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The Lesbian Phallus and the ''forphological lmaginar~,1 

T!:1 l.aca~;iuns · rfrsirr dca rly to 
«puralr phnlt;i;;Jrnm penis, to 

nm/1'11/ !ht 111cw1i11g 11f {/11: sif{11Uicr 

'·' 11reciHfi.F s:rmptu11w1ic ({f 

tlu·i1· 1/ic~irr tu han· the plwllw, that 
is. lhtir tlesin' tu be ul thr: antcr q( 

rll its origin. And thrir 
11whll1/y to l'On/rn/ th1· ml'w1irif( of 

riu 1nml plwl111s 1:s fTidrnce 11/' 1d1a1 
l.on111 culls ;yml>olic castrufiun, 
(Cul/up, Thiukinl:! 126) 

All wrH nf things i11 !ht: 11•111·/d 
bdw1'f lik1: mirrurs. (/,a1·1111, Senlinar 
2: 49/M/ 

Arter such n promising title, l knew that l could not possibly give 

a ";itlsfying paper, but perhaps the promise of the Phallus is always dissatis

l\inp; in some vvay, I would like, then, to nclrnowlrdgc that failure from the 

start and to work that foiluw for its uses and to suggest that something more 

u1teresting than satisfying the phallic ideal may come of tile mwlysis that I 

prnpost>. Indeed, perhaps H certain vvariness with respect to tlwl allure is a 

good tiring. What I would like to do instead is make a critical r<'l11rn to Freud, 

to the essay "On l\arcissism: An Introduction," and considt'r lilt' tt~xtual eon· 

tradictions he produces as he tries to deflne the boundaries oferologenic !Judy 

parts. It may not seem that the lesbian Phallus has much to do with mud1 uf' 

what you arc about to read, but I assur<' you (prornisc you'.') that it could nut 

ha\'<' hecn do1ic without iL 

Tlw essay, "On N<ll'cissisrn: An Introduction" (W l·i), is nn effort to 

<~xplai11 I.lie llwory or libido in tcrrns of those experiNwes which Sf'.cm at first 

!o lie most improbably conducive to its terms. Freud begins by a com;ickration 
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of bouily pain and asks whether we might understand the obsessivP self-pre

occupation on the part of those who suffer physical illness or injury to be a 

kind of libidinal investment in pain. And he asks further '>Vhether this negative 

investment in one's own bodily discomfort can be trnderstood as a kind of 

narcissism. For the moment I want to suspend the question of why it is that 

Freud chooses illness and then hypochondria as the examples of bodily expe

rience that narcissism describes, indeed, why it seems that narcissism seems 

to he negative narcissism from the start; I will, however, return to this c.1ues

tion once the relationship between illness and erotogenicity is established. In 

the essay on narcissism, then, Freud first considers organic disease as that 

which "withdraws libido from love objects, [and] lavishes libido on itself" 

(82). As the first example in what will become a string of examples, he cites 

a line of poetry from Wilhelm Busch's "Balduin Bahlamin" on the erotics of 

the toothache: "concentrated is his soul ... in his molar's [jaw-tooth's] aching 

hole'' (82). 3 

According to the theory of libido, the concentration eroticizes that 

hole in the mouth, that cavity within a cavity, redoubling the pain of the 

physical as and through a psychically invested pain - a pain of or from the 

soul, the psyche. From this example oflibidinal self-investment, Freud extrap

olates to other examples: sleep and then dreams, both considered as exercises 

in sustained self-preoccupation, and then to hypochondria. The example of 

physical pain thus gives way, through a textual detour by \vay of sleep, 

dreams, and the Imaginary, to an analogy V\'ith hypochondria and then to an 

argument that establishes the theoretical indissolubi.lity of physical and imag

inary injury. This position has consequences for delimiting what it is that 

constitutes a body part at all, and as we shall see, what it is that constitutes 

an erotogenic body part. In the essay on narcissism, hypochondria lavishes 

libido on a body part, but in a significant sense, that body part does not exist 

for consciousness prior to that investiture; indeed, that body part is delineated 

ancl becomes knowable for Freud only on the condition of that investiture. 

In 1923, in 11ie Ego and the Id, Freud will state quite clearly that 

bodily pain is the precondition of bodily self-discovery. He asks there how one 

can account for the formation of the ego, that bounded sense of self, and 

concludes that it is differentiated from the id partially through pain: "Pain 

set>ms to play a part in the process, and the way in which we gain new 

knowledge of our organs during painful illnesses is perhaps a model of the 

way by which in general we arrive at the idea of our own body" (25-26). In a 

move that prefigures Lacan's argument in "The Mirror Stage," Freud connects 

the formation of one's ego with the externalized idea one forms of one's ow11 
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body. Hence. Freud's claim, "the ego is first and foremost a bodily ego; it is 
not merely a surface entity, but is itself the projection of a surface" (26).4 

What is meant by the imaginary construction of body parts? Is this 
an idcnlist thesis, or one which asserts the indissolubility of the psychic and 
phy"$lcal hody? Curiously, Freud associates the process of erotogenicity with 
!ht~ consciousness of bodily pain: "Let us now, taking any part of the body, 
describe its acti\'ity of sending sexually exciting stimuli to the mind as its 
·erotn~enieity' " ("Narcissism" 84). Here, however, it is fundamentally 
unclear, even undecidable, \vhether this is a consciousness which imputes 
pain to the object, thereby delineating it, as is the case in hypochondria, or 
whether il is a pain caused by organic disease which is retrospectively regis
tered by an attending consciousness. This ambiguity between a real and 
conjured pain, however, is sustained in the analogy with erotogenicity, which 
seems defined as the wry vacillation between real and imagined body parts. 
[f erotogenidty is produced through the conve)ing of a bodily activity through 
an idea, then the idea and the conveying are phenomenologically coincident. 
As a result, it would not be possible to speak about a body part that precedes 
and gives rise to an idea, for it is the idea that emerges simultaneously with 
Uw phenomenologically accessible body, indeed, that guarantees its accessi
bility. Although Freud's language engages a causal temporality that has the 
body part precede its "idea," he nevertheless confirms here the indissolubility 
of a body part and the phantasmatic partitioning that brings it into psychic 
experience. Later in the first Seminar, Lacau will read Freud along these 
latter lines, arguing in his discussion on "The Two Narcissisms" that "the 
libidinal drive is centred on the function of the imaginary" (122/141). 

Already in the essay on narcissism, however, we find the begin
nings of this later formulation in the discussion of the erotogenicity of body 
parts. Directly following his argument in favor of hypochondria as anxiety
ncurosis, Freud argues that libidinal self-attention is precisely \vhat delin
eates a hody part as a part: "Now the familiar prototype [Vorbild] of an organ 
sensitive to pain, in some way changed and yet not diseased in the ordinary 
sense, is that of the genital organ in a state of excitation ... " ("Narcissism" 
84). 

Clearly there is an assumption here of a singular genital organ, the 
sex which is one, but as Freud continues to -..-.Tite about it, it appears to lose 
its proper place and proliferate in unexpected locations. This example at first 
proYides the occasion for the definition of erotogenicit.Y I already cited, "that 
activity of a given bodily area which consists in conveying sexually exciting 
stimuli to the mind." Freud then proceeds to communicate as already 
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accepted knowledge "that certain other areas of the body - the erotogenic 

zones - may act as substitutes for the genitals and behave analogously to 

them" (84). Here it seems that "the genitals," presumed to be male genitals, 

an' at first an example of body parts delineated through anxiety-neurosis, but 

as a "prototype," they are examples of that process whereby body parts 

become epistemologically accessible through an imaginary investiture. As an 

examplar or prototype, these genitals have already vvithin Freud's text sub

stituted/or a variety of other body parts or types, and have substituted for the 

effects of other hypochondria cal processes. The gaping hole in the mouth, the 

panoply of organic and hypochondriacal ailments are synthesized in and 

summarized by the prototypical male genitals. This collapse of substitutions 

performed by these genitals is, however, reversed and erased in the sentence 

that follows in which the erotogenic zones are said to act as substitutes for 

the ~enitnls. In the latter case, it seems that these self-same genitals - the 

result or effect of a set of substitutions - are that/or whic!z other body parts 

act ns substitutes. Indeed, the male genitals are suddenly themselves an 

originary site of erotogenization which then subsequently becomes the occa

sion for a set of substitutions or displacements. It seems at first logically 

incompatible to assert that these genitals are at once a cumulative example 

arzd a prototype or originary site which occasions a process of secondary 

exemplifications; in the first case, they are the effect and sum of a set of 

substitutions, and in the second, they are an origin for which substitutions 

exbt. But perhaps this logical problem symptomizes a wish to understand 

these genitals as an originating idealization, that is, as the symbolically 

l'IH'oded Phallus. 

The Phallus, which Freud invokes in The Interpretation of Dreams, 

is considered the privileged signifier in Lacan, that which originates or gen

erates significations, but is not itself the signifying effect of a prior signifying 

chain. To offer a definition of the Phallus, indeed, to attempt denotatively to 

fix its lllf.'aning is to posture as if one has the Phallus and, hence, to presume 

and enact precisely what remains to be explained (Gallop 126). In a sense, 

Freud's essay enacts the paradoxical process by which the Phallus as the 

privileged and generative signifier is itself generated by a string of examples 

of erotogenic body parts. The Phallus is then set up as that which confers 

erotogenicity and signification on these body parts, although we have seen 

through the metonymic slide of Freud's text the way in which the Phallus is 

installed as an "origin" to suppress the ambivalence produced in the course 

of that slide. 
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If Freud is here endeavoring to circmnscribe the Phallic frn1ction, 
and proposing a conflation of the penis and the Phallus, then the genitals 
vvould necessarily function in a double way: as the (symbolic) ideal that offers 
an impossible and originary measure for the genitals to approximate, and as 
the (imaginary) anatomy which is marked by the failure to accomplish that 
return to that symbolic ideal. Insofar as the male genitals become the site of 
a textual vacillation, they enact the impossibility of collapsing the distinction 
lwtween Pf~nis and Phallus. Note that I have consigned the penis, convention
ally described as "real anatomy" to the domain of the Imaginary. I will pursue 
the t·onsequences of this consignment (or liberation) toward the end of this 
essay. 

As if foundering in a set of constitutive ambivalences out or his 
control, Freud follows his paradoxical articulation of the male genitals as 
prototype and origin by adding yet another inconsistent claim to the list: "We 
can decide to regard," he claims, "erotogenicity as a general characteristic of 
all organs and may then speak of an increase or decrease of it in a particular 
pHrt of the body" ("Narcissism" 84). 

In this last remark which, it seems, Freud must force himself to 
make - as if pure conviction will issue forth its O'\-VTI truth - reference to Lhe 
temporal or ontological primacy of any given body part is suspended. To be 
a property of all organs is to be a property necessary to no organ, a property 
defined by its very plasticity, transferability, and expropriability. In a sense, 
we have been following the metonymic chain of this roving property from the 
start. Freud's discussion began with the line from \Vilhelm Busch, "the jaw
tooth's aching hole," a figure that stages a certain collision of figures, a 
punctured instrument of penetration, an inverted vagina dentata, anus, 
mouth, orifice in general, the spectre of the penetrating instrument pene
trated. 5 The tooth, as that which bites, cuts, breaks through, and enters is that 
which is ilself already entered, broken into, and thus figures an ambivalence 
that, it seems, becomes the source of pain analogized with the male genitals 
a fe>v pages later. This figure is immediately likened to other body parts in 
real or imagined pain, and is then replaced and erased by the prototypical 
genitals. This wounded instrument of penetration can only suffer under the 
ideal of its own invulnerability, and Freud attempts to restore to it its imagi
nary power through installing it first as prototype and then as originary site 
of erotogenization. 

In the course of restoring this phallic property to the penis, how
ever, Freud enumerates a set of analogies and substitutions that rhetorically 
affirm the fundamental transferability of that property. Indeed, the Phallus is 
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neilher the imaginary construction of the penis nor the symbolic valence for 

which the penis is a partial approximation. For that formulation is still to 

affirm the Phallus as the prototype or idealized property of th~~ penis. And yet 

it is clear from the metonymic trajectory of Freud's own text, the ambivalence 

at the center of any construction of the Phallus belongs to no body part, but 

is fundamentally transferable and is, at least within his text, the very principle 

of erotogenic transferability. Moreover, it is through this transfer, understood 

as a substitution of the psychical for the physical - the metaphorizing logic of 

h~1Jochondria - that body parts become phenomenologically accessible at all. 

Here we might understand the pain/pleasure nexus that conditions 

erotogenicily as partially constituted by the very idealization of anatomy des

ignated by the Phallus. 
On this reading, then, Freud's textualized effort to resolve the 

figure of the jaw-tooth's aching hole into the penis as prototype and then as 

Phallus, rhetorically enacts the very process of narcissistic investment and 

idealization that he seeks to document, overcoming that ambivalence through 

lite conjuring of an ideal. One might want to read the psychic idealization of 

body parts as an effort to resolve a prior, physical pain. It may be, however, 

that the idealization produces erotogenicity as a scene of necessary failure 

and ambivalence, one which then prompts a return to that idealization in a 

n1in effort to escape that conflicted condition. To what extent is this conflicted 

condition precisely the repetitive propulsionality of sexuality? And what does 

"failure to approximate" mean in the context in which every body does pre

cisely that? 

One might also argue that to continue to use the term Phallus for 

this symbolic or idealizing function is to prefigure and valorize which body 

part will be the site of erotogenization; that is an argument that deserves a 

serious response. To insist, on the contrary, on the transferability of the 

Phallus, the Phallus as transferable or plastic property, is to destabilize the 

distinction between being and having the Phallus, and to suggest that a logic 

of non-contradiction does not necessarily hold between those two positions. 

