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The following conversation is in French, translated by Sharon Kivland. 

Jacques Lacan is already at the bar. He has parked his car, a black Citroën DS, on the 
pavement outside. He is wearing a custom-made suit in an unusual textile, a shirt with  
a twisted collar, a rather feminine lavallière and made-to-measure shoes in a rare skin.  
He asks for a bottle of PBC’s L’Œil de biche, a light pale ale which he enjoys for its citrus 
notes and the slightly bitter resinous aftertaste that remains on his tongue. On being  
informed it is not available, he orders a pint of Fuller’s London Pride, a packet of Walkers 
cheese and onion crisps and a pickled egg; after a moment’s deliberation, he requests pork 
scratchings as well. He takes a seat near the bar. Jean-Jacques Rousseau arrives a little 
later, on foot. He is wearing a shabby black redingote, a striped waistcoat that is a little 
soiled, poorly fitting knee breeches, crumpled white stockings and scuffed black shoes with 
scratched buckles. Taking off his tricorn hat, he raises his hand in a small gesture towards 
Lacan, signs that he will order his own drink, and asks for a Sidecar with extra brandy.  
He joins Lacan at the table. 

Jacques Lacan: (Raising his glass) Santé, mon vieux. Last year, with great insist-
ence, I distinguished discourse as a necessary structure that goes 
well beyond words, which are always more or less occasional. What 
I prefer, I said, is a discourse without words. The fact is that, in all 
truth, it is well able to subsist without words. 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau: (Nods a thanks to the barmaid who has brought over his 
drink, removes the orange twist from the glass, raises his glass to J. L.) 
À la votre, cher maître. (Pauses, drinks) Behold me, then, as if alone 
upon the earth, having neither brother, relative, friend or society, 
but my own thoughts; the most social and affectionate of men,  
proscribed, as it were, by unanimous consent. 

J. L.: There is no need for these utterances, for our conduct, for our acts, to be 
inscribed within the framework of certain primordial statements.

J-J. R.: It is now above fifteen years since I have been in this strange situation, 
which yet appears to me like a dream; ever imagining, that  
disturbed by indigestion, I sleep uneasily, but shall soon awake, 
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freed from my troubles, and surrounded by my friends. Yes, surely, 
I have glided unconsciously from nightly watchings into profound 
sleep, or rather from life to death; dragged, I know not how, from 
the natural order of things, I find myself precipitated into an incom-
prehensible chaos, where I can distinguish nothing, and the more  
I consider my present situation, the less I seem to comprehend it.

J. L.: No doubt it is around this word ‘knowledge’ that there exists the ambig- 
uous point that we have to stress tonight, and I have already  
rendered your ears sensitive to it by taking several paths, tracks, 
moments, flashes of light.

J-J. R.: How could I possibly foresee the destiny that awaited me? Or, how can  
I even now, though betrayed into this state, form any adequate idea 
of it?

J. L.: (Reflectively) A funny business…

Both men fall silent for a few minutes. J. L. finishes his beer, indicates that he will have  
another, points to J-J. R’s cocktail glass. 

J-J. R.: Merci, mon cher collègue. Un Metropolitan, lui demande de doubler  
l’Angostura. How can I even now, though betrayed into this state, 
form any adequate idea of it? Could I, if in my right senses, suppose 
that one day, the man I was, and yet remain, should be taken, with-
out any kind of doubt, for a monster, a poisoner, an assassin, the 
horror of the human race, the sport of the rabble, my only salutation 
to be spit upon, and that a whole generation would unanimously 
amuse themselves in burying me alive?

J. L.: Repetition has a certain relationship with the limit of this subject and this 
knowledge, which is called jouissance.

J-J. R.: When this strange revolution first happened, taken by unawares, I was 
overwhelmed with astonishment; my agitation, my indignation, 
plunged me into a delirium, which ten years have scarcely been able 
to calm.

J. L.: You must not forget that it is not by looking at how people behave that the 
death drive can be discovered. We have the death drive here.

