
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE FREUDIAN LEGACY TODAY 

 
 

 

 

 

 

CANADIAN NETWORK FOR PSYCHOANALYSIS AND CULTURE 

RÉSEAU CANADIEN POUR LA PSYCHANALYSE ET LA CULTURE 

 

 

2015 
 

 

 

 

 

DINA GEORGIS 

SARA MATTHEWS 

JAMES PENNEY, 

 

 

EDITORS 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 “The Freudian Legacy Today”  ......................................................................................1 

 Sara Matthews 

 

Lost Objects: Berggasse 19 and Absence in the Space of Psychoanalysis  ....................11 

 Lana Lin 

  

The Love of Small Differences: Narcissism in Mildred Pierce  ....................................33 

 Julia Huggins 

 

The Aesthetic Archive and Lamia Joreige’s Objects of War ..........................................46 

 Dina Georgis 

 

The Queer Timing of Reparation in Philippe Falardeau’s Monsieur Lazhar .................62  

 Hannah Dyer and David K. Seitz 

 

Dead or Immortal? The Future of Queer Theory  ...........................................................80 

 James Penney 

 

Transsexuality and Lacanian Psychoanalysis .................................................................104 

 Sheila Cavanagh 

 

Lacanian Analysis and Transsexuality: Take 2  .............................................................125 

 Patricia Elliot 

 

From Freud’s Theory of Polymorphous Perversity to Transsexuality:  .........................138 

 Psychoanalysis Today 

 Oren Gozlan 

 

A Voice in the Alethosphere: Analysis and the Discourse of Economics  .....................149 

 Allan Pero 

 

Does the Internet Have an Unconscious?  ......................................................................164 

 Clint Burnham 

 

Subject of the Drive, Ethics of the Real  .........................................................................183 

 Randall Terada 

 

A Discourse of Need: The Drive in the Contemporary Situation of Famine ..................201 

 Macy Todd 

 

Free Association as a Research Method  ........................................................................223 

 Jeanne Randolph 



1 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

“The Freudian Legacy Today” 
 

Sara Matthews 

 

 

 This volume, and the conference that inspired it, were borne out of a chance conversation 

several years ago at an academic gathering in the United States that brought clinical practitioners 

together with academics for conversations about psychoanalysis, culture and politics. Dina 

Georgis, James Penney and I, all participants at that meeting, discovered a mutual curiosity about 

the status of psychoanalytic thinking amongst our Canadian colleagues. Was there something 

unique, we wondered, about how scholars and analysts training, studying and/or working at 

schools, institutes and universities north of the border understood the legacy of psychoanalysis 

for their various intellectual, social and clinical projects? And so our somewhat ambitious (and 

slightly wild) plans for the Canadian Network for Psychoanalysis and Culture were laid.  

The driving polemic for that inaugural conference held in Toronto, September 20-22 

2013, was that the concept of the unconscious first articulated by Freud offers a radical and 

insistent challenge to our basic notion of how it is that we come to know ourselves in relation to 

our social, cultural and political worlds. We were also convinced by the continued saliency of 

Freud’s insights for thinking through the pressing social issues of our time. How do we live 

ethically and socially with difference? How do the dynamics of love and hate structure our social 

and political ties? How are social and cultural histories written in between what can be 

understood and what is unavailable to knowledge? It was, and is, our view that psychoanalysis 

continues to be central to the study of contemporary culture and social life, offering the 

humanities and social sciences the radical gifts of its investigative methods, insistent questions 

and clinical insights. 
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The word ‘legacy’ has its own potency. Derived from the Old French legacie and 

referring to the function and/or office of a delegate or deputy of some higher office, such as a 

papacy or sovereign authority, the word connotes both the designation of authority by particular 

means of stewardship and the act of that bequest. If Freud is the Father in this sense, it is easy to 

think about psychoanalytic training in its various iterations and schools of thought (including the 

well-known fights) as an ongoing expression of that ‘original’ designation. But what of the act of 

that bequest? If we take the notion of the unconscious seriously, then we must also consider 

another sense of the term. Since the analytic process relies on psychic remnants – dreams, slips 

of the tongue, wild thoughts and other such parapraxes – the Freudian legacy is also an insistence 

towards a particular approach to thought: one that privileges these remainders, residues and 

excesses of our efforts to know and acknowledges how we are haunted, both by the figure of 

Freud and the limits of our own understanding. As such, the thirteen papers collected here 

represent one trajectory of this legacy, written by academics, cultural workers and clinical 

practitioners working within, or in tandem with, a predominantly Canadian context. As opposed 

to any kind of sovereign teleology, however, the work instead manifests a spiderweb of creative 

thought, social concern and political insight. If there is an inquisitiveness towards that design, it 

is registered in the ways that these various considerations gather together around a discernable 

centre, but also, and importantly, heed the gaps that remain.  

Lana Lin stages the question of Freud’s legacy as an encounter with material history, 

namely the objects, or rather “lost objects”, that populate the Sigmund Freud Museum in Vienna. 

Bergasse 19, the site of Freud’s home and psychoanalytic practice until his exile in 1939, 

performs what Lin describes as a kind of hopeful melancholia. Focusing her analysis on the role 

of photography and architecture in framing the visitor’s encounter with the space of Bergasse 19, 
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Lin asks us to think about the fetishism of the lost object as compensation for the horrors of 

absence, both in terms of Freud’s political exile and his eventual death. This defended history, 

Lin suggests, might be explored via the potency of Freud’s couch, a lost object of 

psychoanalysis. No longer in situ at Bergasse 19, its presence is nevertheless activated through 

the museum’s obsessive photographic display. What happens, Lin asks, when the visitor to the 

museum desires the couch and encounters a photograph instead? This frustration, lying between 

desire and disappointment, might activate one’s reflection on the difference between an absence 

that is real and one that is symbolic – the basis, Lin argues, for a “melancholic working through” 

(29). 

Whereas Lin explores Freud’s legacy quite literally, Julia Huggins is concerned with the 

intellectual legacy of a particular Freudian concept – the narcissism of small differences – and 

how, via a Lacanian re-reading, it has the potential to invigorate our understanding not of 

hostility but rather of love. She turns to Todd Haynes’ 2011 televised miniseries Mildred Pierce 

as a way to explore the idea that it is the small difference between the narcissistic object and the 

objet petit a (object cause of desire) that allows the subject to be emancipated from the repeated 

frustration of demand. It is the relationship between Mildred and her daughter Veda – who, 

under the rubric of love, represents a “worthless box” that contains the “precious object” of 

Mildred’s desire – that enacts the “indefinite work of love as distinct from narcissistic obsession” 

(44). What Huggins’s paper helps us to explore are the conditions of difference that would allow 

for love – or recognition of the other beyond narcissistic attachment – to occur.  

Dina Georgis considers how traumatic legacies of war carry affective residues that open 

possibilities for imaginative renewal, both subjectively and politically. She centres her discussion 

on a group of post-war artists in Lebanon whose work confronts neoliberal attempts to suture the 
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ragged edges of political difference via state-sanctioned practices of forgetting. Such orientations 

to the past might offer a palliative or redemptive remedy. But what would it mean, she queries, to 

work through collective memories of war in such a way as to preserve their ethical and political 

complexities? To address this dilemma, Georgis offers the concept of the aesthetic archive, both 

a metaphor for how individuals collect themselves in psychic time and a creative space of 

assemblage that offers a reparative orientation to traumatic loss. Drawing on insights from 

Melanie Klein and D. W. Winnicott, Georgis analyzes Lamia Joreige’s artistic project “Objects 

of War” – a series of videos that chronicle the testimonies of individuals who lived through the 

Lebanese war – as an aesthetic archive that “creates the conditions to experience the remains of 

war” (53) not as a story of loss, but rather one of psychic survival and even of love.  

With their exploration of the reparative potential of unruly affect to forge a relationship 

with traumatic loss, Hannah Dyer and David K. Seitz investigate the ways in which ethical 

relations in the present are made possible via the symbolization of inner conflicts. Their site of 

exploration is Monsieur Lazhar (2011), a Canadian film that narrates the story of a teacher and 

his class of young pupils struggling to make sense of death and the painful, confusing affects that 

rage in its wake. Following the Kleinian theory of psychic repair, Dyer and Seitz wonder what it 

might mean to linger with its unpredictability – what they call the queer timing of reparation. 

The authors offer a reading of queerness understood not as subjectivity, but rather as an unruly 

process through which one might learn to symbolize and survive the traumas of loss. As part of 

their intellectual project, Dyer and Seitz assess the contemporary reassurance campaign directed 

at queer youth, “It Gets Better,” for its reparative potential. In doing so they privilege the “queer 

time of mourning” (63) whereby the vicissitudes of psychic time provoke us to encounter “the 

aching reverberations of the past” (76) as a creative story as opposed to a progressive demand.  



5 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

Also interested in a critique of redemptive narratives of futurity as well as their nihilistic 

opposite, James Penney calls on Alain Badiou and Jacques Lacan to examine philosophically the 

question of what it means to imagine queer-theoretical futures. Beginning with an appraisal of 

Lee Edelman’s insistence that queerness is aligned with a radical negativity, Penney excavates 

the failures of this approach by offering a psychoanalytic reading of the temporal dialectic 

between death and immortality. Under Edelman’s purview, he explains, political (and indeed 

human) futurity is always and only a deathly imaginary. It is a fundamental misreading of Lacan, 

Penney suggests, that allows Edelman to elaborate his argument. Against this polemic, he offers 

an alternative interpretation that theorizes psychoanalytic temporality as one of discontinuity and 

therefore of change. This temporal dialectic, he argues, is what allows one to assert that “death 

needn’t be the end” (101) of politics if we see our choice as one between life and not death, but 

rather immortality. 

The next three papers in the collection offer different interventions into contemporary 

clinical narratives of transsexuality with a particular focus on the psychoanalytic legacy of 

reading transsexuality as a psychotic identification. A key feature of Sheila Cavanaugh’s work is 

her effort to depathologize transsexuality in Lacanian discourse by retheorizing the transsexual’s 

sexuation, usually understood as failed by virtue of a psychotic foreclosure, as the creative work 

of resignification. To do this, she reexamines the psychotic thesis as it pertains to transsexuality, 

providing insight into Lacan’s work on sexuation. Cavanaugh then theorizes transsexuality as a 

subset of neurosis through her reading of Bracha Ettinger’s work on the matrixial borderspace. 

Locating sexuation before the phallic order of sexual difference as theorized by Lacan, she 

argues for a transsexual trajectory “understood as a metramorphical becoming and co-fading in a 
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transsubjective space of feminine difference that reconfigures and reinscribes the traces of a 

primordial m/Other” (105).  

Patricia Elliot also critically engages Lacanian theorizations of transsexuality, 

distinguishing between distinct currents. While the first follows in the path of Catherine Millot’s 

articulation of transsexuality as psychosis, the second includes more recent approaches that offer 

a nuanced understanding of transsexual subjectivites. Thinkers associated with the second 

movement, she suggests, not only counter previous transphobic accounts, but also open 

theoretical and social spaces from which it becomes possible to transform prejudicial attitudes 

and delineate more appropriate therapeutic and medical interventions. For Elliot, what is 

valuable in Freud’s legacy is the discourse of analysis – the technique of listening to and 

privileging the analysand’s narrative over that of the master. While normalizing approaches such 

as Millot’s claim to know what transsexuality means, thinkers such as Shanna Carlson, Patricia 

Gherovici and Oren Gozlan listen for the discourse of transsexuality as articulated by the 

transsexual subject through both words and embodiment. This return to the discourse of analysis 

in both theory and clinical practice, Elliot suggests, allows for an understanding of transsexuality 

as a creative narration of neurosis as opposed to a structure of pathological phantasy.  

For Oren Gozlan, the clinical narrative of transsexuality as a pathological condition is 

based on a repression at the heart of Freud’s theory of sexual difference itself – that castration is 

fantasy as opposed to fact. It is this dialectic that reveals normative psychoanalytic theories of 

transsexuality as limited in their ability to transcend what Gozlan calls the “fetishistic phantasy 

of phallic monism (non-castrated/castrated)” (139), an aporia that leads to the problem of not 

being able to think alongside the unknowable. Gozlan shows how transsexuality is both “a 

psychic position and a metaphor for the transitional experience of the transformation of the 
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psyche” (140). To develop this notion, he offers an aesthetic reading of the subject of 

transsexuality through two figures – Michel Foucault’s Herculine Barbin and Jeffrey 

Eugenides’s Calliope – who both ask themselves the question, Am I a boy or a girl? The 

transgressive answer for psychoanalysis is that “no body is ever false” (146) and that what 

matters is learning to live creatively with the symptom.  

At stake in Allan Pero’s paper is the notion of resistance to what he names, in 

conversation with Lacan’s four discourses, the discourse of economics. He suggests that since 

the 1980s there has emerged a situation in which “economics now functions in the position of 

agent, and as objet a – or surplus jouissance” (158). What can this mean, Pero asks, for social 

life? One is asked to identify with economic injustice and it’s hoarding of enjoyment or risk 

relegation to the position of the hysteric. What is silenced in this pernicious dynamic, he argues, 

is the “voice in the alethosphere” – the symptom of resistance that is left over from speech and 

that cannot be mastered nor readily heard. The space of resistance to the discourse of economics, 

Pero suggests, is the voice as the object of the drives which the discourse “has yet to hoard” 

because it “has yet to be heard” (162).  

