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    Foreword


    

      A few years before I met François Roustang—before we became friends and before I started studying What is hypnosis?—I experienced a shock, on viewing a certain work of art, that paved the way to this encounter: it was at the Miró Foundation, the Painting on white background for the cell of a recluse, which concluded the Barcelonian artist’s journey. The minimalist work, composed of three white paintings, each stroked by a long black line, engrossed my attention. Facing this monumental work, I found myself incapable of leaving the room, even though the paintings did not seem like much to someone like me, who was no expert. I kept moving closer, then back again, immersed in these paintings, having lost the sense of time. I did not care to analyze the paintings, which I could not do anyway: I simply felt the artist breathing in those three lines, my body and mind enraptured “at the same time,”1 looking at a work that had effectively become a hermit’s cell.


      Whether or not, on that day, I ran into an essential element of hypnosis according to Roustang—to let solitude arise so that life may spring forth—I was not afterwards surprised, on reading What is hypnosis? for the first time, to discover a footnote that awoke a buried feeling: “When Moses, standing before the burning bush, asks Yahweh his name, the only answer he receives is, ‘I am who I am’ or ‘I am what I am.’ This most basic suitability of a question to its answer may be an excellent definition of the hypnotic state, or even the perfect definition of the essence of human liberty. There is no decision more daunting or effective.”2


      These words echo those placed by Miró next to his triptych: “For me, conquering freedom is conquering simplicity. So one line, one color are possibly enough to make a painting.”3


      My conversations with François Roustang taught me that we cannot objectify this particular freedom that appears in the repetition in the biblical statement, “I am.” We have to live it, which may happen when one’s will accepts that one must drop all efforts, all goals, when one becomes “a thing”4 amongst everything that is—another white painting—a “path towards the possibility that hypnosis invites us to.” This is what I had experienced looking at Miró’s triptych, a work full of a kind of freedom that rested at the center of an almost bare simplicity. Later on, I found the same state when I spent some time with François Roustang and we approached the hypnotic state, whether by chance or because he meant for it to happen.


      It is no coincidence that Miró’s sober proposition evokes François’ famous phrase: “to not do anything, and there is nothing that won’t be done.” Both sentences have been misunderstood. How would they not perplex us in a world where the cause and effect relationship reigns supreme, where some of our perceptions are turned off while technology replaces them, and annihilates others? In a world where one is supposed to enrich and augment one’s reality, the freedom of simplicity, whether it comes from artistic bareness or from the decision “to do nothing and anything can arise,” thus seems like an aberration from another time, an insane act.


      There are two ways, and they are not exclusive of one another, for us to look at this proposal, which is so radically remote from our daily lives. We can experience life in such a way that the possibility will be open to us immediately; some will be lucky to feel it as often as life invites them to this “freedom.” Or we can immerse ourselves in the thought of someone like Roustang, who experienced it and put it into words so that we may find ways to our own solitude. I experienced it while looking at Miró’s paintings, when sensorial revelation encountered intellectual approach. Many readers of La Fin de la plainte or Il suffit d’un geste who wanted to better understand Roustang’s hypnosis, picked up What is hypnosis?, but soon put it down again—the simplicity of the book’s title having misled them.


      For me, hearing the author talk about how he composed the book facilitated and enriched my own understanding. Now I am sharing it with the reader in this text, and sharing excerpts from my conversations with François—thus I feel like I am perpetuating his gesture towards me.


      “For me, an object is alive,” Miró says. “This cigarette, this match box contain a secret life. […] I see a tree, I get a shock, as if it were something breathing, talking. A tree is also something human.”5 These words could be François’, who often insists on the importance for each person who is open to hypnosis to accept that he should become “a thing” among things, which is the only way to reach the creative power available in “generalized wakefulness,” a concept he defines in the book.


      He applied this original approach during hypnotherapy without compromise, in training sessions as well as “intervisions.” Moreover, he studied it as an author, a philosopher, and a researcher, and made it go through an “effort of thought,” as he would put it, and as opposed to the practice of hypnosis.


      It would be a mistake to think that this impressive personal austerity, which came from discovering and practicing this form of hypnosis, was for François a revealed truth bearing a simple redemptive obviousness.


      His original questioning took him along a difficult path: as a psychoanalyst, he fought for a long time against something he experienced as a torment.


      It all started when he noticed that the notion of suggestion, which he and his peers rejected, was present everywhere in the psychoanalysis of his patients, and of his colleagues’ patients. He heard his patients begin to talk like him, occasionally to behave like him, and was disturbed. But what intrigued him most, and worried him, was to see that many members of the Paris Freudian School (of which he was a member), disciples of Lacan, also imitated their master.


      As a Jesuit, he had done a lot of research, going back to the sources, sometimes translating texts from Spanish and German.6 With his customary rigor, he told me, he studied the origins of psychoanalysis, about which he knew very little when he first became a member of the Freudian School. He did not understand anything Lacan said, though Lacan had told him on their very first meeting: “You understand me!”


      First, François studied Sigmund Freud’s writings to look into the origins of the disease, since that is really what it is7—one might say today, an enemy to do away with. Roustang the psychoanalyst became convinced that one needs to get rid of suggestion: “Facts are resistant, as it is commonly said. Knowing them well allowed me to get over the dogma of suggestion.” At that time, he did not know anything about hypnosis. But in order to get rid of suggestion, one needs to be unafraid, and to get to know it. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer”:8 this famous maxim becomes a guide for Roustang’s new path.