J-J. R.: (Quietly) For a long time, my struggles were as violent as unavailing, 
employed without art, dissimulation or prudence: warm, open,  
impatient and frank in my disposition, every endeavour to  
disengage myself did but entangle me the more.

J. L.: We have it where something happens between you and what I am saying. 
I said what I am saying, I am not speaking about what I am. What is 
the use, since in short this can be seen thanks to your presence?
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J-J. R.: I adopted the only means that remained; which was to submit without 
murmuring to my fate; and found an indemnification for my  
misfortunes, by the tranquillity, which this resignation procured 
me, and which could not be allied with the continual struggle of  
a painful and ineffectual resistance.

J. L.: I only wanted to tell you how much this status is of profound interest.

J-J. R.: What have I to fear from mankind, since my situation cannot be  
rendered worse?

J. L.: A real Master, as we have seen in general until a recent era – and a real 
Master is seen less and less – desires to know nothing at all, he 
wants things to work.

J-J. R.: Present evils make little impression on me; when I encounter them,  
I readily take my measures.

J. L.: You might wonder what part you play…

J-J. R.: Is the threat ever more terrible than the stroke? When misfortunes  
actually arrive, being stripped of every imaginary horror, and  
reduced to their real weight, I always think them much less than  
I had feared, and find relief even in the midst of my sufferings. In 
this state, freed from fear, and delivered from suspense and hope, 
even custom alone will suffice to render that situation daily more 
supportable, which no calamities can render worse. Une autre 
tournée?

J. L. nods, signs that he will have a half. J-J. R. goes to the bar, orders this and for himself, 
a Prince of Wales with Bénédictine in lieu of Maraschino liqueur, and a square of pine- 
apple in lieu of an orange slice. He returns to the table, a little unsteadily, with the drinks. 

J. L.: (Speaking in a falsetto) This is precisely what I am going to explain,  
monsieur.

J-J. R.: For about two months, a complete calm has been re-established in my 
heart.

J. L.: (With exaggerated patience) If you had had a bit of patience…

J-J. R.: I once looked forward to the future, and hoped for a better generation, 
who, examining with care and impartiality the opinion formed by 
the present, and thence forming a judgment between us, would  
easily unravel the artifice of those who gave rise to it, and view me 
as I really am.

J. L.: People do not take it into account enough that I am on the lookout for  
an object that interests me in a very particular way: whether they 
confirm or invalidate this level at which I situate the structure of  
a discourse. I have just said I. Obviously, it is because I look at the  
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discourse in question from elsewhere, from a place that another  
discourse, whose effect I am, situates me.

J-J. R.: Few days pass without my being confirmed by new reflections.

J. L.: This has been known for a long time.

J-J. R.: My fate is absolutely fixed; no circumstance can bring me either good or 
evil; nothing remains for me either to hope or fear in this world;  
yet, though plunged into this fearful abyss, behold me tranquil! –  
poor, unfortunate and infirm; but completely beyond the reach  
of suffering.

J. L.: What is more beautiful, but also less open? What resembles more a  
closure of satisfaction? The collusion of this image with the idea  
of satisfaction is what we have to struggle against any time we  
encounter something that forms a knot in the work of bringing  
the paths of the unconscious to the light of day. It is the obstacle,  
the limit, or rather it is the cotton wool in which we lose sight of  
meaning, and in which we find ourselves obstructed.

J-J. R.: Every future occurrence will be immaterial to me; I have in the world 
neither relative, friend or brother; I am on the earth, as if I had  
fallen into some unknown planet; if I contemplate anything around 
me, it is only distressing, heart rending objects; everything I cast  
my eyes on, conveys some new subject either of indignation or  
affliction.

J. L.: We cannot say that there is not something there that creates a problem.

J-J. R.: Alone for the rest of my life, I must only look for consolation, hope or 
peace, in my own breast; and neither ought, or will, henceforward, 
think of anything but myself. 

J. L.: What is this desire that nothing can change, or weaken, when all else 
changes?

J-J. R.: I consecrate my latter days to the study of myself; and to the preparation 
of that account, which I must shortly render up of my actions.

J. L.: It is on this that everything involved in the truth is built. That there should 
be love of weakness is no doubt the essence of love.

