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Interpreting: for whom, and why?†

Michel de M’Uzan*

It is conceivable that interpretation in psychoanalysis forms part of a vast hermeneutic
question. Reflections based on this position are undeniably enriching for psychoanalysis
in general. My statement, however, is more limited, for what I am essentially concerned
with here is the analyst’s interpretive activity in the analytic situation. Now while the
communications delivered in colloquiums or congresses are often brilliant, and even if
they are a source of pleasure, they do not always contribute anything tangible to prac-
tice itself. I have thus been led to wonder, with myself primarily in mind and not without
a certain irony, if our exchanges in these diverse circumstances are not comparable to
the intellectual operations required by the game of chess, which are only useful for
the game of chess and strictly for nothing else. If that is the case, then our activity in
our colloquiums simply ensures that our exchanges of ideas in the following colloquiums
will be of better quality. Of course, I am not putting forward this hypothesis without
reservations, but it seems to me that if we consider the concrete conditions of interpret-
ation in analytic treatments, we are justified in giving it some attention. Indeed there
exists a sort of tension that is no doubt fruitful between, on the one hand, the inno-
vations, theoretical audacity and technical boldness legitimated in part by the cross-fer-
tilization of ideas that occurs during our meetings and, on the other, ordinary practice
whose foundations are assured.1 And as the most innovative intuitions, but ones that
are also full of uncertainties, are only conceivable when underpinned by a lucid and con-
trolled conception of daily practice, the principles of such practice must be subject to
renewed critical examination.

Leaving to one side the role of personal analysis, which is not part of the statement I am
making here, we can say that in practically all the phases of his career, the analyst “func-
tions” first of all, economically, on the basis of accumulated and assimilated knowledge
which is nourished, naturally, by our reflections on daily experience, our reading, and
our discussions with colleagues. And yet after many sessions, the analyst says and
repeats to himself: “There, I would’ve done better to keep quiet,” or “That is what I
ought to have said,” such remarks being influenced by the extreme variety of the interpret-
ations to which one and the same piece of clinical material can give rise. In general,
though, and I am thinking in particular of the analyses conducted by young colleagues,
the results are not so bad; and without even referring to the “therapeutic effect of
inexact interpretation” discussed by E. Glover (1955), we have good grounds for telling
ourselves that our interpretive activity rests on a relatively precise and sure basis. Apart
from Freud’s papers on technique and certain texts of Melanie Klein, essential
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*Translated by Andrew Weller.
†(This paper was first published under the title “Interpréter, pour qui, pourquoi? in the Revue française de psychanalyse,
1983, 47 (3): 793–804). It was republished in La bouche de l’inconscient, pp. 69–82. Paris: Gallimard, 1994).

1In using this formulation, I did not know that Paul Israel had also chosen it as the theme of his seminar.
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contributions on the subject are few and far between; for my part, I will mention two of
them: Wilhelm Reich’s Character Analysis (1933), an analysis of character resistances devel-
oped between 1925 and 1933, and James Strachey’s (1934) “The nature of the therapeutic
effect of psychoanalysis,” two texts that date back a long time now, though I sometimes
wonder if much has been added to them since. Their richness invites metapsychological
reflection on the formulation of interpretations and on the various implications of insight,
if only in its relations with resistance. First, however, some remarks are called for on the
spontaneous attitude of the patient when faced with the interpretation that is offered
to him.

We are familiar with twomain kinds: the first is often a hysterical patient in whom orality
is strongly expressed; he or she always wants more and more, more words, more state-
ments, and so on. The second is a subject who clearly expresses themes related to anal
conflicts and who protests as soon as the analyst intervenes: “Please be quiet and let
me speak a bit!” However different these two subjects may be at first sight, they resemble
each other at least in one respect: neither of them hears or understands what the analyst is
trying to communicate to them. The first declares that he (or she) very much likes what the
analyst has just said to him, while confessing that he has understood none of it; what he
likes is the analyst’s voice. He would like the analyst to repeat his intervention, and if the
analyst gives way to this request—often mistakenly—the patient’s perplexity simply
increases and he still does not understand. The second patient, on the other hand, does
not hesitate to claim that the analyst’s discourse disturbs him, that it prevents him from
thinking; what the analyst says is unfathomable but this, he adds, is of little importance
because anyway he has decided to put his fingers in his ears. In both cases, the regression
of the object-relationship is a clear expression of the transference involvement. The
patient has behaved almost like a child who is given an explanation by his parents. The
neurotic conflict is, however, not all that is involved: the interpretation places the analy-
sand almost inevitably in a minority situation because it indicates that he is not saying
what he thinks he is saying and that the analyst is the only one who possesses the key
to what he is saying. Not to mention the fact that interpretation is also equivalent to a
regression-inducing promise, that one day one will be as “great” as the analyst is supposed
to be, provided one swallows his words. Ultimately, the interpretation, even though it is
awaited with such expectation, may be received as a humiliation, a reaction that is all
the more troubling in that its manifestation is very often suppressed. And even when
this situation is accepted “reasonably” with later benefits in mind, the slightest thing
the analyst says runs the risk of aggravating the transference, or even sometimes of
being an actual libidinal gratification. A regrettable possibility is that the gratification
may survive the forgetting of the literalness of the exchange, which occurs naturally
after an abreaction: “What you have just said to me seems to me like a new point of
view, a revelation… I felt as good as I do after a bath… But, in fact, what did you just
say to me exactly?”