Clint Burnham poses the question: Does the internet have an unconscious? By way of an 

answer, he offers a diverse range of cultural examples – from the role of email in the police 

procedural, to the user experience of passwords, to post-internet art – as he thinks through a 

psychoanalysis of the digital via the insights of Freud, Lacan and Fredric Jameson. Whereas 

Freud helps Burnham to contemplate the question of “whether the internet has an unconscious, 

or whether the internet is the unconscious” (164), it is through Lacan’s work that Burnham 

articulates the unconscious space of the internet as that which is left over when the subject is 

created. We see evidence of the unconscious, Burnham puts forward, in digital failures such as 
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“404 file not found” and other alerts announcing the void of the subject such as “Warning (!) No 

Subject. Send Anyway?” (172). Frederic Jameson’s work offers Burnham access to the question 

of the political unconscious, which he then explores using the example of visual artist Laura 

Owens’s vast tactile canvases. In the transferential sense, Burnham concludes, the internet is the 

unconscious. As for whether or not the internet has an unconscious, the author leaves us with an 

open question and a few dark corners of political economy.  

Randall Terada explores the emergence of the subject as part of a Lacanian political 

project. To this end, he distinguishes between the individual and the subject. Whereas the first 

describes a fantasy frame that responds to and secures the reproduction of the social as a 

normative claim, the latter is a relation of ethics in which the subject might emerge as truly 

political, that is, beyond identity as such. The political subject “proper,” he argues, “is the result 

of a failed interpellation” (184) by the social world, be it the school, the state, the church, or the 

media. Thinking about the conditions that lead to the emergence of the subject, Terada 

anatomizes the concept of the death drive, suggesting that a return to the originary state of loss 

provides an opening for the discovery of an ethical disposition. In this form of “subjective 

destitution,” one moves “from the lost object to loss itself as object” (187). Drawing on the work 

of Judith Butler and Slavoj Žižek, the author explores this emergence of a subject as distinct 

from identity, using the literary character Bartelby the Scrivener as his muse. Bartelby’s famous 

utterance “I prefer not to,” Terada suggests, is one example of such an emergence that then 

presents to the world the political problem of an ethical response.  

Also interested in a Lacanian interpretation of the drive, Macy Todd considers the 

psychoanalytic dynamics of aggression and pleasure as a way to think through contemporary 

discourses of global famine. He argues that these discourses must have a theory of signification – 
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a desiring, linguistic ground from which to articulate the subject – if they are to properly map a 

balanced analysis of the situation of famine. Whereas the rhetorics of mathematics and logic 

produce the famished body as an abstraction of necessity, what is missed from this perspective, 

Todd suggests, is an analysis of desire as the “readable, material product of the drive, and the 

only access we have to any true account of the body” (218). To make a relation between famine 

and the drive, the author compares two contemporary forms of famine discourse: famine 

eschatology and the commemoration of the Great Famine in Ireland. His warning to famine 

critics is that an “objective analysis of famine takes the body in an impossible fantasmatic form” 

(218) as opposed to the subject of the drive signified through relations of desire.  

Jeanne Randolph’s contribution to the collection mirrors her presentation from the 

September conference. Her practice – which consists of images, text and dialogue – enacts free 

association as a research method. This method involves the making of theory as “praxis”: the 

creative activity of practicing research in public, which Randolph describes somewhat 

humorously as standing “around, unfettered from sense, nonsense, logic or fantasy, responding 

out loud to huge images projected on a screen behind me” (223). For the author, free association 

as research practice illuminates a particular way of thinking akin to Freud’s primary processes. 

Within this play lies the possibility for thinking about research as a goal in itself as opposed to a 

production that aims to bring into existence something distinct from the activity.  

The papers collected here offer a range of interpretive engagements with the legacy of 

Freud’s thought. Our interest at CNPC is not to delineate a particular fidelity to that legacy along 

the lines of something approximating a ‘Canadian’ school. Rather, we are concerned with the 

ways in which clinicians, intellectuals and cultural workers have taken up the radicality of 

Freud’s thought for their own insistences. We have hoped to create dialogic coordinates for these 
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individual endeavors to touch. In doing so, our aim has been, and remains, to ensure that 

conversations about psychoanalytic thought and practice in the Canadian context have a place to 

flourish and to reach both established and new audiences.  

 

Sara Matthews is Associate Professor in the Department of Global Studies at Wilfrid Laurier 

University. Her interdisciplinary work brings aesthetics and cultural theory to the study of 

violence and the dynamics of social conflict. Her manuscript, “Aesthetic Interventions: Art, 

Affect and Learning from Conflict”, explores how aesthetic mechanisms symbolize the difficult 

work of coming to know oneself as human in the aftermath of genocide and war. 
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Lost Objects: Berggasse 19 and Absence in the Space of 

Psychoanalysis 
 

Lana Lin 

New York University 

  

 

 Typically, a lost object in the psychoanalytic sense equates to a lost loved person, 

although Freud makes clear that loss can also take the form of an abstraction such as a nation or 

ideal.
1
 The loss of objects at the Sigmund Freud Museum in Vienna has complex historical and 

psychical meanings. I argue that Freud’s escape from Nazi persecution and exile from Austria 

together cast his former home into a space of irremediable loss. The Museum not only marks this 

loss, but is also constituted by it. Freud’s evacuation, along with his family, followers, and 

treasured belongings, engenders an intractable melancholia. Haunted by its lost objects, the 

Museum suffers from the melancholic’s ambivalence. Its ambiguous status lies between an 

idealizing memorial and a site of critical discourse in which to reflect upon history’s atrocities. I 

concentrate on the role of photography and architecture in organizing the Museum as a “way of 

seeing”
2
 that is paradoxically based less on visual presence than on its absence.

 
The photographic 

framing of the Museum’s lost objects reveals how substitute objects are enlisted in an effort to 

mitigate loss. Despite fetishistic desires to disavow it, absence forms the core of the Museum 

experience. I propose that a productive relationship to loss can be reached through Freud’s 

concept of Nachträglichkeit, which engages with a nonlinear temporality. Thus, rather than 

remain caught in a melancholic loop, the visitor can orient herself to the potentiality of a history 

subject to revision.  
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Historical Context of Freud’s Exile and Engelman’s Photos  

 In April 1938, Edmund Engelman, a young photographer and engineer, was asked to 

photograph Sigmund Freud’s home and office at Berggasse 19, where the psychoanalyst had 

lived and worked for the past forty-seven years. Freud had written to his former analysand, the 

American poet H.D., that it would be unpleasant to go into exile at the age of seventy-eight.
3
 In 

fact, Freud was eighty-two when he was exiled. The world-renowned analyst had remained in 

Vienna much longer than other Jews who had the means to flee. But when the Gestapo arrested 

his daughter Anna, though they eventually released her, he was convinced it was time to go. The 

psychoanalyst August Aichorn anticipated that a record of the original site of psychoanalysis 

would be essential in reconstituting the past at some point in the future when a museum might be 

erected. Engelman, also a Jew, was charged with preserving for history the very image we have 

of psychoanalysis. Any contemporary understanding of the origins of psychoanalysis is still very 

much conditioned by these photographs. Almost every image in the popular imagination of the 

analytic couch in its bourgeois scene complete with Greek and Egyptian idols is derived from 

Engelman’s photos.   

 While the formidable bureaucratic and diplomatic procedures that would permit Freud 

and fourteen members of his family to escape were underway, Engelman packed his camera bag 

with a Rolleiflex and Leica and two lenses, 50mm and 28mm.
4  

When he approached Berggasse 

19, a Nazi flag was already hanging from the roof of the building and a swastika emblazoned its 

entrance. In four days, Engelman shot 106 photographs, taking care not to be observed by the 

Gestapo who were stationed across the street.
5
 Because of this surveillance, he worked only with 

available light and without a flash. This point is significant to my reading of these photographs in 
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relation to trauma and exile. Walter Benjamin famously called for a philosophy of history that 

would seize the past within the present in a flash of recognition.
6
 Following Benjamin, Ulrich 

Baer links the photographic flash and the depiction of its frozen moment with trauma.
7
 Against 

these readings, wherein modernity takes hold of the subject in a flash, Engelman’s photographs 

connote a melancholic rendition of a history that cannot take place with a flash, neither then nor 

now. In this context, the shock that Benjamin and Baer require for modernity to recognize itself, 

for the past to become intelligible in the present, is curtailed. If the images Engelman took do not 

shock and are not the result of a flash, then what do they do, what kind of response do they ask 

for? I suggest that unlike Benjamin’s flash of recognition, these photographs demand a 

contemplative form of engagement: they require time, both in their exposures and in their 

reception.  

 The pictures resonate with a particular affect because of the long exposures required for 

shooting without floodlights or flash. On my viewing, they do not evidence Engelman’s anxiety 

at taking them under duress. Rather, they appear extremely methodical and purposeful. Because 

he did not want to disturb Freud, all of the interior photos are unpeopled; except one where he 

captured Freud at his desk, and the passport photos Freud had requested for himself, his wife, 

and daughter. Also due to the long exposures, all the photos were taken with a tripod, giving 

them a sense of stability. For these reasons, the photographs exude a peculiar calm. That they 

were taken on the eve of Freud’s forced departure gives them poignancy. Through their innocent 

and placid veneer, they take on a different charge, especially when viewed in light of their aim to 

preserve an image of the world as it appeared prior to a historical catastrophe that changed the 

ways in which one could understand humanity. Necessarily, it is this historically inflected 

viewing that we must take today. 
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 Freud observed that both mourning and melancholia involve a gradual withdrawal of 

libido from the lost love object. Engelman’s slow progression from public exterior to private 

interior mimics the painstaking process of detachment involved in mourning. And yet, I argue 

that the photographs elicit a melancholic response. Rather than encouraging a withdrawal of 

libido from the lost object that mourning entails, they pull the viewer in more intimately toward 

an object that has been retrospectively lost. In the photos, the objects are not yet lost. Within the 

photographic frame there is no trauma to be seen. (Similarly, later I will expand upon how there 

is no trauma to be seen within the space of the Vienna Museum, which is not to say that it is not 

a site of trauma.) Contrary to the discourse of trauma that has developed post-Holocaust, these 

photographs do not perform the work of testimony or witnessing, at least not in the usual sense. 

These images document a moment that precedes trauma; they in fact anticipate it. By virtue of 

the abundant presence of loved objects within the photo’s frames, the viewer is invited to 

unconsciously identify with these lost objects, even and perhaps especially in the face of their 

absence at the site of their display. Situated within the now emptied location in which they 

originated, the photos of Berggasse 19 are recruited to Berggasse 19 to ameliorate the very 

trauma that prompted their creation. Paradoxically, returning the photographs to their origins 

serves to underscore Freud’s evacuation along with the prized possessions that accompanied him 

into exile. 

 The Freuds finally escaped to London in June 1938 through the analyst’s politically and 

financially powerful foreign contacts, including William C. Bullitt, the American ambassador in 

Paris; Dorothy Burlingham, a member of the Tiffany family; and especially Marie Bonaparte, 

great grand-niece of Napoleon and Princess of Greece and Denmark. Although he managed to 

escape, Freud died a stateless refugee, and four of his sisters were exterminated in concentration 
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camps. Trauma haunts psychoanalysis through the victims of the camps, as well as the many 

psychoanalysts and their families who fled but whose lives were stripped of the securities of 

citizenship, employment, and community.
8
 Engelman’s photographs mark both the end of an era 

and a desire to preserve history. Because his photos archive a way of life prior to its 

disappearance, because he specifically took the Freuds’ passport photos, and because of his own 

status as a Jew working under threatening conditions, Engelman’s project is intimately connected 

to the larger historical context and to the spread of psychoanalysis in the modern world as a story 

of exile. But the way in which they are appropriated in the Sigmund Freud Museum differs from 

Aichorn’s original intention, which suggested a hope that a museum would replicate the state of 

things as they once were. To the extent that this is possible, the Freud Museum in London 

succeeds in just this sort of memorialization. The Vienna Museum, by contrast, is caught 

between a desire to authenticate itself as the original site of psychoanalysis, which compels it to 

showcase images of its “former glory,” and a sense of historical accountability, which requires it 

to maintain the absence that resulted from massive political, social, and economic turmoil.  

 

The Space of Berggasse 19   

 Whereas the Freud Museum in London suffers from an embarrassment of riches, 

including Freud’s couch, collection of antiquities, and library, the Sigmund Freud Museum in 

Vienna suffers the embarrassment of its losses. Yet, crowds flock to the Vienna Museum at more 

than three times the rate of the London Museum, which would seem to indicate that it is the site 

itself, boasting one of the most famous addresses in the world according to the Museum’s audio 

guide, that draws visitors.
9
 With a mixed attitude of regret and pride, the tour guide notes that the 

Museum is a special place because “there are hardly any originals; we have the floor, we have 
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the doors, we have the windows.” These bare material remnants of where Freud lived and 

worked have meaning not only for the psychoanalytically inclined, but also for those intrigued 

by the psychoanalyst’s celebrity, and those who honor the site’s historical significance. The 

curious part-memorial, part-museum, part-house, part-gallery, part-library, part-archive, part-

research center at Berggasse 19 is itself conflicted with regard to its position on its own 

presentation. On the one hand, it admits to a sense of impoverishment; on the other, it stakes a 

claim to what that impoverishment means. The voice on the Museum’s audio guide greets the 

listener with, “If you came to see the famous couch, I will unfortunately have to disappoint you.” 