In effect, the "having" is a symbolic position for Lacan which institutes the 

masculine position ""ithin a heterosexual matrix, and which presumes an 

idealized relation of property which is then only partially and vainly approx

imated by those marked masculine beings who vainly and partially occupy 

thnt position "'ithin language. But if this attribution of property is itself 

improperly attributed, if it rests on a denial of that property's transferability, 

(i.e .. ir this is a transfer into a non-transferable site or a site which occasions 

other transfers, but which is itself not transferred from anywhere) then the 
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repression of that denial will constitute that system internally and, therefore, 
pose as the promising spectre of its destabilization. Insofar as any reference 
to a lesbian Phallus appears to be a spectral representation of a masculine 
original, we might well question the spectral production of that "origin," one 
which, we have seen, is constituted in Freud's text through a reversal and 
erasure of a set of substitutions. 

It seems that this imaginary valorization of body parts is to be 
derived from a kind of eroticized hypochondria. Hypochondria is an imagi
nary investment which, according to the early theory, constitutes a libidinal 
projection of the body-surface which in turn establishes its epistemological 
accessibility. Hypochondria here denotes something like a theatrical delinea
tion or production of the body, one which gives imaginary con toms to the ego 
itself, projecting a body which becomes the occasion of an identification 
vrhich in its imaginary or projected status is fully tenuous. 

But something is clearly awry in Freud's analysis from the start, 
for how is it that the self-preoccupation with bodily suffering or illness 
becomes the analogy for the crotogenic discovery and conjuring of body parts? 
In Th.e Ego and the Id, Freud himself suggests that to figure sexuality as illness 
is symptomatic of the structuring presence of a moralistic framework of guilt. 
In this text, Freud argues that narcissism must give way to objects, and that 
we must finally love in order not to fall ill. Insofar as there is a prohibition 
on love accompanied by threats of imagined death, there is a great temptation 
to refuse to love, and so to be taken in by that prohibition and contract 
neurotic illness. Once this prohibition is installed, then, body parts emerge as 
sites of punishable pleasure and, hence, of pleasure and pain. In this kind of 
neurotic illness, guilt is manifest as pain that suffuses the bodily surface, and 
can appear as physical illness. What follows if it is this kind of bodily suffering 
which is, as Freud claimed of other kinds of pain, analogous to the way in 
which we achieve an "idea" of our own body? 

If prohibitions in some sense constitute projected morphologies, 
then reworking the terms of those prohibitions suggests the possibility of 
variable projections, variable modes of delineating and theatricalizing body 
surfaces that do not guarantee heterosexual exchange, and vd1ich become 
sites of transfer for properties that no longer belong properly to any anatomy. 
I will make almost clear what this means for thinking through alternative 
imaginaries and the lesbian Phallus, but first a cautionary note on Freud. 

The pathologization of erotogenic parts in Freud calls to be read 
as a discourse produced in guilt, and although the imaginary and projective 
possibilities of hypochondria are useful, they call to be dissociated from the 
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metaphorics of illnC'ss that pervade the description of sexuality. This is espe

dall:i urgent now that the pathologization of sexuality generally, and specific 

description of homosexuality as the paradigm for the pathological as such, 

il!'P symptomatic of homophobic discourse on AIDS. 

Insofar as Freud accepts the analogy between erotogenicity and 

ill1wss, he produces a pathological discourse on sexuality vvhich allows fig

urt>s for organic disease to construct figures for erotogenic body parts. This 

rnnt1ation has a long history, no doubt, but it finds one of its contemporary 

lll'rmutations in the homophobic construction of male homosexuality as 

alm1v" aln•a(ly pnthologieal - an argument recently made by Jeff Nunokawa 

:-.111'11 that AlllS is phantasmatically construed as the pathology of homosex

uality il:·wll'. Clearly, the point is to read Freud not for the moments in which 

ilint'S:-> a!Hl sexuality are conflated, but, rather, for the moments in \Yhich that 

rnnf1ntion foils to sustain itself, and where he fails to read himself in precisely 

tlw \\ ;n s ht> 1,•aeht>s us to read ['"Commenting on a text is like doing an 

;11wh~is" tLacan, Seminar I: 73)]. 

Prohibitions, which include the prohibition on homosexuality, are 

('11fnrl'cd by the pain of guilt, and Freud himself offers this link at the end of 

hio essa~' when he W'C'Olmts for the genesis of conscience, and its self-policing 

p·1~-.ibilitks, as the introjection of the homosexual cathexis. In other words, 

11t1· q.:o·id•·al which governs what Freud calls the ego's self-respect requires 

1111• proltillilioll or homosexuality, a prohibition which is homosexual desire 

turned hack on itself; the self-beratement of conscience is the reflexive re

mutin?! of homosexual desire. If then. as Freud contends, pain may be one 

way in \Yhi('h >Yr comr to have an idea of our body at all, it may also be that 

::;1·111kr-i11stit111in~ prnhihitinns work. through suffusing the body with a pain 

\\!Jidi culminates in the projection of a surface, that is, a sexed morphology 

\\ llidi h at um'(' a l'Ompensatory fantasy and a fetishistic mask. And if one 

ll!ti"! t'illlt'l' Ion· or !'all ill. then perhaps the sexuality that appears as illness 

i!'> thv in,..,idious effect of a such a censor. Freud offers something like a map 

of t hi'- prohl•'nltttie. hut ''ithout following through on the analysis that it 

rt'q1nrn~. 

If thi" effort to rethink the physical and the psychical works well, 

tl1c11 it is no long<-r possible to take anatomy as a stable referent that is 

~"nwhow \·alnri1.t'd or signified through being subjected to an imaginary 

'! !H·ma. On llw <'Onlrary, the very accessibility of anatomy is in some sense 

di·p(·mlent on thi~ sdwrna and coincident '<Vith it. As a result of this coinci

dcnn'. ii i' unclear to me that lesbians can be said to be "oP' the same sex 

or th;it l1nmnS4'\Ualit~· in w·nernl ought to be construed as love of the same. 
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For niw point of this discussion of the indissolubility of the psychic and tlH· 

t'Ol'JHin·al is lo suggest that any description of the hody, indwliug thos('. wliicll 

an· deemt>d convt'nlional within scientific discourse, tnkrs place through Uw 

dffula!ion and validation of such an imaginary schema. 

But if the descriptions of the body take place in nm! through an 

1111aginar:v schema, that is, if these descriptions are psychically nnd phan 

tasmatically invested, is there still something V'>'e might call the body itsC'll 

which escapes this schematizalion? At lenst tvvo responses can lH' offcn•d to 

this q11estion. First, psy'f:hic projection cuufcrs houndm·ics and, hc•n('f', unit~ 

on the body, so tlwt tile very contoms of the body arc sit.cs wltit'I! vacillal<' 

!wtvn'i~n the psychk nnd the material; hence, bodily contours and mmpl1olog_v 

;1n· not tnt'n·ly implicnted in an irreducible tension betw(•en tlw psy<'lli!' and 

tilt' rnatvrial !Jul are that lt>nsiori. Hence, thP psyche is not n grid thruuµ,ll 

'' l1id1 a prt•-given body appears; that fornrnlntion \VOuld fignrc the !Jody as 

il!l ontological in-itselfvvllich only lwcomcs available through a psyche which 

estab!islte:.; it.s mode of' appearance as an epistemologirnl oiljl'ct. 

Tltal Kantian formulation of the body calls In lw rnvorkl'd, first, in 

a more phcnon11~11ological register as an inwgiBary formation ;rnd, M't'!ltld, 

through a theory of signification as an effect and tolwn or S\'Xtrnl diff1~1·1•n1·1 .. 

As for the first, which is sustained in the second, v\'(~ rnigllt trnderstalld !lw 

psyche in this context as that which constitutes the mode by which that lwdy 

is given, the condition and contour of that givenness. This brings me to tlw 

second point: the materiality of the body ought not to be conceptualized as a 

tlllilatcral or determinate e,fject of the psyche in any sense thnt '\vould rcdnrc 

that materiality to the psyche or make of the psyche the rnonistic stuff out of 

which that materiality is produced and/or <lerived. This latter altcrr!illin' 

1,votlld co11st.itule a clearly untenable form of idealism. II must lH' possihll' lo 

concede alld affirm an array of "materialities" that pertain to !hi' body, that 

¥vllich is signified by the domains of biology, anatomy, physiology, hornw1wl 

and clwrnical composition, illness, age, weight, metabolism, lift', and d1·atl1. 

1\one of this can be denied. But the tHHleniahiHty of tlH•sc ·'materiatilit>:-i" in 

no way implies what il means to affirm tltem, i11deed, what inlt'l'Jlf't'lin: 

matrices condition, enable, and limit that necessary amrrnation. That ea('h or 

those categories has a history and a historicity, that each of them is conslituted 

through the boru1daTy lines that distinguish them and, hence, by 1,vhat the~ 

exclude, that relations of discourse and power produce hierarchies aud over

lappings among them and challenge those born1daries, implies that they are 

ho1l1 persistent and contested regions. We might want to claim that wlwt 

persists 'vithin these contested domains is the "materiality" of the body. But 
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perhaps we will have fulfilled the same function, and opened up some others. 

if we claim that what persists here is a demand in and for language, a "that 

which" prompts and occasions, say, "'ithin the domain of science, explained, 

described, diagnosed, altered; or within the cultural fabric of lived experi

euce, fed, exercised, mobilized, put to sleep: a site of enactments and passions 

of various kinds. To insist upon this demand, this site, as the "that without 

which" no psyehic operation can proceed, but also as that on which and 

through which the psyche also operates, is to begin to circumscribe that which 

is invariably and persistently the psyche's site of operation; not the blank slate 

or passive medium upon which the psyche acts, but, rather, the constitutive 

demand that mobilizes psychic action from the start, that is that mobilization, 

and, in its transmuted form, as Nietzsche insists, is that psyche. 

·~itre Bodies Purely Discursive?" 

The linguistic categories that are understood to "denote" the mate

riality of the body are themselves troubled by a referent that is never fully or 

permanently resolved or contained by any given signified. Indeed, that refer

l'llt persists only as a kind of absence or loss, that which language does not 

capture, but, instead, that which impels language repeatedly to attempt that 

c'apturt>, that circumscription - and to fail. This loss takes its place in language 

as an insistent call or demand that, while in language, is never fully of 

language. To posit a materiality outside of language is still to posit that 

materiality, and the materiality so posited will retain that positing as its 

cnn~titutive condition. To posit a materiality outside of language, -vvhere that 

materiality is considered ontologically distinct from language, is to under

mine the possibility that language might be able to indicate or correspond to 

that domain of radical allerity; hence, the absolute distinction between lan

p:11a1rt' and materiality which was to secure the referential function of lan

f!Hage undermines that function radically. 

This is not to say that, on the one hand, the body is simply linguistic 

.quff or, on the other, has no bearing on language. It bears on language all 

tht• tinw. lndcl'd, the materiality of language, of the very sign that attempts 

to dpnote "materiality.'' suggests that it is not the case that everything, includ

inl! materiality, is always already language. On the contrary, the materiality 

nf thf:" signifier (a "materiality" that comprises both the signs and its significa

tnry efficacy) implies that there can be no reference to a pure materiality 

1•xct•pt via materiality. Hence, it is not that one cannot get outside oflanguage 

in 1mle r to grasp materiality in and of itself; rather, every effort to refer to 
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materiality takes pl<1ce through a signif)ing process which, in its phenomcnal

ity, is always already material. In this sense, then, language and materiality 

are uot opposed, for language both is and refers to Urnt •vhich is material, and 

wltat is matPrial never fully escapes from the process by which it is signified. 

But if language is not opposed to materiality, neither can materi

ality lw summarily collapsed into an identity with language. On the one hand, 

the proce:-;s of signification is always material; signs vrnrk by appearing, and 

appearing through material means, although what appears only signifies by 

drtue of thnse non-phenomenal relations, i.e., relations of differentiation, 

th;it taritly stnwture and propel signification itself. Relations, even the notion 

or d{(ffranct', institute and require relata, terms, phenomenal signifiers. And 

yPt \\·hat allows for a signifier to signify will never be its materiality alone; 

that materiality will be at once an instrumentality and deployment of a set of 

larger linguistic relations. The materiality of the signifier will signify only to 

thi:: extent that it is impure, contaminated by the ideality of clifferenliati11g 

relations, the tacit structurings of an illimitable linguistic context.6 Co11-

wrsf•ly, the signifier v\ill work to the extent that it is also contaminated 

constitutively by the very materiality that the ideality of sense purports to 

oYercome. Apart from and yet related to the materiality of the signifier is the 

materiality of the signified as well as the referent approached through the 

signified, but remains irreducible to the signified. This radical difference 

between referent and signified is the site where the materiality of language 

and that of the world which it seeks to signify is perpetually negotiated. This 

might usefully be compared with Merleau-Ponty's notion of the flesh of the 

world. 7 Although the referent cannot be said to exist apart from the signified, 

it nt'vertheless cannot be reduced to it. That referent, that abiding function 

of the world, is to persist as the horizon and the "that which" which makes 

its demand in and to language. Language and materiality are fully embedded 

in each other, chiasmic in their interdependency, but never fully collapsed 

into one another, i.e., reduced to one another, and yet neither fully ever 

exceeds the other. Always already implicated in each other, always already 

exceeding one another, language and materiality are never fully identical nor 

fully different. 
But what then do we make of the kind of materiality that is asso

ciated with the body, its physicality as well as its location, including its social 

and political locatedness, and that materiality that characterizes language? 

