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Editors' Preface 

The articles translated here are a selection put together by us in 
1975 from the works of the French psychoanalyst, Jacques Lacau, 
and the ecole freudienne, the school of psychoanalysis which he 
directed in Paris between 1964 and 1980. They have never 
appeared together before, and only one has been translated 
previously into English. In making this selection our objective 
has been to show the relevance of Lacan's ideas for the 
continuing debate on femininity within both psychoanalysis 
and feminism. 

Lacan's relationship to the psychoanalytic institution has 
always been controversial; his work became controversial 
for feminism when, in the 1970s, he focused more intensively 
on the question of feminine sexuality. In the years prior to 
his death in September 1981 both these controversies intensi
fied. 

The basic premise of Lacan's work is a questioning of any 
certainty or authority in notions of psychic and sexual life. There 
is a connection between this premise and his repeated breaks 
with psychoanalytic institutions. In January 1980 Lacan unilat
erally dissolved the ecole freudienne in order to stop what he saw 
as the degradation of his ideas under the weight of his own 
institution. But this act, like Lacan's presentation of his 
work, was a challenge to authority yet at the same time 
authoritarian and patriarchal. It will be clear to the reader in 
the texts which follow that Lacan was trapped in the circles of 
this paradox. 

The texts are preceded by an Introduction. In the first part, 
Juliet Mitchell situates Lacan's work in relation to his overall 
project within psychoanalytic theory, and then gives an account 
of the earlier psychoanalytic debate on femininity in the 1920s 
and 1930s of which these texts are in many ways the direct sequel. 
In the second part, Jacqueline Rose describes the conceptual 
movement of the texts themselves, and the implications of the 
debate on femininity in and around the work of La can. Although 
each part can be read separately, the Introduction as a whole 
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represents a double engagement expressing our shared sense of 
the importance of Lacan for psychoanalysis, and of psycho
analysis for feminism. 
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INTRODUCTION - I 

Juliet Mitchell 

I object to all of you (Horney, Jones, Rado, etc.,) to the extent 
that you do not distinguish more clearly and cleanly between 
what is psychic and what is biological, that you try to establish 
a neat parallelism between the two and that you, motivated by 
such intent, unthinkingly construe psychic facts which are 
unprovable and that you, in the process of doing so, must 
declare as reactive or regressive much that without doubt is 
primary. Of course, these reproaches must remain obscure. In 
addition, I would only like to emphasize that we must keep 
psychoanalysis separate from biology just as we have kept it 
separate from anatomy and physiology .... 

(Freud, letter to Carl Miiller-Braunschweig, 1935) 

Jacques Lacan dedicated himself to the task of refinding and re
formulating the work of Sigmund Freud. Psychoanalytic theory 
today is a variegated discipline. There are contradictions within 
Freud's writings and subsequent analysts have developed one 
aspect and rejected another, thereby using one theme as a jump
ing off point for a new theory. La can conceived his own project 
differently: despite the contradictions and impasses, there is a 
coherent theorist in Freud whose ideas do not need to be diverged 
from; rather they should be set within a cohesive framework that 
they anticipated but which, for historical reasons, Freud himself 
could not formulate. The development of linguistic science 
provides this framework. 

It is certainly arguable that from the way psychoanalysis has 
grown during this century we have gained a wider range of 
therapeutic understanding and the multiplication of fruitful 
ideas, but we have lost the possibility of a clarification of an 
essential theory. To say that Freud's work contains contra
dictions should not be the equivalent of arguing that it is hetero
geneous and that it is therefore legitimate for everyone to take 
their pick and develop it as they wish. Lacan set his face against 
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2 Feminine Sexuality 

what he saw as such illegitimate and over-tolerant notions of 
more-or-less peacefully co-existent lines of psychoanalytic 
thought. From the outset he went back to Freud's basic concepts. 
Here, initially, there is agreement among psychoanalysts as to 
the terrain on which they work: psychoanalysis is about human 
sexuality and the unconscious. 

The psychoanalytic concept of sexuality confronts head-on all 
popular conceptions. It can never be equated with genitality nor 
is it the simple expression of a biological drive. It is always psycho
sexuality, a system of conscious and unconscious human fan
tasies involving a range of excitations and activities that produce 
pleasure beyond the satisfaction of any basic physiological need. 
It arises from various sources, seeks satisfaction in many different 
ways and makes use of many diverse objects for its aim of 
achieving pleasure. Only with great difficulty and then never 
perfectly does it move from being a drive with many component 
parts - a single 'libido' expressed through very different pheno
mena - to being what is normally understood as sexuality, some
thing which appears to be a unified instinct in which genitality 
predominates. 

For all psychoanalysts the development of the human subject, 
its unconscious and its sexuality go hand-in-hand, they are causa
tively intertwined. A psychoanalyst could not subscribe to a 
currently popular sociological distinction in which a person is 
born with their biological gender to which society - general 
environment, parents, education, the media - adds a socially 
defined sex, masculine or feminine. Psychoanalysis cannot make 
such a distinction: a person is formed through their sexuality, it 
could not be 'added' to him or her. The ways in which psycho
sexuality and the unconscious are closely bound together are 
complex, but most obviously, the unconscious contains wishes 
that cannot be satisfied and hence have been repressed. Pre
dominant among such wishes are the tabooed incestuous desires 
of childhood. 

The unconscious contains all that has been repressed from 
consciousness, but it is not co-terminous with this. There is an 
evident lack of continuity in conscious psychic life - psycho
analysis concerns itself with the gaps. Freud's contribution was 
to demonstrate that these gaps constitute a system that is entirely 
different from that of consciousness: the unconscious. The un
conscious is governed by its own laws, its images do not follow 
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each other as in the sequential logic of consciousness but by con
densing onto each other or by being displaced onto something 
else. Because it is unconscious, direct access to it is impossible but 
its manifestations are apparent most notably in dreams, everyday 
slips, jokes, the 'normal' splits and divisions within the human 
subject and in psychotic and neurotic behaviour. 

Lacan believed that though all psychoanalysts subscribe to the 
importance of the unconscious and to the privileged position of 
sexuality within the development of the human subject, the way 
in which many post-Freudians have elaborated their theories 
ultimately reduces or distorts the significance even of these 
fundamental postulates. To Lacan most current psychoanalytic 
thinking is tangled up in popular ideologies and thus misses the 
revolutionary nature of Freud's work and replicates what it is its 
task to expose: psychoanalysis should not subscribe to ideas 
about how men and women do or should live as sexually dif
ferentiated beings, but instead it should analyse how they come 
to be such beings in the first place. 

Lacan's work has always to be seen within the context of a 
two-pronged polemic. Most simply he took on, sometimes by 
explicit, named reference, more often by indirect insult or im
plication, almost all analysts of note since Freud. Both inter
nationally and within France, Lacan's history was one of repeated 
institutional conflict and ceaseless opposition to established 
views. Outside France his targets were the theories of American 
dominated ego-psychology, of Melanie Klein and of object
relations analysts, 1 most notably, Balint, Fairbairn and 
Winnicott. Lacan was more kindly disposed to the clinical 
insights of some than he was towards those of others but he 
argued that they are all guilty of misunderstanding and debasing 
the theory inaugurated by Freud. 

1. It is important to keep psychoanalytic object-relations theory distinct from 
psychological or sociological accounts to which it might bear some super
ficial resemblance. The 'object' in question is, of course, the human object; 
but, more importantly, it is its internalisation by the subject that is the issue at 
stake. It is never only an actual object but also always the fantasies of it, that 
shape it as an internal image for the subject. Object-relations theory origi
nated as an attempt to shift psychoanalysis away from a one-person to a two
person theory stressing that there is always a relationship between at least 
two people. In object-relations theory the object is active in relation to the 
subject who is formed in complex interaction with it. This contrasts with 
Lacan's account of the object, seep. 31 below. 
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The second prong of Lacan's polemic relates to a mistake he 
felt Freud himself initiated: paradoxically, while cherishing the 
wounds of his rejection by a lay and medical public, Freud strove 
to be easily understood. The preposterous difficulty of Lacan's 
style is a challenge to easy comprehension, to the popularisation 
and secularisation of psychoanalysis as it has occurred most 
notably in North America. Psychoanalysis should aim to show 
us that we do not know those things we think we do; it therefore 
cannot assault our popular conceptions by using the very idiom it 
is intended to confront; a challenge to ideology cannot rest on a 
linguistic appeal to that same ideology. The dominant ideology 
of today, as it was of the time and place when psychoanalysis was 
established, is humanism. Humanism believes that man is at the 
centre of his own history and of himself; he is a subject more or 
less in control of his own actions, exercising choice. Humanistic 
psychoanalytic practice is in danger of seeing the patient as 
someone who has lost control and a sense of a real or true self 
(identity) and it aims to help regain these. The matter and manner 
of all Lacan's work challenges this notion of the human subject: 
there is none such. In the sentence structure of most of his public 
addresses and of his written style the grammatical subject is 
either absent or shifting or, at most, only passively constructed. 
At this level, the difficulty ofLacan's style could be said to mirror 
his theory. 

The humanistic conception of mankind assumes that the sub
ject exists from the beginning. At least by implication ego 
psychologists, object-relations theorists and Kleinians base 
themselves on the same premise. For this reason, Lacan considers 
that in the last analysis, they are more ideologues than theorists of 
psychoanalysis. In the Freud that Lacan uses, neither the uncon
scious nor sexuality can in any degree be pre-given facts, they are 
constructions; that is they are objects with histories and the 
human subject itself is only formed within these histories. It is 
this history of the human subject in its generality (human 
history) and its particularity (the specific life of the individual) as 
it manifests itself in unconscious fantasy life, that psychoanalysis 
traces. This immediately establishes the framework within 
which the whole question of female sexuality can be understood. 
As Freud put it: 'In conformity with its peculiar nature, psycho
analysis does not try to describe what a woman is - that would be 
a task it could scarcely perform - but sets about enquiring how she 
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comes into being' (Freud, XXII, 1933, p. 116: italics added). 
Lacan dedicated himself to reorienting psychoanalysis to its 

task of deciphering the ways in which the human subject is con
structed - how it comes into being - out of the small human 
animal. It is because of this aim that Lacan offered psychoanalytic 
theory the new science of linguistics which he developed and 
altered in relation to the concept of subjectivity. The human 
animal is born into language and it is within the terms of 
language that the human subject is constructed. Language does 
not arise from within the individual, it is always out there in the 
world outside, lying in wait for the neonate. Language always 
'belongs' to another person. The human subject is created from a 
general law that comes to it from outside itself and through the 
speech of other people, though this speech in its turn must relate 
to the general law. 

Lacan's human subject is the obverse of the humanists'. His 
subject is not an entity with an identity, but a being created in the 
fissure of a radical split. The identity that seems to be that of the 
subject is in fact a mirage arising when the subject forms an image 
of itself by identifying with others' perception of it. When the 
human baby learns to say 'me' and 'I' it is only acquiring these 
designations from someone and somewhere else, from the world 
which perceives and names it. The terms are not constants in 
harmony with its own body, they do not come from within itself 
but from elsewhere. Lacan's human subject is not a 'divided self' 
(Laing) that in a different society could be made whole, but a self 
which is only actually and necessarily created within a split - a 
being that can only conceptualise itself when it is mirrored back 
to itself from the position of another's desire. The unconscious 
where the subject is not itself, where the 'I' of a dream can be 
someone else and the object and subject shift and change places, 
bears perpetual witness to this primordial splitting. 

It is here too, within the necessary divisions that language 
imposes on humans, that sexuality must also find its place. The 
psychoanalytic notion that sexual wishes are tabooed and hence 
repressed into the unconscious is frequently understood in a 
sociological sense (Malinowski, Reich, Marcuse ... ). The impli
cation is that a truly permissive society would not forbid what is 
now sexually taboo and it would thus liberate men and women 
from the sense that they are alienated from their own sexuality. 
But against such prevalent notions, Lacan states that desire itself, 
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and with it, sexual desire, can only exist by virtue of its 
alienation. Freud describes how the baby can be observed to 
hallucinate the milk that has been withdrawn from it and the 
infant to play throwing-away games to overcome the trauma of 
its mother's necessary departures. Lacan uses these instances to 
show that the object that is longed for only comes into existence 
as an object when it is lost to the baby or infant. Thus any satis
faction that might subsequently be attained will always contain 
this loss within it. La can refers to this dimension as 'desire'. The 
baby's need can be met, its demand responded to, but its desire 
only exists because of the initial failure of satisfaction. Desire 
persists as an effect of a primordial absence and it therefore 
indicates that, in this area, there is something fundamentally 
impossible about satisfaction itself. It is this process that, to 
Lacan, lies behind Freud's statement that 'We must reckon with 
the possibility that something in the nature of the sexual instinct 
itself is unfavourable to the realisation of complete satisfaction' 
(Freud, XI, 1912, pp. 188-9). 

This account of sexual desire led Lacan, as it led Freud, to his 
adamant rejection of any theory of the difference between the 
sexes in terms of pre-given male or female entities which com
plete and satisfy each other. Sexual difference can only be the 
consequence of a division; without this division it would cease to 
exist. But it must exist because no human being can become a 
subject outside the division into two sexes. One must take up a 
position as either a man or a woman. Such a position is by no 
means identical with one's biological sexual characteristics, nor is 
it a position of which one can be very confident - as the psycho
analytical experience demonstrates. 

The question as to what created this difference between the 
sexes was a central debate among psychoanalysts in the twenties 
and thirties. Lacan returned to this debate as a focal point for 
what he considered had gone wrong with psychoanalytic theory 
subsequently. Again Lacan underscored and reformulated the 
position that Freud took up in this debate. Freud always insisted 
that it was the presence or absence of the phallus and nothing else 
that marked the distinction between the sexes. Others disagreed. 
Retrospectively the key concept of the debate becomes trans
parently clear: it is the castration complex. In Freud's eventual 
schema, the little boy and the little girl initially share the same 
sexual history which he terms 'masculine'. They start by desiring 
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their first object: the mother. In fantasy this means having the 
phallus which is the object of the mother's desire (the phallic 
phase). This position is forbidden (the castration complex) and 
the differentiation of the sexes occurs. The castration complex 
ends the boy's Oedipus complex (his love for his mother) and 
inaugurates for the girl the one that is specifically hers: she will 
transfer her object love to her father who seems to have the 
phallus and identify with her mother who, to the girl's fury, has 
not. Henceforth the girl will desire to have the phallus and the 
boy will struggle to represent it. For this reason, for both sexes, 
this is the insoluble desire of their lives and, for Freud, because its 
entire point is precisely to be insoluble, it is the bedrock beneath 
which psychoanalysis cannot reach. Psychoanalysis cannot give 
the human subject that which it is its fate, as the condition of its 
subjecthood, to do without: 

At no other point in one's analytic work does one suffer more 
from an oppressive feeling that all one's repeated efforts have 
been in vain, and from a suspicion that one has been 'preaching 
to the winds', than when one is trying to persuade a woman to 
abandon her. wish for a penis on the ground of its being un
realizable. (Freud, xxm, 193 7, p. 252) 

There was great opposition to Freud's concept of the girl's 
phallic phase and to the significance he eventually gave to the 
castration complex. Lacau returns to the key concept of the 
debate, to the castration complex and, within its terms, the 
meaning of the phallus. He takes them as the bedrock of sub
jectivity itself and of the place of sexuality within it. The selection 
of the phallus as the mark around which subjectivity and 
sexuality are constructed reveals, precisely, that they are con
structed, in a division which is both arbitrary and alienating. In 
Lacan's reading of Freud, the threat of castration is not some
thing that has been done to an already existent girl subject or that 
could be done to an already existent boy subject; it is, as it was for 
Freud, what 'makes' the girl a girl and the boy a boy, in a division 
that is both essential and precarious. 

The question of the castration complex split psychoanalysts. 
By the time of the great debate in the mid-twenties, the issue was 
posed as the nature of female sexuality but underlying that are the 
preceding disagreements on castration anxiety. In fact all sub-
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sequent work on female sexuality and on the construction of 
sexual difference stems from the various places accorded to the 
concept of the castration complex. It stands as the often silent 
centre of all the theories that flourished in the decades before the 
war; the effects of its acceptance or rejection are still being felt. 

The arguments on female sexuality are usually referred to as 
the 'Freud-Jones debate'. In the presentation that follows I have 
not adhered to the privileging of Jones's work. This is partly 
because it is the subject of a detailed examination in one of the 
texts translated here (P, pp. 99-122); but more importantly be
cause the purpose of my selection is to draw attention to the 
general nature of the problem and present Freud's work from the 
perspective to which Lacan returns. I shall leave aside details of 
differences between analysts; rank those otherwise different on 
the same side; omit the arguments of any analyst, major or 
minor, whose contribution in this area does not affect the general 
proposition - the selection will seem arbitrary from any view
point other than this one. Individual authors on the same side 
differ from one another, are inconsistent with themselves or 
change their minds, but these factors fade before the more 
fundamental division around the concept of castration. In the 
final analysis the debate relates to the question of the psycho
analytic understanding both of sexuality and of the unconscious 
and brings to the fore issues of the relationship between psycho
analysis and biology and sociology. Is it biology, environmental 
influence, object-relations or the castration complex that makes 
for the psychological distinction between the sexes? 

Freud, and Lacan after him, are both accused of producing 
phallocentric theories- of taking man as the norm and woman as 
what is different therefrom. Freud's opponents are concerned to 
right the balance and develop theories that explain how men and 
women in their psychosexuality are equal but different. To both 
Freud and Lacan their task is not to produce justice but to explain 
this difference which to them uses, not the man, but the phallus 
to which the man has to lay claim, as its key term. But it is 
because Freud's position only clearly became this in his later 
work that Lacan insists we have to 're-read it', giving his theory 
the significance and coherence which otherwise it lacks. 

Although Lacan takes no note of it, there is, in fact, much in 
Freud's early work, written long before the great debate, that 
later analysts could use as a starting-point for their descriptions of 
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the equal, parallel development of the sexes. Divisions within 
writings on the subject since, in many ways, can be seen in terms 
of this original divergence within Freud's own work. 

Freud's work on this subject can be divided into two periods. 
In the first phase what he had to say about female sexuality arises 
in the context of his defence of his theory of the fact and the 
importance of infantile sexuality in general before a public he 
considered hostile to his discoveries. This first phase stretches 
from the 1890s to somewhere between 1916 and 1919. The 
second phase lasts from 1920 until his final work published post
humously in 1940. In this second period he is concerned with 
elaborating and defending his understanding of sexuality in 
relation to the particular question of the nature of the difference 
between the sexes. By this time what he wrote was part of a 
discussion within the psychoanalytic movement itself. 

In the first phase there is a major contradiction in Freud's work 
which was never brought out into the open. It was immensely 
important for the later theories of female sexuality. In this period 
Freud's few explicit ideas about female sexuality revolve around 
his references to the Oedipus complex. The essence of the 
Oedipus complex is first mentioned in his published writings in a 
passing reference to Oedipus Rex in The Interpretation of Dreams 
(1900), in 1910 it is named as the Oedipus complex and by 1919, 
without much theoretical but with a great deal of clinical expan
sion (most notably in the case of Little Hans), it has become the 
foundation stone of psychoanalysis. The particular ways in 
which the Oedipus complex appears and is resolved characterise 
different types of normality and pathology; its event and 
resolution explain the human subject and human desire. But the 
Oedipus complex of this early period is a simple set of relation
ships in which the child desires the parent of the opposite sex and 
feels hostile rivalry for the one of the same sex as itself. There is a 
symmetrical correspondence in the history of the boy and the 
girl. Thus in 'Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria' 
(1905) Freud writes: 'Distinct traces are probably to be found in 
most people of an early partiality of this kind - on the part of a 
daughter for her father, or on the part of a son for his mother' 
(Freud, VII, 1905, p. 56), and the entire manifest interpretation of 
Dora's hysteria is in terms of her infantile Oedipal love for her 
father, and his substitute in the present, Herr K. Or, in 'Delu
sions and Dreams in Jensen's Gradiva': 'it is the general rule for a 
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normally constituted girl to turn her affection towards her father 
in the first instance' (Freud, IX, 1906/7, p. 33). And so on. At the 
root of Freud's assigning parallel Oedipal roles to girls and boys 
lies a notion of a natural and normative heterosexual attraction; a 
notion which was to be re-assumed by many psychoanalysts 
later. Here, in Freud's early work, it is as though the concept of 
an Oedipus complex - of a fundamental wish for incest - was so 
radical that if one was to argue at all for the child's incestuous 
desires then at least these had better be for the parent of the 
opposite sex. Thus it was because Freud had to defend his thesis 
of infantile incestuous sexuality so strenuously against both 
external opposition and his own reluctance to accept the idea, 
that th~ very radicalism of the concept of the Oedipus complex 
acted as a conservative 'stopper' when it came to understanding 
the difference between the sexes. Here Freud's position is a con
ventional one: boys will be boys and love women, girls will be 
girls and love men. Running counter, however, to the normative 
implications of sexual symmetry in the Oedipal situation are 
several themes. Most importantly there is both the structure and 
the argument of the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905). 
La can returns to this work reading the concept of the sexual drive 
that he finds latent there through the light shed on it in Freud's 
later paper on 'Instincts and Their Vicissitudes' (1915). 

The Three Essays is the revolutionary founding work for the 
psychoanalytic concept of sexuality. Freud starts the book with 
chapters on sexual aberration. He uses homosexuality to demon
strate that for the sexual drive there is no natural, automatic 
object; he uses the perversions to show that it has no fixed aim. 
As normality is itself an 'ideal fiction' and there is no qualitative 
distinction between abnormality and normality, innate factors 
cannot account for the situation and any notion of the drive as 
simply innate is therefore untenable. What this means is that the 
understanding of the drive itself is at stake. The drive (or 
'instinct' in the Standard Edition translation), is something on 
the border between the mental and the physical. Later Freud 
formulated the relationship as one in which the somatic urge 
delegated its task to a psychical representative. In his paper, 'The 
Unconscious', he wrote: 

An instinct can never become an object of consciousness- only 
the idea that represents the instinct can. Even in the uncon-
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scious, moreover, an instinct cannot be represented otherwise 
than by an idea .... When we nevertheless speak of an un
conscious instinctual impulse or of a repressed instinctual 
impulse ... we can only mean an instinctual impulse the idea
tional representative of which is unconscious. (Freud, XIV, 

1915, p. 177) 

There is never a causal relationship between the biological urge 
and its representative: we cannot perceive an activity and deduce 
behind it a corresponding physical motive force. The sexual 
drive is never an entity, it is polymorphous, its aim is variable, its 
object contingent. Lacan argues that the Three Essays demon
strate that Freud was already aware that for mankind the drive is 
almost the opposite of an animal instinct that knows and gets its 
satisfying object. On the other hand, object-relations theorists 
contend that Freud suggested that the sexual drive was a direct 
outgrowth of the first satisfying relationship with the mother; it 
repeats the wish to suck or be held. The baby thus has a first 'part
object' in the breast and later an object in the mother whom it will 
love pre-Oedipally and then as a 'whole object' Oedipally. Later 
the sexual drive of the adult will seek out a substitute for this 
which, if it is good enough, can and will satisfy it. 

Though the lack of clarity in some parts of the Three Essays 
could, perhaps, be held responsible for this diversity of inter
pretation and for the new dominant strand of humanism that 
Lacan deplores, yet there is absolutely nothing within the essays 
that is compatible with any notion of natural heterosexual 
attraction or with the Oedipus complex as it is formulated in 
Freud's other writing of this period. The structure and content of 
the Three Essays erodes any idea of normative sexuality. By 
deduction, if no heterosexual attraction is ordained in nature, 
there can be no genderised sex - there cannot at the outset be a 
male or female person in a psychological sense. 

In the case of 'Dora', Freud assumed that had Dora not been an 
hysteric she would have been naturally attracted to her suitor, 
Herr K, just as she had been attracted to her father when she was a 
small child. In other words, she would have had a natural female 
Oedipus complex. But the footnotes, written subsequently, tell 
another story: Dora's relationship to her father had been one not 
only of attraction but also ofidentification with him. In terms of 
her sexual desire, Dora is a man adoring a woman. To ascribe the 
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situation to Dora's hysteria would be to beg the whole founding 
question of psychoanalysis. Hysteria is not produced by any 
innate disposition. It follows that if Dora can have a masculine 
identification there can be no natural or automatic heterosexual 
drive. 

Until the 1920s Freud solved this problem by his notion of 
bisexuality. 'Bisexuality' likewise enabled him to avoid what 
would otherwise have been too blatant a contradiction in his 
position: thus he argued that the too neat parallelism of the boy's 
and girl's Oedipal situations, the dilemma of Dora, the presence 
of homosexuality, could all be accounted for by the fact that the 
boy has a bit of the female, the girl of the male. This saves the 
Oedipus complex from the crudity of gender determinism - but 
at a price. If, as Freud insists, the notion ofbisexuality is not to be 
a purely biological one, whence does it arise? Later analysts who 
largely preserved Freud's early use of the term, did relate bi
sexuality to the duplications of anatomy or based it on simple 
identification: the boy partly identified with the mother, the girl 
partly with the father. For Freud, when later he reformulated the 
Oedipus complex, 'bisexuality' shifted its meaning and came to 
stand for the very uncertainty of sexual division itself. 

Without question during this first period, Freud's position is 
highly contradictory. His discovery of the Oedipus complex led 
him to assume a natural heterosexuality. The rest of his work 
argued against this possibility as the very premise of a psycho
analytic understanding of sexuality. There is no reference to the 
Oedipus complex or the positions it assumes in the Three Essays 
and by this omission he was able to avoid recognising the con
tradiction within his theses, though the essays bear its mark 
within some of the confusing statements they contain. 

By about 1915 it seems that Freud was aware that his theory of 
the Oedipus complex and of the nature of sexuality could not 
satisfactorily explain the difference between the sexes. Freud 
never explicitly stated his difficulties (as he did in other areas of 
work), but in 1915, he added a series of footnotes to the Three 
Essays which are almost all about the problem of defining mas
culinity and femininity. Other writers - notably Jung -had taken 
Freud's ideas on the Oedipus complex as they were expressed at 
the time, to their logical conclusion and in establishing a 
definite parity between the sexes had re-named the girl's 
Oedipal conflict, the Electra complex. Whether or not it was this 
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work - Freud rejected the Electra complex from the outset - or 
whether it was the dawning awareness of the unsatisfactory 
nature of his own position that provoked Freud to re-think the 
issue cannot be established; but something made him look more 
intensively at the question of the difference between the sexes. 

One concept, also added in 1915 to the Three Essays, marks 
both the turning point in Freud's own understanding of the 
differences between men and women, and also the focal point of 
the conflict that emerges between his views and those of most 
other analysts on the question. This concept is the castration 
complex. 

During the first phase of Freud's work we can see the idea of 
the castration complex gradually gain momentum. It was dis
cussed in 'On the Sexual Theories of Children' (1908), crucially 
important in the analysis of Little Hans (1909), yet when he 
wrote 'On Narcissism: An Introduction' in 1914 Freud was still 
uncertain as to whether or not it was a universal occurrence. But 
in 1915 it starts to assume a larger and larger part. By 1924, in the 
paper on 'The Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex' the castra
tion complex has emerged as a central concept. In his auto
biography of 1925, Freud wrote: 'The castration complex is of the 
profoundest importance in the formation alike of character and 
of neurosis' (Freud, xx, 1925, p. 37). He made it the focal point of 
the acquisition of culture; it operates as a law whereby men and 
women assume their humanity and, inextricably bound up with 
this, it gives the human meaning of the distinction between the 
sexes. 

The castration complex in Freud's writings is very closely 
connected with his interest in man's prehistory. It is unnecessary 
to enumerate Freud's dubious anthropological reconstructions in 
this field; what is of relevance is the importance he gave to an 
event in man's personal and social history. It is well known that 
before he recognised the significance of fantasy and of infantile 
sexuality, Freud believed the tales his hysterical patients told him 
of their seductions by their fathers. Although Freud abandoned 
the particular event of paternal seduction as either likely or, more 
important, causative, he retained the notion of an event, pre
historical or actual. Something intruded from without into the 
child's world. Something that was not innate but came from 
outside, from history or prehistory. This 'event' was to be the 
paternal threat of castration. 
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That the castration complex operates as an external event, a 
law, can be seen too from a related preoccupation of Freud's. 
Some time around 1916, Freud became interested in the ideas of 
Lamarck. This interest is most often regarded, with condescen
sion, as an instance of Freud's nineteenth-century scientific 
anachronism. But in fact by 1916 Lamarck was already out
moded and it is clear that Freud's interest arose not from 
ignorance but from the need to account for something that he 
observed but could not theorise. The question at stake was: how 
does the individual acquire the whole essential history of being 
human within the first few short years of its life? Lamarckian 
notions of cultural inheritance offered Freud a possible solution 
to the problem. In rejecting the idea of cultural inheritance, 
Freud's opponents may have been refusing a false solution but in 
doing so they missed the urgency of the question and thereby 
failed to confront the problem of how the child acquires so early 
and so rapidly its knowledge of human law. Karen Horney's 
'culturalist' stress - her emphasis on the influence of society- was 
an attempt to put things right, but it failed because it necessitated 
an implicit assumption that the human subject could be set apart 
from society and was not constructed solely within it: the child 
and society were separate entities mutually affecting each other. 
For Horney there are men and women (boys and girls) already 
there; in this she takes for granted exactly that which she intends 
to explain. 

Freud's concept of the castration complex completely shifted 
the implications of the Oedipus complex and altered the meaning 
of bisexuality. Before the castration complex was given its full 
significance, it seems that the Oedipus complex dissolved 
naturally, a passing developmental stage. Once the castration 
complex is postulated it is this alone that shatters the Oedipus 
complex. The castration complex institutes the superego as its 
representative and as representative thereby of the law. Together 
with the organising role of the Oedipus complex in relation to 
desire, the castration complex governs the position of each 
person in the triangle of father, mother and child; in the way it 
does this, it embodies the law that founds the human order itself. 
Thus the question of castration, of sexual difference as the 
product of a division, and the concept of an historical and 
symbolic order, all begin, tentatively, to come together. It is on 
their interdependence that Lacan bases his theories in the texts 
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that follow. 
When Freud started to elevate the concept of castration to its 

theoretical heights, resistance started. It seems that infantile 
sexuality and the Oedipus complex were unpalatable ideas for 
many outside the psychoanalytical movement, yet it would 
appear that there was something even more inherently un
acceptable about the notion of a castration complex and what it 
assumed in the girl child, penis envy, even for psychoanalysts. 
After this point, Freud's emphasis on the importance of the 
castration complex comes not only from his clinical observa
tions, his growing awareness of the contradictions of his own 
work, his increasing interest in the foundations of human 
history, but to a degree as a response to the work of his 
colleagues. 

Lou Andreas-Salome, van Ophuijsen, then Karl Abraham and 
Auguste Starcke in 1921 initiate the response to the notion. Franz 
Alexander, Otto Rank, Carl Miiller-Braunschweig, and Josine 
Muller continue it until the names that are more famous in this 
context - Karen Horney, Melanie Klein, Lampl-de Groot, 
Helene Deutsch, Ernest Jones - are added in the mid-twenties 
and thirties. Others join in: Fenichel, Rado, Marjorie Brierley, 
Joan Riviere, Ruth Mack Brunswick, but by 1935 the positions 
have clarified and the terms of the discussion on sexual dif
ferences do not change importantly, though the content that goes 
to fill out the argument does so. 

Karl Abraham's work is crucial. He died before the great 
debate was in full flow, but his ideas, though often not acknow
ledged, were central to it - not least because most of Freud's 
opponents believed that Abraham's views were representative of 
Freud's. As Abraham is ostensibly amplifying Freud's work and 
writing in support of the concept of the castration complex, this 
was an understandable but completely mistaken assumption. In 
their letters Freud and Abraham are always agreeing most 
politely with one another and this makes it rather hard to 
elucidate the highly significant differences between them. One 
difference is that Freud argues that girls envy the phallus, Karl 
Abraham believes that both sexes in parallel fashion fear 
castration - which he describes as lack of sexual potency. 2 In 

2. This difference was to be taken further by other writers, most notably by 
Ernest Jones who in arguing against the specificity of phallic castration and 
for the general fear of an extinction of sexual desire, coined the term 
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Abraham's thesis, boys and girls - because they are already 
different - respond differently to an identical experience; in Freud 
the same experience distinguishes them. By implication for 
Abraham, but not for Freud, by the time of the castration 
complex there must already be 'boys' and 'girls'. This important 
distinction apart, the real divergence between Abraham's 
arguments and those of Freud can best be glimpsed through the 
shift of emphasis. In the work of both writers incest is taboo 
('castration'); but only for Freud must there be someone around 
to forbid it: prohibition is in the air. 

In Freud's work, with its emphasis on the castration complex 
as the source of the law, it is the father who already possesses the 
mother, who metaphorically says 'no' to the child's desires. The 
prohibition only comes to be meaningful to the child because 
there are people - females - who have been castrated in the par
ticular sense that they are without the phallus. It is only, in other 
words, through 'deferred action' that previous experiences such 
as the sight of female genitals become significant. Thus, for 
Freud, contained within the very notion of the castration 
complex is the theory that other experiences and perceptions 
only take their meaning from the law for which it stands. In 
Abraham's work, to the contrary, the threat of castration arises 
from an actual perception that the child makes about a girl's 
body: no one intervenes, there is no prohibiting father whose 
threat is the utterance of a law; here it is the 'real' inferiority of the 
female genitals that once comprehended initiates the complex in 
both sexes. 

Here, however, within Freud's work, we come across a 
further and most important contradiction; it was one he did not 
have time fully to resolve. It is a contradiction that explains 
subsequent readings of Abraham's and Freud's work as co
incident. Freud is clear that the boy's castration complex arises 

aphanisis to cover his idea. This notion is not developed in Abraham's work 
but it did, however, set a future trend. Lacan returns to it, arguing that Jones 
so nearly hit the mark that his failure is the more grotesque for his near
insight. To Lacan, aphanisis relates to the essential division of the subject 
whereas, he writes, Jones 'mistook it for something rather absurd, the fear of 
seeing desire disappear. Now aphanisis is to be situated in a more radical way 
at the level at which the subject manifests himself in this movement I describe 
as lethal. In a quite different way, I have called this movement the fading of the 
subject.' 'The subject appears on the one side as meaning and on the other as 
fading- disappearance (SXI, pp. 189, 199, pp. 207-8, 218). 
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from the penis being given significance from the father's pro
hibition; but sometimes he suggests that the girl's penis envy 
comes from a simple perception that she makes; she sees the 
actual penis, realises it is bigger and better and wants one. Clearly 
such inequity in girls' and boys' access to meaning is untenable: 
why should the girl have a privileged relationship to an under
standing of the body? In fact there is evidence that Freud was 
aware of the discrepancy in his account; his published statements 
tend to be confusing, but in a letter he wrote: 'the sight of the 
penis and its function of urination cannot be the motive, only the 
trigger of the child's envy. However, no one has stated this' 
(Freud, 1935, 1971, p. 329). Unfortunately neither Freud nor any 
subsequent analyst stated this clearly enough in their published 
writings. 

Freud referred to Abraham's article on the female castration 
complex (1920) as 'unsurpassed'. But absolutely nothing in the 
theoretical framework of Freud's writing confirmed Abraham's 
perspective. Freud certainly talks of the woman's sense of 
'organ-inferiority' but this is never for him the motive for the 
castration complex or hence for the dissolution of the Oedipus 
complex; it is therefore not causative of female sexuality, femi
ninity or neurosis. For Freud the absence of the penis in women is 
significant only in that it makes meaningful the father's pro
hibition on incestuous desires. In and of itself, the female body 
neither indicates nor initiates anything. The implication of the 
different stress of Freud and Abraham is very far-reaching. If, as 
in Abraham's work, the actual body is seen as a motive for the 
constitution of the subject in its male or female sexuality, then an 
historical or symbolic dimension to this constitution is pre
cluded. Freud's intention was to establish that very dimension as 
the sine qua non of the construction of the human subject. It is on 
this dimension that Lacan bases his entire account of sexual 
difference. 

If Freud considered that the actual body of the child on its own 
was irrelevant to the castration complex, so too did he repeatedly 
urge that the actual situation of the child, the presence or 
absence of the father, the real prohibition against masturbation 
and so on, could be insignificant compared with the ineffable 
presence of a symbolic threat (the 'event') to which one is 
inevitably subjected as the price of being human. Unable to 
accept the notion of cultural inheritance, other analysts, agreeing 
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with Freud that an actual occurrence could not account for the 
omnipresent castration anxiety they found in their clinical work, 
had to look elsewhere for an explanation. In all cases, they con
sidered the castration complex not as something essential to the 
very construction of the human subject but as a fear that arises 
from the internal experiences of a being who is already, even if 
only in a primitive form, constituted as a subject. As a con
sequence, in none of these alternative theories can castration have 
any fundamental bearing on sexual difference. 

Thus Starcke found the prevalence of castration anxiety in the 
loss of the nipple from the baby's mouth, so that daily weaning 
accounted for the universality of the complex. As a further 
instance he proposed the baby's gradual ability to see itself as 
distinct from the external world: 'The formation of the outer 
world is the original castration; the withdrawal of the nipple 
forms the root-conception of this' (Starcke, 1921, p. 180). Franz 
Alexander and Otto Rank took castration back to the baby's loss 
of the womb, which was once part of itself. Freud took up his 
colleague's ideas on separation anxiety (as he termed it) most 
fully in Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety written in 1925, but two 
years earlier he had added this footnote to the case of Little Hans: 

While recognizing all of these roots of the complex, I have 
nevertheless put forward the view that the term 'castration 
complex' ought to be confined to those excitations and con
sequences which are bound up with the loss of the penis. Any 
one who, in analysing adults, has become convinced of the 
invariable presence of the castration complex, will of course 
find difficulty in ascribing its origin to a chance threat - of a 
kind which is not, after all, of such universal occurrence; he 
will be driven to assume that children construct this danger for 
themselves out of the slightest hints ... (Freud, x, 1909, p. 8, 
n2, 1923) 

There is a fundamental distinction between recognising that the 
castration complex may refer back to other separations and 
actually seeing these separations as castrations. To Freud the 
castration complex divided the sexes and thus made the human 
being, human. But this is not to deny the importance of earlier 
separations. Freud himself had proposed that the loss of the 
faeces constituted the possibility of a retrospective referral; the 
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castration complex could use it as a model. Freud's account is 
retroactive: fearing phallic castration the child may 'recollect' 
previous losses, castration gives them their relevance. In the 
other accounts it is these separations that make castration 
relevant; here the scheme is prospective: early losses make the 
child fear future ones. For Freud, history and the psychoanalytic 
experience is always a reconstruction, a retrospective account: 
the human subject is part of such a history. The other 
explanations make him grow developmentally. If one takes 
castration itself back to the womb, then the human subject was 
there from the outset and it can only follow that what makes him 
psychotic, neurotic or 'normal' is some arbitrarily selected 
constitutional factor or some equally arbitrary environmental 
experience. 

Once more, Lacan underlines and reformulates Freud's posi
tion. The castration complex is the instance of the humanisation 
of the child in its sexual difference. Certainly it rejoins other 
severances, in fact it gives them their meaning. If the specific 
mark of the phallus, the repression of which is the institution of 
the law, is repudiated then there can only be psychosis. To Lacan 
all other hypotheses make nonsense of psychoanalysis. For him 
they once again leave unanswered the question whence the sub
ject originates, and, he asks, what has happened to the language 
and social order that distinguishes him or her from other mam
mals - is it to have no effect other than a subsidiary one, on 
formation? Above all, how can sexual difference be understood 
within such a developmental perspective? 

If it is argued that there is nothing specific about the threat of 
phallic castration; if birth, weaning, the formation of the outer 
world are all castrations, then something else has to explain the 
difference between the sexes. If castration is only one among 
other separations or is the same as the dread of the loss of sexual 
desire common to men and women alike Oones's aphanisis), 
then what distinguishes the two sexes? All the major con
tributors to this field at this period, whether they supplemented 
or opposed Freud, found the explanation in a biological pre
disposition. This is the case with Freud's biologistic defender, 
Helene Deutsch, as it is with his culturalist opponent, Karen 
Horney. 