The presumption is that a visit to Sigmund Freud’s former abode will in any case begin with 

disappointment, upsetting expectations of finding oneself in the presence, and under the 

assurance, of the Father through symbolic objects carrying the force of the paternal imago. But 

Lydia Marinelli, the Museum’s former research director, construes the Museum’s apparent lack 

as one of its strengths. “As an empty place,” she writes, “which has nothing but an address to 

mark it and serves as a permanent reminder of obliteration and banishment, the room resists the 

affirmative construction of meaning and remains inherent as a block in traumatic 

constellations.”
10 

Marinelli explicitly associates the Museum with trauma, an association I will 

take up to describe the specific interplay of visuality and temporality operating in its physical 

and psychical space.  

 As a “site stripped of its material core” by a history of war and exile, the Vienna 

Museum, according to Andreas Mayer, was “an institution in search of an anchor for a 

representation of its collective past.”
11  

This anchor obviously could not be found in the 

celebrated objects associated with the Freudian legend, but would be formed around what 

Marinelli identifies as a “constitutive absence” (in Mayer, 140). Marinelli emphasizes that the 
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typical visitor as well as the Museum workers struggle with a sense of incongruity between 

expectations and actuality. As she stresses, “it is precisely this function of reassurance that the 

Vienna Freud Museum cannot fulfill. The expectation of finding certain traces of an individual, a 

particular history, is frustrated” (164). How, then, can the Museum respond to the absences that 

constitute it? Whereas the mourner, according to Freud’s schema, endures an external paucity, 

emptiness rather pervades the melancholic’s internal world. Because the scandal of its 

impoverishment simultaneously defines it, the Vienna Museum remains bound to a depressive 

relation to loss. Yet, contrary to the clinical impasse melancholia poses, the Museum’s 

ambivalent attachment to its historically lost objects affords some cultural, aesthetic, and 

political possibilities. I suggest that the Museum’s current strategy of display can be interpreted 

as an attempt, in the form of idealization, at recuperating its lost objects. Psychoanalyst André 

Green understands idealization, which is essential to melancholia, as a dematerialization or 

spiritualization.
12

 In this case, through the sublimation enacted by the Museum in its display, the 

memory of the father Freud is idealized and dematerialized, one could even say spiritualized, 

perhaps as an unconscious means of atoning for the violent history that necessitated his 

departure. The compensatory idealization at work in the Museum enables me to interpret the 

scene of psychoanalysis at Berggasse 19 as a melancholic response to loss, one that takes place 

through a complex negotiation of visuality, spatiality, and temporality.  

 The Vienna Museum supplies a way of thinking together psychoanalysis, photography, 

and architecture that complicates the relationship between psychoanalysis, temporality, and 

visuality. Architectural theorist Beatriz Colomina observes that both photography and the 

unconscious “presuppose a new spatial model in which interior and exterior are no longer clear-

cut divisions,” adding that “the simultaneous and interrelated arrival of psychoanalysis and 
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photography marks the emergence of a different sense of space, indeed of a different 

architecture.”
13

 For Colomina, architecture, photography, and psychoanalysis are distinguished 

as modern media because they mediate the disruptions and confusions between internal and 

external space on the level of the built environment, the plane of representation, and within the 

psyche, and they do so in tandem. Freud’s apartments at Berggasse 19 exemplify the type of 

environment that Colomina describes. At its site, architecture, photography, and psychoanalysis 

conjointly mediate the remainders of historical trauma. Rather than through traumatic imagery or 

artifacts, the way in which the aftermath of trauma is negotiated at Berggasse 19 has more to do 

with the intersection of two-dimensional representation and three-dimensional space; that is, the 

activation of a spatial model along the lines that Colomina identifies. 

 The visitor who enters Berggasse 19 is met by the troublesome and troubling fact that the 

Vienna Museum problematizes vision. What does it mean to see at the Sigmund Freud Museum? 

What is there to see? I assert that the Museum’s immaterial core is supported by a photographic 

scaffolding that deserves attention. If the Vienna Museum is what Griselda Pollock has described 

as an “empty shell,” this shell could be understood as a photographic container.
14

 To authenticate 

them as the original spaces where Freud practiced his new science, the Museum obsessively 

exhibits Engelman’s photographs in each of the rooms outfitted for museumgoers. They are 

placed strategically to designate as closely as possible the location and arrangement of all the 

absent originals. To accurately point to items deemed especially significant, such as the missing 

couch, Freud’s desk, chair, books, mirror, and favored idols, the images are often cropped and 

repeated. 

  When the Museum first opened in 1971 as the Sigmund Freud House, Harald Leupold-

Löwenthal, co-founder of the Sigmund Freud Society and assembler of the opening exhibition, 
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conceived of the Museum experience as integrally constructed through photographs. “The basic 

idea of its design had already been worked out: to present the 1938 appearance of the rooms by 

means of enlargements of Edmund Engelman’s photographs,” he writes.
15

 During this era, 

historian of psychoanalysis John Forrester visited the Sigmund Freud House, noting that “it was 

dominated visually by photographs, blown up to life size, of how it once had been, photographs 

that stood in for all the objects that had been removed to London when the Freuds escaped from 

the Nazis. It had a derisible atmosphere,” he continues, “perhaps one deliberately induced to 

remind visitors of yet one more loss that the war had visited on Vienna.”
16

 Although, in the 

Museum’s current rendition, Engelman’s photographs have been downsized and compete with 

masses of additional documentation for wall space, the visitor standing within the walls of 

Berggasse 19 is still struck by the redundancy of occupying a space composed largely of 

multiple images of itself. Ironically, photographs of the Museum interiors do not do justice to the 

phenomenological and perceptual strangeness of this environment. The redundancy of the 

photographic and physical space can be easily overlooked when reduced to two dimensions. 

However, I contend that the photographic mimesis of the physical space exerts a psychical 

impact stemming from a temporal doubling wherein the past is displaced and forced into the 

present. I will return to this temporal operation after discussing another notable element of the 

Freud Museum, namely its countervailing psychical effort to combat absence.  
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Fetishism of the Lost Object 

 As everyone knows, the couch has become the icon of psychoanalysis, its sanctity 

enforced by the ritual of treatment. Freud designates the couch a “ceremonial” of psychoanalysis 

with a “historical basis.” He calls it a “remnant,” one might say a memorial to the origins of 

psychoanalysis, which took shape in the reclining figure of the hypnotized subject.
17

 Years later, 

Freud would locate another memorial at the site of a dreaded absence. The fetish establishes 

itself as a defense against the “horror of castration.”
18

 The lack of ceremonial objects in Vienna’s 

Museum, epitomized by the missing paternal symbol of the couch, can be read as a castration 

which the museum attempts to cover over through the consecration of select souvenir items and 

the overdetermined usage of photographs, documentary, and archival materials. Such 

compensatory moves can be detected most clearly in the early years of the Museum. The 

Sigmund Freud House Catalogue, published in 1975, opens with a floor plan of apartments five 

and six at Berggasse 19. A greyed-out rectangle appears in the consulting room with an arrow 

pointing to it labeled “couch.”
19

 It is the only piece of furniture that is designated on the floor 

plan, and it singles out an object that cannot be found at Berggasse 19.  

 Very similar floor plans are included in both the English and German editions of 

Berggasse 19–Sigmund Freud’s Home and Offices, Vienna 1938, the most complete publication 

of Engelman’s photographs. In the English edition, like in the 1975 catalogue, an arrow is 

directed at a box with the word “couch” next to it (73). In the German edition, the word “couch” 

is inserted in the rectangular box.
20

 These empty signifiers, like Engelman’s photos, indicate the 

absence of the referent and emphasize the metonymic function of the couch as a stand-in for the 

whole of psychoanalysis.
21

 Although such representations of the couch cannot operate as proper 

fetishes in themselves, they carry an “as if” quality that resembles the fetishist’s refusal to know 
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its own loss. They evidence the work of disavowal characteristic of fetishism: the knowledge of 

the desired object’s absence and yet the simultaneous refusal of that knowledge. Both fetishism 

and melancholia revolt against emptiness. Whereas fetishism inserts a fantasmatic substitute to 

occupy the space of absence, melancholia preserves its emptiness. Because the couch itself 

cannot be fetishized as it is in London, the Vienna Museum turns to Engelman’s photos to fill its 

internal emptiness. The Museum’s adaptation is to present the Engelman photos as fetishistic 

compensation for the horror of absence, perpetuating a melancholia that works to preserve the 

past.  

 In the 1990s, the Museum underwent major renovations and published a new catalogue 

with two floor plans printed on facing pages, the original version with the “couch” indicated, and 

for the first time a floor plan that does not seek to substitute the word for the missing couch, but 

simply maps the empty rooms (“Sigmund Freud Museum” 18-19). This might be taken as the 

Museum’s attempt to see and represent the space of absence. In a project description posted on 

the Museum’s website which looks to have been composed for the 70th anniversary of Freud’s 

death in 2009, the Board of the Sigmund Freud Foundation promotes the symbolic function of 

the Freud House as a “home for the furtherance of knowledge once exiled from Austria.”
22

 The 

next paragraph carries the same refrain: “The Sigmund Freud House,” we read, “can become an 

internationally known symbol of Austria’s great cultural legacy and of the significance accorded 

by [sic] City of Vienna and the Republic of Austria to knowledge once driven into exile.” If 

disavowal is a knowledge that cannot be acknowledged, one might otherwise say that it is 

knowledge driven into exile. The Museum’s current agenda can be interpreted as a desire to 

overcome its disavowal and to recognize the painful knowledge that comes with its traumatic 

legacy. 
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 The Museum is not alone in grappling with the disavowal that accompanies fetishism. 

Thirty-three years after Freud’s forced emigration from Vienna, his offices were opened to a 

public that appeared to share the Museum’s pathological disposition. Marinelli reports that 

visitors frequently insist that they have seen the couch at Berggasse 19 on a previous trip to the 

Museum (164). This tendency toward disavowal strikes not only newcomers to the 

psychoanalytic setting, but seasoned critics and analysts alike. I have consistently encountered 

descriptions of Berggasse 19 that slide away from an acknowledgement of its present conditions 

to a hermeneutics constructed entirely from Engelman’s photographs. The scholar’s critical 

position or analytic distance seems ineffective in preventing the movement from present to past, 

from the real to the symbolic, from three-dimensional space to two-dimensional surface.
23

 When 

visitors insist that they remember seeing the couch in Vienna, and when critics analyze 

Berggasse 19 as if its interiors contained the lavish array of objects as seen in Engelman’s 

photos, they reveal their fetishistic attachment to a pre-traumatic moment. Fetishism involves 

defensively fantasizing what is not seen. For Alys Eve Weinbaum, it is a process of re-vision.
24

 

According to artist and writer Victor Burgin, fetishism fills the gap between knowledge and 

belief: “The photograph as fetish object” he writes, “provides a representation that can bridge 

two-dimensional surface and three-dimensional space, that is, it moves the viewer between 

knowledge and belief.”
25

 Fetishism moves the viewer of Engelman’s photos from the knowledge 

that the couch is not present to the belief that it was. Expanding on Burgin, I suggest that the 

movement away from the actual space at Berggasse 19 to the photographic reproduction is one 

of fetishism. The critical eye knows what it sees is a photograph, and yet, in memory and 

fantasy, the absence (of the couch) is substituted by a presence. The social dynamic of museum 

curation and reception follows this fetishistic movement.
26

 Visitors who remember a couch 
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where there was none have collectively subscribed to a historical amnesia that takes the form of 

defensively seeing in the mind's eye the absent couch and all that was associated with it – the 

man, the movement, and the Jewish intelligentsia – rather than perceiving its enforced 

displacement.  

 In the brief memoir published in conjunction with his photographs in 1976, Engelman 

recalls returning to Vienna after the apartments at Berggasse 19 had been vacated. Overwhelmed 

by the emptiness that opposed his memory of its fullness, he noticed the outline of the couch on 

the floor. Returning a week later, he states: “The ghost of the couch had disappeared” 

(“Berggasse 19” 143). But in a 1977 newspaper interview, Engelman says that he discerned a 

white mark on the floor where the couch had been, and he photographed it. He remembers that 

he returned three days later to photograph it again but workmen had sanded it over.
27

 Then, 

almost two decades later, Marinelli recounts a conversation with Engelman in which he describes 

a dark shadow on the floor left by the couch, which he had not been able to capture on film 

(163). Since these accounts differ, it remains unclear whether the mark of this loss was resistant 

to photographic capture; that is, whether it was unrepresentable, or whether it was Engelman’s 

unconscious that was resistant to making accessible the image of loss.  

 As Freud outlines, both disavowal and melancholia involve a perceptual problem. The 

fetishist sees that the woman has no penis but disavows that threatening vision. The psyche both 

knows and refuses to know at the same time. With melancholia, loss is in some sense 

unrecognized. As Freud writes, “[The melancholic] cannot see clearly what it is that has been 

lost” (“Mourning” 245, my emphasis). Because the lost object is unrecognizable, the 

melancholic cannot admit loss and thereby relinquish the love object. Whereas the mourner will 

eventually surrender ties to the object, the melancholic internalizes and identifies with it, thereby 
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remaining bound to it. Freud identifies the shadow of the lost love object cast upon the 

melancholic ego, which retains its mark (“Mourning” 249). In the empty room at Berggasse 19, 

the unseen shadow of the absent couch is cast upon the space, rendering the Museum 

melancholic, in perpetual mourning over its father’s expropriation and expulsion. 