      After looking at Lacan and his disciples’ relationship system, he moved on to Freud and Freud’s disciples. His conclusion was telling. Not only did he find similarities between the masters and their disciples, but he also noticed, again, how prevalent the notion of suggestion was, including in Freud’s writings, which deal with it openly.9 Freud also mentions hypnosis, sometimes paying tribute to it, “even if he contradicts himself in the next sentence.”


      For Roustang, it was like an earthquake, the second in his life—the first occurred during his own psychoanalysis, which freed him from the entire social and family process that had contributed to his religious calling. While leaving a vocation that was no longer his own made him “free and peaceful,”10 this second earthquake brings about persistent questions. He has no other choice than to go deep into the roots of this suggestion, and therefore into the roots of hypnosis, by venturing into its shadow. Mesmer, Puysségur, Bernheim, and Charcot among others, but especially Hegel—whom Roustang already knew well, since he had studied The Science of Logic11 at length during his novitiate—opened the way to an unknown world, starting with that of the “feeling soul,” animality, animated being. From there evolved a way of working that we will not mention here. He published Dire Mastery: Discipleship from Freud to Lacan,12 Psychoanalysis Never Lets Go13 (which expands on his article “Long-Term Suggestion”),14 The Quadrille of Gender: Casanova’s “Memoirs” (whose relationship with hypnosis I will address later),15 Influence, and What is hypnosis?,16 which marks an acme.


      It is important to note the appearance of the word “influence.” Moving from suggestion to influence is meaningful. It comes from deep reflection, a radical decision with major consequences. Roustang discovers at this point that suggestion can be lived in a different mode than that of psychoanalysis, and that it can become a way of influence for the therapist. This notion therefore ceases to be the enemy to dispose of and becomes an ally, a “friend,” which sets up an inverse correspondence: “Keep your enemies close and your friends closer.”


      Throughout his life, François met people who had a powerful impact on him: Jean Clavreul, who introduced him to Serge Leclaire and then referred to him his first patients. Just as important was Judith Fleiss, whom he met in the early 1980s. She showed him the way toward hypnosis thanks to a seminal text, Seminars, Workshops and Lectures of Milton H. Erickson.17 Fleiss also trained him. This silkworm moved to the cane,18 and then found a way out, sometimes appearing while he was psychoanalyzing patients, making some of them very angry. A suicidal woman had caused him to worry.19 He eased her pain within a single session, and she came back to insult him because he had used hypnosis to do so.


      But Roustang needed new sources of inspiration. He discovered, through Milton Erickson’s Collected Papers20 and thanks to Erickson’s students, whom he met in the US, “that one can play with this influence to change life without getting lost in complaint’s roots.” He adds that, on this point, psychoanalysis, and Lacan in particular, prepared him for this transition. Lacan’s pure signifier, he says, is this word that does not mean anything. “Psychoanalysis’ purpose is to make you speak and say nothing; at the very least, stupidities!” When Roustang spoke about his own psychoanalysis, he often used the image of the ground on which life stands: if one repeats oneself, “indefinitely talks, to the point where talking has no meaning nor object,” the ground becomes rotten. This is when liberation happens: “When you reach the basement, you realize that everything is solid and that, without justification, you have found your own position in life.” Talking’s role is thus already reduced to almost “nothing,” a seminal term in Roustang’s thought.


      Roustang was characterized as a man who frequently “broke” with institutions and other people—with the Church, with Lacan and other psychoanalysts, including the Collège de psychanalystes, and eventually, with the practice of psychoanalysis altogether.21 I don’t quite agree. With me, he insisted many times on the coherence of his “evolution,” a term he favored over “break” or “rupture.”


      Reading an article by Octave Mannoni22 about a passage in Casanova’s Story of My Life piqued his curiosity. In order to seduce a girl, Casanova pretends to be a magician and sets up a whole ceremony, invoking spirits . . . but a storm breaks. The seducer flees at once in a panic. Many years after he published his book on Casanova, this passage decisively influenced Roustang, who wrote an article explaining the importance of the experience of the sacred for Casanova.23 Some of Roustang’s readers believe that his work on Casanova is a temporary change of course in his train of thought. But if we look at it closely, we see that he is again and again interested in the same single question: how is a human being related to everything that surrounds him? He once told me: “Today, what else am I doing, if not pointing out that our surroundings are the cause of transformation?24 This is what’s at stake. To experience the sacred is to experience what surrounds us and is essential in our existence. If I had to put things abruptly and boldly, I would add: how do humans remain human beings nowadays, when we have no more heaven, no more God? This is the essential question. Only Casanova could not care about anything and still allow us to suspect that there are . . . powers.” What François stresses is the presence of the sacred, one way or another, even in our desacralized world, or Casanova’s.


      The follow-up questions are obvious: in what ways is our world not completely desacralized? How does hypnosis lead us into another dimension of existence, one in which the notion of “power” is exercised? In answer, Roustang lays bare, in What is hypnosis?, the hypnotic process, often changing his angle of attack, just as the sculptor does when he touches the form that inspires him and the material that he works, not only with his hands but with all his senses.25 “What happens when hypnotic induction ends?” Roustang asks.


      Let us recall how important it is to put a stop to mundane concerns, which prevent anticipation, so that we may continue on the most accessible path that Roustang offers. When we put aside these concerns, indetermination, and finally, anticipation become possible, because expectation disappears. From there, the possibility of real transformation emerges, without concern for the patient’s past or even his aspirations.


