
The life of Henri Laborit  by Géraud Chauvin 

    Joint Mater in Neurosciences 
Université Louis Pasteur - Strasbourg  - 1 - 

 
 

THE LIFE OF HENRI LABORIT 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Henri LABORIT......................................................................................................................2 
The rise ................................................................................................................................2 
The apogee...........................................................................................................................3 
The man and his ideas .......................................................................................................4 
The man and his skills .......................................................................................................5 
The end of the story.........................................................................................................6 
The complete biography ...................................................................................................7 
The man in one page...........................................................................................................8 
References...........................................................................................................................9 



The life of Henri Laborit  by Géraud Chauvin 

    Joint Mater in Neurosciences 
Université Louis Pasteur - Strasbourg  - 2 - 

Henri LABORIT 
What is your vision of a psychiatric hospital?  

Strait-jackets and screaming people? 
It’s quite stereotypic but it was true… Not anymore! 

What happened?  
Neuroleptics! 

And the one who’s considered to discover them, is Henri Marie Laborit. 
 

The rise 
The life of Henri Laborit begins in Hanoi in November 21st of 1914. Just like his 
father, he became a military medic in Indochina. Pain was one of the points that 
always concerned Laborit. His first real facing with pain was when he was a 
surgeon medic in the French army, and then in the marine during the Second 
World War. The wreck of the Sirocco, the ship he was serving onboard, during 
the battle of Dunkerque, will lead him to go back to the civil life as a researcher. 
And, probably because of his previous job, he decided to begin working on 
anesthetics.  
 
Nobody knows if it's because of the time he spent in the cold water of La 
Manche after the sunk of the Sirocco, but, from 1945, as he moves to Sidi 
Abdalah, Tunisia, he begins to develop what he will name later “artificial 
hibernation”: a mix of an analgesic and a hypnotic in order to induce a 
pharmacological disconnection of the neurovegetative system.  
This cocktail, in association with a decrease of the body temperature was 
supposed to reduce anxiety in non-yet operated patient. Indeed, he observed 
that patients that were relaxed before an anesthesia, had softer awakes, that 
anxious ones. So he decided to create a protocol to ease the entry and the exit 
of anesthetic state before and after a surgical operation. 
The method was quite efficient, but not yet enough for him: variation in the 
blood flow of patient due to its emotions was a problem during surgery.  
 
That’s why, when he came back to France in 
the early 50s, he begins to work on a not 
yet tested brand new molecule design by 
the Rhône-Poulenc labs: the RP4560, later 
called Chlorpromazine. This will become the 
last ingredient of his hibernal cocktail with 
promethazine (Phenergan®), and pethidine 
(Dolosal®). Because it permits the shunt of 
emotions, as all the modern phenotiazines, 
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Chlorpromazine, just delete the anxiety before anesthesia in Laborit’s PLD 
(Phenergan®-Largactil®-Dolosal®) cocktail.  
But most of all, Chlorpromazine will be sold (as Largactil®), because of its 
astonishing properties: it was able to blunt emotions, and anxiety!  
So it became the first antipsychotic; commonly called neuroleptics! 
 
This molecule will be the first point of a whole discipline: Psychopharmacology; 
designing, and testing of drugs in order to cure mental illnesses. 
This, marks the end of hallucinatory dementias in psychiatric institute!!! 
 

The apogee 
Between 1952, discover of Chlorpromazine, and 1969, Laborit focused on 
hibernation applied to surgery, publishing dozens of articles and reviews.  
With Chlorpromazine, Laborit had acquired some independence; indeed, during 
the 50s he always tried to self financed his work, in order to keep his 
intellectual independence. In 1957 he was awarded with the Albert Lasker 
Research Award1, which is one of the most famous scientific awards after the 
Nobel Prize. This international acknowledgement permits him to create his own 
lab in 1958 at the Parisian hospital Boucicault. With his lab of “eutonology” 
(science of pain), Laborit definitely casts off the yoke of the French scientific 
community and so could work on every topic he wants. 
This is one of the most important point of Laborit’s life: he didn’t like hierarchy, 
he didn’t like to be controlled, and most of all, he didn’t like to be confined in 
one narrow discipline. He always works to be independent. And he finally obtains 
his independence, but in the same way, he also distances himself from the 
French scientific community and thus looses a part of his own influence. The 
more he became independent, the less the community trusts him. And the coup 
de grâce occurred with the creation in 1960 of “Agressologie”, an international 