The demoting of the castration complex from its key role in 
the construction of sexual difference, and the subsequent reliance 
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on biological explanations, was accompanied by a further 
change. In the mid-twenties the focus of discussion shifted and a 
new epoch began. The crisis of the concept of the castration 
complex may well have contributed to a change of emphasis 
away from itself and towards a preoccupation with female 
sexuality. When the well-known names associated with the 
discussion - Horney, Deutsch, Lampl-de Groot, Klein, Jones -
join in, their concern is less with the construction of sexual 
difference than it is with the nature offemale sexuality. It is from 
this time that we can date what has become known as the 'great 
debate'. The debate was to reach its peak when in 1935, Ernest 
Jones, invited to Vienna to give some lectures to elucidate the fast 
growing differences between British and Viennese psycho
analysts, chose as his first (and, as it turned out, only) topic, 
female sexuality. While female sexuality of course is central to 
our concerns, we can see that something highly important was 
lost in the change of emphasis. Retrospectively one can perceive 
that the reference point is still the distinction between the sexes 
(the point of the castration complex) but by concentrating on the 
status and nature of female sexuality, it often happens that this is 
treated as an isolate, something independent of the distinction 
that creates it. This tendency is confirmed within the theories of 
those opposed to Freud. The opposition to Freud saw the con
cept of the castration complex as derogatory to women. In 
repudiating its terms they hoped both to elevate women and to 
explain what women consisted of- a task Freud ruled as psycho
analytically out-of-bounds. But from now on analysts who came 
in on Freud's side also saw their work in this way. Women, so to 
speak, had to have something of their own. The issue subtly 
shifts from what distinguishes the sexes to what has each sex got 
of value that belongs to it alone. In this context, and in the 
absence of the determining role of the castration complex, it is 
inevitable that there is a return to the very biological explanations 
from which Freud deliberately took his departure - where else 
could that something else be found? 

For Freud it is of course never a question of arguing that 
anatomy or biology is irrelevant, it is a question of assigning 
them their place. He gave them a place -it was outside the field of 
psychoanalytic enquiry. Others put them firmly within it. Thus 
Carl Miiller-Braunschweig, assuming, as did others, that there 
was an innate masculinity and femininity which corresponded 
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directly with the biological male and female, wrote of a 
'masculine and feminine id'. There is now not only an original 
masculinity and femininity but a natural heterosexuality. In 
1926, Karen Horney spoke of the 'biological principle of hetero
sexual attraction' and argued from this that the girl's so-called 
masculine phase is a defence against her primary feminine 
anxiety that her father will violate her. Melanie Klein elaborated 
the increasingly prevalent notion that because of her primordial 
infantile feminine sexuality, the girl has an unconscious know
ledge of the vagina. This naturalist perspective, exemplified in 
the work of Ernest Jones, posits a primary femininity for the girl 
based on her biological sex which then suffers vicissitudes as a 
result of fantas:ies brought into play by the girl's relations to 
objects. The theorists of this position do not deny Freud's notion 
that the girl has a phallic phase, but they argue that it is only a 
reaction-formation against her natural feminine attitude. It is a 
secondary formLation, a temporary state in which the girl takes 
refuge when she::: feels her femininity is in danger. Just as the boy 
with his natural male valuation of his penis fears its castration, so 
the girl with her natural femininity will fear the destruction ofher 
insides through her father's rape. The presence or absence of 
early vaginal sensations becomes a crucial issue in this context- a 
context in which impulses themselves, in a direct and unme
diated way, produce psychological characteristics. Freud argued 
strenuously against such a position. In a letter that, read in this 
context, is not :as cryptic as it at first appears, he wrote to Miiller
Braunschweig: 

I object to all of you (Horney, Jones, Rado, etc.,) to the extent 
that you do not distinguish more clearly and cleanly between 
what is psy·chic and what is biological, that you try to establish 
a neat parallelism between the two and that you, motivated by 
such intent, unthinkingly construe psychic facts which are 
unprovable: and that you, in the process of doing so, must 
declare as reactive or regressive much that without doubt is 
primary. Of course, these reproaches must remain obscure. In 
addition, I would only like to emphasize that we must keep 
psychoana1ysis separate from biology just as we have kept it 
separate from anatomy and physiology ... (Freud, 1935, 
1971, p. 329) ... 
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However, there were those opponents of Freud's position who 
did not want to lean too heavily or too explicitly on a biological 
explanation of sexual difference; instead they stressed the signifi
cance of the psychological mechanism of identification with its 
dependence on an object. In both Freud's account and those of 
these object-relations theorists, after the resolution of the 
Oedipus complex, each child hopefully identifies with the parent 
of the appropriate sex. The explanations look similar - but the 
place accorded to the castration complex pushes them poles 
apart. In Freud's schema, after the castration complex, boys and 
girls will more or less adequately adopt the sexual identity of the 
appropriate parent. But it is always only an adoption and a 
precarious one at that, as long ago, Dora's 'inappropriate' 
paternal identification had proved. For Freud, identification with 
the appropriate parent is a result of the castration complex which 
has already given the mark of sexual distinction. For other 
analysts, dispensing with the key role of the castration complex, 
identification (with a biological prop) is the cause of sexual dif
ference. Put somewhat reductively, the position of these theo
rists can be elucidated thus: there is a period when the girl is un
differentiated from the boy (for Klein and some others, this is the 
boy's primary feminine phase) and hence both love and identify 
with their first object, the mother; then, as a result of her 
biological sex (her femininity) and because her love has been 
frustrated on account of her biological inadequacy (she has not 
got the phallus for her mother and never will have), the little girl 
enters into her own Oedipus complex and loves her father; she 
then fully re-identifies with her mother and achieves her full 
feminine identity. 

It can be seen from this that the question of female sexuality 
was itself crucial in the development of object-relations theory. 
This understanding of femininity put a heavy stress on the first 
maternal relationship; the same emphasis has likewise charac
terised the whole subsequent expansion of object-relations 
theory. When the 'great debate' evaporated, object-relations 
theorists concentrated attention on the mother and the sexually 
undifferentiated child, leaving the problem of sexual distinction 
as a subsidiary that is somehow not bound up with the very 
formation of the subject. This is the price paid for the reorienta
tion to the mother, and the neglect of the father, whose pro
hibition in Freud's theory, alone can represent the mark that 
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distinguishes boys and girls. The mother herself in these 
accounts has inherited a great deal of the earlier interest in female 
sexuality - her own experiences, the experiences of her, have 
been well documented, but she is already constituted - in all her 
uncertainty - as a female subject. This represents an interesting 
avoidance of the question of sexual difference. 

Freud acknowledged his serious inadequacies in the area of the 
mother-child relationship. In fact his blindness was dictated not 
so much by his personal inclinations or his own masculinity - as 
he and others suggested - but by the nature of psychoanalysis as 
he conceived it. To Freud, if psychoanalysis is phallocentric, it is 
because the human social order that it perceives refracted 
through the individual human subject is patrocentric. To date, 
the father stands in the position of the third term that must break 
the asocial dyadic unit of mother and child. We can see that this 
third term will always need to be represented by something or 
someone. Lacan returns to the problem, arguing that the relation 
of mother and child cannot be viewed outside the structure 
established by the position of the father. To Lacan, a theory that 
ignores the father or sees him embodied within the mother 
(Klein) or through her eyes, is nonsense. There can be nothing 
human that pre-exists or exists outside the law represented by the 
father; there is only either its denial (psychosis) or the fortunes 
and misfortunes ('normality' and neurosis) of its terms. Ulti
mately for Kleinian and non-Kleinian object-relations theorists 
(despite the great differences between them) the distinction 
between the sexes is not the result of a division but a fact that is 
already given; men and women, males and females, exist. There 
is no surprise here. 

The debate with his colleagues also led Freud himself to make 
some crucial reformulations. Again these can be said to stem 
from his stress on the castration complex. Time and again in the 
last papers of his life he underscored its significance. In re
thinking his belief that the boy and the girl both had a phallic 
phase that was primary, and not, as others argued, reactive and 
secondary, he re-emphasised, but more importantly, reformu
lated his earlier positions. The Oedipus complex as he had 
originally conceived it led to what he considered the impasses 
and mistakes of the arguments he opposed. The natural hetero
sexuality it assumed was untenable but its simple reversal with its 
stress on the first maternal relation was equally unsatisfactory. 



24 Feminine Sexuality 

Without an ultimate reliance on a biologically induced identi
ficatory premise, such a position does not account for the 
difference between the boy and the girl. Lacan would argue that 
it is at this juncture that Freud - his earlier positions now seen to 
be leading in false directions - brings forward the concept of 
desire. 'What', asks Freud, 'does the woman [the little girl] 
want?' All answers to the question, including 'the mother' are 
false: she simply wants. The phallus -with its status as potentially 
absent - comes to stand in for the necessarily missing object of 
desire at the level of sexual division. If this is so, the Oedipus 
complex can no longer be a static myth that reflects the real 
situation of father, mother and child, it becomes a structure 
revolving around the question of where a person can be placed in 
relation to his or her desire. That 'where' is determined by the 
castration complex. 

In his 1933 essay 'Femininity', Freud puts forward the solu
tions of his opponents on the issue of female sexuality as a series 
of questions. He asks 'how does [the little girl] pass from her 
masculine phase to the feminine one to which she is biologically 
destined?' (Freud, xxn, 1933, p. 119) and contrary to the answers 
of his opponents, he concludes that: 'the constitution will not 
adapt itself to its function without a struggle' (Freud, xxn, 1933, 
p. 117) and that though 'It would be a solution ofideal simplicity 
if we could suppose that from a particular age onwards the 
elementary influence of the mutual attraction between the sexes 
makes itself felt and impels the small woman towards men ... we 
are not going to find things so easy . . . ' (Freud, xxn, 1933, 
p. 119). The biological female is destined to become a woman, 
but the question to which psychoanalysis must address itself, is 
how, if she does manage this, is it to happen? His colleagues' 
excellent work on the earliest maternal relationship, from a 
psychoanalytic point of view, leaves unanswered the problem of 
sexual differentiation. As Freud puts it: 'Unless we can find 
something that is specific for girls and is not present or not in the 
same way present in boys, we shall not have explained the ter
mination of the attachment of girls to their mother. I believe we 
have found this specific factor ... in the castration complex' 
(Freud, 1933, p. 124). 

Freud ended his life with an unfinished paper: 'Splitting of the 
Ego in the Process of Defence' (xxm, 1940). It is about the castra
tion complex and its implication for the construction of the 
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subject. It describes the formation of the ego in a moment of 
danger (of threatened loss) which results in a primary split from 
which it never recovers. Freud offers the reaction to the castra
tion complex when a fetish is set up as its alternative, as an 
exemplary instance of this split. In this paper we can see clearly 
the position of Freud's to which Lacan is to return. A primor
dially split subject necessitates an originally lost object. Though 
Freud does not talk of the object as a lost object as Lacan does, he 
is absolutely clear that its psychological significance arises from 
its absence, or as he put it in the essay on 'Femininity' from the 
fact that it could never satisfy: ' ... the child's avidity for its 
earliest nourishment is altogether insatiable ... it never gets over 
the pain oflosing its mother's breast' (Freud, xxn, 1933, p. 122). 
Even the tribal child, breastfed well beyond infancy, is unsatis
fied: pain and lack of satisfaction are the point, the triggers that 
evoke desire. 

Freud's final writings are often perceived as reflecting an old 
man's despair. But for Lacan their pessimism indicates a clarifica
tion and summation of a theory whose implications are and must 
be, anti-humanist. The issue of female sexuality always brings us 
back to the question of how the human subject is constituted. In 
the theories of Freud that Lacan redeploys, the distinction 
between the sexes brought about by the castration complex and 
the different positions that must subsequently be taken up, 
confirms that the subject is split and the object is lost. This is the 
difficulty at the heart of being human to which psychoanalysis 
and the objects of its enquiry - the unconscious and sexuality -
bear witness. To Lacan, a humanist position offers only false 
hopes on the basis of false theories. 

It is a matter of perspective - and Lacan would argue that the 
perspective of post-Freudian analysts is ideological in that it 
confirms the humanism of our times. In the view of Kleinians 
and other object-relations theorists, whether it is with a primitive 
ego or as an initial fusion with the mother from which differen
tiation gradually occurs, the per:spective starts from an identi
fication with what seems to be, or ought to be, the subject. The 
problem these theorists address is: what does the baby/person do 
with its world in order for it to develop? Then the question is 
inverted: has the human environment been good enough for the 
baby to be able to do the right things? In these accounts a sexual 
identity is first given biologically and then developed and con-
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firmed (or not) as the subject grows through interaction with the 
real objects and its fantasies of them, on its complicated road to 
maturity. 

Lacan takes the opposite perspective: the analysand's un
conscious reveals a fragmented subject of shifting and uncertain 
sexual identity. To be human is to be subjected to a law which de
centres and divides: sexuality is created in a division, the subject 
is split; but an ideological world conceals this from the conscious 
subject who is supposed to feel whole and certain of a sexual 
identity. Psychoanalysis should aim at a destruction of this 
concealment and at a reconstruction of the subject's construction 
in all its splits. This may be an accurate theory, it is certainly a 
precarious project. It is to this theory and project - the history of 
the fractured sexual subject - that Lacan dedicates himself. 



INTRODUCTION - II 

Jacqueline Rose 

Freud argues that there is no libido other than masculine. 
Meaning what? other than that a whole field, which is hardly 
negligible, is thereby ignored. This is the field of all those 
beings who take on the status of the woman - if, indeed, this 
being takes on anything whatsoever of her fate. 

(Lacan, Encore, SXX, 1972-3) 

The texts we publish here return to and extend the debate which 
has just been described. They return to it by insisting that its 
implications for psychoanalysis have still not been understood; 
they extend it in so far as the issue itself- the question of feminine 
sexuality- goes beyond psychoanalysis to feminism, as part ofits 
questioning of how that sexuality comes to be defined. 

In this sense, these texts bear all the signs of a repetition, a 
resurfacing of an area of disagreement or disturbance, but one in 
which the issue at stake has been thrown into starker relief. It is as 
if the more or less peaceful co-existence which closed the debate 
of the 1920s and 1930s ('left, in a tacit understanding, to the 
goodwill of individual interpretation', C, pp. 88-9), and the 
lull which it produced ('the lull experienced after the breakdown 
of the debate', C, p. 89), concealed a trouble which was bound 
to emerge again with renewed urgency. Today, that urgency can 
be seen explicitly as political, so much so that in the controversy 
over Lacan's dissolution of his school in 1980, the French news
paper Le Monde could point to the debate about femininity as the 
clearest statement of the political repercussions of psychoanalysis 
itself (Le Monde, 1 June 1980, p. xvi). Psychoanalysis is now 
recognised as crucial in the discussion of femininity - how it 
comes into being and what it might mean. Jacques Lacan, who 
addressed this issue increasingly during the course of his work, 
has been at the centre of the controversies produced by that 
recognition. 

In this context, the idea of a 'return to Freud' most commonly 
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associated with Lacan has a very specific meaning. It is not so 
much a return to the letter of Freud's text as the re-opening of a 
case, a case which has already been fought, as Juliet Mitchell 
describes above, and one which, if anything, in relation to 
feminism, Freud could be said to have lost. In fact the relation
ship between psychoanalysis and feminism might seem to start at 
the point where Freud's account of sexual difference was rejected 
by analysts specifically arguingfor women ('men analysts have 
been led to adopt an unduly phallo-centric view', Jones, 1927, 
p. 459). Most analysts have since agreed on the limitations and 
difficulties of Freud's account. Those difficulties were fully 
recognised by Lacan, but he considered that attempts to resolve 
them within psychoanalysis had systematically fallen into a trap. 
For they failed to see that the concept of the phallus in Freud's 
account of human sexuality was part of his awareness of the 
problematic, if not impossible, nature of sexual identity itself. 
They answered it, therefore, by reference to a pre-given sexual 
difference aimed at securing that identity for both sexes. In doing 
so, they lost sight of Freud's sense that sexual difference is 
constructed at a price and that it involves subjection to a law 
which exceeds any natural or biological division. The concept of 
the phallus stands for that subjection, and for the way in which 
women are very precisely implicated in its process. 

The history of psychoanalysis can in many ways be seen 
entirely in terms ofits engagement with this question offeminine 
sexuality. Freud himself started with the analysis of the hysterical 
patient (Freud and Breuer, II, 1893-5) (whom, it should be noted, 
he insisted could also be male (Freud, I, 1886)). It was then his 
failure to analyse one such patient - 'Dora' (Freud, VII, 1905) - in 
terms of a normative concept of what a woman should be, or 
want, that led him to recognise the fragmented and aberrant 
nature of sexuality itself. Normal sexuality is, therefore, strictly 
an ordering, one which the hysteric refuses (falls ill). The rest of 
Freud's work can then be read as a description of how that 
ordering takes place, which led him back, necessarily, to the 
question of femininity, because its persistence as a difficulty 
revealed the cost of that order. 

Moreover, Freud returned to this question at the moment 
when he was reformulating his theory of human subjectivity. 
Lacan took Freud's concept of the unconscious, as extended and 
developed by the later texts (specifically Beyond the Pleasure 
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Principle, xvm, 1920, and the unfinished paper 'Splitting of the 
Ego in the Process of Defence', xxm, 1940) as the basis of his own 
account of femininity (the frequent criticism of Lacan that he 
disregarded the later works is totally unfounded here). He argued 
that failure to recognise the interdependency of these two con
cerns in Freud's work- the theory of subjectivity and femininity 
together - has led psychoanalysts into an ideologically loaded 
mistake, that is, an attempt to resolve the difficulties of Freud's 
account of femininity by aiming to resolve the difficulty of 
femininity itself. For by restoring the woman to her place and 
identity (which, they argue, Freud out of 'prejudice' failed to 
see), they have missed Freud's corresponding stress on the 
division and precariousness of human subjectivity itself, which 
was, for Lacan, central to psychoanalysis' most radical insights. 
Attempts by and for women to answer Freud have tended to 
relinquish those insights, discarding either the concept of the 
unconscious (the sign of that division) or that of bisexuality (the 
sign of that precariousness). And this has been true of positions as 
diverse as that of Jones (and Horney) in the 1920s and 1930s and 
that of Nancy Chodorow (1979) 1 speaking from psychoanalysis 
for feminism today. 

Re-opening the debate on feminine sexuality must start, 
therefore, with the link between sexuality and the unconscious. 
No account ofLacan's work which attempts to separate the two 
can make sense. For Lacan, the unconscious undermines the 
subject from any position of certainty, from any relation of 
knowledge to his or her psychic processes and history, and 
simultaneously reveals the fictional nature of the sexual category to 
which every human subject is none the less assigned. In Lacan's 
account, sexual identity operates as a law - it is something 
enjoined on the subject. For him, the fact that individuals must 
line up according to an opposition (having or not having the 
phallus) makes that clear. But it is the constant difficulty, or ever 
impossibility, of that process which Lacan emphasised, and 
which each of the texts in this collection in differing ways seeks to 
address. Exposure of that difficulty within psychoanalysis and 
for feminism is, therefore, part of one and the same project. 

1. See Note 4, p. 37 below. 
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I 

The link between sexuality and the unconscious is one that was 
constantly stressed by Lacan: 'we should not overlook the fact 
that sexuality is crucially underlined by Freud as being strictly 
consubstantial to the dimension of the unconscious' (SXI, p. 133, 
p. 146). Other accounts, such as that of Ernest Jones, described 
the acquisition of sexual identity in terms of ego development 
and/or the maturation of the drives. Lacan considered that each 
of these concepts rests on the myth of a subjective cohesion 
which the concept of the unconscious properly subverts. For 
Lacan, the description of sexuality in developmental terms 
invariably loses sight of Freud's most fundamental discovery -
that the unconscious never ceases to challenge our apparent 
identity as subjects. 

Lacan's account of subjectivity was always developed with 
reference to the idea of a fiction. Thus, in the 1930s he intro
duced the concept of the 'mirror stage' (Ecrits, (1936)), which 
took the child's mirror image as the model and basis for its future 
identifications. This image is a fiction because it conceals, or 
freezes, the infant's lack of motor co-ordination and the frag
mentation of its drives. But it is salutary for the child, since it 
gives it the first sense of a coherent identity in which it can 
recognise itself. For Lacan, however, this is already a fantasy -
the very image which places the child divides its identity into 
two. Furthermore, that moment only has meaning in relation to 
the presence and the look of the mother who guarantees its reality 
for the child. The mother does not (as in D. W. Winnicott's 
account (Winnicott, 1967)) mirror the child to itself; she grants an 
image to the child, which her presence instantly deflects. Hold
ing the child is, therefore, to be understood not only as a con
taining, but as a process of referring, which fractures the unity it 
seems to offer. The mirror image is central to Lacan's account of 
subjectivity, because its apparent smoothness and totality is a 
myth. The image in which we first recognise ourselves is a mis
recognition. Lacan is careful to stress, however, that his point is 
not restricted to the field of the visible alone: 'the idea of the 
mirror should be understood as an object which reflects-notjust 
the visible, but also what is heard, touched and willed by the 
child' (Lacan, 1949, p. 567). 

Lacan then takes the mirror image as_ the model of the ego 
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function itself, the category which enables the subject to operate 
as 'I'. He supports his argument from linguistics, which desig
nates the pronoun as a 'shifter' (Benveniste, 1956). The 'I' with 
which we speak stands for our identity as subjects in language, 
but it is the least stable entity in language, since its meaning is 
purely a function of the moment of utterance. The 'I' can shift, 
and change places, because it only ever refers to whoever 
happens to be using it at the time. 

For Lacan the subject is constituted through language - the 
mirror image represents the moment when the subject is located 
in an order outside itself to which it will henceforth refer. The 
subject is the subject of speech (Lacan's 'parle-etre'), and subject 
to that order. But if there is division in the image, and instability 
in the pronoun, there is equally loss, and difficulty, in the word. 
Language can only operate by designating an object in its 
absence. Lacan takes this further, and states that symbolisation 
turns on the object as absence. He gives as his reference Freud's 
early account of the child's hallucinatory cathexis of the object 
for which it cries (Freud, r, 1895, p. 319), and his later description 
in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (Freud, XVIII, 1920, p. 14) of the 
child's symbolisation of the absent mother in play. In the first 
example, the child hallucinates the object it desires; in the second, 
it throws a cotton reel out of its cot in order to symbolise the 
absence and the presence of the mother. Symbolisation starts, 
therefore, when the child gets its first sense that something could 
be missing; words stand for objects, because they only have to be 
spoken at the moment when the first object is lost. For Lacan, the 
subject can only operate within language by constantly repeating 
that moment of fundamental and irreducible division. The 
subject is therefore constituted in language as this division or 
splitting (Freud's Ichspaltung, or splitting of the ego). 

Lacan termed the order of language the symbolic, that of the 
ego and its identifications the imaginary (the stress, therefore, is 
quite deliberately on symbol and image, the idea of something 
which 'stands in'). The real was then his term for the moment of 
impossibility onto which both are grafted, the point of that 
moment's endless return. 2 

Lacan's account of childhood then follows his basic premise 

2. This can be compared with, for example, Melanie Klein's account of symbol
formation (Klein, 1930), and also with Hannah Segal's (1957), where sym
bolisation is an effect of anxiety and a means of transcending it on the path to 
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that identity is constructed in language, but only at a cost. 
Identity shifts, and language speaks the loss which lay behind 
that first moment of symbolisation. When the child asks some
thing ofits mother, that loss will persist over and above anything 
which she can possibly give, or say, in reply. Demand always 
'bears on something other than the satisfaction which it calls for' 
(MP, p. 80), and each time the demand of the child is answered 
by the satisfaction of its needs, so this 'something other' is 
relegated to the place of its original impossibility. Lacan terms 
this 'desire'. It can be defined as the 'remainder' of the subject, 
something which is always left over, but which has no content as 
such. Desire functions much as the zero unit in the numerical 
chain - its place is both constitutive and empty. 

The concept of desire is crucial to La can's account of sexuality. 
He considered that the failure to grasp its implications leads 
inevitably to a reduction of sexuality back into the order of a need 
(something, therefore, which could be satisfied). Against this, he 
quoted Freud's statement: 'we must reckon with the possibility 
that something in the nature of the sexual instinct itself is 
unfavourable to the realisation of complete satisfaction' (Freud, 
XI, 1912, pp. 188-9; cit. PP p. 113). 

At the same time 'identity' and 'wholeness' remain precisely at 
the level of fantasy. Subjects in language persist in their belief that 
somewhere there is a point of certainty, of knowledge and of 
truth. When the subject addresses its demand outside itself to 
another, this other becomes the fantasied place of just such a 
knowledge or certainty. Lacan calls this the Other - the site of 
language to which the speaking subject necessarily refers. The 
Other appears to hold the 'truth' of the subject and the power to 
make good its loss. But this is the ultimate fantasy. Language is 
the place where meaning circulates - the meaning of each lin-

reality, a path which is increasingly assured by the strengthening of the ego 
itself. Cf. also Lacan's specific critique of Ernest Jones's famous article on 
symbolism Gones, 1916; Ecrits (1959)), which he criticised for its definition of 
language in terms of an increasing mastery or appropriation of reality, and 
for failing to see, therefore, the structure of metaphor (or substitution) which 
lies at the root of, and is endlessly repeated within, subjectivity in its relation 
to the unconscious. It is in this sense also that Lacan's emphasis on language 
should be differentiated from what he defined as 'culturalism', that is, from 
any conception oflanguage as a social phenomenon which does not take into 
account its fundamental instability (language as constantly placing, and 
displacing, the subject). 
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guistic unit can only be established by reference to another, and it 
is arbitrarily fixed. Lacan, therefore, draws from Saussure's 
concept of the arbitrary nature of the linguistic sign (Saussure, 
1915 (1974)), the implication that there can be no final guarantee 
or securing oflanguage. There is, Lacan writes, 'no Other of the 
Other', and anyone who claims to take up this place is an im
poster (the Master and/or psychotic). 

Sexuality belongs in this area of instability played out in the 
register of demand and desire, each sex coming to stand, mythi
cally and exclusively, for that which could satisfy and complete 
the other. It is when the categories 'male' and 'female' are seen to 
represent an absolute and complementary division that they fall 
prey to a mystification in which the difficulty of sexuality 
instantly disappears: 'to disguise this gap by relying on the virtue 
of the "genital" to resolve it through the maturation of 
tenderness ... , however piously intended, is nonetheless a fraud' 
(MP, p. 81). Lacan therefore, argued that psychoanalysis should 
not try to produce 'male' and 'female' as complementary entities, 
sure of each other and of their own identity, but should expose 
the fantasy on which this notion rests. 

As Juliet Mitchell describes above, there is a tendency, when 
arguing for the pre-given nature of sexual difference, for the 
specificity of male and female drives, to lose sight of the more 
radical aspects of Freud's work on sexuality- his insistence on the 
disjunction between the sexual object and the sexual aim, his 
difficult challenge to the concept of perversion, and his demand 
that heterosexual object-choice be explained and not assumed 
(Freud, VII, 1905, pp. 144-6, note 1, 1915). For Lacan, the 'vicis
situdes' of the instinct ('instinct' was the original English trans
lation for the German word 'trieb') cannot be understood as a 
deviation, accident or defence on the path to a normal hetero
sexuality which would ideally be secured. Rather the term 
'vicissitude' indicates a fundamental difficulty inherent in human 
sexuality, which can be seen in the very concept of the drive. 

The concept of the drive is crucial to the discussion of sexuality 
because of the relative ease with which it can be used to collapse 
psychoanalysis into biology, the dimension from which, for 
Lacan, it most urgently needed to be retrieved. He rejected the 
idea of a gradual 'maturation' of the drive, with its associated 
emphasis on genital identity (the 'virtue' of the genital) because 
of the way it implies a quasi-biological sequence of sexual life. 
Instead he stressed the resistance of the drive to any biological 
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definition. 
The drive is not the instinct precisely because it cannot be 

reduced to the order of need (Freud defined it as an internal 
stimulus only to distinguish it immediately from hunger and 
thirst). The drive is divisible into pressure, source, object and 
aim; and it challenges any straightforward concept of satisfaction 
- the drive can be sublimated and Freud described its object as 
'indifferent'. What matters, therefore, is not what the drive 
achieves, but its process. For Lacau, that process reveals all the 
difficulty which characterises the subject's relationship to the 
Other. In his account, the drive is something in the nature of an 
appeal, or searching out, which always goes beyond the actual 
relationships on which it turns. Although Freud did at times 
describe the drive in terms of an economy of pleasure (the idea 
that tension is resolved when the drive achieves its aim), Lacau 
points to an opposite stress in Freud's work. In Beyond the 
Pleasure Principle, when Freud described the child's game with 
the cotton reel, what he identified in that game was a process of 
pure repetition which revolved around the object as lost. Freud 
termed this the death drive. Analysts since Freud (specifically 
Melanie Klein) have taken this to refer to a primordial instinct of 
aggression. For Freud there could be no such instinct, in that all 
instincts are characterised by their aggression, their tenacity or 
insistence (exactly their drive). It is this very insistence which 
places the drive outside any register of need, and beyond an 
economy of pleasure. The drive touches on an area of excess (it is 
'too much'). Lacau calls this jouissance (literally 'orgasm', but 
used by Lacau to refer to something more than pleasure which 
can easily tip into its opposite). 

In Lacan's description of the transformation of the drive (its 
stages), the emphasis is always on the loss of the object around 
which it revolves, and hence on the drive itself as a representa
tion. Lacau therefore took one step further Freud's own assertion 
that the drive can only be understood in terms of the representa
tion to which it is attached, by arguing that the structure of 
representation is present in the very process of the drive. For 
Lacan, there is always distance in the drive and always a reference 
to the Other (he added to the oral and anal drives the scopic and 
invocatory drives whose objects are the look and the voice). But 
because of its relation to the question of sexual difference, he 
made a special case for the genital drive in order to retrieve it 
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from the residual biologism to which it is so easily assimilated: 
'There is no genital drive. It can go and get f ... [ ... ] on the side of 
the Other' (SXI, p. 173, p. 189). In one of his final statements, 
Lacan again insisted that Freud had seen this, despite his equation 
of the genital and the reproductive at certain moments of his 
work (Ornicar?, 20--21, 1980, p. 16). 3 

When Lac an himself did ref er to biology, it was in order to 
remind us of the paradox inherent in reproduction itself, which, 
as Freud pointed out, represents a victory of the species over the 
individual. The 'fact' of sexed reproduction marks the subject as 
'subject to' death (SXI, p. 186, p. 205). There is a parallel here 
with the subject's submission to language, just as there is an 
analogy between the endless circulation of the drive and the 
structure of meaning itself ('a topological unity of the gaps in 
play', SXI, p. 165, p. 181). At moments, therefore, it looks as if 
Lacan too is grounding his theory of representation in the bio
logical facts oflife. But the significant stress was away from this, 
to an understanding of how representation determines the limits 
within which we experience our sexual life. If there is no straight
forward biological sequence, and no satisfaction of the drive, 
then the idea of a complete and assured sexual identity belongs in 
the realm of fantasy. 

The structure of the drive and what Lacan calls the 'nodal 
point' of desire are the two concepts in his work as a whole which 
undermine a normative account of human sexuality, and they 
have repercussions right across the analytic setting. Lacan con
sidered that an emphasis on genital maturation tends to produce a 
dualism of the analytic relationship which can only reinforce the 
imaginary identifications of the subject. It is clear from the first 
article translated here (IT) that the question of feminine sexuality 
brings with it that of psychoanalytic technique. Thus by insisting 
to Dora that she was in love with Herr K, Freud was not only 
defining her in terms of a normative concept of genital hetero
sexuality, he also failed to see his own place within the analytic 
relationship, and reduced it to a dual dimension operating on the 
axes of identification and demand. By asking Dora to realise her 
'identity' through Herr K, Freud was simultaneously asking her 

3. Ornicar?, periodical of the department of psychoanalysis, under Lacan's 
direction up to 1981, at the University of Paris VIII (Sorbonne) (Lacan, 
1975- ). 
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to meet, or reflect, his own demand. On both counts, he was 
binding her to a dual relationship in which the problem of desire 
has no place. For Lacan, there was always this risk that psycho
analysis will strengthen for the patient the idea of self completion 
through another, which was the fantasy behind the earliest 
mother-child relationship. If the analyst indicates to the patient 
that he or she 'desires this or that object' (Sil, p. 267), this can 
only block the emergence of desire itself. 

Lacan, therefore, defined the objective of analysis as the 
breaking of any imaginary relationship between patient and 
analyst through the intervention of a third term which throws 
them both onto the axis of the symbolic. The intervention of a 
third term is the precondition of language (the use of the three 
basic pronouns 'I' /'you' /'he-she-it'), and it can be seen in the 
structure of the Oedipus complex itself. What matters here, 
however, is that the symbolic sets a limit to the 'imaginary' of the 
analytic situation. Both analyst and patient must come to see 
how they are constituted by an order which goes beyond their 
interaction as such: 'The imaginary economy only has a meaning 
and we only have a relation to it in so far as it is inscribed in a 
symbolic order which imposes a ternary relation' (Sil, p. 296). 

By focusing on what he calls the symbolic order, Lacan was 
doing no more than taking to its logical conclusion Freud's pre
occupation with an 'historic event' in the determination of 
human subjectivity, which Juliet Mitchell describes above. But 
for Lacan this is not some mythical moment of our past, it is the 
present order in which every individual subject must take up his 
or her place. His concern to break the duality of the analytic 
situation was part of his desire to bring this dimension back into 
the centre of our understanding of psychic life. The subject and 
the analytic process, must break out of the imaginary dyad which 
blinds them to what is happening outside. As was the case with 
Freud, the concept of castration came into Lacan's account of 
sexuality as the direct effect of this emphasis. For Lacan, the 
increasing stress on the mother-child relationship in analytic 
theory, and the rejection of the concept of castration had to be 
seen as related developments, because the latter only makes sense 
with reference to the wider symbolic order in which that rela
tionship is played out: 

Taking the experience of psychoanalysis in its development 
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over sixty years, it comes as no surprise to note that whereas 
the first outcome of its origins was a conception of the castra
tion complex based on paternal repression, it has progressively 
directed its interests towards the frustrations coming from the 
mother, not that such a distortion has shed any light on the 
complex. (C, p. 87) 

This was at the heart of Lacan's polemic. He considered that it 
was the failure to grasp the concept of the symbolic which has led 
psychoanalysis to concentrate increasingly on the adequacies and 
inadequacies of the mother-child relationship, an emphasis 
which tends to be complicit with the idea of a maternal role (the 
concept of mothering). 4 The concept of castration was central to 
Lacan because of the reference which it always contains to 
paternal law. 

Addressing Melanie Klein, Lacan makes it clear that the 
argument for a reintroduction of the concept of desire into the 
definition of human sexuality is a return to, and a reformulation 
of, the law and the place of the father as it was originally defined 
by Freud ('a dimension ... increasingly evaded since Freud', PP, 
p. 117): 

Melanie Klein describes the relationship to the mother as a 
mirrored relationship: the maternal body becomes the re
ceptacle of the drives which the child projects onto it, drives 
motivated by aggression born of a fundamental disappoint
ment. This is to neglect the fact that the outside is given for the 
subject as the place where the desire of the Other is situated, 
and where he or she will encounter the third term, the father. 
(Lacan, 1957-8, p. 13) 

4. Nancy Chodorow's reading of psychoanalysis for feminism (Chodorow, 
1979) paradoxically also belongs here, and it touches on all the problems 
raised so far. The book attempts to use psychoanalysis to account for the 
acquisition and reproduction of mothering, but it can only do so by dis
placing the concepts of the unconscious and bisexuality in favour of a notion 
of gender imprinting ('the establishment of an unambiguous and un
questioned gender identity', p. 158-the concept comes from Stoller (1965)), 
which is compatible with a sociological conception of role. Thus the problem 
needing to be addressed- the acquisition of sexual identity and its difficulty
is sidestepped in the account. The book sets itself to question sexual roles, but 
only within the limits of an assumed sexual identity. 
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Lacan argued, therefore, for a return to the concept of the father, 
but this concept is now defined in relation to that of desire. What 
matters is that the relationship of the child to the mother is not 
simply based on 'frustration and satisfaction' ('the notion of 
frustration (which was never employed by Freud)', MP, p. 80), 
but on the recognition of her desire. The mother is refused to the 
child in so far as a prohibition falls on the child's desire to be what 
the mother desires (not the same, note, as a desire to possess or 
enjoy the mother in the sense normally understood): 

What we meet as an accident in the child's development is 
linked to the fact that the child does not find himself or herself 
alone in front of the mother, and that the phallus forbids the 
child the satisfaction of his or her own desire, which is the 
desire to be the exclusive desire of the mother. (Lacan, 1957-8, 
p. 14) 

The duality of the relation between mother and child 
must be broken, just as the analytic relation must be thrown 
onto the axis of desire. In Lacan's account, the phallus stands 
for that moment of rupture. It refers mother and child to the 
dimension of the symbolic which is figured by the father's 
place. The mother is taken to desire the phallus not because she 
contains it (Klein), but precisely because she does not. The 
phallus therefore belongs somewhere else; it breaks the two 
term relation and initiates the order of exchange. For Lacan, 
it takes on this value as a function of the androcentric nature 
of the symbolic order itself (cf. pp. 45-6 below). But its status 
is in itself false, and must be recognised by the child as such. 
Castration means first of all this - that the child's desire for the 
mother does not refer to her but beyond her, to an object, the 
phallus, whose status is first imaginary (the object presumed to 
satisfy her desire) and then symbolic (recognition that desire 
cannot be satisfied). 

The place of the phallus in the account, therefore, follows from 
Lacan's return to the position and law of the father, but this 
concept has been reformulated in relation to that of desire. Lacan 
uses the term 'paternal metaphor', metaphor having a very 
specific meaning here. First, as a reference to the act of substitu
tion (substitution is the very law of metaphoric operation), 
whereby the prohibition of the father takes up the place 
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originally figured by the absence of the mother. Secondly, as a 
reference to the status of paternity itself which can only ever 
logically be inferred. And thirdly, as part of an insistence that the 
father stands for a place and a function which is not reducible to 
the presence or absence of the real father as such: 

To speak of the Name of the Father is by no means the same 
thing as invoking paternal deficiency (which is often done). 
We know today that an Oedipus complex can be constituted 
perfectly well even if the father is not there, while originally it 
was the excessive presence of the father which was held re
sponsible for all dramas. But it is not in an environmental per
spective that the answer to these questions can be found. So as 
to make the link between the N amt> of the Father, in so far as he 
can at times be missing, and the father whose effective presence is 
not always necessary for him not to be missing, I will intro
duce the expression paternal metaphor. (Lacan, 1957-8, p. 8) 

Finally, the concept is used to separate the father's function from 
the idealised or imaginary father with which it is so easily 
confused and which is exactly the figure to be got round, or past: 
'Any discourse on the Oedipus complex which fails to bring out 
this figure will be inscribed within the very effects of the com
plex' (Safouan, 1974, p. 9). 

Thus when Lacan calls for a return to the place of the father he 
is crucially distinguishing himself from any sociological con
ception of role. The father is a function and refers to a law, the 
place outside the imaginary dyad and against which it breaks. To 
make of him a referent is to fall into an ideological trap: the 
'prejudice which falsifies the conception of the Oedipus complex 
from the start, by making it define as natural, rather than norma
tive, the predominance of the paternal figure' (IT, p. 69). 

There is, therefore, no assumption about the ways in which 
the places come to be fulfilled (it is this very assumption which is 
questioned). This is why, in talking of the genetic link between 
the mother and child, Lacan could refer to the 'vast social con
nivance' which makes of her the 'privileged site of prohibitions' 
(SXVIII, 6, p. 10). 5 And why Safouan, in an article on the 

5. References to Lacan's Seminars XVIII ('L'envers de la psychanalyse', Lacan, 
1969-70) and XXI ('Les non-dupes errent', Lacan, 1973--4) (unpublished 
typescripts) are given to the week, and the page, of the typescript. 
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function of the real father, recognises that it is the intervention of 
the third term which counts, and that nothing of itself requires 
that this should be embodied by the father as such (Safouan, 
1974, p. 127). Lacan's positon should be read against two alterna
tive emphases - on the actual behaviour of the mother alone 
(adequacy and inadequacy), and on a literally present or absent 
father (his idealisation and/or deficiency). 