      This force that is at work, which precedes the act and is its moving energy, Roustang names power; here we may not be that far from Casanova’s experiment. And in order to illustrate his point about disposition as a way of being in the world, where man and nature are one at the heart of hypnosis from which power is exercised, Roustang uses the metaphor of a seesaw: two children seated on either end of a plank-swing. Roustang observes in particular the moment of perfect balance when the children do not move, with both of them hanging in the air. If either side, neither at ease nor ill at ease, represents a mood, this point of balance, once reached, also offers a neutral mood, neither at ease nor ill at ease. Hence this is the place of indetermination. By settling down there in the long run, we can turn this spot into a “territory,” a resting area, where the possibility of opening oneself to new dimensions, invisible till now, is born. From there, disposition can happen: “a site where the person, being merely a web of relations, is defined just as much by the center, from which everything is arranged, as by the periphery, which gives it its consistency and heft.”26


      As I was rereading several excerpts of What is hypnosis? to synthesize this process, I happened to see a situation where a different type of balance was at work, also on a swing. In this particular case, the user of the swing found himself, at the end of his run, in the air. Indeed, this swing was situated by a cliff, with ropes long enough to offer powerful sensations and the feeling of flying. I saw several people try it, all screaming with excitement, until a ten-year-old boy appeared: this reckless young boy insisted that the ropes be made even longer. The operator obliged within reason and for an instant held the basket back so that the boy, enchanted by expectation, might feel even more suspense. This moment of frozen movement, the anticipation on the boy’s face that showed his excited expectation of what he was about to feel, even though he could not define it, helped me come up with a new metaphor that continues the image Roustang used to illustrate the power at the heart of hypnosis.27 In this place, which is both dynamic and suspended in expectation, indetermination, after letting an empty anticipation settle, leaves the door open to the power. Like the marble that pushes the spring, indetermination propels the individual into the world of possibilities, thus freeing him from all his ties. Roustang even adds, about the link that ties hypnosis to the notion of power, that hypnosis is not “a mild expectation that could only produce an abdication; rather, it is an optimal powering up, a switching on that precedes the action and already carries with it the force and strategy necessary to accomplish it.” This power of the sacred, which rests at the heart of the individual, of the living, beyond mysticism, is what he worked to dissect and to create in the other who sat facing him in a hypnosis session.


      Not being satisfied with his own analysis and observations, he decided to dig into the work of many philosophers to complete the answers he found to his own questioning on hypnosis. In Hegel, he found the notion of the “feeling soul,” which is not quite part of understanding. It is from there that the “universal nature” of sensoriality is born, its capacity to exchange with all that lives without being troubled by understanding, by everything that is predetermined and, we might say today for the sake of simplicity, by everything that our intelligence limits.


      Other philosophers provided more explanations of the power at work in hypnosis: Husserl and Wittgenstein. There was also Gregory Bateson,28 and Socrates,29 “the first therapist, who lets you keep your questioning without providing answers,” about whom Roustang wrote in his last book. This double movement, philosophic and clinical, characterizes Roustang’s work, and if I might say, amounts also to an artistic movement: always inventive, rejecting all doctrines and methods.30 This creative process is at work among the greatest improvisatory artists. To understand its nature, we could refer to the field of musical creativity, which never ceased to interest Roustang, and which nurtured our conversations. Whether we think of Bach and his preludes and fugues, Mozart and his cadenzas or, more recently, jazz musicians who, like Keith Jarrett, sometimes use as their starting point only their relationship with the moment, the place, the spatial and temporal ecosystem, music and hypnosis appear intimate—music being this world where creative power rises from the multitude of relations.


      It is essential to underscore this link to the senses, to one’s capacity to involuntarily use “the triple power of dreaming, imagining and configuring the world.”31 This singularity did not escape Roustang—early on he told me that it was at work in writing this very book.32 I would thus add, even more boldly, that in order to grasp this book’s many aspects, one should give into it with one’s head and one’s body—without forgetting one’s intelligence, which might feel febrile, get goosebumps, a hiccup, attacked by an unexpected modulation, a “cluster,” a disturbing silence. From there one might become open to perceptude.33


      In a footnote referring to Kant, François underlines the importance of this particular sense: “Without perception, dreaming (which is made out of perception’s traces) would be impossible.”34 François thus invites us to reconsider this sense’s perimeter and to extend our perceptions beyond the five known senses, precisely the way artists do it, starting with dancers. Dance is another discipline that Roustang often uses in his metaphoric system to define hypnosis. He often mentions how singular it is. Movements, gestures are attuned to music which would be nothing without silence. This is what hypnosis in its barest form allows us to do:35 attuning our movements, at the heart of immobility, to the world’s symphony. Just as the dancer Bharata Natyam, with one hand gesture/movement, or mudra, offers a whole universe of perceptions to her spectators, one gesture/movement is enough to link us to the “everything together/everything at the same time” beloved by Roustang, and to double the act disconnected from all willing effort. He would often say, “Age quod agis—do what you do,” in order to summarize this idea, one of the keys of this book.


      To finish here, before I let him speak in a dialogue conducted over the course of several months, I would like to point out three traits which echo Miró’s, three quotes from different periods of Roustang’s work that illustrate the profound unity of his inner path.


