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I did not question her at all, for fear that 

any questions of mine might suggest 

ideas to her that were not her own. One 

cannot be too careful: a magnetist, when 

it comes to questions of this kind, often 

ends up directing the patient, whom he 

then regards as an oracle, whereas she is 

merely his own echo. 

-Tardy de Montravel, 

Journal of the MaBnetic Treatment of Miss N. 

(London, 1785) 
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CHAPTER ONE 

OUf Myth 

Every society has its therapeutic myths, meant to 

explain why we fall ill and why we get well, and our 

society is no exception. To be sure, we no longer imagine 

that our ills are caused by spirits or evil omens, nor do we 

believe any longer in curative powers derived from the 

laying on of hands or from magical formulas. But we are 

qUick to believe that certain troubles, which we call psycho­

logical or psychosomatic, are due to traumatic events in our 

personal histories, and that by recounting these events to 

a doctor we will cure ourselves of their effects. It is neces­

sary, we believe, to name the ill, narrate it, make the evil 

speak, in order to be rid of it. This idea is hardly new. Far 

from it: it stems from the Christian practices of confession 

and exorcism, by way of the Protestant" cure of the soul." 

But with the "medicalization of confession" set in motion 

by Freud, it became one of the most widely accepted 

notions of our psychoanalytic century, now drawing to a 