Do vve mean "materiality" in a common sense, or are these usages examples 

of what Althusser refers to as modalities of matter?8 
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To answer the question of the relation between the materiality of 

bodies and that of language requires first that we offer an account of how it 

i:-> th;1t bodies materialize, that is, how they come to assum<' the murpht>, the 

,;ftape IJ~· which their material discreteness is marked. T11e materiality of the 

hodv is not to be taken for granted, for in some sense it is acquired, consti

t11trrl, through thr clevelopment of morphology. And ·within the Lacanian vir·.v, 

languag(', understood as rules of differentiation based on kinship relations, is 

1•s-;1·ntial to the development of morphology. Refore \Ye considf•r one account 

of the deYelopment of linguistic and corporeal morphology. let us turn briefly 

lo Kristt·va, to provide a contrast with Lacan. and a critical introduction. 

l11snlhr as language might be understood to emerge from the mate

riality of bodily life, that is, as the reiteration and extension of a material set 

nf n•latitrns. language is a substitute satisfaction, a primar~· act of clisplace

fll('llt and condensation. Kristeva argues that the materiality of the spoken 

:-iµnif'iPr, the vocalization of sound, is already a psychic effort to reinstall aucl 

ri·capttlrt' a lost maternal body; hence, these vocalizations are te1nporarily 

r1·1·;qlltll't'd in sonorous poetry which works language for its must material 

possihilities (13-t-36). Even here, however, those material sputterings are 

alrt•atlv psychically inwstcd, deployed in the service of a fantasy of mastery 

and re~toration. Here the materiality of bodily relations, prior to any inrlivid

uatinn into a st>parahle body or, rather, simultaneous \\-ith it, is displaced onto 

tl11.· matt•riality or linguistic relations. The language that is the effect of this 

dbpliweme11 t Ilt:'YerLheless carries the trace of that loss precisely in the phan

tasma!ic s1rueture or recovery that mobilizes vocalization itself. Here then it 

b the matl'riality of that (other) body which is phantasmatically reinvoked in 

the rnatf'riality or signifying sounds. Indeed, what gives those sounds the 

pnwn to -.i~niry is that phantasrnatic structure. The materiality of the signifier 

is thus lltl' displaced rqietition of the materiality of the lost maternal body. 

\latt•rialil~ is <'onsliluted in and through iterability. And to the extent that the 

rt'ft·n•ntial impulse of language is to return to that lost originary presence. 

the maternal body becomes, as it were, the paradigm or figure for any sub

~ .. qu<•nt rPft-rent. This is in part tlw function of the Real in its convergence 

\\ illt the unthemat.izahlc maternal body in Lacanian discourse. The Real is 

1h;11 wllkh rf'sists and compels symbolization. Kristeva redescribes and rein

li•rprt'ls the Heal as the semiotic, that is, as a poetic mode of signifying that, 

although dt>{>endent on the Symbolic, can neither be reduced to it nor figured 

a:-; ii'- untlwmatizable Other. 

For Kristeva, the materiality of language is in some sense derived 

from the matfriality of infantile bodily relations; language becomes some-
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tiling like the infinite displacement of thatjouissance that is phantasmatically 
iclentilied \Yith the maternal body. Every effort to signify encodes and repeats 
this loss. \1oreover, it is only on the condition of this primary loss of the 
referent. the Heal, understood as the maternal presence, that signification -
and the materialization of language - can take place. The materiality of the 
maH~rnal body is only figurable within language (a set of already differenti
ated relations) as the phantasmatic site of a de-individuated fusion, a jouis
sar1n· prior to the differentiation and emergence of tl1e subject.9 But insofar 
as this toss is figured within language, i.e .. appears as a figure in language, 
that loss is nlso denied, for language both performs and defends against the 
S('paration that it figures; as a result, any figuration of that loss will both 
rept'at and refuse the loss itself. The relations of differentiation between parts 
of speech which produce signification are themselves the reiteration and 
extension of the primary acts of differentiation and separation from the mater
nal body by which a speaking subject comes into being. Insofar as language 
appears to be motivated by a loss it cannot grieve, and to repeat the very loss 
that it refuses to recognize, we might regard this ambivalence at the heart or 
Unguistic it1:rahility as the melancholy recesses of signification. 

The postulation of the primacy of the maternal body in the genesis 
or signification is clearly questionable, for it cannot be sho\VTl that a differen
tiation from such a body is that which primarily or exclusively inaugurates 
the relation to speech. The maternal body prior to the formation of the subject 
is ahvays and only known by a subject who by definition postdates tlwt 
hnwthetical scene. La can's effort to offer an account of the genesis of bodily 
boundaries in "The !vfirror Stage" (1949) takes the narcissistic relation as 
primary. and so displaces the maternal body as a site of primary identification. 
This happens within the essay itself when the infant is understood to over
come "'"ith jubilation the obstruction of the support which presumably holds 
the infant in place before the mirror. The reification of maternal dependency 
as a ''support" and an "obstruction" signified primarily as that which, in the 
overcoming, occasions jubilation, suggests that there is a discourse on the 
differentiation from the maternal in the mirror stage. The maternal is, as it 
were, already put under erasure by the theoretical language which reifies her 
function, crwcting the very overcoming that it seeks to document. 

Insofar as the mirror stage involves an imaginary relation, it is that 
of psychic projection, but not, strictly speaking, in the register of the Symbolic, 
i.e., in language, the diffcrented/ing use of speech. The mirror stage is not a 
developnwntal account of how the idea of one's own body comes into being. 
It does suggest, however, that the capacity to project a morphe, a shape, onto 

145 



146 
The Lesbian Phallus and the Morphological Imaginary 

a surface is part of tlle psychic (and phantasmatic) elaboration, centering, and 

containment of one's ovvn bodily contours. This process of psychic projection 

or elaboration implies as well that the sense of one's ovv:r1 body is not (only) 

achieved through differentiating from another (the maternal body). but that 

any sense of bodily contour, as projected, is articulated through a necessary 

sf'lf-division and self-estrangement. In this sense, Lacan's mirror stage can 

be read as a rewriting of Freud's introduction of the bodily ego in 771e Ego 

and the Id as well as the theory of narcissism. Here it is not a question of 

vvhcti1er the mother or the imago comes first. or whether they are fully 

distinct from one another, but, rather, how to account for individuation 

through the unstable dynamics of sexual differentiation and identification that 

take place through the elaboration of imaginary bodily contours. 

For Lacan, the body or, rather, morphology is an imaginary forma

tion,rn but we learn in the second Seminar that this percipi or visual produc

tion, the body, can be sustained in its phantasmatic integrity only through 

submitting to language and to a marking by sexual cliffcrence: "the percipi of 

man [siC'J can only be sustained within a zone of nomination" ("C'est par la 

nomination que l'homme fait subsister les objets dans une certaine 

consistance") (Seminar 2: 177/202). Bodies only become whole, i.e., totalities, 

by the idealizing and totalizing specular image which is sustained through 

time by tlle sexually marked name. To have a name is to be positioned within 

the Symbolic, the idealized domain of kinship, a set of relationships structured 

through sanction and taboo which is governed by the law of the father, i.e., 

the prohibition against incest. For Lacan, names, which emblematize and 

institute this paternal law, sustain the integrity of the body. \'\>1rnt constitutes 

the integral body is not a natural boundary or organic telos, but the law of 

kinship that works through the name. In this sense, the paternal law produces 

versions of bodily integrity; the name, which installs gender and kinship, 

works as a politically invested and investing performative. To be named is 

thus to be inculcated into that law and to be formed, bodily, in accordance 

\'lith that law. 11 
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Rt·u,ritillg the Morphological Imaginary 

(n;L,~·friusnf.'..; occurs ftzch tinu~ tiu~rr 
, ; il .'1uj;11·r surh Ilia/ ir ran pr11dur·e 
;;·hut '" n1//t'd 1111 imaf!e. Thal is a 
r~;,;/rI11;/i.<I d~limtiun. (/.aCflfl, 

'-e1:1i1rnr .!: f\i/ry)) 

Thae is somt:thing originally, 
inauguralf:r, profoundly wounded in 
the human relation to the world ... 
that is u·hat comes out of the theory 
<tf narcissism Freud gave us, insofar 
as this frameu•ork introduces an 
indefinable, a no exit, marking all 
relations, and especially the libidinal 
rt'lation.s of the subject. (Seminar 2: 
16 71199) 

Tlw f'olJm,ing selective reading of Lacan ''ill explore the conse
q uPH<'t'S of the theory of narcissism for the formation of the bodily ego and 

its marking by sex. Insofar as the ego is formed from the psyche through 

projPcting the body, and the ego is that projection, the condition of reflexive 

(rnis)knowing, it is invariably a bodily ego. This projection of the body, which 

Lacan narrates as Uie mirror stage, re\\-Tites Freud's theory of narcissism 

th rough the d:rnamics of projection and misrecognition (meconnaissance). In 

th!' course of that rewriting, La can establishes the morphology of the body as 

a psychi('ally invested projection, an idealization or "fiction" of the body as a 

totality and locus of control. Moreover, he suggests that this narcissistic and 

idealizing projection that establishes morphology constitutes the condition for 

the fWIH'ration of objects and the cognition of other bodies. The morpholog

ical scheme established through the mirror stage constitutes precisely that 

reserve of morplle from which the contours of objects are produced; both 

objects and others come to appear only through the mediating grid of this 

proj~~ctrcl or imaginary morphology. 

This I ,acanian trajectory will be shown to become problematic on 

(at ]Past) two counts: 1) the morphological scheme which becomes the epi

stemic condition for the world of objects and others to appear is marked as 

masculine and. hence, becomes the basis for an anthropocentric and 

androcentric epistemological imperialism (this is one criticism of Lacan 

offered by Luce lrigaray and supplies the compelling reason for her project 

tu articulate a feminine Imaginary 12
); 2) the idealization of the body as a 

center of control sketched in "The Mirror Stage" is rearticulated in Lacan's 

notioo or the Phallus as tfJ.at which controls significations in discomse, "The 

:\leaning of the Phallus" (1958).° Although Lacan explicitly denounces the 

possibility that the Phallus is a body part or an imaginary effect, that repudi

ation will be read as constitutive of the very symbolic status he confers on the 

Phallus in the course of the later essay. As an idealization of a body part, the 
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pllantasmatic figure of the Phallus within Lacan's essay. undergoes a set of 

contradictions similar to those \'l-'hich w1settled Freud's ana1;.:sis of erotogenic 

body parts. The lesbian Phallus may be said to interwne as an unexpected 

cons('quence of the Lacanian scheme, an apparently contradictory signifier 

which, through a critical mimesis (Schor 48) calls into question the ostensibly 

originating and controlling power of the Lacanian Phallus, indeed, its instal

lation as the privileged signifier of the symbolic order. The move emblerna

tized by the lesbian Phallus contests the relationship between the logic of 

no11-contradiction and the legislation of compulsory heterosexuality at the 

lt•\'d of the Symbolic and bodily morphogenesis; consequently, it seeks to 

upcn up a discursive site for reconsidering the tacitly political relations that 

rnnstitutc and persist in the divisions between body parts and wholes. cmat

nmy and the Imaginary, corporeality and the psyche, 

In his Seminar of 1953, Lacan argues that •·the mirror stage is not 

simply a moment in development. It also has an exemplary function, because 

it n•veals some of the subject's relations to his image, in so far as it is the 

f 'rbild of the ego" (Seminar 1: 74/88). In "The Mirror Stage," published four 

yrars f'arlier, Lacan argues that "we have ... to understand the mirror stage 

as an idmt(ftmtion ... ," and then slightly later in the essay suggests that the 

ego b tl1e cumulative effect of its formative identifications. 14 V\Tithin the Amer

ican reception of Freud. especially in ego psychology and certain versions of 

object relations, it is perhaps customary to suggest that the ego preexists its 

i<kntilkations, a notion confirmed by the grammar that insists that "an ego 

id(•ntifies with an object outside itself." The Lacanian position suggests that 

i(knlifications not only precede the ego, but the identificatory relation lo the 

image establishes the ego. Moreover, the ego established through this iden

tifkatory relation is itself a relation, indeed, the cumulative history of such 

rdations. As a result, the ego is not a self-identical substance, but a 

st·diment<•<l history of relations which locate the center of the ego outside 

it~elf, in the externalized imago which confers and produces bodily contours. 

In this sense, Lacan's mirror does not reflect or represent a preexisting ego, 

hut. rather, provides the frame, the boundary, the spatial delineation for the 

projPctiw elaboration of the ego itself. Hence, Lacan claims, "the image of 

tlw body giv('s the subject the first form which allovvs him to locate what 

1wrtains to the ego Ice qui est du moi) and \.vhat does not" (Seminar 1: 79/94). 

~trirtly speaking, then, the ego cannot be said to identify 'With an object 

outside itself; rather, it is through an identification with an imago, which is 

itself a relation, that the ';outside" of the ego is first ambiguously demarcated, 

indet:>d. that a spatial boundary that negotiates "outside" and "inside" is es tab-
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!i .... hrd in and as the Imaginary: "thP function of the mirror stage [is] n partic
ulM case of the fw1clion of Uie imago, vd1ich is to establish a relation between 

th1· oreani<.rn and its reality - or, as they say, between the Inneruaft and the 

1 ·rn1rtlt" tfrrits 4 ). "' The S!H'cular image that the child sees. that is, the 

ima:.rining llwt ttw child produces, confers a visual integrity and roherence 
011 his own body (appParing as other) ,,·hich compensates for his limited and 

pn···"-1wcular senst' of motility and undeveloped motor control. Lacan goes on 
to idl'ntify this .;;iwcular image v\-ith the ego-ideal (je-ideal) and vvith the 
subjt·ct. ;dtlwugh these terms will in his later lectures be distinguished from 

16 
imp anotlwr on other grounds. 