The concept of the phallus and the castration complex can only 
be understood in terms of this reference to prohibition and the 
law, just as rejection of these concepts tends to lose sight of this 
reference. The phallus needs to be placed on the axis of desire 
before it can be understood, or questioned, as the differential 
mark of sexual identification (boy or girl, having or not having 
the phallus). By breaking the imaginary dyad, the phallus rep
resents a moment of division (Lacan calls this the subject's 
'lack-in-being') which re-enacts the fundamental splitting of 
subjectivity itself. And by jarring against any naturalist account 
of sexuality ('phallocentrism ... strictly impossible to deduce 
from any pre-established harmony of the said psyche to the 
nature it expresses', Ecrits (1955-6), pp. 554-5, p. 198), the 
phallus relegates sexuality to a strictly other dimension - the 
order of the symbolic outside of which, for Lacan, sexuality 
cannot be understood. The importance of the phallus is that its 
status in the development of human sexuality is something 
which nature cannot account for. 

When Lacan is reproached with phallocentrism at the level of 
his theory, what is most often missed is that the subject's entry 
into the symbolic order is equally an exposure of the value of the 
phallus itself. The subject has to recognise that there is desire, or 
lack in the place of the Other, that there is no ultimate certainty or 
truth, and that the status of the phallus is a fraud (this is, for 
Lacan, the meaning of castration). The phallus can only take up 
its place by indicating the precariousness of any identity assumed 
by the subject on the basis of its token. Thus the phallus stands 
for that moment when prohibition must function, in the sense of 
whom may be assigned to whom in the triangle made up of 
mother, father and child, but at that same moment it signals to 
the subject that 'having' only functions at the price of a loss and 
'being' as an effect of division. Only if this is dropped from the 
account can the phallus be taken to represent an unproblematic 
assertion of male privilege, or else lead to reformulations in-
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tended to guarantee the continuity of sexual development for 
both sexes Qones). 

It is that very continuity which is challenged in the account 
given here. The concept of the phallus and the castration com
plex testify above all to the problematic nature of the subject's 
insertion into his or her sexual identity, to an impossibility writ 
large over that insertion at the point where it might be taken to 
coincide with the genital drive. Looking back atJones's answer 
to Freud, it is clear that his opposition to Freud's concept of the 
phallic phase involves a rejection of the dimension of desire, of 
the loss of the object, of the difficulty inherent in subjectivity 
itself (the argument of the first article from Scilicet translated here 
(PP)). 6 Just as it was Freud's failure to apply the concept of 
castration literally to the girl child which brought him up against 
the concept of desire (the argument of the second article (FS)). 

The subject then takes up his or her identity with reference to 
the phallus, but that identity is thereby designated symbolic (it is 
something enjoined on the subject). Lacan inverts Saussure's 
formula for the linguistic sign (the opposition between signifier 
and signified), giving primacy to the signifier over that which it 
signifies (or rather creates in that act of signification). For it is 
essential to his argument that sexual difference is a legislative 
divide which creates and reproduces its categories. Thus Lacan 
replaces Saussure's model for the arbitrary nature of the linguistic 
sign: 

TREE 

(which is indeed open to the objection that it seems to reflect a 
theory of language based on a correspondence between words 
and things), with this model (Ecrits (1957), p. 499, p . 151): 

6. Scilicet, review of La can's series, le champ freudien (Lacan, 1968-76). 
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'Any speaking being whatever' (E, p. 150) must line up on one or 
other sidf'. of the divide. 7 

Sexual difference is then assigned according to whether 
individual subjects do or do not possess the phallus, which means 
not that anatomical difference is sexual difference (the one as 
strictly deducible from the other), but that anatomical difference 
comes to figure sexual difference, that is, it becomes the sole 
representative of what that difference is allowed to be. It thus 
covers over the complexity of the child's early sexual life with a 
crude opposition in which that very complexity is refused or 
repressed. The phallus thus indicates the reduction of difference 
to an i:istance of visible perception, a seeming value. 

Freud gave the moment when boy and girl child saw that they 
were different the status of a trauma in which the girl is seen to be 
lacking (the objections often start here). But something can only 
be seen to be missing according to a pre-existing hierarchy of 
values ('there is nothing missing in the real', PP, p. 113). What 
counts is not the perception but its already assigned meaning -
the moment therefore belongs in the symbolic. And if Lacan 
states that the symbolic usage of the phallus stems from its visi
bility (something for which he was often criticised), it is only in 
so far as the order of the visible, the apparent, the seeming is the 
object of his attack. In fact he constantly refused any crude 
identification of the phallus with the order of the visible or real 
('one might say that this signifier is chosen as what stands out as 
most easily seized upon in the real of sexual copulation', MP, 
p. 82), and he referred it instead to that function of 'veiling' in 
which he locates the fundamental duplicity of the linguistic sign: 

7. It is not, therefore, a question of philology and then the phallus, as John 
Forrester argues, but of sexuality/the phallus as language Oohn Forrester, 
'Philology and the phallus', in MacCabe (1981)). 
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All these propositions merely veil over the fact that the phallus 
can only play its role as veiled, that is, as in itself the sign of the 
latency with which everything signifiable is struck as soon as it 
is raised to the function of signifier. (MP, p. 82) 

Meaning is only ever erected, it is set up and fixed. The phallus 
symbolises the effects of the signifier in that having no value in 
itself, it can represent that to which value accrues. 

Lacan's statements on language need to be taken in two 
directions - towards the fixing of meaning itself (that which is 
enjoined on the subject), and away from that very fixing to the 
point ofits constant slippage, the risk or vanishing-point which it 
always contains (the unconscious). Sexuality is placed on both 
these dimensions at once. The difficulty is to hold these two 
emphases together - sexuality in the symbolic (an ordering), 
sexuality as that which constantly fails. Once the relationship 
between these two aspects of psychoanalysis can be seen, then the 
terms in which feminine sexuality can be described undergo a 
radical shift. The concept of the symbolic states that the woman's 
sexuality is inseparable from the representations through which 
it is produced ('images and symbols for the woman cannot be 
isolated from images and symbols of the woman ... it is the rep
resentation of sexuality which conditions how it comes into 
play', C, p. 90), but those very representations will reveal the 
splitting through which they are constituted as such. The ques
tion of what a woman is in this account always stalls on the 
crucial acknowledgement that there is absolutely no guarantee 
that she is at all (cf. below pp. 48-50). But if she takes up her place 
according to the process described, then her sexuality will 
betray, necessarily, the impasses of its history. 

Sexuality belongs for Lacan in the realm of masquerade. The 
term comes from Joan Riviere (Riviere, 1929) for whom it indi
cated a failed femininity. For Lacan, masquerade is the very 
definition of 'femininity' precisely because it is constructed with 
reference to a male sign. The question of frigidity (on which, 
Lacan recognised, psychoanalysis 'gave up', C, p. 89) also 
belongs here, and it is described in 'The Meaning of the Phallus' 
(MP) as the effect of the status of the phallic term. But this does 
not imply that there is a physiology to which women could 
somehow be returned, or into which they could be freed. Rather 
the term 'frigidity' stands, on the side of the woman, for the 
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difficulty inherent in sexuality itself, the disjunction laid over the 
body by desire, at the point where it is inscribed into the genital 
relation. Psychoanalysis now recognises that any simple cri
terion of femininity in terms of a shift of pleasure from clitoris to 
vagina is a travesty, but what matters is the fantasies implicated 
in either (or both). For both sexes, sexuality will necessarily 
touch on the duplicity which underpins its fundamental divide. 
As for 'normal' vaginal femininity, which might be taken as the 
recognition of the value of the male sign (a 'coming to' that 
recognition), it will always evoke the splitting on which its value 
is erected ('why not acknowledge that if there is no virility which 
castration does not consecrate, then for the woman it is a 
castrated lover or a dead man ... who hides behind the veil where 
he calls on her adoration', C, p. 95). 

The description of feminine sexuality is, therefore, an expo
sure of the terms of its definition, the very opposite of a demand 
as to what that sexuality should be. Where such a definition is 
given - 'identification with her mother as desiring and a recog
nition of the phallus in the real father' (Safouan, 1976, p. 110), it 
involves precisely a collapse of the phallus into the real and of 
desire into recognition - giving the lie, we could say, to the 
whole problem outlined. 8 

II 

Three points emerge from what has been described so far: 

1. anatomy is what figures in the account: 'for me "anatomy is 
not destiny", but that does not mean that anatomy does not 
figure' (Safouan, 1976, p. 131), but it only figures (it is a sham); 

2. the phallus stands at its own expense and any male privilege 
erected upon it is an imposture 'what might be called a man, 
the male speaking being, strictly disappears as an effect of 
discourse, ... by being inscribed within it solely as castration' 
(SXVIII, 12, p. 4); 

3. woman is not inferior, she is subjected: 

8. The difficulty of these terms is recognised by Safouan, but the problem 
remains; cf. also Eugenie Lemoine-Luccioni, Partage des femmes (1976), where 
there is the same collapse between the Other to be recognised by the woman 
in her advent to desire, and the real man whom, ideally, she comes to accept 
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That the woman should be inscribed in an order of exchange 
of which she is the object, is what makes for the funda
mentally conflictual, and, I would say, insoluble, character of 
her position: the symbolic order literally submits her, it trans
cends her .... There is for her something insurmountable, 
something unacceptable, in the fact of being placed as an 
object in a symbolic order to which, at the same time, she is 
subjected just as much as the man. (Sil, pp. 304-5) 

It is the strength of the concept of the symbolic that it sys
tematically repudiates any account of sexuality which assumes 
the pre-given nature of sexual difference - the polemic within 
psychoanalysis and the challenge to any such 'nature' by 
feminism appear at their closest here. But a problem remains. 
Lacan's use of the symbolic at this stage relied heavily on Levi
Strauss's notion of kinship in which women are defined as 
objects of exchange. As such it is open to the same objections as 
Levi-Strauss's account in that it presupposes the subordination 
which it is intended to explain. 9 Thus while at first glance these 
remarks by Lacan seem most critical of the order described, they 
are in another sense complicit with that order and any argument 
constructed on their basis is likely to be circular. to 

I think it is crucial that at the point where Lacan made these 
remarks he had a concept of full speech, of access to the symbolic 
order whose subjective equivalent is a successful linguistic 

('the Other, the man', p. 83; 'the Other, the man as subject', p. 87). There 
seems to be a constant tendency to literalise the terms ofLacan's account and 
it is when this happens that the definitions most easily recognised as 
reactionary tend to appear. We can see this in such apparently different areas 
as Maude Mannoni's translation of the Name of the Father into a thera
peutic practice which seeks to establish the paternal genealogy of the 
psychotic child (Mannoni, 1967), and in Lemoine-Luccioni's account of 
the real Other who ensures castration to the woman otherwise condemned 
to pure narcissism. Lemoine-Luccioni's account is in many ways remi
niscent of that of Helene Deutsch (1930) who described the transition to 
femininity in terms of a desire for castration which is produced across the 
woman's body by the man. 

9. See Elizabeth Cowie, 'Woman as Sign' (1978). 
10. Cf. for example, Gayle Rubin, 'The Traffic in Women' in R. M. Reiter 

(1975), which describes psychoanalysis as a 'theory about the reproduction of 
kinship', losing sight, again, of the concept of the unconscious and the whole 
problem of sexual identity, reducing the relations described to a quite literal 
set of acts of exchange. 
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exchange (Ecrits, (1953)). But his work underwent a shift, which 
totally undercut any such conception of language as mediation, 
in favour of an increasing stress on its fundamental division, and 
the effects of that division on the level of sexuality itself. 

'There is no sexual relation' - this became the emphasis of his 
account. 'There is no sexual relation' because the unconscious 
divides subjects to and from each other, and because it is the 
myth of that relation which acts as a barrier against the division, 
setting up a unity through which this division is persistently 
disavowed. Hence the related and opposite formula 'There is 
something of One' (the two formulas should be taken together) 
which refers to that fantasied unity of relation 'We are as one. Of 
course everyone knows that it has never happened for two to 
make one, but still we are as one. That's what the idea oflove starts 
out from ... the problem then being how on earth there could be 
love for another', (SXX, p. 46), to its suppression of division and 
difference ('Love your neighbour as yourself ... the command
ment lays down the abolition of sexual difference', SXXI, 4, 
p. 3), to the very ideology of oneness and completion which, for 
Lacan, closes off the gap of human desire. 

In the earlier texts, the unity was assigned to the imaginary, the 
symbolic was at least potentially its break. In the later texts, 
Lacan located the fantasy of 'sameness' within language and the 
sexual relation at one and the same time. 'There is no sexual 
relation' because subjects relate through what makes sense in 
lalangue. 11 This 'making sense' is a supplement, a making good of 
the lack of subjectivity and language, of the subject in language, 
against which lack it is set. Psychoanalysis states meaning to be 
sexual but it has left behind any notion of a repressed sexuality 
which it would somehow allow to speak. Meaning can only be 
described as sexual by taking the limits of meaning into account, 
for meaning in itself operates at the limit, the limits of its own 
failing: 'Meaning indicates the direction in which it fails', E, 
p. 150. The stress, therefore, is on the constant failing within 

11. Lacan's term for Saussure's langue (language) from the latter's distinction 
between langue (the formal organisation oflanguage) and parole (speech), the 
individual utterance. Lacan's term displaces this opposition in so far as, for 
him, the organisation of language can only be understood in terms of the 
subject's relationship to it. Lalangue indicates that part of language which 
reflects the laws of unconscious processes, but whose effects go beyond that 
reflection, and escape the grasp of the subject (see SXX, pp. 126-7). 
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language and sexuality, which meaning attempts to supplement 
or conceal: 'Everything implied by the analytic engagement with 
human behaviour indicates not that meaning reflects the sexual 
but that it makes up for it' (SXXI, 15, p. 9). Sexuality is the 
vanishing-point of meaning. Love, on the other hand, belongs to 
the Lust-Ich or pleasure-ego which disguises that failing in the 
reflection of like to like (love as the ultimate form of self
recognition). 

We could say that Lacan has taken the relationship between the 
unconscious and sexuality and has pushed it to its furthest 
extreme, producing an account of sexuality solely in terms of its 
divisions - the division of the subject, division between subjects (as 
opposed to relation). Hence the increasing focus on enuncia
tion, 12 on language's internal division (see the graph on p. 132), 
and also the deliberate formalisation of the account - sexual 
difference as a divide, something to be laid out (exactly a for
mality, a question of form (the graph of Encore, SXX, E, p. 149)). 
The challenge to the unity of the subject, its seeming coherence, 
is then addressed to the discourse of sexuality itself: 'instead of 
one signifier we need to interrogate, we should interrogate the 
signifier One' (SXX, p. 23). Thus there is no longer imaginary 
'unity' and then symbolic difference or exchange, but rather an 
indictment of the symbolic for the imaginary unity which its 
most persistent myths continue to promote. 

Within this process, woman is constructed as an absolute 
category (excluded and elevated at one and the same time), a 
category which serves to guarantee that unity on the side of the 
man. The man places the woman at the basis of his fantasy, or 
constitutes fantasy through the woman. Lacan moved away, 
therefore, from the idea of a problematic but socially assured 
process of exchange (women as objects) to the construction of 
woman as a category within language (woman as the object, the 
fantasy of her definition). What is now exposed in the account is 
'a carrying over onto the woman of the difficulty inherent in 
sexuality' itself (PP, p. 118). 

12. The term comes from Benveniste (Benveniste, 1958), his distinction 
between enonce and enonciation, between the subject of the statement and the 
subject of the utterance itself. Lacan sites the unconscious at the radical 
division of these instances, seen at its most transparent in the statement 'I am 
lying' where there are clearly two subjects, one who is lying and one who is 
not. 
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The last two texts translated here (E and 0) belong to this 
development. They go further than, and can be seen as an 
attempt to take up the problems raised by, those that precede 
them. For whereas in the earlier texts the emphasis was on the 
circulation of the phallus in the process of sexual exchange, in 
these texts it is effectively stated that if it is the phallus that cir
culates then there is no exchange (or relation). The question then 
becomes not so much the 'difficulty' of feminine sexuality con
sequent on phallic division, as what it means, given that division, 
to speak of the 'woman' at all. It is, as the author of the first article 
from Scilicet hints at the end of the argument, in many ways a 
more fundamental or 'radical' enquiry: 

whatever can be stated about the constitution of the feminine 
position in the Oedipus complex or in the sexual 'relation' 
concerns only a second stage, one in which the rules governing 
a certain type of exchange based on a common value have 
already been established. It is at a more radical stage, con
stitutive of those very rules themselves, that Freud points to 
one last question by indicating that it is the woman who comes 
to act as their support. (PP, p. 118-19) 

In the later texts, the central term is the object small a [objet a}, 
Lacan's formula for the lost object which underpins symbolisa
tion, cause of and 'stand in' for desire. What the man relates to is 
this object and the 'whole of his realisation in the sexual relation 
comes down to fantasy' (E, p. 157). As the place onto which lack 
is projected, and through which it is simultaneously disavowed, 
woman is a 'symptom' for the man. 

Defined as such, reduced to being nothing other than this 
fantasmatic place, the woman does not exist. Lacan's statement 
'The woman does not exist' is, therefore, the corollary of his 
accusation, or charge, against sexual fantasy. It means, not that 
women do not exist, but that her status as an absolute category 
and guarantor of fantasy (exactly The woman) is false (The). 
Lacan sees courtly love as the elevation of the woman into the 
place where her absence or inaccessibility stands in for male lack 
('For the man, whose lady was entirely, in the most servile sense 
of the term, his female subject, courtly love is the only way of 
coming off elegantly from the absence of sexual relation', E, 
p. 141), just as he sees her denigration as the precondition for 
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man's belief in his own soul ('For the soul to come into being, 
she, the woman, is differentiated from it ... called woman and 
defamed', E, p. 156). In relation to the man, woman comes to 
stand for both difference and loss: 'On the one hand, the woman 
becomes, or is produced, precisely as what he is not, that is, 
sexual difference, and on the other, as what he has to renounce, 
that is, jouissance' (SXVIII, 6, pp. 9-10). 13 

Within the phallic definition, the woman is constituted as 'not 
all', in so far as the phallic function rests on an exception (the 
'not') which is assigned to her. Woman is excluded by the nature 
of words, meaning that the definition poses her as exclusion. 
Note that this is not the same thing as saying that woman is 
excluded from the nature of words, a misreading which leads to 
the recasting of the whole problem in terms of woman's place 
outside language, the idea that women might have of themselves 
an entirely different speech. 

For Lacan, men and women are only ever in language ('Men 
and women are signifiers bound to the common usage of lan
guage', SXX, p. 36). All speaking beings must line themselves 
up on one side or the other of this division, but anyone can cross 
over and inscribe themselves on the opposite side from that to 
which they are anatomically destined. 14 It is, we could say, an 
either/or situation, but one whose fantasmatic nature was 
endlessly reiterated by Lacan: 'these are not positions able to 
satisfy us, so much so that we can state the unconscious to be 
defined by the fact that it has a much clearer idea of what is going 
on than the truth that man is not woman' (SXXI, 6, p. 9). 

The woman, therefore, is not, because she is defined purely 
against the man (she is the negative of that definition - 'man is not 
woman'), and because this very definition is designated fantasy, a 
set which may well be empty (the reference to set theory in the 
seminar from Ornicar? translated here (0)). If woman is 'not all', 

13. See Otto Fenichel, in a paper to which Lacan often referred, on the refusal of 
difference which underpins the girl = phallus equation frequently located as a 
male fantasy: 'the differentness of women is denied in both cases; in the one 
case, in the attempt to repress women altogether, in the other, in denying 
their individuality' (Fenichel, 1949, p. 13). 

14. Note how this simultaneously shifts the concept of bisexuality - not an 
undifferentiated sexual nature prior to symbolic difference (Freud's earlier 
sense), but the availability to all subjects of both positions in relation to that 
difference itself. 
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writes Lacan, then 'she' can hardly refer to all women. 
As negative to the man, woman becomes a total object of 

fantasy (or an object of total fantasy), elevated into the place of 
the Other and made to stand for its truth. Since the place of the 
Other is also the place of God, this is the ultimate form of mysti
fication ('the more man may ascribe to the woman in confusion 
with God ... the less he is', E, p. 160). In so far as God 'has not 
made his exit' (E, p. 154), so the woman becomes the support of 
his symbolic place. In his later work Lacan defined the objective 
of psychoanalysis as breaking the confusion behind this mystifi
cation, a rupture between the object a and the Other, whose 
conflation he saw as the elevation of fantasy into the order of 
truth. The object a, cause of desire and support of male fantasy 
gets transposed onto the image of the woman as Other who then 
acts as its guarantee. The absolute 'Otherness' of the woman, 
therefore, serves to secure for the man his own self-knowledge 
and truth. Remember that for Lacan there can be no such 
guarantee-there is no 'Other of the Other' (cf. p. 33 above). His 
rejection of the category 'Woman', therefore, belonged to his 
assault on any unqualified belief in the Other as such: 'This The 
[of the woman] crossed through . . . relates to the signifier 0 
when it is crossed through (</J)' (E, p. 151). 

Increasingly this led Lacan to challenge the notions of 'know
ledge' and 'belief', and the myths on which they necessarily rely. 
All Lacan's statements in the last two translated texts against 
belief in the woman, against her status as knowing, problematic 
as they are, can only be understood as part of this constant 
undercutting of the terms on which they rest. In these later texts, 
Lacan continually returns to the 'subject supposed to know', the 
claim of a subject to know (the claim to know oneself as subject), 
and the different forms of discourse which can be organised 
around this position (see note 6. p. 161). 15 'Knowing' is only 

15. Much of the difficulty of Lacan's work stemmed from his attempt to 
subvert that position from within his own utterance, to rejoin the place of 
'non-knowledge' which he designated the unconscious, by the constant slip
page or escape ofhis speech, and thereby to undercut the very mastery which 
his own position as speaker (master and analyst) necessarily constructs. In 
fact one can carry out the same operation on the statement 'I do not know' as 
Lacan performed on the utterance 'I am lying' (cf. note 12, p. 47 above) -
for, ifl do not know, then how come I know enough to know that I do not 
know and ifl do know that I do not know, then it is not true that I do not 
know. Lacan was undoubtedly trapped in this paradox ofhis own utterance. 
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ever such a claim, just as 'belief' rests entirely on the supposition 
of what is false. To believe in The Woman is simply a way of 
closing off the division or uncertainty which also underpins 
conviction as such. And when Lacan says that women do not 
know, while, at one level, he relegates women outside, and 
against, the very mastery of his own statement, he was also 
recognising the binding, or restricting, of the parameters of 
knowledge itself ('masculine knowledge irredeemably an 
erring', SXXI, 6, p. 11). 

The Other crossed through (¢) stands against this knowledge 
as the place of division where meaning falters, where it slips and 
shifts. It is the place of signifiance, Lacan's term for this very 
movement in language against, or away from, the positions of 
coherence which language simultaneously constructs. The 
Other therefore stands against the phallus - its pretence to 
meaning and false consistency. It is from the Other that the 
phallus seeks authority and is refused. 

The woman belongs on the side of the Other in this second 
sense, for in so far as jouissance is defined as phallic so she might be 
said to belong somewhere else. The woman is implicated, of 
necessity, in phallic sexuality, but at the same time it is 'elsewhere 
that she upholds the question of her ownjouissance' (PP, p. 121), 
that is, the question of her status as desiring subject. Lacan 
designates this jouissance supplementary so as to avoid any notion 
of complement, of woman as a complement to man's phallic 
nature (which is precisely the fantasy). But it is also a recognition 
of the 'something more', the 'more than jouisssance', 16 which 
Lacan locates in the Freudian concept of repetition -what escapes 
or is left over from the phallic function, and exceeds it. Woman 
is, therefore, placed beyond (beyond the phallus). That 'beyond' 
refers at once to her most total mystification as absolute Other 
(and hence nothing other than other), and to a question, the 
question of her own jouissance, of her greater or lesser access to 
the residue of the dialectic to which she is constantly subjected. 
The problem is that once the notion of 'woman' has been so 
relentlessly exposed as a fantasy, then any such question becomes 
an almost impossible one to pose. 

Lacan's reference to woman as Other needs, therefore, to be 

16. At timesjouissance is opposed to the idea of pleasure as the site of this excess, 
but where jouissance is defined as phallic, Lacan introduces the concept of the 
supplement ('more than') with which to oppose it. 
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seen as an attempt to hold apart two moments which are in 
constant danger of collapsing into each other - that which assigns 
woman to the negative place ofits own (phallic) system, and that 
which asks the question as to whether women might, as a very 
effect of that assignation, break against and beyond that system 
itself. For Lacan, that break is always within language, it is the 
break of the subject in language. The concept of jouissance (what 
escapes in sexuality) and the concept of signifiance (what shifts 
within language) are inseparable. 

Only when this is seen can we properly locate the tension 
which runs right through the chapters translated here from 
Lacan's Seminar XX, Encore (E), between his critique of the 
forms of mystification latent to the category Woman, and the 
repeated question as to what her 'otherness' might be. A tension 
which can be recognised in the very query 'What does a woman 
want?' on which Freud stalled and to which Lacan returned. That 
tension is clearest in Lacan's appeal to St Theresa, whose statue 
by Bernini in Rome17 he took as the model for an-otherjouissance 
- the woman therefore as 'mystical' but, he insisted, this is not 
'not political' (E, p. 146), in so far as mysticism is one of the 
available forms of expression where such 'otherness' in sexuality 
utters its most forceful complaint. And if we cut across for a 
moment from Lacan's appeal to her image as executed by the 
man, to St Theresa's own writings, to her commentary on 'The 
Song of Songs', we find its sexuality in the form of a disturbance 
which, crucially, she locates not on the level of the sexual content 
of the song, but on the level ofits enunciation, in the instability of 
its pronouns - a precariousness in language which reveals that 
neither the subject nor God can be placed ('speaking with one 
person, asking for peace from another, and then speaking to the 
person in whose presence she is' (Saint Theresa, 1946, p. 359)). 18 

Sexuality belongs, therefore, on the level ofits, and the subject's, 
shifting. 

17. 'What is her jouissance, her coming from?' (E, p. 147) - a question made 
apparently redundant by the angel with arrow poised above her (the 
'piercing' of Saint Theresa), and one whose problematic nature is best 
illustrated by the cardinals and doges, in the gallery on either side of the 
'proscenium' - witnesses to the staging of an act which, because of the 
perspective lines, they cannot actually see (Bernini, 'The Ecstasy of Saint 
Theresa', Santa Maria della Vittoria, Rome). 

18. Commentary on the line from the 'Song of Songs' - 'Let the Lord kiss me 
with the kiss of his mouth, for thy breasts are sweeter than wine'. 
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Towards the end of his work, Lacan talked of woman's 'anti
phallic' nature, as leaving her open to that 'which of the uncon
scious cannot be spoken' (Ornicar?, 20-1, p. 12) (a reference to 
women analysts in which we can recognise, ironically, the echo 
of Freud's conviction that they would have access to a different 
strata of psychic life). 19 In relation to the earlier texts we could say 
that woman no longer masquerades, she defaults: 'the jouissance of 
the woman does not go without saying, that is, without the 
saying of truth', whereas for the man 'his jouissance suffices which 
is precisely why he understands nothing' (SXXI, 7, p. 16). There 
is a risk, here, of giving back to the woman a status as truth (the 
very mythology denounced). But for Lacan, this 'truth' of the 
unconscious is only ever that moment of fundamental division 
through which the subject entered into language and sexuality, 
and the constant failing of position within both. 

This is the force of Lacan's account - his insistence that femi
ninity can only be understood in terms of its construction, an 
insistence which produced in reply the same reinstatement of 
women, the same argument for her sexual nature as was seen in 
the 1920s and 1930s in response to Freud. This time the question 
of symbolisation, which, we have argued, was latent to the 
earlier debate, has been at the centre of that response. This is all 
the more clear in that the specificity of feminine sexuality in the 
more recent discussion20 has explicitly become the issue of 
women's relationship to language. In so far as it is the order of 

19. At the time of writing Lacan had just dissolved his school in Paris, rejoining 
in the utterance through which he represented that act - 'Je pere-severe' ('I 
persevere' - the pun is on 'per' and 'pere' (father)) - the whole problem of 
mastery and paternity which has cut across the institutional history of his 
work. From the early stand against a context which he (and others) 
considered authoritarian, and the cancellation, as its effect, of his seminar on 
the Name of the Father in 1953, to the question of mastery and transference 
which lay behind the further break in 1964, and which so clearly surfaces in 
the dissolution here. It has been the endless paradox ofLacan's position that 
he has provided the most systematic critique of forms of identification and 
transference which, by dint of this very fact, he has come most totally to 
represent. That a number of women analysts (cf. note 20 p. 54) have found 
their position in relation to this to be an impossible one, only confirms the 
close relation between the question of feminine sexuality and the institutional 
divisions and difficulties of psychoanalysis itself. 

20. In this last section I will be referring predominately to the work of Michele 
Montrelay and Luce Irigaray, the former a member ofLacan' s school prior to 
its dissolution in January 1980 when she dissociated herself from him, the 
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language which structures sexuality around the male term, or the 
privileging of that term which shows sexuality to be constructed 
within language, so this raises the issue of women's relationship 
to that language and that sexuality simultaneously. The question 
of the body of the girl child (what she may or may not know of 
that body) as posed in the earlier debate, becomes the question of 
the woman's body as language (what, of that body, can achieve 
symbolisation). The objective is to retrieve the woman from the 
dominance of the phallic term and from language at one and the 
same time. What this means is that femininity is assigned to a 
point of origin prior to the mark of symbolic difference and the 
law. The privileged relationship of women to that origin gives 
them access to an archaic form of expressivity outside the circuit 
oflinguistic exchange. 

This point of origin is the maternal body, an undifferentiated 
space, and yet one in which the girl child recognises herself. The 
girl then has to suppress or devalue that fullness of recognition in 
order to line up within the order of the phallic term. In the 
argument for a primordial femininity, it is clear that the relation 
between the mother and child is conceived of as dyadic and 
simply reflective (one to one - the girl child fully knows herselfin 
the mother) which once again precludes the concept of desire. 
Feminine specificity is, therefore, predicated directly onto the 
concept of an unmediated and unproblematic relation to origin. 

The positions taken up have not been identical, but they have a 
shared stress on the specificity of the feminine drives, a stress 
which was at the basis of the earlier response to Freud. They take 
a number of their concepts directly from that debate (the concept 
of concentric feminine drives in Montrelay comes directly from 
Jones and Klein). But the effects of the position are different. 
Thus whereas for Jones, for example, those drives ideally 

latter working within his school up to 1974 when she was dismissed from the 
newly reorganised department of psychoanalysis at the University of Paris 
VIII (Vincennes) on publication ofher book, Speculum de l'autrefemme (1974). 
Both are practising psychoanalysts. Montrelay takes up the Freud-Jones 
controversy specifically in terms of women's access to language in her article 
'Inquiry into Femininity' (1970 (1978)). Irigaray's book Speculum contained a 
critique of Freud's papers on femininity; her later Ce sexe qui n'en est pas un 
(1977) contains a chapter ('Cosi fan tutti') directly addressed to Lacan's SXX, 
Encore. 



Introduction - II 55 

anticipated and ensured the heterosexual identity of the girl child, 
now those same drives put at risk her access to any object at all 
(Montrelay)21 or else they secure the woman to herself and, 
through that, to other women (lrigaray). Women are returned, 
therefore, in the account and to each other - against the phallic 
term but also against the loss of origin which Lacan's account is 
seen to imply. It is therefore a refusal of division which gives the 
woman access to a different strata oflanguage, where words and 
things are not differentiated, and the real of the maternal body 
threatens or holds off woman's access to prohibition and the law. 

There is a strength in this account, which has been recognised 
by feminism. At its most forceful it expresses a protest engen
dered by the very cogency of what Freud and then Lacan describe 
(it is the effect of that description). 22 And something ofits position 
was certainly present in Lacan's earlier texts ('feminine sexuality 
... as the effort of ajouissance wrapped in its own contiguity', C, 
p. 97). But Lacan came back to this response in the later texts, 
which can therefore be seen as a sort of reply, much as Freud's 
1931 and 1933 papers on femininity addressed some of the 
criticisms which he had received. 

For Lacan, as we have seen, there is no pre-discursive reality 
('How return, other than by means of a special discourse, to a 
pre-discursive reality?', SXX, p. 33), no place prior to the law 
which is available and can be retrieved. And there is no feminine 
outside language. First, because the unconscious severs the 
subject from any unmediated relation to the body as such ('there 
is nothing in the unconscious which accords with the body', 0, 
p. 165), and secondly because the 'feminine' is constituted as a 
division in language, a division which produces the feminine as 
its negative term. If woman is defined as other it is because the 

21. Montrelay attempts to resolve the 'Freud-Jones' controversy by making the 
two different accounts of femininity equal to stages in the girl's psychosexual 
development, femininity being defined as the passage from a concentric 
psychic economy to one in which symbolic castration has come into play. 
Access to symbolisation depends on the transition, and it is where it fails that 
the woman remains bound to a primordial cathexis of language as the 
extension of the undifferentiated maternal body. Montrelay should, 
therefore, be crucially distinguished from Irigaray at this point, since for her 
such a failure is precipitant of anxiety and is in no sense a concept of 
femininity which she is intending to promote. 

22. Note too the easy slippage from Irigaray's title Ce sexe qui n'en est pas un, 
'This sex which isn't one', to Lacan's formula, 'This sex which isn't one'. 
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definition produces her as other, and not because she has another 
essence. Lacan does not refuse difference ('if there was no dif
ference how could I say there was no sexual relation', SXXI, 4, 
p. 18), but for him what is to be questioned is the seeming 
'consistency' of that difference - of the body or anything else -
the division it enjoins, the definitions of the woman it produces. 

For Lacan, to say that difference is 'phallic' difference is to 
expose the symbolic and arbitrary nature ofits division as such. It 
is crucial - and it is something which can be seen even more 
clearly in the response to the texts translated here- that refusal of 
the phallic term brings with it an attempt to reconstitute a form 
of subjectivity free of division, and hence a refusal of the notion 
of symbolisation itself. If the status of the phallus is to be chal
lenged, it cannot, therefore, be directly from the feminine body 
but must be by means of a different symbolic term (in which case 
the relation to the body is immediately thrown into crisis), or else 
by an entirely different logic altogether (in which case one is no 
longer in the order of symbolisation at all). 

The demands against Lacan therefore collapse two different 
levels of objection - that the body should be mediated by lan
guage and that the privileged term of that mediation be male. 
The fact that refusal of the phallus turns out once again to be a 
refusal of the symbolic does not close, but leaves open as still 
unanswered, the question as to why that necessary symbolisation 
and the privileged status of the phallus appear as interdependent 
in the structuring and securing (never secure) of human sub
jectivity. 

There is, therefore, no question of denying here that Lacan was 
implicated in the phallocentrism he described, just as his own 
utterance constantly rejoins the mastery which he sought to 
undermine. The question of the unconscious and of sexuality, 
the movement towards and against them, operated at exactly this 
level of his own speech. But for Lacan they function as the 
question of that speech, and cannot be referred back to a body 
outside language, a place to which the 'feminine', and through 
that, women, might escape. In the response to Lacan, therefore, 
the 'feminine' has returned as it did in the 1920s and 1930s in reply 
to Freud, but this time with the added meaning of a resistance to a 
phallic organisation of sexuality which is recognised as such. The 
'feminine' stands for a refusal of that organisation, its ordering, 
its identity. For Lacan, on the other hand, interrogating that 
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same organisation undermines any absolute definition of the 
'feminine' at all. 

Psychoanalysis does not produce that definition. It gives an 
account of how that definition is produced. While the objection 
to its dominant term must be recognised, it cannot be answered 
by an account which returns to a concept of the feminine as pre
given, nor by a mandatory appeal to an androcentrism in the 
symbolic which the phallus would simply reflect. The former 
relegates women outside language and history, the latter simply 
subordinates them to both. 

In these texts Lacan gives an account of how the status of the 
phallus in human sexuality enjoins on the woman a definition in 
which she is simultaneously symptom and myth. As long as we 
continue to feel the effects of that definition we cannot afford to 
ignore this description of the fundamental imposture which 
sustains it. 



Translator's Note 

In translating from the French, I have chosen for the most part to 
follow the predominant English usage of the masculine pronoun 
in cases where gender was grammatically determined in the 
original. My early attempt to correct this throughout by the 
consistent use of 'he/she', 'his/her', or of 'she/her' alone, 
produced either an equality or a 'supremacy' of the feminine 
term, the absence of which this book attempts to analyse and 
expose. Within this limit, however, wherever it was possible to 
use 'he/she' as the acknowledged reference to male and female 
subjects, I have done so. 

Terms like signifiance and jouissance, for which there are no 
equivalents in English, and the objet petit a (object small a), which 
is intended to function much as an algebraic sign, have been left 
in the original in the translated texts in order to allow their 
meaning to develop from the way in which they operate. They 
are discussed in the second part of the introduction. 

It should be noted that this collection is made up of articles 
from different sources which were originally presented in a 
variety of contexts - as papers presented to conferences by Lacan, 
as part of the seminars which he conducted in Paris between 1953 
and 1980, and as articles written by other analysts explicitly for 
his journal. I have made no attempt to give a false homogeneity 
to the very divergent styles which follow from this deliberate 
selection. 

Each translation is preceded by a brief statement (in italics) 
introducing the article and placing it in context for the reader. 

J. R. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Intervention on Transference 

Presented to the Congress of Romance-language psychoanalysts in 
1951, 'Intervention on Transference' emerged out of Lacan's seminar on 
Freud's first full-length case-study of an hysterical patient ('Dora', 
Freud, VII, 1905), which he conducted when he was a member of the 
Societe psychanalytique de Paris. It was published in the Revue 
frarn;aise de psychanalyse, the journal of the Society, in 1952. 

The article is a peifect example of that return to, and critical re-reading 
of, Freud's works which is characteristic of Lacan's work as a whole. It 
also represents a decisive moment in French psychoanalytic history, in 
that it was La can's insistence that such critical investigation should have 
a central place in analytic training, separate from the administrative 
section of the Society, which was one of the precipitatingfactors behind 
the split in the Society in 1953. Lacan, together with a number of 
analysts, resigned in that year, and founded the Societe fran<;aise de 
psychanalyse under the presidency of Daniel Lagache. 

Lacan engages here, therefore, with the institution of psychoanalysis
critically, and at a number of different levels. Firstly, in his development 
of the concept of the ego, of both analyst and patient, which he identifies 
as the point of resistance to the analytic treatment, against those theories 
which see the integration of the ego as the objective of the psychoanalytic 
process. And secondly, in his re-opening of a case, in which the demands 
of the analyst (here, Freud himself) can be seen to block the treatment at 
the crucial point of its encounter with the problem of sexual identity. 

The article is important for our purposes in that it immediately raises 
the problem of femininity as an issue which goes beyond the normative 
expectations of the analyst. It also calls into question the way 
psychoanalysis is instituted by revealing the irreducible difficulty, or 
impasse, of the intersubjective dialogue within which its clinical practice 
operates. 

'Intervention on Transference' was published in Lacan's Ecrits 
(Lacan, 1966, pp. 215-26). 

61 
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The objective of the present article is once again to accustom 
people's ears to the term subject. The person providing us with 
this opportunity will remain anonymous, which will avoid 
my having to refer to all the passages clearly distinguishing 
him in what follows. 

Had one wished to consider as closed the question of Freud's 
part in the case of Dora, then there might be an overall advan
tage to be gained from this attempt to re-open the study of 
transference, on the appearance of the report presented under 
that title by Daniel Lagache. 1 His originality was to account for 
it by means of the Zeigarnik effect, 2 an idea which was bound 
to please at a time when psychoanalysis seemed to be short of 
alibis. 

When the colleague, who shall be nameless, took the credit 
of replying to the author of the report that one could equally 
well claim the presence of transference within this effect, I took 
this as an opportune moment to talk of psychoanalysis. 

I have had to go back on this, since I was moreover way in 
advance here of what I have stated since on the subject of trans
ference. 

By commenting that the Zeigarnik effect would seem more to 
depend on transference than to be determinant of it, our col
league B introduced what might be called the facts of resistance 
into the psychotechnic experiment. Their import is the full 
weight which they give to the primacy of the relationship of 
subject to subject in all reactions of the individual, inasmuch as 
these are human, and to the predominance of this relationship in 
any test of individual dispositions, whether the conditions of 
that test be defined as a task or a situation. 

What needs to be understood as regards psychoanalytic 
experience is that it proceeds entirely in this relationship of 
subject to subject, which means that it preserves a dimension 
which is irreducible to all psychology considered as the objecti
fication of certain properties of the individual. 

What happens in an analysis is that the subject is, strictly 
speaking, constituted through a discourse, to which the mere 
presence of the psychoanalyst brings, before any intervention, 
the dimension of dialogue. 