      The first: “It is as if they had woken up daring to exist, to have a personal existence.”36 This sentence could be in one of his books about hypnosis when he writes about life springing forth, and yet he wrote it in “The Third Man,” an article he wrote for Christus when he was still a Jesuit, referring to Catholics and their new relationship with the Church.


      The second quote comes from his psychoanalytic period and explains how important non-verbal elements are when two people communicate. This will become a major element in his conception of hypnosis: silence.


      

        There is such an abyss between the silence of death and that of life, such a difference between the silence of inattention and that of alert interest, between the silence of desire and that of impotence, between that of depression and that of continuous mania! Every silence has an intensity and a coloration that is perceptible […]. If punctuation gives meaning to a sentence, then surely silence alone, with all its nuances, is capable of passing […] all sorts […] messages, which are all the more clear because one thinks one is protected from communication.37


      


      Finally, the conclusion to the introduction to What is hypnosis? constitutes the last element of this triptych. This message of hope is destined for those who have met or will meet François in his writings—in this book—or for those who, like myself, were able to comfortably sit for a moment with him in his office.38 He was not particularly proud of what might or could happen in a session, and he even said he “couldn’t care less,” but he also talked about the joy of seeing a person settled down in solitude suddenly feel her own freedom. That person had perhaps realized that three touches of paint with a brush that breathes are enough to freshen up life’s landscape.


      

        If hypnosis is currently enjoying renewed interest, this may be due to the exhaustion of Western individualism. We have done everything to distinguish ourselves, to set ourselves apart, to cultivate our differences. But we are tired of self-concern.39 The fabric in which we wanted to make our own nuances visible is now torn, and autonomy has become an absence of connection. We must thus rediscover, starting from solitary individuality, the continuous substance out of which we have constructed it. For it is not possible to go back in time in the belief that there still exist communities in which we would peacefully have a place to fill and a role to play. Individualism must forge further ahead, traverse the landscapes of mist and anxiety, and discover modes of belonging whose extreme simplicity will use elements coming from another order.


      


      François Roustang wanted to continue this conversation with me until the last days of his life because he felt strongly about this book, which reveals something important about his personality. Analyzing what hypnosis is was another way to render into words his longtime preoccupation, whose timelessness is demonstrated in the three previous quotes: “What is this world of immediate relations that exists among human beings just as among all living beings?” How is it that, at some point, while doing nothing, without giving up our thoughts, without wanting to think of anything, our body joins our mind, borders dissolve, the mind is body and thinks along? What is hypnosis? is without a doubt the most complete answer to this question.


      Léonard Anthony


      Paris, July 2019


    


    

      


      

        1. Excerpts from my conversations with François (2014–2016) are italicized; in addition, an extended excerpt is quoted at length at the end of this foreword.


      


      

2. François Roustang, What is hypnosis? When Moses, standing before the burning bush, asks Yahweh his name, the only answer he receives is, “I am who I am” or “I am what I am.” This most basic suitability of a question to its answer may be an excellent definition of the hypnotic state, or even the perfect definition of the essence of human liberty. There is no decision more daunting or effective. The perfect echoing of “I am,” if it were possible, would be equivalent to omnipotence. 

      

      

      

        3. These words are also quoted by Pierre Bourcier in “Miró au cœur de la joie,” Les Nouvelles Littéraires (1968), and in Joan Miró: Selected Writings and Interviews, ed. Margit Rowell (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1986), p. 275. 


      


      

      

        4. In the conversation following this introduction, François comes back to the importance of this word for his definition of hypnosis.


      


      

      

        5. Joan Miró, I Work Like a Gardener (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Architectural Press, 1964), excerpts of a conversation with Yvon Taillandier, p. 25.


      


      

      

        6. For instance, François Roustang studied the founding texts of the Jesuits closely for several years, translating sixteenth-century Spanish manuscripts into French. 


      


      

      

        7. See for example A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis.


      


      

      

        8. François used the English phrase.


      


      

      

        9. François often uses Freud’s Remémoration, répétition et perlaboration (1914) to point this out.


      


      

      

        10. Roustang’s psychoanalytic therapy with Serge Leclaire from 1965 to 1967 was short, so many of his colleagues then said that he had never really been psychoanalyzed and thus could not be a psychoanalyst.


      


      

      

        11. Published between 1812 and 1816.


      


      

      

        12. Trans. Ned Lukacher (Washington, D.C.: American Psychiatric Press, 1986).


      


      

      

        13. Trans. Ned Lukacher (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982).


      


      

      

        14. The article was published by Jean-Bertrand Pontalis in his Nouvelle Revue de psychanalyse (1978). 


      


      

      

        15. Trans. Anne C. Vila (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988). Per François’ recommendation, I am voluntarily excluding The Lacanian Delusion (1986), which he did not consider a part of the development of his thought on hypnosis.


      


      

      

        16. Paris, Éditions de Minuit, 1990 and 1994.


      


      

      

        17. Erickson and Lacan were contemporaries.


      


      

      

        18. Roustang himself came up with this image, hypnosis being the silkworm, and psychoanalysis the cane. See the Introduction to What is hypnosis?.


      


      

      

        19. It is interesting to notice the difference between Roustang’s attitude in this situation and what happened with Emmanuel Carrère, as related in The Kingdom, trans. J. Lambert (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2017).


      


      

      

        20. The Collected Papers of Milton H. Erickson on Hypnosis, ed. Ernest L. Rossi, 4 vols. (New York: Irvington Publishers, 1980).