Significantly, this idealized totality that the child spes is a mirror-
1ma!-!"e: one might say that it confers an ideality and integrity on his body, but 

it i.;; perhaps more accurate to claim that the very sense of the body is gener
ated through this projection of ideality and integrity. Indeed, this mirroring 

tran.'>forrns a livf'd sense of disunity and loss of control into an ideal of 
int1·grit!· and control (la puissance) through that event of specularization. 

Shortly, we will Hrgue that this idealization of the body articulated in "The 
!\lirror Stage" reemerges unwittingly in the context of Lacan's discussion of 

lite Phallus as the idealization and symbolization of anatomy. At this point, it 
is perhaps enough to note that the imago of the body is purchased through a 

certain loss; libidinal dependency and powerlessness is phantasmatically 

overcome by the installation of a boundary and, hence, an hypostasized center 
which produces an idealized bodily ego; that integrity and unity is achieved 
through the ordering of a vvayward motility or disaggregated sexuality not yet 

restrained by the boundaries of individuation: "the human object [l'objet 

humainJ always constitutes itself through the intermediary of a first Joss -
nothing fruitful takes place in man [rien de fecond n'a lieu pour l'hommej 

save through the intermediary of a loss of an object" (Seminar 2: 
t3o/155). 17 

Lacan remarks in the second Seminar that "the body in pieces [le 

corps morcdi] finds its unity as in the image of the Other, which is its own 
anticipated image - a dual situation in which a polar, but non-symmetrical 

relation, is sketched out" (5·V72). The ego is formed around the spernlar 

image of the body itself, but this specular image is itself an anticipation, a 

subjunctive delineation. The ego is first and foremost an object which cannot 

coincide temporally ''ith the subject, a temporal ek-stasi~~; the ego's temporal 

futurity, and its exleriority as a percipi, establish its alterity to the subject. nut 
this alterily is ambiguously located: first, V\'ithin the circuit of a psyche which 

constitutes/finds the ego as a mistaken and decentering token of itself (hence, 
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au interior alterity); second, as an object of perception, like ntlwr obj eels, and 

so at a radical epistemic distance from the subject: "The ego ... is a partie

ular uhject within the experience of the subject. Literally. U1e ego is an object 

- an object which fills a certain function w·hich >Ye here call the imaginary 

function" (Seminar 2: 44/60). 18 As Imaginary, the ego as object is neither 

interior nor exterior to the subject, but the permanently unstable site vvhere 

lhat spatialized distinction is perpetually negotiated; it is this ambiguity that 

111arks the ego as imago, that is, as an identificatory relation. Hence, identifi

<'ations are never simply or definitively made or achin:ed; the~· are insistently 

constituted, contested, and negotiated. 

The specular image of the body itself is in some sense the image 

of the Other. But it is only on the condition that the anticipatccl, ambiguously 

located body furnishes an imago and a boundary for the ego that objects come 

i 11 lo perception. 

Tile abject 1~~ always more or less structured as the image of the body 

ql the subject. The re.flection of the subject, its mirror stage /image 

speculaire], 1:5 always found somewhere in every perceptual picture 

/tableau perceptif], and that is what gives it a quality, a special 

inertia. (Seminar 2: 1671199) 

Here we not only have an account of the social constitution of the ego, but 

the modes by which the ego is differentiated from its Other, and how that 

imago that sustains and troubles that differentiation at the same timt gener

atps objects of perception. "On the libidinal level, the object is only even 

apprelwncl<'d through the grid of the narcissistic relation" (Seminar 2: 

Wi/199). And this is made all the more complex when we see that the 

n~lkxivc relation to/of the ego is always ambiguously related to the "Other." 

Far from !wing a merely narcissistic precondition of object genesis, this claim 

ofl't•rs instead an irreducible equivocation of narcissism and sociality ''vhich 

bcconws the condition of the epistemological generation of ancl access to 

ohjl•cts. 

The idealization of the body as a spatially bounded totality, char-

1wtt•rize1l by a control exercized by the gaze, is lent out to the body as its O\VJ1 

~t>lf-nmtrol. This will become crucial to the understanding of the Phallus as 

a privileged signifier that appears to control the significations that it produces. 

1.nran sngg:ests as much in the second Seminar: 

Tilt' is.sue is knowing which organs come into play in [entrent en 

jeu clans] the norcissfatic imaginary relation to the Other whereby 
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flit' rgo i.~ jim11td, bildeL Tile imaginary structuration qf tlze ego 
Ji .. r·1n' arow1d lht specular image of the body itse(f; of tile image (tf 
tli1' Oliu't: (fM-951! 19) 

But sonw parts of the body become the tokens for the centering 
and ,·nntndlinl! !'unction of the bodil.v imago: "certain organs are caught up 
in ls1 1 1tl ir1t1'T'l'ssts dans] the narcissistic relation, insofar as it structures both 
llw rdatinn of th~~ ('go to the Other and the constitution of the vrnrld of 
oti;1·1h" (Srmi11ar 2: !Fi/J l!l). Although these organs are not named, it seems 
that tli1',\ ;tr('. llr<.t of all, organs (!es organes) and that they enter into play in 
ll1c 11arcissht ic rt>lation, they are that which act as the token or conjectured 
ll::.sis fur narcissism. rr the'.'<' organs are the male genitals, they function as 
IJur Ii I lw ..;ite and tokf'n of a specifically masculine narcissism; moreover. 
ins<1far as th('st' organs are set into play by a narcissism which is said to 
prm idt· the stru!'tme of relations to the Other and to the world of objects, 
!lien these orgarn; bccorne part of the imaginary elaboration of the ego's hodily 
boundary. token and ''proof"" of its integrity and control, and the imaginary 
epistt"rnic condition of its access to the world. By entering into that narcissistic 
rdation, the organs cease to be organs, and become imaginary effects. One 
might lw 11.'mptcd to argue that in the course of being set into play by the 
narcissistic Imaginary, the penis becomes the Phallus. And yet, curiously and 
significantly, in Lacan's essay on "The Meaning oftlle Phallus,'' he will deny 
that t!w Phallus is cilher an organ or an imaginary effect; it is instead a 
"privileged signifier" (82). \Ve will turn to the textual knots that those series 
nf denials produce in Lacan's essay, but here it is perhaps important to note 
that tlwse narcissistically engaged organs become part of the condition and 
structurf' or every object and Other that ean be perceived. 

"\'\1iat did I try to get across "'ith the mirror stage? ... The image 
of !man's! body is the principle of every w1ity he perceives in objects ... all 
the objecls of llis world are always structured around the wandering shaclovr 
of his o\v11 ego" ("<."est toujours autour de l'ombre en-ante de son propre moi 
que se structureront tous les objets de son rnonde'') (Seminar 2: 166/198). 

This exlrapolating function of narcissism becomes phallogocentrism at the 
momt·nt in wl1i.ch the aforementioned organs, engaged by the narcissistic 
relation, become the model or principle by which any other object or Other 
is knowu. At this point, the organs are installed as a "privileged signifier." 
Insofar as falling in love takes place within the orbit of this emerging 
phallogocentrism: "Verliebtheit [being in love] is fundamentally narcissistic. 

On the libidinal level, the object is only even apprehended through the grid 
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ol' tllP narcissistic relation [la grille du rapport narcissiqw.']" (Snninar 2: 

IU7/HHJ). 

Lacau claims that the organs are "taken up'' hy a narcissistic rrla-

tion, and that this narcissistically invested anatomy becomes the structure, 

thP principle, the grid of all epistemic relations. In other words. it is the 

nareissistically imbued organ which is then elevated to a structuring principle 

whid1 forms and gives access to all knowable objects. In the first place, this 

;1<·co11nt of the genesis of epistemological relations implies that all knowable 

obj Pets will have an anthropomorphic and androcentric character. 
19 

Secondly, 

this arnlrocentric character >\ill be phallic. 

At this juncture it makes sense to ask after the relation between 

tlw a<'com1t of specular relations in "The Mirror Stage" - the argument that 

morplwlogy preconditions epistemological relations - and the later move in 

''Tile \kaning of the Phallus" "vhich asserts that the Phallus is a privileged 

signifier. The differences between the language and aims of the two essays 

are marked; the former essay concerns epistemological relations which are 

not yet tht>orizcd in terms of signification; the latter appears to have emerged 

after a shill from epistemological to significatory models (or, rather, an 

embedding of the epistemological within the symbolic domain of significa

tiou). And yet, there is another difference here, one which might be under

"toorl as a reversal. In the earlier essay, the "organs" are taken up by the 

narcissistic relation, and become the phantasmatic morphology which gener

atPs, through a specular extrapolation, the structure of knowable objects. In 

tll1· latter essay. there is the introduction of the Phallus which functions as a 

privikp~d signifier, and which delimits the domain of the signiflable. 

In n limited sense, the narcissistically invested organs in "The 

\Tirror Slaf!:e" serve a function parallel to that of the Phallus in "The Meaning 

or 1h1• Phallus'': the former establish the conditions for knowability; the latter 

t' . ..,tablish the conditions for signifiability. Further, the theoretical context in 

whkh "The '.\leaning of the Phallus" occurs is one in which signification is 

Uw condition of all knowability, and the image can be sustained only by the 

~iµ:11 (the Imaginary"ithin the terms of the Symbolic) it appears to follow that 

the nareissistically invested organs in the former essay are in some way 

rn;1intairn·d in and by the notion of the Phallus. Even if we were to argue that 

··TJw !\lirror Stage" documents an imaginary relation, whereas "The Meaning 

of the Phallus" is concerned "\>\ith signification at the level of the Symbolic, it 

is unclear whether the former can be sustained without the latter and, per

hnps more signifkantly, the latter, i.e .. the Symbolic, without the former. And 

Y('\ this lng:ical conclusion is thwarted by Lacan himself in his insistence that 
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the Phallus is neither an anatomical part nor an imaginary relation. Is this 
n·pudiation of the anatomical and imaginary origins of the Phallus to be read 
n~ a rcfu.-.al to account for the very genealogical process of idealizing the body 
that Lacan himself provided in "The Mirror Stage"? Are we to accept the 
priority of the Phallus without asking into the narcissistic investment by which 
an organ. a body part, has been elevated/erected to the structuring and 
centering principle or the world? If "The :Mirror Stage" reveals how, through 
the synecdochal fm1ction of the Imaginary, parts come to stand for wholes and 
a dcccntcrcd body is transfigmed into a totality with a center, then we might 
he led to ask vvhich organs perform this centering and S)11ecdochal funetiou. 
"Tlw \leaning of the Phallus" effectively refuses the question that the former 
cs.;;ay implicitly raised. For if the Phallus in its symbolic function is neither 
an organ nor an imaginary effect, then it is not constructed through the 
Imaginary, and maintains a status and integrity independent of it. This cor
responds, of course, to the distinction that Lacan makes throughout his work 
betvveen U1e Imaginary and the Symbolic. But if the Phallus can he shown to 
be a synecdochal effect, if it both stands for the part, the organ, and is the 
imaginary transfiguration of that part into the centering and totalizing fLmc
tion of the body, then the Phallus appears as symbolic onl.r to the extent that 
its construction through the transfigurative and specular mechanisms of the 
Imaginary is denied. Indeed, if the Phallus is an imaginary effect, a '~ishful 
transfiguration, then it is not merely the symbolic status of the Phallus that is 
called into question, but the very distinction between the Symbolic and the 
Imaginary. If the Phallus is the privileged signifier of the Symbolic, the delim
iting and ordering principle of what can be signified, then this signifier gains 
its privilege through becoming an imaginary effect that pervasively denies its 
own status as both imaginary and an effect. If this is true of the signifier that 
delimits the domain of the signifiable within the Symbolic, then it is true of 
all that is signified as the Symbolic; in other words, what operates under the 
sign of the Sy1nbolic may be nothing other than precisely that set of imaginary 
effects which have become naturalized and reified as the law of signification. 

"The Mirror Stage" and "The Meaning of the Phallus" follow (at 
least) two very different narrative trajectories: the first follows the premature 
and imaginary transformation of a decentered body- a body in pieces (le corps 
morcete) - into the specular body, a morphological totality invested with a 
center of motor control; the second follows the differential "accession" of 
bodies to sexed positions within the Symbolic. In the one instance, there is 
narrative recourse to a body before the mirror; in the other, a body before the 
law. Such a discursive reference is one which, within Lacan's O\YTI terms, is 
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to be construed less as a developmental explanation than as a necessary 

heuristic fiction. 
In "The Mirror Stage," that body is figured "in pieces," "une image 

morcelee du corps"20
; in Lacan's discussion of the Phallus, the body and 

nnatomy are described only through negation: anatomy and, in particular, 

anatomical parts, are not the Phallus, but only that which the Phallus .symbol

izes: "II est encore bien moins l'organe, penis ou clitoris, qu'il symbolise" 

(690). In the former essay, then (shall we call it a "piece"?), Lacan narrates 

the overcoming of the partitioned body through the specular and phan

tasrnatic production of a morphological whole; in the latter essay, that drama 

is enacted - or symptomatized - by the narrative movement of the theoretical 

performance itself, what we will consider briefly as the performativity of the 

Phallus. But if it is possible to read "The Meaning of the Phallus" as symp

tomatizing the specular phantasm described in "The Mirror Stage," it is also 

possible, and useful, to reread "The Mirror Stage" as offering an implicit 

theory of "mirroring" as a signifying practice. 