 

Nachträglichkeit in the Space of the Museum 

 Freud’s concept of Nachträglichkeit – translated into English as afterwardsness, 

retrospective reaction, or deferred action – helps to describe the specific temporality of the space 

of psychoanalysis as it is represented at Berggasse 19. The temporality of Nachträglichkeit can 

be understood as a present-past, a present conditioned by the past in which the present has 

agency, for better or worse, to shape the import of the past upon the present. It is the traumatic 

event that occasions Nachträglichkeit. In her genealogy of trauma, Ruth Leys asserts that the 

concept “calls into question all the binary oppositions – inside versus outside, private versus 

public, fantasy versus reality, etc. – which largely govern contemporary understandings of 

trauma.”
28

 We can look upon the Museum’s efforts to come to terms with, and represent, a 

history of loss and exile as a form of Nachträglichkeit. Collapsing clear-cut divisions between 

two-dimensional and three-dimensional space, and simultaneously conjuring the past and 

constructing a present, Engelman’s photographs, as they function in the Museum, are made to 

bear the task of compensating for unbearable loss. Photographic plenitude stands in the space of 

emptiness and stands for the lost objects of Freud’s legacy.  

 As mentioned earlier, stepping into Berggasse 19 one encounters layers of mediation 

produced through a redundant dynamic between architecture and photography. The architecture 

appears both inside and outside of the photographs, both containing and contained within them. 
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The photographs physically frame the architecture, its windows and doorframes, but are also 

framed by them. There seems to be an excess of framing devices, which leads me to think about 

the place of the psychoanalytic frame within this picture. We can conceive of the psychoanalytic 

frame as a clinical injunction in both literal and figurative terms. The purpose of the frame is to 

contain the transference, those unruly feelings that spring from other people and other times that 

the patient projects onto the figure of the analyst in the consulting room. The apparatus of the 

frame consists of the appointed hour of sessions, the agreed upon fee, the fundamental rule of 

free association, etc. But Freud provides an analogy that opens up the frame to a more 

metaphoric reading. He instructs the analysand on free association by telling her to imagine 

looking through a train window and describing what she sees.
29

 The narration of the unconscious 

in this scenario takes place within the frame of the window where interior and exterior are 

superimposed. Recalling the workings of Nachträglichkeit, the superimposition of the internal 

self and the external world is accompanied by a similar superimposition of present and past. The 

patient is always in the current moment narrating her historical past. The layout of Engelman’s 

photos at Berggasse 19 demonstrates this temporal fusion, and thus the temporal experience of 

the Museum can be seen as analogous to the psychoanalytic process itself. Joanne Morra points 

out that the “excess of archival documentation” that fortifies the “seemingly empty” Museum 

forces visitors to glance about the space in order to light upon something of interest (100). This is 

precisely how an analysis proceeds by free association: images, events, and memories pass 

before the analysand’s eyes like the moving landscape in the frame of a train window until the 

analysand captures something upon which to dwell at length.  

 In her description of her analysis and friendship with the Professor, H.D. alludes to the 

unique temporality that psychoanalysis fosters. “It was not that he conjured up the past and 
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invoked the future,” she writes. “It was a present that was in the past or a past that was in the 

future” (9). H.D. captures the temporal disruptions that psychoanalysis imposes upon its subjects. 

It is this temporal discontinuity, an understanding that the time of memory can go against the 

grain of chronological time, which Freud introduced through concepts such as Nachträglichkeit 

and screen memory. The prominence of Engelman’s photographs within the space of the 

Museum provides a counterpoint to the chronological presentation of the “great man’s” life. It is 

almost as if the Museum asks the visitor to consciously follow the chronological timeline, while 

on an unconscious level the Engelman photographs – which line the lower half of the walls and 

thereby accompany the visitor at seemingly any point in time and space – seem to belie the 

reassurance of this conventional notion of time. The photographs serve as a tacit reminder that 

the past occupies the place in which one currently stands. 

 The Vienna Museum wrestles with a conflicted position that resides somewhere between 

an idealized fetishization of images of its past and a critical distance that mobilizes visitors’ 

frustrations as a means of fighting stultification.
30

 Perhaps these seemingly opposed 

interpretations of the Museum’s strategies for responding to loss need not compete with each 

other if one can reconceive of melancholy as a creative and productive force that does not seek to 

put the past behind us, but actively strives to keep it vital in the present. The Museum’s mode of 

melancholia may gain traction from the more adaptive mechanism of fetishism in keeping its 

ideals alive in the present. Contextualized within the Museum, Engelman’s fetishized and 

melancholic photographs precipitate for the viewer an experience of Nachträglichkeit in which, 

as Freud claims, the past is always subject to revision at a later date. In this sense, the 

photographic volumes produce an encounter between the past and present in which the present 

might revise our understanding of the past and activate what Foucault called a history of the 
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present. The Museum environment asks one to take stock of where one is standing in the present 

moment, and to consider the distance between one’s present stance and the image of the world 

documented in the photographs. It is both the commonality and the difference between the 

conditions of the ‘now’ and the ‘then’ that this juxtaposition urges us to contemplate. Rather than 

idealizing a nostalgic pre-war past, the juxtaposition of Engelman’s photos with the current space 

of Berggasse 19 would optimally provoke us to take responsibility for the present through an 

appraisal of the past. 

 Demanding and perplexing as this ambition may be, it is far from ‘derisible.’ More in 

keeping with Marinelli’s assessment than Forrester’s, history’s “obliteration and banishment” is 

permanently re-inscribed in the Museum’s present tense through photographs that work with and 

against the barrenness of the space. In his study of the culture of depression, Darian Leader 

proposes that mourning may be enacted by creating a “frame for absence.”
31

 As I have discussed, 

the proliferation of framing devices at the Vienna Museum indicates that Engelman’s 

photographs and their relation to their architectural surround might act as such a frame. A 

melancholic ‘working through’ would seem to be a contradiction in terms, but it may be the sort 

of contradiction through which the Museum can demonstrate the pertinence of its historical 

losses and their continued importance to contemporary life. The real and symbolic absence at the 

Sigmund Freud Museum functions not unlike silence in a psychoanalytic session. It instigates a 

frustration that can be put to use, providing a space for insight. For some, the disappointment of 

finding fragile representations where they had hoped to find solid objects leads to faulty memory 

or aggressive criticism of the Museum's failure to gratify their needs. But other museumgoers 
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find this an incentive to contend with, and maintain the melancholic refusal to give up the lost 

object. These visitors can make use of the frustrations to their desire to see and know. 
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This paper considers Sigmund Freud’s notion of “the narcissism of small differences” 

and its implications not for conflict and hostility, but for love. This Freudian term, borrowed 

from Ernest Crawley’s 1902 study of marriage in so-called primitive cultures, first appears in 

Freud’s writing in the 1918 essay “The Taboo of Virginity.” From Crawley’s claim that people 

are separated from one another by a “taboo of personal isolation,” Freud extrapolates that “it is 

precisely the minor differences in people who are otherwise alike that form the basis of feelings 

of strangeness and hostility between them.” This leads Freud to define the narcissism of small 

differences as “the hostility which in every human relation we see fighting against feelings of 

fellowship and overpowering the commandment that all men should love each other.”
1
 Although 

this concept is most frequently applied to analyses of community and the hostilities between 

neighbouring groups, the question nonetheless remains: if such minor differences keep love at 

bay, then what manner of difference would allow it to flourish? 

 Drawing on this question as a foundation, this paper employs Jacques Lacan’s work on 

the objet petit a – object-cause of desire – to enrich our understanding of narcissism and its 

function in love. Reading the Freudian difference through the objet a in this way opens up a 

discussion of love as a procedure, a working-through of our desire. To exemplify these ideas, I 

consider the mother-daughter relationship in Todd Haynes’s HBO television miniseries Mildred 

Pierce, more specifically how Mildred’s incestuous desire for her daughter Veda can be 

understood as a burdensomely narcissistic kind of love devoid of any substantial difference. As 

Renata Salecl reminds us, “in love, we encounter the same attraction (which can easily turn into 
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repulsion) to the jouissance of the other: this jouissance is discernible in the gaze of the other, in 

his or her voice, smell, smile, laughter.”
2
 We see this characterization of love as a delicate 

process which dangerously borders repulsion embodied in Mildred Pierce.
3
 Salecl’s description 

also speaks to the difficult task of distilling love from the muddiness of attraction as well as to 

the importance of objects of desire. I will be particularly concerned with the voice, which is one 

of Lacan’s additions to Freud’s list of partial objects (breasts, feces, and phallus). The voice has 

a kind of autonomy at least partially separate from its source in the body. In her consideration of 

the voice as partial object, Salecl posits that the voice functions in love as “the medium of 

disarming the other’s protective shield, of gaining direct control over him or her and submitting 

him or her to our will.”
4
 Salecl implies that the voice functions both as an object of desire and a 

tool, or perhaps weapon, of love. Here we see the close relationship and easy slippage between 

hatred and hostility, and love. In the case of Mildred Pierce, this slippage occurs through the 

intermingling of love and narcissistic obsession. 

In On Narcissism: An Introduction, Freud describes primary narcissism as the original 

attachment to the mother connected to vital functions of self-preservation (87-88). Here 

narcissism is less a perversion and more a necessary stage of development. Freud describes a 

rather comfortable situation in which we may rationally allow ourselves a certain degree of 

narcissism in a way that does not necessarily interfere with our love of things outside ourselves. 

However, Freud distinguishes this primary narcissism from the narcissism identified later in life 

when one seeks a love object modeled after oneself instead of one’s mother. So what happens 

when narcissism and object-love do not exist in two distinct places along a continuum, but are 

actually absorbed into one another? This is the question that Mildred Pierce can help us to 

answer. 
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Toward the end of the first episode of the series, Mildred (Kate Winslet) is struggling 

with the shame she feels for having taken a job as a waitress; she makes her friend Lucy Gessler 

(Melissa Leo) promise never to tell her daughter Veda. When Lucy raises an eyebrow to observe 

that Veda has some “funny ideas” about social class, Mildred insists that “[Veda] has something 

in her that I thought I had … and now find I don’t. Pride, or nobility, or whatever it is.” It is 

precisely this “whatever,” this enigmatic quality of Veda’s, that Mildred endeavours to identify 

and protect from the shame of a vocation in the service industry. This line of dialogue functions 

both to articulate a lack in Mildred and to signal the beginning of her search for an extra 

“something” in Veda. Subsequently driving the narrative is Mildred’s mission to identify or 

create a minimal difference between herself and her daughter, which would relieve her of the 

over-proximity of a love wholly rooted in narcissism. As Žižek explains, what the subject loves 

in the other is “what is in the beloved ‘more than him/herself’,” an elusive excess that evades the 

subject.
5
 In this sense, the question Mildred asks is actually “What is in Veda, more than Veda?” 

The answer to this question, the riddle of the agalma (a term Lacan borrows from Plato’s 

Symposium), can be solved through an understanding of Mildred’s narcissism. This thing in 

Veda which is more than Veda – the object-cause of Mildred’s incestuous desire – is actually an 

inscription of Mildred’s narcissism. 

Here it is important to note the distinction Žižek draws between the object of desire itself 

(Veda in this case) and the objet a, which is the cause of desire. While Veda is the object of her 

mother’s desire in Mildred Pierce, the objet a is actually just a fragmented, refracted, and 

idealized version of Mildred herself. It follows that if Veda’s agalma is actually Mildred, then 

the object of desire is too close to Mildred. Lacan relates this agalma to a precious object hidden 

inside a worthless box. We can understand Veda as one such worthless box. While Veda is 



36 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

certainly central to my argument in this paper, it is important to note that Veda could be an 

infinite number of things. She is significant only in so far as the agalma involves her in Mildred’s 

cycle of desire.  

In a discussion of passion in the postmodern condition, Žižek identifies the initial 

traumatic experience of the beloved upon hearing the lover’s declaration of that love (“Passion”). 

Even if the beloved ultimately reciprocates the love, the immediate experience is that something 

obscene, intrusive, is being forced upon us. In Mildred Pierce, Mildred’s self-love acquires the 

traumatic properties of the love declaration. Consequently, strategies of distancing and 

differentiation by means of which Mildred could believe that she is not really a narcissist are 

necessary to relieve the burden of this overproximity. Mildred’s failure to create difference 

between her narcissistic self and the objet a proves to be a traumatic experience, one which is 

entirely too much and too close.  

The state of motherhood provides Mildred the opportunity to attain this minimal 

difference by transforming it into a narcissistic obsession with Veda, which manifests as 

unconscious incestuous desire. At first, Mildred’s incestuous desire would appear to succeed in 

creating the small difference; the incest taboo, after all, should prevent Mildred from ever 

attaining the object of her desire. Such an attainment would, as Lewis Kirshner explains, carry 

the risk of a slippage into the horrific, deadly enjoyment of jouissance.
6
 However, because 

Mildred’s desire for Veda is narcissistic in character, since her child Veda is quite literally an 

idealized fragment of herself, the cycle of desire is still too close to Mildred; the gap between the 

objet a and the actual object remains collapsed. As a result, Mildred proceeds into a fantasmatic 

space of jouissance in which the wholeness she once believed she had appears to be restored. 
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This unpleasant position necessitates further barriers to be constructed between Mildred and 

Veda if Mildred is to attain the crucial small difference. 

