others, social acceptance brought new doubts. Some had long felt 
that psychoanalysis declined in the Umted States as a result of having 
been popularized and accepted without being understood. French psy
choanalysts used to reflect on the situation in the United States With a 
mixture of scorn, pity, and disdain. Now they too face the problem of 
acceptance and acceptability Some discuss popularity in apocalyptic 
terms. They fear that when psychoanalysis becomes the "thing to do" it 
means the end of psychoanalysis, that psychoanalytic subversiveness 
depends on psychoanalytic marginality. If psychoanalysis, like anar
chism, is a system designed to break down systems, does t.'le continuing 
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power of the psychoanalytic movement thus depend on permanent 
revolution? 

Such questions weave through our story, often expressed in con
troversies around the work of Jacques l..acan. Although the "French 
Freud" is not a person but a complex social and cultural phenollllenon, 
its story does have Lacan as a central actor. In France, Lacan came to 
personify a conception of psychoanalysis not as a quasi-medical tech
nique focused on "cure" but as a scientific discipline and a process of 
individual research and self-discovery that needs no further "therapeu
tic'' justification. According to Lacan 's way of looking at things, if any
thing that a medically oriented person would call a cure comes at all m 
psychoanalysis, it comes par surcrozt, as a kind of bonus or secondary 
gain. This therapeutically indifferent perspective on the psychoanalytic 
enterprise goes hand in hand with a radical critique of the psychoana
lytic institution. For Lacan, becoming and being a psychoanalyst in
volve processes of scientific discovery and personal development that 
have nothing to do with having a particular academic degree, with 
belonging to the bureaucracy of a psychoanalytic institute, or with fol
lowing a set of rules on how to conduct psychoanalytic sessions. Lacan 
himself refused to follow the rules of accepted psychoanalytic tech
nique. For example, the orthodox length of the analytic session has long 
been set at around fifty mmutes. Lacan shortened or lengthened it 
according to what was happening with a particular patient on a particu
lar day, thus using time as well as speech to punctuate the aoalytic 
discourse By 1978, controversy over Lacan's unorthodox practice and 
his equally unorthodox ideas about psychoanalytic training had pre
cipitated three schisms in the French psychoanalytic movement. 

In the psychoanalytic school that Lacan himself founded in I 964, the 
Freudian School of Paris, there were no requirements for admission to 
candidacy (such as an M.D. or a Ph.D.), there was no standard curricu
lum for becoming an analyst, and there were no prescriptions about the 
conduct of an analysis. Lacan msists that there be no distinction be
tween a didactic or training analysis and any other: for a future analyst, 
as for any analysand, standards of discipline or routine imposed from 
outside the relationship between analyst and analysand can only distort 
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and distract. The underlying belief is that, if psychoanalysis is to 
survive and grow as a living science, the only rule must be that there be 
no set rules. When Lacan's belief that "Only the analyst can authorize 
himself as an analyst" is put into practice, this means that the psy
choanalytic society or training institute does not intervene m an analy
sand's decision to see patients as an analyst. The decision is intensely 
personal, its privacy is protected. In Lacan's conception, psy
choanalysis is seen more as a calling than as a career, and no institution 
can certify the fact that an individual feels a powerful sense of vocation 
that comes from within. 

Lacan 's emphasis on psychoanalysis as a calling and his insistence 
that psychoanalysts must turn away from their preoccupations with m
stitutional forms toward an intense and personal re-examination of 
Freud's original texts all suggest the metaphor of psychoanalytic protes
tantism For Lacanians, Freud's work is the psychoanalytic Bible and 
derivative commentaries must be cast aside. Also to be abandoned are 
institutional forms that support the psychoanalytic church rather than 
psychoanalytic theory. Lacan 's sessions of variable length and his belief 
that only an analyst can authorize his or her practice exemplify his 
iconoclasm in relation to the doctrine and bureaucracy of the psy
choanalytic establishment. Although Lacru:::. himself has gotten caught 
up and tangled in the contradictions of psychoanalytic politics, much of 
"Freud's French RevolutiOn" has been triggered by the Lacanian psy
choanalytic "Protestant Reformation " 