      


      

      

        21. [Translator’s note: The Collège de psychanalystes was a group organized for reflection on psychoanalysis.] 


      


      

      

        22. François said that Octave Mannoni played a meaningful part in his questioning on suggestion at the time when he was a member of the École Freudienne.


      


      

      

        23. “La fiction amoureuse chez Casanova,” in Le Récit amoureux, Colloques de Cerisy, dir. D. Coste and M. Zéraffa (Paris: Champ Vallon, 1984). François worked on Casanova while teaching a course on his Memoirs at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore.


      


      

      

        24. For Roustang, the word “surroundings” refers to all that surrounds a being, which is not limited to individuals.


      


      

      

        25. François Roustang, What is hypnosis? See the different state of perception quoted below about Giacometti and Cézanne: Artistic creation, which often upsets our habitual ways of feeling, hearing, or seeing, has nothing in common with daydreaming and its feelings of regret and remorse. Quite the contrary, it is the product of the fusion—one should say, the collage—of imagination and the real. Giacometti said he sculpted only what he saw. As for Cézanne, “He would take a little step back, consider, and his eyes would peruse the objects; slowly, they reviewed them, combined them, penetrated them, grasped them. They would fix on a point in a terrible gaze. ‘I cannot tear them away,’ he told me one day, ‘they are so stuck on the point I am looking at that I feel as if they are going to bleed.’ Minutes would go by, sometimes a quarter hour. He would seem to fall into a sort of sleep. He would plunge down to the lowest roots of reason and the world, where human will perhaps meets the will of things, and is regenerated or absorbed there” (Gasquet, cited by Jean-Claude Lebensztejn, Persistance de la mémoire, in Critique, Aug.–Sept. 1993, no. 555–56, p. 629).


      


      

      

        26. See below.


      


      

      

        27. Throughout our conversations, we spent our time elaborating such metaphors to define various aspects of hypnosis, in addition to analyzing What is hypnosis?.


      


      

      

        28. François’s friend Gérard Salem, a Swiss psychiatrist and hypnotherapist, introduced François to Gregory Bateson’s works on the ecology of mind and also to Chinese philosophy, which is present as an influence in many of François’ works.


      


      

      

        29. François also quoted, though less often, the work of the Danish physicist and philosopher Niels Bohr, and thought it important that I read his 1961 Atomic Physics and Human Knowledge (Mineola, NY: Dover, 2010).


      


      

      

        30. Roustang used to quote Lacan: “The analyst’s authorization comes only from himself.” And Freud’s expression, according to which the psychoanalyst is “a loner who can rely on no one” (quoted in Roustang’s Dire Mastery).


      


      

      

        31. François Roustang derived this phrase from Heidegger’s work: “Man, configurer of the world” is a central expression in Heidegger, Les Concepts fondamentaux de la métaphysique (Paris: Gallimard, 1992).


      


      

      

        32. François, in the interview that follows, goes over this point in detail. It plays an important part in our conversation.


      


      

      

        33. Roustang borrows this neologism from the therapist Jean-Louis Lamande, to produce another definition of the hypnotic state. Il suffit d’un geste, p. 133.


      


      

      

        34. Monique David-Ménard, La Folie dans la raison pure: Kant lecteur de Swedenborg, Librairie philosophique J. Vrin, 1990, p. 150; quoted by François Roustang.

François Roustang, What is hypnosis? This is an old debate that remains difficult to describe. “In 1781, Kant went so far as to say that, without perception, dreaming (which is made out of perception’s traces) would be impossible. That proposition is, in Kant’s thought, a regression, a step back, quite less advanced than the questions he was tackling in 1766, when he argued that perception could not be known in itself but, like the waking dream, had to be conceived as a relation between the deployment of phantasmatic life and what contrasts with its reign”; Monique David-Ménard, La Folie dans la raison pure, Kant lecteur de Swedenborg (Paris: Librairie philosophique J. Vrin, 1990), p. 150. But why does the author shift immediately, in the next paragraph, to the relation between the theory of knowledge and the theory of madness? Why does a mention of the waking dream and phantasmatic life serve here to introduce a reflection on madness? It is because David-Ménard regards dreaming and phantasmatic life as being limited by perception. Indeed, as we read in the introduction to Kant’s Essai sur les maladies de la tête [Essay on Headaches], “Only on the moon, and only perhaps, do non-lunatics exist. But those who are called non-lunatics among human beings are those whose phantasms are sufficiently limited by effective perceptions that they do not appear for them themselves during wakefulness. Madmen are those whose phantasms overflow” (Paris: GF-Flammarion, 1990, p. 14). Perception does not limit the power of dreaming or imagining, since it is constituted by them. There is undoubtedly madness when, instead of operating in the world, that power turns in on itself, in vain, like an errant form with no subject. As long as we settle for opposing phantasms and perceptions, we will be led inevitably to exalt the privileges of madness (since it is madness that manifests the existence of the founding imagination); whereas the fundamental opposition is between an ahistorical power (to dream, imagine, perceive) and the productions of phantasm or perception in the midst of history.


      


      

      

        35. “Dry hypnosis.”


      


      

      

        36. F. Roustang, “Le Troisième homme,” Revue Christus (1966), pp. 561–67, n. 52. 


      


      

      

        37. Psychoanalysis Never Lets Go, op. cit., p. 43.

In order for this sentence to be read outside of any psychoanalytic context, I substituted the vocabulary referring to it in the original version by bracketed elisions (analyst, preconscious, unconscious).


