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Introduction to de M’Uzan’s paper “Interpreting: For Whom
and Why?”
Dominique Scarfone

Canadian Psychonanalytic Society and Institute – French Montreal Branches

Michel de M’Uzan passed away in January 2018. The paper presented here is a homage to
his long and fruitful career. I know of few authors as consistent as de M’Uzan in their elab-
oration of a praxis where metapsychology, far from being a supposedly “abstract” and
speculative theoretical superstructure, is at every turn embodied in the work going on
in the analytic room. Over the course of his career of 60 or more years, Michel de
M’Uzan has written extensively on the analyst’s practical task, on the analytic situation
and the events taking place therein. Notions such as “the mouth of the unconscious,”
“vacillation of identity,” “paradoxical system,” and “psychological chimera” are but a few
of his original formulations of what actually takes place during the analytic session.1

The paper offered here for the first time to an anglophone readership is part of a
number of writings in which de M’Uzan discusses interpretation, its forms, its status,
and its consequences. The present introduction is meant to give the reader some clues
to the general underpinnings of de M’Uzan’s thought.

Interpretation is considered as the hallmark of what psychoanalysts do. The practice of
interpretation goes back a long way, but one could say that it became a discipline in itself
with the interpretation of biblical texts inaugurating the hermeneutical tradition. Discover-
ing newmeanings by the systematic study of a text and its context is what hermeneutics is
about. With the widespread use of the word in psychoanalysis, one could therefore be
drawn to conclude that the analyst’s work also belongs to the hermeneutic tradition.
But this requires some clarification.

Freud’s distinction between interpretation and construction introduced a different
angle on the subject. Interpretation, he thought,

applies to something that one does to some single element of the material, such as an associ-
ation or a parapraxis. But it is a “construction” when one lays before the subject of the analysis
a piece of his early history that he has forgotten… . (Freud 1937, 261)

Freud thus distinguished between the interpretation of discrete incidental elements and
the more encompassing construction or reconstruction of larger segments of the patient’s
memory. Thus, whereas the two types of intervention seem to belong to a general herme-
neutical stance, constructions are perhaps closer to hermeneutics than interpretations.
The latter, with their more fragmentary nature, could be said to prepare the psyche for

© 2019 Institute of Psychoanalysis

CONTACT Dominique Scarfone dscarfone@gmail.com
1De M’Uzan’s forthcoming second book in English, Permanent Disquiet (2019) contains a glossary defining all the original
notions introduced by the author and providing complete references.
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the elaboration of meaning in the hermeneutical sense. And de M’Uzan’s conception of
interpretation may shed some light on this aspect.

While acknowledging the hermeneutical aspect of interpretation, Michel de M’Uzan
adopts another approach, one that takes into account the economic dimension. This is the
metapsychological point of view about which Freud often complained that it was not
given the attention it deserves. In de M’Uzan’s practice, heeding the economic point of
view goes back to the 1950s and to his deep involvement in psychoanalytic psychosomatics,
to which he made a fundamental contribution in partnership with Pierre Marty, Michel Fain,
andChristianDavid (Marty anddeM’Uzan1963). TheParis School of Psychosomatics, as it was
called, distanced itself greatly from the then prevalent Chicago School of Franz Alexander. For
the Paris School psychosomatics did not rest on the model of defence psychoneuroses but
rather on that of the “actual neuroses.” In the latter, the question of symbolic meaning
played a much smaller role, if any, while the problem of discharge versus elaboration
became central. The French psychosomaticians therefore practised and theorized on the
basis of the distribution of psychical energy throughout the psychic apparatus. For instance,
they found that the patients they were consulted about on hospital wards due to their poor
response to medical treatment possessed a “thin preconscious layer,” i.e. they reported few
dreams, displayed little or no use of metaphoric language and fantasy life (a state they
dubbed “operative thinking”), along with a poor elaboration of affects.2

For our present purpose it must be noticed that Michel de M’Uzan carried the centrality
of the economic point of view over to his more “standard” psychoanalytic practice and, by
way of consequence, also to his conception of interpretation. In his view, while the search
for meaning is certainly central to the analyst’s interpretative endeavour, the fact remains
that newmeaning, if it is to be mutative, cannot result from amere cognitive or intellectual
operation but must entail an embodied experience, i.e. it should modify the distribution of
energy within the body-psyche.