Whatever irresponsibility, or even incoherence, the ruling 
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conventions might come to impose on the principle of this dis
course, it is clear that these are merely strategies of navigation 
(see the case of 'Dora', p. 16)3 intended to ensure the crossing of 
certain barriers, and that this discourse must proceed according 
to the laws of a gravitation, peculiar to it, which is called truth. 
For 'truth' is the name of that ideal movement which discourse 
introduces into reality. Briefly, psychoanalysis is a dialectical 
experience, and this notion should predominate when posing the 
question of the nature of transference. 

In this sense my sole objective will be to show, by means of an 
example, the kind of propositions to which this line of argument 
might lead. I will, however, first allow myself a few remarks 
which strike me as urgent for the present guidance of our work of 
theoretical elaboration, remarks which concern the responsi
bilities conferred on us by the moment of history we are living, 
no less than by the tradition entrusted to our keeping. 

The fact that a dialectical conception of psychoanalysis has to 
be presented as an orientation peculiar to my thinking, must, 
surely, indicate a failure to recognise an immediate given, that is, 
the self-evident fact that it deals solely with words. While the 
privileged attention paid to the function of the mute aspects of 
behaviour in the psychological manoeuvre merely demonstrates 
a preference on the part of the analyst for a point of view from 
which the subject is no more than an object. If, indeed, there be 
such a mis-recognition, then we must question it according to 
the methods which we would apply in any similar case. 

It is known that I am given to thinking that at the moment 
when the perspective of psychology, together with that of all the 
human sciences, was thrown into total upheaval by the con
ceptions originating from psychoanalysis (even if this was 
without their consent or even their knowledge), then an inverse 
movement appeared to take place among analysts which I would 
express in the following terms. 

Whereas Freud took it upon himself to show us that there are 
illnesses which speak (unlike Hesiod, for whom the illnesses sent 
by Zeus descended on mankind in silence) and to convey the 
truth of what they are saying, it seems that as the relationship of 
this truth to a moment in history and a crisis of institutions 
becomes clearer, so the greater the fear which it inspires in the 
practitioners who perpetuate its technique. 

Thus, in any number of forms, ranging from pious sentiment 
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to ideals of the crudest efficiency, through the whole gamut of 
naturalist propaedeutics, they can be seen sheltering under the 
wing of a psychologism which, in its reification of the human 
being, could lead to errors besides which those of the physician's 
scientism would be mere trifles. 

For precisely on account of the strength of the forces opened 
up by analysis, nothing less than a new type of alienation of man 
is coming into being, as much through the efforts of collective 
belief as through the selective process of techniques with all the 
formative weight belonging to rituals: in short, a homo psycho
logicus, which is a danger I would warn you against. 

It is in relation to him that I ask you whether we will allow 
ourselves to be fascinated by his fabrication or whether, by re
thinking the work of Freud, we cannot retrieve the authentic 
meaning of his initiative and the way to maintain its beneficial 
value. 

Let me stress here, should there be any need, that these ques
tions are in no sense directed at the work of someone like our 
friend Lagache: the prudence of his method, his scrupulous 
procedure and the openness of his conclusions, are all exemplary 
of the distance between our praxis and psychology. I will base 
my demonstration on the case of Dora, because of what it stands 
for in the experience of transference when this experience was 
still new, this being the first case in which Freud recognised that 
the analyst4 played his part. 

It is remarkable that up to now nobody has stressed that the 
case of Dora is set out by Freud in the form of a series of dia
lectical reversals. This is not a mere contrivance for presenting 
material whose emergence Freud clearly states here is left to the 
will of the patient. What is involved is a scansion of structures in 
which truth is transmuted for the subject, affecting not only her 
comprehension of things, but her very position as subject of 
which her 'objects' are a function. This means that the con
ception of the case-history is identical to the progress of the 
subject, that is, to the reality of the treatment. 

Now, this is the first time Freud gives the term of transference 
as the concept for the obstacle on which the analysis broke down. 
This alone gives at the very least the value of a return to sources to 
the examination I will be conducting of the dialectical relations 
which constituted the moment of failure. Through this 
examination, I will be attempting to de.fine in terms of pure dialectics 
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the transference, which we call negative on the part of the subject as 
being the operation of the analyst who interprets it. 

We will, however, have to go through all the phases which led 
up to this moment, while also tracing through them all the 
problematic insights which, in the given facts of the case, indicate 
at what points it might have had a successful outcome. Thus we 
find: 

A first development, which is exemplary in that it carries us 
straight onto the plane where truth asserts itself. Thus, having 
tested Freud out to see if he will show himself to be as hypo
critical as the paternal figure, Dora enters into her indictment, 
opening up a dossier of memories whose rigour contrasts with 
the lack of biographical precision which is characteristic of 
neurosis. Frau K and her father have been lovers for years, con
cealing the fact with what are at times ridiculous fictions. But 
what crowns it all is that Dora is thus left defenceless to the 
attentions of Herr K, to which her father turns a blind eye, thus 
making her the object of an odious exchange. 

Freud is too wise to the consistency of the social lie to have 
been duped by it, even from the mouth of a man whom he con
siders owing to him a total confidence. He therefore had no 
difficulty in removing from the mind of the patient any imputa
tion of complicity over this lie. But at the end of this develop
ment he is faced with the question, which is moreover classical in 
the first stage of a treatment: 'This is all perfectly correct and true, 
isn't it? What do you want to change in it?' To which Freud's 
reply is: 

A first dialectical reversal which wants nothing of the Hegelian 
analysis of the protest of the 'beautiful soul', which rises up 
against the world in the name of the law of the heart: 'Look at 
your own involvement', he tells her, 'in the disorder which you 
bemoan' (p. 36). 5 What then appears is: 

A second development of truth: namely, that it is not only on the 
basis of her silence, but through the complicity of Dora herself, 
and, what is more, even under her vigilant protection, that the 
fiction had been able to continue which allowed the relationship 
of the two lovers to carry on. What can be seen here is not simply 
Dora's participation in the courtship of which she is the object on 
the part of Herr K. New light is thrown on her relationship to the 
other partners of the quadrille by the fact that it is caught up in a 
subtle circulation of precious gifts, serving to compensate the 
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deficiency in sexual services, a circulation which starts with her 
father in relation to Frau K, and then comes back to the patient 
through the liberality which it releases in Herr K. Not that this 
stands in the way of the lavish generosity which comes to her 
directly from the first source, by way of parallel gifts, this being 
the classic form of honorable redress through which the bour
geois male has managed to combine the reparation due to the 
legitimate wife with concern for the patrimony (note that the 
presence of the wife is reduced here to this lateral appendage to 
the circuit of exchange). 

At the same time it is revealed that Dora's Oedipal relation is 
grounded in an identification with her father, which is favoured 
by the latter's sexual impotence and is, moreover, felt by Dora as 
a reflection on the weight of his position as a man of fortune. This 
is betrayed by the unconscious allusion which Dora is allowed by 
the semantics of the word 'fortune' in German: Vermogen. As it 
happens, this identification showed through all the symptoms of 
conversion presented by Dora, a large number of which were 
removed by this discovery. 

The question then becomes: in the light of this, what is the 
meaning of the jealousy which Dora suddenly shows towards 
her father's love affair? The fact that this jealousy presents itselfin 
such a supervalent form, calls for an explanation which goes 
beyond its apparent motives (pp. 54-5). 6 Here takes place: 

The second dialectical reversal which Freud brings about by 
commenting that, far from the alleged object of jealousy pro
viding its true motive, it conceals an interest in the person of the 
subject-rival, an interest whose nature being much less easily 
assimilated to common discourse, can only be expressed within 
it in this inverted form. This gives rise to: 

A third development of truth: the fascinated attachment of Dora 
for Frau K ('her adorable white body', p. 61 7) the extent to which 
Dora was confided in, up to a point which will remain un
fathomed, on the state of her relations with her husband, the 
blatant fact of their exchange of friendly services, which they 
undertook like the joint ambassadoresses of their desires in 
relation to Dora's father. 

Freud spotted the question to which this new development 
was leading. 

If, therefore, it is the loss of this woman that you feel so 
bitterly, how come you do not resent her for the additional 
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betrayal that it was she who gave rise to those imputations of 
intrigue and perversity in which they are all now united in 
accusing you oflying? What is the motive for this loyalty which 
makes you hold back the last secret of your relationship? (that is, 
the sexual initiation, readily discernable behind the very accu
sations of Frau K). It is this secret which brings us: 

To the third dialectical reversal, the one which would yield to us 
the real value of the object which Frau K is for Dora. That is, not 
an individual, but a mystery, the mystery of her femininity, by 
which I mean her bodily femininity - as it appears uncovered in 
the second of the two dreams whose study makes up the second 
part of Dora's case-history, dreams which I suggest you refer to 
in order to see how far their interpretation is simplified by my 
commentary. 

The boundary post which we must go round in order to 
complete the final reversal of our course already appears within 
reach. It is that most distant ofimages which Dora retrieves from 
her early childhood (note that the keys always fall into Freud's 
hands even in those cases which are broken off like this one). The 
image is that of Dora, probably still an infans, sucking her left 
thumb, while with her right hand she tugs at the ear of her 
brother, her elder by a year and a half (p. 51 and p. 21). 8 

What we seem to have here is the imaginary matrix in which all 
the situations developed by Dora during her life have since come 
to be cast - a perfect illustration of the theory of repetition com
pulsion, which was yet to appear in Freud's work. It gives us the 
measure of what woman and man signify for her now. 

Woman is the object which it is impossible to detach from a 
primitive oral desire, and yet in which she must learn to 
recognise her own genital nature. (One wonders here why Freud 
fails to see that the aphonia brought on during the absences of 
Herr K (pp. 39-40)9 is an expression of the violent appeal of the 
oral erotic drive when Dora was left face to face with Frau K, 
without there being any need for him to invoke her awareness of 
the fellatio undergone by the father (pp. 47-8), to when everyone 
knows that cunnilingus is the artifice most commonly adopted 
by 'men of means' whose powers begin to abandon them.) In 
order for her to gain access to this recognition of her femininity, 
she would have to take on this assumption of her own body, 
failing which she remains open to that functional fragmentation 
(to refer to the theoretical contribution of the mirror stage), 
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which constitutes conversion symptoms. 
Now, if she was to fulfil the condition for this access, the 

original imago shows us that her only opening to the object was 
through the intermediary of the masculine partner, with whom, 
because of the slight difference in years, she was able to identify, 
in that primordial identification through which the subject 
recognises itself as I . . . . 

So Dora had identified with Herr K, just as she is in the process 
of identifying with Freud himself. (The fact that it was on 
waking from her dream 'of transference' that Dora noticed the 
smell of smoke belonging to the two men does not indicate, as 
Freud said (p. 73), 11 a more deeply repressed identification, but 
much more that this hallucination corresponded to the dawning 
of her reversion to the ego.) And all her dealings with the two 
men manifest that aggressivity which is the dimension charac
teristic of narcissistic alienation. 

Thus it is the case, as Freud thinks, that the return to a 
passionate outburst against the father represents a regression as 
regards the relationship started up with Herr K. 

But this homage, whose beneficial value for Dora is sensed by 
Freud, could be received by her as a manifestation of desire only 
if she herself could accept herself as an object of desire, that is to 
say, only once she had worked out the meaning of what she was 
searching for in Frau K. 

As is true for all women, and for reasons which are at the very 
basis of the most elementary forms of social exchange (the very 
reasons which Dora gives as the grounds for her revolt), the 
problem of her condition is fundamentally that of accepting 
herself as an object of desire for the man, and this is for Dora the 
mystery which motivates her idolatry for Frau K. Just as in her 
long meditation before the Madonna, and in her recourse to the 
role of distant worshipper, Dora is driven towards the solution 
which Christianity has given to this subjective impasse, by 
making woman the object of a divine desire, or else, a trans
cendant object of desire, which amounts to the same thing. 

If, therefore, in a third dialectical reversal, Freud had directed 
Dora towards a recognition of what Frau K was for her, by 
getting her to confess the last secrets of their relationship, then 
what would have been his prestige (this merely touches on the 
meaning of positive transference) - thereby opening up the path 
to a recognition of the virile object? This is not my opinion, but 
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that of Freud (p. 120).12 
But the fact that his failure to do so was fatal to the treatment, is 

attributed by Freud to the action of the transference (pp. 116-
20), 13 to his error in putting off its interpretation (p. 118), 14 when, 
as he was able to ascertain after the fact, he had only two hours 
before him in which to avoid its effects (p. 119). 1s 

But each time he comes back to invoking this explanation (one 
whose subsequent development in analytic doctrine is well 
known), a note at the foot of the page goes and adds an appeal to 
his insufficient appreciation of the homosexual tie binding Dora 
to Frau K. 

What this must mean is that the second reason only strikes him 
as the most crucial in 1923, whereas the first bore fruit in his 
thinking from 1905, the date when Dora's case-study was 
published. 

As for us, which side should we come down on? Surely that of 
crediting him on both counts by attempting to grasp what can be 
deduced from their synthesis. 

What we then find is this. Freud admits that for a long time he 
was unable to face this homosexual tendency (which he none the 
less tells us is so constant in hysterics that its subjective role 
cannot be overestimated) without falling into a perplexity (p. 
120, n. 1) 16 which made him incapable of dealing with it 
satisfactorily. 

We would say that this has to be ascribed to prejudice, exactly 
the same prejudice which falsifies the conception of the Oedipus 
complex from the start, by making it define as natural, rather 
than normative, the predominance of the paternal figure. This is 
the same prejudice which we hear expressed simply in the well
known refrain 'As thread to needle, so girl to boy.' 

Freud feels a sympathy for Herr K which goes back a long 
way, since it was Herr K that brought Dora's father to Freud 
(p. 19) 17 and this comes out in numerous appreciative remarks 
(p. 29, n. 3). 18 After the breakdown of the treatment, Freud 
persists in dreaming of a 'triumph oflove' (pp. 109-10). 19 

As regards Dora, Freud admits his personal involvement in the 
interest which she inspires in him at many points in the account. 
The truth of the matter is that it sets the whole case on an edge 
which, breaking through the theoretical digression, elevates this 
text, among the psychopathological monographs which make 
up a genre of our literature, to the tone of a Princesse de Cleves 



70 Feminine Sexuality 

trapped by a deadly blocking of utterance. 20 

It is because he put himself rather too much in the place of Herr 
K that, this time, Freud did not succeed in moving the Acheron. 

Due to his counter-transference, Freud keeps reverting to the 
love which Herr K might have inspired in Dora, and it is odd to 
see how he always interprets as though they were confessions 
what are in fact the very varied responses which Dora argues 
against him. The session when he thinks he has reduced her to 'no 
longer contradicting him' (p. 104)21 and which he feels able to 
end by expressing to her his satisfaction, Dora in fact concludes 
on a very different note. 'Why, has anything so very remarkable 
come out?' she says, and it is at the start of the following session 
that she takes her leave of him. 

What, therefore, happened during the scene of the declaration 
at the lakeside, the catastrophe upon which Dora entered her 
illness, leading on everyone to recognise her as ill - this, 
ironically, being their response to her refusal to carry on as the 
prop for their common infirmity (not all the 'gains' of a neurosis 
work solely to the advantage of the neurotic)? 

As in any valid interpretation, we need only stick to the text in 
order to understand it. Herr K could only get in a few words, 
decisive though they were: 'My wife is nothing to me.' The 
reward for his effort was instantaneous: a hard slap (whose 
burning after-effects Dora felt long after the treatment in the 
form of a transitory neuralgia) gave back to the blunderer- 'If she 
is nothing to you, then what are you to me?' 

And after that what will he be for her, this puppet who has 
none the less just broken the enchantment under which she had 
been living for years? 

The latent pregnancy fantasy which follows on from this scene 
cannot be argued against our interpretation, since it is a well
known fact that it occurs in hysterics precisely as a function of 
their virile identification. 

It is through the very same trap door that Freud will disappear, 
in a sliding which is even more insidious. Dora withdraws with 
the smile of the Mona Lisa and even when she reappears, Freud is 
not so naive as to believe her intention is to return. 

At this moment she has got everyone to recognise the truth 
which, while it may be truthful, she knows does not constitute 
the final truth, and she then manages through the mere mana of 
her presence to precipitate the unfortunate Herr K under the 
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wheels of a carriage. The subduing of her symptoms, which had 
been brought about during the second phase of the treatment, did 
however last. Thus the arrest of the dialectical process is sealed by 
an obvious retreat, but the positions reverted to can only be 
sustained by an assertion of the ego, which can be taken as an 
improvement. 

Finally, therefore, what is this transference whose work Freud 
states somewhere goes on invisibly behind the progress of the 
treatment, and whose effects, furthermore, are 'not susceptible 
to definite proof' (p. 74)?22 Surely in this case it can be seen as an 
entity altogether relative to the counter-transference, defined as 
the sum total of the prejudices, passions and difficulties of the 
analyst, or even of his insufficient information, at any given 
moment of the dialectical process. Doesn't Freud himself tell us 
(p. 118)23 that Dora might have transferred onto him the paternal 
figure, had he been fool enough to believe in the version of things 
which the father had presented to him? 

In other words, the transference is nothing real in the subject 
other than the appearance, in a moment of stagnation of the 
analytic dialectic, of the permanent modes according to which it 
constitutes its objects. 

What, therefore, is meant by interpreting the transference? 
Nothing other than a ruse to fill in the emptiness of this deadlock. 
But while it may be deceptive, this ruse serves a purpose by 
setting off the whole process again. 

Thus, even though Dora would have denied any suggestion of 
Freud's that she was imputing to him the same intentions as had 
been displayed by Herr K, this would in no sense have reduced its 
effectivity. The very opposition to which it would have given 
rise would probably, despite Freud, have set Dora off in the 
favourable direction: that which would have led her to the object 
of her real interest. 

And the fact of setting himself up personally as a substitute for 
Herr K would have saved Freud from over-insisting on the value 
of the marriage proposals of the latter. 

Thus transference does not arise from any mysterious pro
perty of affectivity, and even when it reveals an emotive aspect, 
this only has meaning as a function of the dialectical moment in 
which it occurs. 

But this moment is of no great significance since it normally 
translates an error on the part of the analyst, if only that of wish-
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ing too much for the good of the patient, a danger Freud warned 
against on many occasions. 

Thus analytic neutrality takes its true meaning from the 
position of the pure dialectician who, knowing that all that is real 
is rational (and vice versa), knows that all that exists, including 
the evil against which he struggles, corresponds as it always will 
to the level of his own particularity, and that there is no progress 
for the subject other than through the integration which he 
arrives at from his position in the universal: technically through 
the projection of his past into a discourse in the process of 
becoming. 

The case of Dora is especially relevant for this demonstration 
in that, since it involves an hysteric, the screen of the ego is fairly 
transparent - there being nowhere else, as Freud has said, where 
the threshold is lower between the unconscious and the con
scious, or rather, between the analytic discourse and the word of 
the symptom. 

I believe, however, that transference always has this same 
meaning of indicating the moments where the analyst goes 
astray, and equally takes his or her bearings, this same value of 
calling us back to the order of our role - that of a positive non
acting with a view to the ortho-dramatisation of the subjectivity 
of the patient. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The Meaning of the Phallus 

'The Meaning of the Phallus' is the only article of this collection pre
viously to have appeared in English. It is included as Lacan's most direct 
exposition of the status of the phallus in the psychoanalytic account of 
sexuality. This is the issue around which the whole controversy over 
femininity has turned. 

It was first presented in German at the Max Planck Institute in 
Munich in 1958. At this stage, Lacan was concerned above all to 
emphasise the place of the symbolic order in tne determination of human 
subjectivity, and to give an account of that order in terms of the laws of 
linguistic operation - the contemporary science of linguistics, as he argues 
here, having been unavailable to Freud. 

Lacan, therefore, returns to the debates of the 1920s and 1930s 
( Abraham,]ones, Klein) and criticises what he sees as a reduction of the 
phallus to an object of primitive oral aggression, belonging in the realm of 
the instinct. Instead he places the phallus within the symbolic order, and 
argues that it can only be understood as a signifier in the linguistic sense 
of the term. 

This is the first article of this collection to introduce the central concept 
of desire, which indicates for Lacan the fundamental division which 
characterises the subject's relation to language, a dimension which he felt 
was avoided in discussion of the genital relation in certain French 
analytic circles at that time. Lacan, on the other hand, traces his con
ception through to the difficulties of the sexual relation itself, especially
we would stress - for the woman, whose relationship to the phallic term 
is described essentially in terms of masquerade. 

This is perhaps the article which illustrates most clearly the problem of 
giving an explanation of the phallus which avoids reducing it to the 
biological difference between the sexes, but which none the less tries to 
provide a differential account, for men and for women, of its effects. 

'The Meaning of the Phallus' was published in Ecrits (pp. 685-95), 
and translated by Alan Sheridan as 'The Signification of the Phallus' in 
Ecrits: a Selection (Lacan, 1977, pp. 281-91). The following text is 
a new translation for this collection. 

74 
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What follows is the unaltered text of a paper delivered in German 
on 9 May 1958, at the Max Planck Institute of Munich where 
Professor Paul Matussek had invited me to speak. 

The vaguest idea of the state of mind then prevailing in circles, 
not for the most part uninformed, will give some measure of the 
impact of terms such as 'the other scene', to take one example 
used here, which I was the first to extract from Freud's work. 

If 'deferred action' (Nachtrag), to rescue another such term 
from its current affectation, makes this effort unfeasible, it 
should be realised that they were unheard of at that time. 

We know that the unconscious castration complex has the 
function of a knot: 

(1) in the dynamic structuring of symptoms in the analytic sense 
of the term, meaning that which can be analysed in neuroses, 
perversions and psychoses; 

(2) as the regulator of development giving its ratio to this first 
role: that is, by installing in the subject an unconscious position 
without which he would be unable to identify with the ideal 
type of his sex, or to respond without grave risk to the needs of 
his partner in the sexual relation, or even to receive adequately 
the needs of the child thus procreated. 

What we are dealing with is an antinomy internal to the assump
tion by man (Mensch) of his sex: why must he take up its 
attributes only by means of a threat, or even in the guise of a 
privation? As we know, in Civilisation and its Discontents, Freud 
went so far as to suggest not a contingent, but an essential 
disturbance of human sexuality, and one of his last articles turns 
on the irreducibility for any finite (endliche) analysis of the effects 
following from the castration complex in the masculine un
conscious and from penisneid [penis envy] in the unconscious of 
the woman. 

This is not the only point of uncertainty, but it is the first that 
the Freudian experience and its resulting metapsychology intro
duced into our experience of man. It cannot be solved by any 
reduction to biological factors, as the mere necessity of the myth 
underlying the structuring of the Oedipus complex makes 
sufficiently clear. 
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Any recourse to an hereditary amnesic given would in this 
instance be mere artifice, not only because such a factor is in itself 
disputable, but because it leaves the problem untouched, 
namely, the link between the murder of the father and the pact of 
the primordial law, given that it is included in that law that 
castration should be the punishment for incest. 

Only on the basis of the clinical facts can there be any fruitful 
discussion. These facts go to show that the relation of the subject 
to the phallus is set up regardless of the anatomical difference 
between the sexes, which is what makes its interpretation par
ticularly intractable in the case of the woman and in relationship 
to her, specifically on the four following counts: 

(1) as to why the little girl herself considers, if only for a 
moment, that she is castrated, in the sense of being deprived of 
the phallus, at the hand of someone who is in the first instance 
her mother, an important point, and who then becomes her 
father, but in such a way that we must recognise in this transi
tion a transference in the analytic sense of the term; 

(2) as to why, at a more primordial level, the mother is for both 
sexes considered as provided with a phallus, that is, as a phallic 
mother; 

(3) as to why, correlatively, the meaning of castration only 
acquires its full (clinically manifest) weight as regards symp
tom formation when it is discovered as castration of the 
mother; 

(4) these three problems culminate in the question of the reason 
for the phallic phase in development. We know that Freud 
used this term to specify the earliest genital maturation - as on 
the one hand characterised by the imaginary predominance of 
the phallic attribute and masturbatory pleasure, and on the 
other by a localising of this pleasure for the woman in the 
clitoris, which is thereby raised to the function of the phallus. 
This would seem to rule out for both sexes, until the end of this 
phase, that is, until the dissolution of the Oedipus complex, 
any instinctual awareness of the vagina as the place of genital 
penetration. 

This ignorance smacks of mis-recognition [ meconnaissance] in the 
technical sense of the term, especially as it is on occasions dis
proved. All it agrees with, surely, is Longus's fable in which he 
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depicts the initiation of Daphnis and Chloe as dependent on the 
revelations of an old woman. 

It is for this reason that certain authors have been led to regard 
the phallic phase as an effect of repression, and the function 
assumed in it by the phallic object as a symptom. The difficulty 
starts when we need to know which symptom? Phobia, according 
to one, perversion according to another - or, indeed, to the same 
one. In this last case, it's not worth speculating: not that interest
ing transmutations of the object from phobia into fetish do not 
occur, but their interest resides precisely in the different place 
which they occupy in the structure. There would be no point in 
asking these authors to formulate this difference from the per
spective of object relations which is currently in favour. This 
being for lack of any reference on the matter other than the loose 
notion of the part object, uncriticised since Karl Abraham first 
introduced it, which is more the pity in view of the easy option 
which it provides today. 

The fact remains that, if one goes back to the surviving texts of 
the years 1928-32, the now abandoned debate on the phallic 
phase is a refreshing example of a passion for doctrine, which has 
been given an additional note of nostalgia by the degradation of 
psychoanalysis consequent on its American transplantation. 

A mere summary of the debate could only distort the genuine 
diversity of the positions taken by figures such as Helene 
Deutsch, Karen Horney and Ernest Jones, to mention only the 
most eminent. 

The series of three articles which Jones devoted to the subject is 
especially suggestive: if only for the starting premise on which he 
constructs his argument, signalled by the term aphanisis, which 
he himself coined. For by correctly posing the problem of the 
relationship between castration and desire, he reveals such a 
proximity to what he cannot quite grasp that the term which will 
later provide us with the key to the problem seems to emerge out 
of his very failure. 

The amusing thing is the way he manages, on the authority of 
the very letter of Freud's text, to formulate a position which is 
directly opposed to it: a true model in a difficult genre. 

The problem, however, refuses to go away, seeming to 
subvertJones's own case for a re-establishment of the equality of 
natural rights (which surely gets the better of him in the Biblical 
'Man and woman God created them' with which he concludes). 
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What does he actually gain by normalising the function of the 
phallus as part object if he has to invoke its presence in the 
mother's body as internal object, a term which is a function of the 
fantasies uncovered by Melanie Klein, and if he cannot therefore 
separate himself from her doctrine which sees these fantasies as a 
recurrence of the Oedipal formation which is located right back 
in earliest infancy. 

We will not go far wrong if we re-open the question by asking 
what could have imposed on Freud the obvious paradox of his 
position. For one has to allow that he was better guided than 
anyone else in his recognition of the order of unconscious pheno
mena, which order he had discovered, and that for want of an 
adequate articulation of the nature of these phenomena his fol
lowers were bound to go more or less astray. 

It is on the basis of such a wager - laid down by me as the 
principle of a commentary of Freud's work which I have been 
pursuing for seven years - that I have been led to certain con
clusions: above all, to argue, as necessary to any articulation of 
analytic phenomena, for the notion of the signifier, in the sense in 
which it is opposed to that of the signified in modern linguistic 
analysis. The latter, born since Freud, could not be taken into 
account by him, but it is my contention that Freud's discovery 
stands out precisely for having had to anticipate its formulas, 
even while setting out from a domain in which one could hardly 
expect to recognise its sway. Conversely, it is Freud's discovery 
that gives to the opposition of signifier to signified the full weight 
which it should imply: namely, that the signifier has an active 
function in determining the effects in which the signifiable 
appears as submitting to its mark, becoming through that 
passion the signified. 

This passion of the signifier then becomes a new dimension of 
the human condition, in that it is not only man who speaks, but 
in man and through man that it [fa] speaks, that his nature is 
woven by effects in which we can find the structure oflanguage, 
whose material he becomes, and that consequently there re
sounds in him, beyond anything ever conceived of by the 
psychology of ideas, the relation of speech. 

It is in this sense that one can say that the consequences of the 
discovery of the unconscious have not been so much as glimpsed 
in the theory, although its repercussions have been felt in the 
praxis to a much greater extent than we are as yet aware of, even 
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if only translated into effects of retreat. 
Let me make clear that to argue for man's relation to the signi

fier as such has nothing to do with a 'culturalist' position in the 
ordinary sense of the term, such as that which Karen Horney 
found herself anticipating in the dispute over the phallus and 
which Freud himself characterised as feminist. The issue is not 
man's relation to language as a social phenomenon, since the 
question does not even arise of anything resembling that all too 
familiar ideological psychogenesis, not superseded by a peremp
tory recourse to the entirely metaphysical notion, underlying the 
mandatory appeal to the concrete, which is so pathetically con
veyed by the term 'affect'. 

It is a question of rediscovering in the laws governing that 
other scene (eine andere Schauplatz) which Freud designated, in 
relation to dreams, as that of the unconscious, the effects dis
covered at the level of the materially unstable elements which 
constitute the chain of language: effects determined by the 
double play of combination and substitution in the signifier, 
along the two axes of metaphor and metonymy which generate 
the signified; effects which are determinant in the institution of 
the subject. What emerges from this attempt is a topology in the 
mathematical sense of the term, without which, as soon becomes 
clear, it is impossible even to register the structure of a symptom 
in the analytic sense of the term. 

It speaks in the Other, I say, designating by this Other the very 
place called upon by a recourse to speech in any relation where it 
intervenes. If it speaks in the Other, whether or not the subject 
hears it with his own ears, it is because it is there that the subject, 
according to a logic prior to any awakening of the signified, finds 
his signifying place. The discovery of what he articulates in that 
place, that is, in the unconscious, enables us to grasp the price of 
the division (Spaltung) through which he is thus constituted. 

The phallus is elucidated in its function here. In Freudian 
doctrine, the phallus is not a fantasy, if what is understood by 
that is an imaginary effect. Nor is it as such an object (part, 
internal, good, bad, etc. . . . ) in so far as this term tends to 
accentuate the reality involved in a relationship. It is even less the 
organ, penis or clitoris, which it symbolises. And it is not 
incidental that Freud took his reference for it from the simula
crum which it represented for the Ancients. 

For the phallus is a signifier, a signifier whose function in the 



80 Feminine Sexuality 

intrasubjective economy of analysis might lift the veil from that 
which it served in the mysteries. For it is to this signified that it is 
given to designate as a whole the effect of there being a signified, 
inasmuch as it conditions any such effect by its presence as 
signifier. 

Let us examine, then, the effects of this presence. First they 
follow from the deviation of man's needs by the fact that he 
speaks, in the sense that as long as his needs are subjected to 
demand they return to him alienated. This is not the effect of his 
real dependency (one should not expect to find here the parasitic 
conception represented by the notion of dependency in the 
theory of neuroses) but precisely of the putting into signifying 
form as such and of the fact that it is from the place of the Other 
that his message is emitted. 

What is thus alienated in needs constitutes an Urverdrangung 
(primal repression) because it cannot, by definition, be articu
lated in demand. But it reappears in a residue which then presents 
itself in man as desire (das Begehren). The phenomenology which 
emerges from analytic experience is certainly such as to demon
strate the paradoxical, deviant, erratic, excentric and even 
scandalous character by which desire is distinguished from need. 
A fact too strongly attested not to have always won the recog
nition of moralists worthy of the name. It does seem that early 
Freudianism had to give this fact its due status. Yet paradoxically 
psychoanalysis finds itself at the head of an age-old obscurant
ism, all the more wearisome for its denial of the fact through the 
ideal of a theoretical and practical reduction of desire to need. 

Hence the necessity for us to articulate that status here, starting 
with demand whose proper characteristics are eluded in the 
notion of frustration (which was never employed by Freud). 

Demand in itself bears on something other than the satis
factions which it calls for. It is demand for a presence or an 
.absence. This is manifest in the primordial relation to the 
mother, pregnant as it is with that Other to be situated some way 
short of any needs which it might gratify. Demand constitutes this 
Other as already possessing the 'privilege' of satisfying needs, 
that is, the power to deprive them of the one thing by which they 
are satisfied. This privilege of the Other thus sketches out the 
radical form of the gift of something which it does not have, 
namely, what is called its love. 

Hence it is that demand cancels out (aujhebt) the particularity of 
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anything which might be granted by transmuting it into a proof 
of love, and the very satisfactions of need which it obtains are 
degraded (sich erniedrigt) as being no more than a crushing of the 
demand for love (all of which is palpable in the psychology of 
early child-care to which our nurse-analysts are so dedicated). 

There is, then, a necessity for the particularity thus abolished 
to reappear beyond demand. Where it does indeed reappear, but 
preserving the structure harbouring within the unconditional 
character of the demand for love. In a reversal which is not a 
simple negation of negation, the force of pure loss arises from the 
relic of an obliteration. In place of the unconditional aspect of 
demand, desire substitutes the 'absolute' condition: in effect this 
condition releases that part of the proof oflove which is resistant 
to the satisfaction of a need. Thus desire is neither the appetite for 
satisfaction, nor the demand for love, but the difference resulting 
from the subtraction of the first from the second, the very 
phenomenon of their splitting ( Spaltung). 

One can see how the sexual relation occupies this closed field 
of desire in which it will come to play out its fate. For this field is 
constituted so as to produce the enigma which this relation 
provokes in the subject, by 'signifying' it to him twice over: as a 
return of the demand it arouses in the form of a demand made on 
the subject of need, and as an ambiguity cast onto the Other who 
is involved, in the proof of love demanded. The gap in this 
enigma betrays what determines it, conveyed at its simplest in 
this formula: that for each partner in the relation, the subject and 
the Other, it is not enough to be the subjects of need, nor objects 
oflove, but they must stand as the cause of desire. 

This truth is at the heart of all the mishaps of sexual life which 
belong in the field of psychoanalysis. 

It is also the precondition in analysis for the subject's happi
ness: and to disguise this gap by relying on the virtue of the 
'genital' to resolve it through the maturation of tenderness (that 
is by a recourse to the Other solely as reality), however piously 
intended, is none the less a fraud. Admittedly it was French 
psychoanalysts with their hypocritical notion of genital 
oblativity who started up the moralising trend which, to the tune 
of Salvationist choirs, is now followed everywhere. 

In any case man cannot aim at being whole (the 'total per
sonality' being another premise where modern psychotherapy 
goes off course) once the play of displacement and condensation, 
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to which he is committed in the exercise of his functions, marks 
his relation as subject to the signifier. 

The phallus is the privileged signifier of that mark where the 
share of the logos is wedded to the advent of desire. One might 
say that this signifier is chosen as what stands out as most easily 
seized upon in the real of sexual copulation, and also as the most 
symbolic in the literal (typographical) sense of the term, since it is 
the equivalent in that relation of the (logical) copula. One might 
also say that by virtue of its turgidity, it is the image of the vital 
flow as it is transmitted in generation. 

All these propositions merely veil over the fact that the phallus 
can only play its role as veiled, that is, as in itself the sign of the 
latency with which everything signifiable is struck as soon as it is 
raised (aufgehoben) to the function of signifier. 

The phallus is the signifier of this Aujhebung itself which it 
inaugurates (initiates) by its own disappearance. This is why the 
demon of Aioroc; [ Scham, shame] in the ancient mysteries rises up 
exactly at the moment when the phallus is unveiled (cf. the 
famous painting of the Villa of Pompei). 

It then becomes the bar which, at the hands of this demon, 
strikes the signified, branding it as the bastard offspring of its 
signifying concatenation. 

In this way a condition of complementarity is produced by the 
signifier in the founding of the subject: which explains his 
Spaltung as well as the intervening movement through which this 
is effected. 
Namely: 

(1) that the subject designates his being only by crossing 
through everything which it signifies, as can be seen in the fact 
that he wishes to be loved for himself, a mirage not dispelled 
merely by being denounced as grammatical (since it abolishes 
discourse); 

(2) that the living part of that being in the urverdriingt [primary 
repressed] finds its signifier by receiving the mark of the Ver
driingung [repression] of the phallus (whereby the unconscious 
is language). 

The phallus as signifier gives the ratio of desire (in the musical 
sense of the term as the 'mean and extreme' ratio of harmonic 
division). 
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It is, therefore, as an algorithm that I am going to use it now, 
relying - necessarily if I am to avoid drawing out my account 
indefinitely - on the echoes of the experience which unites us to 
give you the sense of this usage. 

If the phallus is a signifier then it is in the place of the Other that 
the subject gains access to it. But in that the signifier is only there 
veiled and as the ratio of the Other's desire, so it is this desire of 
the Other as such which the subject has to recognise, meaning, 
the Other as itself a subject divided by the signifying Spaltung. 

What can be seen to emerge in psychological genesis confirms 
this signifying function of the phallus. 

Thus, to begin with, we can formulate more correctly the 
Kleinian fact that the child apprehends from the outset that the 
mother 'contains' the phallus. 

But it is the dialectic of the demand for love and the test of 
desire which dictates the order of development. 

The demand for love can only suffer from a desire whose 
signifier is alien to it. If the desire of the mother is the phallus, 
then the child wishes to be the phallus so as to satisfy this desire. 
Thus the division immanent to desire already makes itself felt in 
the desire of the Other, since it stops the subject from being 
satisfied with presenting to the Other anything real it might have 
which corresponds to this phallus - what he has being worth no 
more than what he does not have as far as his demand for love is 
concerned, which requires that he be the phallus. 

Clinical practice demonstrates that this test of the desire of the 
Other is not decisive in the sense that the subject learns from it 
whether or not he has a real phallus, but inasmuch as he learns 
that the mother does not. This is the moment of experience 
without which no symptomatic or structural consequence (that 
is, phobia or penisneid) referring to the castration complex can 
take effect. It is here that the conjunction is signed between 
desire, in so far as the phallic signifier is its mark, and the threat or 
the nostalgia oflack-in-having. 

It is, of course, the law introduced into this sequence by the 
father which will decide its future. 

But simply by keeping to the function of the phallus, we can 
pinpoint the structures which will govern the relations between 
the sexes. 

Let us say that these relations will revolve around a being and a 
having which, because they refer to a signifier, the phallus, have 
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the contradictory effect of on the one hand lending reality to the 
subject in that signifier, and on the other making unreal the 
relations to be signified. 

This follows from the intervention of an 'appearing' which 
gets substituted for the 'having' so as to protect it on one side 
and to mask its lack on the other, with the effect that the ideal or 
typical manifestations of behaviour in both sexes, up to and 
including the act of sexual copulation, are entirely propelled into 
comedy. 

These ideals gain new strength from the demand which it is in 
their power to satisfy, which is always the demand for love, with 
its complement of reducing desire to demand. 

Paradoxical as this formulation might seem, I would say that it 
is in order to be the phallus, that is to say, the signifier of the 
desire of the Other, that the woman will reject an essential part of 
her femininity, notably all its attributes through masquerade. It 
is for what she is not that she expects to be desired as well as 
loved. But she finds the signifier of her own desire in the body of 
the one to whom she addresses her demand for love. Certainly 
we should not forget that the organ actually invested with this 
signifying function takes on the value of a fetish. But for the 
woman the result is still a convergence onto the same object of an 
experience oflove which as such (cf. above) ideally deprives her 
of that which it gives, and a desire which finds in that same 
experience its signifier. Which is why it can be observed that the 
lack of satisfaction proper to sexual need, in other words, 
frigidity, is relatively well tolerated in women, whereas the 
Verdriingung inherent to desire is lesser in her case than in the case 
of the man. 

In men, on the other hand, the dialectic of demand and desire 
gives rise to effects, whose exact point of connection Freud 
situated with a sureness which we must once again admire, under 
the rubric of a specific depreciation (Erniedrigung) oflove. 

If it is the case that the man manages to satisfy his demand for 
love in his relationship to the woman to the extent that the 
signifier of the phallus constitutes her precisely as giving in love 
what she does not have - conversely, his own desire for the 
phallus will throw up its signifier in the form of a persistent 
divergence towards 'another woman' who can signify this 
phallus under various guises, whether as a virgin or a prostitute. 
The result is a centrifugal tendency of the genital drive in the 
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sexual life of the man which makes impotence much harder for 
him to bear, at the same time as the Verdrangung inherent to desire 
is greater. 

We should not, however, think that the type of infidelity 
which then appears to be constitutive of the masculine function is 
exclusive to the man. For if one looks more closely, the same 
redoubling is to be found in the woman, except that in her case, 
the Other oflove as such, that is to say, the Other as deprived of 
that which he gives, is hard to perceive in the withdrawal where
by it is substituted for the being of the man whose attributes she 
cherishes. 