review of physio-biology and applied pharmacology 
on aggression effects. It has been his own personal 
way to publish his results without the consent of 
the community!  
It explains how his team could publish articles so 
often: There are 59 occurrences of “hibernation” 
due to Laborit or his team between 1951 and 1969; 
it’s about one paper each four months!!! Such a 
rhythm is quite unbelievable, but became easier if 
you have your own peer-reviewers… That’s also why 
his work is, still now, pretty unrecognized… Laborit 
had acquired his freedom, but he had to pay it all 
life long… 
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He achieved to buy his total independence with his second great pharmacological 
discover: the gamma Hydroxybutyric acid, or GHB. Indeed, if the GHB is today 
quite famous as the date rape drug, it was first discover by Laborit as a 
precursor of a common neurotransmitter, the GABA. Synthesized in 1961 by 
Camille-Georges Wermuth, it is, according to Laborit,  the first “real” 
antidepressant because it doesn’t just erase emotions, as all others drugs, but 
also increases the social abilities, like communication or non-inhibition. 
This “sociabilizer” was quickly sold as an anesthetic in order to cure narcolepsy. 
Finding molecules wasn't the purpose of Laborit, whatever is was a great source 
of money. For him, pills were only a tool to test his theories, and, on his own 
admission, the best means to keep his independence: “To obtain our financial and 
intellectual independence, we have to flog hawkers and shopkeepers, pills which 
they could sell.”2 

 
 

The man and his ideas 
How could Henri Laborit be described? His close admitted that he was 
megalomaniac with a pessimistic tendency, but three other words appear 
frequently: understanding, interdisciplinarity, and doubt.  

Understanding is quite obvious: research was his passion, he was always 
wondering why, as he used to say “I always wonder why? why life? why fear? My 
biggest fear in life is to die without understood why the fear.”3 

Interdisciplinarity because of his wide vision of the world, that vision 
which led him to think that biological mechanisms can be applied, or a least, 
compared with every others mechanisms of human life: social behaviors, urban 
development, politics… That’s why in 1969 he enters the "groupe des dix"4, kind 
of society, that meet once a month to talk about numerous topics, like recent 
advance in science, links between violence and politics, relationship between male 
and female, with people from different areas, like Michel Serres, Jacques Attali 
or Michel Rocard…5 

And doubt, because he was a strong upholder of doubting questioning. He 
toughs that "doubting can only be a good thing", according to him, "doubt is not a 
negation, but the waiting of something else. Doubting, it’s believing that we 
never had understood the whole thing."6 
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After the Albert Lasker Prize, Laborit was awarded in 1972 by the medal of the 
world organization for health, and in 1981 by the soviet Anokhin Prize, his work 
was always more appreciated by the international community rather than his 
French peers. Nevertheless, in 1967 he was pushed “Officier de la légion 
d'honneur” a civil award from French republic for deserving actions. The only 
other French award he received was a literature prize from the French 
Academy in 1984: the silver medal of the Broquette-Gonin prize7, for “La 
colombe assassinée”. A philosophical essay about the notion of nation, from the 
biological point of view, to the political one. 
 

The man and his skills 
When Henri Laborit begins to write, it wasn’t for some financial reasons, but 
because of his deep vision of multi disciplinary. But if the hope of changing 
things in biology was permitted, his voice just cannot reach the political areas, 
and that's why he becomes a writer: to inform people, to alert them, to make his 
voice be heard in all levels of the society. His own vision just cannot be applied 
without the help of other sensibilities, other specialists, of other disciplinary. 
And that's exactly what is explained in “Du soleil à l'homme” in 1963, which is in 
fact a presentation of his ideas through the history of life, from the physical 
aspect of the stars, to the molecular machinery of the human brain. This first 
scientific popularization work will be followed five years later by another: 
“Biologie et Structure”. 
Then, “L’homme imaginant” in 1970, “L’homme et la ville” 1971, “Société 
informationnelle” 1973, or “Les comportements” in 1973, will follow during the 
next ten years. Each one talks about a particular point, like behaviors, urban 
development, communication or feelings, explaining a little bit more of his global 
vision. 
 
Impressed by “Biologie et Structure” students from the bright-new self-
managed university of Vincennes, contact Laborit and Bernard Weber in 1969, to 
create and teach a new discipline, “Biology and Urban development”. Another 
perfect apply of Laborit’s thoughts: mixing up everything in order to create new 
points of view. Those experimental lectures will only last for 5 years but they 
permit him not only to set up his ideas in a book, “L’homme et la ville” in 1971, but 
also to get in touch with other universities leading him to become guest-teacher 
of bio-psycho-pharmacology at the University of Québec in Montreal from 78 to 
83. 
 
