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THE FREUD FILES

How did psychoanalysis attain its prominent cultural position? How did it

eclipse rival psychologies and psychotherapies, such that it became natural

to bracket Freud with Copernicus and Darwin? Why did Freud ‘triumph’ to

such a degree that we hardly remember his rivals? This book reconstructs the

early controversies around psychoanalysis, and shows that rather than dem-

onstrating its superiority, Freud and his followers rescripted history. This

legend-making was not an incidental addition to psychoanalytic theory but

formed its core. Letting the primary material speak for itself, this history

demonstrates the extraordinary apparatus by which this would-be science of

psychoanalysis installed itself in contemporary societies. Beyond psycho-

analysis, it opens up the history of the constitution of the modern psycho-

logical sciences and psychotherapies, how they furnished the ideas which we

have of ourselves, and how these became solidified into indisputable ‘facts’.
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This book began in 1993 as an inquiry into Freud historians and their work.
We had become aware of the upheavals that had affected Freud studies since
the 1970s, which were completely transforming how one understood psy-
choanalysis and its origins. Intrigued by the new histories of the Freudian
movement, we decided to interview the key players to gather their testimo-
nies in a collective volume. These interviews were transcribed and annotated
(we reproduce a few excerpts in the following), but the volume itself
remained unfinished, for in the meantime our investigation had changed.1

Quite quickly, it became apparent that it was not possible to situate ourselves
with the neutrality and ironic detachment that we had initially adopted. The
stakes were too high, and too much remained to be researched and verified
before one could attempt to pass judgment on the endless controversies
around psychoanalysis. Instead of describing them from the outside, we
became drawn in, and here put forward our own contribution to the history
of the Freudian movement.

This book is the product of this engagement, but also an attempt to regain,
through historical reflection, some of the distance that we at first maintained
towards our object of study. We wanted to study the history of the history of
psychoanalysis and to understand better the basic issues of this fascinating
and conflictual field – fascinating because of the conflict. We wanted, in the
end, to draw consequences from historical criticism for the understanding of
this strange movement. For any reckoning with the status of psychology,
psychiatry and psychotherapy in today’s societies at some point requires
coming to terms with Freud and his legacy.
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Citations from Anna Freud are reproduced with the authorisation of the
heirs of Anna Freud © 2000 the estate of Anna Freud, by arrangement with
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German are our own. In some places, translations from the Standard Edition
of Freud’s works have been modified. Responsibility for views expressed
here is our own.
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