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1 
‘SURPRISED BY TRUTH’ 

Socrates, Plato and the Lacanian seminar 

You know that the schools of antiquity were gradually deserted. They were 
schools to which students came to hear people speak. They were what 
Lacan, when he founded his own school, called ‘a refuge from civilization 
and its discontents.’ He viewed his own school on the model of the schools 
of antiquity: a place of refuge from civilization and its discontents. When 
we read Plato, it is clear that there was passion around the schools – people 
wanted to know if the playboys of the time would come to hear Socrates 
or not. It was trendy. It was big news. 

Jacques-Alain Miller (1996, p. 218) 

We can’t discourage curiosity enough – these aren’t lectures for the fashion-
conscious. If they come in order to believe that we are going to turn 
psychoanalysis into an extension of the Platonic dialogue, they are wrong. 
They should get better informed. 

Jacques Lacan (1991a, p. 20) 

Introduction 

There are myriad Platos, as there are myriad faces of psychoanalysis. From 
one angle, both are engaged with society, establishing universal principles to 
help men and women find happiness, suggesting how we might improve 
ourselves and the communities we live in. From another angle, they present 
such profoundly alternative models of truth that they must resist easy assim
ilation if their challenge to the status quo is to remain meaningful; they seek 
to unsettle complacency with new ways of thinking – ways already shaped by 
society’s resistance – and therefore remain aloof from the crowd. 
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The aloof Plato is the defiant figure devoted to the rebel Socrates. His 
Academy is situated beyond the city that sentenced his master to death. 
Psychoanalysis is born of a less violent social rejection, but Freud’s con
frontation with hostility to his ideas is evident throughout his writings. And 
it is often a point of pride: in the words of one psychoanalytic dictionary: ‘It 
is true of any scientific discovery that it takes shape not by following the 
dictates of common sense but by flying in the face of it’ (Laplanche and 
Pontalis, 1974, p. vii). Public resistance to previous paradigm shifts looms 
large in Freud’s thoughts. Men such as Copernicus and Darwin introduced 
ideas that were not just new but potentially indigestible. As such, psychoanalysis 
must be prepared to do the same. Indeed, this is a particular challenge for a 
discipline concerned with our own minds, about which we might under
standably feel we know best, and concerning which a timeless, instinctive 
‘folk psychology’ abounds. Psychoanalysis must be wary of the very recog
nition it craves if it is to avoid lapsing into easy over-familiarity (read as ‘an 
extension of the Platonic dialogue’, for example). And its quest for truth 
may prove no help or comfort at all. Lacan (2007) depicts Freud sailing 
towards New York Harbor, commenting that ‘They do not know we are 
bringing them the plague’ (p. 336).1 This is the dark Freud of Civilization 
and its Discontents, of the inexorable death drive, the interminable analysis, 
one from whom even his own disciples must part company if they are to 
present themselves as men of medicine. 
An ambiguous place in society obviously has implications for the institu

tions by which these schools of thought are passed on. Jacques-Alain Miller, 
comparing Lacan’s founding of the École Freudienne de Paris to Plato’s 
Academy, has in mind Lacan’s own comment in Seminar VIII: ‘The Academy 
was a city, a refuge reserved for the best and brightest’ (Lacan, 2015, p. 84). 
Both Lacan and Miller touch on a complex implication, however: sanctuary 
can become a form of snobbery. To complete the paradox, the snobbery then 
seduces the very crowd it had sought to avoid. Hence the ambivalence that 
can be heard in Miller’s description: was the passion that came to surround the 
Academy a threat to its status as refuge? Was it the reason it eventually 
emptied? Having escaped civilization, civilization flocked to it. And, if this 
is the case for Plato’s Academy, what does it say about Lacan’s use of the 
Academy as a model? Lacan, in his own quote about Plato, is dismissive of 
the ‘fashion-conscious’. Yet it is no secret whose seminars became the 
trendiest, the biggest news.2 

Lacan’s ongoing engagement with Plato centres on this question of how 
knowledge relates to the society around it, a question explored in the 
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content (and manifest in the form) of both Plato’s dialogues and Lacan’s 
seminars. Should truth feel familiar or unfamiliar? The apparent complexity 
and dogmatism of Lacanian theory has struck many as elitist. He is beset by 
accusations of fraud, described as ‘an amusing and perfectly self-conscious 
charlatan’ (Goldwag, 2007, p. 101; see also Webster, 20023), his theory ‘an 
incoherent system of pseudo-scientific gibberish’ and his writings revealing 
‘a narcissistic enjoyment of mystification as a form of omnipotent power’ 
(Minsky, 1996, pp. 175–176). This chapter is born of working with the 
Lacanian texts and realizing that if they are, indeed, infamously mystifying 
and seductively powerful, it is for two reasons: their origins in live pre
sentations and a deep, abiding suspicion about ‘knowledge’, the experience 
of imparting and acquiring it.4 The two factors are, of course, entwined. It 
is the live seminar, via his engagement with Socrates and Plato, that pro
vides Lacan with a means of teaching sceptically, provocatively, as a defence 
against ‘knowledge’ itself. 

What kind of knowledge is psychoanalysis? 

While Plato set up his academy in the leafy northwest suburb of Athens, 
Lacan’s seminar moved through the Paris of the 1950s and 1960s on a 
journey that tells its own story of resistance. Changes of venue came about 
as a result of splits and controversies, but were enabled by successive insti
tutions promising a fitter home, a new audience, a safe refuge. Much of this 
chapter centres on Lacan’s second seminar (1953), which followed his 
forced resignation from the Société Psychanalytique de Paris when controversy 
over his analytic and training methods came to a head. The seminar marks his 
entry into the new Société Française de Psychanalyse (SFP). As such, it is 
no surprise that questions of truth, knowledge and pedagogy arise. 
This is the context for Lacan’s outburst in the quotation at the head of 

this chapter: ‘We can’t discourage curiosity enough – these aren’t lectures  for  
the fashion-conscious’. Why should a parallel between psychoanalysis and 
Platonic dialogue cause Lacan anger? I’d like to explore this question via the 
context of the seminar as a whole. Seminar II presents an occasion for Lacan 
to get things straight. Following directly from his forced resignation, it is a 
traumatic moment but also an opportunity. Entry into the SFP has allowed 
Lacan to shape a new teaching routine. It will take place at Saint Anne 
Hospital, the capital’s main mental hospital. Lacan is 52 years old and his 
own theory is at an advanced stage of development. He is conscious of the 
baggage students will bring, conscious of what he has elaborated and how 
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he must take pains to define his theory in opposition to the endless, easier 
ideas about Freud circulating. The relationship between psychoanalysis and 
Plato is a good place to start. 
When Lacan rebukes those attending his seminars who believe that 

psychoanalytic treatment might resemble a Platonic dialogue, Freud and his 
disciples must shoulder some of the responsibility. Parallels between Freud and 
Plato had long been asserted: Oskar Pfister (1921) and Max Nachmansohn 
(1915), students of Freud, had linked Freud with Plato in papers that 
received Freud’s approval. Nachmansohn writes: ‘Of all thinkers of the 
western world Plato was the first to observe our subject deeply and to 
describe it plainly’ (p. 76). Freud isn’t averse to the association. In his 1920 
preface to the Three Essays on Sexuality, Freud (1905) writes: ‘Anyone who 
looks down with contempt upon psychoanalysis from a superior vantage-
point should remember how closely the enlarged sexuality of psychoanalysis 
coincides with the Eros of the divine Plato’ (p. 42).5 

Plato is distinct amongst Freud’s classical references. Sophocles, with 
Oedipus, gives body to a universal truth; Empedocles lends Freud the 
cosmological opposition of Philia and Neikos (unity and strife) to draw 
upon metaphorically. But neither Sophocles nor Empedocles could be 
seen as being on an equivalent intellectual quest as Freud.6 A comparison  
with Plato is natural enough if psychoanalysis pursues the same questions 
as the philosopher – how do we become whole and content? – even 
more so if it places the erotic life at the centre of its ‘philosophy’ alongside 
self-knowledge and the balancing of appetites. Finally, there is the link 
between the Socratic dialogue and an analytic session, both dissipating false 
opinions through conversation alone – a connection possibly supported 
by Freud’s 1879 translation of an extended essay by John Stuart Mill in 
which he comments at length on the functioning and effects of Socratic 
questioning.7 

Lacan’s concern will be to demonstrate what is fundamentally different 
about psychoanalysis. His outburst regarding Plato and the ‘fashion conscious’ 
in the midst of Seminar II occurs during a debate prompted by a paper 
delivered the previous evening by philosopher and celebrated historian of 
science, Alexandre Koyré, entitled ‘Problems of the Platonic dialogue’. 
Koyré is an iconic figure when it comes to Lacan’s thoughts about teaching. 
Alongside his friend, colleague and fellow émigré Alexandre Kojève, he was 
responsible for the influential seminars on Hegel that shaped an intellectual 
generation including Jean-Paul Sartre, Raymond Queneau, Georges 
Bataille, Maurice Merleau-Ponty and André Breton (see Drury, 1994). It is 
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in these seminars at the École Pratique des Hautes Études that Lacan, in a 
telling phrase, describes himself as being ‘initiated into Hegelian philosophy’ 
(2009, p. 42). What Koyré is doing here is partaking in an educational 
experiment of Lacan’s, one that alludes to both Plato’s Academy and Freud’s 
projected college of psychoanalytical education.8 Alongside the weekly 
seminars, the new teaching routine Lacan established at Saint-Anne initiated a 
series of lectures by other philosophers and intellectuals including Jean 
Hyppolite, Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Claude Lévi-Strauss, who often 
then took their place in the audience for Lacan the following day.9 The 
plan is to facilitate a cross-fertilization of ideas, and the reader gathers that 
Koyré’s paper achieved this, inspiring a lively debate regarding the relationship 
between analytic technique and Socrates’ technique of maieutics, whereby 
he draws out latent knowledge from his interlocutor through subtle 
questioning (maieutics literally refers to midwifery). 
Discussion had apparently spilled beyond the confines of Koyré’s seminar 

into the night, the training analyst Octave Mannoni particularly concerned 
about how this comparison echoes commonplaces about psychoanalysis 
adopted by the ‘general public’. At Lacan’s instigation, he reiterates his 
comments about maieutics and analysis: 

I would like to challenge this all too easy assimilation by drawing 
attention to the fact that for Plato, there is a forgotten truth, and 
maieutics consists in bringing it to light, in such a way that the dialogue 
is a mixture of truth and error, and dialectic is a kind of sieve for truth. 
In analysis, it isn’t the same kind of truth, it is a historical truth, 
whereas the first kind appears, from one point of view, as a truth of 
natural science. 

(Lacan, 1991a, p. 15) 

Mannoni highlights a category of truth that is not absolute and universal but 
specific to a patient and a context. Lacan wants to follow this further, seizing 
on the opportunity to bridge his theory and Koyré’s lecture. Koyré’s comments 
on Plato’s dialogue, the Meno, he argues, ‘can, without any undue con
trivance, be inserted into the framework of the teaching being developed 
here’. And he asserts that the function of the Tuesday lectures is to help 
‘crystallise the questioning left dangling at the outer edges of the domain we 
are investigating in the seminar’ (Lacan, 1991a, p. 4). Distinguishing 
between the use of psychoanalysis to recover the truth of an individual 
psyche and Socratic dialogue to bring out universal philosophical truths is 
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important and introduces a question that will shape the year’s seminar: what  
exactly is psychoanalytic knowledge? What are the seminar’s attendees (mostly 
in training) gathered to learn? And, when the training is complete, exactly 
what form of expertise will someone on the couch be paying for? Indeed, 
Lacan’s first response to Mannoni’s concerns over the eagerness of the 
‘general public’ to ‘tag psychoanalysis on to Platonism’ shares his disdain: 

There are two sorts of public, the one here, which at least has a chance 
of finding out what’s what, and the other, which drops in from all 
kinds of places, to sniff out a little of what’s happening, which thinks this is 
funny, a subject for passing comments on, for dinner-table conversation, 
and which understandably gets a bit lost. If they want to find out 
which way is up, all they need to do is to be a bit more assiduous. 