      


      

      

        38. But they should not have hoped to be comforted! While I was still getting to know him, François very seriously told me: “What concerns me is that you seem to want to help people.” Later I realized that these words, which might shock many people, were in fact an amazing sign that François displayed that he trusted every individual to find some “skill” to come out of his complaint without having to be reassured, comforted, or feel wrapped in compassion.


      


      

      

        39. Cf. the remarks by Pierre Pachet regarding Henri Michaux, in Un à un (Paris: Seuil, 1993).


      


      


  







Conversation with François Roustang on What is hypnosis?,
a quarter-century after its writing

—What is hypnosis? is a text . . . a text of reflection. A book unified from within, thought from one end to the other, whereas my other books—apart from perhaps Socrates,1 even Influence—are a succession of articles, of chapters, that are born one after the other. What is hypnosis? is a book that was conceived as a book.

—François, I remember one of our conversations. You were saying you had given your manuscript to one of our academic friends, a professor of French. When she expressed great enthusiasm, you said, “It does not come from me.”

—That is true: it came out spontaneously as if it was obvious. I had no mastery of what I had written. I was in a kind of “second-state,” a trance, wherein the subject, the circumstances, the proofs were beyond me. I could not glorify in the result. She was congratulating me and I could not receive her congratulations. In that sense, the author was not me.

—And this feeling, you had it only about this book?

—Yes, only about this book. It was so beyond the qualities that I can attribute to myself. . . . I wrote it alone in the United States, day and night.

—Approximately how long did the writing period last?

—I do not know exactly, some months.

—During which you wrote all the time.

—I would not have been in this situation of freedom if not in the United States. I only had to teach two days a week in Baltimore where I was a visiting professor. I also wrote a bit here in Paris, while working as a therapist.

—One thing strikes me. When we analyzed some of your hypnosis sessions, we talked about the result we get with the patient. There too you said that it does not belong to you.

—It was true. It remains true today. This morning someone called me and said, “Three or four years ago I came to see you. It turned my life around.” I have no memories of that. I do not know how it is possible. I cannot boast about it. It is completely beyond me.

—If we push this reasoning to its logical conclusion, could we say that this book is your most personal, as well as the one closest to your approach?

—Yes, and it is also the book closest to what happens in a hypnosis session. It is something that was given to me and whose scope I did not see immediately. But it is also the fruit of a long development because I always had this feeling in important matters that it was not me who was steering, but me who was steered by something else that was beyond me. And that is a constant feeling.

—And that comes from a kind of spirituality?

—Certainly. But I hate this word.

—Because it is filled with a lot of things?

—Yes, but in fact it is something so simple.

—In the end, spirituality means a kind of relationship to the world?

—Yes, the relationship to others, to one's life and to things.

—It has been more than twenty-five years since the publication of this book. Do you have the impression that your definition of hypnosis today has evolved?

—Yes, certainly. The definition is both more subtle and less meaningful. I can say much less about it, but in a more intense way. It is something much more unified and which says very little. It is a communication which has no need to be said itself but which is very dense. A thing which is prior to the relation, but also, and that is what is interesting, we do not need to enter in relation with it. We are already in relation with it. When people come to see me, I open a world for them wherein everything communicates. And it is a matter of them being in relation to their world, because I, I am in relation with them. And to cure is precisely this, it is starting to communicate. It is ensuring that the things with which we are in relation do not cast shadows among themselves. Therefore, a world wherein things go well together. It seems very important to me to recall that ultimately, we count as a thing in this world too.

—Last time you and I went through the text, notably with the analysis of everything you say about anticipation and disposition, questioning each detail and aspect of these concepts, I had the clear impression that in fact your thought has hardly evolved; rather, its expression has changed.

—True. Hypnosis is a thing that is unified, but so simple that it contains an entire series of elements. We can develop it in many directions. In those days, I was trying to explain to a therapist how I conceived of hypnosis, and then in my head thoughts gushed out in so many directions that I could not explain them. It is a simplicity that is multidimensional.

—In fact this multidimensional notion also exists in the book. It is what creates the complexity of its reading. I will give you an example. Concerning hypnosis and its course, you bring the thing up throughout the chapters in different aspects and dimensions. You say that in the first place there is what you call “fixation.” The time of detachment, when one withdraws, that you also call the time of “fascination” in a different context. Then comes the time of “indetermination,” when one leaves everything up in the air, not having any goal. Elsewhere, you qualify this as “anticipation”. Denominations evolve in order to help you draw the thread of your thought in the context mentioned, but must also respond to another imperative, that of echoing the spontaneous emergence of your ideas around an established yet moving structure.

In order to pursue this cartography, you describe the “possibility” that follows these stages, like the time of the emergence of possibilities and that is also the time of the construction of the project that’s done by itself, without intention. Then, the time of “potential,” intimately tied to the “power” of dreaming, that of imagining and configuring the world and which in the end is just a form of energy that distributes itself between the things that surround us and to which we belong. But to that is added another complex notion which is “anticipation,” which you define as a triple power which is not directly accessible, itself intimately tied to “disposition,” itself tied to mood. Frankly, it is anything but simple.

—No!