In the line of dialogue discussed earlier, Mildred acknowledges the correspondence 

between the lack in herself and the “something else” in Veda: “she has something in her that I 

thought I had.” The implication here is that Veda’s agalma defines the contours of Mildred’s 

lack; the agalma and the lack are simply the presence and absence of the same mysterious thing. 

Mildred’s lack, together with the corresponding efforts to regain the sense of wholeness, 

repeatedly fail in the series until the debut of Veda’s sensational singing voice. Until we hear 

Veda sing, motherhood and, later, the positioning of Monty Beragon (Guy Pearce) as a proxy 

lover, prevent Mildred from being able to distance herself from her narcissistic obsession with 

her own daughter. 

 The failure of motherhood to assuage Mildred’s narcissism is further illustrated by the 

representation of mother and daughter as each other’s double; indeed, this doubling proves to be 

a traumatic experience for Mildred. In her analysis of Michael Curtiz’s Mildred Pierce (1945), 

Ana Salzberg recognizes the essential narcissism that drives Mildred’s narrative. The mutual 

doubling of Mildred and Veda, Salzberg notes, underscores Mildred’s narcissistic drive to craft 

Veda into a perfected reflection of herself.
7 

Salzberg proceeds to examine the implications of the 

doubling effect for the spectator, but not before invoking Freud’s description of the traumatic 

experience of encountering one’s double, which we can relate to Mildred’s character in the 

Haynes film. Specifically, Salzberg references Freud’s contention that the subject is horrified 

when she encounters her double because it constitutes a return to the subject’s primary 

narcissism (101). Here Lacan’s distinction between the ideal double and the actual subject helps 

to illustrate Mildred’s experience of encountering Veda, her ideal double: Mildred is confronted 



38 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

with the difference between her unconscious subjectivity and her ideal self as reflected in Veda. 

In Mildred’s case, because her life effectively revolves around her double, she is constantly 

confronting her primary narcissism.  

In the Haynes remake, Mildred and Veda are visually rendered as doubles through the 

marked resemblance between actors Winslet and Wood. In fact, by the end of the finale episode, 

Mildred and Veda have identical hair colours and styles. Mildred has even begun to dress more 

like Veda in very structured, severe cuts, exaggerated shoulder pads, and buttons going all the 

way up. This is particularly evident when mother and daughter stand outside the bungalow at 

Mildred and Bert’s remarriage reception. Haynes’s miniseries provides further evidence of 

Mildred’s narcissism in her vocational pursuits. Considerable screen time is given to the first 

restaurant location’s illuminated “Mildred’s” sign, which seems disproportionately large in 

relation to the repurposed model home it stands beside. As “Mildred’s” hardly has a commercial 

ring to it, the protagonist’s self-branding of her chicken and waffle establishment seems all the 

more noteworthy. Moreover, keeping in mind the recent death of Mildred’s younger daughter, 

one might expect her to name the franchise in memory of Rae. Instead, Mildred’s obsession with 

Veda eclipses Rae’s expulsion from the narrative, which is largely forgotten for the rest of the 

series. Above all else, it is clearly important to Mildred that evidence of her success should refer 

directly to herself. This narcissistic investment in her creations extends to Veda, whom Mildred 

uses as vehicle with which to realize her class aspirations, as Lisa Coulthard argues in her essay 

on the miniseries.
8
 As Mildred’s daughter, Veda functions as the concrete evidence of Mildred’s 

labour of motherhood, her creative masterpiece. 

The Haynes version of Mildred underscores the protagonist’s narcissistic characterization 

yet further through the frequent use of mirrors and reflective surfaces. Importantly, the numerous 
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scenes in which Mildred gazes at her own reflection coincide with events that threaten Mildred’s 

narcissism. When Mildred and Bert separate early on in the series, Mildred pulls up her slip in 

front of the mirror to inspect her legs and reassure herself that she is, as Lucy assures her, the 

representative of a “new American institution”: the desirable, fast-and-loose divorcée. 

Considering the sociohistorical context of the narrative and the fact that Bert had been seeing 

another woman, the couple’s separation implies a failure on Mildred’s part. The divorce 

threatens Mildred’s standing as the domestically savvy, middle-class housewife of an intact 

nuclear family, revealing in this way a gap between Mildred’s idealized self-concept and the way 

she appears to others. 

The mirror functions as a tool with which Mildred may seek the narcissistic reassurance 

that there is no such gap. Similarly, after catching a glimpse of her own reflection in the glass 

that frames a “help wanted” sign for a sophisticated tea room, Mildred is too proud to actually 

apply for the position, and thus her harrowing job hunt in Hollywood comes to a close. In an 

attempt to justify her pride, Mildred visits a café where she will be waited on, promptly taking 

out her compact mirror. Emphasizing this self-assuring gesture, the camera cuts to an exterior 

shot in which Mildred is seen in slightly slower motion, peering into the mirror and attempting to 

dab away the residue of the afternoon. Another mirror shot featuring Mildred literally looking 

into her vanity occurs after she has sex with Wally Burgan (James Le Gros), a man to whom she 

clearly feels superior, but who is nonetheless in a position to advance her career. Mirror shots 

during or after compromising situations continue to proliferate, culminating with the emotional 

climax of the miniseries at which Mildred catches Veda and Monty together in bed. Unfazed by 

the situation, Veda crosses the room seductively to sit naked before her vanity. The camera 

closes in on Veda until it reveals Mildred reflected in the mirror, horrified and transfixed by her 
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discovery. It is here that Mildred Pierce’s play with doubling is at its most obvious: optics aside, 

in this scene Veda looks into the mirror and sees Mildred reflected back.  

The trauma of this moment occurs as Mildred is forced to confront the fact that she 

remains the dupe of her own fantasy. When Veda rises naked from the bed, coolly faces Mildred, 

and slowly crosses the room to pose before the vanity, she addresses Mildred’s gaze and 

implicitly acknowledges Mildred’s desire. Monty reveals that he also was conscious of being 

Mildred’s pawn when he accuses her of using him “as bait to lure Veda back to the teat.” Robert 

Corber similarly asserts that Mildred uses Monty to attract Veda, achieving an incestuous union 

by proxy.
9
 While Monty insists that he and Veda have fallen in love, Veda gives no indication 

that she returns Monty’s passion. Rather, Veda’s dispassionate demeanour and her direct return 

of Mildred’s gaze indicate that Mildred is the intended addressee of this encounter. Veda affects 

a smug satisfaction even upon Mildred’s initial discovery of her in Monty’s bed. This suggests 

that Veda feels she has somehow won, beating Mildred at her own game. Veda shows no signs 

of tenderness toward Monty as she instructs him to dress and prepare to leave. Monty obediently 

does so and even brings Veda a robe with which to conceal the body she quite deliberately 

exposes to Mildred. Importantly, as Monty observes, there seems to be no reason why Mildred 

should appear so “confounded” by the incident.  

Surely, Mildred implicitly encourages the sexual undertones of Monty and Veda’s 

relationship from the beginning. When Veda meets Monty for the first time at the opening of 

Mildred’s first restaurant, she is clearly smitten with him and his devil-may-care attitude. 

Mildred allows Monty to take Veda home, returning later that evening to find the two of them 

still awake; Monty even refers to their evening spent together as a “date.” As Mildred and Monty 

enter into a relationship, it seems logical that Monty might assume somewhat of a paternal role 
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in Veda’s life, especially given the relative absence and general ineffectuality of her biological 

father. However, Mildred actively encourages Veda’s childish infatuation with Monty and 

nurtures the more peer-like nature of their relationship, insisting that Monty take Veda out for 

dinner “somewhere nice.” Mildred seems to arrange such outings to mimic the dynamic of a 

couple rather than that of a father and daughter. 

Mildred’s failed attempt to establish distance by using Monty to facilitate an incestuous 

union with Veda is twofold here. First, if even for a moment Mildred achieves satisfaction by 

realizing her incestuous desire for Veda via only slightly more socially acceptable means, 

Mildred slips into a space of jouissance. Second, Mildred acknowledges that her narcissism or 

incestuous desire cannot be realized because Veda makes it obvious that she does not truly 

reciprocate Monty’s love. Veda’s choice to participate in, but not truly validate, Mildred’s proxy 

strategy to achieve an incestuous union forces Mildred either into jouissance or into confronting 

the fact that she is once more the dupe of her own fantasy. Either way, Mildred most certainly 

does not achieve that crucial minimal distance between herself and the object of her desire. 

After motherhood fails to create a separation between Mildred and the objet a, and after 

sharing a lover fails to create the same minimal distance, we belatedly and unexpectedly discover 

that Veda has quite a beautiful soprano. Almost out of nowhere, the narrative offers Mildred an 

escape from her narcissistic deadlock in the form of Veda’s singing voice. Mildred may finally 

give a shape to Veda’s agalma, one that is not merely an inscription of herself. It is important to 

note that from its origins Veda’s voice is separate from Mildred: Veda begins to sing 

professionally while she is estranged from Mildred, who experiences Veda’s voice for the first 

time in disembodied form over the radio. Moreover, as Lisa Coulthard argues, Veda’s voice 

exists in excess of her body (“Stinko”). Previously, the transposition of Mildred’s narcissism 
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onto Veda as a kind of masterpiece, as the evidence of Mildred’s labour as a mother, was still too 

closely bound up with Mildred herself. On the other hand, the voice is quite literally that 

“something else” that Mildred does not have. Coulthard argues that it is precisely Veda’s singing 

voice which is the something “in her more than her,” to use Lacan’s phrase, that Mildred 

struggles to identify in her earlier conversation with Lucy. Thus, the mystery of Veda’s agalma 

may finally be solved with something other than Mildred herself. At last, Mildred is able to 

transpose her narcissism onto something beyond herself, giving form to Mildred’s lack.   

The non-Mildred nature of Veda’s voice is further reinforced by Veda’s own ignorance 

of her talent until her mentor overhears her humming after a concert. This suggests that somehow 

the power to evoke Veda’s voice is located outside the claustrophobic space of the mother-

daughter relationship. Moreover, as Veda relays the story of how she discovered her voice, she 

insists that at one point her voice just “started to come.” In addition to underscoring the abstract 

nature of the voice, Veda’s vague explanation posits her body as a mere instrument of some 

divine voice-force that moves through her, but does not originate from within her. The notion 

that Veda’s voice is really that something “in her more than her” is corroborated by the contrast 

between Mildred’s visible, practical labour and Veda’s invisible, creative labour. Until this point 

in the narrative, significant attention has been given to the visualization of Mildred’s labour. 

Mildred is invariably wearing the evidence of the day’s work in the form of sweat, baking flour, 

and dust. Her work, primarily the act of maintaining a household, (sort of) parenting, and baking 

is allocated to craft and the domestic sphere. In contrast to Mildred’s historically marginalized 

and undervalued labour, which produces concrete objects for practical consumption, Veda’s 

literally invisible artistic labour is elevated to the status of “high art.” The voice in its elusive, 
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abstract form is something that cannot bear reference to Mildred in the same way that Mildred’s 

other vocational pursuits or Veda-in-and-of-herself can.    

Mildred’s delight in Veda’s voice depends on its disembodied nature. When Mildred 

attends Veda’s performance at the Philharmonic, the experience is so overwhelming that she 

refuses to use the opera eyeglass to see Veda up close. As Coulthard notes, Mildred “prefers to 

gaze from a distance like a star-struck fan” (“Stinko”). In the position of a fan, Mildred finds 

validation for her desire for Veda beyond her own displaced narcissism. The adoration of Veda’s 

other fans creates a space of permitted obsessive desire and over-loving, allowing Mildred to 

desire in a more socially acceptable way. In addition to positioning herself at a bearable distance 

from Veda’s agalma through fandom, Mildred achieves the Freudian difference between herself 

and Veda because the voice appears to answer the question of Veda’s drive. Salecl defines the 

objet a as the other’s drive, suggesting that it be understood as that which “forces the Other into 

some activity, regardless of how painful this activity could be for him or her” (“Introduction” 

53). Salecl goes on to contend that notions of artistic genius are directly linked to this drive; this 

may explain the attractiveness of artists as objects of love. Mildred’s perception of Veda’s 

artistic drive provides contours for Veda’s agalma, which Mildred can only fail to assimilate to 

herself. Consequently, Mildred is relieved of the overproximity of her narcissistic obsession with 

Veda. Love is displaced onto the voice in such a way that Mildred is no longer confronted with 

her own narcissism when she encounters Veda. 

As Kirshner notes, when the gap between the objet a and the beloved is collapsed, the 

loving subject is relegated to psychopathology. He contends that in order for true love to occur, 

the subject must acknowledge the fact that the conflation of the idealized objet a and the actual 

beloved is merely a fantasy. Here Kirshner’s line of reasoning parallels Žižek’s characterization 
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of the fundamentalist believer as the “dupe of his fantasy”: the fundamentalist and the psychotic 

occupy the same dreadful position of overidentification with the fantasy of agalma fused with 

the beloved (“Passion”). When Mildred finally condemns Veda, she also tacitly admits to the 

discrepancy between the inscription of her idealized self and her daughter’s monstrous reality. 