(Lacan, 1991a, pp. 19–20) 

Lacan’s response is significant for more than its peevishness. It defines the 
seminars as an exclusive intellectual space, or even process, but, with the 
demand for attentiveness and rigour, they are by no means arbitrarily so. 
Part-timers seek a reflection of what they already believe (i.e. psychoanalysis 
as Socratic dialogue) and do not realize the intellectual upheaval demanded 
of them. 
The Meno is a valuable starting point for Lacan’s seminar because it 

explores the definition of knowledge and its place in society. It opens with 
a question from Meno himself, a wealthy political figure: ‘Can you tell me 
Socrates, is virtue something that can be taught?’ The question is forced upon 
Plato by the success of the Sophists, freelance professors who travelled through 
Greece providing an education concerned with citizenship and political 
leadership of a kind neglected by the established schools (Meno had been a 
student of the Sophist Gorgias). This practical education was particularly sought 
after in Athens, with its fledgling democracy, where the Sophists thrived by 
providing a curriculum focused on rhetoric and debate. Plato refers to the 
Sophists collectively as ‘the teachers of areté’, most often translated as 
‘virtue’. Protagoras, credited as having invented the role of professional 
Sophist, captures the pragmatic, outward-looking nature of this ‘virtue’ 
when he defines it as ‘the proper care of one’s personal affairs, so as best to 
manage one’s own household, and also of the State’s affairs, so as to become 
a real power in the city’ (Plato, Protagoras, 318e–319a); Meno, more suc
cinctly, states: ‘Virtue is the desire of things honourable and the power of 
attaining them.’ To most Sophists, the attempts of previous philosophers 



‘Surprised by truth’ 15 

to understand ‘the nature of things’ were a waste of time. It was practical 
life that mattered, not truths about the origins of the universe and its 
functioning. 
The difference between the Sophists and Socrates was that while Socrates 

also came to regard questions of cosmology as a waste of time (having 
begun his studies with them), education and philosophy were, for him, a 
quest for knowledge, not forms of training. The Sophists challenge this line 
of criticism at its core; for them, the experience of knowledge is itself 
illusory. The Meno presents the Sophistic argument that one can never find 
out anything new: either one knows it already, in which case there is no 
need to find it out, or one does not, and in that case there is no means of 
recognizing it when found. It is as a way out of this dilemma that Socrates 
propounds a theory of knowledge as recollection: anamnesis. Learning is not 
a matter of discovering something new, but rather of recollecting eternal 
truths that the soul knew before birth but has since forgotten (Plato, 
Meno, 81b). 
To demonstrate this, Socrates calls upon one of Meno’s slave boys. The 

slave is led to realize, through dialogue alone, that he already contains 
mathematical knowledge.10 This gives the dialogue a special place in intel
lectual history, Lacan claims. The Socrates of the Meno is ‘the one who 
within human subjectivity inaugurates that style from which the notion of 
knowledge as tied to certain requirements of coherence has arisen, knowl
edge which is the prerequisite for any future progress of science’ (Lacan, 
1991a, p. 5). This is science defined by abstract truths – truths themselves 
evidenced by their internal logic and so independent of the subject who 
possesses them. 
But the question that initiates Plato’s dialogue does not concern mathe

matics or science. Rather, as we’ve seen, it is a question about virtue (areté) 
and whether it can be taught, and Socrates himself is never certain that it 
can. It is the inadequacy of this radical new science/episteme that interests 
Lacan as he seeks to define the nature of psychoanalytic knowledge: ‘The 
aim and paradox of the Meno is to show us that the episteme, knowledge 
bounded by a formal coherence, does not cover the whole of the field of 
human experience’ (Lacan, 1991a, p. 15–16). 

At the very moment when Socrates inaugurates this new being-in-the
world … he realizes that science will not be able to transmit the means 
to achieve the most precious thing, the areté, the excellence of the 
human being. Here already there is a decentring – it is by starting off 
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with this virtue that a domain is opened up to knowledge, but this very 
virtue, with respect to its transmission, its tradition, its formation, 
remains outside of the domain. 

(Lacan, 1991a, p. 5) 

This is a problem, one that ‘puts into question one of the fundamental 
premises of classical thought’, Lacan (1991a) claims. ‘We are told that man is 
the measure of all things. But where is his own measure? Is it to be found in 
himself?’ (p. 67). Plato’s investigation of the relationship between knowledge 
and uniquely human assets such as virtue leads the philosopher to analyse a 
third term: doxa. Its meaning lies somewhere between received wisdom, 
general opinion and convention. In the Meno (its first appearance in Plato’s 
writing), it is associated with orthe doxa: socially correct views. Clearly, then, 
when Socrates pursues a form of knowledge beyond ‘virtue’ the enterprise 
carries a specific social threat. As Mannoni notes, thinking back to the pre
vious night, Koyré has identified orthe doxa with ‘the customs which people 
live by’, which means anyone who lives by these customs – and, perhaps, does 
well by them – ‘feels himself threatened in the face of epistemological 
investigation’ (Lacan, 1991a, p. 15). A clear example of this defensiveness in 
the Meno is supplied by the figure of Anytos, a prominent Athenian who 
appears towards the end of the dialogue. He certainly feels threatened by all 
this newfangled philosophizing, with the new forms of authority it implies 
(Plato, Meno, 90b). He suggests that any Athenian gentleman is qualified to 
pass knowledge of virtue on to the next generation (93a), but Socrates, 
pointing out how many Athenian gentlemen have had dissolute sons, explains 
that doxa, right opinion, is something you have to take on trust. Truth is 
situated beyond the received wisdom of civilized Athens. Hence his scep
ticism regarding the bridging of virtue and episteme: virtue belongs to the 
crowd, or in Lacan’s (1991a) words, Socrates ‘by dint of episteme … misses 
out on orthe doxa’ (p. 21). It is a distinction the hard-nosed Sophists 
acknowledge but see as unproblematic.11 But Socrates makes it a problem, 
encouraging the questioning ever further and so becoming a threat to 
power. Anytos leaves the Meno in a rage. The historical Anytos will be an 
accuser of Socrates at the trial that leads to the philosopher’s death. As ever, 
for Plato, abstract questions of truth and authority carry the bitter taste of a 
very real injustice. 
So where does psychoanalysis belong in this new classification of truths: 

episteme, areté, doxa? Lacan turns to these categories to communicate the 
novelty of psychoanalysis and to demonstrate it in a characteristically 
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counter-intuitive way. Psychoanalysis does deal with orthe doxa, Lacan 
(1991a) asserts: 

the orthe doxa which Socrates leaves behind him, but in which he feels 
completely enveloped – since after all, that’s also where he starts out 
from … we ourselves place it, once again, at the centre. That’s what 
analysis is. 

(p. 20) 

This orthe doxa is equivalent to what Lacan names the symbolic order – at 
various times in his teaching signifying language, culture, the network of 
symbols into which we are born and out of which we are formed. The 
symbolic order represents everything that will set Lacan’s theory apart 
from previous thinking, unsettling the very idea of selfhood that persists 
from  Plato to Lacan’s contemporaries. This is why it is important,  in  
Seminar II, to emphasize it. The symbolic order that corresponds to 
Plato’s orthe doxa is everything ‘that has constituted [the subject]: his 
parents, his neighbors, the whole structure of the community, and not 
only constituted him as symbol, but constituted him in his being’ (Lacan, 
1991a, p. 20). Psychoanalysis does not transcend it, does not make it 
evaporate,  but shines a light on it  as the substance of which  we’re made. 
We cannot exist as an individual, an ‘I’, with a name and identity, without 
the symbolic order. It splits us from the rest of existence and undermines 
the integrity of our selfhood, if by that we mean an illusory, coherent 
‘I’ independent of this process. If there is a forgotten/repressed compo
nent of our existence that it is the task of psychoanalysis to draw into the 
light, it is this. 
So psychoanalysis places orthe doxa at the centre. But here we arrive at the 

distinct challenge it has created for itself. Is psychoanalysis itself a form of 
orthe doxa? For Freud, it is clear, the theoretical quest is bound to the idea 
and ideals of science (i.e. episteme), the legacy of his training in medicine and 
neuropathology under pioneering physiologists such as Ernst Brücke. Yet, 
as much as psychoanalysis may aspire to the status of rational ‘science’, it is  
science that must be practised, and this clinical practice is nothing more or 
less than talking. The paradoxical status of psychoanalytic theory is reflected 
in Lacan’s tortuous attempt to situate it: 

Everything which takes effect in the field of analytic action precedes 
the constitution of knowledge, which doesn’t change the fact that in 
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operating in this field we have constituted a knowledge, and one 
which has even proved itself to be exceptionally efficacious. 

(Lacan, 1991a, p. 19) 

Analysis, to be effective, must slip in before knowledge constitutes itself – 
before the patient grasps onto a particular explanation, settles into a new 
fantasy. But psychoanalytic theory itself is a form of knowledge, and an 
efficacious one. The fact that there are two epistemological scenes here – 
the clinic and the seminar – complicates things. Language is central to both 
the construction and communication of psychoanalytic theory (it is language 
in which it arises) and its practice in the clinic. But, Lacan suggests, the 
theory should make us generally wary of the constitution of knowledge by 
language, because this ‘constitution’, akin to our own constitution from 
doxa, is at the root of any problems we may wish to solve. 
Lacan’s epistemological sensitivity is overarching: it is not just psycho

analysis, but all ‘knowledges’ that suppress the very process by which they 
have come into being. The error is to think that the discovery of a truth is 
akin to coming across something static, eternal, pre-existing the quest itself. 
This fundamental error 

exists in all knowledge, in as much as it is only a crystallization of the 
symbolic activity, and once constituted, it forgets it. In all knowledge 
once constituted there is a dimension of error, which is the forgetting 
of the creative function of truth in its nascent form. 

(Lacan, 1991a, p. 19) 

Knowledge obliterates its own creation, presenting itself as apparently 
timeless, and this is reason enough to treat it cautiously. ‘The knowledge to 
which truth comes to be knotted must actually be endowed with its own 
inertia’ (Lacan, 1991a, p. 4). All this is announced before an audience of 
trainee analysts, present for education and instruction. Their chosen area of 
expertise is not only prey to this phenomenon, Lacan asserts, but one of the 
most vulnerable: ‘Nowhere is this degradation more obvious than in 
psychoanalysis.’ And the more we know, the greater the risks. ‘All of you 
are taught in a more or less pre-digested form in the so-called institutes of 
psychoanalysis – sadistic, anal stages etc.’, Lacan notes disparagingly: 

It would be stupid for a psychoanalyst systematically to neglect them, 
but he must be aware of the fact that that isn’t the dimension in which 
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he operates. He must fashion himself, come to be at ease in a domain 
other than the one where what in his experience is slowly constituted 
out of knowledge is deposited, laid down. 

(Lacan, 1991a, p. 4) 

A dull process of accretion – ‘constituted … deposited, laid down’ – is 
opposed to the dynamic ‘operates.’ This leads directly, a moment later, to 
Lacan’s comment on the ‘two sorts of public’, those who follow his semi
nars and those outside who are defined by an already constituted set of 
beliefs. But what is this other domain in which the analyst must come to be 
‘at ease’, must ‘fashion himself’, with a sense of aristocratic areté? 
With regards to the position of psychoanalysis – how it operates – Lacan 

reaches, finally, for a comparison to something beyond both the philosopher 
and the unruly crowd. Surprisingly, perhaps, Lacan compares the analyst to 
two political leaders of antiquity: Themistocles and Pericles. ‘In the end, for 
Socrates, though not necessarily for Plato, if Themistocles and Pericles were 
great men, it was because they were good psychoanalysts’ (Lacan, 1991a, p. 4). 
The reason Lacan gives is that their interpretations had an effect. They 
made truth their own to serve a specific purpose in a specific circumstance: 

To give the reply that one has to in response to an event in so far as it 
is significant, in so far as it is a function of symbolic exchange between 
human beings – it could be the order given to the fleet to leave Piraeus – 
is to give the right interpretation. And to give the right interpretation 
at the right moment, that’s to be a good analyst. 