Greedy, rejecting, humiliated, and seduced, the analysand may also feel terrified. The
fear that the analyst inspires is commonly observed. Projections are certainly responsible
for this, but it remains a fact that, through his very action, the analyst may be perceived as
the “objective ally” of the obscure forces that are more or less dormant in the unconscious.
In this case he is identified with a real “incitation to crime,”which is all the more dangerous
in that he possesses the weapons of punishment. “Today,” a patient, who has never even
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heard of Freud, said to me, “I have come to receive a punishment” and added, a little
worried, “not too severe.” In more serious cases, the idea that the analyst might use his
weapons is a threat to the entire psychic organization, and even the psychosomatic organ-
ization, as is evidenced by certain instances of acting in.

Is interpretation so dangerous? Sometimes, no doubt, when it is not controlled. On the
other hand, however, it would be most unfortunate if it were totally sterile, a possibility to
which it is exposed by the very structure of its formation. In effect, its enunciation, in what
is often secondarized language, impedes its message from being genuinely understood. It
is thus important to know if the topographical and economic definitions of interpretation
give it a chance of being mutative, which is rarely the case during an analysis. Most
interpretations simply prepare the way for others, whose content will only be recognized
as “true” and as belonging to the Ego2 if sufficient cathectic capacities exist in the Pcs./Cs.
But the status of the energy in the higher systems is essentially one of binding, which
clearly indicates the strength of the resistance. Logically, the energy blocked in the anti-
cathexis guaranteeing the Ego’s tranquillity must therefore first be mobilized. All the clas-
sical technical measures take this necessity into account more or less. Where, in effect, is
the energy required to cathect (in the higher systems) the culpable or dangerous idea-
tional content to be found except in resistance, whose erosion manifests itself first and
foremost through modifications of an economic order? The analyst is not always the
first person to perceive these changes. On the other hand, the analysand is quickly sensi-
tive to a new state of tension; it is thus not difficult to help him to take it into consideration.
But it is already more difficult to help him to grasp the mechanisms of repression at work:
the phobic dispersion of attention, the more or less anarchic fragmentation of the associ-
ative flow, the paradoxical tension aroused by an insignificant idea or image. All these
functional modifications reveal a weakening of the economic equilibrium in the higher
systems or, put in other terms, a relative release of frozen energies. The interpretive
sequence can then develop, for example, according to Strachey’s (1934) views, to which
I will not return here, except by way of adding one clarification. The analyst, he says,
should only intervene at a “point of urgency,” when the conflict is current. I would
prefer to say reactualized in the transference, the intervention being directed at an idea-
tional content that is almost preconscious and eager to be recognized. Instead of the
notion of urgency, I thus prefer that of condition of possibility which defines the
moment of an economic upheaval whose risks, moreover, cannot be overlooked. In
such a moment, a point of rupture is reached with the possible consequence of an “unfur-
ling of energy” that is unstoppable. Insofar as they form part of complex and traumatizing
processes, mutative interpretations have the disadvantage of exposing the subject to tran-
sitory disintegrations of the Ego and, potentially, especially in certain very regressive struc-
tures, to worrying modifications of the body image, or alternatively to more or less
pronounced phenomena of depersonalization. Peto (1959) has described these kinds of
situations particularly well. In spite of these eventualities, I do not think that an evolving
analysis can unfold entirely in the absence of such experiences, especially as some of
them are akin to hypnoid states which have sometimes played a role in the genesis of

2I will leave the context to determine the exact semantic meaning of the word; sometimes it refers to the agency, some-
times to a more general notion of the Ego.
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the symptoms. It is clear, then, that the symptoms cannot be cleared up without a reac-
tualization of these states.