This recognition signifies an interruption in Mildred’s narcissism, since her efforts to build Veda 

into a masterpiece that would validate her own narcissistic aspirations have undeniably failed. 

The curtailment of Mildred’s narcissism is further emphasized by Mildred’s fall from the 

luxurious mansions, debonair lovers, and a high-power career to the Glendale bungalow, Bert, 

and pie-making. As Coulthard observes, by drinking to Bert’s final resolution – “to hell with her; 

let’s get stinko!” – Mildred admits to a defeat devoid of nobility. 

Having demystified the agalma, Mildred is left only with the actual object of desire: a 

worthless box. As Adam Drury argues in relation to the clinic, “the act of the cure … involves 

the subject’s affirmation of the agalma as a semblance, whereupon I die, yet go on living.”
10

 

Thus, the series does not actually conclude with Mildred’s defeat, nor does it suggest a clear 

victory for Mildred. By disowning the monstrous Veda, Mildred acknowledges that her former 

inscription of Veda’s agalma – that is, Mildred’s ideal self – is a misapprehension with no basis 

in Mildred’s less than ideal reality. We see here that Mildred is not back to square one. Rather, 

she has transposed her love onto Veda’s voice and eased the burden of excessive narcissism by 

disowning her. Consequently, Mildred is left with a manageably displaced cycle of desire and the 

opportunity to continue the indefinite work of love as distinct from narcissistic obsession.  
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Since the end of the Lebanese civil war in 1990, intellectuals and artists have been 

preoccupied with the absence of memory cultures. This is because forgetting has been the 

official strategy of post-war Lebanon. In lieu of state-sponsored monuments and memorials, a 

general ethos of “No Victor, No Vanquished”
1
 and of letting “bygones be bygones” defined the 

government of Rafiq Hariri, the former and late prime minister of Lebanon. This political recipe 

of reuniting Lebanon required benevolence, the forgetting of sectarian differences, and oblivion 

toward the past and the crimes of war. Solidère, Hariri’s reconstruction project of Beirut, had a 

similar strategy. It razed the remains of the war in downtown Beirut and replaced them with 

architecture reminiscent of an ancient Beirut and with upscale stores and cafés. By invoking a 

nostalgic aesthetic of an “authentic” Phoenician and Roman heritage, Solidère covered the ruins 

of the sectarian war, and with it the past. Its strategies of unity were psychologically repressive 

and politically neoliberal in that differences were placated and flattened to make way for 

commercial success.  

Of course, no one in Lebanon has actually forgotten the war, and cultural narratives of 

the war, as I shall soon identify, do exist. Instead, the resistance to memory has more to do with 

the capacity to think about how the pre-existing social and political context led to the war, how 

the war changed people, and how the traumatic residues of war continue to have a painful and 

precarious afterlife in Lebanese politics and public life. Letting bygones be bygones, as to be 

expected, has had limited success in abating conflict. Indeed, the assassination of Hariri in 2005 

was arguably an outcome of unresolved differences. Though his assassination, which was 
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blamed on Syria, had the effect of ending Syria’s almost thirty-year military occupation of 

Lebanon and uniting the Lebanese through the narrative of nationalist independence, it also made 

apparent the nation’s sectarian conflicts. That is because Hezbollah, the political party of 

Lebanon’s Shia, maintained and continues to maintain ties with Syria and may have also been 

involved in Hariri’s assassination.  

Though a collective memory or narrative of war ostensibly might help Lebanese people 

to come together to address the traumas of war, in a place as religiously/ethnically plural (18 

official religious sects) and politically tumultuous as Lebanon, this is certainly not easy to 

accomplish. The identities of these groups both overlap and conflict. As Lucia Volk argues,
2
 

many of Lebanon’s groups make symbolic gestures of religious co-existence in their respective 

memorial sites and monuments. But there remains a schism between national identity and 

sectarian identity. Hence, initiating state-sanctioned memory practices that would represent the 

nation as a whole are potentially dangerous because they could incite conflict among groups who 

might have competing cultural memories of the war. Under these conditions, Hariri’s neoliberal 

strategies of forgetting and co-existence are understandable, though not tenable. Even if 

Lebanese people could agree on a narrative of war, even if it were possible to manage 

differences, a collective memory often authoritatively establishes, closes and cements the past in 

resistance to more subjective or deeper memories. It offers a kind of redemption from confusion, 

but it does not necessarily help people work through it complexly or ethically. This paper will 

turn to the aesthetic archive to think about how it contributes to the work of reparation from the 

traumas of war. Unlike the official archive famously critiqued by Jacques Derrida in Archive 

Fever,
3
 this is an archive that invites subjective responses, acknowledging the singularity of 

experience. Its effect is not individualistic or relative. Strongly characterized by ambiguity and 
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contradiction, this aesthetic archive seems to invoke responses rooted in relationality where the 

losses of the past return in the space between the self and the aesthetic object and between self 

and other. In Lamia Joreige’s video series “Objects of War,”
4
 on which this paper will focus, this 

complex and painful space of relationality is worked through by asking individuals to speak on 

video about the significance of an object left behind from their personal archive of war. The 

result is fascinating and surprising. For me, it had the effect of unbinding the affective remains of 

my own childhood experience of the Lebanese civil war.    

Lamia Joreige is among a group of war-generation artists (Walid Raad, Khalil Joreige, 

Joana Hadjithomas, Rabih Mroué, Jalal Toufic, Akram Zaatari to name a few) who have been 

publicly denouncing what has been dubbed Lebanon’s war “amnesia.” These artists, however, 

are not demanding museums and monuments. They are not suggesting that there is a singular 

collective truth about the war to be told and nationally represented. In other words, they are not 

interested in resolving Lebanon’s war amnesia with certainty. Rather, they are more interested in 

creating an aesthetic space where the conditions of recollection are opened up. Indeed, their 

aesthetic archive of war is an assemblage of objects gathered from memory’s affective 

repository.  

All born in the late to mid-sixties to early 70s and therefore children and adolescents 

when the war broke out, the war-generation artists represent the generation most affected by the 

war. For many of the artists, their personal suffering in the art is transparent, as is the impulse to 

work through grief. None of the artists represent a sectarian point of view, though for many the 

violence of sectarianism, especially in the case of Rabih Mroué, haunts the work. What unites 

these artists is not what they remember, but how they remember. Memory is represented as 

subjective, fragmented, ghostly, contested, unreliable, obfuscated and fictitious. The archives 
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they have produced, both individually and collectively, stubbornly refuse endings and resist a 

cogent narrative. For some, the archive is a site for critique of official histories and a metaphor 

for how memory is stored, resisted and negotiated in the subject.  

Walid Raad was one of the first to work with the metaphor of the archive. In his project, 

The Atlas Group aims to document the history of Lebanon, especially its recent wars of 1975 to 

1990 by locating, preserving and studying audio, visual, literary and other artifacts “to shed light 

on the contemporary history of Lebanon.”
5
 The objects it finds and collects include notebooks, 

statistics, films, videotapes, photographs and other items. Established in 1999, this real and 

fictional archive produced memory as something to be excavated, constructed, studied and 

aesthetically reproduced in multimedia representations, performances and lectures. By blurring 

the line between fiction and fact, Raad playfully disputes the authority of official archives and 

histories. Though it ended officially in 2004, The Atlas Group presented the archive, or a 

counter-archive, as a storehouse where the unfinished past returns in new objects of memory, 

gesturing towards an interminable future. Resonant with the structure of trauma understood 

psychoanalytically, the past is revisited in the present and remade with every newly found or 

made object.
6
  

In the archival interventions of Raad and others, much of what is being documented in 

their respective “archives” are the quotidian, the unheroic and the tragic, and these qualities 

illuminate counter-histories and counter-narratives. A theme running through the body of work 

of the war-generation artists is the plurality of experience and a noticeable emphasis on the 

subjective and the first person. Rasha Salti, curator and programmer of Middle Eastern and 

African cinema and video, explains the turn to the subjective in this way: 

By the end of the war, the Lebanese had grown habituated to being “subjects” of 

representation, their lives, traumas, sacrifices and struggles were relentlessly recorded 
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and reconfigured in the format of broadcast documentary. The rules for formatting TV-

commissioned documentary films were perceived by serious artists – including 

filmmakers – as appalling, reductionist, shallow – often racist – and invariably towing the 

line of political correctness of the particular country to which the television station is 

affiliated. In many respects, first person documentary emerged as a reaction to this 

format, and as such it proceeded in an opposite logic. Rather than package an issue or 

cause through the bias of a “human” story, using a single character with whom a TV 

audience might “identify,” first person documentary was neither interested in issues nor 

in causes, and one of its chief motivations was to complicate representation and 

understand rather than simplify. Through the bias of a single character’s story, the viewer 

is intimated to a world of unresolved paradox, ambivalence, ambiguity … [and a] fearless 

expression of subjectivity.
7 

 

In my view, what the war-generation artists and filmmakers are creating is an archive of war that 

privileges uncertain subjective knowledge. Rather than produce subjects for representation that 

make knowledge whole, recognizable and evocative of identification, these artists offer first- 

person subjectivity, the personal or psychic archive, to stage the fragmentation and confusion 

inherent in representing human experience.  

Derrida has had a significant impact on how we have come to think about the limits and 

potential of the archive. Most important is that he makes psychic life the organizing feature of 

the archive. The archive is of course generally understood as the place where memory is 

collected and safeguarded. However, Derrida’s Archive Fever suggests that the archive is 

constitutively defensive because it is compelled to gather the signs in a single corpus, that is “in a 

system or synchrony in which all the elements articulate the unity of an ideal configuration” (3). 

Paradoxically, Derrida argued that the archive is not so much a preservation of the past but the 

preservation of the breakdown of memory. The archive takes place at death. Working with 

Freud’s concept of the death drive, Derrida explained that death and destruction never leave an 

archive. Rather, the archive emerges from the desire both to hold on to the remains and to return 

to death, to the wreckage. Archives, from this viewpoint, contain the fragments of memory in an 

effort to make sense of it. Our archival impulse has a duplicitous agency: anxious and 
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ambivalent, it both conserves the past and undermines its sovereignty with unconscious 

renderings. 

Derrida’s thinking has made it possible to conceive how psychic processes define the 

archive and in this way it resembles how the subject stores memories. In turn, the archive can be 

viewed as an archaeological metaphor of the psyche.
8
 The subject, like the archive, is made 

through the limits of representation and the failure to represent or understand the effects of lost 

experience and the breakdown of memory. This very failure, with its residual and troubling 

affects, defines the subject. In the psychic archive, loss is put into a semblance of order so that 

the subject has a coherent self. But it is also, in Jonathan Boulter’s words, paradoxically where 

“loss is maintained and nourished.”
9
 The psyche stores involuntary fragments of memory, 

sometimes materialized or nourished in real objects that stand in for the lost moment. What is at 

work here is an unconscious will that seeks to grasp and make sense of the vanishing past. 

Perhaps, this impulse is best understood in dreams, which recall the unconscious remains of how 

we feel about the past in garbled representations. Dreams are opportunities to help us make sense 

of our lives, though often they slip away before we can even hold on to a mere fragment. As for 

the objects contained in an archive, personal or institutional, we might think of them as 

fragments of a dream. We may not know why we want to hold on to them or store them in a box, 

but they seem important even if their significance is not yet narrativized. In other words, their 

aesthetic or reparative potential is left unrealized.  

In psychoanalytic thinking, nothing that slips away or that we hold on to is arbitrary: a 

lesson I apparently needed to relearn. When my family fled Lebanon during the civil war in the 

late 1970s, we had to leave behind most of our belongings. A child at the time and allowed only 

to bring a few small mementos that would fit my suitcase, I chose my “autograph book.” 
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Autograph books are small notebooks with pretty paper used for collecting the autographs of 

others. They are exchanged among friends and classmates to fill with poems, messages, jokes, 

pictures and drawings. I don’t recall the thought processes that went into my choosing this 

object, but it’s the only object that accompanied me to England, and eventually to Canada. It’s 

the only material object in my personal archive of war. Buried with pictures and albums from 

England and Canada, the first time I thought about my autograph book was after I saw Lamia 

Joreige’s “Objects of War.” The work’s simple aesthetic form, as my analysis and my own 

aesthetic experience will make evident, created the conditions for remembering the war deeply 

and ethically.  

 “Objects of War” archives the testimonials of individuals who lived through the 

Lebanese civil war. Each witness brings an object of war from their personal archive and is 

asked to talk about its personal relevance. The artist is behind her camera recording their stories. 

What becomes plain to see is that Joreige provides her subjects the opportunity to witness 

themselves in relation to an object and to the artist, who sits behind the camera. This 

psychoanalytically rich context provides them with an imaginative opening through which 

painful lived experiences of war are given the chance to find expression. Arguably, the effect on 

the viewer is similar in that the work itself can act as a transitional object through which the 

traumas of war are worked through.  

 “Objects of War,” in the artist’s words, aims to “show the impossibility of telling a 

single History of this war.” Among the people she interviews are Muslims, Christians, 

Palestinian refugees and a foreign worker. Their experiences are completely unique. But there 

are also threads that speak to a collective or shared experience of war across sectarian difference. 

Her subjects are able to speak of being terrorized by fear or finding comfort in objects like a 
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teddy bear, worry beads or a Walkman. They speak of the bonds and attachments to others that 

were made in times of great distress and insecurity. But their narratives also unravel the psychic 

implications of sectarian violence. Told through their objects of war, the viewer gets in touch 

with the emotional and unconscious impact of sectarianism and a divided nation.  