The fact that Lacan 's perspective on psychoanalysis has, at least in 
theory, been resolutely anti institutional has made it easier for Lacan 's 
ideas to filter through the world of French radical politics. And it was 
largely through Lacan that psychoana1ysis was rehabilitated for radicals 
after I 968. But the reconciliatiOn was due to more than Lacan 's well
known stands against bureaucracy Lacan 's psychoanalytic theory ef
fectively neutralizes some of the complaints that Marxists have tradi
tionally lodged against psychoanalysis. For example, the Marxist com
plaint that psychoanalysis ''adapts'' people to bourgeois society seems 
to have been disarmed by Lacan 's insistence that only a perversion of 
psychoanalysis conceives of itself in terms of adapting people to the 
social status quo. He sees psychoanalysis as a form of truth seekmg, and 
from his vision the Left has been able to extract a notion of 
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psychoanalysis as a facilitator of political consciousness raising. A sec
ond Marxist reproach has been that in the face of human misery 
psycho~alysis focuses on the individual ego, not the society. For 
Lacan, the coherent, autonomous ego is an Illusion, and one of the goals 
of psychoanalysis as a science is to explain its psychological and social 
construction. This view of psychoanalysis clearly places Freud's con
tribution, like that of Marx, at the center of interest for those who want 
to understand the mdividual in society. A third objection has been the 
alleged biological determinism of psychoanalysis. Does anatomy or the 
individual's place in the system of production make destiny? Lacan 's 
reading of Freud is militant~y antibiological, shifting all descriptions 
from a biological-anatomical level to a symbolic one. According to 
Lacan, Freud never mea:qt to say anything about anatomy, and where he 
seems to be talking about anatomy, he IS really talkmg about how cul
ture imposes meaning on anatomical parts. For Lacan, when Freud 
seems to be talking about organs, he is really talking about information. 
In short, the French connection between Marxism, feminism, anti- [ 
psychiatry, and psychoanalysis has been mediated by Lacan. 

My belief in Lacan 's centrality to my story became much deeper in 
the course of my field experiences in France. My research strategy was 
to talk to as many people as possible who lived in and around the new 
French psychoanalytic culture Some of these conversations were infor
mal, for example, with students in the cafes outside of university lecture 
halls, with activists after political meetings, and with patients in the 
waiting rooms of psychiatric clinics. Other conversations, with French 
psychoanalysts and physicians, usually in their offices and scheduled 
between patient hours, tended to be more formal and structured. Typi
cally, the interviews with psychoanalysts were conducted in two or 
three one-hour sessions. Some went on much longer than that. In the 
cases of about a dozen analysts who were deeply involved in psychoan
alytic politics--{)n the Left, m the antipsychiatric movement, or in the 
university--{)ur conversations extended over many months. I also inter
viewed journalists and media professionals who had made careers out 
of ''selling psychoanalysis'' and a broad sample of people living in 
Paris (from high school students to housewives) to whom it was being 
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sold These interviews, together wtth personal observations of the 
worlds of education, medicine, and psychiatry and the analysis of writ

ten materials, constitute an ethnographic investigation of French psy
choanalytic culture in the 1970s, that is, at the height of Lacan's cultural 

influeace. * 
The use of the term "ethnographic" emphasizes the similarity of this 

project, which looks at French psychoanalysis as a complex cultural 
phenomenon, to investigations by anthropologists in "traditional" so
cieties . Although the subjects are quite different, the intent is sinular: to 
take an intensive fieldwork experience and distill from it those elements 
that make the life of a society (or of a subculture m that society) m
telligible and meaningful to someone outside of it No ethnography can 
be a complete mapping of a society's spint and structure; no one ac
count, no one perspective can tell the whole story. Here the focus is on 
several related issues that raise questions for the sociology of science 
and the sociology of knowledge. Part one asks: Why now? And why 
Lacan? Why has psychoanalysis come into such prominence in France 
today? And why is the French Freud so different from the American 
Freud? Part two looks at the French experience to explore the possibility 
of a contradictiOn between what is radtcal m psychoanalytic theory and 
its institutionalization in psychoanalytic societies. Part three shows how 
Lacan has helped to forge a new relationship between psychoanalysis 
and antlpsychiatry, and psychoanalysis and the university. Part four 
looks at the di. sion of the theory mto popular culture, stressing how 
the social image of psychoanalysis can come into conflict with the 
theory itself Understandmg Lacan's impact on "The French Freud" is 
importm;;;t to explonng each of these themes. 

Indeed, for many French people Lacan 's name is synonymous with 
psychoanalysis. At certain moments in the life of a society, there is a fit 
of spirit and situation that makes a certain thinker (or rather, the way m 

*Of course, doing an ethnography of a psychoanalytic culture meant studymg organi
zations and situatiOns where people are in relationships of unusual intimacy and intensity. 
Many of the people I interviewed did not feel free to have conversations which touched on 
such emotiOnally charged relationships without the proiDise that their names would not be 
used m the reporting of the material. In the pages that follow I have adopted the pohcy of 
not attributing any quotations that come from my interview work, although, of course, I 
always cite an author when I draw from the public record. 
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which others perceive the main issues raised by what they understand to 
be their thought) particularly relevant. Thetr thought furnishes catego

ries that people use to think about their own social experience In other 
words, their catchwords act as a kind of cultural mnemonic. Lacan is 
such a thinker, and thus, much of his influence, particularly m the 
public at large, is not due to his ideas being read and fully understood. 