—So when you say that you had to stop yourself in your explanation of hypnosis with your therapist friend, “because it was gushing from everywhere,” we see that your feeling is not the product of a fatigue tied to your advanced age. But that it is rather founded on a profound experience, analyzed, which is found again in this text and which is not easily summed up in a few words without passing through a metaphor as you often do today. Besides, most of the people to whom I recommended this book told me that at some point or another, they got lost, that “it went in all directions.” And rightly so! It is an intrinsic dimension of its composition. Obviously, it is much more simple to follow the course of a book like La Fin de la plainte [“The End of the Complaint”], where each chapter is an independent text, unified, while in this one the topic, as an accordion, develops, narrows, redeploys and lets each of its reeds speak in order to express a single music.

—It is because the other books are not books. They are strikes for a limited public. These books are made of articles or conferences, in which I only talk about one aspect of things. In this book, I let myself go. . . . I tried to embrace every aspect of hypnosis and let them appear simultaneously.

—And in fact, they intersect and intermingle. This idea of letting them appear at the same time legitimizes the feeling of a form of writing in a trance, because we could not write in this way with complete lucidity without being tempted to structure thoughts and paragraphs.

—Yes absolutely. And to go back to your question, I would say that indeed, my definition of hypnosis has not evolved. There is certainly a simplification. But importantly, I now have the feeling that when I hold one aspect of it, I also hold all the others, even if I cannot explain it.

—In a single sentence, if I asked, “What is hypnosis?” to you, of all the aspects that you bring up, which holds better than all the others?

—I will say that it is the fact of sticking to what is. It is the disappearance of the individual in what they do. I feel like saying to certain people who make appointments with me, “Are you there?”. And hypnosis is that.

—In the end, you concentrate to the extreme these sentences described in the book, but which occur simultaneously.

—With the effort of concentration, that's the most obvious thing. It is already done, you are already sitting on the couch, already there where you are, you just need to observe it.

—Anticipation is the project which provokes the modification afterwards.

—Yes.

—If you will allow me, I would like now to come back to the opening of the book, when you retell a fairytale, a legend, which takes place in South Africa. Where did you get this idea, and why this choice?

—I was reading Doris Lessing, and this story seemed so marvelous to me for laying out the contradiction between two modes of functioning. I read one of her novels by chance,2 and it seemed to express everything I was going to say. That is to say, impossible for Westerners to understand what I was compelled to put forth. Still today, I think that speaking of hypnosis is something as enigmatic as a savage who pretends to cure with bits of leaves gathered in the forest. It is an anecdote, a lesson of things that seemed totally coherent to me.

—To start on such a strong point and such a distant story gives, in a certain way, the tone of the work which integrates a form of provocation. That reminds me of another story that you told me of when you were still a Jesuit, in Upper Volta in 1955….

—The Jesuits were observing savages who were living in huts, without running water, etc. During an eclipse, they banged on casseroles all night long in order to make the sun come back. The Jesuits laughed at them. I told them, “Why are you laughing? Of course that works! The sun came back. If they had not banged on their casseroles all night, what would have happened to it? You cannot know.”

—Once again, a form of provocation?

—Absolutely!

—In this line, you say that in our culture hypnosis appears as an aberration for the very large majority of Westerners, a bit like these Upper Volta natives or of the healer from your introduction. But to what extent? In the end can one distinguish two schools of hypnosis (not considering everything related to circus hypnosis)? That is to say, on the one hand the one you lead, which you taught me and named ecological hypnosis, and on the other the one which is more “medical,” to which you also contributed and which proceeds by codified methods. You quoted from memory a text written on Chertok which talked about hypnosis as of a narcissistic wound. Are there particular consequences that are born from this narcissistic wound?

—Yes. There are two tendencies in Chertok. He wanted to prove things like a scientist. First of all, experimental hypnosis with the burn provoked when a coin was simply placed on an arm. And then there was the other side of Chertok, I tell that in the book while discussing dry hypnosis. That is to say the one wherein one does nothing and where interesting things happen. There is a true duality. Today, in our culture, we tend to reduce hypnosis to a machine, an effect of metaphor, etc. I think we are silent about the most important part of hypnosis’ effectivity. That our culture wants to appropriate hypnosis and therefore put it into procedures—that seems normal to me, that goes in the sense of history.

—Regarding the idea of metaphor, I would like to hear your opinion on a clinical case described by Milton Erickson. He mentions the story of a suicidal woman that he treats during a congress, and stresses the controversy that surrounded his intervention, because of the context in which he sees her. But rather than speaking of the notion of risk to which we will come back later, I would like to focus on the metaphor that Erickson suggests to her. She is comfortably seated, and he suggests she takes a walk outside, in a garden, and that she is with her on this walk.

Erickson writes years later that he received a letter from that woman, ten years later, telling him how decisive the session had been, and that she had given up any thought of suicide. Can we say then that the hypnotist’s work is, in this case, more about a shift of an individual within a virtuous environment, in the hypnotist’s company? . . . 

—If the therapist believes that he is going to operate a modification simply by telling a story, he is wrong. It is as if we were speaking about a poet who puts words next to each other for fun, for nothing. It is so obvious.

—Would you say that in this moment, the therapist intends to be in the lived experience?

—There is no need to intend anything, it is there. Erickson is in the garden, in the story. When I am in front of someone, I am there. In order for me to tell someone to sit down, it is necessary that I am seated already. This is not an intention; I am me, present. I have sometimes said, “Look at how I am seated.” It is anything but a cerebral procedure. People ask me this question all the time. The therapist must not have a way to achieve his target; either he is on target or he is not at all. When I supervise other therapists to whom I explained this, they sometimes ask me at the end of the session, “What should I say in the next session?”. It is fascinating. “Is this the next time? NO. You are not, you cannot do anything!” We can only act in the present.