This opening onto the affective terrain of sectarianism is important because it makes 

visible the cracks of Lebanese amnesia, which is not only staged politically but also embedded in 

cultural narratives. As Sune Haugbolle explains, sectarianism is deeply embarrassing for 

Lebanese people because it runs counter to the common Lebanese self-image of an accepting and 

civilized nation.
10

 Many Lebanese come together on the idea that the war was fought for others 

(Israel, Syria, U.S.). “The war of the others” is a common expression in Lebanon and a 

convenient collective narrative that deflects from the sectarian aspects of the conflict.
11

 If this is 

true, then it would make sense to think of sectarianism as in and of itself a site of trauma that is 

hard to digest and very difficult to narrate. Indeed, several of Joreige’s subjects brought up Israel 

and its invasion of Lebanon in 1982, but strife among Lebanese Christians and Muslims was 

more awkwardly articulated or obfuscated.  

There are many ways to engage with Joreige’s “Objects of War” and many insights to be 

gleaned from this work. What I would like to do in this short paper is to identify how Joreige’s 

aesthetic practice creates the conditions to experience the remains of the war, which come to life 

affectively in her subject’s stories, sometimes in ways that threaten collective narratives of 

Lebanon. In Kleinian psychoanalysis, objects are the means through which anxious-making 

experiences find expression and in which damage to the other or relational conflicts can 

potentially be repaired.
12

 The inner finds outsideness in an object that has an affective hold. 

Arguably, the object is the placeholder for an experience whose impact on the subject has not 
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been fully assimilated, but not foreclosed. The object promises clues to a difficult experience and 

is held in abeyance, not yet discarded and not yet sufficiently narrativized. The artist seems to 

know that those who have suffered a difficult experience cannot easily narrativize it. If, as 

George Hagman argues, every human experience of the world has an aesthetic dimension 

because we are compelled to symbolize and give value to the world in which we live,
13

 then it 

stands to psychoanalytic reason to ask people to present their objects and talk about them, but to 

also treat the objects of war as aesthetic objects. The objects of war, as André Green might put it, 

embody a “non-literal reality” and are “an emotional source.”
14

 As an emotional source, the 

object lives in an in-between space of not quite inside, not quite outside. It is a transitional 

object, in the Winnocttian sense, that helps bridge “the separation that is not a separation but a 

form of union.”
15

 In the words of Hagman, these objects give form to “the experiences of self 

and self-in-relation” (1). Winnicott describes this intermediary in-between space as a “potential 

space” (132) that offers a dynamic playground of learning and meaning-making. 

“Objects of War” is an archive of loss. It does not represent what is remembered but what 

is lost to memory and leaves residues in its wake. These residues are the objects of war, and 

Joreige’s installation video art offers an emotional archive of the losses experienced by the civil 

war. They provide insights into the experiences of self in relation to the losses that affect people. 

One significant loss in any war, especially a civil war, is the nation itself. If the nation is 

assigned the role of providing nurturance and protection, it stands in, as Klein argued, for the 

mother.
16

 In other words, the nation is an affectively loaded site. If the nation emotionally enacts 

the maternal, then a civil war is deeply traumatic because one’s home becomes a dangerous and 

divided place. Ties and networks get broken. Relationships are severed. Walls are erected. 

Neighbours are now suddenly enemies and a threat to one’s safety. But the official war is now 
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over and Lebanese people must co-exist, and do co-exist.
17

 But what gets lost or covered over 

when they merely co-exist? What happens to those residual affects of loss, apprehension and 

insecurity? How do people find each other beyond mere co-existence? Perhaps the answer lies in 

relationality itself.  

“Objects of War” begins the work of telling the painful stories of conflict, severed 

relations and the loss of the idealized nation that is imagined as plural and accepting: a happy 

family. It does this by creating the very conditions of relationality, and perhaps even reparation, 

in its aesthetic method. Indeed, Joreige’s method incorporates multiple and simultaneous 

relationalities. First, her subjects are being asked to position themselves in relation to the war 

vis-à-vis their objects. Second, the artist positions herself in relation to her subjects with an 

aesthetic object in between them. Finally, we the viewers are positioned in front of Joreige’s 

aesthetic object, which might act as a transitional object for the viewer and, maybe, for Joreige 

too. I have to wonder if in “Objects of War,” the artist, who also lived through the 15-year-old 

war, creates a placeholder for her own hard-to-digest experiences of war. As a placeholder, it 

creates the conditions or the potential space for her to inadvertently narrate her war.  

Adriana Cavarero contends that we are dependent on each other to narrate our lives. We 

come to know ourselves from narrating our selves and from having our selves narrated to us.
18

 In 

other words, we come to know ourselves from the inside and from the outside. While inanimate 

objects of war project on the outside what’s inside the self, it makes psychoanalytic sense that we 

would depend on an actual Other (such as an analyst) to help us narrate the emotional 

significance of those objects. In the words of Deborah Britzman, “we are closest to our 

unconscious when it can be witnessed by another, when the Other puts us on notice, gives us 

back our conclusions so that we can redo them again.”
19

 Arguably, Joreige is the screen through 
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which her subjects are able to symbolize the affective residues of war transferentially. However, 

in her installation, she is more than just a faceless screen. She is Lamia, the woman behind the 

camera, quietly engaged. Almost all her subjects make references to her or talk to her directly as 

they give their testimonials. In one of the sweetest testimonials, we learn that the subject before 

us knew Lamia when they were children. His object is a sketch of the house they both lived in 

during times of shelling. He tells her that in that house that overlooked Beirut, a city that was 

burning up, something else was born. They discovered their adolescent sexualities and they 

found each other. When she asks, Is there anything else you want to say? he coyly resists her 

formality or her desire for another story about his object when he answers ahibke (tr I love you). 

Here, the artist positions herself not only outside her aesthetic object as objective video-maker or 

artist, but inside it as Lamia, someone who is also presumably also grieving the traumas of the 

war. Perhaps, when she is beseeching her subjects to speak and to tell their story, it is not just 

they who depend on her to help them narrate their lives: she too might be looking to hear or 

understand her own story. Or maybe in “Objects of War” she finds a phantasmatic playground 

where her desire to reassemble a broken house magically comes together through an aesthetic 

device. 

If the imaginary nation was lost through war and sectarian difference, then it is 

conceivable that Lebanese people have not properly mourned this loss. It’s possible that the 

embarrassment that surrounds sectarianism is the effect of a melancholic and nostalgic 

relationship to the lost object. In melancholy, there is a resistance to loss as a loss. The object is 

not quite alive and not quite dead. The object thrives in the psyche as a phantom limb, frozen, 

preserved and idealized. In “Objects of War,” the shattered nation returns in multiple iterations. 
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Sometimes, as already mentioned, it is foreclosed altogether in a narrative that blames external 

causes of war such as Israel. But the more interesting iterations are far more ambivalent.  

I want to end by talking about one such narrative from a woman by the name of Chaza 

Charefeddine whose object of war is her lost identification card. The day she loses her identity 

card – actually she only loses half of it, the part with the picture – was in 1982. Israel had just 

invaded Chemlan, a small Christian village where she and her family were vacationing at their 

summer home, and everyone was asked to hide in the village monastery. She recalls that it was 

“a strange experience.” Without a second thought, the monastery became divided. The people of 

the village who were Christian huddled in one room, and the summer vacationers, who were 

mostly Muslim (herself included, one can assume), huddled in another. The children, all mixed, 

took the largest room. Despite everything that happened, she explains, the two groups remained 

separated. Only if you walked through the corridors could you hear voices meet: women reciting 

the Quran on one end and women reciting the Gospels on the other, an interesting image for 

Lebanon’s political context. But “everyone was on good terms,” Chaza insists. Indeed, she goes 

on to explain that the man who owned the local pastry store would bring them food – both 

Christians and Muslims – because at that time, she starts to say, “there were of course no...,” and 

then she stops in mid-sentence. In the English subtitles her sentence is finished off for her: “there 

were of course no problems.” The translator clearly could not let her have her hesitation. After 

two or three days inside the monastery, the Israelis attacked it and for the first time in her life, 

she recalls, she was in the presence of an Israeli. Also for the first time, she tells Lamia, she felt 

hatred. Never, she claims, had she ever felt so much hatred. It felt foreign. But stranger still is 

that when she “dared to look at him,” she saw a kid, twenty years old, and not the face of evil. 

Not only did he not have an aggressive face, but he also looked scared. He looked, she says, like 
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a person to her. “Suddenly this feeling of hatred evolved into this feeling of … I don’t want to 

say humane but rather a really objective feeling.” This feeling was, we could say, not a 

sentimental love of the Other, but in the words of Adam Phillips, an objective hate, and therefore 

an ethical hate.
20

  

From here, Chaza turns back to the day she lost her identity card, the same day they left 

the monastery to go back home. On her way home, and before she makes the realization about 

the missing half of the identity card, she sees the scattered body parts of dead Palestinian and 

Syrian soldiers (later they learn that the bodies were only Syrian because the Palestinians had 

managed to flee). What she found most disturbing was not the horrifying sight of death but the 

events that came after. She and her cousin had asked the Israeli soldiers to bury the dead, but 

they “of course” (in her words) refused. So then they turned to the young men of the village who 

also, to her horror, refused by saying “we don’t want to desecrate village land with them.” In 

light of the fact that Lebanon became divided along religious lines, over the question of 

Palestinian refugees in the country and the arrival of the PLO and their guerilla forces, and in 

light of the fact that ordinary young men were joining militia groups and killing each other all 

over the country, it is more shocking, at least to me on my first impression, that she assumed that 

these young men would be interested in burying the dead Palestinians. Indeed, it would seem that 

on this day her defenses perhaps started to break down. Not only was it hard for her to sustain 

her hatred of the Israeli soldier, who conveniently had been the object of hate that externalized 

the causes of the civil war. Also, the incident with the young village men made it even harder for 

her to hold on to the fantasy that the Lebanese people were co-existing on good terms. So much 

so that Chaza needed to lose her identity by losing her identity card. For if identity did not 
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separate the Muslims from the Christians, then those dead bodies would have received a burial 

worthy of grievable bodies.  

The belief that Lebanon has worked out a peaceful co-existence of diverse religious and 

ethnic communities is a defensive fantasy. Though I do not ever recall subscribing to this belief, 

it may have been my childhood wish. What drove my family out of Lebanon was not bombs, but 

sectarian hatred. Living as Iraqi Christians in a right-wing Maronite Christian neighbourhood, 

my family was subjected to constant threats. Reiterated in the playground in childhood bullying 

and pranks, these threats made me learn some early lessons about sectarianism. But those lessons 

perhaps did not abate my desires. Completely cynical about groups and group bonding, to which 

much of my academic work attests, perhaps I, not unlike Chaza, in holding on to my autograph 

book could have been holding on to the wish that it was possible for everyone to get along.  

In this short paper, I have attempted to demonstrate the reparative potential of aesthetic 

experience. In thinking about the archive as a psychic storehouse for our conflicted relationship 

to remembering the past, I have suggested that the aesthetic is the simple but profound act of 

making memory’s objects come to life with an open imagination. Art will not cure the political 

conflicts of Lebanon, but it may get us closer to what we cannot see and help us to reevaluate our 

positionalities. Joreige’s aesthetic practice made it possible for Chaza’s ambivalence to find 

expression, which in turn made it possible for me to discover that what underlies my cynicism is 

an unconscious wish for religious co-existence.  

 

Dina Georgis is Associate Professor in the Women and Gender Studies Institute at the 

University of Toronto. She is the author of The Better Story: Queer Affects from the Middle East 

(Albany: SUNY Press, 2013). 
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At a moment when children and youth living with trauma are routinely assured that “it 

gets better,” what would it mean to linger a bit longer on loss, and the unruly, unpredictable 

character of affective repair? This essay proposes a queer and psychoanalytic alternative to the 

prescription of progress narratives as remedies for young people grappling with trauma. We 

argue that the processes of affective integration and repair theorized by Melanie Klein can be 

helpfully understood as queer in their conception of temporality. Marked by non-linearity and 

surprise, her theory of repair departs from progressive, heteronormative modes of temporal 

organization. Against the insistence that trauma is straightforwardly repaired over time, we 

suggest that children and adults, different yet not absolutely so in their capacities for paranoid 

judgment or reparative insight, are better positioned as fellow learners alongside one another in 

the unpredictable, queer trajectory of affective repair. 

We ground our claim in an analysis of an aesthetic work that inspired both of us in our 

thinking about (and experience with) our own queer damage: Philippe Falardeau’s 2011 film 

Monsieur Lazhar. The aesthetic experience of viewing this film has caused us to establish a 

connection between its representation of trauma and Klein’s theory of reparation. For us, this 

film operates as a resource for symbolizing an emotional world marked by queer damage. 