J-J. R.: I resign my thoughts entirely to the pleasure of conversing with my own 
soul; that being the only consolation that man cannot deprive me of. 

J. L.: (Insistently) As I have said, love is to give what one does not have,  
namely, what could repair this original weakness. And at the same 
time there can be imagined, there opens up, this role – I do not 
know whether I ought to call it mystical or mystifying – that has 
been given from all time, in a certain vein, to love.
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J-J. R.: If by dint of reflection on my internal propensities, I can attain to put-
ting them in better order, and correcting the evil that remains in 
me, their meditations will not be utterly useless; and though I am 
accounted worthless on earth, shall not cast away my latter days. 

J. L.: This so-called universal love, whose flag is waved at us to calm us, is  
precisely what we use to create a veil, an obstruction to what the 
truth is. I have said it. I have always said it, always – simply, no one 
has ever understood anything, and what is more, it is natural, it is 
not my fault – I have always said…

J-J. R.: (Raising his voice) The leisure of my daily walks has frequently been 
filled with charming contemplations, which I regret having forgot; 
but will write down those that occur in future; then, every time  
I read them over, I shall forget my misfortunes, disgraces and  
persecutors, on recollecting, and contemplating, the integrity of  
my own heart.

J. L.: …I have always said, analysis is what one expects from a psychoanalyst. 
But this what one expects from a psychoanalyst – we obviously have 
to try to comprehend what that means. It is so much there, like that, 
within hand’s reach – I have the feeling all the same, always, that  
I am only restating it – the work is for me, the surplus enjoying is 
for you.

Both men stare into their almost empty glasses.

J-J. R.: A solitary must be very much employed with his own person, but if  
other ideas pass through my mind, they shall equally find place. I 
will relate my thoughts, precisely as they strike me, and with as little 
connection as the ideas of yesterday have with those of today, since 
from these will result a clearer knowledge of my temper, with the 
complexion and tendency of those thoughts and sentiments which 
are my daily food, in the singular situation I am thrown into, than 
could otherwise be obtained.

J. L.: It is a relationship of texture, of text that is at stake – of tissue, if you wish. 
It nevertheless remains that this tissue has a relief, that it captures 
something.

J-J. R.: What should I confess then, when all terrestrial affections are erased? 
I have as little to praise as blame, for henceforward I am nothing 
among mankind; nor can I ever be otherwise, possessing no actual 
relation or real society; no longer having it in my power to attempt 
any good, which would not turn to evil, nor to act without injuring 
either others or myself, thus obstinacy has become my greatest duty, 
and I maintain it to the utmost of my power. 

J. L.: It has to be said: dying of shame is an effect that is rarely produced.
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J-J. R.: In this inactive state of body my soul is still alive, producing thoughts 
and sentiments; its moral and internal faculties appear to have been 
augmented by the death of every earthly and temporal concern; my 
body is only an embarrassment, an obstacle, from which I already 
endeavour to disengage myself.

J. L.: Dying of shame then. Here, the degeneration of the signifier is certain – 
certain of being produced by a failure of the signifier, that is being 
for death, in so far as it concerns the subject – and who else could it 
concern? 

J-J. R.: A situation so singular certainly deserves to be both examined and  
described; it is to this examination I consecrate my future days,  
and in order to accomplish it with success, I should proceed with 
circumspection and methods, but I am incapable of such labour, 
nay it would even divert me from my purpose, which is to render  
an account to myself of the successive modifications of my soul.

J. L.: Being for death, that is, the visiting card by which a signifier represents  
a subject for another signifier – you are beginning to know that off 
by heart, I hope. This visiting card never reaches a safe haven, the 
reason being that since it bears the address of the dead person this 
card has to be torn up. It’s une honte, as they say, which should  
produce a hontologie, to finally give it its correct spelling. (Looks at 
his Breguet wristwatch) Allez, un dernier pour la route?