If U1e body is "in pieces" before the mirror, it follows that the 

mirroring ·works as a kind of synecdochal extrapolation by which U10se pieces 

or parts come to stand (in and by the mirror) for the whole or, put differently, 

Hw part substilutes for the whole and thereby becomes a token for the whole. 

If this is right, then perhaps "The Mirror Stage" proceeds through a syn

ecdochal logic that institutes and maintains a phantasm of control. It makes 

scme to ask, then, ,,·hether the theoretical construction of the Phallus is such 

a synrcdochal extrapolation. By changing the name of the penis to "the 

Phallus," is the part-status of the former phantasmatically and synecdochally 

O\Trconie through the inauguration of the latter as "the privileged signifier"? 

And does this name, like proper names, secure and sustain the morphological 

distinctnrss of the masculine body, sustaining the percipi through nomina

tion:) 

In Lacan's discussion of what the Phallus is, to be distinguished 

from his discussion of who "is" the Phallus, he quarrels with various psycho

analytic practitioners about who is entitled to name the Phallus, ·who knows 

where and how the name applies, \vho is in the position to name the name. 

lie objc·cts to the relegation of the Phallus to a "phallic stage" or to the 

rnnnatinn and diminution of the Phallus to a "partial object." Lacan faults 

Karl Abraham in particular for introducing the notion of the parlial object, 

but it is clear that he is most strongly opposed to Melanie Klein's theory of 

introjected body parts and V\<ith Ernest Jones's influential acceptance of these 

positions. Lacan associates the normalization of the Phallus as partial object 



with the degradation of psychoanalysis on American soil [" ... la degradation 
rk 111 psychanalyse. consecutive ti sa transplantation americaine ... " (Ecrits 
/ii().'\ ilj. Oth('r throretieal tendencies associated with this degradation are 
t(•rmed '"cnlturalist" and "feminist.'' In particular, he is opposed to those 
psyl'lwaualytie positions which consider the phallic phase to be an elTect of 
f'l.'J)l't>ssinn. and the phallic object as a symptom. Here the Phallus is negatively 
ddinPd through a string of attributes: not partial, not an object, not a symp
torn. \loreover, tlw "not'' which precedes each of these attributes is "not" to 
ht> rt'arl as a "refoulement" (repression); in other words, negation in these 
lt'.Lf ual instances is not to he read psychoanal;tically (Ecrits 79168 7). 

!low, then, can we read the symptomatic dimension of Lacan's text 
here? Dot's the rejection of the phallic phase and, in particular, of the figura
tion of the Phallus as a partial or approximative object, seek to overcome a 
degradation in favor of an idealization, a specular one? Do these psychoana
lytic texts fail to mirror the Phallus as specular center, and do they threaten 
to expos!' thf' synecdoehal logic by which the Phallus is installed as privileged 
~iµ:ni f!Pr:> If the position for the Phallus erected by La can symptomatizes the 
srwcular and idt>Hlizing mirroring of a decentered body in pieces before the 
mirror, then we can read here the phantasmatic reV\Titing of an organ or body 
part. the penis, as the Phallus, a move effected by a transvaluative denial of 
its suhstitutahility. dependency, diminuitive size, limited control, partiality. 
The Phallus would then emerge as a symptom, and its authority could be 
estahlbhed only through a metaleptic reversal of cause and effect. Rather 
than the postulated origin of signification or the signiflable, the Phallus vrnuld 
be the effect of a signifying chain summarily suppressed. 

But this analysis still needs to take into account why it is that the 
body is in pieces before the mirror and before the law. Why should the body 
lw given in parts before it is specularized as a totality and center of control? 
Hmv did this body come to be in pieces and parts? To have a sense of a piece 
or a pn rt is to have in advance a sense for the whole to which they belong. 
Although "The \1irror Stage" attempts to narrate how a body, for the first lime, 
<·om cs to have a sense of its 0''\11 totality, the very description of a body before 
tile mirror as being in parts or pieces takes as its own precondition an already 
estahlislwd sense of a whole or integral morphology. If to be in pieces is to 
lw without ('OIJlrol, then the body before the mirror is ''ithout the Phallus, 
symbolically ctlslratcd; and by gaining specularized control through the ego 
constitutPd in the mirror, that body "assumes" or "comes to have" the Phallus. 
But the Phallus is, as it were, already in play in the very description of the 
body in pieces hef'ore the mirror; as a result, the Phallus governs the descrip-
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tion of its own genesis and, accordingly, wards off a genealogy which might 

confl'r on it a derivative or projected character. 
Although Lacan claims quite explicitly that the Phallus "is not an 

imaginary effect,"21 that denial might be read as constitutive of the very 

fornwtion of the Phallus as privileged signifier; that denial appears to facili

tate that privileging. As an imaginary effect, the Phallus \\'Ould br as 

dt•centcred and tenuous as the ego; in an effort to recenter and ground the 

Phallus, il is elevated to the status of the prhileged signifier, and it is offered 

at the rnd of a long list of improper usages for the term, ways in which the 

term has gotten out of hand, signified where it ought not to have and in ways 

that are wrong: 

In Freudian doctrine, the phallus is not a fantasy, if what is under

stood by that is an imaginary e.(fect. Nor is it an object (part, inter

nal, good, bad, etc ... ) in so far as this term tends to accentuate tf1e 

rmlity involved in a relationship. It is even less the organ, penis or 

clitoris, u:ltich it symbolizes. And it is not by accident that Freud tool• 

his reference for it.from the simulacrum 1.vhich it represented for the 

Ancients. For the phallus is a signifier. ... ("AJeaning" 79 /-1 

In this last pronouncement, Lacan seeks to relieve the term of ils 

catachrestic wanderings, to reestablish the Phallus as a site of control (as that 

which is "to designate as a whole the effect of there being a signified"), and 

hence Lo position Lacan himself as the one to control the meaning of the 

Phallus. As .Jane Gallop has argued (to cite her is thus to transfer the Phallus 

from him to her, but also then affirms my point that the Phallus is fundamen

tally transferable): "And their inability to control the meaning of the ·word 

phallus is evidence of what Lacan calls symbolic castration" (126). 

If not being able to control the significations that follow from the 

signifier. Phallus, is e'idence of symbolic castration, then the body "in pieces" 

and out of control before the mirror may be tmderstood as symbolically 

castrated, and the specular and synecdochal idealization of the (phallic) body 

may be read as a compensatory mechanism by which this phantasmatic cas

tration is overcome. Not unlike Freud, who tried to put a stop to the prolifer

ation of erotogenic body parts in his text, parts which were also sites of pain, 

La ran stalls the sliding of the signifier into a proliferative catachresis through 

a pret•mptive assertion of the Phallus as privileged signifier. To claim for the 

Plwllus the status of a prhileged signifier pcrformatively produces and effects 

this priYikgc. The announcement of that privileged signifier is its perfor

man<'e. That performative assertion produces and enacts the very process of 
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pri' ileged signification, mw whose prhilege is potentially contested by the 
\Cr\· !i;;t or alternatiws it discounts, and the negation of which constitutes and 
prcciritatt•s that Phallus. Indeed, the Phallus is not a body part (but the 
whol1'), is not an imaginary effect (but the origin of all imaginary effects); 
thc~P nq.i:iltions arc constitutive; they function as disavowals that precipitate 
- and i'ire then c1«1St'cl hy - the idealization of the Phallus. 

The paradoxical status of the negation that introduces and insti
iutcs t!1e Phallus becomes clear in the grammar itself. "II est encore moins 
J'orgarw, pt:·nis ou clitoris, qu'il symbolise." Here the sentence suggests that 
the Phallus. "even less" than an imaginary effect, is not an organ. Here Lacan 
~ug11esb gradations of negation: the Phallus is more likely to be an imaginary 
f'f'fpct than an organ; if it is either one, it is more of an imaginary effect than 
;m or~;m. This is not to say that it is not at all an organ, but that the "copula" 

that ''hich as.wrts a linguistic and ontological identity- is the least adequate 
''ay of t'xpressing the relation between them. In the very sentence in which 
the minimization of any possible identity between penis and Phallus is 
as ... ertcd, an alternative relation between them is offered, namely, the relation 
of symbolization. The Phallus SJ7nbolizes the penis; insofar as it symbolizes 
the penis. rct.ains tlH' penis as that which it symbolizes, it is not the penis. To 
be the object of symbolization is precisely not to be that which symbolizes. 
To the extent that the Phallus S)1nbolizes the penis, it is not that which it 
symbolizes. The more symbolization occurs, the less ontological connection 
then~ is between symbol and symbolized. Symbolization preswnes and pro
dw·r·s the ontological difference between that vvhich symbolizes - or signifies 
- and that which is S)'ll1bolized - or is signified. Symbolization depletes that 
which is symbolized of its ontological connection with the S)'lnhol itself. 

But what is the status of this particular assertion of ontological 
difference, if it turns out that this symbol, the Phallus, always takes the penis 
as that which it syrnholizes?21 What is the character of this bind wherehy the 
Phallus symbolizes the penis to the extent that it differentiates itself from the 
penis, where tlw pruis becomes the privileged referent to be negated. If the 
Ph all us must negate the penis in order to symbolize and signify in its privi
leged way, then the Phallus is bound to the penis, not through simple identity, 
hut through determinate negation. If the Phallus only signifies to the extent 
that it is not the penis, and the penis is qualified as that body part that it must 
not /Jf, then the Phallus is fundamentally dependent upon the penis in order 
to symbolize at all. Indeed, the Phallus would be nothing ·without the penis. 
And in that sense in which the Phallus requires the penis for its own consti
tution, the identity of the Phallus includes the penis, that is, a relation of 
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identity holds between them. And this is, of course, not only a logical point, 

for we lrnvc seen that the Phallus not only opposes the penis in a logical sense, 

lmt is its!'lf instituted through the repudiation of its partial. decentered, and 

suhstitutabk character. 
The question, of course, is why it is assumed that the Phallus 

rt'quires that particular body part to symbolize, and why it could not operate 

thnrni:th symbolizing other body parts. The viability of the lesbian Phallus 

11\-pt•mls on this displacement. Or, perhaps more accurately phrased, the 

displaceabilily of the Phallus, its capacity to symbolize in relation to other 

body parts or other body-like things, opens the way for the lesbian Phallus, 

an othPrwise contradictory formulation. And here it should he clear that the 

lc:->hian Phallus erosses the orders of having and being; it both "ields the 

tlln·at of castration (and in that sense a mode of "being" the Phallus, as 

wnnwn "are") and suffers from castration anxiety (and so is said to ''have" 

the Pllallus. and to fear its loss).24 

To sug1-;est that the Phallus might symbolize body parts other than 

thP penis is compatible \vith the Lacanian scheme. But to argue that certain 

bnrly parts or body-like things other than the penis are symbolized as "having" 

the Phallus is to call into question the mutually exclusive trajectories of 

rn:-;Lration anxiety and penis envy.25 Indeed, if men are said lo "have" the 

l'hallns syrnholieally, their anatomy is also a site marked by ha\ing lost it; the 

anatomical part is never commensurable \'Vith the Phallus itself. In this sense, 

men might IH' understood to he both castrated (already) and driven by penis-

1•m·y \more properly understood as Phallus envy).26 Conversely, insofar as 

nonwn mi~!tt be said to ·have' the Phallus and fear its loss (and there is no 

rf'a-.rm wh~· that rould not be true in both lesbian and heterosexual exchange. 

rahint: tlw q1wstion of an implicit heterosexuality in the former, and homo

~l'Witlity in the latter), they may he driven by castration anxiety. 

Although a number of theorists have suggested that lesbian sexu

ality is outside the economy ofphallogocentrism, that position has been cril

it·all~· countNed by the notion that lesbian sexuality is as constructed as any 

nthcr form of sexuality within contemporary sexual regimes. Of interest here 

i~ not \vlwther the Phallus persists in lesbian sexuality as a structuring prin

ciple. but !um· it persists, how it is constructed, and what happens to the 

'"prhilegi:•d" status of that signifier ''ithin this form of constructed exchange. 

! am not arguing that lesbian sexuality is only or even primarily structured 

by tilf' Phallus. or even that such an impossible monolith like "lesbian 

sexuality" rxists. but I do want to suggest that the Phallus constitutes an 

amhivall'11t site of iclentifkation and desire that is significantly different from 
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the Sl'ene of normati\'e heterosexuality to which it is related. If Lacau claims 
that the Phallus only operates as "Yeiled," we might ask in return what kind 
qf ··yeiJin.g" the Phallus invariably performs. And \vhat is the logic of "veiling'' 
and. hence. of "exposure" that emerges within lesbian sexual exchange 
around the question of the Phallus? Clearly, there is no single ans"ver, and 
the h.ind of culturally textured work that might approximate an answer to this 
qu<'slinn vrill doubtless need to take place elsewhere; indeed, "the" lesbian 
Phallus is a fktion, but perhaps a theoretically useful one, for there does seem 
to he a question of imitation, subwrsion, and the recirculation of privilege 
Uiat a psychoanalytically-informed reading might attend. 

If the Phallus is that which is excommunicated from the feminist 
orthodoxy on lesbian sexuality as well as the "missing part," the sign of an 
ine\'ilablc dissatisfaction that is lesbianism in homophobic and misogynist 
constructions, then the admission of the Phallus into that exchange faces hvo 
ccrnn'rgent prohibitions: the Phallus signifies the persistence of the "straight 
mind," a masculine or heterosexist identification and, hence, the defilement 
or betray;tl of lesbian specificity; the Phallus signifies the insuperability of 
heterosexuality and constitutes lesbianism as a Hin and/or pathetic effort to 
mi111c tile real thing. Thus, the Phallus enters lesbian sexual discourse in the 
mode of a transgressive "confession" conditioned and confronted by both the 
feminist and misogynist forms of repudiation: it's not the real thing (the 
lesbian thin~) or it's not the real thing (the straight thing). \'\1rnt is "unveiled" 
is precisely the repudiated desire, that which is abjected by heterosexist logic, 
and that which is defensively foreclosed through the effort to circumscribe a 
SJH'cifically feminine morphology for lesbianism. In a sense, what is unveiled 
or Pxposed is a desire that is produced through a prohibition. 