(Lacan, 1991a, p. 20) 

Themistocles was offered an oracle suggesting that Athens should build a 
wooden wall and interpreted it as the need to build up a navy.12 This was 
central to their military success. Interpretation here is not a demonstration 
of objective knowledge or convention, it is a tool with which to break 
through to something new, to change the situation. Pericles, famous as a 
statesman and great political leader, also bluffed his way through a critical 
historical moment, using supposed astronomical knowledge to calm the crew 
of 100 Athenian ships when faced with an eclipse, before leading them to 
plunder the coasts of the Peloponnese (Plutarch, Pericles, XXXV).13 

This brings us back to the issue of elitism. Mannoni speaks up again, 
arguing that Pericles and Themistocles intervened successfully due to their 
high social status, because ‘they were so well-integrated into their social 
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milieu’ (Lacan, 1991a, p. 20) and questioning the implications. Lacan’s 
response is ambiguous and perhaps a little self-conscious: ‘It is obvious that 
at that time it was only the masters who made history …. It is precisely 
because only gentlemen [English in original] have something to say in this 
story that they find the right words’ (pp. 20–21). Mastery as a position to be 
exploited will inform Lacan’s thinking on both practicing and teaching 
analysis over the next decades. But, as the context here shows, it is an odd 
mastery, defined by bluff, opposition to convention and, more even than 
that, by not having, by definition, any fixed place amongst the authorities 
of society. Socrates ‘misses out on orthe doxa’ by dint of episteme, Lacan 
notes, then adds cryptically, ‘Maybe he wasn’t altogether there at the time?’ 
This is elucidated in Seminar VIII when Lacan (2015, p. 10) explores the 
concept of Socrates’ atopia. 

Wasn’t his behaviour truly insane and scandalous, despite the praise
worthy light his disciples devotedly cast on it by emphasizing its heroic 
facets? It is clear that they could not but record a major characteristic of 
Socrates that Plato himself qualified with a term that has remained 
famous to those who have taken up the problem of Socrates: his atopia 
within the order of the city. 

(p. 10) 

It is in Book VI of the Republic that Plato argues that philosophers only ever 
emerge on the basis of atopic conditions, from the Greek atopos meaning 
‘out of place’. These ‘eccentric’ or delocalizing conditions include exile; 
being born in a small city; being in a precarious state of health; possessing a 
divine sign (see Badiou, 2006). The anti-civic threat of Socrates’ atopia is 
brought back into discussion by Hegel (1974). He sees Socrates’ atopic passion 
for truth as a pivotal intellectual moment, one that moves philosophy’s 
focus from the ethical life of the community to the inner life of the indi
vidual. Hence Hegel’s description of Socrates as ‘the ruin of Athens.’ 
Socrates ruins Athens by placing the key to universal truth within each 
man, instituting a rift with merely conventional morality, demanding we 
search for a truth beyond the truths we’re given. 
An inevitable division opens up between this radical Socrates and a Plato 

who does build institutions, does write, does concern himself with the 
politics of society. For Nietzsche, Socratism – the protests of the barefoot 
rebel – becomes a splinter of slave morality haunting a Plato who ‘was 
really too noble’ for such a thing, a master rather than a cowardly moralist 
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(on Plato’s argument that immorality equates simply to an error of under
standing, Nietzsche comments: ‘This way of reasoning smells of the mob’).14 

For Lacan, it is the outreaching Plato who can often smell of the mob. And 
this division within Plato, between the crowd-pleasing icon and the sub
versive iconoclast, will prove valuable to Lacan as he seeks to rescue Freud’s 
theories from Freud himself.15 

Teaching beyond the pleasure principle 

Psychoanalysis against nature 

Please read Freud. You are going to have three weeks. And while 
worshipping the Golden Calf, keep a small book of the law in your hand, 
read Beyond the Pleasure Principle. 

Jacques Lacan (1991a, p. 60) 

It would not be much of an exaggeration to say that Lacan’s return to 
Freud is a return to Beyond the Pleasure Principle. The only qualification 
would be that Lacan in fact reads the essay’s message throughout the 
entirety of Freud’s output, recasting Freudian theory through its prism. The 
pleasure principle had asserted that humans pursue what they consider 
pleasurable. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud considers an aspect of 
human psychology apparently at odds with this tendency. Why do we 
repeat unpleasant things? Freud’s investigation is prompted by patients’ 
obsessive revisiting of traumatic incidents (the effects of war trauma in parti
cular), but also such phenomena as masochism, anxiety dreams, the failure 
of patients to progress while in analysis, as well as a more general impulse to 
repeat, seen as much in self-defeating life-patterns as in infantile games. 
What sort of logic could account for an instinct such as this? The question 
leads Freud to formulate what he terms the ‘death drive’, a force opposed to 
eros, the pleasure-seeking life instinct, one that seeks to return to a stasis; 
that betrays a logic ‘beyond the Pleasure Principle’. 
The essay serves as a talisman for Lacan. If Freud himself is the ‘golden 

calf’, then Beyond the Pleasure Principle becomes the true God, the Law that 
marks obedience and intellectual discipline, eschewing the easy pleasures of 
idolatry. At a time when Beyond the Pleasure Principle was frequently seen as 
an embarrassing, speculative excursion, one that could be left out of 
orthodox psychoanalytic theory, Lacan (2007) declares that it is the 
‘touchstone of mediocrity of analysts, whether they reject it or disfigure it’ 
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(p. 285). In ‘Subversion of the subject’, Lacan states that ‘to evade the death 
instinct in [Freud’s] doctrine is not to know his doctrine at all’ (p. 679). 
Lacan’s fidelity will set him apart, a fidelity to its obscurity and complexity. 
He declares, ‘It is always best to begin to tackle questions at their most 
difficult point …. That’s why I wanted to begin with Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle’ (1991a, p. 21). 
Freud’s essay, with its  formulation of the  death drive, allows  Lacan to  

separate man, and therefore his ego, from any logic of self-preservation 
and fulfilment. Why should mankind, displaying the most developed 
sense of self of all  animals,  have  such  an  uncertain grip  on  self-interest? 
Patterns of behaviour and forms of desire that don’t reflect a logic that can 
be extrapolated from nature demand an alternative logic to explain them, 
one Lacan will identify with structures of language and association found 
uniquely within the human unconscious. This is what makes Freud’s essay 
important, not in spite of the challenge it presents (‘No other text so 
profoundly questions the very meaning of life’) but because of it (Lacan, 
1991a, p. 24). 
These concerns lie behind a very different use of Plato in Seminar II. The 

Plato Lacan needs here is one who represents the origin of a mistake: the 
instinctive appeal of what is good. For, while the Socrates of the Meno is 
valuable for bringing epistemological concerns to light, the system of 
his disciple teaches an order of values according to which mankind can find 
its correct bearings. Lacan’s turn away from Plato in the second seminar is 
worth quoting at length because it exposes the interconnected ideas with 
which he is working – starting, of course, with the vexed issue of teaching: 

Pedagogical procedures belong to a completely alien register to that of 
analytic experience. I’m not saying that they are without value, or that 
they might not be made to play an essential role in the Republic – we 
need only refer to Plato. 
One may want to fit man in to a harmonious, natural mode of 

functioning, one may want to get him to connect the stages of his 
development, allow him the free blossoming of what in his organism, 
reaches, in its own time, maturity, and to give to each of these stages its 
time for play, then its time for adaptation, time for stabilization …. An  
entire anthropology can be ordered around this. But is that the 
anthropology that justifies psychoanalyses, that is to say, sticking them 
on a couch so that they can tell us a lot of bloody nonsense? What’s 
the relation between that and gymnastics, music? Would Plato have 
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understood what psychoanalysis was about? No, he wouldn’t have 
understood it, despite appearances, because at this point there’s an  
abyss, a fault, and this is what we are in the process of looking for, with 
Beyond the Pleasure Principle. 

(Lacan, 1991a, p. 85) 

Beyond the Pleasure Principle divides Plato from psychoanalysis. The natural – 
‘harmonious’, ‘stages’, ‘blossoming’, ‘adaptation’ – is set against language 
(‘nonsense’), the medium which makes humans human. To think otherwise is 
to fundamentally misunderstand the nature and implications of the uncon
scious, its relation to language and the abyss this places between man and 
any concept of the natural. 
There is a context to Lacan’s defiant adherence to Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle. In his ‘Seminar on the purloined letter’ (1966), even though many 
analysts ‘do not hesitate to reject’ Beyond the Pleasure Principle as ‘superfluous 
and even risky speculation’, 

It is nevertheless difficult to consider this text – which serves as a pre
lude to the new topography represented by the terms ‘ego’, ‘id’, and 
‘superego’, which have become as prevalent in the work of theorists as 
in the popular mind – to be an excursion, much less a faux pas, in  
Freudian doctrine. 

(Lacan, 2007, p. 33)16 

The theorists associated here with the popular mind in their use of ‘ego’, 
‘id’ and ‘superego’ are those in the school of Ego Psychology, a reading of 
Freud’s late theory (e.g. The Ego and the Id, 1923) that Lacan is at pains to 
distance himself from. The émigré ego psychologists of New York, such as 
Heinz Hartmann and Rudolf Loewenstein, posited two main forces in human 
life: a hedonistic pleasure principle and a reality principle that challenged it, 
representing the difficulties and obstacles a subject faces in trying to have 
their way (see Hartmann, 1958). Psychoanalysis, for these practitioners, 
must strengthen the subject to endure this clash, balancing psychological 
demands and synthesizing response. This is where ‘adaptation’ comes in. 
Hartmann’s Ego Psychology and the Problem of Adaptation was published in 
1939. All stress the importance of a unified, conflict-free ego. 
It is this specific definition of ‘the ego’ that Seminar II seeks to under

mine, and Beyond the Pleasure Principle will be Lacan’s weapon. This is why, 
although the official title of Seminar II is ‘The Ego in Freud’s Theory and in 
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the Technique of Psychoanalysis’, Beyond the Pleasure Principle is the text 
Lacan returns to most often.17 The fact that Freud writes The Ego and the 
Id and Beyond the Pleasure Principle at a similar moment in his career 
provides Lacan with evidence that he was pursuing anything but a simple, 
self-interested ego. 