One might add here that masculine homosexuality, in 
accordance with the phallic mark which constitutes desire, is 
constituted on its axis, whereas the orientation of feminine 
homo-sexuality, as observation shows, follows from a 
disappointment which reinforces the side of the demand for love. 
These remarks should be qualified by going back to the function 
of the mask inasmuch as this function dominates the 
identifications through which refusals oflove are resolved. 

The fact that femininity takes refuge in this mask, because of 
the Verdrangung inherent to the phallic mark of desire, has the 
strange consequence that, in the human being, virile display itself 
appears as feminine. 

Correlatively, one can glimpse the reason for a feature which 
has never been elucidated and which again gives a measure of the 
depth of Freud's intuition: namely, why he advances the view 
that there is only one libido, his text clearly indicating that he 
conceives of it as masculine in nature. The function of the 
signifier here touches on its most profound relation: by way of 
which the Ancients embodied in it both the Nofi£ [Nous, sense) 
and the Aoyo£ [Logos, reason). 



CHAPTER THREE 

Guiding Remarks for a Congress on 
Feminine Sexuality 

'Guiding Remarks for a Congress on Feminine Sexuality' takes up 
points of controversy on the specific issue of feminine sexuality, as it 
appears in clinical practice. It is, therefore, a complement to 'The 
Meaning of the Phallus'. It was written in the same year, 1958, two 
years before a Colloquium on feminine sexuality, organised by the 
Societe frarn;aise de psychanalyse, which took place at the municipal. 
University of Amsterdam in September 1960. 

The article appeared in 1964 in a special issue (no. 7) of La 
Psychanalyse (the journal of the Society) on the question of feminine 
sexuality. The issue included, together with the papers from the 
congress, articles by Helene Deutsch (1925), Ernest Jones (1927, 
1933) and Joan Riviere (1929), which had formed a central part of the 
earlier psychoanalytic debate on femininity in the 1920s and 1930s. 

The article is laid out as a series of points, questions addressed to 
psychoanalysis around those topics - frigidity, masochism, passivity -
which have conventionally come to be associated with feminine 
sexuality. These concepts, in which we can recognise a fully ideological 
account of femininity, are characterised here by Lacan in terms of 
mistake, omission and prejudice. La can argues that their theorisation 
by psychoanalysis has for the most part rested ultimately on a recourse to 
physiology or nature, and that the implications of the concept of the 
unconscious, in relation to desire and its representations, have been lost. 
The stress again here is that femininity cannot be understood outside the 
symbolic process through which it is constituted. 

In this article, the problem of femininity is unequivocally the problem 
of the symbolic articulation of its forms. This raises issues, only touched 
on at the very end, which go beyond the domain of psychoanalysis 
proper, to the more familiar instances of women's subordination. 

'Guiding Remarks for a Congress on Feminine Sexuality' was 
published in Ecrits (pp. 725-36). 

86 
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I Historical introduction 

Taking the experience of psychoanalysis in its development over 
sixty years, it comes as no surprise to note that, whereas the first 
outcome ofits origins was a conception of the castration complex 
based on paternal repression, it has progressively directed its 
interests towards the frustrations coming from the mother, not 
that such a distortion has shed any light on the complex. 

A notion of emotional deprivation linking disturbances of 
development directly to the real inadequacies of mothering has 
been overlaid with a dialectic of fantasies which takes the 
maternal body as its imaginary field. 

What is unquestionably involved here is a conceptual fore
grounding of the sexuality of the woman, which brings to our 
attention a remarkable oversight. 

II Definition of the subject 

This is an oversight which bears directly on the issue which I 
would like to draw your attention to here, namely, that of the 
feminine part, if the term has any meaning, of what is played out 
in the genital relation, in which the act of coitus occupies, to put it 
no higher, a limited and local place. 

Or, alternatively, so as not to fall down on the distinguished 
biological references which continue to gratify: what are the 
paths of libido laid down for the woman by the anatomical 
characteristics of sexual differentiation in the higher organisms? 

III Reassessment of the facts 

Such a project requires first that we reassess: 

(a) the phenomena to which women testify within the con
ditions of psychoanalytic experience in relation to the paths 
leading to, and the act of, coitus, as confirming or otherwise 
the nosological bases of our medical point of departure; 

(b) the subordination of these phenomena to forces which our 
practice recognises as desires, epecially to their unconscious 
residues (together with the ensuing effects on the psychic 
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economy whether these be efferent or afferent in relation to the 
act), amongst which residues those oflove can be considered 
on their own account without prejudicing the transmission of 
their consequences to the child; 

(c) the as yet unchallenged implications of a psychical bi
sexuality which was originally attributed to the duplications of 
anatomy, but has increasingly been ascribed to the logic of 
personal identifications. 

IV Glaring omissions 

A summary of this kind would bring out certain omissions, 
whose interest cannot simply be dismissed as 'not proven': 

1. On the one hand, recent developments within physiology, 
such as the fact of chromosomic sexuality and its genetic cor
relates, as distinct from hormonal sexuality, and the relative 
share of each in anatomical determination; or simply what 
appears to be a libidinal predominance of the male hormone, to 
the extent of its regulating the oestrogen metabolism in the 
menstrual phenomenon. While the clinical interpretations of 
these facts may still be subject to reservations, yet they demand 
consideration no less for having been consistently ignored by a 
practice which would sooner claim messianic access to decisive 
chemical forces. 

The fact of our keeping, here, at a distance from the real may 
well raise the question of the division deliberately being imposed 
- which if it does not belong between the somatic and the 
psychic, which are in fact continuous, should be made between 
the organism and the subject. This assumes that we repudiate the 
affective dimension which the theory of error lays on this 
subject, and articulate it as the subject of a combinatory logic, 
which alone gives the unconscious its meaning. 
2. On the other hand, the key position of the phallus in libidinal 
development is a paradox exclusive to the psychoanalytic 
approach, which must be addressed because ofits insistent recur
rence in the facts. 

This is where the question of the phallic phase for the woman 
becomes even more problematic, in that having unleashed a fury 
during the years 1927-35, it has since been left, in a tacit under-
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standing, to the good will of individual interpretation. 
Only by asking why this is the case, might we possibly break 

this deadlock. 
When in this instance the terms imaginary, real or symbolic are 

used to refer to the incidence of the phallus in the subjective 
structure where development is lodged, they are not the words of 
a particular teaching, but the very words which signal under the 
pens of their authors the conceptual slidings which, because they 
went unchecked, led to the lull experienced after the breakdown 
of the debate. 

V The obscurity concerning the vaginal organ 

However oblique a way of proceeding, noting a prohibition can 
serve as a prelude. 

A prohibition which seems to be confirmed by the fact that 
psychoanalysis, as a discipline which answered from its field in 
the name of sexuality, and seemed to be about to bring its whole 
secret to light, gave up on what can be uncovered about feminine 
jouissance at exactly the same point that a scarcely zealous 
physiology admits to being licked. 

The fairly trivial opposition between clitoral orgasm and 
vaginal satisfaction has had theory backing its cause, to the point 
oflaying at its door the distress of subjects, and even of turning it 
into an issue, if not a platform - not that one can say that any light 
has been shed on the antagonism between the two. 

This being because the vaginal orgasm has kept the darkness of 
its nature inviolate. 

For it has been shown that the massotherapeutic notion of the 
sensitivity of the cervix and the surgical notion of a noli tangere of 
the rear lining of the vagina are contingent factors (doubtless in 
hysterectomies but also in vaginal aplasias!). 

The representatives of the female sex, however loud their 
voices at the analysts, do not seem to have done their utmost 
towards the breaking of this seal. 

Apart from the famous 'lease-hold' of rectal dependency on 
which Lou Andreas-Salome took a personal stand, they have 
generally kept to metaphors whose pitch of idealism indicates 
nothing deserving preference over what the first comer might 
offer us by way ofless intentional poetry. 

A congress on feminine sexuality is not going to hold over us 
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the threat of the fate of Tiresias. 

VI The imaginary complex and questions of 
development 

If it is the case that this state of things betrays a scientific impasse 
in our way of approaching the real, still the least one might 
expect of psychoanalysts, gathered at a congress, is that they bear 
in mind that their method was born precisely from a similar 
impasse. 

If in this instance symbols have a purely imaginary hold, it is 
probably because the images are already subject to an uncon
scious symbolism, in other words to a complex - an apt moment 
to remind ourselves that images and symbols for the woman 
cannot be isolated from images and symbols of the woman. 

It is representation ( Vorstellung in the sense in which Freud uses 
the term to signal something repressed), the representation of 
feminine sexuality, whether repressed or not, which conditions 
how it comes into play, and it is the displaced offshoots of this 
representation (in which the therapist's doctrine can find itself 
implicated) which decide the outcome ofits tendencies, however 
naturally roughed out one may take such tendencies to be. 

Remember that Jones, in his lecture to the Viennese society 
which seems to have scorched the earth for any contribution 
since, already came up with nothing other than a pure and simple 
rallying to Kleinian concepts in the perfect crudity with which 
their author presents them: by which I mean Melanie Klein's 
persistent failure to acknowledge that the Oedipal fantasies 
which she locates in the maternal body originate from the reality 
presupposed by the Name of the Father. 

When one thinks that this is all Jones manages to produce out 
of his grand design to resolve Freud's paradox, which sets up the 
woman in primary ignorance of her sex (although this is at least 
tempered by the informed admission of our ignorance)-a design 
which is so inspired in Jones by his prejudice for dominance by 
the natural that he is happy to sanction it with a quotation from 
Genesis - then it is none too clear what has been gained. 

For in so far as it is a question of the wrong done to the female 
sex (is woman 'born or made' Jones cries) by the equivocal 
function of the phallic phase in the two sexes, then femininity 
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does not seem to be made any more specific by the even more 
equivocal function which the phallus acquires when it is pushed 
right back to oral aggression. 

So much fuss will not have been in vain if it allows us to play 
the following questions on the lyre of development, since that is 
the tune. 

1. Is the bad object, which is extracted by a fantastic phallophagia 
from the breast of the maternal body, a paternal attribute? 
2. When this object is raised to the status of a good object, which 
is desired as a more controllable (sic) and more satisfying nipple, 
(more satisfying in what?), then we have to ask: is this object 
taken from the same third party? For we cannot simply parade 
the notion of the combined parent, without knowing whether it 
is as image or symbol that this hybrid is constituted. 
3. How does the clitoris, which, however autistic one would 
have it, none the less imposes itself in the real, come to be 
compared with the preceding fantasies? 

Ifit independently places the sex of the little girl under the sign 
of an organic minus-value, then the way that its fantasies take on 
an aspect of endless reduplication renders highly suspect the 
'legendary' fable of how these fantasies arise. 

If the clitoris (it too) is combined with the bad as it is with the 
good object, then a theory is needed of how the phallus is 
assigned the function of equivalence in the emergence of all 
objects of desire, for which mention ofits 'partial' character is not 
enough. 
4. At all events, we arrive at the question of structure, which was 
introduced by Freud's approach: which means that the relation 
of privation or lack-in-being symbolised by the phallus, is 
established by derivation from the lack-in-having engendered by 
any particular or global frustration of demand. It is on the basis of 
this substitution, which in the last analysis the clitoris puts in its 
place before succumbing to the competition, that the field of 
desire precipitates its new objects (with the child to come at the 
fore), as it picks up the sexual metaphor into which all other 
needs had already entered. 

This remark assigns to questions on development their limit 
by demanding their subordination to a fundamental synchrony. 
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VII Mistakes and prejudices 

At this point we should also query whether phallic mediation 
drains off the whole force of the drives in the woman, and 
notably the whole current of the maternal instinct. Perhaps we 
should also state here that the fact that everything that can be 
analysed is sexual does not entail that everything sexual is 
accessible to analysis. 

1. As far as the supposed ignorance of the vagina is concerned, 
while on the one hand it is difficult not to attribute to repression 
its frequent persistence beyond the point of credibility, yet the 
fact remains that, apart from certain case-studies Qosine Miiller), 
which we will disregard precisely because of the traumatic 
character of their evidence, those who hold to the 'normal' 
knowledge of the vagina are reduced to founding it on the 
primacy of a downwards displacement of the experiences of the 
mouth, that is, to a considerable worsening of the disagreement 
they claim to palliate. 
2. The problem of feminine masochism comes next, already 
signalled by this promotion of a partial drive (a drive which is 
regressive in its condition, whether or not one classifies it as pre
genital) to the rank of one axis of genital maturity. 

In point of fact such a classification cannot be taken merely as 
the homonym for a passivity which in itself is already meta
phorical, and its idealising function, which is the other side of its 
regressive note, is made glaringly obvious by the fact that it has 
remained unchallenged in the face of the accumulation (possibly 
overstated in modern analytical genesis), of the castrating and 
devouring, dislocating and astounding effects of feminine 
activity. 

Even given what masochistic perversion owes to masculine 
invention, is it safe to conclude that the masochism of the woman 
is a fantasy of the desire of the man? 
3. Either way, the claim that fantasies of breaking bodily 
frontiers can be deduced from an organic constant, for which the 
rupture of the ovular membrane would be the prototype, can be 
denounced as irresponsible idiocy. Such a crude analogy reveals 
only too well the distance from Freud's way of thinking in this 
area when he elucidated the taboo of virginity. 
4. For what we are touching on here is the particular force dis-
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tinguishing vaginismus from neurotic symptoms, even where the 
two co-exist, which explains its responsiveness to the suggestive 
method, whose success in painless deliveries is notorious. 

If it is the case that analysis has got to the point of swallowing 
back its own vomit by tolerating a confusion of anxiety and fear 
within its orbit, perhaps this is the occasion to distinguish 
between unconscious and prejudice in relation to the effects of 
the signifier. 

And simultaneously to acknowledge that the analyst is as 
prone as anyone else to prejudice about sex, over and above that 
which is revealed to him, or to her, by the unconscious. 

Have we remembered Freud's often repeated warning not to 
reduce the supplement of feminine over masculine to the 
complement of passive to active? 

VIII Frigidity and the subjective structure 

1. However widespread frigidity may be - and it is virtually 
generic if one takes into account its transitory form - it pre
supposes the whole unconscious structure which determines 
neurosis, even if it appears outside the web of the symptoms. 
This accounts on the one hand for its inaccessibility to any 
somatic treatment, and, on the other hand, for the normal failure 
of the good offices of the most wished-for of partners. 

Analysis alone mobilises it, at times incidentally, but always in 
a transference which cannot be contained by the infantilising 
dialectic of frustration, that is, of privation, but one which 
always brings symbolic castration into play. In which context it 
is worth recalling a basic principle. 
2. A principle which can be simply stated: that castration cannot 
be deduced from development alone, since it presupposes the 
subjectivity of the Other as the place ofits law. The otherness of 
sex is denatured by this alienation. Man here acts as the relay 
whereby the woman becomes this Other for herself as she is this 
Other for him. 

It is in this sense that an unveiling of the Other involved in the 
transference can modify a defence which has been taken up 
symbolically. 

By which I mean that, in this case, defence should first be con
ceived of in the dimension of masquerade which the presence of 
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the Other releases in its sexual role. 
If we start by taking this veiling affect as our reference for 

object positions, then we might get some idea of how to deflate 
the monstrous conceptualisation whose credit in analytic circles I 
challenged above. Perhaps all that this conceptualisation shows is 
how everything gets ascribed to the woman in so far as she 
represents, in the phallocentric dialectic, the absolute Other. 

We must therefore go back to penis envy (penisneid), where we 
note that at two different moments and each time with a certainty 
untroubled by any recollection of the other occasion, Jones 
makes of it a perversion and then a phobia. 

The two appraisals are equally false and dangerous. The 
second indicates the abolition of the function of structure in the 
face of that of development, a position into which analysis has 
progressively slipped - this as against Freud's emphasis on 
phobia as the keystone of neurosis. In the first, analysis heads off 
into the labyrinth where the study of perversions has been 
attempting, with the utmost dedication, to account for the 
function of the object. 

At the last turn in this palace of mirages, one ends up at the 
splitting of the object, having missed in Freud's admirable un
finished paper on' the splitting of the ego, the fading of the subject 
which accompanies it. 

Perhaps it will be this end point which finally lifts the illusion 
from the splitting in which analysis has got stuck by making good 
and bad into attributes of the object. 

Inasmuch as the position of the sexes does differ in relation to 
the object, it is by all the distance which separates the fetishistic 
from the erotomanic form oflove. We should find this standing 
out in the most common experience. 
3. If we start with the man so as to measure the reciprocal posi
tion of the sexes, it is clear that the 'phallus-girls' of Fenichel's 
admirable if tentative equation, proliferate on a Venus berg way 
beyond the 'You are my wife' through which the man constitutes 
his partner, which confirms that what surfaces in the uncon
scious of the subject is the desire of the Other, that is, the phallus 
desired by the Mother. 

This opens up the question of whether the real penis, in that it 
actually belongs to her sexual partner, commits the woman to an 
attachment without duplicity, granted the resolving of her 
incestuous desire whose course would in this argument be seen as 
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natural. Taking this problem as settled, it can be posed the other 
way round. 
4. Indeed, why not acknowledge that if there is no virility which 
castration does not consecrate, then for the woman it is a cas
trated lover or a dead man (or even both at the same time) who 
hides behind the veil where he calls on her adoration from that 
same place beyond the maternal imago which sent out the threat 
of a castration not really concerning her. 

From then on, it is through this ideal incubus that a receptivity 
of embrace has to be transposed into the sensitivity of holding the 
pems. 

It is this which is blocked by any imaginary identification on 
the part of the woman (in her stature as the object proffered to 
desire) with the phallic standard which upholds the fantasy. 

In the position of either-or where the subject finds herself 
caught between a pure absence and a pure sensitivity, it is not 
surprising that the narcissism of desire immediately latches on to 
the narcissism of the ego which is its prototype. Analysis accus
toms us to recognising that insignificant beings should be in
habited by so subtle a dialectic, which can also be explained by 
the fact that the least of the ego's failings is its banality. 
5. The figure of Christ, which in this light conjures up others 
more ancient, can be seen here in a more widespread capacity 
than that which is called for by the religious allegiance of the 
subject. And it is worth noting that the unveiling of the most 
hidden signifier of the Mysteries was reserved to women. 

At a more mundane level, one can thus account for: 

(a) the fact that the duplicity of the subject is masked in the 
woman, all the more so in that the servitude of the spouse 
makes her particularly apt to represent the victim of castration; 

(b) the true motive for the particular character of the demand for 
the fidelity of the Other on the part of the woman; 

(c) the fact that it is easier for her to justify this demand by 
making the case of her own fidelity. 

6. This outline of the problem of frigidity is sketched out in terms 
which can accommodate without difficulty the classical instances 
of analysis. Its broad outlines are intended to help avoid the pitfall 
which is progressively distorting the true nature of analytic 
works, as they come more and more to resemble a makeshift 
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bicycle, put together by a savage who had never seen one, out of 
components taken from models so historically remote as to have 
no correspondence to the original. Not that this prevents their 
being put to double use. 

The least we can ask is that some elegance should brighten up 
the trophies thus obtained. 

IX Feminine homosexuality and ideal love 

The study of the framework of perversions in the woman opens 
up a different bias. 

1. Since it has been effectively demonstrated that the imaginary 
motive for most male perversions is the desire to preserve the 
phallus which involved the subject in the mother, then the 
absence in women of fetishism, which represents the virtually 
manifest case of this desire, leads us to suspect that this desire has 
a different fate in the perversions which she presents. 

For to assume that the woman herself takes on the role of 
fetish, only raises the question of the difference of her position in 
relation to desire and to the object. 

In the inaugural lecture of his series on the early development 
of feminine sexuality, Jones starts with his unusual experience of 
homosexuality in the woman, taking a line which he might have 
done better to sustain. He makes the desire of the subject branch 
off in the choice imposed on her between the incestuous object, 
in this case the father, and her own sex. The resulting clarification 
would be greater if it did not stop short at the too convenient 
prop of identification. 

A better equipped observation would surely bring out that 
what is involved is more a taking up of the object: what might be 
called a challenge taken up. Freud's chief case, inexhaustible as 
always, makes it clear that this challenge is set off by a demand 
for love thwarted in the real and that it stops at nothing short of 
taking on the airs of a courtly love. 

In that such a love prides itself more than any other on being 
the love which gives what it does not have, so it is precisely in this 
that the homosexual woman excels in relation to what is lacking 
to her. 

Strictly speaking, it is not the incestuous object that the latter 
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chooses at the price of her own sex; what she will not accept is 
that this object only assumes its sex at the price of castration. 

Not that this means that she gives up on her own sex for all 
that: quite the contrary, in all forms of feminine homosexuality, 
including those which are unconscious, it is towards femininity 
that the supreme interest is borne, and Jones clearly detected here 
the link between the fantasy of the man as invisible witness and 
the care which the subject shows for the enjoyment of her 
partner. 
2. We still have to take up the naturalness with which such 
women appeal to their quality of being men, as opposed to the 
delirious style of the transexual male. 

Perhaps what this reveals is the path leading from feminine 
sexuality to desire itself. 

Far from its being the case that the passivity of the act cor
responds to this desire, feminine sexuality appears as the effort of 
a jouissance wrapped in its own contiguity (for which all cir
cumcision might represent the symbolic rupture) to be realised in 
the envy of desire, which castration releases in the male by giving 
him its signifier in the phallus. 

Could it be this privileging of the signifier that Freud is getting 
at when he suggests that there is perhaps only one libido and that 
it is marked with the male sign? Should some chemical con
figuration confirm this further, why not see this as the exalting 
conjunction of the molecular dissymetry employed by the living 
construction, with the lack concerted in the subject through 
language, so that the holders of desire and the claimants of sex 
(the partiality of the term being still the same here) work against 
each other as rivals? 

X Feminine sexuality and society 

A number of questions remain concerning the social incidences 
of feminine sexuality. 

1. Why is the analytic myth found wanting on the prohibition of 
incest between the father and daughter? 
2. How should we situate the social effects of feminine homo
sexuality in relation to those which Freud attributed to masculine 
homosexuality, on the basis of assumptions remote from the 
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allegory to which they have since been reduced: that is, a sort of 
entropy tending towards communal degradation? 

Without going so far as to set against this the antisocial effects 
to which Catharism, together with the love which it inspired, 
owed its disappearance, surely the more accessible movement of 
the Precieuses1 shows the eros of feminine homosexuality as con
veying the opposite of social entropy? 
3. Finally, why does the social instance of the woman remain 
transcendant to the order of the contract propagated by work? 
And in particular, is it an effect of this that the status of marriage 
is holding out in the decline of paternalism? 

All these are questions which cannot be reduced to a field 
regulated by needs. 

Written two years before the Congress. 

Note 

1. Les Precieuses: a social and literary circle ofladies which centred around the 
Hotel Rambouillet in seventeenth-century Paris; they were renowned for 
their culture and for the refinement of their use oflanguage (tr.). 



CHAPTER FOUR 

The Phallic Phase and the Subjective 
Import of the Castration Complex 

Published in 1968, 'The Phallic Phase and the Subjective Import of the 
Castration Complex' is the first article written not by Lacan himself, but 
by a member of his school, which we include in this collection. It 
appeared in the first issue of Scilicet, the journal of the ecole freudi
enne. This was the school of psychoanalysis founded by Lacan in 1964, 
following the unsucces.iful attempt by the Societe franc;:aise de 
psychanalyse to affiliate to the International Psychoanalytic 
Association. The Society divided into those willing to recognise the 
condition laid down by the International (the exclusion ofLacan from the 
training programme) who founded the Association psychanalytique 
de France, and those who regrouped around Lacan. 

The first issue of Scilicet appeared four years later. Apart from 
contributions by La can, the articles in the journal were unsigned. This 
article, which emerged out of a group project, was the first of the unsigned 
contributions. A list of contributors appeared at the end of the second 
issue. 

The article relates closely to Lacan 's Seminar XI - the seminar he was 
giving at the time of the founding of the new school (Lacan, 1964 )-from 
which it takes a number of its concepts. It is important for the extensive 
critical reassessment which it provides of the earlier Freud-Jones debate. 
While it recognises the limits of Freud's theses on the Oedipus complex 
and femininity, and the strength of many of Jones's clinical observations, 
it none the less argues that]ones's rejection of the concept of castration, 
and his reading of the phallic phase for both the boy and the girl child, 
commit him to a pre-psychoanalytic theory of the subject. 

In this article, Lacan's theory of the subject's division in language is 
extended to include the field of the drive in its relation to the object, and 
the place of the subject in the cycle of sexed reproduction. At each of these 
levels, it is the difficulty of the subject's relationship to sexuality which is 
constantly at stake. 

This article argues that it is the very inadequacy of Freud's account of 
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femininity which enables us to focus that difficulty for the woman. 
Rather than reinstate feminine sexuality, in the way that Jones himself 
tried to do, it underscores the impossibility of the woman's position -
whether as the object of sexual 'commerce', or else as a question or enigma 
which comes to embody the difficulty inherent within sexuality itself 

'The Phallic Phase and the Subjective Import of the Castration 
Complex' was published in Scilicet (Lacan, 1968-76), I, 1968, 
pp. 61-84. 

The project of the present paper took shape during a reading, 
jointly undertaken by a working group, of a series of texts by 
Freud relating to the Oedipus complex, together with the texts 
published by Jones at the same period. It seemed to me that it 
might be of interest to take up these texts again, firstly because 
they bear on a crucial point of analytic theory, but above all in so 
far as the distance marked out between Freud and Jones testifies 
to an essential dimension of psychoanalytic experience. This is a 
dimension which Freud keeps to throughout his formulations on 
the castration complex and its repercussions for the feminine 
Oedipus complex, but one which Jones comes more and more 
deeply to evade. 

Not that this is immediately apparent: at first glance, Jones 
appears more nuanced, more attentive to the evidence of analytic 
experience concerning the differences in the boy's and girl's 
approach to the Oedipus complex. And yet today, on the whole, 
the controversy has been settled, with Jones placed on the side of 
that reduction of experience which tends to tum analysis into a 
psychology of the ego and of adaptation to reality. Freud's pro
nouncements are still, however, in need of examination, so that 
we can try to grasp what he is getting at, in theses he adhered to 
with unswerving rigour over the years, and whose paradoxical 
character or seeming deadlock sparked off the great debate on the 
phallic phase and feminine sexuality which lasted from 1923 until 
1935. 

From among these contributions, whose continuing value for 
us lies in their having been pitted against Freud's original teach
ing, we will restrict ourselves here to the works of Jones Gones 
1927, 1933, 1935), precisely because of their bulk, the degree of 
theoretical elaboration which they demonstrate and the sharp
ness of the critical positions they take up with regard to Freud; 
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besides, Jones gives a full account of publications whose inten
tion coincided with his own, in particular those of Melanie Klein 
and Karen Horney. 

I 

I will start with a very brief summary of the Freudian argument, 
bringing out above all those theses which were the object of 
Jones's criticisms. 

The 1915 edition of the Three Essays left us with the assertion 
that infantile sexuality culminated in heterosexual object choice, 
without, however, the partial drives having converged or been 
subordinated to the primacy of the genital zone. In his article of 
1923, Freud corrects this view by recognising that infantile 
sexuality 'at the height of its course of development', 1 reaches a 
true 'genital organisation', which none the less differs from the 
adult organisation in that 'for both sexes, only one genital, 
namely the male one, comes into account. What is present, there
fore, is not a primacy of the genitals, but a primacy of the phallus.' 
On the basis of this assertion of a phallic phase (the term appears 
in 1924) common to the two sexes, Freud is able to give his well
known description of how the Oedipus complex in the boy is 
brought to an end by the crucial experience of seeing the female 
genitals; the threats against masturbation made earlier by the 
mother have a deferred effect. From then on, acceptance of the 
possibility of castration puts an end to two possible types of 
satisfaction (active or passive) linked to the Oedipus complex, as 
narcissistic interest in the penis gets the better of libidinal in
vestment in parental objects. Phallic organisation breaks down 
on the threat of castration. But at the same moment the Oedipus 
complex is not only repressed, it is literally destroyed, and object 
cathexes are abandoned and replaced by identification (in par
ticular with the father: the formation of the super-ego). We can 
note, therefore, that in these texts the phallic phase is introduced 
as essential for situating what is at stake in the ending of the 
Oedipus complex, since it is this phase which allows for the 
introduction of the key-function of castration. 

In the case of the girl, the article of 1924 asserts the existence of 
a phallic phase and a castration complex, at the same time as 
mentioning that 'our material - for some incomprehensible 
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reason - becomes far more obscure and full of gaps'. It is in fact in 
the two later articles of 1925 and 1931 that Freud sets out his 
views on the feminine Oedipus complex before his final account 
in the New Introductory Lectures in 1933. He starts with a new 
factor of his experience; a discovery as astounding as the dis
covery of the Cretan civilisation behind the civilisation of Greece 
- that is, the emergence of a long pre-Oedipal history in the girl: 
the Oedipal attachment to the father had been preceded by an 
extensive phase of attachment to the mother, not differing 
essentially from that which characterises the early years of the 
boy. This last point had already been made in the Three Essays, 
that, give or take a few shades of difference, the oral and anal 
phases are identical in the two sexes, but Freud now states that 
the same goes for the phallic phase - the clitoris plays a role 
homologous to that of the penis for the boy. Thus we begin to 
get the outlines of the double task awaiting the girl in the con
stitution of a normal Oedipal attitude: a change of her erotogenic 
zone and a change of her love-object. 

But what are the motives which lead the girl to turn away from 
her mother? Freud tells us that they are numerous, obscure and 
surprising, and their very multiplicity suggests that the essential 
is missed. Yet it is the phallic phase which provides the guiding 
thread, precisely through its terminal point: the sight of the 
penis. Freud stresses the immediacy of its effect on the girl in 
contrast to the boy's long hesitation in admitting the reality of the 
woman's lack of penis. 'She makes her judgement and her 
decision in a flash. She has seen it and knows that she is without it 
and wants to have it' (XIX, 1925, p. 252). Then, latching on to this 
penis envy, comes the central reproach against the mother for not 
having given her one. From then on 'the girl slips - along the line 
of a symbolic equation, one might say-from the penis to a baby. 
Her Oedipus complex culminates in a desire, which is long 
retained, to receive a baby from her father as a gift' (XIV, 1924, 
pp. 178-9). 

Such a rapid presentation inevitably slides over many points 
requiring detailed scrutiny; we will come back to some of them. 
For the moment what should be stressed is that the turning away 
from the mother represents more than 'a simple change of object' 
(xxn, 1933, p. 121), since it is accompanied by a reversal oflove 
into hatred or resentment; hatred for the mother is, therefore, not 
to be understood in terms of Oedipal rivalry, but as the inheri-
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tance of this prehistory which, although it also covers that of the 
boy, retroactively takes on a different meaning after the castra
tion complex. Freud, therefore, points to an essential assym
metry between the boy and the girl: 'It is only in the male child 
that we find the fateful combination of love for the one parent 
and simultaneous hatred for the other' (xx1, 1931, p. 229)- but, 
Freud states, we had long given up the hope of a perfect paral
lelism. If, at the end of the phallic phase 'in boys the Oedipus 
complex is destroyed by the castration complex, in girls it is 
made possible and led up to by the castration complex' (XIX, 

1925, p. 256). This has the further result that for the girl 'the fear 
of castration being thus excluded, a powerful motive also drops 
out for the setting up of a super-ego' (XIX, 1924, p. 178); the 
Oedipus complex 'is all too often not surmounted by the female 
at all' (xx1, 1931, p. 230), whence also the absence of the cultural 
effects of its dissolution. 

II 

Thus, on the question of the ending of the Oedipus complex in 
the girl child, we arrive at a Freudian position which is certainly 
open to question and whose summary nature seems to have 
played its part in unleashing the great debate on the signification 
of the phallic phase in the girl. 

For it was this issue that was later brought to the fore by a 
certain number of women analysts, in works which still hold the 
interest of having confronted the paradox which Freud opened 
up with the question of the phallus. From 1924 to 1932, the 
articles of Karen Horney (first to enter the lists), Melanie Klein, 
Josine Muller, Jeanne Lampl-de Groot and Ruth Mack Bruns
wick followed on each other - to cite only those contributions on 
which Jones (for the first three) and Freud (for the rest) came to 
rely in their quarrel. 2 

Let us start with a brief discussion ofJones's first article. Right 
from the beginning the standard is raised: 'Men analysts have 
been led to adopt an unduly phallo-centric view . . . the 
importance of the female organs being correspondingly under
estimated.' We would already question whether it is legitimate to 
approach the problem of theoretical divergencies between 
analysts, on the basis of the interest or respect possibly 
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motivating them in relation to any one 'organ'. 
Jones starts with a critical reassessment of the psychoanalytic 

concept of castration, which he sees as obfuscating the issues by 
apparently referring to the idea of a 'total extinction of sexuality', 
an idea which it only in fact covers, more or less, in the case of the 
man. Jones proposes to substitute for it the concept of aphanisis, 
defined as 'the total and permanent extinction of the capacity for 
sexual enjoyment'. This already allows him to go back on the 
asymmetry indicated by Freud. Thus, if we admit in effect that 
all privation gives rise to the threat of aphanisis, and that 
privation is therefore 'equivalent to castration' ['frustration' in 
Jones's text], then we will see that 'both sexes ultimately dread 
exactly the same thing'. What this means for the girl is the non
gratification of her feminine desires, except that 'for obvious 
physiological reasons, the female is much more dependent on her 
partner for her gratification than is the male on his'. Fear of 
aphanisis expresses itself in her case largely in terms of a fear of 
separation. Thus, passing through an oral and anal phase dis
tinguished by the early feminine direction of her libidinal life, the 
little girl will temporarily experience an auto-erotic penis envy, 
in which Jones recognises a brief parallelism with masculine 
development, but it is 'the comparative unsatisfactoriness of this 
solution which automatically guides the child to seek for a better 
external penis' (note that this is how Jones claims to sum up 
Freud's thesis). For Jones, however, this penis envy is of course 
allo-erotic, that is, it belongs to a successful feminine position, a 
position which can be blocked by the anxiety potentially linked 
to feminine desires, which then leads to a regression to the 
preceding phallic phase. It is this last possibility which covers the 
essential of Freud's phallic phase, which Jones therefore desig
nates as a 'secondary, defensive construction rather than a true 
developmental stage'. 

Breaking here with chronological order, I will now examine 
some of the ways in which Jones goes on to specify his 
conception of the feminine Oedipus complex, basing myself on 
the text of1935. 

Jones accords especial weight to the study of that 'feminine 
prehistory' which Freud spoke of, since the theoretical diver
gencies concerning the later stages follow from the conceptual 
differences relating to this phase. According to the London 
school, the little girl does not have the virile attitude which Freud. 
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ascribes to her: from the outset she is feminine, 'receptive and 
acquisitive'; her preoccupations centre on the inside of her body 
(and that of her mother); what she wishes for, is to incorporate 
the objects contained in the mother (milk, the penis conceived of 
as a more satisfying nipple, and finally the penis of her father, 
which the mother has incorporated according to the fellatio 
theory of coitus). But for two reasons the sadism directed to
wards the mother's body is more anxiety ridden for her than for 
the boy. On the one hand, her anxiety relates essentially to the 
inside of her body and there is no external point of reference for 
narcissistic reassurance other than the clitoris; on the other hand, 
the girl's sexual rivalry is directed towards the very person on 
whom she depends for all her needs; the girl's sadism cannot 
therefore be externalised and is turned inwards far more on her 
than on the boy - whence her drawn-out dependency on the 
mother and the 'especially inexorable repression' which Freud 
says later characterises this relationship. There is, therefore, an 
early vaginal position, but one which often cannot be expressed, 
notably on account of the fact that the vagina is not inhabited 
at that stage by any physiological function and is 'relatively 
inaccessible', meaning that it cannot be used by the little girl as a 
reality or libidinal reassurance. 

For Jones, the phallic phase described by Freud is indeed partly 
linked to 'the simple auto-erotic envy' of a penis, but the wish to 
have a penis in the place of a clitoris in fact derives from essen
tially defensive secondary motives, linked to the anxiety pro
duced by the urethral sadism which dominates this period. The 
best way of reassuring oneself against this sadism would be to 
carry it into effect and so experience that it is not mortal, which is 
what the boy does, reassuring himself when he sees that his penis 
remains intact. For, while it may be a weapon for attacking the 
mother, the penis also, and above all, serves restitutive ends and, 
in the last analysis, what the girl essentially envies is this effective 
form of defence which it places at the disposal of the boy. Jones 
makes a distinction between this auto-erotic wish on the part of 
the girl to possess a penis of her own and 'a primary natural wish 
for a penis' which should be seen not as a masculine striving but 
as 'the normal feminine desire to incorporate a man's penis inside 
her body - first of all by an oral route, later by a vaginal one'. 

The dissolution of the phallic phase is, therefore, nothing other 
than the surfacing of a previously repressed femininity, and from 
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here Jones can go on to propose a different connection between 
penis envy and hostility towards the mother. For Freud, the 
disappointed little girl 'wisely resigns herself to seeking other 
sources of pleasure that will console her' (here Jones scarcely 
conceals his irony). But if the phallic phase is merely a 'phallic 
position', an 'emotional attitude rather than a stage in libidinal 
development', then the reasons for its dissolution do' not differ as 
such from those leading to a gradual disappearance of an infantile 
phobia in proportion to an increasing 'adaptation to reality'. In 
the case of the girl's phallic phase, the defensive fantasy of the 
penis is relinquished because it is recognised as a fantasy and 
hence as incapable of providing the reassurance of external 
reality. The ego has strengthened, anxiety has diminished, and 
the little girl is now capable of recognising in her mother a real 
person to whom she is tied by affection. Finally, the stage of part
object love has been outgrown and the little girl is now interested 
in her father 'as a whole' [English in the original]. Resentment 
against the mother thus corresponds to the Oedipal rivalry which 
has long been present, but which can at last express itself. 

Thus for Jones, femininity does not arise as it does for Freud 
from an 'external experience' (the sight of the penis), any more 
than the phallic phase is 'a natural reaction to an unfortunate 
anatomical fact'; it 'develops progressively from the promptings 
of an instinctual constitution'; woman is not this 'homme manque, 
a permanently disappointed creature, struggling to console 
herself with secondary substitutes alien to her true nature'. Is 
woman 'born or made' Jones finally exclaims, echoing the con
clusion of his 1933 article: 'In the beginning ... male and female 
created He them.' 

We will start by questioning this innate and natural character 
which Jones confers on both femininity and masculinity when he 
postulates their direct insertion into biological sexual bipolarity, 
for this is ultimately what governs the whole of his disagreement 
with Freud. One might wonder how this could be anything 
other than a prejudice of a naturalist order, which nothing in our 
practice can truly sustain. For it is obvious that analytic experi
ence has no point of contact, and makes no direct link with a 
bipolarity of the sexes such as would be given in nature. We need 
only to reflect that, for as long as it has existed, psychoanalysis 
has made no contribution to the development of biological 
knowledge on sexuality, any more than it has drawn from it the 
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least sustenance. For example, any difficulties experienced by the 
individual in assuming his or her own sex, bear no direct relation 
to the biological facts of what is called intersexuality. All the 
evidence goes to show that analysis approaches the question 
from a completely different, and strictly subjective, angle, what 
we could call the angle of a subjective declaration of sex. On this 
point, therefore, Jones's position is outside what specifies the 
analytic field, and the most one could do would be to refer it back 
to biology for corroboration. But if his point of view strikes us as 
more naturalistic than biologistic, it is in so far as biology itself 
seems to have progressed only by moving away from such a 
crude assertion of sexual bipolarity, by dividing it up, for 
example, into heterogeneous levels (chromosomes, hormonal 
layers, primary and secondary sexual characteristics), leaving 
room for some discontinuities and for some questioning of what 
might be involved in any strict demarcation of male and female. 

Again, what arguments from within analytic experience is he 
able to adduce in support of his thesis? None other, finally, than 
the identification of drives with a passive aim, and that is pre
cisely where we can pinpoint his divergence from Freud. 