And yet, the phantasmatic structure of this desire will operate as a 
"Yeil" predsely at the moment in which it is "revealed." That phanlasmatic 
transfi~uration of bodily boundaries ""ill not only expose its own tenuous1iess, 
hut will turn out to depend on that tenuousness and transience in order to 
signify at all. The Phallus as signifier within lesbian sexuality ''ill engage the 
spectre of shame and repudiation delivered by that feminist theory ·which 
woulcl secure a feminine morphology in its radical distinctness from the 
masculine (a binarisrn that is secured through heterosexual presumption), a 
spectre delivered in a more pervasive way by the masculinist theory which 
would insist on the male morphology as the only possible figure for the human 
body. Traversing those divisions, the lesbian Phallus signifies a desire U1at is 
produced histmically at the cross-roads of these prohibitions, and is never 
fully free of the normative demands that condition its possibility and that it 
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t1('\·1·rtllt'l('SS seeks to subvert. Insofar as the Phallus is an idealization or 
morpltology. it produces a necessary effect of inadequation. one v:llich, in tlw 

cullural context of lcsbinn relations, can he quickly assimilat1~d to tlw s(•nse 

1Jf mi inadrquatc derivation from the supposedly real thing, a11cl, hence, a 

,qll!'<'f' ofshanw. Hut precisely because it is an idealization, one which no hocly 

can approximate adequately, it is a transferable phantasm, and its naturalized 

link to rnasculinr morphology can be called into question through an ag:grcs

sin· reterritorialization. That complex identificator: fantasi<'s inf'nrrn rnor

pllog1·ne:-is. and that they cannot be fully predicted, sugµ:r'sls tllat 

rnorpllnlo;:dral idealization is both a necessary and unpredictable ingredient 

in tltt· ronstitution of both the hoclily ego and the dispositions !)f desire. It also 

nwans that there is no one necessary imaginary schema for the bndil~ t'go, 

;rnd ttwt 1·11ltural conllirts over the idealization antl degradation of sperific 

1na~<·uliw· ilnd frminirn• morphologies will be played out at th<' .... ite of the 

111nrpl10logil'al Imaginary in complex conflicted vvays. It nwy \veil be through 

;1 d1·gradatio11 of a femininr morphology, an imaginary and calht·ct<'d dcgrad

ifl!.! ol tlw ft·mininc, that the lesbian Phallus comes into play, or it may he 

11inn1gh a 1·;1strating occupation of that central masculine trope, fuckd by tlw 

kind of (l\•fi<llH'l' whi<'h seeks to overturn that very degradation of tlw rcmi-

111111·. 

Important to underscore, ho,vever, is the way in wbich the stability 

o!' llorli "lllaSt'Uline'' and ''frrninine" morphologies are called into question by 

a !i·sbian r<'si~nification of th1_• Phallus ""hich depends on the crossings of 

phanta~matic id1·ntification. If the morphological distinctness of "the 

l'1'111i11i111"' dC'pernb on it.s purification of all masculinity. am! if this is instituted 

ill tlH• .~\'f\il'l' uf the Jll'OUUCtiU!l Of morphologies in lil1C' With t}H• laws of ii 

ill'tt'rn~e\ual Symbolic. tlwn that repudiated masculinity is prl'swncd hy the 

ti'mininc morpholo1£?-'" and will emergP ('itlwr as an impossible Ideal which 

"l1;1dm'~ illld thwarts tlw feminine or as a disparaged signifier of a patriarchal 

ordn a;,!aiusl which ii SJWcilk lesbian-feminism defines itself'. In either case. 

1!11· rt·lalion to llw Phallus is rnnstitutive, an identification is madt> which h 

ill 11 nn' di-.a \·mn•(l. Irnlerd, it is this disa \'ff\ved identification that ena b Jc s and 

lllfurm~ tlit' production or a "distinct" feminint' morphology from tile start. lt 

!.' douhtlt"•s po"sihk to takf' mTount oftlw structuring presenee of cross-idt'll

tifi(·ation..; in llw 1•lalloration of th(' boclily-t'go, and lo frame these identifka

ti1llh ill <I flirl't'lioll lwyn!ld a Jogic Of repucliatiOU IJy \Yhich 0!1C idf'ntificatiOJI 

i-. ;:hu~~ and only worked at lht· t>xpense of another. For the "shame" or the 

J, .. ,[iiall Pilailus 1m·~u111es that it will <'Orne to represent the ''truth" of lesbian 

th·~irc. a truth which will be llg:ured as a falsehood, a vain irnitaliun or 
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dt·ri,atinn from the hcternscxual norm. And the counter-strategy of co11fes
_.,ional defia11ce presumes as \Yell that what has been excluded from dominant 
.;cxu;1l discourses un lesbianism tlwreby constitutes its •·truth." But if the 

··truth" is. as :\ietzsche suggests. only a series of mistakes configured in 

relation tn one another, or, in Lacanian terms, a set of constituting 
nu:nmnaissanccs, then the Phallus is but one signifier among others in the 

cnurs1· of lc.;llian t•xdrnngc, neither the originating signifier nor the m1speak

ahk n11tside. The Phal111s will thus always operate as both veil and confession, 
a <h,lkction from an notogenicity that includes and exceeds the Phallus, an 

P:\fHi:>urc of a cksirc which attests to a morphological transgression and. 
lH·11n·. to the instability of the imaginary boundaries or sex. 

Conclusion 

If the Phallus is an imaginary effect (which is reified as tlw prhi

le~ed signifier of the symbolic order), then its structural place is no longer 

dctermint>d by the logical relation of mutual exclusion entailed by a 
h(·lerosexist Yersion of sexual difference in which men are said to "have'' and 

wontPll to "he'" tht> Phallus. This logical and structural place is secured 

through the move that claims that by virtue of the penis, one is symbolized 
as ''having": that structural bond (or hind) secures a relation of identity 
between the Phallus and the penis that is explicitly denied (it also performs 

a synecdochal collapse of the penis and the one who has it). ff the Phallus 

only symbolizes to the extent that there is a penis there to be symbolized. then 
the Phallus is not only fundamentally dependent upon the penis, but cannot 
exist without it. Rut is this true? 

If the Phallus op('rates as a signifier whose privilege is under 

mutest, if its privilege is shown to he secured precisely through the reification 

or logical and structural relations within the Symbolic, then the structures 

within which it is put into play are more various and revisable than the 

Lacanian scheme can affirm. Consider that "having" the Phallus can he sym

bolized hy an arm, a tongue, a hand (or tv•o), a knee, a thigh, a pelvic bone, 
an array or purposefully instrumentalized body-like things. And that this 

"having" exists in relation to a "being the Phallus" which is both part of its 

O\Vn signifying effect (Lhe phallic lesbian as potentially castrating) and that 

which it encounters in the woman who is desired (as the one >vho, offering 

or \>ithdra\'\<ing the specular guarantee, vvields the power to castrate). That 

this scene can reverse, that being and ha"ing can be confounded, upsets the 

logic of non-contradiction that serves the either-or of normatiYe heterosexual 
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exchange. In a sense, the simultaneous act of de-privileging the Phallus, 

removing it from the normative heterosexual form of exchangl' and recircu

lating and reprivileging it between women deploys the Phallus to break the 

signifying chain in which it conventionally operates. If a lesbian "has" it, it is 

also clear that she does not "have" it in the traditional sense: her activity 

furthers a crisis in the sense of what it means to '"have" one at. all. The 

phantasmatic status of "having" is redelineated, rendered transferable, sub

stitutable, plastic; and the eroticism produced within such an exchange 

depends on the displacement from traditional masculinist cnntPxts as well as 

the critical redeployment of its central figures of power. 

Clearly, the Phallus operates in a prh,ileged way in contemporary 

sexual cultures, but that operation is secured by a linguistic structure or 

position which is not independent of its perpetual reconstitution. Inasmuch 

as the Phallus signifies, it is also always in the process of being signified and 

resignified; in this sense, it is not the incipient moment or origin of a signi

fying C'hain, as Lacan would insist, but part of a reiterable signifying practice 

and. hence, open to resignification: signifying in ways and in places which 

exceed its proper structural place within the Lacanian Symbolic and contest 

the necessity of that place. If the Phallus is a privileged signifier, it gains that 

pri\'ilege through being reiterated. And if the cultural construction of sexual

ity compels a repetition of that signifier, there is nevertheless in the very force 

of repetition, understood as resignification or recirculation, the possibility of 

de-pri\ilcging that signifier. 

If •Nlrnt signifies under the sign of the Phallus arc a number of body 

p;1rts, discursive performatives, alternative fetishes, to name a few, then the 

symbolic position of "having'' has been dislodged from the penis as its privi

leged anatomical (or non-anatomical) occasion. The phantasmatic moment 

in which a part suddenly stands for and produces a sense of the whole or is 

figurrd as the center of control, in which a certain kind of "phallic" dctenni

nation is made by virtue of which meaning appears radically generated, 

underscores the very plasticity of the Phallus, the way in which it exceeds the 

structural place to .,.,·hich it has been consigned by the Lacanian scheme, the 

way in \Yhich that structure, to remain a structure, has to be reiterated and, 

as reiterable, becomes open to variation and plasticity.27 When the Phallus is 

lrsbian, then it is and is not a masculinist figure of power; the signifier is 

~ignificanlly split, for it both recalls and displaces the rnasculinism by which 

it is impelled. And insofar as it operates at the site of anatomy, the Phallus 

(rt')produees the spectre of the penis only to enact its vanishing, to reiterate 

and t>xploit its perpetual vanishing as the occasion of the Phallus. This opens 
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up anatomy - and sexual difference itself - as a site of proliferative 
n' "ipl i fi cations. 

In a sense, thr Phallus as I offer it here is both occasioned by Lacan 
and excet>ds tlw pnrvien• of that form of heterosexist structuralism. It is not 
rnongh to claim that the signifier is not the same as the signified (Phal
lus/penis), if boih terms are nevertheless bound to each other by an essential 
n'lation in which that diffen.'nce is contained. The offering of the lesbian 
Phallus suggt•sts that the signifier can come to signify in e:r:cess of its struc
turally mandated position; indeed, the signifier can be repeated in contexts 
alld relations that come to displace the privileged status of that signifier. The 
';structure" by which the Phallus signifies the penis as its privileged occasion 
t>xists t11rough being instituted and reiterated, and, by virtue of that tem
poralizillio11, is unstable and open to subversive repetition. Moreover, if the 
Phallus symbolizes only through taking anatomy as its occasion, then the 
mort' ,·arious and unanticipated the anatomical (and non-anatomical) occa
sions for its symbolization. the more unstable that signifier becomes. In other 
words. the Phallus has no existence separable from the occasions of its syn1-
bolization; it cannot S}1nbolize \\ithout its occasion. Hence, the lesbian Phal
lus offers the occasion (a set of occasions) for the Phallus to signify differently, 
and in so signifying, to resignify, unwittingly, its own masculinist and 
lwtcrosexist privilege. 

The notion of the bodily ego in Freud and that of the projective 
idt•itlization of the body in Lacan suggest that the very contours of the body, 
tlte dt•limitation of anatomy, is in part the consequence of an externalized 
i<kntiJication. That iclentificatory process is itself motivated by a transfigura
tiw \vish. And that wishfulness proper to all morphogenesis is itself prepared 
and structured by a culturally complex signifying chain that not only consti
tutes sexuality, but endows sexuality as a site where bodies and anatomies 
are perpetually reconstituted. If these central identifications cannot be strictly 
regulated, then the domain of the Imaginary in which the body is partially 
constituted is marked by a constitutive vacillation. The anatomical is only 
"given" through its signification, and yet it appears to exceed that significa
tion, to provide the elusive referent in relation to which the variability of 
signification performs. Always already caught up in the signifying chain by 
which sexual difference is negotiated, the anatomical is never given outside 
its terms, and yet it is that which exceeds and compels that chain, an insistent 
and inexhaustible demand. 

If the heterosexualization of identification and morphogenesis is 
historically contingent, however hege.monic, then identifications, which are 
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always already imaginary, as they cross gender boundaries. TTinstitutt' sexed 

bodies in variable ways; in crossing these boundaril's, stwll murphogenetic 

itlPntifications reconfigure the mapping of sexual diffen•m't' itspJf. The bodily 

t~go produced through identification is not mimefi{'(1l/y related lo a pn·existing 

hio logical or anatomical body (that former body could only be<·n n11• n Ya ila hit' 

through the imaginary schema I am proposing here, :-.o that \H' "oultl be 

immediately caught up in an infinite regress or ,-icious circk). The body in 

the mirror does not represent a body that is, as it \H'r(', ht>l'nre the mirror: the 

mirror, even as it is instigated by that unrepresentablt' body "lwfore" the 

mirror, produces that body as its delirious effect. 