In principle, then, an interpretation of content should not be offered without having
first provoked an economic reorganization of the systems Cs./Pcs., that is to say without
having modified the status and operational regime of energy. Failing which, an interpret-
ation will never be more than information belonging to the reality-Ego alone, and thus cut
off from the unconscious. An acquisition is only real when it has been doubly cathected, at
the conscious and preconscious levels, which can only occur on two conditions: first,
that the analytic situation itself has been rigorously maintained, for it already suffices to
disturb the Ego’s tranquillity; and, second, that the analyst has been careful to ensure
that the defence has been dismantled in a controlled way. In this regard I am only formu-
lating in economic terms the so-called rule of superficiality which stipulates that we should
only say to the patient what he is almost capable of saying himself. I will now give a some-
what caricatural illustration of this enunciation by the patient, once the economic reorgan-
ization has occurred.

The patient, aged about 40, has been in analysis for more than a year. I will leave to one
side the work related to resistance during this period in order to concentrate my remarks
on the associative drift that occurred within one and the same session. It was a particularly
silent session, apart from a few complaints about being unable to find anything interesting
to say. It was only a few minutes before the end of the session that she exclaimed with
some irritation: “But what am I defending myself against?” As she was distressed, I
limited myself initially to pointing out that the essential thing was that she was able to
ask herself the question. The silence that followed my intervention seemed to differ
from the initial silence; she was worried, but no longer hurt. I asked her to try and identify
what was happening when she was “defending herself” (I should point out that the patient
does not have any analytic culture). A new silence followed. Then she said she had heard
the noise of a door. Had I caused this door to open? I pointed out to her that she had
turned her attention towards something outside herself, most probably to avoid going
further in the direction of what she was ready to see. She concurred somewhat formally
and then said: “Now my thoughts are going in all directions; I start thinking of one
thing and then immediately think of something else.” I suggested to her that she was
breaking her thoughts up into pieces. She again concurred and, after a brief silence,
declared—it was almost a confession—that it was only recently that she had accepted
being a woman, at least, she added, half ironically, outwardly. For the first time since
her childhood, she had allowed her hair to grow so that she could “gather it together”
(sic) on the top of her head, like her mother. She was now able to look at herself in the
mirror without being horrified.

Her hair is gathered together, like her thoughts. The essential part of the work had
been accomplished in fact in the weeks before. In this case, the economic modification
had only been announced by the substitution of a slight sense of anxiety for a humi-
liating and tense disappointment. Things are often more spectacular in other situations,
I admit, but it is well known that economic reorganizations can occur in both a pro-
gressive and controlled way. We still need to ask ourselves, as I did on another occasion
(de M’Uzan 1977), if the moment of “insight” does not nourish the resistance seconda-
rily by transforming itself into a single piece of knowledge blocking other eventual
capacities for cathexis.
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“The patient transfers, the analyst interprets,” wrote Didier Anzieu in a particularly rich
report (Anzieu 1970). Certainly, but while it is always possible that an exact and economi-
cally correct interpretation will finally nourish the resistance, what are we to say of that
which, through complete ignorance of analysis, has only been recognized and accepted
formally, without being cathected in any genuine way? Furthermore, and this is an impor-
tant point, as the exactness of an interpretation often has connotations of uncertainty, the
patient is exposed to receiving in his mental space an ideational content or dynamic
schemas that are fundamentally alien to him. This is how what I shall call “falsifying
cysts” are formed, which raises a delicate ethical problem.

In addition to being seductive, destructuring, and ineffective, the analyst is also now
deceitful. It is clearly an impossible profession. Fortunately, daily practice is not always
so troubling, even though the hermeneutic vocation of the analyst never ceases to raise
many questions.

Having highlighted the dominance of the economic point of view in identifying the
moment when an interpretation of content becomes possible or has its best chances of
succeeding, we must now look at the way in which the interpretation will be formulated:
from the strategic level we move on to the tactical level. Once again interpretations for-
mulated in highly secondarized language are liable to be nothing more than explanations,
information received mainly as a mark of interest. Constructed logically, in seemingly
rational terms, the sentence only speaks to the most differentiated parts of the Ego, in
other words, those precisely that play a part in logical construction and use the same
instruments. Does this mean that such a way of speaking should be rejected? Certainly
not, there are moments when it has its role to play, for example when it concludes a
long phase of work involving several aspects of the same issue. Furthermore, if the analy-
sand needs to be allowed to “breathe” a little, the analyst also needs to do the same!