For we know how Freud insisted on the hiatus he saw as 
separating the contrast masculine-feminine from the contrast 
activity-passivity; I am referring to three texts by Freud (Freud, 
VII, 1905, XIV, 1915, xxr, 1931) which are, incidentally, well 
known, and which clearly state that the polarity activity-passi
vity is the only one with any meaning at the level of the theory of 
the drives; the coalescence of this polarity with the polarity 
masculine-feminine 'meets us as a biological fact; but it is by no 
means so invariably complete and exclusive as we are inclined to 
assume' (xrv, 1915, p. 134). In actual fact the question of this 
coalescence is left entirely open by Freud and in any case, the 
opposition masculine-feminine can only come into considera
tion at the end of the Oedipus complex, which is enough to 
situate it in an entirely different register from the biological. 
Finally, and above all, Freud ends up by stating that there is 
nothing corresponding to the terms masculine and feminine 
which can be directly grasped as such in our experience. 

Alongside this, Freud maintains that there exists 'a single 
libido, which, it is true, has both active and passive aims (that is, 
modes of satisfaction)' (xxr, 1931, p. 240) - 'libido is invariably 
and necessarily of a masculine nature, whether it occurs in men or 
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in women and irrespectively of whether its object is a man or a 
woman' (vn, 1905, p. 219). What we are given to understand by 
this is that the dialectic of the partial drives is governed by the 
phallic instance for both sexes, precisely because this dialectic is 
of a different order from that of biological sexual difference. The 
Freudian approach consists of trying to see how these two 
heterogeneous registers intersect, that is to say, how biological 
difference comes to interact with the play of the drives. It is a 
question of knowing not 'what a woman is' but 'how a woman 
develops out of a child with a bisexual disposition' - and here, 
Freud adds, 'the constitution will not adapt itself to its function 
without a struggle'. From this point, everything that can be 
grasped in analytic experience will be articulated in terms of 'the 
psychical consequences of the anatomical distinction between the 
sexes', a title which in itself indicates the distance separating the 
real of sexual difference from its subsequent reverberations as 
impasses in the subjectivisation of sex. 

It is worth bringing out these themes more clearly in relation 
to what Freud has to say about the evolution of the girl. First of 
all, when he tackles the question of what finally leads the little girl 
to relinquish the maternal object and turn towards the father, we 
see him so keen to avoid any recourse to a pre-given libidinal 
femininity that he centres the whole of his interrogation on the 
contrast activity-passivity in relation to the drives (a contrast so 
far from being biological in nature that it is supported entirely by 
grammatical oppositions). This same contrast is explicitly 
referred to the death drive, in the form of the little girl's tendency 
to repeat actively on her dolls what she has undergone passively 
in relation to her mother (a perfect example of the extent to 
which Jones misinterprets this text when he reproaches Freud for 
failing to recognise in this that the little girl derives a libidinal 
satisfaction of a feminine type from this game). At this stage 
there is no question of femininity precisely in so far as the 
dialectic of the drives stops, on the level of the infantile genital 
organisation, at an opposition which can only be 'having a male 
genital and being castrated' (xrx, 1923, p. 145). Jones can claim to 
be refining on Freud's argument by suggesting that in the case of 
the girl, the opposition should be posed as possessing the clitoris 
or not, but he merely demonstrates his failure to distinguish 
between organ and symbol. It is, however, this symbolic 
reference which Freud so heavily underlines when he describes 
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the Oedipus complex as 'a phenomenon which is determined and 
laid down by heredity and which is bound to pass away accord
ing to programme when the next pre-ordained phase of develop
ment sets in' (xrx, 1924, p. 174). What could this programme be, 
other than that peculiar and yet predetermined ordering of the 
signifying chain which pre-exists the subject, and in which the 
phallic symbol finds its place and its function? The symbolic 
equivalence penis = baby operates at this level, and it is amusing 
to see Jones flattering himself that his mode of theorisation has 
given to this equivalence a 'more natural' foundation. 

Finally, if Freud characterises the pre-Oedipal attitude of the 
girl as virile, it is, therefore, on the one hand in order to acknow
ledge the predominance in her of drives with an active aim (the 
Oedipal period will substitute a 'wave of passivity' for these 
drives without giving the slightest access to what might be the 
essence of the feminine); and on the other hand, in order to point 
out that the girl is subject on the same count as the boy to the 
phallic dialectic, which is alone capable ofintroducing the subject 
to the ideals of his or her sex. 

Jones is, therefore, operating a kind of short circuit when he 
places masculinity and femininity in an unmediated relationship 
to anatomical difference, a relationship of which they have no 
knowledge. They take on their meaning only in a completely 
other register, that is, the symbolic register in so far as it is within 
this register that the ego ideal is determined. And it is precisely 
this privileged moment of access to the symbolic register that 
Freud is pointing to in the castration complex. Which is exactly 
why, by taking the question as settled from the start, Jones can 
only miss and profoundly mis-recognise the dimension of 
castration. We can take as proof of this the sliding in his 
terminology from anxiety to fear of castration, or better still, his 
promotion of the strange concept of aphanisis. 

The context and way in which Jones uses this concept effec
tively rule out its having any other meaning than that of a dis
appearance of desire, fear of which would be at the centre of what 
Freud identifies as castration anxiety. But could such a fear really 
constitute that pivotal point, that radical term of our experience 
which Jones intends by it? How can we conceive of a disappear
ance of desire - a desire which Freud tells us is indestructible -
other than as a repression? And if this is the case, then can we 
attribute to the subject a fear or repression at the very moment 



110 Feminine Sexuality 

when it is operating? Furthermore, anxiety has nothing to do with 
disappearance of desire: it is only too obvious that it refers to the 
object concealed behind it, in so far as the means oflocating what 
it is that the Other desires, to use the precise terms, can be found 
wanting. Doubtless aphanisis of desire corresponds to a recog
nisable stage in the clinical treatment of neurosis: but this should 
not stop us from seeing that the neurotic, far from fearing it, 
seeks refuge in it, and pretends to give up his or her desire in 
order to safeguard that which is more precious than desire itself
its symbol, the phallus. Which means that by entering into the 
discourse on aphanisis, the analyst becomes equally complicit in 
the attempt to avoid what is unbearable in the castration 
complex. Hence it is that the concept of aphanisis, put forward in 
1927 in order to get beyond the partiality of the Freudian concept 
and to guarantee at all costs the symmetry of the complex in both 
sexes, then disappears from the later writings, while the concept 
of castration is progressively watered down into an opaque 
reference to primitive non-gratification, and analytic theory 
works more and more to close off the fissures in which the 
implications of this concept should properly be located. 

What follows is nothing other than the consequences of this 
major elision, consequences whose scope I will bring out merely 
so as to convey what the Freudian way of posing the problem 
enables us to avoid. First, an overriding reference to the organ 
and the biological, and to a satisfaction indistinguishable from 
that of a need (whereas when Freud gave exemplary status to the 
enigma of sexual satisfaction, he simultaneously introduced the 
dimensions of repetition and the lost object); secondly, a tele
scoping of the distinct registers of privation, frustration and 
castration in favour of an imaginary dialectic centred on the 
couple frustration-gratification; and finally, a foregrounding of 
the criterion of adaptation to reality in which the very issue in 
dispute is taken for granted- namely, the moment of castration, 
as the moment which should be located as the very instigation of 
the subject in the confrontation with the real of sexual difference. 
Thus we see Jones conjuring up the figure of the 'real mother', 
with nothing to distinguish her from the mirror games which 
preceded h.er arrival. From the 'real' object, we slide again onto 
the 'whole' object, without any theorisation of this outgrowing 
of the part-object, which, if we go by the Freudian estimation, is, 
to say the least, open to question. 
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In this context, the phallic phase could in no sense be given the 
central function which Freud assigns to it in the structuring of the 
subject. In the case of the girl, it is literally for Jones a contra
diction in terms which can no longer be anything other than a 
defensive formation, inevitable in the sense that infantile neurosis 
might be inevitable. And in 1935 it is presented by Jones as 
having a phobic structure (when he had assimilated it to a per
version in 1932, as we will see, and had reproached Freud as early 
as 1927 for conceiving of the masculine phallic phase in terms of a 
phobia). 

III 

Challenged by Freud (Freud, XX!, 1931), Jones replies in 1932 
with his major article on the phallic phase. He opens it by pro
posing to divide the phallic phase into a proto-phallic phase and a 
deutero-phallic phase. It is in fact easy to see why this latter phase 
in the girl could only be conceived of by Jones as being in the 
order of a second stage, given that he sees it as so contrary to the 
connaturality linking her to her biological sex. But the logic of 
his position leads him to throw the phallic phase of the boy 
equally into question and to identify in it a 'defensive' function, 
thereby restoring the parallelism between the two sexes which is 
so dear to him. His procedure is, therefore, clear: first, he pro
poses the distinction in order to clarify the issues and to limit his 
disagreement with Freud to the deutero-phallic phase, but in the 
end it transpires that the term proto-phallic 'is unnecessary and 
can even be misleading'. 

Here, very briefly then, is the conception Jones proposes for 
the masculine Oedipus complex. In accordance with Kleinian 
theorisation, the stress is laid on the importance of the oral drives 
and the sadism unleashed by their frustration. The latter leads the 
child to attribute to its mother a penis like its own, which 'is 
mainly a more satisfying and nourishing nipple', but because of 
ambivalence, it is transformed by projection into a threatening 
organ which has to be destroyed by oral incorporation. The 
ambivalence is intensified when, during the second year, the 
father's penis becomes involved in this associative series, and this 
regardless of the existence even of a real father (the concept of the 
'combined parent'). Sadism makes an early link between the oral 
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and phallic registers, the boy's own penis coming into his fanta
sies as a weapon aimed at forging a path to the sources of oral 
satisfaction concealed in the maternal body. But such an attitude 
of appropriation on oral and then anal lines places the boy in a 
feminine position by bringing him up against the paternal penis 
'dwelling' in the mother's organ, at the same time as the vagina is 
transformed by projection into a destructive cavity. Castration 
anxiety is, therefore, firmly linked to the Oedipus complex, but 
it is conceived of as resulting from the retaliation of the oral drive 
whose object is the paternal penis. It then follows that what is at 
stake cannot be the castration of the mother (which Jones sees as a 
rationalisation), but the castration of the boy or of his father. 

What repercussions does this account ascribe to the sight of the 
female genital organ? This experience, Jones tells us, gives an 
actuality to fear of castration 'by arousing the possibility that a 
dangerous repressed wish may be gratified in reality'. Jones, 
therefore, reduces this moment to the point of making it homo
logous to a reality test. In Freudian theory, however, the place of 
reality-testing is carefully specified, that is, it is strictly immanent 
to the dialectic of the pleasure and reality principles, which is to 
say, that it operates within a purely egoic economy. In other 
words, it is fundamentally inadequate for any understanding of 
the object dealt with in analysis, in so far as this object is charac
terised as an object of desire and testifies to a different reality -
that of the drive which, erupting outside the field of narcissism, 
has to be situated as a transgression in relation to the pleasure 
principle. This is what makes for its profound affinity with the 
symbolic register. The drive marks the subject's attempt to 
realise itself in the field of the Other and to find in that field the 
object which is eternally lacking. Satisfaction of the drive is 
consequently open to question, so much so that one could argue 
that the entire Freudian theory of the drives is designed to point 
to our state of uncertainty on the function of satisfaction. 
Remember that, as regards satisfaction of the drives, the object 
can strictly be termed indifferent, and that in the case of sub
limation, satisfaction is obtained even though the drive is 
inhibited in relation to its aim. Which shows that the satisfaction 
involved could not be that of a need, nor even that of a demand 
such as can move in falsely to fill up the lack of desire, and that 
when Freud elevated sexual satisfaction to such an exemplary 
position, he was simultaneously underlining its limits and 



The Subjective Import of the Castration Complex 113 

impasses: 'we must reckon with the possibility that something in 
the nature of the sexual instinct itself is unfavourable to the 
realisation of complete satisfaction'(x1, 1912, pp. 188-9). 

To say that the penis represents in the imaginary 'a more 
satisfying nipple', can, therefore, in no way help us to grasp the 
subjective import of the perception of the female genital organ. 
Rather it tends to elide what Freud so emphatically stressed as a 
confrontation with a lack, whose essential link with the function 
of representation as such he immediately underlined, and which, 
as something which can be designated in the real, necessarily 
refers to the dimension of the symbolic (since there is nothing 
missing in the real). It is in this symbolic register that the subject 
must be constituted before anything belonging to the order of 
desire can take on a structure for him. 'Sooner or later the child, 
who is so proud of his possession of a penis, has a view of the 
genital region of the little girl, and cannot help being convinced 
of the absence of a penis in a creature who is so like himself. With 
this, the loss of his own penis becomes imaginable' (xix, 1924, 
pp. 175-6) - the context showing that it is around the retroactive 
effect of this experience that other losses of 'highly valued parts 
of the body' (breasts, faeces) will later be organised. 

By stressing the import of this 'test of the desire of the Other' 
(MP, p. 83), Freud makes it clear that what is at issue for him 
throughout this moment of castration is the mode of representa
tion of a lack from which the subject finds himself suspended in 
his relation to desire: whence the traumatic, unbearable character 
of this perception and of the profound fissure in which it 
establishes the subject. 

Jones thinks he can give a better account than Freud's of the 
link between castration anxiety and 'dread of the vulva'. For him 
this link clearly presupposes the infantile sadistic theory of coitus 
and an early knowledge of the vagina: 'If there were no 
dangerous cavity to penetrate into there would be no fear of 
castration.' Obviously: since the natural function of the penis is 
penetration, we are bound to come across, early on, an 'impulse to 
penetrate' [English in the original], and consequently, alongside 
it, the intuition of'a penetrable cavity'. 'The proposition that the 
boy has no intuition of the sex difference is on logical grounds 
alone hard to hold.' To which all we can say is that such is Jones's 
fascination with the complementarity of the sexes that he makes a 
forced entry of their difference into a logic which, to say the least, 
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does not accommodate it with quite the same ease. 
It follows from this that for Jones the phallic phase of the boy is 

of course 'a neurotic compromise rather than a natural evolution 
in sexual development', this being already established in his eyes 
by the ignorance of the vagina and the wiping out of any impulse 
towards penetration during this phase. The phallic phase con
sists of a narcissistic reassurance serving to master 'deep anxieties 
from various sources'. 

Certainly it is the case that such observations correspond to 
facts which can be discerned during the course of an analytic 
treatment, and there is no question of denying the accuracy of the 
clinical observations offered by Jones and the authors to whom 
he appeals; they are of indisputable value when related to certain 
definite structures or moments in the course of analytic treat
ment. But the same cannot be said of their theoretical interpreta
tion. For example, Jones sets himself the enigma of why 'so 
many men feel unable to put something into a woman unless 
they have first got something out of her' or again 'why should 
imperfect access to the nipple give a boy the sense of imperfect 
possession of his own penis'. Without going into the details of 
what such a case might imply, I will say that it immediately 
touches on a basic feature, which must be brought out as the 
correct starting point for its elaboration - namely, that the sexual 
function is only assured precisely by the passage through the 
castration complex, castration indeed being first located in the 
mother, whose lack as desiring is what throws the child onto the 
law of the father. Instead of which, Jones interprets the clinical 
facts in terms of ambivalent oral drives centred on the penis of the 
father, and naturally for Jones it could only be a question of the 
paternal penis, since the mother has not got a 'real' penis. The 
basis for the lack to which castration introduces the subject is 
then referred back to the intervention of an even more archaic 
oral aggressivity. At the same time, the lack of symbolic 
reference makes it necessary to play on the dialectic real father
imaginary father, not that locating this in the earlier phases can in 
any way help to account for the place of the paternal function in 
the Oedipal structure. 

It is along these lines that the phallic phase finally appears to 
Jones as a phallic perversion: 'The previous heterosexual allo
eroticism of the early phase is in the deutero-phallic one ... 
largely transmuted into a substitutive homosexual auto-erotic-
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ism.' This in itself calls for a lengthy discussion. Let us note 
simply, that, if the perverse structure effectively stands in a 
determinate relation to the phallic phase, thenJones's formula is 
already problematic in that it is given as valid for both sexes. For 
Freud is careful to leave on one side the question of feminine 
perversion, with all its vast difficulty, by ascribing the very 
nucleus of perversion, that is, fetishism, to an accident of the 
masculine phallic phase. Furthermore, he bases this, not on any 
identificatory mechanism, but on the subjective effect of the 
sight of the female genital organ, in which he recognises that 
structural element which later leads him to the introduction of 
the Ichspaltung [the splitting of the ego]. 

Finally, one last difficulty in Jones's text on the masculine 
Oedipus complex. We are told that at all events the phallic phase 
could only constitute a temporary impasse leading off from the 
normal path of development. The young boy 'has later to retrace 
his steps in order to evolve, he has to claim again what he had 
renounced - his masculine impulses to reach the vagina'. One 
could find no better way of expressing just how far the castration 
complex has here lost its true meaning, which is to constitute the 
object as lost. But the whole point is that, for Jones, the object is 
in no sense lost: it is present and ready to saturate the needs of the 
subject, provided the latter manages to adapt to reality and to 
enter into what psychoanalytic theory has since celebrated under 
the name of genital love. Within such a conception of the all
satisfying relations of an organism to its Um welt, one is bound to 
recognise that there is no place for the true dimension of castra
tion, any more than for the Oedipus complex itself, as designa
ting the enigma of an unattainable jouissance. 

We should, therefore, be wary when we see Jones rejoice at 
being 'plus royaliste que le roi', and for reaching unitary 
formulas which seem to him to give a symmetrical account of the 
feminine and masculine positions regarding both the phallic 
phase and the Oedipus complex. For one has to allow that Jones 
has triumphed: he lets it be known that he has substituted for 
simplistic theories which try to bend experience to their a priori 
assumptions, a theory which is certainly more complicated, but 
one which can at least account for the insertion of the subject into 
his, or her, sexual nature. 

Yet it is the uncertainty of this insertion that Freud is pointing 
to in the castration complex. As such it represents a theoretical 
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impasse, because any theory tends as ifby its very nature to cover 
over this radical fissure, and a subjective impasse, because the 
subject is called on to face in it the lack through which he is 
constituted. This is the uncomfortable point Freud has left us at 
by designating the castration complex as the bedrock of his 
experience. That Jones was able for a time to veil over the 
question would seem to be indicated by the surprising extinction 
of the debate after his last communication of 1935, not that we 
cannot sense in that article the trace of his own stupefaction, as 
well as the ambiguous function of the amnesia which it 
produced. 

IV 

The gap between Jones and Freud is, therefore, a perfect 
demonstration of the extent to which there is one dimension of 
experience which constantly runs the risk of falling from the 
primacy Freud assigns to it. For, it was a necessity intrinsic to the 
symbolic order, one which we have learnt from Lacan to read as 
the effect of the subject's dependency on the signifier, that led 
Freud to designate the very instigation of the subject by the name 
of castration. This is what dictates that we should try to grasp 
that articulation again now, since it alone can account for 
Freudian 'phallocentrism' and for the paradox of the castration 
complex, as a process of cancellation involving the very organ 
which thereby receives its proper place in the subjective 
economy. 

Let us, therefore, start with lack, inscribed at the roots of the 
structure in so far as the subject is constituted in a dependency on 
the speech of the Other. From this point on, the particularity of 
his need can only be abolished in demand, a demand which can 
never be satisfied, since it is always the demand for something 
else. This is also why the particularity of need has to resurface in 
the desire which develops on the edge of demand. Now, the very 
meaning of the Oedipus complex is to introduce the subject to 
the dimension of desire by putting an end to an economy centred 
on demand, and it is this that confers its privileged value on the 
sight of the female genitals, which was given by Freud the status 
of a crucial experience: in this moment the lack in the Other 
serves the function of turning away the subject which is essential 
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to the constitution of the Oedipal triangulation. But all he has to 
go on is that which supports the desire of the Other, that is, the 
phallic symbol whose role in the subjective economy is precisely 
to supplement the signifiance of the Other at the very point where 
it is found wanting. The price of the subject's access to the world 
of desire is that the real organ must be marked at the imaginary 
level with this bar, so that its symbol can take up its place as the 
signifier of this very point where the signifier is lacking. And 
when Freud gives the boy's narcissistic attachment to his penis as 
his motive for renouncing the mother, he is indicating how the 
imaginary function lends itself to such symbolisation. On the 
level of the narcissistic economy, investment in the penis cannot 
pass over into the specular image where it is replaced by an empty 
space, meaning that the penis has already been cancelled out at 
the imaginary level. 

To be more specific, the lack inscribed in the signifying chain 
through which the Other, as the only possible site of truth, 
reveals that it holds no guarantee, is in terms of the dialectic of 
desire a lacking in jouissance of the Other. That there must 
somewhere be jouisssance of the Other is the only possible check 
on the endless circulating of significations - but this can only be 
ensured by a signifier, and this signifier is necessarily lacking. It is 
as his payment to this place that the subject is called upon to make 
the dedication ofhis castration - the negative mark bearing on the 
organ at the imaginary level (the lack of phallic image in the 
image desired) is positivised as phallic symbol, the signifier of 
desire. Hence the fact that, in so far as jouissance is auto-erotic, 
there is a limit or bar imposed on it. This is what is meant by 
saying that the Oedipus complex constitutes jouissance as 
forbidden by relying on paternal law, a dimension which has 
been increasingly evaded since Freud and one whose difficulty 
Jones merely displaces by referring the Oedipal triangulation 
back to the oral phase. 

We can now see more clearly die basis for the privileging of the 
phallus, but also the disparity which anatomical difference 
introduces into the symbolic process and the reason for the 
difficulty which the theory has in producing an account of this 
process in the woman. It is certainly a major difficulty since it led 
Freud to uphold a position on the feminine Oedipus complex and 
its likely non-resolution (as opposed to the 'dissolution' of the 
masculine Oedipus complex), which could fairly be described as 
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paradoxical - hence the heated note in 'feminist' arguments 
whose traces can be detected in this discussion. 

But was the rush to rehabilitate the woman the best counter to 
Freud's argument, or does it not rather bear the marks of a retreat 
in the face of the very problem it seeks to address? 

The first point to make is that by stating the universality of the 
process of castration as the unique path of access to desire and to 
sexual normativisation, Freud was doing no more than up
holding the prevalence of the symbolic order in relation to any 
access to subjectivity. Of course, feminine destiny then became 
problematic, as Freud's failure to account for the girl's relation to 
the law at the end of the Oedipus complex clearly demonstrates. 
This difficulty is not, however, insoluble, if we push the cate
gories Freud himself disengaged beyond the use he was able to 
make of them, and draw a distinction, as regards castration, 
between the symbolic principle (sacrifice or gift), the real organ 
(penis or clitoris) which it is the function of the phallus to 
symbolise, and the imaginary effects resulting from it which 
Freud showed as branching off into the two channels of the 
castration complex and penis envy. This is not the place to set 
against Jones another theory of what characterises the feminine 
position in this respect, and I will not go over here the structural 
features which Lacan has taught us to recognise in this position 
by means of these categories, except to note that they dispel any 
lingering shadows of an alleged inferiority of the 'being without 
a penis'. 

But that still doesn't take the investigation Freud was pursuing 
as far as it can go. For if it is the case today that we can elaborate a 
conception of the feminine Oedipus complex which is coherent 
enough to follow Freud's teaching while also removing the diffi
culties that someone like Jones came up against, this does not 
mean, and this has to be said, that the feminine enigma has any 
the more ceased to engage us. To see this we need only consider 
all that remains unresolved on the question of feminine orgasm 
and frigidity. Thus we have yet to clarify the true meaning of 
what Freud sensed as a carrying over onto the woman of the diffi
culty inherent in sexuality, in so far as its subjective acquisition is 
problematic. Moreover, whatever can be stated about the con
stitution of the feminine position in the Oedipus complex or in 
the sexual 'relation' concerns only a second stage, one in which 
the rules governing a certain type of exchange based on a com-
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mon value have already been established. It is at a more radical 
stage, constitutive of these very rules themselves, that Freud 
points to one last question by indicating that it is the woman 
who comes to act as their support. This is the question which 
challenges the subject from the place of the Other, in that the 
difference between the sexes introduces a non-representable 
instance which is found to coincide with the point of failing that 
the subject encounters in the signifying chain. 

This formulation becomes clearer if we go back to the drive. 
Besides, it should be stressed that the above resume of the 
structure in which desire occurs does not give a direct account of 
its essential link with sexuality, since it takes this as already given 
by designating the phallus as the signifier of desire. 

The drives represent the cause of sexuality in the psychic; they 
do so only partially and yet they constitute the only link of 
sexuality to our experience. 

Remember that it is in the context of the theory of the drives 
that, very early on in his work, Freud designates the object as 
radically lost. In a way scarcely compatible with Jones's en
throning of the 'whole' parent, Freud teaches us that it is at that 
moment of the oral drive when the child gains access to a com
plete representation ofits mother as such, that the breast, as part
object, is constituted as lost - an irreducible feature of the object 
which, in the child's attempts at recovery, already points to the 
dimension of repetition which Freud later introduces with the 
death drive, in its essential connection to language. 

This function of the part can, however, only be understood as 
resulting from the intersection of two distinct registers. First, 
from the point of view of the biological function supporting it, 
the drive only represents that function partly, or even partially, a 
fact of experience already demonstrated by the very topography 
of the erotogenic zones in limiting themselves to an edge. 

But the basis for this lies in something belonging to the sexual 
function itself, whose presence in the living being, subordinated 
to it for his reproduction, stamps this being as mortal. If the drive 
represents the cause of sexuality, it can only do so by taking back 
onto itself this lack inscribed in the very fact of sexed 
reproduction. Secondly, from the point of view of the signifying 
chain, the subject, by being constituted in dependency on that 
chain, undergoes a loss. One part of himself is thrown up as the 
residue of his entry into the field of the Other - part-objects, or 
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detachable parts of the body, whose structure is based on a 
feature of anatomical division due to its homology with signi
fying divisions. It is at the junction of these two registers that the 
subject, because he is subject to speech, pays the tribute of his 
pound of flesh to the Other. But the essential point to remember 
here is the link of the sexual drive to death, if we are to see that it is 
well and truly his own death that the subject comes to lay at the 
place where he encounters the lack of the Other. 

This is the point of insertion of sexuality into the structure: the 
loss to which sexuality already testifies as a biological function 
comes to coincide with the lack inscribed in the signifying chain. 
What is, on the side of desire, the impossibility of adequately 
representing sexuality, is, on the side of the Other, lack of a 
signifier. There is only one libido, meaning that there is no 
psychic representative of the opposition masculine-feminine. 
The essence of castration and the link of sexuality to the un
conscious both reside in this factor - that sexual difference is 
refused to knowledge [savoir], since it indicates the point where 
the subject of the unconscious subsists by being the subject of 
non-knowledge. It is from here that what cannot be spoken of 
sexual difference gets transposed into the question with which 
the Other, from the place of its lack, interrogates the subject on 
jouissance. What we still need to understand is in what sense it is 
the woman who comes to embody this question, at that point of 
obscurity where Freud set himself the query: 'What does a 
woman want?' 

Let us, therefore, go back to the castration complex, inasmuch 
as its effect is to ensure the signifiance of the Other at the point 
where it is wanting. That the Other should thereby act as 
guarantee is the founding condition for any possibility of 
exchange, and what must be given up to this is the jouissance of 
the subject. The castration complex thus designates the passing 
of jouissance into the function of a value, and its profound 
adulteration in that process. Now, what happens is that this 
share, which is necessary to the setting up of a common value, is 
apportioned from male jouissance, precisely in so far as the 
function of detumescence lends itself to the symbolisation of a 
conceivable disappearance or wiping out of this residue of the 
subject (the part-object). The fact that this third term can seem to 
disappear for an instant is effectively the only thing which 
sustains the vanishing moment of satisfaction. But by becoming 
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the place to which it is transferred, it is the woman who finds 
herself representing this phallic value. Thus, at the moment 
when sexual exchange, governed by the law of supply and 
demand, is initiated, the woman comes to figure as the object of 
jouissance. But what about her ownjouissance? We can see now the 
reason why the Freudian inquiry stalled on this question, its 
relevance for challenging the very basis of the subject's relation to 
the Other, and also the blind alley the question necessarily leads 
to if one fails to see that the woman only becomes the support of 
this relation in a second stage, and at that level of fiction which is 
commonly labelled sexual commerce. In this the woman will 
play her part, but it is of course elsewhere that she upholds the 
question of her ownjouissance. 

This is the path traced out for us if we want to take into account 
the advance made by Freud. Certainly, the 'feminine mystery' 
can fairly be designated the alienation point of Freudian theory, 
provided one adds that it was Freud himself who identified it as 
such, and that, by taking it as far as his experience demanded, he 
has made it possible for us to glimpse its truth. By failing, on the 
other hand, to recognise it as alienation, Jones was driven to a 
naturalism which could only refer to the real of biological 
difference without being able to account for its effective reper
cussions for the subject other than by recourse to the imaginary 
register. This was not accidental since it is indeed through the 
mediation of demand that the sexual function enters into the 
circuit of desire. But the predominance of demand is precisely 
what characterises the neurotic in his dependency on the demand 
of the Other, as he flees from the point where his desire places his 
being in question. 

This place of desire is exactly what requires that we uphold the 
different instances through which the biological sexual function 
is articulated in relation to the dimension of the signifier, and in 
which, simultaneously, the subject of the unconscious is 
founded. Basing myself on the teaching of Lacan, I have 
attempted to distinguish the separate registers in which this 
dialectic is played out and to situate their intersection in the 
concept of castration. It is, furthermore, the only way of 
accounting both for the place which analytic theory reserves to 
sexuality and the exclusive way it is dealt with in our praxis, that 
is, as entirely caught up in the retroactive function of symbolic 
determination, from which all subjective effects are governed. 
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Notes 

1. I have followed the translation of Freud as given in the French text even 
where this varies slightly from the equivalent passage of The Standard 
Edition or in the articles by Ernest Jones (tr.). 

2. Apart from the references given by Jones in the articles quoted, for biblio
graphical information, see Janine Chasseguet-Smirgel (1964 (1981)) - the 
introduction to this book gives a summary of the whole series of works. [See 
also complete bibliography at the end of translated texts (tr.)]. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

Feminine Sexuality in Psychoanalytic 
Doctrine 

'Feminine Sexuality in Psychoanalytic Doctrine' was published in 197 5 
in Scilicet, no. 5. It was later revised as the first chapter of Moustafa 
Safouan 's La sexualite feminine clans la doctrine freudienne which 
appeared in Lacan's collection, le champ freudien at Editions du Seuil 
in 1976 (Safouan, 1976). Sefouan was a member of the ecole 
freudienne who had been with Lacan since 1953. In 1980, when Lacan 
dissolved the school in response to what he saw as a compromise and 
dispersal of his work, Safouan made a direct commitment to what then 
became Lacan's Cause freudienne. In a further division in 1981, he left 
to join the Centre d'etudes et de recherches freudiennes. 

This article formed part of a project to reconsider the main aspects of 
Freud's account of femininity in terms of the work of Lacan. It addresses 
not only Freud's theses, but also those of his opponents, and brings into 
its argument material from American research on female sexuality 
(Masters and Johnson) which has been equally important in recent 
feminist criticisms of Freud. 

The article concentrates on the issue of phallicism in relation to the 
specific difficulties which Freud identified in the Oedipus complex of the 
girl child. The problem of the girl's relinquishment of her mother is 
examined through the very wording of the question which Freud himself 
failed to answer- 'What does the little girl want of her mother?' Safouan 
argues that behind that question we can discern the structure of desire, 
which he analyses, following Lacan, in terms of the divisions of the 
linguistic utterance itself 

It is the importance of this article that it recognises the problem of the 
girl's entry into the Oedipus complex, not as something to be resolved, 
but as an issue which demands a reformulation of the theory of the 
unconscious and sexuality in their relation to language. 

'Feminine Sexuality in Psychoanalytic Doctrine' was published in 
Scilicet, 5 (1975), pp. 91-104. 
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During her sexual evolution, the little girl must, according to 
Freud, resolve two problems, whose analytic formulation he 
first advanced after he had noticed that this evolution comprises a 
time, or stage, during which everything happens for the girl 
exactly as it does for the boy. 

This similarity indicates: 

(1) that it is the mother who is the object of her desire1 while 
rivalry, or the death wish, falls on the father; 

(2) that equally for the girl, the only organ or, to be more 
precise, the only kind of sexual organ which exists is the 
phallus - which, as Freud makes clear, does not mean the 
penis, unless we were to talk of a penis with the remarkable 
characteristic of not admitting to a vagina. This point is worth 
stopping at. 

It is of course obvious that the idea of an organ in glorious, 
monadic isolation, rejecting any tie or relation (whether com
plementary or antagonistic) in favour of the sole alternative of 
being or of not being, must refer to an essentially imaginary 
organ, even if this image is that of a real organ, namely the penis, 
or, more precisely, the penis in its privileged state of tumescence 
and erection. 

Secondly, it is no less obvious that the playing out of this 
alternative must bring about a subtle nuancing of the category of 
sex or of the other sex, even before it has appeared. For beings are 
to be divided up, not into men and women or males and females, 
but only into those who have the phallus and those who do not, 
meaning in this last case (since only the phallus exists) those who 
are castrated, or rather, eunuchs. Where, then, should we look 
for the woman? 

One look at common parlance or common modes of reasoning 
is enough to establish that the phallic division cannot be super
imposed onto sexual division. For example, a certain society 
might decide to make a certain activity, quality or distinguish
ing mark a characteristic of man or of woman, that is, a difference 
according to which men and women should be recognised. 
There will always be one woman, not incidentally lacking in 
supporters, to show that this difference is no difference: for 
instance, a woman learned in Greek, in a society which restricts 
the study of this language to young boys, as was indeed the case 
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during the Renaissance. But the point of this effective demon
stration is always missed, for instead of admitting that being a 
woman is no handicap for learning Greek- which after all has no 
need of demonstration - it is concluded that because she is learned 
in Greek she must be a man. Furthermore, women are not second 
to men in this kind of reasoning. What is more common than to 
hear our women analysands expressing the fear that by becoming 
'theoreticians' they cease to be women? It is not enough simply 
not to be a feminist to ensure that one knows one's place in the 
business of sex. 

If, therefore, it is the case that, contrary to all common sense, 
phallicism, or the belief in one single type of sexual organ, is the 
one thing in the world most equally shared between the sexes, 
and if there is only one basic form of incest - that which takes the 
mother as its object - then two problems clearly arise for the girl 
which the boy is spared, one of which concerns her relation to the 
object, and the other her relation to her own body. 

For while the boy must of course give up the first object of his 
desire, it is for another woman; whereas the girl must manage the 
same renunciation for the sake of an object of the opposite sex. 
Likewise, both before and after this renunciation, the phallus 
remains, so to speak, on the side of the boy; the girl first thinks 
that it can be found in that part of her body bearing the closest 
resemblance to its form, that is, the clitoris, and then has to give 
up her investment in this erotogenic zone in favour of the vagina. 
Freud even goes so far as to make the criterion for the successful 
sexual normativisation of the woman a restricting of orgasm to 
the vaginal orgasm alone. This calls for a number of wide
ranging remarks, but it is a crucial issue which has been fiercely 
debated within analytic doctrine. 

In actual fact, according to this criterion, all the evidence goes 
to show that the normal woman is a somewhat rare phenome
non, and, when we do come across her, it would seem that she 
does not stand out as a model of normality. I am saying 'it would 
seem' because my reference is to recently published case-studies, 
whose author, following the method dear to the United States, 
proceeds by way of correlations established by the most dubious 
of methods - dubious, that is, for everyone except the author, 
who believes, with disarming naivety, that he is 'letting the facts 
speak' for themselves. 2 Nothing stops us, however, from 
making the most remarkable findings in a collection of this kind, 
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such as the fact that women who have exclusively vaginal 
orgasms show a strongly marked propensity to anxiety. An 
observation for what it's worth, but which is by no means in
dispensable, since the fictive nature of the criterion laid down by 
Freud is obvious without this false appeal to 'scientific data'. So is 
this a case of prejudice on the part of Freud? One thing we can be 
sure of, there is a theoretical reason involved which is in urgent 
need of clarification. 

In point of fact, phallicism for the girl has always seemed 
difficult to explain, if not incredible. What tends to be over
looked is that it is no less so in the case of the boy. It only appears 
more easy to explain in his case, and I would argue that this 
apparent ease is a function of phallicism itself. So how does Freud 
explain it for the boy? 

According to Freud, the boy manages from a very early age to 
distinguish between men and women by going on all kinds of 
indications, clothes in particular, without it occurring to him to 
relate these perceived differences on which he bases his distinc
tion to a difference between the genital organs of the two parties. 
This is due to his ignorance, since at that stage he has had no 
chance of observing the anatomical distinction between the two 
sexes. Not that he reserves judgement for all that - for him, 
everyone is equipped with a phallus. Why? This is where his 
narcissism comes in. Such is the importance which the little boy 
attaches to an organ which is so rich in sensations and whose 
significance he obscurely grasps, that he loves himself precisely 
as a boy. One might as well say, even if Freud doesn't do so 
explicitly, that from then on narcissism can only work on this 
condition, that the little boy does, or does not, love himself 
according to whether he is sufficiently in possession of the 
phallus or not. From that point, the very idea that this organ 
might be lacking becomes intolerable to him. In defiance of his 
sexed being, for want of a better expression, he imagines every
one to be made in his own image, that is, in his image such as he 
loves it. If we now assume the existence of an analogous organ 
for the girl, and take this to be the clitoris, which acquires the 
same importance for her as the condition for her loving herself, 
then an identical explanation would be made a lot easier. Only, is 
such an explanation tenable? 

As far as the boy's ignorance is concerned, a young boy can be 
seen to have very early visual access to a differently made body 
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from his own, such as that of a mother with few scruples about 
having her bath in front of him, or a sister dressed and undressed 
before his eyes. This won't stop things from proceeding for him 
in exactly the same way, meaning that at no point is his relation 
to anything which might be termed an other sex, but only to a 
covering ... behind which it is impossible for there not to be a 
phallus. Thus ignorance can explain nothing, since knowledge, 
the lifting of this ignorance, is no obstacle to occult science. As 
for narcissism, are we providing an explanation or merely setting 
up the most inscrutable of enigmas when we talk of a love of self 
which implies one's own liquidation as sexed being? 

The fact remains, however, that the enigma is there, in that 
whatever the sex of the subject, the only conceivable pleasure in 
his or her image depends on finding in that image or thinking 
that he or she finds there (which means if only in the mind) 
something withdrawn from sight which answers or corresponds 
to what we have called the monadic phallus. Narcissism is hence
forth a 'phallo-narcissism', which means, and the expression has 
no other meaning, that the subject loves himself or herself as 
phallus, in the two senses that grammatical analysis gives to this 
phrase. Once this fact has been put like this, we are in a position 
to throw some light on a famous quarrel. 

In point of fact, when Karen Horney disputes the anatomical 
priority of the clitoris, which according to Freud, is facilitated by 
its being within reach of the girl's knowledge and her hand, and 
when she states that the girl knows of the existence of the vagina, 
for our part we see no reason to disagree. Only this in no sense 
detracts from Freud's basic thesis on the phallic conditioning of 
narcissism in the subject irrespective of its sex, a thesis which no 
direct observation could either invalidate or confirm, since it is 
established in, and only in, analytic practice. So-called 'direct' 
observation is as useless here as it is in relation to the Oedipus 
complex. For example, one may think one is 'ascertaining' 
Oedipal desire on hearing a child say to its mother: 'When I grow 
up, I will marry you.' Whereas, in saying this, the child is simply 
on the way to becoming more stupid than a half-wit, by giving in 
to the presence of a maternal desire felt by the child as over
whelming. The field of analytic experience is not that of per
ception - the perception the subject might have of anatomical 
difference. Nor is it that of consciousness - the consciousness the 
subject gains of his or her sex as a boy or girl on the basis of that 
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perception. Its field is that of the thought which slides between 
perception and consciousness. This is where Freud situates 
himself, unlike Karen Horney, analyst as she claims to be. And 
that alone refutes all her objections and gives them their true 
weight as mere quibbles. What, then, does analytic experience 
alone teach us? 

In some female patients the clitoris does indeed function as the 
fantasmatic equivalent of a 'little penis' and such cases were 
certainly not foreign to Freud's thesis. But it is equally certain 
that other cases show us the girl remaining free, at the whim of 
her fantasy, to throw the phallic image back onto any other zone 
of her own body, not excluding the vagina which she would then 
think of as a hollowed-out phallus. On occasions this is proved 
by this fantasy of women analysands - that merely by turning 
inside out like a glove she would turn into the still form of her 
rivalry, which also represents the most intimate and inadmiss
able nucleus of her identity. 