In this sense, to speak of the lesbian Phallus as a possible sill' of 

desire is not to refer to an imaginary identification and/or desin' that ('i111 he 

measured against a real one; on the contrary, it i<o simply to promolf• an 

alternative lmaginar:r to a hegemonic Imaginary and to show, through that 

assertion, the ways in which the hegemonic Irnaginar~· conslilutt'S itself 

through the naturalization of an exclusionary heterosexual morphology. In 

this sense, it is important to note that it is the lesbian Phallus and not the 

prnis that is called for here, for what is needed is not a nn ... - body pilrt, as it 

\H'n', but a displacement of the hegemonic Symbolic of (h<'lcrosexist) S('Xual 

diffen•nct>, and the critical release of alternative imaginary schemas for con

stituting sites of erotogenic pleasure. 

The task, then, is not simply to disjoin the Phallus from the penis, 

hut to underscore the Phallus as a transferable property, indeed, one that does 

not remain proper to itself in the transfer, and is thus only a token of the 

propriety that it confers. The Phallus is not an original which is then substi

tul(·d fur by a series of substitutes, but, as we saw in Freud, the Phallus is 

itself established through a series of substitutions summarily denied. Indeed, 

in FrPm1 it was clear that the Phallus is an incitement to substitution and 

proliferation, such that modes of penetrability and penetration, control and 

submission, are "properties'' that have no proper substances and belong to 

nn proper positions, but which are fundamentally plastic and transferable. 

ln:<.ofar as penetrability and penetration are invertible figures, they arc prop

t'l'lies that belong properly nowhere, but which denote the plasticity of 

crotogenicity. On the basis of this analysis, then, it is possible to conclude 

c•ither that notions or penetration and penetrability and of erotogenicity more 

generally need to be pursued outside of the domain of the Phallic, or that tlle 

Phallus is ahvays already plastic and transferable. 



fferenres 

J l ll!Tll Bt:Tf.EI\ teaches in the lltunanities Center al Johns Hopkins l-niYersily. She i,; the 
author .,f Gmdrr Trouble Fm1i11is111 and tht SubFcrsion ({f Identity (';Pw York: l\outledgt', 19POi 
arid , .. 1-t'llitor \\ ith Joan \V. Scott of ''F,,minists Thl'nrizc ttw l'olitical," forthcoming fro Ill 
Hi.11llt·r!g1.'. 

·\ wr~ion of lhc fin.t part or I his 
papt·r "a~ giq•n its "The 1.esbian 
Ph;illu~: Does Heterosexuality Exist?" 
a! lhP \lodern l.ang11agr Association 
\ketings in Chicago, llt:ct>rnber 1990. 

Citations Imm lht• English and 
Frend; Yersi"n' 11f J,a,.an's le.\ IS \\·ill 
hr> noted throughout the text on 
,-itlwr sidt' or the "/" n·~pectivel) fol
l1m ing the title in English. Both :>t>ts 
of paginatioll art' given only for 

1.lH•>•' ci1atio11s in "·hich n~frrt•nce ll• 

tlw French might signifil'antly darif) 
the· mt'aning of the phrase. On occa
;;inns in which the tr·anslatinn 
appenrs ~traightfornard. the English 
t1:xt is the only onl' cilt'd. 

"Lin1.ig in tier engen J!(1hle ... des 
Badw111.ah11t~s wei!I die St>i·k" 
\"Einftihrung" 148-·H1), "·\lone in the 
nall'ow hole of the j;m-tnoth dwells 
tti1.· soul": m,1 translation. 

Freud tlwn supplil:'s a footnote: "I.e. 
tl1e ego is ultimately derived from 
hPdily sn1~ations. drieny from those 
spri11ging from the surface of the 
horly. [t ma~ thus be n·g<1rded as a 
mt·ntal projection 1Jf the .surface of 
thl' Liody. besides . _ . representing 
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primitive object par 1:.rcrlle11r-c, llH· 
abyss of the feminine organ frnm 
which 1tll life emt'rges, this µ;uJr of 
thp mouth, in which ner.1thi111"( i'i 
swaJIO\vt'd lip, and 110 IPss lhf:' image 
of death in "hich en-r~thi11g e11mes 
to its end ... " (8m1irwr 2: ttH). 

This illimitahility of i'tHllnl mark> 
off a poststrneturalist <H'C•Hu1t of lin-
1-(uistic reiatinns J'rolll ;1 strncluralist 
ont'. St'e Derrida. "Signature.'" 

Set' \!er! l'all-l'onty on lilt' ll1·sh of 
the world and the intertwining or 
touch. surfiH't', and vision in "lnlt·r
l\\ ining." 

'' .. _an idrnlogy al"a:-s t'Xists in an 
apparatus, and it!' practict•. or prac
tices. This nistt·n<·r· is mali'rial. or 
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ri>k or being tak1.·n !'or a \eo-:\ristnle
lian (\B \lan. had a q·r:> higJ; rq!.ard 
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10 In "tlH' mirror >.tagt•" tilt' 111rngi11ar~ 
is not :w1 -;1JITieie11lh 1fo;tingt1islwd 
from the 5:>mbolic. 

11 One might re;1d \\ itli/s st mt cg\ 11ith 
n·specl lo n·11<iming in Thr f,t',\hian 
Rody as a n~\\'Orking of thi< Lacanian 
presumption. Thi· name 1·u111'ers mor
ph1ilof!i•:al di,tinl'lllt'~s, and namn 
which explirill\ dis11nm thr p;itrn-
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nymic lineage becom<' the occasions 

for th(' disintegration or the (pater

mil) version or bodily integrity as 

'wll a~ tlw reintegration and re-for

mation of other versions of bodily 

coherence. 

12 See Whitford's recent excellent dis
('11ssion on lrigaray and the feminine 

lnrngirwry in her Luce lrigarn:r. 

l'i The English translation provided 

here is that of Rose. The title of the 

Pssay substitutes the word 

"11H«111ing·• for "signification," sug

µesting a more phenomenological 

and less structuralist reading of the 

term. The "siµnilieation" of the Phal

lus suggests that it is a linguistic pro

et:>ss by which various meanings are 

produced: the translation of 

"meaninp;" for "signification'' unfortu

nately elides this crucial distinction 

lwtw1·en linguistic process and deno

lntinn. 

H "II y sunlt dt> comprendre le stade du 

rniroir commc une ident(fiwtion au 

S\'llS plt>ill que !'analyse donne a Ce 

terme: ii savoir la transformation pro

duit.e ehez le sujet quand ii assume 

une imagt' - dont la predestination a 
eel e!Tet de phase est sutlisement 

indiqul-e par !'usage, dans Ia theorie, 

rh1 lnme antique d'imago" (l,acan, 

.. LP stark du miroir," Rrrits 1: 90). 

Fn11n thr introduction of the imago, 
Lac;rn then mo\·es lo the jubilant 

<1ssumption of the infant of his 

"imagt' spt1 culaire,~ an exemplary sit

uation of the symbolic matrix in 

which the "je" or the subject is said 

to bl.' pn~dpilatecl in a primordial 

form, prior to the dialrctic of identifi

ra1ion with an other. Failing to distin

gui~h lH:rl.' ht~h,een the formation of 

the "je" and the "moi," Lacan pro

ceeds in the next paragraph (91), 

with a further elucidation of "celle 

fornw" as that which might rather be 

designated as the "je-ideal," the ego

idl.'al, ;1 translation which efTerts the 

confusing nm,·ergencc of the "je" 

with tht' "nltli. ~To claim that this 

form could be termed the "je-ideal" 

is contingent upon the explanatory· 

uses that sud1 a term anlh11ri1es. !11 
this ca;;e, that pr1)\'isional translation 

\\ill put in a k.111mn n·gisln, "1rn 
n·gislre cu11nu.- that i . .;, knm'n frnm 

Frt"ud, that phantasmalit- and pri

mary id•'ntific;1li1111 \\lli•:h Lacan 

describes as "la ;;rluche dt's irkntifica

tions ~ecnndain·s .... ·· ll1·re it s1•t•ms 

that the social c•>n~tn1\'linn of lhP 

ego takes place through a dia!f:1:!i(' of 

identific;1ti1>r1s lwl\\ ecn an aln'.ady 

pai1ially rnnstit111ed q.rn and the 

Other; tht: mirror stage is pn·1·ist'.l~ 

tilt' primary ickntificatinn. prc-sn!'ial 

and del\'rrnint·d ··dans une lignc de 

fiction," alort(! a lirw ,,f l1ctio11 (imagi

nary, spef'u!ar). \Vhich precipitates 

the st>condary (s~wial and dialectie;il) 

idcntilications. Lat1•r this will 

beconlf:' clear when [ .ac:an argut·s 

that the nard ssi st it: rel al ion prefig
ures and slwµes social relations as 

well as rel;itions lo objcds (whid1 

arc also ~ocial in the sense of linguis

tically mt"diatf'd). ln a si~nse, tht:< mir

ror stage givr,~ form or morphe to the 

ego through the phantasmatic delin

eation of a body in control; that pri

mary act of form-giving is then 

displaced or extrapolated onto the 

world of other bodif'.s and objects, 

pro\·iding thr condition ("la souclle": 

the trunk of a tree which, it apprars, 

has fallen or has been cut down but 

which serns as fe11ile ground) of 

their appearanre. 

1.5 "La fondion du staile du miroir 

s'avere pour nous de~ !ors comme un 

cas particulier de la fonction de 

!'imago qui est d'etablir une relation 

de l'organisme a sa rt>aJile - OU, 

comme on dit, de l'lnnenwdt a 
l'Umwdl" (Rcrils 1: 93). 

16 Lacan later comes to disjoin the ego 

from the subject, linking the ego 

with the register of the Imaginary, 

and the subject with the rt>gister of 

Lhe Symbolic. The subject pertains to 

the symbolic order and that which 

constitutes the structure/language of 

1he unconscious. In Seminar I he 

writes, "the ego is au imaginary func

tion, but it is not to be confused with 
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!tw subjt'ct .... The unconscious 

cornpktely eludes that circlf'. of cer
lainti<"i by \,·hich man recognizes 

hi1n<1·lf as "I'°· Then~ is something 
n11t,idP this field which has every 

ri;dit to speak as I. ... It is precisely 
"hat is most misrnnstrued by the 

domain ol the t>go whieh, in analysis, 

1_·umes to be formulated a.-; properly 

'{waking the I" (195). In Seminar 11, 
lw c11nli11ues: "The ego ... is a par
finilar objel'l within the expt-rknce 

of the subject. Literally, the ego is an 
obj1Tt - an objt•ct whirh fills a cer

tain function ,,·fiich W1' lwre call the 

ima~inary funetinn" (•H). And later: 

"Tht' subjed is no one. It is decom

pmed, in pi\'ces. And it is jammed, 

~Hcked in by the image, the deceiv

ing and reali:;ed image, of the other, 

fir cquall_Y. by its own specular 

image" (5·i, 1•mphasis added). 

17 The identification with this imago is 

call<'d "anticipatory," a term that 

hoji•v(• rest>rvcs for the structure of 
dr:sire (4). As anticipatory, the imago 
is a futural projection, a proleptic 

;rnd phantasrnatic idealization of bod

ily control that cannot yet exist and 

that in some sense can never exist: 

"this form situates the agency of the 

cg11, llt'!'nre its social determination, 

in a fictional direction ... '' (2). The 

icfrntilicatnry production of that 

houndary - the e!Te('t of the bounded 

mirror - established the ego as and 

through a fictional, idealizing, and 

centering spntial unity; this is the 

inauguration nf the bodilx ego, the 

phcnomcnnlogical aecPss to morphol

ngy and to a bounded or discrete 

5t·nse of the "I." Of course, this con

stitutes a mecon11aissance precisely 

by virtue of the incommensurability 

that marks the relation between that 

fictio11al, projected body and the 

decentered, clisunified bodily matrix 

from which that idealizing gaze 

crm·rges. To re-paraphrase Freud 

along Lacanian lines, then, the ego 

first and foremost mis-recognizes 

itsdf outside itsell' in the imago as a 

bodily ego. 

This image not only consti
tutes the <>gn. but constitutes the egn 
as imaginary (Lacan rt>fers timt• and 
again to the "imaginary primary and 
secondary identifications constituted 
in the imaginary"). 1n other words, 

the ego is an imaginary production, 

one "hich takes place foremost 
through the projection/production or 

a bodily ego, and which is necessary 

for the functioning of the subj1·cl, but 
which is equally and significantly tl'n.

uous as well. The loss of control that 
in the infant characterizes undevcl

op<?d motor control persists within 
the adult as that excessive domain of 
sexuality that is stilled and deferred 

through the inrncation of the "cgo
ideal" as <1 center of control. llence, 
every e!Tort to inhabit fully ,m identi
fication \\ith the imago (where "iden

tification ·with" conwrges 

ambiguously 'vith "production of") 
fails because the sexuality temporar
ily harnessed and bounded by that 
ego (one might say "jammed" by that 

ego) cannot be fully or decisiYcly con
strained by it. ~Vhat is left outside 
the mirror frame, as it wen', is pre
cisely the unconscious that comes to 

call into question the representa
tional status of what is shown in th\' 
mirror. In this sense, the ego is pro
duced through f.rc/usion, ;1s any 

boundary is, and what is excluded is 
nevertheless negatively and vitally 
constitutive of what "appears" 

bounded ''ithin the mirror. 

IS :'\ote the pre('edent fur the formula

tion of the ego as estranged object in 

Sartre's 1hmsl't'ndenre. 

t 9 For a fine analysis of bow 
phallomorphism \Vorks in Lacan, and 

for un elucidation of lrigaray's tren
chant critique of that phallomorph
ism, see Whitford (58-74, 150-5'2). 

\Yhitford reads I.a can's essay on the 

mirror stage through lrigaray's cri
tique, and argues Jl(lt only that the 

mirror stage is itself dcpendt'nt upon 

the prior presumption uf the mater

nal as ground, but that the 

phallornorphism that the essay nrticu-
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!;11.-, ;111thorizes it "male imaginary 

!in whid1I nwlt' narcissism is extrap

ulati:>ldl In the transeendt•ntal" (\ 52). 