What Freud introduced from 1920 on are additional notions, which 
were at that time necessary to maintain the principle of the decentring 
of the subject. But far from being understood as it should have been, 
there was a general rush, exactly like the kids getting out of school – 
Ah! Our nice little ego is back again! It all makes sense now! We’re now back 
on the well-beaten paths of general psychology … 
Mr. Hartmann, psychoanalysis’s cherub, announces the great news to 

us, so that we can sleep soundly – the existence of the autonomous ego. 
(Lacan, 1991a, p. 11) 

‘Decentring’ is the word Lacan uses to describe the effect of Socrates’ 
division of truth and knowledge five pages earlier in the seminar (‘Here already 
there is a decentring’, p.  5).  ‘Decentring’ is opposed to an easy understanding 
that leads to sleep – a vision of the autonomous ego that is easy to grasp 
because it seems to chime with so many schools of thought. Here, the ‘well
beaten paths of general psychology’ include all the fields that would try to 
understand man according to natural instinct and biological need. The work of 
one leading proponent of ego psychology, David Rapaport (1960), provided a 
means to apparently connect this analytic approach back to a basis in biology. 
Ethology, the scientific study of animal behaviour (its name derived from 
ethos, meaning character), also looms large in the second seminar.18 But the 
well-beaten paths lead back to Plato and Aristotle. 
Plato is important here for establishing ego psychology as a bigger con

ceptual mistake than a mere schism within psychoanalysis might suggest: 
one with deep roots and broad implications. Modern science (often via 
Plato’s disciple Aristotle) smuggles Platonic assumptions of the good, the right, 
the harmonious back into common belief. Psychologists of the behaviourist 
school, for example, are concerned with nothing less than ‘how one in 
effect fixes the level, the low-water mark, by which to measure the perfection, 
or areté of [the] species’ (Lacan, 1991a, p. 8). Where Plato introduced an 
artisan god to underwrite design and goodness in the world, Aristotle 
grounded form (and formal virtue) in function. But a faith in there being a 
rational logic to human behaviour persists, and with it the potential of 
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locating correct behaviour. In the twentieth century, this mingles with post-
Darwinian thought undetected (see Barnes, 1995). This is why, when Lacan 
wants to demonstrate the novelty of his approach, he traces the deep, 
commonplace misunderstandings he is countering back to Plato himself. 
Human desire cannot be tweaked until it recovers a natural harmony 

comparable to music (as a figure like Erixymachus in the Symposium would 
like).19 Against ‘an entire anthropology’ that seeks common, harmonious 
forms underlying music and mankind is the simple phenomenon of repetition – 
repetitive desire – presented by Beyond the Pleasure Principle. This demands 
further caution with regards to any identification between psychoanalysis 
and Platonic maieutics, for repetition must not be confused with any mean
ingful return such as the reminiscence of eternal truths on which Socrates 
will found his epistemology. 
Speech – ‘sticking them on a couch so that they can tell us a lot of 

bloody nonsense’ – may be the medium of analysis, but it does not grant us 
access to a truth buried deep within us. Instead, in the ‘depths’ we discover 
external structures of language and history. Rather than leading us to the hidden 
heart of a unified subject, it shatters the very concept. Repetition ‘vacillates 
beyond all the biological mechanisms of equilibration, of harmonization 
and of agreement. It is only introduced by the register of language, by the 
function of the symbol’ (Lacan, 1991a, p. 90). The importance of Plato’s 
role in establishing the distinctive implications of repetition is felt again nine 
years later. Now at the École des Hautes Études, and having been told by the 
IPA that he was to be struck off their list of training analysts, Lacan is still 
using the comparison to emphasize what is distinct about psychoanalysis: 
recollection is not Platonic reminiscence, ‘it is not the return of a form, an 
imprint, a eidos of beauty and good, a supreme truth, coming to us from the 
beyond. It is something that comes to us from the structural necessities … at 
the level of the structure of the signifier’ (Lacan, 1977, p. 47).20 

As heard here, it is not just the function of memory that is qualified by 
the signifier but the place of truth itself: 

It isn’t an accident that Plato places reminiscence at the centre of his entire 
theory of knowledge. That natural object, the harmonic correspondent of 
the living being, is recognizable because its outline has already been sket
ched. And for it to have been sketched, it must already have been within 
the object, which is going to join itself to it. That is the relation of the 
dyad. Plato’s entire theory of knowledge is dyadic. 

(Lacan, 1991a, p. 87) 
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Lacan (1991a, 2007) refers to this ‘dyadic’ account of Plato’s on several 
occasions to distinguish an alternative model. Truth, for Plato, is a product 
of harmonious reciprocity. Lacan presents this as a ‘myth’ according to 
which we might be united with the world beyond us; a deeply ingrained 
fantasy of truth as correspondence. This comforting vision is felt even more 
keenly in the Neo-Platonic depiction of knowledge as union or return to 
the One (see Koyré, 1943, 1950). This fantasy of knowledge survives until 
the time of Descartes (according to a narrative of intellectual history that 
Lacan derives from Koyré). Descartes’ cogito exposes the true situation in 
which we find ourselves: the reduction of knowledge to a pure point of 
consciousness jettisons any hope of intuitive access to wider truths. It is in 
Seminar XI that Lacan (1977) develops its implications at greatest length: 
‘the cogito marks … the break with every assurance conditioned by intuition’ 
(p. 261).21 Two consequences of this perspective will be crucial for Lacan’s 
investigations: one is the way it shifts focus onto how longingly we desire 
truth (and the unity of self and world it implies). The other is the need, if 
we are to imagine we know something, for there to be an authority who can 
guarantee this knowledge: a third party, whether this is a scientific system  or  
God, underwriting it. Descartes is forced to reintroduce the presence of a 
benign God to authenticate knowledge. Lacan describes the function of this 
third party as the big Other, a repository of truth and authority. This is the 
position that the patient views the analyst as occupying. Lacanian theory, 
therefore, must work hard to preserve a sense of the desired unity as a 
fantasy. Yet desire itself, the desire for episteme that placed Socrates so at 
odds with the world, is essential if we are to be led beyond the familiar. 
The question is: where does that leave the idea of teaching? 

Science, surprise, seduction 

Many of Lacan’s thoughts on desire generally have their origin in his 
thoughts on teaching and the seduction and desire it involves. Socrates helps 
crystallize these ideas. This concern is central to Seminar VIII’s analysis of 
the Symposium in relation to transference, but its concerns clearly emerge 
from Lacan’s consideration of the Meno six years earlier. Lacan pays particular 
attention to an episode at the end of the Symposium when the drunken 
young statesman Alcibiades bursts in and praises the enigmatic Socrates for 
the knowledge he has contained within him, like offerings (agalma) hidden 
inside the hollow statue of a god. For Lacan, Alcibiades demonstrates that 
the effect of Socrates is founded on wisdom he is believed to contain, more 
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than the explicit content of his teachings. From this mysterious, projected 
object of longing, Lacan will devise his theory of the objet petit a, the object 
cause of desire, but it emerges from a situation of teacher and disciple, and a 
desire for knowledge.22 Likewise, in Seminar X, when Lacan famously 
remarks that love involves giving something you do not have, it is in the 
context of looking back at the Symposium and this desire for Socrates and 
the wisdom he is purported to contain. Via Socrates, Lacan moves the 
analyst’s role from that of possessor of truth (whether this truth is episteme or 
doxa) to the one who is able to exploit and manipulate a position of 
presumed knowledge. This applies to a teacher as well, if not more so. 
But how to effect this transference? By creating a sense of a quest, of longing; 

by remaining devoted to a truth that is out there, in spite of reservations Lacan 
may have when it appears to have arrived. Socrates himself ‘aims only at 
truth’ (Lacan, 2015, p. 82). Socrates is driven to atopia by love, love of 
wisdom; ‘he is a “philo-sopher” in the etymological sense of the word’ 
(Hadot, 1995, p. 57). It is this that necessitates psychoanalysis remain 
aligned with science after all, with the troublesome love of episteme. 

This is what any investigation does which, at the outset of the philo
sophical approach, tends to articulate itself as science, and Plato teaches 
us, rightly or wrongly, faithfully or unfaithfully, that this was what 
Socrates was doing. Socrates demanded that we not be content with 
that to which we have this innocent relation known as doxa, and 
which is – why not, for God’s sake? – sometimes right, but rather that 
we ask why, that we be satisfied only by the assured truth which he 
calls episteme: science, knowledge that provides its reasons. This, Plato 
tells us, was the point of Socrates’ philosophein. 

(Lacan, 2015, p. 44) 

The rigor of science is seductive: ‘What might surprise us is the seductive 
power of such a severe discourse, which is attested to us here and there in 
one or another of the dialogues’ (pp. 82–83). And the idea of a seduction 
into wisdom via mystery would not have seemed so odd in Ancient Greece. 
In the slave boy episode of the Meno, the classicist W. K. C. Guthrie (1968) 
hears a Plato heavily under the influence of mystical cult leader Pythagoras, 
the tone of the fictional Socrates becoming more solemn as he introduces 
the doctrine of ‘certain priests and priestesses and many of the inspired 
poets’ (p. 17). This is an initiation into the mysteries that will be explored 
further in the Phaedo and Phaedrus; Lacan (2015) himself notes in Seminar 
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VIII that Pythagorism holds an ‘essential role and function’ in any attempt 
at understanding Platonic thought’ (p. 68). 
Teaching should create and maintain wonder, like the mystery cults. 

Science can be defined by wonder. This is why Lacan, contrary to what we 
might expect, seeks to preserve the tenor of scientific quest in Freud’s own 
researches, compared to those who would rather psychoanalysis relinquish its 
claims to scientific  status and  align itself with philosophy,  literature  or  even  
myth. Lacan’s employment of structuralism, mathematization and topology 
all serve a similar purpose, communicating thoroughness and exactitude, 
positing an object of knowledge behind the teaching that is at once pro
found and precise. Lacan (2007) presents psychoanalysis’s concern with the 
symbolic function as the approach that ‘situates us at the heart of the 
movement that is establishing a new order of the sciences’. And he seeks 
out the approval of Plato again: ‘This new order simply signifies a return to 
a notion of true science whose credentials are already inscribed in a tradition 
that begins with Plato’s Theaetetus’ (p. 235; see also 1977, p. 47). 
This is one of several occasions that Lacan identifies the rigour of structuralism 

with Plato’s dialogue  Theaetetus. The  Theaetetus is the only Platonic dialogue 
devoted to the question of what knowledge actually is. But the three definitions 
Plato explores are each  shown to be unsatisfactory.  As  such, it is  aporetic, it ends  
in an impasse (210c; cf. 183a5, 187a1). The emphasis, as before, is wonder 
(thaumezein). This, Plato explains in the Theaetetus, is the only true beginning of 
philosophy (155d). It is the chief attribute of the philosopher. 
Lacan repeatedly emphasizes the need to preserve a sense of wonder. ‘The 

truth is always new’, he states in his ‘Presentation on psychical causality’, 
inspired by a passing reference to Plato’s Parmenides: ‘For neither Socrates nor 
Descartes, nor Marx, nor Freud, can be “gone beyond”, insofar as they carried 
out their research with the passion to unveil that has an object: truth’ (2007, 
p. 157). To achieve this it is necessary to rid oneself of predetermined ideas. 
This is the task: to unsettle preconceptions even among those who think 
they already know, whether these regard Platonic parallels or anything else. 
Dull ‘understanding’ – the static knowledge we’ve seen criticized above – is 
best defended against by preserving curiosity. This is certainly important for 
the analyst when confronted by a patient. Lacan (1991a) identifies ‘two 
dangers in anything related to the understanding of our clinical domain’. 

The first is not to be sufficiently curious. Children are taught that 
curiosity is a terrible fault, and on the whole, it’s true,  we  aren’t curious,  
and it isn’t easy to generate this feeling in an automatic way. 
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The second is to understand. We always understand too much, 
especially in analysis. Most of the time, we’re fooling ourselves. 

(p. 103) 

This clearly extends beyond the clinic to a general distaste for ‘knowledge’ 
as something monolithic and unselfconscious, ‘democratic’ perhaps yet 
intellectually and ideologically supine. If Lacan’s Socrates (‘my inconvenient 
Socrates’) is anti-civic, that is because the civic and the ethical are not one 
and the same. Socrates’ fatal mistake, Lacan (2015) notes, was to swim 
against the tide of the masses: ‘Everyone knows that one has to wait for the 
masses before making the slightest wave on the shore of justice, for they 
will necessarily arrive there tomorrow. This is how astonishment works – 
things get chalked up to wrongdoing [faute]’ (p. 11). In the eyes of the 
masses, what is astonishing appears as a fault. 
Lacan continues: given that, 

in the social bond, opinions have no place if they are not borne out by 
all that ensures the city’s equilibrium, and thus Socrates not only did 
not have his place – he was no place …. what is so surprising about the 
fact that it resulted in a death sentence? 