Where this fantasy predominates, and it comes out in subjects 
strongly inclined to sublimations as hazy as they are unpro
ductive, it induces, not frigidity, but more precisely a quasi-total 
extinction of sexual life, except possibly in the domain of verbal 
parade. An extinction which the women in question are not even 
aware of, but which strikes them as quite normal, that is, as 
belonging in the order of things. In short, they do not see it as 
having the value of a symptom but rather as adding to their 
'value'. Which makes us ask: why does the equation 'vagina = 
phallus or hollowed-out phallus' give rise to a half-unsuspected, 
half-tolerated frigidity, whereas the equation 'clitoris = little 
penis' detracts nothing from the sensitivity of this part of the 
body, to which, what is more, erotogenicity tends to become 
confined? 

The only answer to this question I can think of is that the two 
equations or two identities have neither the same meaning nor 
the same weight. The equation 'vagina= hollowed-out phallus' 
involves, at the level of fantasy or belief, such a reduction of the 
phallic image to one's own body, or to that particular region of 
the body, that the subject no longer hesitates, so to speak, to 
draw the inference. Her desire is then reabsorbed into the sole 
desire of displaying 'it', as was the case of the little girl reported 
by Anna Freud in her work, The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defence 
[1937, pp. 92-3]. This type of case shows the subject of the 
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female sex so convinced of having it that one starts to wonder 
whether one can still talk of a division of the subject; the least that 
one can note is that there is no apparent division. And it is 
precisely this abolition of sexual life, which threatens to come 
about with the abolition oflack, that incites certain other women 
to fall back on the equation 'clitoris = little penis', which, as its 
formula indicates ('little penis'), leaves the field open, if you will 
pardon the expression, to some hope. There is, however, a close 
link between this equation and the first, which can be sensed in 
the worry, not to say the genuine 'state' that the woman gets into 
over her vaginal frigidity. This is especially so when, as is often 
the case nowadays, she is familiar with what has become the 
commonplace Freudian thesis that elimination of clitoral orgasm 
is the criterion of femininity, or of the woman's successful sexual 
normativisation - which doesn't make our task as analysts any 
easier. Freud, that is, Freud himself, demands that the woman 
analysand comes - vaginally. Hardly an injunction to which it 
would be easy to respond; indeed, on the contrary, it can only 
reinforce, in some cases beyond recovery [English in the original], a 
purely anal subjective integration of sexuality. It is hardly sur
prising that analysts, notably Helene Deutsch, are stressing more 
and more the resistance of an increasingly widespread clitoral 
fixation to all therapeutic efforts. 

The preceding outline will not, I hope seem too long in 
relation to the conclusion that I wish to draw from it - that while 
the erotogenicity of the vagina strikes me no more as a sign of 
normality than that of the clitoris a sign of abnormality, the fact 
none the less remains that frigidity constitutes a definite sympto
matic disturbance of sexual life in the woman, in the full psycho
analytic sense of the term symptom. I am deliberately avoiding 
the term orgasm, which raises problems too complex to be dealt 
with here. We need only think back to the observations of 
Masters and Johnson, which I consider to be highly dubious, and 
to the bold conclusions - to say the least - which Mary Jane 
Sherfey drew from them [Sherfey, 1966]. Without espousing all 
her arguments, I would concede to this author that the trans
ference of orgasmic capacity from the clitoris to the vagina is a 
mythical concept offemininity, even from the biological point of 
view. From the point of view of psychoanalysis, what matters is 
not the transformation of the clitoral into the vaginal, but that of 
auto-erotic libido into object libido. Both girl and boy have to 
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undergo a double renunciation: of the mother, on the one hand, 
of masturbation, on the other. The only feature which is specific 
to the sexual evolution of the girl resides in her directing her 
desire towards an object of a different sex to her mother. How 
does she make this step? In other words, how does she enter into 
the specifically feminine Oedipus complex? 

To answer this question, Freud says that we must start by 
examining the nature of the ties attaching the girl to her mother, 
which does seem the correct way to proceed. What does the little 
girl want from her mother? Or again, what does she demand of 
her? That is the key question, whose answer is the precondition 
for solving the problem. But, as the father of psychoanalysis goes 
on to add, this is precisely where we find ourselves in a region 
where everything is cloaked in obscurity. The ties in question 
seem to have succumbed to such an inexorable repression and to 
belong to such a far-off and deeply buried epoch, that we will no 
doubt have to wait for the results of later investigations before 
any light can be shed on this 'dark continent'. 

Now, the fact of the matter is that later investigations have not 
produced the clarification that Freud hoped for, and they have 
failed to do so precisely to the extent that they have been carried 
out along the paths traced by Freud's dearly loved metaphors 
(which I would call archaeological). To devote oneself to such 
investigations with the nai:ve idea that one will discover some
thing if one only goes back far enough, as if desire were daughter 
of an epoch, is a blind alley. It can only lead away from the 
understanding dawning on anyone who has the not so nai:ve idea 
of pondering on the very wording of the question. I am thinking 
of Lacan, since it is he who has brought out the full impact of 
Freud's question. 

'What does the little girl demand of her mother?' But it's easy! 
She has no shortage of words for telling us: to dress her, to make 
her hurt go away, to take her for a walk, to belong to her, or to 
her alone, in short all sorts of demands, including at times the 
demand to leave her alone, that is, the demand to take a rest from 
all demand. If, therefore, Freud's question has any meaning, it 
must signify something else, that is, not so much 'What is she 
demanding of her?', as 'What is she demanding, what is she really 
demanding, by demanding of her mother all that?' 

In other words, Freud's question implies the separating out of 
demand onto two planes: that of the demands effectively spoken, 
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or enounced, and that of Demand (with a capital D) which 
subsists within and beyond these very demands, and which, 
because it remains resistant to articulation, incites the little girl to 
make those demands at the same time as rendering them futile, 
both the demands and any reply they might receive. 

Is it desire? - this Demand, this unknown Demand, which 
language does not allow to be spoken and for which there are no 
words. Definitely not. Freud's question can be put either of two 
ways: what does the little girl demand of her mother or what does 
she want from her? It refers, therefore, to a field appearing first as 
the field of a pure and empty want, one which is not yet inhabited 
unless it be by the very idea of the Thing, the Thing on which 
Freud is interrogating the little girl by asking her what she wants. 
As we will see, desire is precisely what comes to inhabit this field 
of empty want. By inhabiting this field as the Thing itself, it takes 
on the structure of demand. Not that this makes it into a demand, 
since this coming of the Thing does not necessarily leave the 
subject in a position to say what thing it is. A thing in itself, a 
thing with its mouth sealed. How does this Thing come into 
being? How does desire come to inhabit this field? 

Here we need to make a fairly simple point: that the question of 
what she wants is as much the question of the girl herself as it is 
that of the Other, whether this be Freud, ourselves, or again and 
in the first instance, the Mother. It is, therefore, a question which 
can apparently be formulated either way, as 'What do I want?', or 
as 'What do you want?' In fact only the second formula is tenable. 
For in the last analysis, what is involved is a question which 
comes to her as in echo to her own demand. At the moment 
when she says 'milk' or 'it hurts' or 'walk', at that very moment 
the question resounds back to her from the place from which she 
draws these functional signifiers, in the form 'what do you 
want?' The 'you' descends on her with no possibility of error, 
since it is a 'you' not addressed to her as a person or as second 
person, but one which strikes her at the very roots of her want. 
There is no 'you' unless it comes from the Other with a capital 0. 
Once the little girl is in a position to receive its message in the 
inverted form of 'I', once she can refer to her image with this 'I' 
and effectively articulate the question 'What do I want?', then she 
is already in the realm of 'intersubjectivity', which may soon 
become that of 'personalism', but which in any case is beyond the 
pale. 
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If we, on the other hand, stay on this side of it, it is easy to see 
that what we have just stated can be written as the question mark 
ofLacan's graph3 (reproduced below). 

S(C)) 

che voi 

S(O) demands 
0 

I had reached the point in my argument when the girl finds 
herself barred in the face of Demand. To be Barred means to have 
no possibility of saying which demand. The result is that she can 
only constitute herself as not-knowing. In so far as she is not 
purely and simply reduced to what is designated at the time as 'I', 
in the statements which unfold along the bottom line, that is, to 
the pure claim of being there, then the girl speeds, so to speak, 
towards the line above, where we rediscover her as subject,' but 
as a subject which does not know. This implies that knowledge is 
presupposed - or even posed. The reply is, because there is the 
question. And it is somewhere other than in the subject, in 
another place: the place of the Other where the question mark 
comes to an end. 

But.it only needs someone, not excluding our little girl turned 
chatterbox, to put themselves in this place and from there to 
strive to answer, for them to discover that their reply necessarily 
misses the point. The only valid way of filling this place is to hold 
on, as Freud did, to the question itself - what does she want? Is 
there anything more ridiculous than hearing an analyst express 
his regret, or fear, that the conditions of our century are standing 
in the way of woman's natural fulfilment, her true desire for 
maternity (Nacht, 1973)? If we can be so sure that this is woman's 
desire or the desire of every woman, then why not go and open a 
marriage counsel bureau or practice artificial insemination 
instead of bothering with psychoanalysis? The anguish of such 
analysts will not blind us to the fact that no answer could be the 
Answer. The Other is barred, just as much as the girl. The Other 
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of truth is-without truth. Truth is involved only in so far as it is 
excluded from the utterance and simultaneously declares it false. 
Corresponding to the message on the bottom line of statements 
[ enonces], there is, on the line of enunciation [ enonciation] above, 
an 'I am lying'. But, surely this undermines the very possibility 
of speaking since I can say nothing, not even a lie, without 
believing in it a little. And then, what is there to say? What is 
there to want when want persists as pure want? We are back to 
our earlier question in a slightly different form: how has a desire 
come to inhabit this field of pure want, at the moment when the 
subject starts to speak? 

Our argument will be easier to follow here if we appeal to an 
experience, one which is moreover fairly banal. The experience 
we go through, for example, when we want to buy a piece of 
antique furniture. Who will authenticate it? The dealer's word is 
not gospel. We therefore need a stamp to guarantee both the 
good faith of the dealer and that of the piece of furniture. It is a 
rescindable guarantee, since we can ask whether it is false; it is 
even useless, since not all pieces of antique furniture are neces
sarily stamped. Not that this stops us from demanding it; and the 
demand couldn't ha~e arisen were it not laid down somewhere, 
whether explicitly or not, that no piece of furniture can guarantee 
its own authenticity. 

Imagine now a piece of furniture which, struck by this in
ability to certify its own authenticity, lights on the idea of the 
stamp, which the other pieces of furniture, its neighbours in the 
same gallery, seem equally deprived of- its feeling would be one 
of irremediable loss. But it would only need one piece of furni
ture to bear the stamp for the situation of all the others to change 
completely. Each one would rig itself out with the same stamp 
and from then on, like the table Marx talks about in one of the 
first chapters of Capital, would never tire of the oratorial flight in 
which it sings out its own exchange value, its use value inci
dentally remaining unaltered. 

It is obvious what this fable is about - nothing less than the 
experience of our being or of what we are, for none of us are 
dispensed from thinking of ourselves as a piece of furniture. It is 
Lacan who first brought to light the effects which demand has in 
bringing whoever articulates it, even if they are a piece of 
furniture, up against a place which is the place oflanguage and of 
Truth (with a capital T). Only by examining these effects, has it 
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at last become possible to dispel the mystery surrounding the 
phallic function, which is the most disturbing of all functions, 
and not only for the analysts (but above all for the analysts). Here 
we leave the plane of deduction for that of analytic experience. 
And what, precisely, does this experience teach us about the 
phallus, if not that it makes a joke of phallicism? The phallicism 
which extends to those theories which ring out like so many 
empty hymns in praise of the divine phallus, of the phallus as the 
symbol of life, of creation or procreation, or as a symbol of the 
unity and cohesion of the body, etc. To be more rigorous, what 
is the phallus if not that which renders vain and derisory the 
regressive positionings of the ego ideal, which start from the 
ideal ego, whether these positions are oral, anal or phallic? In 
other words, the phallus is the very point where the Other of 
Truth (capital T) is seen to be without truth (small t); at which 
point, precisely, objects start performing like stamps. These 
objects are taken from the body itself. For what is the pheno
menal being of the subject, if not to all intents and purposes a 
body? And what, therefore, could be the subject's noumenal 
being, if not that aspect of the same body which remains invisible 
to the subject? At the moment when the subject articulates the 
first demands, the field of pure want has already been trans
formed by these objects into the field of the drives:~ 0 D. 

How does this phallic function come into play? That much we 
know - who hasn't heard of the paternal metaphor? What we 
perhaps don't know so well is the link between this effect of the 
paternal metaphor and the production of a lying subject, that is, 
of a subject who is marked with a bar which refutes any onto
logy. 

Why does this indication (that the Other is barred) take on an 
imaginary form, and especially a form drawn from the most 
salient and, so to speak, the most conspicuous organ of pro
creation? For the moment the important thing to note is that if 
the function of this phallus (- cl>), which we lend wings to not 
only on account of its erectibility, is an undeniable fact of Freud's 
experience, this fact stands less in the way of our understanding 
as soon as it is related, not to the sex of the girl but to her status or 
condition as speaking subject. The problem then is that the same 
function has to be explained similarly or along the same lines for 
the boy: since he too shares that condition. 

Thus our puzzlement has turned inside out or almost. The 
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question of how it can be the case that the girl experiences the 
same phallicism as the boy hands over to the question of what it 
can still mean for them to call themselves boy or girl, or, to be 
more precise (since they don't call themselves boy or girl so 
much as repeat it) for us to call them different. An additional 
question to the one which was set aside but not forgotten in the 
course of the argument, that is, how does the little girl manage to 
transfer, not the erotogenicity of the clitoris to the vagina, but 
her desire or preference to an object of another sex to that of her 
mother? 

It seems to me that the correct procedure would be to take up 
the second question first, which is a task I will have to come back 
to later. For the moment, I should just point out that as a pre
liminary it calls for a revision of Freud's theses on the dissolution 
of the Oedipus complex, as well as a close examination of what 
he calls the appearance of the one or the single object during the 
period of early or infantile sexuality, and also of the way in which 
the boy himself struggles with the phallicism which appears at 
this same period. My objective in this article, intended after all 
only as an introduction, was simply to show: first, that phallicism 
is an 'unconscious phenomenon', if this somewhat risky expres
sion be permitted, which has nothing natural about it for the boy 
any more so than for the girl, and to show, secondly, the common 
root of the phallic function in its relation to discourse. This path, 
marked out by Lacan, could already be glimpsed in the ancient 
paradox of the phallus, which appeared alternatively as the 
principle of madness and of reason. 

If this objective has been achieved, as I hope it has, it should 
enable us to dispense with a certain number of questions, such as 
the following: 

There is a book which came out recently under the title Woman 
as Sex Object (Hess and N ochlin, 1973). It is a collective work 
whose authors, mostly women, are all art historians. The central 
idea of this work consists of noting that it has been men, or 
almost exclusively men, in modern times at least, who have 
produced and elaborated at all levels, from the pornographic 
photo to high art, what the authors call the common places of 
desire - a reference not to brothels, but to dead metaphors such as 
eyes in the shapes of cups or fountains, cherry lips or apple 
breasts, etc. This to such an extent that it is redundant to speak of 
masculine eroticism or feminine object, and equally for the authors 
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to regret the fact that women, whether this be their doing or that 
of the men, have not had the same opportunity to elaborate the 
common places of their desire. The basic question which I would 
like to put to these authors is the following: can one speak of the 
common places, the topoi, of a desire which might be feminine? 

Notes 

1. Not to be confused, as Strachey thinks, with the object 'of her love'; cf. his 
note (Freud, xrx, 1925, p. 246), to the effect that this was not an entirely new 
discovery by Freud, since he had said in the Three Essays that the girl's first 
love-object was her mother. 

2. Fisher (1973), in which we equally learn that college girls have more highly 
developed orgasmic capacities than their maids, and than the women 
workers employed by their fathers. 

3. The graph is a modified version of the graph given in four stages in 
'Subversion of the Subject and Dialectic of Desire' (Ecrits, (1960)). It repre
sents the radical division/inversion which constitutes the subject in its 
relation to the signifying chain - division between the subject of the 
enunciated (the demands it utters) and the subject of the enunciation (its 
fading before the very process of demand); inversion of the query which the 
subject sees as emanating from the Other ('What do you want?') and which 
the subject must reverse or take up in its own place ('What does it want from 
me?') (tr.). 



CHAPTER SIX 

God and the J ouissance 
of The Woman. 
A Love Letter 

Undoubtedly the most controversial and difficult of the texts in this 
collection, 'God and the Jouissance of The Woman' and 'A Love 
Letter' are the two central chapters of Lacan's Seminar XX, Encore, 
which he gave in 1972-3. 

In relation to the previous articles, Encore marks a turning point in 
Lacan's work, both at the conceptual level and in terms of its polemic. It 
represents Lacan's most direct attempt to take up the question of feminine 
sexuality, not just as part of a return to the earlier debate, but in a way 
which goes beyond Freud. And it raises issues which clearly relate to 
feminist demands for an understanding of femininity which is not 
confined by the phallic definition. 

It is the central tenet of these chapters that 'The Woman' does not 
exist, in that phallic sexuality assigns her to a position of fantasy. La can 
argues that the sexual relation hangs on a fantasy of oneness, which the 
woman has classically come to support. He traces that fantasy through a 
sustained critique of courtly, religious and ethical discourse. 

Against this fantasy, Lacan sets the concept of jouissance. Jouis
sance is used here to refer to that moment of sexuality which is always in 
excess, something over and above the phallic term which is the mark of 
sexual identity. The question Lacan explicitly asks is that of woman's 
relation to jouissance. It is a question which can easily lapse into a 
mystification of woman as the site of truth. 

This is why Lacan's statements in Encore, on the one hand, have 
been accused of being complicit with the fantasy they try to expose, and, 
on the other, have led to attempts to take the 'otherness' of femininity 
even further, beyond the limits of language which still forms the basis of 
Lacan's account. 

These chapters - which show 'Woman' as a category constructed 
around the phallic term at the same time as they slip into the question of 
her essence - underline the problem which has dominated the psycho-
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analytic debate on feminine sexuality to date: how to hold on to Freud's 
most radical insight that sexual difference is a symbolic construct; how to 
retrieve femininity from a total subordination to the effects of that 
construction. 

The cultural references in this text are especially dense. But rather 
than weigh down the text with references, we have chosen to leave the 
various allusions to work in terms of how they are used in the course of 
Lacan's argument. 

'God and the Jouissance of The Woman' and 'A Love Letter' are 
Chapters 6 and 7 ofSeminar XX, Encore (Lacan, 1972-3), pp. 61-82. 

GOD AND THEJOUISSANCE OF THE WOMAN 

[Reading-loving, hating]! 
The materialists 
Jouissance of being 
The male, polymorphous pervert 
The mystics 

2 

Today I will be elaborating the consequences of the fact that in 
the case of the speaking being the relation between the sexes does 
not take place, since it is only on this basis that what makes up for 
that relation can be stated. 

For a long time now I have laid down with a certain There is 
something of One the first step of this undertaking. This There is 
something of One is not simple-to say the least. In psychoanalysis, 
or more precisely in the discourse of Freud, it is set forth in the 
concept of Eros, defined as a fusion making one out of two, that 
is, of Eros seen as the gradual tendency to make one out of a vast 
multitude. But, just as it is clear that even all of you, while 
undoubtedly you are here a multitude, not only do not make one 
but have no chance of so doing- as is shown only too clearly, and 
that every day, if only by communing in my speech - so Freud 
had to raise up another factor as obstacle to this universal Eros, in 
the shape of Thanatos, which is the reduction to dust. 

Clearly this is a metaphor allowed to Freud by the fortunate 
discovery of the two units of the germen, the ova and the 
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spermatazoa, whose fusion, crudely speaking, engenders -
what? a new being. With this qualification, that the thing does 
not come about without a meiosis, a quite manifest subtraction 
for at least one of the two just before the conjunction is effected, a 
subtraction of certain elements which are not without their place 
in the final operation. 

We can, however, comfort ourselves that there is unquestion
ably much less of the biological metaphor here than elsewhere. If 
the unconscious is indeed what I say it is, as being structured like 
a language, then it is on the level of language that we must 
interrogate this One. This One has resounded endlessly across 
the centuries. Need I bother to evoke here the neo-platonists? 
Perhaps I should very briefly mention that whole saga, but later, 
since my task today is to make clear exactly how this issue not 
only can, but must, be addressed from within our discourse, and 
from the new perspective which our experience opens up in the 
domain of Eros. 

We must start on the basis that this There is something of One is 
to be taken with the stress that there is One alone. Only thus can 
we grasp the nerve of the thing called love, since we too must call 
it by the name under which it has echoed across the centuries. In 
analysis we are dealing only with this thing, and it comes into 
play through no other path. It is a strange path which in itself 
enabled me to isolate something I felt myselfbound to uphold in 
the transference, inasmuch as this is indistinguishable from love, 
by means of the formula: the subject supposed to know. 

I cannot avoid stressing the new resonance which this term, to 
know, might take on for you. He whom I suppose to know, I 
love. Earlier you saw me wavering, drawing back, hesitating to 
come down on the side of one meaning or the other, on the side 
of love or of what is called hate, when I urged you to share in a 
reading whose express objective is to discredit me - which 
should hardly deter someone who speaks of nothing but dis
abusement, and who aims at nothing less. The point is that what 
makes this objective seem tenable for the authors is a de-suppo
sition of my knowledge. When I say that they hate me, what I 
mean is that they de-suppose me of knowledge. 

And why not indeed? Why not, if it transpires that this is the 
precondition of what I call a reading? After all, what can I 
presume of what Aristotle knew? Possibly I might read him 
better the less of this knowledge I suppose him to have. Such is 
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the condition of a strict test of reading, and it is the one condition 
which I do not let myself off. 

We cannot ignore what is there for us to read in that part of 
language which exists - namely, what turns out to form a weave 
by way of its precipitous ups and downs (which is how I define 
writing). It would, therefore, be disdainful not to give some echo 
at least to what has been elaborated through the ages on the 
subject of love, by a thinking which has been termed - incor
rectly I might say - philosophical. 

This is not the place for a general review of the question. Given 
the kind of faces which I see blurred before me, I would judge 
you to have heard that within philosophy the love of God has 
held a certain place. This is a fact of great import which, if only 
indirectly, psychoanalytic discourse cannot afford to ignore. 

Which reminds me of something which was said when I was 
excluded, as they put it in this little book, from Saint Anne. 2 As it 
happens, I was not excluded, I withdrew, which is very different, 
not that it matters, since that is hardly the issue, especially as the 
term 'excluded' has its own importance in my topology. Some 
well-meaning people- always worse than those who mean badly 
-were surprised to have it reach them that I placed between man 
and woman a certain Other who seemed remarkably like the 
good old God of all times. They only heard it indirectly and 
became the willing bearers of the tidings. And my God, to put it 
aptly, these people belonged to the pure philosophical tradition, 
from among those who lay claim to materialism - which is pre
cisely why I call it pure, since there is nothing more philosophical 
than materialism. Materialism feels itself obliged, God knows 
why, we can appropriately say, to be on guard against this God 
whom I have said to have dominated in philosophy the whole 
debate about love. Hence these people, to whose warm inter
vention I owed a replenished audience, were somewhat put out. 

For my part, it seems plain that the Other, put forward at the 
time of 'The Agency of the Letter' (Ecrits, (1957)), as the place of 
speech, was a way, I can't say oflaicising, but of exorcising our 
good old God. After all, there are many people who compliment 
me for having managed to establish in one of my last seminars 
that God does not exist. Obviously they hear - they hear, but 
unfortunately they understand, and what they understand is a 
little hasty. 

Today, however, my obj~ctive is rather to show you precisely 
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in what he exists, this good old God. The mode in which he 
exists may well not please everyone, especially not the 
theologians who, as I have been saying for a long time, are far 
more capable than I am of doing without his existence. 
Unfortunately I am not quite in the same position because I am 
dealing with the Other. This Other, while it may be one alone, 
must have some relation to what appears of the other sex. 

In this context, during the year of the 'Ethics of Psycho
analysis' (SVII), which I referred to last time, I did not desist 
from referring to courtly love. What is it? 

It is an altogether refined way of making up for the absence of 
sexual relation by pretending that it is we who put an obstacle to 
it. It is truly the most staggering thing that has ever been tried. 
But how can we expose its fraud? 

Instead of wavering over the paradox that courtly love 
appeared in the age of feudalism, the materialists should see this 
as a magnificent opportunity for showing how, on the contrary, 
it is rooted in the discourse of fealty, of fidelity to the person. In 
the last resort, the person is always the discourse of the master. 
For the man, whose lady was entirely, in the most servile sense of 
the term, his female subject, courtly love is the only way of 
coming off elegantly from the absence of sexual relation. 

It is along these lines that later I will be dealing with the notion 
of the obstacle-later, since today I have a certain area to work on 
- the area which in Aristotle (for all that, I do prefer Aristotle to 
Geoffrey Rudel) is precisely called the obstacle, the f:vcr't'a<nc;. 

[ .... ] 

If you consult Aristotle, everything will be clear to you when I 
finally take up this issue of the f:vcrwmc;. You could then go on to 
read the piece from the Rhetoric and the two pieces from the 
Topics which will enable you to grasp exactly what I am getting 
at when I try to reintegrate into Aristotle my four formulas, the 
3x. cI>X and so on. 

Finally, as a last point on the subject, why should the materia
lists, as we call them, be indignant that I place God as third party, 
and why not, in this affair of human love? After all, doesn't it 
ever happen, even to materialists, to know something about the 
menage a trois? 

So let us try to proceed. Proceed on the basis of this fact that 
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there is no evidence that I do not know what I am meant to be 
saying when I am speaking to you here. What puts this book on 
the wrong track from start to finish is that they suppose me -
after which anything is possible - they suppose me to have an 
ontology, or, what amounts to the same thing, a system. 

[ .... ] 

And yet it is, surely, unequivocal that, as against the being 
upheld by philosophical tradition, that is, the being residing in 
thought and taken to be its correlate, I argue that we are played 
by jouissance. 

Thought is jouissance. What analytic discourse brings out is this 
fact, which was already intimated in the philosophy of being -
that there is ajouissance of being. 

IfI spoke to you about the Nicomachean Ethics, it was precisely 
because a hint of this is there. Aristotle's endeavour, and it 
opened the path to everything that followed in his train, was to 
discover what is jouissance of being. Someone like Saint Thomas 
then had no difficulty in forging out of this the physical theory of 
love as it was called by Abbot Rousselot-which is that, all things 
considered, the first being of which we are aware is that of our 
own being, and everything which is for our own good will, by 
dint of that fact, be jouissance of the supreme Being, that is, of 
God. In short, in loving God it is ourselves we love, and by first 
loving ourselves - a convenient charity as they say- we render to 
God the appropriate homage. 

The being - if I absolutely must use the term - the being I set 
against this is the being of signi.fiance. And I fail to see how it can 
be construed as a betrayal of the ideals of materialism - I say the 
ideals because it falls outside the limits of its conceptual design -
to recognise that the motive of this being of signi.fiance lies in 
jouissance, jouissance of the body. 

But then you see, ever since Democritus, a body has not 
seemed sufficiently materialist. You have to have atoms, and the 
whole works, sight and smell and everything that follows. It all 
absolutely hangs together. 

It is not fortuitous that at times Aristotle quotes Democritus, 
even if he feigns disgust, since he based himself on him. In point 
of fact, the atom is simply a floating element of signi.fiance, quite 
simply a cr-rmxdov. Except that you get into real trouble if you 
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only retain what makes the element elementary, that is, the fact 
that it is unique, when what we need to bring in a little is the 
other, that is, difference. 

Now then, this jouissance of the body. If there is no sexual 
relation, we need to see, in that relation, what purpose it might 
serve. 

3 

Let's start on the side where all xis a function of <l>x, that is, on 
the side of the man. 

On the whole one takes up this side by choice - women being 
free to do so if they so choose. Everyone knows that there are 
phallic women and that the phallic function does not prevent 
men from being homosexual. But at the same time it is this 
function which enables them to situate themselves as men, and to 
take on the woman. I will deal briefly with man, because what I 
want to talk about today is the woman and I presume I have suffi
ciently drummed it into you for you still to have it in your heads -
that, short of castration, that is, short of something which says 
no to the phallic function, man has no chance of enjoying the 
body of the woman, in other words, of making love. 

That is the conclusion of analytic experience. It does not stop 
him from desiring the woman in any number of ways, even 
when this condition is not fulfilled. Not only does he desire her 
but he does all kinds of things to her which bear a remarkable 
resemblance to love. 

Contrary to what Freud argues, it is the man - by which I mean 
he who finds himself male without knowing what to do about it, 
for all that he is a speaking being - who takes on the woman, or 
who can believe he takes her on, since on this question con
victions, those I referred to last time as con-victions, 3 are not 
wanting. Except that what he takes on is the cause of his desire, 
the cause I have designated as the objet a. That is the act oflove. 
To make love, as the term indicates, is poetry. Only there is a 
world between poetry and the act. The act of love is the poly
morphous perversion of the male, in the case of the speaking 
being. There is nothing more emphatic, more coherent or more 
strict as far as Freudian discourse is concerned. 

I have half an hour left to try to introduce you, if I dare so 
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express myself, to what is involved on the side of the woman. 
Well, it is either one thing or the other- either what I write has no 
meaning, or when I write Vx<Dx, this hitherto unstated function 
in which the negation bears on the quantifier to be read as not all, 
it means that when any speaking being whatever lines up under 
the banner of women it is by being constituted as not all that they 
are placed within the phallic function. It is this that defines the ... 
the what? - the woman precisely, except that The woman can 
only be written with The crossed through. There is no such thing 
as The woman, where the definite article stands for the universal. 
There is no such thing as The woman since of her essence -
having already risked the term, why think twice about it?- ofher 
essence, she is not all. 

[ .... ] 

More than one of my pupils have got into a mess about the lack of 
the signifier, the signifier of the lack of the signifier, and other 
muddles regarding the phallus, whereas what I am pointing to 
with this the4 is the signifier, which is after all common and even 
indispensable. The proof is that earlier on I was already talking 
about man and the woman. This the is a signifier. It is by means of 
this the that I symbolise the signifier whose place must be marked 
and which cannot be left empty. This the is a signifier charac
terised by being the only signifier which cannot signify anything, 
but which merely constitutes the status of the woman as being 
not all. Which forbids our speaking of The woman. 

There is woman only as excluded by the nature of things 
which is the nature of words, and it has to be said that if there is 
one thing they themselves are complaining about enough at the 
moment, it is well and truly that - only they don't know what 
they are saying, which is all the difference between them 
and me. 

It none the less remains that if she is excluded by the nature of 
things, it is precisely that in being not all, she has, in relation to 
what the phallic function designates of jouissance, a supple
mentary jouissance. 

Note that I said supplementary. Had I said complementary, where 
would we be! We'd fall right back into the all. 

Women hold to the jouissance in question - none of them hold 
to being not all, and my God, it would be wrong not to recognise 
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that, contrary to what is said, it is none the less they who, for the 
most part, possess the men. 

The common man, who is not necessarily present here al
though I do know quite a few, calls woman the bourgeoise. That is 
what it means. That it is he who is at heel, and not her. Ever since 
Rabelais we have known that the phallus, her man as she calls it, 
is not a matter of indifference to her. Only, and this is the whole 
issue, she has various ways of taking it on, this phallus, and of 
keeping it for herself. Her being not all in the phallic function 
does not mean that she is not in it at all. She is in it not not at all. 
She is right in it. But there is something more. 

This something more, mind, be careful not to sound it out too 
fast. I can find no better way of putting it, because I am having to 
cut and go quickly. 

There is a jouissance, since we are dealing with jouissance, a 
jouissance of the body which is, if the expression be allowed, 
beyond the phallus. That would be pretty good and it would give a 
different substance to the WLM [Mouvement de liberation des 
femmes]. Ajouissance beyond the phallus .... 

You may have noticed- and naturally I am speaking to the few 
seeming men that I can see here and there, luckily for most I don't 
know them, which prevents my prejudging as regards the rest -
that occasionally it can happen that there is something which 
shakes the women up [secouer], or helps them out [secourir]. If you 
look up the etymology of these two words in Bloch and Von 
Wartburg's Dictionary, which I delight in and which, I am sure, 
none of you even have in your libraries, you will see the relation
ship between them. It is not, however, something that happens 
by chance. 

There is ajouissance proper to her, to this 'her' which does not 
exist and which signifies nothing. There is a jouissance proper to 
her and of which she herself may know nothing, except that she 
experiences it - that much she does know. She knows it of course 
when it happens. It does not happen to all of them. 

I don't want to end up on the issue of so-called frigidity, 
although we have to take fashion into account as regards relation
ships between men and women. It's very important. Unfortu
nately, in Freud's discourse, as in courtly love, the whole thing is 
covered over with petty considerations which have caused 
havoc. Petty considerations about clitoral orgasm or the jouis
sance designated as best one can, the other one precisely, which I 
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am trying to get you to along the path of logic, since, to date, 
there is no other. 

What gives some likelihood to what I am arguing, that is, that 
the woman knows nothing of this jouissance, is that ever since 
we've been begging them - last time I mentioned women 
analysts - begging them on our knees to try to tell us about it, 
well, not a word! We have never managed to get anything out of 
them. So as best we can, we designate thisjouissance, vaginal, and 
talk about the rear pole of the opening of the uterus and other 
suchlike idiocies. If it was simply that she experiences it and 
knows nothing of it, then we would be able to cast considerable 
doubt on this notorious frigidity. 

This is in itself a whole theme, a literary theme, which is well 
worth stopping at. Ever since I was twenty I've been doing 
nothing other than explore philosophers on the subject oflove. 
Naturally I didn't immediately focus on this question oflove but 
it gradually dawned on me, precisely with Abbot Rousselot 
about whom I was talking earlier, and then with the whole 
debate about physical and spiritual love, as they are called. I 
gather that Gilson did not think much of that opposition. He 
thought that Abbot Rousselot had made a discovery which was 
no discovery, since the opposition was part of the problem, and 
love is as spiritual in Aristotle as in Saint Bernard provided one 
reads properly the chapters on q>tA.ia, or friendship. Some of you 
here must surely know what a literary outpouring there has been 
on the subject - have a look at Love and the Western World, by 
Denis de Rougement, they're all at it! - and then at another one, 
with no less talent for it than the rest, Eros and Agape, by a 
Protestant called Niegrens. Naturally we ended up in Christi
anity by inventing a God such that it is he who comes! 

All the same there is a bit of a link when you read certain 
genuine people who might just happen to be women. I will, 
however, give you a hint, one which I owe to someone who had 
read it and very kindly brought it to me. I ensconced myself in it. 
I had better write up the name otherwise you won't buy it. It's 
Hadewijch d' Anvers, a Beguine, what we quaintly refer to as a 
mystic. 

I am not myself using the word mystic in the same way as 
Peguy. The mystical is by no means that which is not political. It 
is something serious, which a few people teach us about, and 
most often women or highly gifted people like Saint John of the 
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Cross - since, when you are male, you don't have to put yourself 
on the side ofVx<l>x. You can also put yourself on the side of not
all. There are men who are just as good as women. It does 
happen. And who therefore feel just as good. Despite, I won't 
say their phallus, despite what encumbers them on that score, 
they get the idea, they sense that there must be ajouissance which 
goes beyond. That is what we call a mystic. 

I have already spoken about other people who felt all right on 
the side of the mystics, but who preferred to situate themselves 
on the side of the phallic function, such as Angelus Silesius. To 
confuse his contemplative eye with the eye with which God is 
looking at him must surely partake of perverse jouissance. As 
regards the Hadewijch in question, it is the same as for Saint 
Theresa - you only have to go and look at Bernini's statue in 
Rome to understand immediately that she's coming, there is no 
doubt about it. And what is her jouissance, her coming from? It is 
clear that the essential testimony of the mystics is that they are 
experiencing it but know nothing about it. 

These mystical ejaculations are neither idle gossip nor mere 
verbiage, in fact they are the best thing you can read - note right 
at the bottom of the page, Add the Ecrits of Jacques Lacan, which is 
of the same order. Given which, naturally you are all going to be 
convinced that I believe in God. I believe in the jouissance of the 
woman in so far as it is something more, on condition that you 
screen off that something more until I have properly explained it. 

What was tried at the end of the last century, at the time of 
Freud, by all kinds of worthy people in the circle of Charcot and 
the rest, was an attempt to reduce the mystical to questions of 
fucking. If you look carefully, that is not what it is all about. 
Might not this jouissance which one experiences and knows 
nothing of, be that which puts us on the path of ex-istence? And 
why not interpret one face of the Other, the God face, as sup
ported by feminine jouissance? 

Since all this comes about thanks to the being of signifiance, and 
since this being has no place other than the place of the Other 
which I designate with a capital 0, one can see the cockeyedness 
of what happens. And since it is there too that the function of the 
father is inscribed in so far as this is the function to which castra
tion refers, one can see that while this may not make for two 
Gods, nor does it make for one alone. 

In other words, it is not by chance that Kierkegaard discovered 
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existence in a little tale of seduction. It is by being castrated, by 
renouncing love that he believes he accedes to it. But then after 
all, why shouldn't Regine also have existed? This desire for a 
good at one remove, a good not caused by a petit a, perhaps it was 
through the intermediary of Regine that he came to it. 
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A LOVE LETTER (UNE LETTRE D'AMOUR)5 

3x 

'rlx 

s 

Coalescence and scission of a and S(¢) 
The outsidesex 
To speak to no purpose 
Psychoanalysis is not a cosmology 
Knowledge of jouissance 

<i>x 

<I>x '!Ix <I>x 

S((i)) 

a ~IM 

After what I have just put up on the board for you, you might 
think that you know it all. Don't go too fast. 

Today I am going to try to talk about knowledge, the know
ledge which, in the inscription of the four discourses which I 
think I was able to show you as underpinning the social tie, I 
symbolised by writing S2• Perhaps I will manage to convey to 
you why this 2 goes further than being merely secondary in 
relation to the pure signifier which is inscribed as S1. 6 

Since I have chosen to give you the support of this inscription 
on the blackboard, I will comment on it, briefly I hope. I must 
confess that I have nowhere written it down and nowhere pre
pared it. It doesn't strike me as exemplary unless it be, as usual, 
for producing misunderstandings. 

In effect, a discourse such as analytic discourse aims at 
meaning. Clearly I can only deliver to each of you that part of 
meaning you are already on the way to absorbing. This has a 
limit, given by the meaning in which you are living. It is not 
saying too much to say that this meaning does not go very far. 
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What analytic discourse brings out is precisely the idea that this 
meaning is mere semblance. 

If analytic discourse indicates this meaning to be sexual, it can 
only do so by taking its limits into account. There is nowhere any 
last word unless in the sense in which word is not a word- as I have 
already stressed. No reply's the word says la Fontaine somewhere 
or other. Meaning indicates the direction in which it fails. 

That much established, which should keep you from under
standing too fast, and having taken all the precautions dictated by 
prudence, or by cpp6vT]cm;, as they say in Greek - a language in 
which many things have been stated which none the less fall short 
of what analytic discourse has allowed us to articulate - here 
then, roughly, is what is written up on the blackboard. 

First, the four propositional formulae at the top, two on the 
right and two on the left. Any speaking being whatever is 
inscribed on one side or the other. On the left, on the bottom 
line, Vx<Dx, indicates that it is through the phallic function that 
man takes up his inscription as all, except that this function finds 
its limit in the existence of an x through which the function, 
<Dx, is negated 3x<Dx. This is what is called the function of the 
father from where is given by negation the proposition <Dx, 
which allows for the exercise, through castration, of what 
makes up for the sexual relation - in so far as the latter can in no 
way be inscribed. In this case, therefore, the all rests on the 
exception posed as the term over that which negates this <Dx 
totally. 

Opposite, you have the inscription of the woman share of 
speaking beings. It is expressly stated in Freudian theory, that all 
speaking beings, whoever they be and whether or not they are 
provided with the attributes of masculinity - attributes which 
have yet to be determined- are allowed to inscribe themselves on 
this side. If they do so, they will allow of no universality, and will 
be that not all, in so far as there is a choice of coming down on the 
side of <Dx, or of not being part of it. 

These are the only possible definitions of the share called man, 
or else woman, for anyone who finds themselves in the position 
of inhabiting language. 