During this period he wrote what will be considered later as his three best 
books: “La nouvelle grille” in 1974, “L’éloge de la fuite” in 1976 and in 1979 
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“L’inhibition de l’action” in which he describes and perfects his vision of 
behaviors and way to study them. 
 
When he quits the University of Québec in 1983, he becomes president of the 
psychosomatic institute of Torino's University in Italy, honorary title he will 
keep till the end of his life. 
 
Later he will try with Alain Renais to touch more people thanks to the cinema 
and “Mon oncle d'Amerique”, which is a good introduction to his state of mind. 
The nomination of this movie, by the grand jury of the Cannes film festival, in 
1980, has definitely made the public heard of Laborit's work. 
 

The end of the story 
In 1983 Laborit’s lab is at its top, and publishes articles in every great 
international magazine, so, became useless, the last issue of “Agressologie” is 
printed, after 23 years of publishing.  
Since then Laborit mostly focuses on his books rather than on lab work, “Dieu ne 
joue pas aux dés” in 1987 was his last best-seller, but very great work are 
“L’esprit du grenier” in 92 or “Légende des comportements” in 94, his very last 
books, which testify of 40 years of research work, against community's will, to 
find out how the brain works. 
 
Henri Laborit passed away on May 18th of 1995 in Paris, ordering his colleges to 
sold the lab equipment the cheapest as possible to other labs. It was his last 
contribution to science. 
His biological vision of the world, his ability 
to see cellular-like mechanisms in any domain 
of human social life, and most of all, his 
pugnacity, led him to develop another form 
of perception of the world, another 
perception of the life sciences, based on 
multiple-field knowledge, interactions 
between these fields and, above all, based 
on doubt. As he always said “What 
fundamental biological principle gives the 
biggest number, the right to think they are 
prevented from fail?”8 Think about it… 
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The complete biography 
Here are only reported the books published by Henri Laborit or with his co-
authors, you can find his scientific papers (more than 600 articles) on 
www.pubmed.com 
 
“Physiologie du système nerveux végétatif en chirurgie”, at G. Doin et Cie, 1950.  
“L’anesthésie facilitée par les synergies médicamenteuses", at Masson, 1951.  
"Réaction organique à l’agression et choc", at Masson, 1952.  
"Pratique de l’hibernothérapie en chirurgie et en médecine" (with Pierre 
Huguenard), at Masson, 1954.  
"Résistance en physio-biologie : l’hibernation artificielle", at Masson, 1954.  
"Excitabilité neuro-musculaire et équilibre ionique. Intérêt pratique en chirurgie 
et hibernothérapie" (with  Geneviève Laborit), at Masson, 1955.  
"Le delirium tremens" (with R. Coirault), at Masson, 1956.  
"Bases physiobiologiques et principes généraux de réanimation", at Masson, 1958.  
"Les destins de la vie et de l’homme" (with Pierre Morand), at Masson, 1959.  
"Physiologie humaine (cellulaire et organique)", at Masson, 1961.  
"Du soleil à l’homme", at Masson, 1963.  
"Les régulations métaboliques", at Masson, 1965.  
"Biologie et structure", at Gallimard, 1968.  
"Neurophysiologie. Aspects métaboliques et pharmacologiques", at Masson, 1969.  
"L’homme imaginant", at Union Générale d’Edition, 1970.  
"L’agressivité détournée", at Union Générale d’Edition, 1970.  
"L’homme et la ville", at Flammarion, 1971.  
"Les comportements. Biologie, physiologie, pharmacalogie", at Masson, 1973.  
"Société informationnelle", at édition du Cerf, 1973.  
"La nouvelle grille", at Robert Laffont, 1974.  
"Eloge de la fuite", at Robert Laffont, 1976.  
"Discours sans méthode" (with Francis Jeanson), at Stock, 1978.  
"L’inhibition de l’action", at Masson, 1979.  
"Copernic n’y a pas changé grand chose",at Robert Laffont, 1980.  
"L’alchimie de la découverte" (with Fabrice Rouleau), at Grasset, 1982.  
"La colombe assassinée", at Grasset, 1983.  
"Dieu ne joue pas aux dés", at Grasset, 1987.  
"La vie antérieure", at Grasset, 1989.  
"Les récepteurs centraux et la transduction de signaux", at Masson, 1990.  
"Les bases biologiques des comportement sociaux", Musée de la civilisation, 1991. 
"L’esprit du grenier", at Grasset, 1992.  
"Etoiles et molécules", at Grasset, 1992.  
"La légende des comportements", at Flammarion, 1994.  
"Une vie. Derniers entretiens avec Claude Grenié", at éditions du Félin, 1996. 
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The man in one page 
 