\\ hitf.,rd al~«1 tr11n•s Jri1;arn:- 's t>1Tor1s 

lo establish a female lrnagiirnr) over 

and against I ht· mak Imaginary in 

I .acan. :\llhough I am clearly in 

'iOllll' sympathy· with the project nf 
deauthorizing the rrn!le Imaginary, 

my "" 11 ;.trategy will be to show that 

tlu· l'hallus ran attach to a \ariety or 
organs, ;1nd that the t:'fficacious dis

jnining nf Phallus from penis consti-

1111t-s both a narcissi<;tic \Hiund lo 

plrnllomnrphism and the production 

,,ran anti-ht'l•~rusexist srxual Imagi

nary. The implications of my strategy 

""uh! seem to call into qtH•stion the 

inkgrity nl' either a masculine or a 

!'rminine lrnaginary. 

.:11 " ... It• .>/ll(fr du miruir est un drame 

dortl la pi>u;;si'<· interne se pr(·cipite 

tk l'i11sul'ihance ii l'anlil'ipatiun - et 

qui pour ll' sujet, pris au lt'urre de 

l'irfrntifil'ation spatiale. machine ks 
L111tas1111"; qui se 'uccedent d'une 

1magr· n1nrrpJ1'r du corps ii une 

l'••rrtn· q1w nous appPllerons 

orthnpt'dique dt' sa totalite - et a 
l';irmnn· enfin as>unH;t' d'urH' 

ident itt'· ali1;11ante. qui va marqm·r de 

sa ~lructure rigidt' tout so11 

d\·, .. Joppu1wnt mental" (l·:crits I: 9)

!H). ll i' interesting that the pieee-

111«;11 dlilra('lt'I' of the hod;; is 

phanta.'irnatic;illy nverc:ome through 

llw taking nn of a kind of armor or 

Pf'lhop1·di" 'npp11rl, •rngg;·sting that 

!lit· arlili<ial ntt•11sior1 of llw body is 

inlq!ral to it' maluratiq11 and 

1.•nhann·d wn,1· of control. The pro

lct'ti'<' and expa11si\1• figural possibil

i!i1·;; ni' armor anrl nrthopedics 

'u""'·''I Ilia!. in~ofar as a ct'rl.ain phal

li1.· pqto·n"~ is the pfTt·1·t of the trans

li!.!1irr"d hud~· 1r1 tlw mirrnr, tbis 

P"lt'FH'Y is purrhased through artifi

cial ml'thrnls of phallie euhann•ment. 

a lTH''i" with obvious •:ons<'<Jllf:'ll('t'S 

frw th" l1·shian l'h:il111<;. 

.:1 ··Jn Frnulian dnt'trine, the phallus is 

11111 ;1 ranta,y. if "h;it is understood 

by that i~ an iina;.:ina:·\ t'fT"{'1 

("\lt';1ning" ;qi. 

22 "l.1· pha!l;;" i<'i ,;,;rlair1' rk "'1 f»nc

tion. Lt• phall1h rlarh la doctrine 

fn·uuit'!l!JP 11',.,t pas un fa,1a:-ni;·. ;;'ii 

faut t•nt<:ndrc par la 1111 1·IT1·i 

ima;ri11;1irt" 11 r1'csl pi.!" nun pli1' 

CiJlllllW l•:'i 1111 obi"' (parli!'I. inlr"rrlf'. 

bun. 111;tnYai."' etc ... ) p11ur autant 

que C<' i<'rrnt· 1 .. 11<1 i1 ;1ppn""i1·r la 

n";ililt; i11ti'·n·,,(·1'. d<111~ 111H· relatinn. 

II est encure n111in .... 1°4lr.~iJIH: 1 p{·nis 

ou "litori'<, qu'il ~>·111b11li.''" Fl<'\' 
n·r,t pn"' sa11 ... rni~on 1_p1t. .. Fn·11d 1:11 it 

prls Iii n~tt;n'fll"<' :111 si1nul~1cre qn"i\ 

(·tail pour l1·s ,\rltit.'n'. L;11· \t'. 

plrnllii- l'SI <Ill ,j,:11!1'i;111t 

("Sip1ifil'ati»n" tiHri). 

CIParlY, l.a<·;m alH> n·pudiale' th•.' di 

loris it' nell as an organ that 111i!,!lil 

lw idoilif'ied with th;, l'hallus. Rut 

nnlt· that tlw 1w11is and the clitoris 

are <1h-.1y,; '-)t11bo!iz1."I difT1•n·nth; 

lhe elitori, is ~>mbnlir.t·d a:- 11mi.< 

crn')' I not havin~J. nlwreas Ille penis 

is s)mb"liz\'d as th\'. castration t'tllll

pln. (hinin1; with the kar or losin~) 
(''\kaning" 75). lklll't', th•~ l'halius 

symboliLe;; I.he clitoris as 11 • .11 haYinµ: 

U1e peni~, where;1s lht' l'hall1i- sym

lrnlizes the penis thri1u;.-:h tilt:' thn·al 

of <:astralil1J1, t11Hkr~l1o11d as a kinr! ol 

disposst's,ion. To han· a penis is lo 

ha\'e that nhich the l'h~lllf'i 1x not, 

but whith, prtTist'ly lJ~ 'irltH' of thi:< 

nol-beinµ:, t'llfhlil11\t'~ tho• <HTasion 

for lht' Phallus tu si~nif'y lin this 

senst', the Phallus rt'quir<'> and repro1 

duces the dimin11tion nl' !he p;·ni~ in 

ordt'I' lo siµnify - itlmo.,I a kind of 

masler-slaH' diakctic). '\tot In h,1Ye 

the penis is already lo h;1\·e lnsl it 

n11d, hentT. to be the O(T!i,;iou ft11· 

the Phallus lo signify its p11wer lo ca,

trate; the clituri~ \\ill siµnifv as pt~nis 

cnv~. <ha lack "hich, through its 

envy. will wii~ld tht• pmH'l' lo dispos

se>s. To ''be" the Phallus, as ''0111en 

an· said tn be, i~ In bt> bolh dispo>

sesseti and r!i~po<>se,:-ill!!· \\'nmt"Fl 

"'arl'" the Phallus in tht' S\'11Se thnt 

the! absently rellect its power: thi> is 

the signif~inr; funcliun or the ]a('k. 
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\nd thosr female body parts which 
arr not the penis fail, then•fore, to 
haq• the Phallu<;. and so are pre
ci,rl~· a set of "lack;." Those body 
parts fail tn pht•nornt·nalize precisely 
bt•<·au<;e they rannot propt>rly wield 
tlw Phallus. llen<:'e, the \ery descrip
tion of hmY !he Phallus symbolizes 
1 i.e .. as penis envy or castration) 
makt•s implicit rt'cntirse to diITeren
liall~· markt'd body parts, whi('h 
implit·'< that tht' Phallus doe!'> not s~m
h1l!izt~ pt:nis and clitoris in the samr 
"ay. The ditoris cnn neYer be said to 
lll' an 1·xamplt• of "ha\"ing" the l'hal
lu~. 

2-~ For il vt"ry intt"resling aceount of cas
tration ;rnxidy in lesbian suhjectivity, 
s•.'l' de f ,auretis's discussion of the 
manni.sh Jeshi<m, especially her dis
cu 'sion of Hadcliffe llall "before the 
rnirrnr" in her forthcoming rnanu
script, "Practice." 

l'i In another essay, "l'ltantasmatic," I 
attempt to argue that the assumption 
of sexed positions within the Sym
bolic operates through the threat of 
rastration, a threat addressed to a 
male body, a body marked as male 
prior to its "assumption" of masculin
ity·, and that the fernale body must be 
understood as the embodiment of 
!his threat and, otn·ersPly, the guaran
tt•r> that the threat\\ ill nol be real
izet.l. Thi> Oedipal seenario which 
Lal'<tn understands as central to the 
assumption of binary sex is itself 
foll!lt.frd Oil the threatening power of 
the threat, the unbearability of 
demasculinized manhood and 
phallicized femininity. Implicit In 
these two figures. I argue, is the 
sJWdtT of homosexual ahjeclinn. 
one which is dearly culturally 
prnd1ic1·d, rirculated. contested, 
and rontingent. 

'..?G ~ee Torok in this issue. Torok argut's 
that penis en\)" in women is a 
"mask" \~hich symptllmatizes the 
proliibition on masturbation and 
e!Te<:ts a deflection l'rom the orgas
rnil' ple;1sures of ma~turbation. Inas
much as penis t'll'Y i.s a modality of' 

desire frurn which nr• sati.<;fa,~tion 

can be gained, it masks the oslt'nsi· 
bl~· more prior desire for auto-rrotic 
pleasures. _.\("<:'ording In Torok's 
highly norn1ative tllt'(lry or rt' male 
sexual development, the nrnsturba
tory orgasmic· pleasurt's t·xperit'!HTd 
and then prnhibited (by the mother";; 
intervention) produce first a penis 
Cll\"_I" which cnnnot be ~atislled and 
then a renuncintion of that cksire in 
order to rediscover and reexpt•rit>nce 
ma<;lurbatnry nrg:asm in lilt' conle\l 
nf adult !Jet1•rnsrx11al relations. 
Torok thus reduces penis en,·y to a 
mask and prohibition "ltic!J pre
sumes that ft~malc sext1al pleasure is 
not only l't'rtlcred in auto-nolicisrn. 
but that !his pleasurt' is primarily 
unmedialt'd by snual dilfPr1·nt·e. She· 
also reduct'.s all possibilitit'' or cross
g:rndcred phantas111alic idn1tifiratin11 
to a delkction frolll till' 111asturbalor~ 
heterosexual nexus. such that the pri
mJr: prnhihition is again~l 111mH·di
ated srlf-low_ Freud'' m,·n !henry nl" 
narcissism argues that aut•.1-ernli
cism is always modeled on imaginan 
objert-rt'latinns, and lltal !lie Otht'r 
strnr:tures the rna,turbalory S<"t'rtP 

phanlasmatieall~·. Jn Torok. \\t' wit
IH'SS !ht' lheon:ti!'al illslall11tioll of 
lhe Bad \!other w!Pht· pri1nan task 
is to prohibit ma'11.1rhal11r~ pit'a.;un:" 
and who must be OYt:n:nnw tlhr 
mother figured, as in Lat·an, as 
ob-truetirrn·1 ill order lo retliscover 
masturbatory se\tWI happine'~ "·ith 
a man. The mother llrn;- at·l:- as a 
proltibition !Ital must !w t11·1·n·onw in 
order for ht'tero:-t'.\llalil~ t11 l•r 
aehie,·rd and the rt'l11rn t11 ,,:Ir and 
wholP1wss lhill that p11rportt-dh 
impli<·s for a \\"Olllilll. TIJi, dt•\"t•lop
mental celet.Jratiun or lwltTu,t·\uality 
thus work' throu!<h tl1<: irnplici: fnre
cln~urr or lHJ!llOSl'\ll<tlitv Ill' !hl'. 
a!Jhrniation al!d reroulill!-! ul" female 
liomose"uality as 111asl11rll;ilnr.' pll'a · 
'11n·. P1>nis t'nvy ""uld 1·1J;1racl1.'ri1.•· 
a ksbian .\t'\llalily !!;;it j,, ;i.. it \\t'l'l'. 

~tailed bel\\een tht' irreco\"t'rillile 
memon nf mi.lst11rhatl)n bii:-.s and 
the helerr,.;ex11al rt'C•11en nl' Iha! 
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pleasure. In other words, ff penis 
envy is in part code for lesbian plea
surt', or for other forms of female 
st~xual pleasure that are, as it were, 
stopped along the hderosexual devel
opmental trajectory, then lesbianism 

is "t'n''!" and, hence, both a deflec
tion from pleasure and infinitely 
uHsatisfyinK. In short, there can be 
no kshian pleasure for Torok, for if 
the lesbian is "'rm·ious," sht' embod
ies and enacts the very prohibition 
on ple~surt· that, it seems, only het
C'roo;1•xtrnl union can Jin. That this 

1·;.sa:-: is found useful b)' some femi
oi>h continues to surprise and alarm 

Ill\'. 

21 Here it will probably be clear that I 
am in U!!l't't'Hlt'llt with Derrida's cri
tiqm· of Le1·i-S1rnu~s·s atrmporalizcd 
not inn of structure. In "Structure" 
I krrida asks "·hat gives slructurr its 
;tru1:tunility, that is, tht' qualily of 

being a structure, suggesling that 
that status is endowerl or df'rived 
and, hence. non-originary. :\ struc
ture "is" a structure to llw !'xlent 
that it persists as one. Rut IH>W It.• 
unclt:rstand how that persistenct' 

inhert>s in the structure itsell".' A 
structure does not remain sclf-irlt~nti
eal through limt', hut "i'" to the 
extent that it is rt'iteral1'd. Its iterabil
ity is lhus !ht~ eolll1itio11 of ih iden

tity, but because itnabilit~ 
presupposes an intt'.n aL a difference. 
between terms. identil~. \'Oll~titutcd 
through this di~contin11n11s temptll'ill· 
ily, is conditioned and conteslt'd by 
this diffrrence fr{lrn it.-t~!r. This is a 
rli!Terence constitutivt~ or ide11lil,v -
as well as the principle of its impro>si
bility. As such, it is di1Tcr1·11c1· ;is 
di(/franl'f'. a dcrerTal or <ill.' resnhc 
into self-identity. 
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