(p. 10) 

Then, in a typically audacious act of association, he bridges Socrates’ death 
sentence with the intellectual quest that led Freud to formulate the death 
drive: ‘As for Freud, on the other hand, wasn’t it in strict accordance 
with the rigour of his path that he discovered the death drive? It too was 
quite scandalous, albeit less costly to Freud himself’ (p. 10). And Lacan 
returns us to thaumasios – wonder, astonishment – linking their techniques. 

‘Are we dealing with the death drive or dialectic?’ My answer is ‘Yes.’ 
Yes, if the one brings the other with it and astonishes you. 
I am willing to admit that I’m getting off track, that I need not take 

you through all the most far-reaching paradoxes, and that by doing so 
at the outset, I am making sure you are astonished – if you weren’t 
already – by Freud if not by Socrates. 
If you are unwilling to be astonished by anything, these paradoxes 

will undoubtedly prove simple to resolve. 
(p. 11) 
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An atopic Socrates, finally, is needed for an atopic Freud. A position 
counter to social equilibrium dramatizes a teaching intended to startle. 
Cherish the impasses, Lacan suggests. Beware answers. This, of course, is 
difficult when teaching relates to a body of knowledge like psychoanalysis, 
with institutions, examinations, qualifications, dictionaries, conferences, 
associations. This is where the style of the seminar comes in: always 
promising, never handing over anything predigested. 
There is a general reason for this. As Lacan (2007) puts it: ‘A truth, if it 

must be said, is not easy to recognize once it has become received’ (p. 340). 
Lacan’s students are already immersed in both psychoanalytic and philosophical 
learning, but the effect is to insulate them from his teaching: ‘Of their philo
sophy [classes] most have retained but a grab-bag of phrases – a catechism gone 
haywire – which anaesthetizes them from being surprised by truth’ (p. 709). 
Yet, Lacan asserts, a psychoanalyst addressing psychoanalysts must be 

especially alert to the dangers of premature understanding. In ‘Position of 
the Unconscious’,  as he considers  the effect of language on the subject, a sub
ject spoken by language and ‘sealed’ into it so that he or she remains oblivious 
to its determining effect, Lacan proposes the necessity for psychoanalysis to be 
extra cautious: Any discourse ‘is within its rights to consider itself not 
responsible for this effect’ – that is, ‘any discourse except that of the teacher 
when he addresses psychoanalysts’ (2007, p. 709). ‘I have always considered 
myself accountable for such an effect,’ he continues, ‘and, while unequal to 
the task of guarding against it, it was the secret prowess of each of my 
“seminars”.’ Then he adds: ‘For the people who come to hear me are not 
the first communicants Plato exposed to Socrates’ questioning’ (p. 709). 
The importance of the seminar itself is clear. In Seminar XX, one of 

Lacan’s most extended considerations of the play of knowledge and ignor
ance, Lacan (1998) concludes that ‘there is no contradiction between my 
position as an analyst and what I do here’ (p. 2). Roudinesco (2014) argues 
that the equation between therapy and seminar was acknowledged, ‘to the 
extent that for his analysands attendance at the seminar was equivalent to a 
session’ (p. 95). 
The disorientating form of the seminars responds to a general theoretical 

concern about knowledge and authority, but this is also a personal issue 
bound to the stage Lacan’s career has reached. The fact that so many of 
Lacan’s ideas were already circulating in more or less misunderstood form as he 
was teaching is a constant unspoken influence on his style. While it is 
possible, and some have tried, to distinguish early, middle and late seminars 
there is a real sense in which they are all ‘late’. Lacan presented his first 
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report on the ‘mirror phase’ at the Congress of the International Psycho
analytical Association in 1936. The seminar series began in private in 1952 
and became public in 1953, 17 years later, after the fame of the mirror stage 
has spread. When the ‘first’ seminar occurs, Lacan is 51, and the mirror 
stage has appeared in Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949) and 
Franz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks (1952) alongside references to the 
‘Other’.23 In the second seminar, Lacan (1991a) expresses his concern to 
Lefèbvre-Pontalis: ‘The mirror stage isn’t a magic word. It’s already a bit 
dated. Since I put it out in 1936, it’s about twenty years old. It’s beginning 
to be in need of a bit of renovation’ (p. 102). Soon Lacan would have a 
new generation arriving at his psychoanalytic work via the Marxist-
Psychoanalytic synthesis of Louis Althusser. It is no surprise, then, if Lacan’s 
immediate concern is reclarifying his theory and the demands it makes of its 
audience. 
The interactive, confrontational drama of the seminar provides a solution 

of sorts. There is one instance when Lacan is happy to draw a parallel with 
the open, questioning process of maieutics. It is no longer psychoanalytic 
treatment that is being compared, however, but his seminar: ‘I know it  was  
our first meeting, and that it is always hard to knit something into a dialogue. 
It really is an art, a maieutics …. The important thing is that it is still with us, 
alive and open’ (Lacan, 1991a, p. 14). The seminars provided Lacan with a 
space in which to teach in an ‘alive and open’ way. It allowed him both to 
tantalize his audience with the promise of new revelations while drawing 
attention back to their own desire. It was a special occasion for special 
people, a form of its own. In a telling moment of Seminar VIII, Lacan  (2015)  
picks up on an exchange in the Symposium: Agathon, the great tragedian, 
‘announces some hesitation, fear, and intimidation too’ at speaking before 
the men gathered for the symposium. Socrates compares this to Agathon’s 
recent triumph on the tragic stage and suggests that the difference is because 
on the tragic stage he is addressing ‘a crowd, a throng’ and that here it is a 
question of something else. ‘Here, by goodness, we don’t know very well 
what we’re getting into’ (p. 111). 
The question concerns how one communicates in an elite (intellectually 

open) space, with the demands on the teacher – and effects on the audience – 
involved. This ideal of the seminar as an exclusive event had been preserved 
for Lacan through the example of Kojève’s seminars on Hegel. There are 
several similarities between Lacan’s seminar and Kojève’s that are worth 
noting. Both grew through word of mouth and were initially confined to a 
relatively small circle (Macey, 1988). In both, foreign texts played a 
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significant part in the overall purpose and seductive effect of the seminar. 
Kojève’s lectures at the École Pratique des Hautes Études between 1933 
and 1939 marked the beginning of Hegelian studies in France.24 It was only 
in 1939 and 1941 that two volumes of Jean Hyppolite’s translation of The 
Phenomenology of Spirit appeared. In the 1950s, one of the factors that 
enhanced Lacan’s status was the poverty of the existing French translation of 
Freud’s work (see Webster, 2002). Lacan’s use of Freud’s German, his 
insistence on the return, not just to Freud, but to the sacred text of the 
Gessamelte Werke, is a key part of his intellectual armory.25 

Both Kojève and Lacan resisted publishing their ideas. We have seen the 
ways in which Lacan’s seminars were self-consciously constructed to keep 
ideas ‘alive and open’, and the figure of Socrates cements the association of 
this quality with speech rather than writing. But it is a Socrates we only 
know through texts. Ultimately, of course, Plato’s overarching project is 
manifest not just in the Academy, but also the written dialogues that 
preserve his mentor. That these are literary artifacts unlike any others sug
gests the complexity of this transition, its dangers but also creative oppor
tunities. Inevitably, it is a precedent on Lacan’s mind as he finally accepts 
the transformation of his seminars into their own unique printed form. 

Snobs, mobs and poubellication: writing resistance 

On the cover of a collection I brought out … I found nothing better to 
write than the word Écrits. 

It is rather well known that those Écrits cannot be read easily. I can make 
a little autobiographical admission – that is exactly what I thought. I 
thought perhaps it goes that far, I thought they were not meant to be read. 

Jacques Lacan (1998, p. 26) 

Socrates never writes. He tells the story of the ancient Egyptian god 
Theuth, inventor of the alphabet, and what the god and king Ammon 
(Thamus in Greek) said to Theuth about his invention: It will encourage 
forgetfulness, excess trust in external, written characters, in what is merely 
the semblance of truth. ‘They will be hearers of many things and will have 
learned nothing; they will appear to be omniscient and will generally know 
nothing; they will be tiresome company, having the show of wisdom 
without the reality’ (Plato, Phaedrus, 274b–276a). But we read this in a text. 
It survives, thanks to Plato, and survives in a remarkable form. 
In the following section I explore the extent of Lacan’s conflict over 

publication. It is a conflict because Lacan senses opportunity as well as 
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danger. In the quotation above, concerning the Écrits, ‘cannot be read 
easily’ is identified with ‘not meant to be read’, but the two are not identical. 
It is inevitable that Plato-Socrates will become involved in Lacan’s conflicted 
feelings about writing, as well as teaching more broadly. Plato’s exceptionally 
slippery literary creations provide Lacan with another stimulating precedent 
in relation to how we might respond to an impasse. 
Superficially, Lacan’s comments on publishing display a disdain for the 

whole thing. Lacan revives a snobbery about ‘publication’ that was pre
valent at the dawn of printing, expressed by those aristocrats who preferred 
to circulate work by manuscript and saw the printing of a text with one’s 
name on, sent out into the world to be read by anyone who laid hands on 
it, as vulgar.26 Lacan (1991b) is clearly well aware of this tradition when he 
comments on the anonymous contributions to his journal, Sciliciet, 

It is very curious that the non-signed should appear paradoxical, 
whereas of course over the centuries all the honest men there have 
been have always at least acted as if someone had torn their manu
script from their hands, as if someone had played a dirty trick on 
them. No one expected to be sent a note of congratulations on 
publication. 

(p. 191) 

Of course, central to anxieties about publication was the way the act of 
publishing moved material from an elite circle to the masses. A note of 
snobbery arises regularly in Lacan’s thoughts on the relationship between 
psychoanalytic theory and society beyond. He describes Freud’s Three Essays 
on the Theory of Sexuality as ‘covered over for the masses by so many pseudo-
biological glosses’ (the more elite ‘Lacanian’ Freud, of course, is defined by a 
less pseudo-biological theory) (2007, pp. 431–432). The degradation of 
Freud’s theory of the ego, id and superego, the fact that ‘the current use of 
these terms is bastardized and even ass-backwards’, is evident ‘in the fact 
that the theorist and the man on the street use them identically’ (p. 33). He 
dismisses rival theories concerning feminine sexuality as signifying ‘nothing 
preferable to what the hoi polloi give us’ (p. 613). 
Lacan (1998) makes his feelings felt in Joycean somersaults of linguisterie 

that themselves force attention to the limitations of print: 

That is why … when I forget myself (m’oublie) to the point of publishing 
(p’oublier), in other words, of forgetting everything (tout-blier) – the 
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whole (tout) has something to do with it – I deserve to have to put up 
with people talking about me and not at all about my book. 

(p. 61) 

Being talked about: if there is a fate worse than the academy it is this. To 
become a fashionable name contributing to the chatter. The context for this 
complaint is a distinction he is drawing between truth (‘the whole’ and 
therefore impossible, inexpressible) and language, the ‘other’ pleasure granted 
us in its place. But he cannot keep an autobiographical note from creeping 
in. The translator, Bruce Fink, noting echoes lost in the conversion from oral 
seminar to published text, writes that p’oublier, as well as evoking forgetting 
(oublier) and publishing (publier) echoes rubbish bin (poubelle). 
If there is genuine anger here, it is bound to a situation in which Lacan might 

be gulped down by anyone interested in psychoanalysis at the very moment 
when he is being excluded from all official institutions of psychoanalysis. 

In my own case, what wound up being written – that is, typed up on the 
basis of the stenography – concerning what I had said about ethics seemed 
more than utilizable by the people who were, nevertheless, simultaneously 
engaged in pointing me out to the attention of the Internationale de psycho
analyse with the result that is well known. They would have liked to see 
preserved, all the same, my reflections on what psychoanalysis brings with  
it by way of ethics. It would have been sheer profit [for them]  – I would  
have sunk to the bottom while The Ethics of Psychoanalysis would have 
stayed afloat …. I stopped my  Ethics from being published. I refused to 
allow it to come out because I’m not going to try to convince people who 
want nothing to do with me. One must not convince. 