In fact, Lacan is an extraordinarily difficult thinker. The chances of 
understanding his writing in all its complexity depend not only on a 
deep acquaintance with the work of Freud but also on a familiarity with 
existential philosophy, French literature, structural linguistics , and an
thropology. Also required is an ability to pick up fine distinctiOns be
tween French and German renderings of psychoanalytic concepts and 
an acquaintance with Hegel and his French commentators. 

Some of Lacan's followers came to his work with the dedication 
and intellectual culture that permit them full access to It, but such 
scholars do not account for his enormous influence. A much larger 
group finds itself deeply engrossed m Lacan's writing, although it can
not understand the fine points of the theory. They find Lacan "good to 
think with," experiencing the texts as evocative of important things 
about themselves. This is an example of Lacan 's psychoanalytic protes
tantism at work outside the confines of the psychoanalytic institution. 
These readers make Lacan "their own." 

A thtrd group approaches Lacan by assimilating a prepackaged set of 
Lacanian slogans. Their understanding is on the level of anecdote, rec
ipe, and cliche. For many people I interviewed, particularly among the 
students, Lacan is a reference point for thinking about psychoanalysis, 
literature, and politics, even though they would have been at great pains 
to give a vaguely coherent description of the basic elements of his 
theory. Although they thought of themselves as lacaniens, they some
times could do no more than parrot the famous Lacanian "formulas" 
(such as "The Unconscious is structured like a language" or "The Un
conscious is the discourse of the Other"). It is tempting to dismiss these 
people as mere charlatans, but taking them seriously illuminates the 
"sociology of superficial knowledge" and helps to decipher some ele" '! 
ments of an emergent modern mythology. j 

Lacan 's centrality to the French psychoanalytic culture is nowhere as 
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apparent as within the psychoanalytic community itself. In the course of 
my year and a half of fieldwork m France in the mid 1970s, I m
terviewed over one hundrec! French psychoanalysts, and Jacques Lacan 
was a powerful presence in conversations with most of them. Often It 
seemfd that they fantasized Lacan as the ultimate destination for their 
wmmunications to me. This was as true for the many analysts who have 
broken away from Lacan as it was for analysts in his School. Com
mumcation with Lacan is a problem for both groups. For members of 
Lacan's School, communication with Lacan could be difficult: dialogue 
With a livmg Maitre posed tremendous problems. For analysts outside 
of the Freudian School, communication with Lacan could be almost 
impossible. Lacan considered himself abandoned by three successive 
generations of students and colleagues, often by the very people with 
whom he had worked most closely, that is to say, his own analysands. 
The possibilities for dialogue were shut down, the feelings ran too high, 
the history was too charged. 

The French psychoanalytic movement is caught up in the myths and 
images of its history, which is dominated by relationships with Lacan. 
The successive schisms in the French psychoanalytic movement, each 
based explicitly or implicitly on a judgment about Lacan, have left a bit
ter legacy. Lacan dominated the French psychoanalytic scene, either by 
his presence or absence from any group of analysts. He was cherished, 
feared, hated. Few analysts were neutral about him. Desire for some 
audience with Lacan seemed Implied when French psychoanalysts 
would ask me: "Avez-vous deja vu Lacan?" ("Have you already seen 
Lacan?") In this almost inevitable question, the deja, the time marker, 
was always present. The question was, after all, "Have you already 
seen Lacan, or are you going to be seeing him; are you or are you not in 
a position to carry my message of apology, or love, or recrimination, or 

self-justification, back to him?" 
In this book, an overview of Lacan' s ideas is presented in part one 

which discusses the "reinvention" of Freud m France and its relation
ship to radical ideologies. AdditiOnal elements of Lacanian theory are 
presented within the discussions of the social worlds in which they are 
influential These are the worlds that make up the French psychoanaly
tic culture. Part two looks at the world of analysts and their psy-
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choanalytic societies; part three examines the worlds of anttpsychiatry 
and the university; part four scans the world of popular culture. In each 
of these different contexts , different aspects of Lacan' s thought are 
more salient than others. For example, in the history of the schisms in 
the French psychoanalytic movement, Lacan's ideas about psy
choanalytic training and the rules of psychoanalytic technique dommate 
the controversy, while other ideas, his linguistic theory for example, 

are present only as shadows. The story of psychoanalysis m the French 
university, on the other hand, makes no sense without some apprecia
tion of how Lacan roots psychoanalytic theory in mathematics and 
linguistics. Thus, from chapter to chapter, Lacan's ideas emerge in 
shifting patterns of foreground and background. The reader comes to 
know different sides of Lacan in different settings, just as someone 
living in France and touched by the social worlds around psychoanalysis 
would come to know him 