21/11/1914  Birth in Hanoi, Viet Nam 
xx/xx/1940  Military Medic at Dunkerque 
xx/xx/1950≈ Artificial hibernation and PLD Cocktail 

Promethazine 50mg (Phenergan), Chlorpromazine 50mg 
(Largactil), and Pethidine 100mg (Dolosal) 

13/02/1952  First publication about RP 4560 or Chlorpromazine  
xx/xx/1957  Albert Lasker Research Award 
xx/xx/1958  Creation of the Eutonology Lab, self-financed, in Paris 
xx/xx/1960 Creation of "Agressologie" , international review of physio-

biology and applied pharmacology to effects of aggression. 
xx/10/1961  Synthesis of GHB  
xx/xx/1963  "Du soleil à l’homme" his first book 
xx/xx/1967  "Officier de la légion d'Honneur" award 
xx/03/1968  "Biologie et Structure" 
xx/09/1969 Beginning of "Biologie et urbanisme" lectures at the 

university of Vincennes 
xx/01/1970  "L’homme imaginant" 
xx/01/1971  "L’homme et la ville" 
xx/xx/1972  Medal of the WHO 
xx/xx/1973  "Société informationnelle" 
xx/xx/1974  End of lectures at the university of Vincennes 
xx/10/1974  "La nouvelle grille" 
xx/xx/1976   "L’éloge de la fuite" 
xx/xx/1978  Guest Teacher at the university of Québec, Montreal 
xx/xx/1979  "L’inhibition de l’action" 
21/05/1980  "Mon Oncle d'Amérique" movie by Alain Resnais 
xx/10/1980  "Copernic n'y a pas changé grand-chose" 
xx/xx/1981  Anokhin Prize, USSR 
xx/xx/1983 President of the psychosomatic institute of the university of 

Torino, Italy 
xx/xx/1983  End of the teaching in Québec 
xx/xx/1983  End of "Agressologie" 
xx/10/1983  "La colombe assassinée" 
xx/xx/1984  Silver medal of the Broquette-Gonin Prize 
xx/09/1987  "Dieu ne joue pas aux dés" 
xx/02/1989  "La vie antérieure" 
xx/03/1992  "Esprit du grenier" 
xx/01/1994  "Légende des comportements" 
18/05/1995  Dead in Paris 
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1 Awarded for : "The opening of a new field of endeavor in the treatment of 

mental illness was recognized in 1957 by the joint Award to R.J. Vakil, N. Kline, 
R.H. Noce, H. Laborit, P. Deniker and H.E. Lehmann. […]To Dr. Laborit for his 
extensive studies of surgical shock and post-operative illness which resulted in 
the first application of chlorpromazine as a therapeutic agent. " 

 
2 "Pour avoir notre indépendance financière et intellectuelle il faut fourguer des 

pullules aux boutiquiers et aux marchants pour qu’ils les vendent." 
 
3 "Je me demande toujours Pourquoi? Pourquoi la vie ? Pourquoi la peur ? Ma plus 

grande peur c'est de calquer sans avoir compris "Pourquoi la peur?" " 
 
4 The "groupe des dix" was formed by Jacques Robin, and was composed by Henri 

Atlan, Jacques Attali, Robert Buron, Joël de Rosnay, Henri Laborit, André Leroi-
Gourhan, Edgar Morin, René Passet, Michel Rocard, Jacques Robin, and Michel 
Serres. For more info, read "Le Groupe des Dix - ou les avatars des rapports 
entre science et politique", by Brigitte Chamak at Editions du Rocher 

 
5 French philosopher, economist, and prime minister (!), respectively. 
 
6 "Douter ca ne peut être que bon, le doute ce n’est pas la négation, c’est l’attente 

de quelque chose d’autre […] le doute c’est de ne jamais croire qu’on est arrivé à 
appréhender l’ensemble" 

 
7 Awarded between 1910 and 1989 to French authors of works notable by their 

elevation thoughts or their moral utility. 
 
8 "Mais en vertu de quel principe biologique fondamental, le plus grand nombre 

serait-il préservé de l’erreur?"  