(Lacan, 1998, pp. 52–53)27 

Why not? Hubris, certainly. Perhaps because convincing encourages con
viction, a closed-mindedness Lacan seeks to avoid. There is a similar danger, 
a phenomenon Lacan terms ‘university discourse’. Here, again, Kojève, and 
Kojève’s own disdain for publication, is on his mind. In 1972’s defiantly 
complex paper L’étourdit, Lacan (2009) includes a footnote in which a dis
tinction becomes clear between teaching (as intervention) and knowledge, 
belonging to institutions: 

Kojève whom I hold to be my master for having initiated me into 
Hegel … only philosophized under the title of the university discourse 
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into which he had settled provisionally, but knowing well that 
knowledge only functioned there as a semblance and treating it as such: 
he showed this in all sorts of ways, handing over his notes to whoever 
could profit from them and posthumously showing his derision for the 
whole adventure. 

(p. 42)28 

‘University discourse’ constitutes one of the four discourses parsed in Seminar 
XVII, alongside the discourse of the master, the hysteric and the analyst. 
These are presented as four equations by which we might understand four 
different relationships between authority, knowledge and desire. University 
discourse describes the use of supposedly ‘objective’, ‘neutral’ knowledge to 
acquire a position of power: power that is more often than not in the 
unacknowledged service of some greater ideology. But while it is fully 
elaborated in 1969, we have seen how the roles of Plato and Socrates allow 
Lacan to explore equivalent themes early in the seminar series. 
So, finally, the act of writing and publishing transforms an initiating 

‘master’ (Kojève) into an academic. In Seminar XVII, Lacan (1991b) con
siders the difficulty of translating his own theories into academic language 
and presents the medium not merely as a threat but as a fundamental 
alteration of his message: 

From a strictly academic motive, I say, flows the fact that the person 
who has translated me [into a thesis – Anika Lemaire], by virtue of 
having a background in the style, in the form of imposition of the 
university discourse, cannot do anything other, whether he believes he 
is commenting on me or not, than reverse my formula, that is, give it a 
significance that, it has to be said, is strictly contrary to the truth, 
without even any homology at all with what I claim. 

(p. 41) 

Not only miss, but reverse. What in his theory is profoundly altered? 
Lemaire synthesizes and clarifies Lacan’s thought – but loses the style. The 
question becomes how one might publish without becoming university 
discourse. 
Publication, for both Kojève and Lacan, was the work of a disciple. 

Raymond Queneau published Kojève’s Leçons d’introduction à la lecture de 
Hegel (1947) from notes taken in the seminars taught before the war. Into 
the place of tension between Lacan and publication came Jacques-Alain 
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Miller, a student of Althusser at the ENS and, when Lacan transferred his 
seminar to the university in 1964, a star contributor. If the fragment of Miller 
on Plato’s Academy that heads this chapter sounds eerily like Lacan himself – 
strident, allusive, elliptical – it may make us wonder exactly whose voice it is 
we hear in the seminars printed under Lacan’s name. Elizabeth Roudinesco’s 
(1997) exploration of this relationship and its controversies played a sig
nificant role in severing Lacanian biography from Lacanian theoretical work 
(led by Miller himself).29 David Macey (1988) has written on the complex 
status of the Écrits and the seminars: ‘The resultant text is as much Miller’s as  
it is Lacan’s. Chapter titles, headings and punctuation are all Miller’s; he is a 
joint signatory of the publisher’s contract and has the legal status of a 
co-author’ (p. 7). 
Speaking to the press after winning a court case against the review 

Littoral, which had printed several sessions of the eighth seminar, Miller 
(1985) appears to cast himself as Plato in his simultaneous act of codifying 
and ventriloquism: 

I observe that people don’t really catch onto a seminar until I have 
established it …. Until this work, which consists partly of editing but 
mostly of logicization, has been done, a seminar isn’t understood, apart 
from a grain gleaned here or there …. Counting for nothing means 
putting myself in a position where I can write ‘I’ and that ‘I’ is Lacan’s, 
an ‘I’ that continues the author and prolongs him beyond his death. 

(Libération, 14–15/12/85, quoted in Macey, 1988, p. 7) 

There is clearly a tension here, a supposed reduction of self to the point 
where one may appropriate another’s intellectual identity altogether, not as 
theft but a possession of sorts, allowing for the correct establishing of ideas 
within the original lectures. Yet an account that presented Lacan as purely 
hostile to publication, his seminars preserved only by Miller’s intervention, 
would be inaccurate. Lacan’s performed resistance to print needs to be 
qualified. 
The seminars are astonishingly crafted, both as weekly sessions and as a 

sequence of talks over several months. Lacan’s pride in his performance is 
evident throughout. Of the crisis that led to Seminar II, he writes in a letter 
to his former analyst, Rudolph Loewenstein: ‘I’ve only been able to survive 
[these months] by keeping going … my seminar of texts and supervision, 
without having once missed one, nor, I believe, without its inspiration or 
quality having in any way wavered.’ When his seminar of 1963 is cancelled 
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following a further schism, with the SFP this time, which had allowed 
Lacan’s name to be struck from the list of training analysts, he laments to 
those who have shown up for the first session that until the previous night 
he had thought ‘that I would be giving you this year what I have been 
dispensing for ten years now. My seminar for today was prepared with the 
same care as I have always devoted to it, every week, for the last ten years.’ 
The seminars are clearly stages on which he can perform the drama of his 
ongoing martyrdom, but the care he puts into them is unambiguous. In 
the second session of 1960 Lacan describes his audience ‘tasting. They are 
asking themselves: will it be a good year?’ (2015, p. 247). An aside in the 
second seminar reveals he has already planned the theme for the following 
year’s course. 
This is not care over an entirely transient phenomenon. Clément (1983) 

describes the seminars as Lacan’s ‘major work’ (p. 18). And a description of 
the scenario involved qualifies any sense that they might be experienced as 
spontaneous, transitory events, or indeed as entirely ‘oral’ (this is a description 
of the seminar of 1964): 

There were tape recorders and the room bristled with wires in which 
we happily tangled our feet. Near Lacan, his secretary, admirably 
impassive, stood watch, and a stenographer recorded the lectures on a 
stenographic machine as Lacan spoke. As if all this apparatus were not 
enough, people also took notes: some occasionally, others determined 
not to miss a thing, noting down every word, leaning over toward 
their neighbors if by chance a word or syllable escaped them. 

(pp. 12–13) 

This allows for a feedback loop in which Lacan participates. A few weeks 
into Seminar XX he states: 

Thanks to someone who is willing to polish up what I tell you here, 
four or five days ago I received the nicely scrubbed truffle in my  
elocutions this year [and declares that] rereading the first transcription 
of this Seminar, I found that it wasn’t so bad. 

(Lacan, 2007, p. 137). 

It is in this same seminar that he refers to Miller writing up Seminar XI: ‘I 
was able to get the sense … that what I put forward that year was not as 
stupid as all that’ (1998, p. 27). 
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As the process gathers pace, and a quantity of published work comes to 
seem inevitable, a new interest in Plato’s literary style emerges, in particular 
his creation of texts that defend themselves. For Lacan, the question of how 
Plato preserves in written form any sense of Socratic aporia is more than 
theoretical. The strangeness of the dialogues, their distancing effects, their 
layers of fiction and context are all of active interest. ‘What in fact is this 
text?’ Lacan (2015) asks when he turns to the Symposium. ‘Is it a fiction or a 
fabrication, as many of his dialogues clearly are …? Why this genre? Why 
this law of the dialogue?’ (p. 27). These are questions familiar to classicists. 
They, like Lacan, have probed what this unprecedented form reveals. 
Martha Nussbaum (1986) describes Plato’s dialogues as displaying ‘an acute 
self-consciousness about the relationship between the choice of a style and 
the content of a philosophical conception’ (p. 122). Plato’s work ‘is a new 
kind of writing’. It is  ‘the deliberate structuring of a new literary genre’. 
Even Aristotle was at a loss about how to respond to it (see Poetics, 1447 
b7). Crucially, the openness of the dialogues forces a relationship with the 
reader ‘who is invited to enter critically and actively into the give-and-take, 
much as a spectator of tragedy is invited to reflect (often along with the 
chorus) on the meaning of the events for his own system of values’ (p. 126). 
By writing philosophy as drama, ‘Plato calls on every reader to engage 
actively in the search for truth’ (p. 134). As Guthrie (1968) describes: 

Most of the value of a Platonic dialogue, especially from the early or 
middle period, lies in the direct impression which it makes on a reader. 
It cannot be analysed and presented as a collection of neatly tied and 
labeled parcels of philosophical doctrine. At least, to do so would be to 
travesty Plato, who made it clear that he did not believe philosophy 
could be retailed in that way. It could only be a product of living 
contact between mind and mind …. [Dialogues] at least avoid the 
defects (in his view) of continuous treatises which try to expound 
philosophy ‘like any other subject of instruction’. 

(pp. 9–10) 

In this account, ‘Lacan’s seminar’ could be substituted for ‘Platonic dialogue’ 
and ‘psychoanalysis’ for ‘philosophy’ without undue contortions. Both men 
are defined by a sense of the exceptionalism of their modes of enquiry, the 
exceptional self-consciousness demanded of both teacher and audience 
when considering psychoanalysis or philosophy if they are to maintain 
the necessary vigilance regarding their own positions. 
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This is one explanation of the difficulty of Lacan’s published work, but, 
of course, it doesn’t escape accusations of elitism. Koyré (1945) himself was 
greatly interested in the dramatic nature of Plato’s early dialogues, the 
positioning of a reader-spectator for whom the drama is played out (Alenka, 
1987), and he saw the complexity of these dramas as suited to an elitist 
ideology. He explains, approvingly, that Plato ‘never asserts that science and, 
of course, philosophy, are accessible to all, or that everyone is capable of 
dealing with these subjects. He always taught the contrary’ (p. 7). The dialo
gues are difficult because Plato wanted to make them difficult. ‘It constitutes a 
test and allows for the differentiation between those who understand and 
those, doubtless the majority, who do not’ (p. 7). Koyré, in his Columbia 
lectures published in 1945 as Discovering Plato, is intensely interested in this 
aspect of the dialogues: in particular, he is drawn to an aristocratic outlook 
in Plato that identifies knowledge with virtue and sees philosophy as bound 
to governance (Alenka, 1987). 
Lacan’s ‘elite’ is intellectual rather than political but, with his comments 

on the less ‘assiduous’ attendees, it is easy to see an equivalent, defensive 
separation of those inside from those outside. Lacan’s ‘essays’ in Écrits are 
largely gathered from the transcripts of semi-improvised conference papers 
and guest lectures, ‘refined on paper to a fever pitch of compression, 
manifold reference and syntactical complexity and obliquity’, in the words 
of one commentator (Forrester, 1990, p. 106). But not for the sake of it. Lacan 
describes his style as a barrier to ‘aberrant interpretations’, texts organized to 
prevent skim reading (Macey, 1988, p. 8). They demand work. As with 
Plato, Bruce Fink locates the resistant style as emerging at a distinct point in 
Lacan’s career, beginning with ‘The Freudian thing’ (1955/6) and explicitly 
theorized in ‘Instance of the letter’ (1957). Lacan’s papers in this later 
period, Fink (1995) writes, ‘seem to be written for a yet-to-be-determined 
public; perhaps they are written for posterity, or perhaps they are designed 
to (or at least written in such a way as to) create a new audience, an audience 
of analyst/philosopher/ literary critics’ (p. 7). Here, for Fink, we can see 
Lacan having understood that he’d moved beyond any sort of pre-existing 
university discourse into what he would formulate as the analyst’s discourse, 
one that turns our attention towards our own desire in a way that is familiar 
from the seminars and similar to analytical sessions themselves. 
As Lacan’s wariness over his own role grows, a very different Plato 

appears, one who is more cunning about his communications, sometimes a 
quite startling, provocatively reimagined figure. In Seminar VIII, Lacan 
(2015) says: 
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I think there are good reasons to read Plato’s texts from the perspective 
of what I call his dandyism, and to see his writings as the outer trap
pings. I would go so far as to say that he tosses us, we dogs, little good 
and bad scraps of an often rather infernal sense of humor. 