J-J. R.: Avec plaisir, mon frère. Un brandy Alexander pour moi, avec noix de  
muscade fraîchement râpée. In some measure, I perform the  
operation on myself, which physicians do on the air, in order to 
ascertain the daily condition of it; applying (if I may use the expres-
sion) the barometer to my soul, not doubting but these experiments, 
well directed, and constantly repeated, will procure information 
equally to be depended on; but I do not equally extend my views, 
content with keeping a register of operations, without seeking to 
reduce them into a system.

J. L. leaves the table for the bar, returns with another half for himself and the brandy  
Alexander for J-J. R., which he eyes with some distaste.

J. L.: To speak about it, in effect, is to open up this retreat, not the final one, the 
only one on which there depends what can be said honestly about 
honesty, the honesty that stems from honour – all that is shame and 
companion of not mentioning shame. Precisely because for the  
honest man to die of shame is impossible. You know from me that 
this means the real.

J-J. R.: I undertake the same enterprise Montaigne did, but for a direct contrary 
purpose.
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J. L.: It was just your luck.

J. J. R.: Even in spite of mankind, I shall yet enjoy the charms of society, and, 
when decrepit with age, hold converse with myself, as now I should 
with a friend younger than I am.

J. L: (Thoughtfully) There are times when I am aware of a certain hollowness.

J-J. R.: I wrote the first of my Confessions, and my Dialogues, in continual care, 
being anxious to preserve them from the rapacious hands of my 
enemies, and transmit them, if possible, to other generations. This 
uneasiness no longer torments me. I know what I write will be use-
less, and a desire to be better known by mankind is extinguished in 
my heart, where nothing remains but profound indifference on the 
fate of my real writings and monuments of my innocence, which, 
perhaps, are by this time totally annihilated. 

J. L.: Sometimes a tiny thing is enough to throw a glimmer of light, here a 
memory that I do not know how I myself became aware of. Once 
you remember the publication of a certain tape recording in Les 
temps modernes, the relationship with Minute is striking. Try it, it  
is fascinating, I have done it. You cut out paragraphs in the two 
journals, you stir them around a bit, and you pull them out. I assure 
you that except for the paper, you will not be able to find your  
bearings so easily.

J-J. R.: Let them watch all my motions, and disquiet themselves about these 
sheets; let them seize, suppress and defame them; it is henceforward 
absolutely equal to me.

J. L.: This is what allows us to take up the question in a different way than on 
the basis of the objection that I made earlier in touching on things 
in a certain tone, with a certain word, for fear they might be carried 
away by buffoonery. Let us start rather from the fact that buffoonery 
is already there. Perhaps by mixing in a little shame, who knows, we 
may be able to hold it back. In short, I am playing the game that you 
understand me because I am addressing you.

J-J. R.: If, at the beginning of my calamities, I had but known how to refrain 
from struggling with my fate, could I have adopted the method I do 
at present?

J. L.: You should recognise why Pascal and Kant fluttered around like two valets 
playing Vatel to you. Truth has been missing up above for three  
centuries. The meals have nevertheless arrived, reheated a go-go, 
even a musician from time to time, as you know. Do not look so 
sour, you have been served, you can say that there is no longer any 
shame.
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J-J. R.: All the efforts of man, all their tremendous contrivances, would have 
been ineffectual; their plots would no more have destroyed my  
tranquillity, than the success of them can henceforward.

J. L.: My reply to you is: You have enough of it to give it away. If you don’t know 
it yet, do a tranche, as they say. You will see this stale air of yours, at 
every step, coming up against the shame of upper-crust living.

J-J. R.: Let them enjoy my disgrace, they cannot debar me from the enjoyment 
of my innocence; and I shall conclude my days in peace, in spite of 
all their machinations.

J. L.: It is mind-blowing. You will see there, for example, vile consciousness is 
the truth of noble consciousness. And it is delivered in such a way 
as to make your head spin. The more ignoble you are – I did not say 
obscene, there has been no question of that for a long time – the 
better it will work.

J-J. R: I am what nature designed me. Bonne nuit, mon pote, bonne nuit.

Both men leave the pub in silence. J. L. gets in his car and drives off at great speed without 
looking back. J-J. R. looks after him for a moment, then turns in the opposite direction, 
walking slowly, his head bowed.

Back to the pub
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