For this, the analyst must not only be concerned with the opportune moment for for-
mulating an interpretation (Strachey’s “point of urgency”) but also consider the very form
an interpretation takes for its impact to be optimal. So, de M’Uzan has no quarrel with her-
meneutic stance as long as it does not result in an “explanation” that closes the investi-
gation of the unconscious processes rather than favouring it. This is why, as the reader
will find, de M’Uzan advocates incomplete and even ambiguous interpretations and,
more generally, proposes that the analyst should intervene in such a way as to provoke
in the analysand a disturbance or a turbulence capable of inducing a temporary vacillation
of the ego structure as a prerequisite to actual change. The disturbance is called by de
M’Uzan an “economic upheaval” which shall be followed by an “economic rearrange-
ment.” Meaning, in this view, rather than being a goal in itself, is inseparable from—and
an index of—the economic reorganization that was achieved.

Quoting from the paper:

an interpretation of content should not be offered without having first provoked an econ-
omic reorganization of the systems Cs./Pcs., that is to say without having modified the
status and operational regime of energy. Failing which, an interpretation will never be
more than information belonging to the reality-Ego alone, and thus cut off from the
unconscious.

2Years later, Nemiah and Sifneos (1970) described a similar clinical picture under the name of Alexithymia.
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Reorganization, however, is not a final point of arrival, and here de M’Uzan’s proposals are
even more radical. De M’Uzan actually suggests that the analytic process must cause a
vacillation of identity, both in the analysand and the analyst. This can go as far as brief epi-
sodes of depersonalization that the analyst must be able to go through without decom-
pensating. My understanding is that while such a disposition is wished for in the
analyst, it will occur in the analysand as a result of the analytic procedure itself. Obviously,
this will happen in some patients more easily than in others, and it is why de M’Uzan con-
sidered that borderline patients present a better analysability than neurotics, as the former
are more prone to the wished-for vacillation and the ensuing economic rearrangement.

But there is more. While the analyst is invited to formulate incomplete and ambiguous
interpretations, these do not result from mere technical know-how. For de M’Uzan, at
some point in the analysis the dyad gives way to what he calls a “psychological
chimera,” made of a mix of both participants’ unconscious processes and possessing a
life course of its own. One could say that this quasi-autonomous “entity” is where interpret-
ations stem from. Yet the “chimera” is not as weird as it may appear. It reflects a conception
of unconscious processes consistent with their original description by Freud, when he
insisted that the unconscious is “the true psychical reality,” a reality just as sturdy as,
but totally distinct from, material reality. So the two partners in analysis are not expected
to handle the situation with a kind of technical ability as applies to material reality; they are
rather embarked on something that is both alive and bigger than the sum of their respect-
ive contributions. The analytic process thus follows a course of its own and perhaps the
best the analyst can do is try not to hinder it and help the analysand do the same. The
analytic process thus takes a non-personal turn, hence the necessity to tolerate transitory
states of depersonalization.

Interestingly, the same ideas apply to the creative process in writers and artists, to
which de M’Uzan also devoted a number of studies, speaking there again of a “creative
upheaval” (saisissement créateur) in the author that hosts the creative process (see Gagne-
bin and de Milly 2012; de M’Uzan 2019). There again the economic point of view is essen-
tial in that it implies a redistribution of psychic energy within the mental apparatus, for
instance a shifting from an ego-centred position towards primary processes and from a
single version of oneself to a spectrum of identities (de M’Uzan 2013).

The analytic stance adopted by Michel de M’Uzan rests on precise theoretical underpin-
nings that would require too much space to be addressed here. Suffice it to say that his
conception of analytic work reflects at once a very Freudian yet original use of metapsy-
chology, in which libido is not the only possible sort of psychic energy but a sexually
qualified one. Grave problems in psychic functioning result from the irruption of an unqua-
lified—or disqualified—energy tending to direct outward discharge in action, somatic dis-
turbance, or both, by contrast, that is, to the psychic elaboration of libido. (The
psychosomatic roots in de M’Uzan’s thinking are again visible here.) With this conception
of psychic energy, de M’Uzan felt no need for a “death drive.” The tendency towards direct
discharge is in itself indicative of a psyche operating outside the pleasure principle. In this
sense, by firmly invoking the economic point of view, Michel de M’Uzan finds himself in
the rather unusual position of rejecting the notion of a death drive while being one of
the few analysts to seriously and consistently take into account, in theory and in practice,
the ideas Freud introduced in “Beyond the Pleasure Principle.”
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