(p. 84) 

Humour is now seen as a critical ingredient of the Platonic dialogue, iden
tified with a self-reflexive irony and an aloofness. At its extreme this new 
Plato is an outright satirist, never more so than when his work addresses 
society at large such as in The Republic: 

What Plato saw on the horizon was a communitarian city, as thoroughly 
revolting to his way of thinking as it is to ours. A well-organised stud-
farm [haras] for everyone, that is what he promises us in a pamphlet, 
which has always been the bad dream for all those who cannot get 
over the greater discord between society and their sense of the good. It 
is called The Republic, and everyone has taken it seriously, believing that 
it was what Plato truly wanted. 

(p. 83) 

The Symposium provides the clearest example of this equivocation, hedged 
within an elaborate system of frame narratives (Plato describes Apollo
dorus giving an account of the symposium based on information he has 
from Aristodemus, who was present when it occurred several years 
before). While there are some uses of frame narratives in the Phaedo, Par
menides and the Republic, nowhere else does Plato take such trouble to 
distance himself from the content of a dialogue as in the Symposium (see 
Johnson, 1998). The appeal of this new, challengingly enigmatic form for 
Lacan is enhanced by its association with the man who first drew his 
attention to it, the challengingly enigmatic Kojève. Lacan (2015) has 
approached Kojève for his thoughts on the Symposium in preparation for 
Seminar VIII: 

I was encouraged by many things he told me about … aspects of 
Plato’s work, namely, about the following, which is quite obvious – 
that Plato hides from us what he thinks just as much as he reveals it to 
us. It is thus only as a function of each individual’s abilities – in other 
words, up to a certain limit which assuredly cannot be gone beyond – 
that we can glimpse it. You shouldn’t hold it against me, therefore, if 
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I don’t give you the last word on Plato, because Plato has clearly 
decided not to give it to us. 

(p. 61) 

Dialogues avoid the pitfalls of attempting to state the whole truth, and the 
same truth to all. They are multifaceted, an effect born of their dramatic 
nature. This allows us to read between the lines, and to probe the silences: 

As I was saying goodbye to Kojève, I remarked to him, ‘We didn’t get 
around to speaking about the Symposium very much.’ And as Kojève is 
a very superior kind of guy, in other words, a snob, he replied, ‘In any 
case, you will never be able to interpret the Symposium if you do not 
know why Aristophanes had the hiccoughs.’ 

(p. 61) 

The answer that Lacan arrives at, after much pondering, is that ‘if Aris
tophanes has the hiccoughs, it’s because throughout Pausanius’ discourse he’s 
been splitting his sides laughing – and Plato has been doing the same’ (p. 62). 
This ambiguous, potentially comic nature of the dialogues allows Lacan 

to divide a Socratic Plato from the Plato who tries to teach more straight
forwardly, who reveals an unwavering, superior realm of higher values. 
When, in Seminar XI, Lacan (1977) mentions Socrates himself as associated 
with the idea of the good, it is hurriedly qualified by venturing into the 
question of whose voice the dialogues present: 

The Socratic discussion introduced the following theme – that the 
recognition of the conditions for the good in itself would have some
thing irresistible for man. This is the paradox of the teaching, if not of 
Socrates himself – what do we know about him other than through 
the Platonic comedy? I will not even say Plato’s comedy – for Plato 
develops in the terrain of the comic dialogue and leaves all questions 
open – but of a certain exploitation of Platonism, which may be said to 
perpetuate itself in general derision. For, as we all know, the most 
perfect recognition of the conditions of the good will never prevent 
anyone from dashing into its opposite. 

(p. 234) 

Socrates is hidden within Plato, undermining any straightforwardly 
pedagogical aspirations regarding man and what is good for him – and 
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Plato himself is hidden with his dialogues. Humour is the index of critical 
self-awareness. Alain  Badiou  (2008) claims that Lacan  was the  ‘first to 
recognize the properly comic genius that sparkles in Plato’s dialogues’ 
(p. 231).30 Plato is so valuable to Lacan  as  he  pursues his  own  self-
deconstruction because he represents a way of communicating that lies 
diagonal to the four discourses: in Badiou’s account, Plato’s dialogues lie 
between the master’s injunction, the hysteric’s disruption, the reasoning of 
the university, and the ominous silence of the analyst. It is in this sense 
that Badiou sees them founding philosophy itself, not with a set of questions 
and categories of enquiry but ‘via the free play they establish, under the 
shelter of literary form, between these disparate regimes of discourse’. 
They do not need to resolve the questions they raise and, as such, 
‘philosophy’s plasticity … enables it to instruct through the example of 
deadlock. Platonic aporia is attended by the atopia of his discourses’ 
(Badiou, 2008, p. 239). 
The dialogues, as literary works, allow instruction through impossibility, 

liberating the reader and ennobling the otherwise sullied act of publication. 
But Lacan’s retrieval from them of a radically atopic Socrates has not been 
without criticism. Miriam Leonard (2005), in her study of the relationship 
between Ancient Greece and post-structuralist thought, alights on the 
meeting of Lacan, Nietzsche and Socrates as a particularly unhealthy cross
roads of influence. She describes a ‘Lacanian Socrates’ propping up Lacan’s 
‘radically atopic ethics of psychoanalysis. An atopia which, as we have seen, 
not only masks a reactionary gender politics but is also profoundly anti-
civic’ (p. 168). And if Lacan’s reading owes a debt to Nietzsche, it only 
allows him ‘to reassert Nietzsche’s distaste for democracy’ (p. 189). There is 
plenty to this, but I hope I have suggested at least two aspects of Lacan’s 
return to Greek philosophy that may be used in his defence. One is the 
extent to which Lacan’s career-long engagement with Socrates reflects 
his own uneasy thoughts about assuming the role of teacher and leader. The 
other is his careful awareness of, and fascination with, the literary qualities 
of the dialogues and the multiple Platos and Socrates they reveal, alternately 
aloof, aristocratic, plebeian, mystical, self-critical. Like many over the 
centuries, he returns to Plato because Plato represents the start of something 
fundamental he seeks to correct, but also because Socrates represents an 
ideal, if an impossible one. The dialogues, and the seminars they inspire, 
allow Lacan to be both a Socrates and a Plato and to position psycho
analysis as a discipline defined by its self-consciousness with regards to the 
constitution of knowledge. 
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Coda: the atopic academy 

One day somebody who is perhaps here, and will no doubt not make 
herself known, accosted me in the street just as I was getting into a taxi. 
She pulled over on her scooter and said to me, ‘Are you Dr. Lacan?’ 

‘Yes, I am’, I said to her. ‘Why?’ 
‘Are you holding your seminar again?’ 
‘Yes, of course, soon.’ 
‘Where?’ 
And then, no doubt I had my reasons for this, and I ask her to take my 

word for it, I answered, ‘You’ll see.’ 
Jacques Lacan (1991b, p. 12) 

In this telling anecdote delivered near the start of the seventeenth seminar, 
Lacan encounters a fan on the street. It is telling that she recognizes him, telling 
that it has become a game tracking the seminar down, but equally telling is the 
fact that Lacan cannot see if she made it in the end. The year is 1969, in a Paris 
still agitated with revolutionary ideas, but one institution is apparently thriving: 
Lacan’s seminar has grown from the thirty or so attendees at Saint-Anne 
Hospital, mostly fellow analysts and trainees, and the four to five hundred 
analysts and students who would crowd the École Normale Supérieure to an 
amphitheatre at the Faculté de Droit packed with up to a thousand people.31 

A contemporary reader is met by uniform pages, from the first seminar to 
the twentieth. As we learn more about the changing context in which they 
were delivered, how should it affect our reception of the texts? Clearly the 
context affects Lacan himself. On several occasions in later seminars, he 
regrets the overcrowding. In the sixth session of Seminar XX, he admits his 
hope that the crowd might diminish so that he can, again, ‘walk around 
among you’ as he teaches. In Seminar XVII, he is relieved to make out 
attendees he recognizes in the crowded auditorium. 

There are many familiar faces here, but I am delighted by this, as I am 
also delighted with the relative decrease in numbers I can observe – last 
time, it was a bit like a crowded Metro in here. 
A fair few of you were already part of that very old audience before 

following me to that place from which I had to emigrate. 
(Lacan, 1991b, p. 25) 

A few moments later he reintroduces an old reference: the slave in Plato’s 
Meno. In this context, it might be construed as a message for those who 
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recognize it, proof of a continuum over the years, but also of Lacan’s will
ingness to move with the times. In Seminar XVII, Meno’s slave belongs to 
the exploited proletariat, a victim of philosophy’s appropriation of knowl
edge, of what was once the slave’s own: ‘To see this it is enough to read 
Plato’s dialogues from time to time, and, as God only knows, for the past 
sixteen years I have been making an effort to get those who listen to me to 
do it’ (p. 21). 
Are there some in the audience who remember the slave’s first outing 

15 years earlier? Is this knowing recognition the reward for their loyalty 
during Lacan’s wandering exile? They, at least, can see that Lacan was ahead 
of the revolutionaries. His comment comes in a moment of nostalgic 
reflection on teaching, utopias and his unique seminar, provoked by a visit 
to the experimental university set up by the May revolutionaries at Vincennes. 
Lacan’s presentation there provoked an eruption of protest, heckles preserved 
in the appendix of Seminar XVII in which the moment is transcribed.32 Out 
on the streets, authorities and institutions are in question, activism spills into 
the seminar itself but, Lacan suggests, this is nothing new for him. ‘What I 
said by, for, and in your presence is at each of these moments, if we define 
them by their geographical locations, always already interrupted’ (pp. 16–17). 
With characteristic boldness he is comparing les événements to his seminar, to 
the interference he has faced from within and without institutions 
throughout his career. His seminar does not need to fear protests because it 
has always been a small protest of its own: ‘it’s no recent thing that, because 
of its composition, my audience gives rise to – what? This is precisely what 
I am wondering about – a certain discomfort’ (p. 26). In a neat piece of 
symbolism, Lacan recalls students at the ENS smoking during his seminars to 
the extent that the smoke went through the ceiling so that students in the 
library space above could no longer breathe. ‘These are extraordinary things 
that can obviously only occur because of the audience that you are. It is the 
importance of this that I am showing you.’ Amidst the ruptures, the seminar 
is the point of continuity, an atopic academy. ‘We shall therefore continue 
what I am doing here, where “here” is always at the same time, whether 
here or somewhere else, Wednesday at half-past twelve for the last seventeen 
years’ (p. 30). 
Within nostalgia, of course, is disappointment and resignation. Publication, 