In fact, an interpretation of content has several functions. It is certainly supposed to
reveal a “hidden meaning”; in other words, it must promote the development of the
relationship between things and words by supporting the preconscious cathexis of the
ideational contents and of the signifying relations between them. It must also maintain
—or at least not impede too much—a certain energetic fluidity, the availability of the fac-
ulties of cathexis that is expressed, in a still troubled state of awareness, by a state of agile
alertness characteristic of free association. Finally, a negative function, the interpretation
must not disturb either too seriously or for too long the stratification of the genetic
material, otherwise a chaotic situation is to be feared. There are three aspects to this pro-
gramme, then, whose realization requires the implementation of what I have called an
“original grammar.” Paradoxically, and contrary to what is sometimes said, the interpret-
ation should in most cases be neither complete nor devoid of ambiguity. In this respect
it differs already from the interpretation/explanation which, as it is akin to a sort of con-
clusion, is liable to “close” the tendency that is pushing towards discovery. The ambiguous
and incomplete interpretation ensures the persistence of the discrete economic disturb-
ance I was referring to, while leaving the patient an almost creative sense of freedom
whose effects sometimes surprise the analyst.

In order to possess real power, interpretation must also correspond to topographical
requirements. It is directed, in effect, at the preconscious, and more precisely at the fron-
tiers of the unconscious. Its instruments must therefore be compatible with the principles
of functioning that are operative there and which are always influenced by primary
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processes. Displacement and above all condensation are thus called on to play an impor-
tant role in the very construction of the interpretation. Ultimately, the interpretation is
structured like a joke, a symptom, or a dream, which allows it to include several associative
chains and, while remaining “open,” to benefit from an additional cathexis. Certain
defences are thus short-circuited in an original way. There are interpretations, moreover,
that have no other aim. For his part, Michel Fain has criticized interpretations/plays on
words which can lead to a true perversion of psychoanalytic activity. It should be remem-
bered, though, that in this case, having become almost operational3, play is situated on the
fringes of the preconscious and that it nourishes substantially the resistance—a sign of a
vicious countertransference, but a lesser evil!

Having said that, I nonetheless believe in the practical, and even doctrinal, value of an
interpretation that is capable of establishing and maintaining a regime of economic
instability that approximates to dreams and interpretation. The following sequence
shows this well, albeit once again in an almost caricatural way. A young woman, who
had been in analysis for more than a year, reported a very recent dream in which she
saw a childhood friend, of whom she had heard nothing for a long time, running all
over the place, entirely naked and endowed with an impressive penis. She had noted
that this friend was called Antoinette, but that familiarly she went by the name of
Toinon4. Without it being necessary to say anything at all, the patient had immediately
understood the meaning of her association, which had the value of an interpretation.

As the analytic activity had previously been concerned with the defensive organization,
the beginning of an elaboration of desire was possible thanks to a visual representation
and verbal articulations, in and through the dream. Interpretations formed on this
model have the further advantage of not creating a loop of meaning. On the contrary,
their text itself offers a new enigma to be deciphered. Here, “Toinon” refuses to allow
the patient to accomplish her wish, masculinizes the friend at the level of the nickname
(Toinon is not Toinette), and also suggests that there is every reason to be optimistic
because Antoinette is a woman, etc.

Based on an examination of the principles governing ordinary practice, I have no
doubt been led to distance myself somewhat from the strictest technical orthodoxy. I
have already described, let me recall (de M’Uzan 1978), how the entanglement of
psychic activities at different levels in the analysand and his or her analyst results in
the constitution of a new being, of a sort of psychological chimera from which an orig-
inal category of interpretations emerges (de M’Uzan 1976). But it is necessary to return
to other critical remarks. That the classical interpretation of content contributes to
enriching the knowledge of the Ego is not in question, and I have already said
enough about this. But it is not certain that this gain in knowledge is always
accompanied by an increase in the powers of the psychical apparatus, since this
increase can only be ensured by a permanent reorganization of the economy. Ulti-
mately, one could say that all interpretive activity should strive towards this goal,
from which it derives in return its legitimacy and efficacy. Ambiguous, incomplete,

3Translator’s note : The term “operational” (opératoire) has a specific meaning in de M’Uzan’s vocabulary derived from his
work in psychosomatics. It pertains to the “operational thinking” described by Marty and de M’Uzan which is
accompanied by a lack of mentalization, lack of metaphorical language and poor dream- and fantasy-life.