Students of French society , indeed the French themselves , have got
ten used to a cycle of intellectual fads that qmckly come and go on the 
Paris scene . On a superficial level, the Lac ani an "terrorism" m con
temporary French intellectual life does not seem far removed from this 
French-styled dilettantism and thirst for the new After its 1963 move 
from the Saint Anne Hospital to the Ecole Normale Superieure, Lacan 's 
seminar, once mainly attended by medical personnel , became a meeting 
place for the most prominent figures m Parisian intellectual circles, 
among them Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser, literary critics Ro
land Barthes, Juha Kristeva, and Philippe Sollers, philosophers Michel 
Foucault and Jacques Derrida, and anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss. 
Since the rg66 publication of Lacan 's Ecrits, the number of people at
tending the seminar has multiplied at an extraordinary rate; by 1978, up 
to a thousand people tried to get into the law school auditorium where it 
was held. It became the meeting place for le tout Paris. Is the Freud
Lacan enthusiasm just a fad? Is it different from previous , evanescent 
intellectual flirtations that have swept Paris before it? I believe that it is 

d1fferent. 
To begin with, psychoanalytic thought is socially embedded in both 

therapeutic practice and in its own psychoanalytic societies , thus gen
erating a group of practitiOners and institutions with large stakes in the 
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perpetuation of the doctrine. In addition, recent French social changes 
have created a new environment in which psychoanalytic ideas about 
the individual are welcome because people seem to find them relevant to 
their experience. Such changes mclude those in the role of religion, in 
peopl" 's sense of privacy, in educatiOn and child-raising, and in the hfe 
of the French family. They are not easily reversible. The extent to 
which the enthusiasm for psychoanalysis will continue to center on 
Lacanian thought is a more complicated question . Lacan 's ideas are 
powerful, but some of their appeal is certainly due to his own personal 
charisma. Now that he is gone, his ideas may become less seductive. 
On the other hand, Lacan's ideas are resonant with important traditions 
in French intellectual life, and as this ethnography of the contemporary 
French psychoanalytic culture unfolds, it will become apparent that they 
are also peculiarly adapted to complex interactions w1th ideas and 
events on the French political and social scenes. 

Although on the surface the popularizatiOn of psychoanalysis in 
France has many similarities with how Freud was marketed to Ameri
cans, the French response to the mass diffusion of psychoanalytic ideas, 
which only a few years ago were considered occult and esoteric, is tak
ing place in a very different context. The most important differences 
seem to be the high level of politicization and the influence of Jacques 
Lacan. Having to deal w1th Lacan has sharpened theoretical debate in 
French psychoanalytic writing and has opened it to a broad world of sci
entific, philosophical, and social concerns. Although many French psy
choanalysts are violently opposed to how Lacan did his clinical work, 
they can stlll view his experiments as a positive response to the threat 
that psychoanalytic work will run itself down into "routine analytic 
practice" that is no longer fresh and alive. In 1974, one analyst, whose 
att1tude toward Lacan was generally very cntical, made his last point by 
saymg: "Lacan invents and invents, but h1s patients are m analysis." 
And even analysts who had bitter ten-year feuds with Lacan expressed a 
desire to attend his seminar again, as 1fto recapture closeness with some 
kind of touchstone. Many felt that by continually reminding them of 
what was most subversive in Freud's vision, Lacan offered them some 
respite, 1f not final relief, from the "American dilemma" of psy
choanalysis becoming "the thing to do." 

Freud's French Revolution 

Thus Lacan expressed a challenge to the psychoanalytic "routine" 
on a theoretical and institutional level and often served as a bridge 
between psychoanalytic and political radicalism. His radical critiques of 
theories of the ego and of traditional psychoanalytic societies have 
inspired others to go even further in challenging political institutions as 
well as psychoanalytic, psychiatric, and educational ones. But Lacan 's 
impact has certainly not been all m the direction of keeping psychoanal
ysis "subversive. For many people, the fascination with Lacan is a 
fascination with the writing, the style, the public display, the politics, 

the sense of being au courant. In debates about psychoanalysis, 
structuralism, and politics, the Lacanian discourse often helps to keep 
things on a highly abstract level Ironically, a theory that aspired to 
bring people back to what is most subversive in the Freudian notion of 
the unconscious often ends up by enlivening cocktail party talk. 

In France, a controversial person, a revolution in psychoanalytic 
theory, and some highly politicized social involvements-all dedicated 
to keeping psychoanalysis subversive-are in tension with psy
choanalytic popularity and popularization which tend to normalize the 
doctrine. This tension defines what is most unique on the French 
psychoanalytic scene. This work begins with an attempt to understand 
the social world within which the French psychoanalytic movement was 
able to grow into a new, nch, and complex psychoanalytic culture 