—That leads me back to something you said in the book: “Psychoanalysis was the vessel in which the silkworm was transported from one century to the other, without raising the slightest suspicion among the exacting border guards.”

—Yes. For me psychoanalysis carried on the main aspect of hypnosis. But psychoanalysts did not notice it. They transferred everything into a more intellectual register of comprehension. Not all, but the majority. Freud was ambiguous on this question. The best psychoanalysts admitted it nonetheless. Lacan had no doubt on the matter.

—In a certain way, you liberated the silkworm.

—Perhaps, yes. I suspected several times that there was some hypnosis in psychoanalysis, but I am not the first. But I state this especially seriously in order to tackle the question: What is this thing? It was there that all the difficulty resided.

—By the way, you say, “Without theoretical justification these beautiful exercises will be destined sooner or later to be nonsense.” Where are you twenty-five years later? Was the justification that you brought in this book considered by therapists and practitioners as you imagined?

—No, in the very large majority, that was not the case. I ask a therapist to take the plunge each time, by taking all the risks. I remember giving a lecture on the fact that the therapist’s attitude must be risky. Afterwards I took the subway home and overheard some people from the audience saying that what I proposed was much too difficult. For them, emptying oneself out in order to be able to hear the other was not an option. So we take good little methods, metaphors . . . and we go on.

—A while ago I experienced what you describe. A psychologist and I were discussing the case of one of our patients who was unable to separate herself from her husband without suffering. After one session, we proposed that she leave alone for a weekend. This approach provoked change for this person that for years she had not been able to find. The psychologist’s response was interesting. She tells me: “Roustang succeeds because he does not give a damn about anything.” I said, “You are right, but this is how we should start, is it not?” She replied, “You have no idea!”

—But she is right. A whole life is at stake. Who wants to risk their life like that every day? Not everyone.

—Would you say that skills and techniques simplify a lot of things but do not propose the necessary radicalism?

—Indeed. One thing I did not develop at all in my work, is the proximity of death with the therapist’s posture. If I had ten more years ahead of me, I would do it now.

—What do you mean exactly?

—I mean that one risks one life in the end. It is really a serious question.

—One risks one’s own life as a therapist?

—Of course.

—So in the end both are in a position of risk.

—Yes. What one asks of training sessions is to find a nice little solid certainty and a set of skills in order to find a solution. But hey, it is normal.

—But you who are in this radicalism, do you have the sense that it fed on your experience and that you went further and further into it over time? Where were you already twenty-five years ago?

—I think I was already there. There was this decisive moment for me, in my work as a psychoanalyst: one day a patient went to the library to find something I had written as a Jesuit. She collected a certain number of foolish things, in fact. The day when she let me know, during a psychoanalysis session, once she finished, I asked her, “Where do you get this passion for dumb statements?” It was a decisive moment for her. Had I defended myself, I would have been an idiot. Whereas by opening an abyss of idiocies for myself too, I allowed her to free herself. We constantly play on that.

—Several times in the book you connect hypnosis and scientific research in various fields of application. You speak a lot for example about the neurosciences, a booming discipline today. For example, you use the research done on the behavior of babies with their mothers in order to explore the notion of intuition and immediate communication. By referring to the origins of paradoxical sleep which are purely endogenous that is, detached from everything which comes from the individual’s exterior, you create a connection with the power to dream to which you dedicate particularly great attention. From there you draw support to define the “power” that we recollect under hypnosis by making a connection between paradoxical sleep and the paradoxical wakefulness that you introduce in What is hypnosis? Where does it stand today? Are you still trying to scientifically understand these phenomena—which are present without being essential in the book—or did you move away from this approach?

—The reference to babies is something scientific, but also totally/completely bizarre. But today the neurosciences concentrate especially on the brain, which is not the case of the studies you cite.

—At the time, did you mean to justify yourself?

—I do not have the impression that these references were justifications, but rather data that I could not ignore, and on which I had relied in order to show that that exists. There were studies which were done on babies which show that they are connected to all that. I am thrilled every time there is a justification, scientific or even pseudo-scientific, that this world of communication, this world of immediate relationships exists. Because basically this was decisive for me, finding a kind of communication that is non-committed, just like in psychoanalysis. So every time that I find it again somewhere, whether it is manifested by science or not, this is what interests me. That exists. There is such a thing as immediate communication. To know whether it is scientific or not does not matter to me.

—These studies on babies made me think of another experiment you told me about, the one during which we present a baby a bib with the smell of her mother, then another bib with a different smell, which immediately provokes tears. Once again, this notion of immediate relation appears without learning. It is true that this is one of the important foundations in your approach that you lay out with many other examples in a number of your works, and that you and I find again in our conversations.

—Yes. But once again, I do not want to prove anything for neuroscientists and research in general. The experiments done on babies or animals prove rather that there are immediate communications, this is what interests me. This discovery, I had already made it through psychoanalysis. I was forced to notice that in our culture there are moments of immediate relations. This is what is crucial to me.

—I know that you are sick of talking about this period of your life, but can we briefly touch on psychoanalysis and your work on immediate relations?

—Yes of course, I had some difficulties in publishing on this subject and even in discovering it!
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