4Translator’s note : “Toinon” can be heard as “ Toi non”, meaning.”not you” or “ you don’t”. In the context of the dream one
can hear “I have it ; you don’t”.
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and marked by the interference of primary processes, interpretation also modifies the
status of the narcissistic libido, which results in a more or less pronounced alteration
of the patient’s sense of identity, and even, to a certain extent, of the analyst’s. The
portion of the non-Ego in the Ego is thereby increased. As for the instinctual drive
mass, which is also increased, it is diverted from its usual points of cathexis, lost in
phantasmatic objects, or alternatively, which is more worrying, felt to have its source
somewhere else than in the subject. The situation of mourning that almost inevitably
results from this should not, however, be understood as a negative factor since it trig-
gers a violent effort of recovery, an attempt at instinctual drive introjection in which the
subject finds his best chance of authentic personal realization (de M’Uzan 1976). Inter-
pretive activity thus has the very singular vocation of shaking up the subject’s sense of
identity and of inducing in him or her a state of mourning. There is no reason to be
surprised by this if one is convinced that any form of progress occurs first of all in
the economic order and that it cannot be obtained without a prior loss.

As I see it, however, interpretive activity cannot develop fully unless the analyst himself
is endowed with functional characteristics corresponding potentially to the modulations
of the economic status of his patient. I shall simply mention here the capacity to live,
without decompensating, limited experiences of depersonalization, and a freedom of
access to primary identification. But it has to be acknowledged that even if the analyst pos-
sessed all the desirable characteristics, his interpretive activity would still remain very
uncertain given that it is threatened to such an extent from all sides. Many papers have
been written on this subject. Thus Didier Anzieu (1970) has shown that a correlation
exists between rising anxiety in the patient and the same phenomenon in the analyst. It
is certainly true that the patient’s unconscious phantasies powerfully stimulate the ana-
lyst’s psychopathology. Admittedly, we once again find ourselves in the domain of
meaning, that is to say in a linguistic order that can be used perfectly well, even retrospec-
tively. But this is no longer the case when the patient’s anxiety has the effect of putting the
analyst in a truly traumatic situation, which is not such an infrequent occurrence. For there
is then a danger of seeing energy devoid of well-defined qualities unfurling in the analyst’s
psychic space. Any interpretation given under such circumstances—however much it is
aimed at reassuring the patient—is comparable in fact to an empty “acting out” and
only seeks to evacuate quantity or to counter-cathect the emergence of any form of idea-
tional content. In other situations, as Didier Anzieu (1970) has pointed out, the trouble-
maker would be the narcissistic desire to seduce a patient who is fascinated by him.

One could cite many other circumstances, many other factors that are liable to distort
the analyst’s action. They can be found in most of the studies devoted to the countertrans-
ference. I will only dwell here on one of these factors which seems to me to be of essential
importance.

In the analytic situation, what may be seen as a feature of all interpersonal relationships
assumes considerable proportions. I am thinking in particular of the fact that communi-
cation with another person is always mediated by the picture or image one has of this
other person. The other, for each of us, inevitably behaves as an ambivalent host, on
two levels, that is to say, a host who is instinctually and narcissistically cathected. In this
particular situation, the patient’s words, with their aggressive charge, attack the analyst
from the very interior of his or her psychic space, sometimes provoking expulsive interpret-
ations. A further aspect is that the picture or image of the patient, charged by the analyst’s
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narcissistic libido, becomes part of the Self, that is, a part of the analyst. This strange and
familiar “incorporated object” easily triggers phenomena that are comparable to an auto-
immune reaction. Ultimately, as there is no way out, the analyst would finally get rid of
himself or, for example, of his capacities for understanding and interpreting. The state
of mutism into which he is then at risk of sinking has nothing to do with the silence
whose fruitfulness no longer needs demonstrating (de M’Uzan 1978).

Lucidity with regard to everything that can alter analytic practice highlights so many
difficulties, so many impasses, that one could easily ask oneself what, in these conditions,
could lead the analyst to interpret his patient’s words. The question is only apparently pro-
vocative because, very often, there is no “premeditation” involved; the analyst catches
himself red-handed in the act of interpretation. The words, arising from a psychic zone
that he is not strictly in control of at the time, have emerged from his mouth even
before he has thought of evaluating their pertinence. He has spoken, that’s all, and
often appropriately, it has to be said. Admittedly, after the event, the analyst controls
this compelling need to speak, the harmful effects of which have been condemned. But
now he has to admit to himself that he intervened in part because he felt a desire to do
so, and that it gave him pleasure. Is this so reprehensible? After having hesitated, my
answer is no; provided, however, that the pleasure in question, reflecting, like a mirror,
what is going on in the patient, combines narcissistic benefit, energy economics, and
instinctual drive introjection. The rigour of technique and its mastery are thus put in the
service of the analyst’s self-analysis, a process that ensures for a large part the efficacy
of interpretation, which, in turn, could thereby even become as creative as a dream.
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