Underneath, beneath the line going across where it intersects 
with the vertical division of what is incorrectly called humanity, 
inasmuch as it can be divided up into sexual identifications, you 
have a rough lay out of what goes on. On the side of the man, I 
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have written up here the~. certainly not so as to privilege it in any 
way, and the ¢ which supports it as signifier and which can 
equally well be embodied by the S1• Of all signifiers this is the 
signifier for which there is no signified, and which, in relation to 
meaning, symbolises its failing. This is the half-sense, the inde
sense par excellence, or if you like, the reti-sense. Since this ~ is thus 
duplicated by the signifier on which basically it does not even 
depend, so it only ever relates as a partner to the objet a inscribed 
on the other side of the bar. It can never reach its sexual partner, 
which is the Other, except by way of mediation, as the cause of 
its desire. On this account, and as is indicated in one of my other 
drawings by the dotted line joining the ~ and the a, this can only 
be a fantasy. This fantasy, in which the subject is caught, is the 
support as such of what Freudian theory explicitly calls the 
reality principle. 

Now for the other side. This year I am taking up what Freud 
expressly left aside, the Was will das Weib? the What does the woman 
want? Freud argues that there is no libido other than masculine. 
Meaning what? other than that a whole field, which is hardly 
negligible, is thereby ignored. This is the field of all those beings 
who take on the status of the woman - if, indeed, this being 
takes on anything whatsoever of her fate. Furthermore, she is 
incorrectly called the woman, since, as I have stressed before, 
once the the of the woman is formulated by means of a not all, then 
it cannot be written. There can be no the here other than crossed 
through. This The relates, as I hope to show you today, to the 
signifier 0 when it is crossed through. 

The Other is not only this place where truth falters. It is worth 
representing what the woman necessarily relates to. Certainly 
we only have sporadic testimonies of it, which is why I took 
them last time in their function as metaphor. By her being in the 
sexual relation radically Other, in relation to what can be said of 
the unconscious, the woman is that which relates to this Other. 
This is what I am going to try to articulate a little more precisely 
today. 

The woman relates to the signifier of this Other, in so far as, 
being Other, it can only remain always Other. I can only pre
sume here that you will think back to my statement that there is 
no Other of the Other. As the place where everything of the 
signifier which can be articulated comes to be signified, the 
Other is, in its very foundation, radically the Other. Which is 
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why this signifier, with this bracket open, marks the Other as 
crossed through- S((/J). 

How can we conceive that the Other might, somewhere, be 
that to which one half - since that is roughly the biological 
proportion - one half of speaking beings relates. And yet that is 
what is written up on the blackboard by means of the arrow 
pointing from the The. This The cannot be said. Nothing can be 
said of the woman. The woman relates to S((/J), which means 
that she is already doubled, and is not all, since on the other hand 
she can also relate to <D. 

<D is assigned this phallus which I specify as being the signifier 
which has no signified, the signifier supported in man by phallic 
jouissance. What is it?- other than this, sufficiently stressed by the 
importance of masturbation in our practice, the jouissance of the 
idiot. 

2 

After that, to help you recover, all that remains is for me to speak 
to you about love. Which I will do in an instant. But what is the 
point of my ending up speaking to you about love, given that it 
scarcely follows the pretensions of analytic discourse to being 
something of a science. 

This something of a science - you are hardly aware of it. Of 
course you are aware, since I have pointed it out to you, that there 
was a moment when with some justification we were able to 
boast that scientific discourse had been founded on the Galilean 
turning point. I have stressed this often enough to presume that 
some of you will have gone back to the sources, meaning to the 
work ofKoyre. 

In relation to scientific discourse, it is very difficult to hold 
equally present two terms which I will give to you now. 

On the one hand, this discourse has given rise to all kinds of 
instruments which, from the point of view involved here, we 
must classify as gadgets. This makes you to a much greater 
extent than you are aware, the subjects of instruments which, 
from the microscope to the radio-television, become elements of 
your existence. At the present time, you cannot even measure 
their magnitude, but that doesn't make this any less part of 
what I call scientific discourse, a discourse being that which 
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determines a form of social tie. 
On the other hand, and this is where things don'tjell, there is a 

subversion of knowledge (connaissance). Up till now, in relation 
to knowledge nothing has ever been conceived of which did not 
share in the fantasy of inscribing a sexual tie- and we cannot even 
say that the subjects of the ancient theory of knowledge were not 
conscious of the fact. 

For example, simply take the terms actiYe and passive which 
dominate everything which has ever been thought up on the 
relationship of form to matter, a relationship which is so funda
mental and which Plato, and then Aristotle, refer to at every step 
they take regarding the nature of things. It is visibly, palpably the 
case that these propositions are only upheld by a fantasy of trying 
to make up for what there is no way of stating that is, the sexual 
relation. 

The strange· thing is that something, albeit something am
biguous, has none the less come out of this crude polarity, which 
makes matter passive and form the agency which brings to life, 
namely, that this bringing to life, this animation, is nothing other 
than the a whose agency animates what?- it animates nothing, it 
takes the other for its soul. 

Look at the way that the idea of a God has progressed through 
the ages - not that of the Christian faith, but the God of Aristotle, 
the unmoved mover, the supreme sphere. The idea that there 
should be a being such that all lesser beings than he can have no 
other aim than to be as great a being as they can be,is the whole 
basis of the idea of Good in Aristotle's Ethics, which I urged you 
to look at so as to grasp its impasses. If we now base ourselves on 
the inscription on the blackboard, it becomes clear that the 
supreme Being, which is manifestly mythical in Aristotle, the 
immobile sphere from which originate all movements, whether 
changes, engenderings, movements, translations or whatever, is 
situated in the place, the opaque place of the jouissance of the 
Other - that Other which, if she existed, the woman might be. 

It is in so far as her jouissance is radically Other that the woman 
has a relation to God greater than all that has been stated in 
ancient speculation according to a path which has manifestly 
been articulated only as the good of mankind .. 

The objective of my teaching, inasmuch as it aims at that part 
of analytic discourse which can be formulated, or put down, is to 
dissociate the a and the 0, by reducing the former to what 
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belongs to the imaginary and the latter to what belongs to the 
symbolic. That the symbolic is the support of that which was 
made into God, is beyond doubt. That the imaginary is 
supported by the reflection of like to like, is certain. And yet, a 
has come to be confused with the S(O) beneath which it is 
written on the board, and it has done so under pressure of the 
function of being. It is here that a rupture or severance is still 
needed. And it is in this precisely that psychoanalysis is some
thing other than a psychology. For psychology is the non
achieving of this rupture. 

3 

At this point I am going to allow myself a break by reading you 
something I wrote for you a while back-on what?-simply from 
where it might be possible to speak oflove. 

Speaking of love, in analytic discourse, basically one does 
nothing else. And how could it escape us that, as regards every
thing that the discovery of scientific discourse has made it 
possible to articulate, it has been one pure and simple waste of 
time. What analytic discourse brings to bear-which may after all 
be why it emerged at a certain point of scientific discourse - is 
that speaking oflove is in itself a jouissance. 

This is confirmed beyond any doubt by the wholly tangible 
effect that by saying anything - the very rule of the discourse of 
the analysand- you arrive at the Lustprinzip {pleasure principle), 
and by the most direct route, without there being any need for 
the elevation to the higher spheres which is the basis of Aris
totelian ethics. 

The Lustprinzip can indeed only be set up through the 
coalescence of a with S(q'>). 

For us, of course, the 0 is crossed through. Which doesn't 
mean that it is enough to cross it through for nothing of it to 
exist. Ifl am using this S(q'>) to designate nothing other than the 
jouissance of the woman, it is undoubtedly because I am thereby 
registering that God has not made his exit. 

This is roughly_ what I was writing for your benefit. So what 
was I writing you?- the only thing one can do with a measure of 
seriousness, a love letter. 

As far as the supposed psychologicists are concerned, thanks to 
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whom all this has gone on for so long, I am one of those who 
don't do much for their reputation. And yet I fail to see why the 
fact of having a soul should be a scandal for thought - were it 
true. If it were true, the soul could only be spoken as whatever 
enables a being - the speaking being to call him by its name - to 
bear what is intolerable in its world, which presumes this soul to 
be alien to that world, that is to say, fantasmatic. In this world, 
the soul can only be contemplated through the courage and the 
patience with which it faces it. The proof is that up till now the 
soul has never had any other meaning. 

At this point, lalangue, lalangue in French, must come to my aid 
- not, as is often the case, by providing me with a homonym, 
such as d'eux [of them] with deux [two], or peut [can] withpeu 
[little], or take ii peut peu [he little can] which must surely be there 
for a purpose - but simply by allowing me to say on ame [one 
souls]. j 1 ame, tu a mes, ii ame. YOU can see that in this case we ha Ve 
to use writing, which even gives jamais j'amais [never have I 
souled]. 

The soul's existence can, therefore, be placed in question [ mise 
en cause] - cause being the appropriate term with which to ask if 
the soul be not love's effect. In effect, as long as soul souls for soul 
[l'ame ame l'ame], there is no sex in the affair. Sex does not count. 
The soul is conjured out of what is hommosexual, as is perfectly 
legible from history. 

What I said earlier about the courage and the patience of the 
soul in bearing the world, is what guarantees that someone like 
Aristotle, in his search for the Good, stumbles on the fact that 
each of the beings in the world can only tend towards the greatest 
being by confusing their own good with that same good which 
radiates from the supreme Being. It is because it displays this 
tension towards the Supreme Being, that what Aristotle evokes 
as <ptA.ia, which represents the possibility of a love tie between 
two of these beings, can equally be inverted in the way I ex
pressed - that it is by their courage in bearing this intolerable 
relation to the supreme being that friends, <piA.ot, come to recog
nise and choose each other. The outsidesex [hors-sexe] of this 
ethic is so evident that I would like to give it the emphasis given 
somewhere by Maupassant in his coinage of the strange term, 
Hor/a. The outsidesex [Horsexe], such is mankind on whom the 
soul did speculate. 

But it can happen that women too are soulful in love [amour-
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euses], that is to say, that they soul for the soul. What on earth 
could this be other than this soul for which they soul in their 
partner, who is none the less homo right up to the hilt, from 
which they cannot escape? This can only bring them to the 
ultimate point - (ultimate not used gratuitously here) ofhysteria, 
as it is called in Greek, or of acting the man, as I call it, thereby 
becoming, they too, hommosexual or outsidesex. For it is dif
ficult for them not to sense from then on the impasse of their 
soully liking themselves [se mement] in the Other, since after all in 
being Other there is no need to know that one is. 

For the soul to come into being, she, the woman, is differen
tiated from it, and this has always been the case. Called woman 
[ditjemme] and defamed [du.fame]. The most famous things that 
have been handed down in history about women have been 
strictly speaking the most defamatory that could be said of them. 
True, the woman has been left the honour of Cornelia, the 
mother of the Gracchi. There's no point in talking about 
Cornelia to analysts, who scarcely give her a thought, but if you 
talk to them about any one Cornelia, they will tell you that it 
won't be very good for her children, the Gracchi - they'll be 
crack liars till the end of their days. 

That was the beginning of my letter, an amusement. 
Earlier I made an allusion to courtly love, which appeared at 

the point when hommosexual amusement had fallen into supreme 
decadence, into that sort of impossible bad dream called feu
dalism. In such depths of political degeneracy, it must have 
become noticeable that on the side of the woman, there was 
something which really would no longer do. 

The invention of courtly love is in no sense the fruit of what 
history usually symbolises as the thesis-antithesis-synthesis. And 
of course afterwards, there was not the slightest synthesis- there 
never is. Courtly love blazed in history like a meteor and we have 
since witnessed the return of all its trappings in a so-called 
renaissance of the old craze. Courtly love has remained an 
emgma. 

A brief aside - when one is made into two, there is no going 
back on it. It can never revert to making one again, not even a 
new one. The Aujhebung [sublation] is one of those sweet dreams 
of philosophy. 

After the blazing of courtly love, it was assigned once more to 
its original futility by something which sprang from an entirely 
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different quarter. It took nothing less than scientific discourse, 
that is, something owing nothing to the suppositions of the 
ancient soul. 

And only this could give rise to psychoanalysis, that is, the 
objectification of the fact that the speaking being still spends its 
time speaking to no purpose. It still spends time speaking for the 
briefest of purposes -the briefest, I say, because it simply keeps at 
it, that is, for as long as is needed for the thing finally to be 
resolved (which is what we've got coming to us) demogra
phically. 

No way could this sort out man's relationship to women. 
Freud's genius was to have seen that. Freud, the very name's a 
laugh - Kraft durch Freud [strength through Freud ljoy )] there's a 
programme for you. It is the most hilarious leap in the holy farce 
of history. Perhaps while this turning point still lasts, we might 
get a glimmer of something about the Other, because this is what 
the woman has to deal with. 

I would like to add now an essential complement to something 
which has already been very clearly seen, but which might gain 
further clarification by our looking at the paths which led to that 
insight. 

What was seen, but only from the side of the man, was that 
what he relates to is the objet a, and that the whole of his 
realisation in the sexual relation comes down to fantasy. It was of 
course seen with regard to neurotics. How do neurotics make 
love? That was where the whole thing started. It was impossible 
not to notice that there was a correlation with perversions -
which lends support to my objet a, since, whatever the said 
perversions, the a will be there as their cause. 

The funny thing is that Freud originally attributed perversions 
to the woman - look at the Three Essays. Truly a confirmation 
that when one is a man, one sees in one's partner what can serve, 
narcissistically, to act as one's own support. 

Except that what came after gave ample opportunity for 
realising that perversions, such as one had thought to locate them 
in neurosis, were no such thing. Neurosis is dream rather than 
perversion. Neurotics have none of the characteristics of the 
pervert. They simply dream that they have, which is natural, 
since how else could they reach their partner? 

It was then that one began to come across perverts - Aristotle 
having refused to recognise them at any price. There is in them a 
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subversion of conduct, based on a know-how, linked to a 
knowledge, a knowledge of the nature of things, which leads 
directly from sexual conduct to its truth, namely, its amorality. 
Put some soul in from the start- soulmorality [timoralite]. 

There is a morality - that is the inference - of sexual conduct. 
The morality of sexual conduct is implicit in everything that has 
ever been said about the Good. 

Only, by having good to say, you end up with Kant, where 
morality admits to what it is. This is something which I felt 
needed to be argued in an article - 'Kant with Sade' [ Ecrits, (1963)] 
- morality admits it is Sade. 

You can write Sade how you like -with a capital, as a tribute to 
the poor fool who gave us endless writings on the subject; or 
with a small letter, which is finally its way of being agreeable, the 
meaning of the word in old French; or, even better, fade, since it 
has to be said that morality stops short at the level of the id [le fa]. 
In other words, what it is all about is the fact that love is impos
sible, and that the sexual relation founders in non-sense, not that 
this should in any way diminish the interest we feel for the Other. 

Ultimately, the question is to know, in whatever 'it is that 
constitutes feminine jouissance where it is not all taken up by the 
man - and I would even say that femininejouissance as such is not 
taken up by him at all - the question is to know where her 
knowledge is at. 

If the unconscious has taught us anything, it is firstly this, that 
somewhere, in the Other, it knows. It knows precisely because it 
is upheld by the signifiers through which the subject is 
constituted. 

Now this is what makes for confusion, since it is difficult for 
anyone soulful not to believe that everyone in the world knows 
what they should be doing. If Aristotle upholds his God with that 
immobile sphere for all to use in pursuit of their own good, it is 
because this sphere is assumed to know what that good is. This is 
what the break induced by scientific discourse compels us to do 
without. 

There is no need to know why. We no longer need that 
knowledge which Aristotle originally started out from. In order 
to explain the effects of gravitation, we have no need to impute to 
the stone a knowledge of the place where it must land. By 
imputing a soul to an animal, we make knowledge the pre
eminent act of nothing other than the body - note that Aristotle 
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wasn't so wide of the mark - except that the body is made for an 
activity, a ev£pw:ta, and that somewhere the entelechy of the body 
is upheld by that substance it calls the soul. 

Here analysis adds to the confusion by giving back to us the 
final cause, and making us state that, at least for everything con
cerning the speaking being, reality is of one order, that is to say, 
fantasmatic. How could this in any way be likely to satisfy 
scientific discourse? 

There is, according to analytic discourse, an animal which 
finds himself speaking, and for whom it follows that, by inhabit
ing the signifier, he is its subject. From then on, everything is 
played out for him on the level of fantasy, but a fantasy which can 
perfectly well be taken apart so as to allow for the fact that he 
knows a great deal more than he thinks when he acts. But the fact 
that this is the case is not enough to give us the outlines of a 
cosmology. 

That is the perpetual ambiguity of the term unconscious. 
Obviously the unconscious presupposes that in the speaking 
being there is something, somewhere, which knows more than 
he does, but this can hardly be allowed as a model for the world. 
To the extent that its possibility resides in the discourse of 
science, psychoanalysis is not a cosmology, although man has 
only to dream to see re-emerging before him that vast jumble, 
that lumber room he has to get by with, which doubtless makes 
of him a soul, and one which can be lovable when something is 
willing to love it. 

As I have said, the woman can love in the man only the way in 
which he faces the knowledge he souls for. But as for the 
knowlege by which he is, we can only ask this question if we 
grant that there is something, jouissance, which makes it 
impossible to tell whether the woman can say anything about it
whether she can say what she knows of it. 

At the end of today's lecture, I therefore arrive, as always, at 
the edge of what polarised my subject, that is, whether the 
question can be asked as to what she knows ofit. It is no different 
from the question of knowing whether this end point from 
which she comes, which she enjoys beyond the whole game 
which makes up her relationship with the man, whether this 
point, which I call the Other signifying it with a capital 0, itself 
knows anything. For in this she is herself subjected to the Other 
just as much as the man. 
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Does the Other know? 
There was once a certain Empedocles - Freud happens to make 

use of him from time to time, much as a corkscrew. We only 
have a few lines by him, but Aristotle clearly saw what they 
implied when he commented that basically, for Empedocles, 
God was the most ignorant of all beings because he had no 
knowledge of hatred. Later, Christians transformed this into 
torrents of love. Unfortunately, it doesn't work, because to be 
without knowledge of hatred, is also to be without knowledge of 
love. If God does not know hatred, it is clear for Empedocles that 
he knows less than mortals. 

Which might lead one to say that the more man may ascribe to 
the woman in confusion with God, that is, in confusion with 
what it is she comes from, the less he hates, the lesser he is, and 
since after all, there is no love without hate, the less he loves. 

Notes 

1. The first part of this seminar refers to La titre de la lettre, une lecture de Lacan, 
by P. Lacoue-Labarthe andJ-L. Nancy (Paris: Galilee, 1973), and has been 
omitted in translation; wherever possible, subsequent references to this 
discussion have also been omitted (tr.). 

2. Lacan gave his seminars at the psychiatric hospital Saint Anne in Paris 
(Centre hospitalier Saint Anne) up to the time of the split in the Societe 
franfaise de psychanalyse in 1964 (tr.). 

3. The pun is on con, French slang for the female genitals (tr.). 
4. Henceforth the refers to the French feminine definite article (la) (tr.). 
5. 'Une lettre d'amour': throughout this section Lacan puns on amour (love) and 

ame (soul)-hence une lettre d'amour (a love (soul) letter), love as 'soulful' in the 
dual sense of sexuality's relation to the mystical at the point of its excess, and 
oflove's binding to the ethical at the point of its conventions (tr.). 

6. Lacan's four discourses, introduced in his 1969-70 seminar 'L'envers de la 
psychanalyse' (SXVIII) are intended to distinguish 'a certain number of stable 
relations in language' which go beyond 'the always more or less casual 
utterances of individual speech' (SXVIII, 1, p. 2), according to the place they 
assign to four basic units: the signifier as such (S1), the signifying chain (S2), 

the subject in its division($), the object of desire (a). Each unit is defined by 
its relation to two others: 

What matters is the primacy or subordination given by each form of 
discourse to the subject in its relation to desire. Permutation of the four basic 
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units produces four discourses as follows (i) S1 S2: discourse oif the master: 
r~-;-

tyranny of the all-knowing and exclusion of fantasy: primacy to the signifier 
(5 1), retreat of subjectivity beneath its bar ($), producing its knowledge as 
object (52), which stands over and against the lost object of desire (a); (ii) 
S2 a discourse oif the university: knowledge in the place of the master: 
Si~s 
primacy to discourse itself constituted as knowledge (52), over the signifier as 
such (51), producing knowledge as the ultimate object of desire (a), over and 
against any question of the subject ($); (iii) !.._ ~ ..fu: discourse of the hysteric: 

a S2 
the question of subjectivity: primacy to the division of the subject ($), over 
his or her fantasy (a), producing the symptom in the place ofknowledge (51), 

related to but divided from the signifying chain which supports it (52); 

(iv) ~~'I!_: discourse of the analyst: the question of desire: primacy to the 
S2 S1 

object of desire (a), over and against knowledge as such (52), producing the 
subject in its division ($) (a~$ as the very structure of fantasy), over the 
signifier through which it is constituted and from which it is divided (51). 

Each discourse can be produced from the one which precedes it by a quarter 
turn of its units. Hence Lacan's description of psychoanalysis as the 'hys
terisation of discourse ... the structural introduction via artificial conditions 
of the discourse of the hysteric' (SXVIII, 3, p. 4). Lacan, therefore, poses 
analysis against mastery, hysteria against knowing, all of which terms re
appear in his account of sexual division in the chapters of Encore translated 
here. Note also the shift away from the earlier formula oflanguage as arbitrary 
in its effects, to this emphasis on discourse as 'that which determines a form of 
a social tie' (E, pp. 152-3) 'where does the arbitrary come from, if not from a 
structured discourse' (0, p. 165), a shift which mirrors the change in his 
account of sexuality towards the specific fantasies which it supports, as 
described in the introduction (Part 11, section 11) (tr.). 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

Seminar of21January1975 

La can's seminar of 21 January 197 5 was published in the third issue of 
Ornicar?, the periodical of the department of psychoanalysis at the 
University of Paris VIII. The department was reorganised in 1974-5 
under the direction of Lacan and the supervision of Jacques-Alain 
Miller, who has become increasingly responsible for its administration. 
It defined its programme as a continuing reassessment of Freud's 
discovery through the work of Lacan, and the development of closer ties 
between psychoanalysis and other disciplines (linguistics, logic, 
topology). Ornicar? was set up to publish information on the depart
ment's teaching programme and research projects. It appears five times a 
year. In Lacan's lifetime, each issue included a draft of Lacan's current 
seminar. 

The seminar that follows, therefore, reflects Lacan's preoccupation 
with logic and topology, as well as his attempt to construct a possible 
'matheme' of psychoanalysis which had come to predominate in his later 
work. This was defined in the.first issue ofOrnicar? as the formulation 
of analytic experience as a structure, against the idea that such experience 
is ineffable. It appears in this seminar more as an examination of notions 
such as 'form' and 'consistency', which imply a presence or unity of the 
subject, and which Lacan opposes with concepts and figures from logic, 
topology and the formulae of written language, which cannot be cohered 
in the same way. 

In this context, the idea of woman as an object of fantasy is taken 
further. Lacan argues that woman's position in the sexual relation is that 
of a 'symptom' for the man, which serves to ward off the unconscious, 
and to ensure the consistency of his relation to the phallic term. Once 
again Lacan underlines the precarious nature of any such consistency. 

This final article is in many ways elliptical. But it demonstrates the 
close link between the question of feminine sexuality and that investi
gation of the foundations of logic and language, which was the constant 
emphasis of Lacan's work. 

The 'Seminar of 21 January 1975' was published in Ornicar? 
(Lacan, 1975- ), 3 (1975), pp. 104-10. 
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The question which arises at this point in my exposition is the 
following, answering to the notion of consistency in so far as 
consistency presupposes demonstration - what could be 
supposed to be a demonstration in the real? 

Nothing supposes it other than the consistency for which the 
cord is acting here as the support. The cord is the foundation of 
accord. And, if I make a leap, I could say that the cord thus 
becomes the symptom of what the symbolic consists of. 

Not a bad formula according to the evidence of language -
wearing down to the thread [la corde], used to designate the wear of 
the weave. When the thread shows through, it means that the 
weave is no longer disguised in what is called the fabric. Fabric is 
everywhere and always metaphorical in use -it could easily serve 
as an image of substance. The formula wearing down to the thread 
clearly alerts us sufficiently to the fact that there is no fabric 
without weave. 

I had prepared for you on paper a whole weave made up 
uniquely ofborromenean knots which could cover the surface of 
the blackboard. It is easy to see that you end up with a hexagonal 
pattern. Don't think that by cutting through any one nexus of the 
weave you would set free any part whatsoever of what it is tied 
to. If you cut only one ring, then the six rings in between, there
by freed, will be held in place by the six times three (eighteen) 
other rings to which they are tied in borromenean fashion. 

If earlier on I let slip prematurely the term symptom - it being 
the law oflanguage that something should slip out before it can 
be commented on - it is precisely because the symbolic provides 
the simplest metaphor for consistency. 

Not that the circular figure is not first of all a figure, that is to 
say, imaginable, since the notion of good form was founded on 
this very figure. It is the appropriate notion for making us bring 
into the real its share of the imaginary. And I would go further -
good form and meaning are akin. The order of meaning is 
naturally configured by what the form of the circle designates as 
the consistency presupposed to the symbolic. It accords with 
this, as it were primary, image. It took psychoanalysis to make us 
see its connection with the order of that body from which the 
imaginary is suspended. 

Who doubts -in point of fact everything called philosophy has 
to this day hung by this slender thread - that there is an order 
other than that along which the body thinks it moves. But this 
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order of the body is no more explained for all that. Why does the 
eye see spherically, when it is indisputably perceived as a sphere, 
whereas the ear hears sphere just as much, while presenting itself 
as a spiral? 

Would it throw any light on the fact that these two so mani
festly differomorphic organs, ifI may so put it, perceive spheri
cally if we were to consider things from the angle of my objet a? 
The petit a could be said to take a number of forms, with the 
qualification that in itself it has no form, but can only be thought 
of predominantly orally or shittily. The common factor of a is 
that of being bound to the orifices of the body. What repercus
sions, therefore, does the fact that the eye and the ear are orifices 
have on the fact that perception is spheroidal for both of them? 

Without the petit a, something is missing from any theory 
having any possible reference or appearance of harmony. And 
why? Because the subject is only ever supposed. It is its condition 
to be only supposable. If it knows anything, it is only by being 
itself a subject caused by an object - which is not what it knows, 
that is, what it imagines it knows. The object which causes it is 
not the other ofknowledge [connaissance]. The object crosses this 
other through. The other is thus the Other, which I write with a 
capital 0. 

The Other is thus a dual entry matrix. The petit a constitutes 
one of its entries. As for the other, what can be said about it? Is it 
the One of the signifier? 

The idea is at least conceivable, since it did once enable me to 
couple the One with my petit a. On that occasion, I had used the 
golden number [or] to introduce a factor which I had been led to 
by experience, that is, that between this One and the a there is no 
rationally determinable relation. One can never work out the 
ratio between the One and the a, in other words there is no reason 
why by placing one over the other it should come out. The 
remaining difference would be as small as can be figured, it 
would even have a limit, but within this limit, there would never 
be any conjunction, any coupling, of One and a. 

Does that mean that the One of meaning has something to do 
with the matrix which crosses the Other through with the mark 
of its double entry? No, for the One of meaning is not to be con
fused with what makes the One of the signifier. 

The One of meaning is the being, the being specified by the 
unconscious inasmuch as it ex-ists, ex-ists at least to the body, for 
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the striking thing is that it ex-ists in discord. There is nothing in 
the unconscious which accords with the body. The unconscious 
is discordant. The unconsciou's is that which, by speaking, 
determines the subject as being, but as a being to be crossed 
through with that metonymy by which I support desire, in so far 
as it is endlessly impossible to speak as such. 

By saying that a is that which causes desire, what I mean is that 
it is not its object. It is not its complement, either direct or 
indirect, but only that cause which, playing on a word as I did in 
my first Rome discourse [ Ecrits (1953) ], is always a cause. 1 

The subject is caused by an object, which can be noted only in 
writing, which is one step forward for theory. 

In all this what is irreducible is not an effect of language. The 
effect of language is the patheme, or passion of the body. But 
from this language which has no effect, what can be inscribed is 
that radical abstraction, the object I write with the figure of 
writing a, nothing of which is thinkable - except that everything 
which is thought of as a subject, the being one imagines as being, 
is determined by it. 

The One of meaning hardly comes into it - it is merely the 
effect of the One of the signifier, which in fact only works by 
being available to designate any signified. 

As for the imaginary and the real which are here mixed up with 
the One of the signifier, what can be said about them? What can 
be said about their quality, what Charles Sanders Peirce calls 
firstness, about what it is that divides them up into different 
qualities? How, in this instance, can we separate out something 
like life and death? Who knows where to situate them?- since the 
One of the signifier comes down as a cause on both sides. It 
would, therefore, be a mistake to think that it is the imaginary 
which is mortal and the real which is the living. 

Only the common usage of a signifier can be called arbitrary. 
But where does this arbitrary come from, if not from a structured 
discourse? 

Let me appeal here to the title of a review, which is currently 
coming out under my auspices at Vincennes - Ornicar?2 It is, 
surely, an example of determinacy by the signifier. In this case, 
the fact of being ungrammatical is merely to figure a category of 
grammar, but, in so doing, the title demonstrates configuration 
as such, that which, in the eyes of Icarus, merely adorns him. 
Language is an adorning. It is all rhetoric, as Descartes stresses in 
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the tenth rule. Dialectics can be conceived of only through the 
usage that it has in relation to a pathematically ordered common 
use, that is to say, to a discourse associating not the phoneme, 
even taken in its broadest sense, but the subject determined by 
being, that is to say, by desire. 

What is the affect of ex-isting? ( .... ) What is it, of the 
unconscious, which makes for ex-istence? It is what I underline 
with the support of the symptom. 

I say the function of the symptom, function to be understood 
as the f of the mathematical formula f(x). And what is the x? It is 
that part of the unconscious, which can be translated by a letter, 
in that only the letter makes it possible to isolate the identity of 
self to self from any quality. 

By underpinning the signifier which the unconscious consists 
of, each One of the unconscious is capable of being written down 
by a letter. Doubtless we could do with some convention. But 
the strange thing is that this is exactly what the symptom, un
controllably, brings about. Hence the aspect of the symptom of 
never ceasing to be written. 

Not long ago, someone I listen to in my practice- and nothing 
I say to you comes from anywhere else, which is precisely its 
difficulty - someone articulated something for me, by linking the 
symptom to the dotted line. The important thing is the reference 
to writing as a means of situating the repetition of the symptom, 
as it presents itself in my practice. 

The fact that the term came from somewhere else, from the 
symptom as defined by Marx in the social, does not detract from 
the appropriateness of its use in, if I may so put it, the private. 
The fact that the symptom should be defined in the social by 
unreason doesn't prevent its being distinguished, in the case of 
the individual, by all kinds of rationalisations. Every rationalisa
tion is a particular rational fact, in the sense not of an exception, 
but of coming from anyone. 

Anyone must be able to be an exception for the function of 
exception to become a model, but the reverse is not true - the 
exception does not come to constitute a model by its hanging out 
with anyone. That is the common state of affairs - anyone can 
attain the function of exception belonging to the father, which in 
most cases, as we know, results in its verweifung [foreclosure] 
through the dependency it gives rise to, with the psychotic result 
that I have warned against. 
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A father only has a right to respect, if not love, if the said love, 
the said respect, is - you won't believe your ears - perversely 
[pere-versement]3 orientated, that is to say, come of a woman, an 
objet a who causes his desire. 

But what the woman thereby a-cquires has no part in the 
matter. What she busies herself with are other objet a, being 
children, in relation to whom the father does none the less 
intervene - exceptionally in the best instances - in order to keep 
under repression, in the happy me-deum [le juste mi-dieu ], 4 his own 
version of his perversion [pere-version]. Perversion [pere-version] 
being the sole guarantee of his function of father, which is the 
function of the symptom, as I have written it. 

It is enough that he be a model of the function. This is what the 
father must be, in that he can only be an exception. 

The only way for him to be a model of the function is by 
fulfilling its type. It matters little that he has symptoms provided 
he adds to them that of paternal perversion [pere-version], 
meaning that its cause should be a woman, secured to him in 
order to bear him children, and that, of these children, whether 
he wishes to or not, he takes paternal care. 

Normality is not paternal virtue par excellence, but merely the 
happy me-deum, mentioned above, that is, the happy un
spoken. Naturally on condition that this un-spoken is not 
glaringly obvious, that is to say, that one cannot immediately tell 
what is involved in what it is not saying - which is rare. 

Rarely does this happy me-deum succeed. Which will enliven 
the subject when I have time to take it up with you again. But in 
an article on Schreber [ Ecrits, (1955-6) ], I already made the point 
to you in passing that there is nothing worse than a father who 
proffers the law on everything. Above all, spare us any father 
educators, rather let them be in retreat on any position as master. 

I was led to speak to you of a woman, since I tell you that the 
woman does not exist. 

The woman can perfectly well be delineated, since it is all 
women, as you might say. But if women are 'not all'? Then if we 
say that the woman is all women, it is an empty set. The 
advantage of set theory, surely, is that it introduced a measure of 
seriousness into the use of the term 'all'. 

A woman5 - the question can only be posed from the Other, 
that is, from that which can be given a definable set, a set which 
can be defined by what I have written up there on the blackboard 



168 Feminine Sexuality 

as <I>, or the phallus. 
The phallus is not phallic jouissance. Is it, therefore, jouissance 

without the organ or the organ withoutjouissance? I am putting 
questions to you in this form in order to give some meaning -
regretfully - to this figure. And, making the leap, for whoever is 
encumbered with the phallus, what is a woman? 

A woman is a symptom. 
The fact that a woman is a symptom can be seen from the 

structure which I am in the proctiss of explaining to you, namely, 
that there is no jouissance of the Other as such, no guarantee to be 
met with in thejouissance of the body of the Other, to ensure that 
enjoying the Other exists. A manifest instance of the hole, or 
rather of something whose only support is the objet a - but always 
in a mix-up or confusion. 

In point of fact a woman is no more an ob jet a than is a man - as 
I said earlier, she has her own, which she busies herself with, and 
this has nothing to do with the object by which she sustains 
herself in any desire whatsoever. To make of this A-Woman a 
symptom, is to say that phallic jouissance is equally her affair, 
contrary to what is said. 

The woman has to undergo no more or less castration than the 
man. As for what is involved in her function as symptom, she is 
at exactly the same point as her man. We have yet to articulate 
what corresponds in her case to that real ex-istence I spoke of 
earlier as the phallus, the one over which I left you with your 
tongues hanging out. It has no relation to the little thingummy 
that Freud talks about. 

The dotted lines of the symptom are in fact question marks, so 
to speak, in the non-relation. This is what justifies my giving you 
this definition: that what constitutes the symptom - that some
thing which dallies with the unconscious (see Figure 1)6 - is that 
one believes in it. 

There is so little sexual relation that I recommend you read a 
very fine novel, Ondine. 7 In it you will see that in the life of a 
man, a woman is something he believes in. He believes there is 
one, or at times two or three, but the interesting thing is that, 
unable to believe only in one, he believes in a species, rather like 
sylphs or water-sprites. 

What does it mean to believe in sylphs or water-sprites? Note 
that one says believe in, and that the French language even adds 
this further emphasis - croire y. 
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Figure 1 

To believe in? What does it mean? If not to believe in beings in 
so far as they are able to say something. I challenge you to find me 
an exception to that definition. Were one dealing with beings 
who could not say anything, who could not pronounce what can 
be distinguished as truth and falsehood, then to believe in them 
would have no meaning. This goes to show the precariousness of 
this believing in, which the fact of the sexual non-relation 
manifestly comes down to - a fact not in question, given the 
overlapping of examples from all sides. Anyone who comes to us 
with a symptom, believes in it. 

Ifhe asks for our assistance or help, it is because he believes that 
the symptom is capable of saying something, and that it only 
needs deciphering. The same goes for a woman, except that it can 
happen that one believes her effectively to be saying something. 
That's when things get stopped up - to believe in, one believes 
her. It's what's called love. 

It is in this sense that I have, on occasion, styled the sentiment 
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as comic - that well-known comedy, the comedy of psychosis. 
Hence the common saying that love is madness. 

And yet the difference between believing in the symptom and 
believing it is obvious. It is the difference between neurosis and 
psychosis. In psychosis, not only does the subject believe in the 
voices, but he believes them. Everything rests on that borderline. 

Believing a woman is, thank God, a widespread state - which 
makes for company, one is no longer all alone, about which love 
is extremely fussy. Love rarely comes true, as each of us knows, 
and it only lasts for a time. For what is love other than banging 
one's head against a wall, since there is no sexual relation? 

Love can no doubt be classified according to a certain number 
of forms, neatly picked out by Stendhal (love as respect which is 
by no means incompatible with passionate love, nor with love 
based on inclination), but the chief form oflove is based on the fact 
that we believe her. 

We believe her because there has never been any proof that she 
is not absolutely authentic. But we blind ourselves. This believing 
her serves as a stop-gap to believing in - something very seriously 
open to question. God knows where it leads you to believe there 
is One - it can even lead you so far as to believe that there is The, 8 

a belief which is fallacious. No one says the sylph or the water
sprite. There is a water-sprite, a sylph, a spirit, for some people 
there are spirits, but it all only ever adds up to a plural. 

What we need to know now is whether the fact that there is no 
better way of believing in, than to believe her, is an absolute 
necessity. 

Today, in relation to the story of the dotted lines, I have 
introduced the fact that a woman is a symptom. This so matches 
analytic practice, that, since nobody had said it before, I thought 
that I had better do so. 

Notes 

1. qui cause toujours: motto of causalist thought, literally 'is always a cause' or 
'keeps talking' (tr.). 

2. Ornicar?: reference to the French expression Mais ou est done Ornicar? used to 
teach school children the use of those conjunctions governing grammatical 
exceptions (mais, ou, done, or, ni, car) (tr.). 

3. The French for 'perversely' (perversement) has the prefix euphonically 
equivalent to the noun pere ('father') (tr.). 
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4. mi-dieu: substituting dieu ('god') in the expression le Juste milieu ('the happy 
medium'); later there is a further pun on dieu and dit (that which is spoken) 
(tr.). 

5. Unefemme: in French, the indefinite article means both 'a' and 'one'; Lacan is 
placing Unefemme ('A woman') in opposition to Lafemme ('"I'he woman'), 
and is also marking its relation to the category 'One' which he discusses 
above (pp. 164-6) (tr.). 

6. Lacan's difficulty in many ways became greater in direct proportion to his 
increasingly elaborated use of the theory of knots which he took from 
Alexander (1928), and developed in relation to a possible topography of the 
unconscious in his later work. As regards the texts translated here, the 
sequence is at one level clear: from the early reference to castration ('we know 
that the unconscious castration complex has the function of a knot', MP, 
p. 75) - the insistence on the subjective and theoretical difficulty of the con
cept - to the renewed stress against any myth of imaginary cohesion or con
sistency ('knots lend themselves with difficulty to the image', SXXI, 9, p. 2). 
In this second sense Lacan's preoccupation with knots is part of what has been 
his continuous attempt to find a formula for the difficulty of unconscious 
processes which is not immediately cancelled by its own immediacy or 
presence - hence his rejection of geometrical optics in favour of topology ('a 
set of continuous deformations', SXXI, 6, p. 6), and the recourse to 
mathematics ('I do not want to write up anything which could be taken for a 
signified, nor lend to the signified any authority whatsoever', SVIII, 13, p. 5). 
More recently the theory of knots has been used to stress the relations which 
bind or link Imaginary, Symbolic and Real, and the subject to each, in a way 
which avoids any notion of hierarchy, or any priority of any one of the three 
terms: 'These three terms: what we imagine as a form, what we hold as 
circular in language, and that which ex-ists in relation both to the imaginary 
and to language, have led me to bring out the way in which they are linked 
together' (Scilicet, 617, 1976, p. 56). Above all, the emphasis is, as always, on 
the intricate and inextricable nature of the ties which make the subject both 
subject of and to the unconscious: 'the unconscious, this knot of our being -
the word "knot", rather than the word "being", is the one that matters - the 
being of this knot which is driven by the unconscious alone' (SXXI, 4, p. 5). 
We can see this here, in the reference to the symptom (Figure 1) as that 'which 
dallies with the unconscious' (0, p. 168). 

7. Ondine, novel by Jean Giraudoux (Paris: Bernard Grasset, 1939) (tr.). 
8. La: the feminine definite article implying 'The woman' (tr.). 
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29, 30, 37 n.4, 43, 46-7 
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