for Lacan, arises alongside the growth of his fame, but also as the flipside of 
a failure, entwined with his frustration with the seminar experience as it 
grows and his hopes of dialogue are disappointed. Early seminars are more 
participatory. The new teaching routine at Saint-Anne is a fantasy of both 
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escape and communication. There is clearly a side to Lacan that craved 
dialogue and response: ‘Yesterday evening’s meeting marked a definite step 
forward in comparison with the first session, since we maintained the dialogue 
better and for longer’ (1991a, p. 27). In this seminar, he actively encourages 
participation and laments the lack of contributions, advising his audience 
not to try to be clever, to express themselves openly. Looking back on 
those years, he describes the predominant tenor of his memories as ‘having 
fun’. All this, perhaps, dissipates as the fame and the audience grows. 
Roudinesco (1997) quotes one attendee who was witness to Lacan’s post-
performance anxiety, an outburst that reveals the less appealing side of 
being recorded rather than responded to: ‘What do they come for?’ Lacan 
asked. ‘What do they think? Their eyes are so blank. And all those tape 
recorders are like guns trained on me! They don’t understand; I’m absolutely  
convinced they don’t understand anything!’ (p. 302). 
Inevitably, Plato accompanies him into nostalgia and cynicism, a Plato 

who reflects on his own failed ideals as a teacher. In Seminar II, the Republic, 
with its ‘pedagogical procedures’, is a moralistic foil for psychoanalysis 
(1991a, p. 85). But by the seminar of 1960, the Republic is a bitter vision. 
Plato has Critias compare the perfect society of the Republic to that of 
Atlantis (Timaeus). But Atlantis is lost, and this is the significance Lacan finds 
in the comparison: the myth of Atlantis ‘seems to me rather to echo the 
failure of Plato’s political dreams’ and ‘it is not unrelated to the venture of 
the Academy’ (2015, pp. 83–4). The Academy may have been ‘a sort of 
Utopia of which [Plato] thought he could be the leader’, but clearly this is 
Utopia in its literal sense as ‘no place’, a fantasy (p. 84). This is the bitter
sweet context for his description of the Academy as ‘a city, a refuge 
reserved for the best and brightest’ (p. 84). 
Studying Lacan in the context of his evolving seminar, the extent to 

which his theory is about communication, its promises and failures, assumes 
a new significance. Famously, the overture to the Écrits opens with Lacan 
(2007) modifying the saying ‘The style is the man himself’ to ‘the style is 
the man one addresses’ (p. 3). The impact that the experience of the seminars 
had on Lacan’s theorizing – on his theories of intersubjectivity, knowledge, 
desire, the very meaning of psychoanalysis – cannot be overestimated. 
Miller (2001), who was in a privileged position of insight, provides the 
penultimate word on this: 

The Seminar of Lacan was not a method. We can develop this point 
further. This seminar, as I see it, was done by someone who sought to 



46 ‘Surprised by truth’ 

justify himself. It was ministered by someone who perhaps wanted to 
be pardoned for the practice of psychoanalysis. Sometimes, this is lost 
in the post-analytic experience of analysts, but for Lacan there was a 
certain sin in practicing psychoanalysis: the attempt of the professional 
to master a real which does not lend itself to being mastered. It is in 
this way that psychoanalysis is like an imposter, as Lacan asserted 
toward the end of his life. This is what energized him such that he 
presented himself every week in front of the audience, in front of the 
big Other, to defend his cause. 

Lacan performed authority but also doubt, struggles with impasses, and it is 
the latter that opened up new depths in Freudian theory. 

A theory including a lack that must be rediscovered at every level, be 
inscribed here in indetermination, there in certitude, and form the knot 
of the uninterpretable, I am employed there certainly not without 
experiencing an atopia without precedent. Here is the question: who am 
I to dare such an elaboration? The answer is simple: a psychoanalyst. 

(Lacan, 1991a, p. 20) 

Notes 

1	 The anecdote, in a thought-provoking chain of communication, is supposedly told 
to Lacan by Jung. It has emerged, however, that Jung denies this, casting doubt 
over whether Freud himself ever said such a thing. According to Roudinesco 
(2014), ‘I have been able to establish that Freud never uttered this sentence and that 
Jung had never spoken to anyone of this story about a plague. Freud actually said: 
“They will be surprised when they know what we have to say”’ (p. 105). 

2	 When Lacan forms his breakaway École Freudienne de Paris, he chooses the word 
school rather than society or association, ‘drawing inspiration from the Greek model’ 
(Roudinesco, 2014, p. 71). 

3	 Webster’s essay was originally written in 1994 and formed part of the manuscript of 
Why Freud Was Wrong: Sin, Science and Psychoanalysis (1996); it was omitted from 
the published version of the book. 

4	 See Bailly (2009) on the significance of oral teaching as the basis of Lacan’s canon. 
5	 This will be considered at greater length in the following chapter. Interest in these 

parallels endures; more recent examples of a Platonic psychoanalysis include 
Gerasimos (1988) and Kofman (1999). 

6	 See reference to Empedocles in Analysis Terminable and Interminable (Freud, 1937, 
p. 245). 

7	 This refers to Mill’s long review of George Grote’s three-volume Plato, and the 
Other Companions of Socrates (1865). Burgoyne (2001) argues that it may have had a 
considerable influence on Freud as he developed the idea of psychoanalysis. Grote 
and Mill ‘took the radicalising of the individual’s relation to the world as their central 
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theme’ (p. 161). The dialectical technique had a therapeutic intention. The idea was 
to ‘dissipate’ false opinions and ‘unconsciously imbibed sentiment’ inherited from 
previous generations. The idea of psychoanalysis’s proximity to Plato’s thought sur
vives Freud: a book by Patrice Georgiades is deliberately titled De Freud à Platon 
(1934). Georgiades is one of the first to discuss Plato’s three parts of the soul in rela
tion to Freud’s concepts of ego, id and superego. On the subject of dialogue and 
dialectic, see Simon (1973). 

8	 Plato himself sets out the first recorded curriculum in Book VII of the Republic. 
Freud (1926) had proposed a broad program for training analysts. As Lacan (2007) 
describes, alongside psychiatry and sexology, we find ‘the history of civilization, 
mythology, the psychology of religions, literary history, and literary criticism’ (p. 
238). But Lacan is keen to note, ‘Nothing in any of the Institutes affiliated with his 
name has ever been sketched out in this direction’ (pp. 395–396). Lacan’s projected 
curriculum provides a valuable snapshot of his own ambitions as a teacher, even if it 
needs to be taken with a pinch of salt: ‘For my part, I would be inclined to add: 
rhetoric, dialectic (in the technical sense this term takes on in Aristotle’s Topics), 
grammar, and poetics – the supreme pinnacle of the aesthetics of language – which 
would include the neglected technique of witticisms’ (p. 238). 

9	 It also instituted one area of Lacanian teaching remarkably passed over: patient 
presentations. See Lacan’s recollection in Seminar XIX (1972/3), 4/11/71, I p. 47. 
Also Plastow (2011). 

10	 Socrates draws a square with sides of two feet and asks the boy to calculate how 
long the side of a square would be if it had twice the area. Socrates leads him, with 
questions alone, into recognizing that the larger square would have sides equal to 
the diagonal of the smaller square (Plato, Meno, 84c–85d). 

11	 In the Gorgias, they even propose that rhetoric creates truth itself, a pragmatic truth 
moulded from doxa, or the opinions of the people, through the process of debate. 

12	 Socrates uses this example in the lost dialogue by Aeschines, Alcibiades. 
13	 Plato uses this as an example of oratory in Gorgias, 455d and is critical in 515e. 
14	 Nietzsche (2003), V.190. 
15	 Guy Le Gaufey (1991) has examined how Lacanian psychoanalysis and Socratic 

philosophy vie for the prize of atopia in Seminar VIII (see Leonard, 2005). For a 
criticism of Lacan – and the influence of all this on his own ‘anti-civic’ mentality – see 
Leonard (2005). Nietzsche’s Socrates can  also  be  found  in  The Birth of Tragedy; Human, 
All-Too-Human; Untimely Meditations. 

16	 Freud (1937) admits Beyond the Pleasure Principle ‘found little sympathy’ (p. 244) and 
was not really accepted even by psychoanalysts. 

17	 The other two main texts under consideration, Group Psychology and the Analysis of 
the Ego (1921) and The Ego and the Id (1923), barely get ten mentions between 
them. 

18	 Lacan is, at times, happy to draw on ethology: it is from ethology that he draws the 
primacy of the ‘image’ as sexual trigger (e.g. 1988). 

19	 ‘Just as medicine creates agreement in one area, music creates it in another, by 
implanting love and concord between the elements involved … you should gratify 
and promote the love of well-ordered people’ (Plato, Symposium, 187c/d). 

20	 Again, Plato allows Lacan (2007) to distinguish repetition from reminiscence: ‘And 
this is also why psychoanalysis allows us to differentiate in memory the function of 
remembering. The latter, rooted in the signifier, resolves the Platonic aporias of 
reminiscence through the ascendancy of history in man. One need but read Three 
Essays on the Theory of Sexuality – which is covered over for the masses by so many 
pseudo-biological glosses – to note that Freud has all accession to the object derive 
from a dialectic of return’ (pp. 431–432). 
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21	 Regarding the influence of Koyré, see Nobus (1999) and Koyré (1957): ‘It is not 
Galileo, in any case, nor Bruno, but Descartes who clearly and distinctly formulated 
the principles of the new science’ (p. 99). It is Gaston Bachelard who coins the idea 
of an epistemological break. 

22	 Guy Le Gaufey (1991) argues that when Lacan wrote his commentary on the 
Symposium, the objet petit a was still in its embryonic phase: Up to at least 1959, the 
concept unambiguously referred to ‘the lower case other, the other of the imagin
ary.’ But from the seminar on the Transference onwards, ‘the objet a will begin to 
find the elaboration which we recognize in his later texts’ (p. 168). 

23	 See Macey (1988, p. 277, n. 220). Darian Leader (2003) writes on Lacan’s attempts 
to counter the apparent ‘easiness’ of the early mirror stage: reformulations of the 
mirror stage after the 1930s ‘testify to his effort to undermine quick assimilations of 
his concepts’ (p. 36). 

24	 Lacan (1991b) describes Kojève as solely responsible for introducing him to Hegel. 
25	 See Lacan’s (2007) criticism of the Standard Edition’s ‘instinct’ for Trieb or, for 

example, his return to Freud’s putative slogan, ‘Wo Es war, soll Ich werden’ (discussed 
in chapter 4). 

26	 See, for example, Woudhuysen (1996) or, conversely, Marini (1992). Marini points 
to multiple evidence of concern, care and elaboration in preparing the papers for 
publication. She connects Lacan’s desire to put things down in writing with a 
period of reflection (see ‘The Freudian thing’, ‘Instance of the letter’, ‘Signification 
of the phallus’). 

27	 Lacan also distorts the name of Association psychanalytique internationnale – from 
which he was essentially forced out in 1963 – to evoke the Communist 
Internationale. 

28	 Of relevance to our concerns here is Lacan’s helping to set up the review. The 
Latin adverbial Scilicet (scire licet) means ‘it goes without saying’; Lacan translated it, 
as he stated in the first issue of the review, as ‘You are permitted to know.’ Texts 
published in Scilicet were to be unsigned, ‘at least by anybody who would publish as 
a psychoanalyst’. The no-signature rule appeared to Lacan (2001) as ‘a radical 
solution … the right one to disentangle the contortions by which in psychoanalysis 
experience is forced to reject anything that might change it’ (pp. 283–292). See 
Sedat, 2005. 

29	 Lacan originally felt Miller should be listed as co-author. For the facts of publishing 
and biographical disputes, see Weslati (2013) and Forrester (1990). 

30	 Again, with a helping hand from Nietzsche (2003), who wrote that he had ques
tioned ‘Plato’s concealment and Sphinx nature’ as a result of the tradition that 
reported the finding of ‘nothing Egyptian, Pythagorean or Platonic’ but a volume 
of the comic playwright Aristophanes under Plato’s pillow at his death (VI.2.43). 

31 In 1925, the number of students attending Lacan’s seminars was 25; in 1963 there 
were 500 attendees; by the mid-1970s, nearing 1,000 (see Forrester, 1990). 

32 Lacanian-trained analysts set up a department of psychoanalysis at the University of 
Vincennes. Lacan became its scientific director in 1974. 
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