Monsieur Lazhar depicts a teacher and his students working together to increase their capacity 

for symbolization of inner conflict caused by trauma. Prior to Bachir Lazhar’s arrival at the 

elementary school as a substitute teacher, the children’s previous teacher, the beloved Martine 
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Lachance, hanged herself with a blue scarf tied to a pipe that runs across the ceiling of the 

classroom. The morning after her death, it is Simon, a child, who finds her lithe body hanging in 

the classroom. The child characters’ reactions to the unpredictable death of their teacher animate 

the inner world of object relations after the traumatic experience. Lazhar enters the classroom 

with his own trauma: forced exile from Algeria due to political antagonism and the murder of his 

family. A former civil servant who presents himself as a seasoned teacher, Lazhar cannot 

adequately know how to respond to the children’s grievous loss, nor they to the scars left on his 

own emotional world by the untimely death of his wife and children. Yet, though their suffering 

remains mostly reciprocally illegible, they establish empathy through a shared attempt to make 

sense of how death, loss and grief impact on the production of knowledge. 

On the surface, Monsieur Lazhar may seem like a curious choice given our queer stakes. 

None of the film’s characters are identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer as 

such. Yet the relationships among the film’s traumatized protagonists – an Algerian refugee 

claimant turned substitute teacher and an elementary school class – offer insights on reparation’s 

surprising timing, and a powerful example of an ethical relation stretched across an 

incommensurable experiences of loss. Our engagement with this aesthetic text thus considers the 

queer time of mourning (non-linear and cyclical) as it relates to the psychic life of learning. 

Monsieur Lazhar provides an example of what it can mean to listen to children ethically. The 

titular character clears a path for mourning in part by developing experiments in matching words 

to inner conflict, hoping that the classroom can foster a conversation about the traumatic impact 

of an unplanned death. Taking the emotional economy of a children’s classroom as its setting, 

Monsieur Lazhar does not draw us nearer to certainty about how it is best to grieve. Rather, it 
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compels us to make a better future in recognition that our current set of resources for talking 

about loss is impoverished, particularly in its understanding of the temporality of grief. 

Underscoring our engagement with the film are Melanie Klein’s descriptions of the 

psychic lives of children and her unique account of integration and repair. Klein understood the 

emotional and imaginative life of infants and children as typical of the searing greed, envy, rage 

and crushing anxiety that makes us human. For Klein, the infant’s psychic existence is full of 

sadistic phantasies resulting from an innate aggressive drive. The Kleinian child, for example, is 

not innocent or naïve to an aggressive world; there is an aggression inside of her that makes this 

child want to hurt the people and things who frustrate her wishes. Klein’s clinical observations of 

children suggest that aggression is a primary phenomenon that is fundamental to everyone’s 

psychic composition. Klein understood paranoia – the state in which one experiences objects and 

one’s ego as bifurcated into good and bad fragments – as a recurring psychic position rather than 

a developmental stage to be overcome once and for all. Similarly, Klein’s alternative to paranoia, 

the comparatively integrated and sober depressive position, is neither a developmental 

inevitability nor a fixed outcome. In a dilemma resonant with Klein’s observations of the 

messiness of trauma, Simon, the boy who witnessed his dead teacher’s body, struggles to locate a 

venue to symbolize his aggression. Lazhar’s patient pedagogy creatively provides care for 

Simon’s guilt, while together they figure out what happens to education after the unwelcome 

occurrence of a traumatic event. 

 In Monsieur Lazhar’s classrooms, students and teacher reside together in the emotional 

aftermath of a traumatic event. Cathy Caruth suggests that trauma “describes an overwhelming 

experience of sudden or catastrophic events, in which the response to the event occurs in the 

often delayed, and uncontrolled repetitive occurrence of hallucinations and other intrusive 
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phenomena.”
1
 As Caruth describes, trauma generates a specific form of non-congruence between 

affect and reason, causing the subject to symptomatically reenact the effects of the inaugural 

traumatic event. A traumatic event repeats itself in the subject’s mind; not worked through, it 

renders this subject incapable of controlling when psychic debris, created by and left over from 

the surprising event, will blend with reality. The experience of a traumatic event can interrupt an 

expected future and cause parts of the mind (and body) to defend against memory of the past. 

Trauma, then, is a violence that targets the subject’s ability to form historical narrative: It is a 

crisis in representation that makes it difficult to make narrative sense out of the disruptive event, 

which is necessarily forgotten or distorted, and lies latent, likely to return.
2
 Trauma, according to 

Caruth, produces a history that is “no longer straightforwardly referential” (182). Thus, trauma 

exposes the mind’s ability to defend against knowledge, and against memory. It reveals the 

possibility that we might sometimes rather forget than remember. 

 Trauma’s effects on learning and historical memory can also be helpfully understood as 

queer. Lazhar and his students find themselves held in suspension by trauma; they dwell outside 

the (hetero)normative organization of time and space.
3
 Queer theorists such as J. Halberstam and 

Lee Edelman have linked the forward march of progressive accounts of temporality not only 

with contemporary capitalism, but with a specifically heteronormative ordering of the subject’s 

affective disposition and life course.
4
 Such scholarship has played a leading role in the turn 

toward “subjectless critique” in queer theory, which explores an increasingly wide range of 

forms of non-heteronormative subjectivity and sociality, not all of which necessarily identify as 

LGBTQ. For us as viewers, Monsieur Lazhar provides an opening into a dialogue concerning the 

psychic life of trauma as it creates and reflects conflicts concerning LGBTQ politics, futurity, 

childhood development and pedagogy. We turn to this film together because it helps us to 
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understand the impact of the unconscious on learning, the psychic processes of grieving and 

reparation, and the emotional life of cultural production. An unlikely representation of queer 

relationality, this aesthetic text becomes a study of collaborative mourning between subjects 

whose histories appear unrelated.  

Our interpretation of the film is offered at a contemporary moment when LGBTQ 

activism and queer theory debate temporality and futurity with fervor. The recognition that 

trauma interferes with linear temporality – the ability to move forward without being haunted by 

the past – can be used to conjure a theory of queerness that illuminates the fragmented, resistant 

and non-linear ways that knowledge and history are made. Our reading of this classroom drama, 

which stages the emotional conflicts of teaching and learning, blends considerations of queer 

collectivity with emotional and instinctual life to pose questions of the psychological procedures 

that animate the work of mourning. We call on Freud’s clinical observations of the psychic 

dynamics of mourning to offer a queer alternative to activist programs that insist on a knowable, 

predetermined future sanitized of histories of grief, loss and suffering.   

 The work of mourning, as described by Sigmund Freud,
5
 involves repairing the ego after 

the world is impoverished by the loss of an object. To perceive the world as good after 

devastating loss requires “reinvest[ing] the free libido in a new object.”
6
 Mourning is not 

pragmatic, nor does it assume a chronological timeline. Rather, it involves using the enigmatic 

psychic character of loss to create new encounters with old objects. Lazhar’s classroom is 

seething with emotional responses to death and trauma. Between Lazhar and his students, 

circuits of transferential feelings drift as they narrate their losses through each other. 

Uninterested in the pursuit of mastery, the teacher learns from the children how to become a 

figure of authority who can provide a holding environment for them. He becomes a container for 
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their aggressive projections and insecurities as they slowly assimilate reality with the world of 

phantasy and instinctual wishes. The teacher in this film learns to make curriculum out of grief, 

his own and his students. To do so requires an acknowledgement of the atemporal, nonlinear 

struggle required to mourn a lost object. Thus, as we will elaborate in the following section, the 

film dialogically pairs the child and the adult refugee – two figures at the horizons of subjectivity 

– in an ongoing negotiation between mourning and melancholia.
7 

 

Exile, Mourning and Queer Temporality 

Most interpretations of Monsieur Lazhar have read its narrative as a parable suggesting 

the values affirmed by Canadian liberal multiculturalism.
8
 It has been suggested that, in the space 

of the classroom and through compassion for suffering, the fullness of the humanity of both 

Lazhar and his pupils can be uniquely recognized and cultivated in ”benevolent Canada.”
9
 

Invested in a different conversation, our engagement with this aesthetic text is informed by and 

instructive for contemporary queer theory.  

Seeking to reassess what it can mean to succeed in LGBTQ politics, many currents of 

contemporary queer critique are marked by a “backward orientation,” which considers the costs, 

conditions and ghosts of LGBTQ inclusion and mainstreaming.
10

 As some queers have 

provisionally, contingently and unevenly entered the folds of (hard-won) subjectivity, many have 

been refused, or left out of, such a progress narrative. In contemporary Canadian LGBTQ 

politics, the queer child and the queer refugee have emerged as two of the more discernible 

figures at the horizons of subjectivity, precarious or proto-subjects around whom other queers 

and allies engage politically.
11

 One of the most prominent narrative strategies addressing queer 

youth has been developed by the “It Gets Better” project, a video-turned-multimedia platform 
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launched by U.S. sex columnist Dan Savage and his partner Terry Miller. This endeavour offers 

precarious, bullied and/or suicidal queer youth reassuring messages from currently successful 

and seemingly fulfilled queer adults.
12 

Queer activists and scholars have critiqued “It Gets Better” for its assumed temporalities 

(politely deferred emancipation by progressive history) and spatialities (not all queers are chipper 

bourgeois white men who “made it” to a cosmopolitan city, nor would all queers share in such 

urban desires). They have also contested and reclaimed the discursive space of the campaign 

with feminist, antiracist, anti-xenophobic and trans-positive interventions.
13

 Thus, rather than 

reduplicating or rehearsing such important critiques of the “It Gets Better Project,” we aim here 

to reconsider the psychic temporalities imagined and advocated in many queer narratives about 

refugees and children and the losses they negotiate. Alongside our sympathy with, and 

susceptibility to, crucial messages like “It Gets Better” – as well as important correctives like 

"Make It Better" – we also worry about the discursive, material and psychic conditions broadly 

undergirding such diverse assurances and enjoinments. 

It may be asked whether LGBTQ activisms in the “It Gets Better” era, in their drive to 

help precarious queers make their worlds more livable in conditions hostile to their being, 

comprise reparative gestures. In loving, Kleinian fashion we can only answer yes ... and no. On 

the one hands, activisms adressing queer kids and refugees often powerfully and creatively 

reread and reclaim locales easily written off by paranoid, metropolitan readings as hostile to 

queers – childhood, suburbia, the Global South, red states, rural Canada, religious schools and 

communities. They refigure these locales as terrains of meaningful struggle and as potential 

sources of perverse nourishment and sustenance. On the other, it seems crucial to recall 

reparation’s affinity with Klein’s depressive position: Reparation is, paradoxically, at once an 
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ethical choice of reading practice and an elusive, recurrent, and non-linear psychic state marked 

by a non-progressive temporality. 

In Monsieur Lazhar, moments of confrontation, tenderness and healing between child 

and adult effectively subvert both the progressive histories of Canadian multiculturalism and 

“healthy,” ordered child development. The film thus offers a valuable intervention in queer 

debates on the relationship between loss, temporality and politics, reminding us that some of the 

most meaningful forms of psychic reparation tend to eschew both the tick of the clock and our 

best intentions. Lazhar remains haunted by the memory of his late wife and children, as well as 

by asylum hearings that cynically make light of his losses. In their precocity and synchronistic 

expression of grief with their teacher, these children exhibit a queer growth. This growth does 

not follow lines of human development that assume divisions between childhood and adulthood, 

divisions justified by a measured absence and then the strengthening of emotional maturity. In a 

neoliberal era that insists “It Gets Better” despite abundant evidence to the contrary – a time 

broadly structured by an affect Lauren Berlant helpfully terms “cruel optimism” – Monsieur 

Lazhar perversely offers a vision not of dour quietism, but rather contingent and non-progressive 

reparation.
14 

 Bachir Lazhar has not taught before, nor has he the credentials to do so. But his ability to 

use curriculum to symbolize psychic life makes the classroom a transformative site for learning. 

The queer and reparative potential of Lazhar’s pedagogy lies in its attunement to children’s 

affective entanglements with the experience of learning and the likelihood of transference 

between teacher and student. An uncertified and improbable teacher, he creates lessons for his 

students that help them to risk returning to memories of death and to integrate them as 

recognizable parts of the self. In two events that mirror one another, Lazhar is presented with 
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boxes that contain the physical effects of a teacher’s work. From the post office he collects a box 

that contains what is left of the belongings of his dead wife, who was herself a teacher: brightly 

coloured rubber stamps for marking her student’s work, class photos with children seated in 

rows, a photograph of herself with her own children. Later, he is presented with a box that holds 

some of Martine Lachance’s belongings left at the school after her death: stickers for marking 

student assignments, class photos and a young adult novel. An inheritance from two women 

whose deaths were the result of different forms of violence, the contents of both boxes make 

their way into his teaching practice. When he is able to find ways of integrating these 

inheritances into his own work (reading the novel to the children and using the stamps when 

marking assignments, for example), it signals a move in the film towards reparation. Unworked- 

through grief is converted into a resource for a more creative teaching practice, which opens up 

Lazhar’s classroom to conversations about how to recover from a premature death. Impressed 

upon his teaching method are ghostly reminders of these women’s work as educators and their 

attempts to introduce to the classroom creative challenges in the work of education.   

 In Lazhar’s pedagogy we find a method of building a relationship to loss that does not 

disavow its reappearance in contemporary relations, but rather enlarges the potential for the 

representation of inner conflicts. As viewers, we encounter characters collaborating to creatively 

repair and represent
15

 their brokenness within the confines of school policies that enforce 

compliance and ignore the queer, unruly time of mourning. Throughout much of the film, Simon, 

his friend Alice, and their classmates linger in a space of melancholia. They keep up with their 

schoolwork, for the most part, and even get on well with their psychologist. But beyond all such 

redemptive measures of “progress” and a “return to normal,” the students exhibit a sobriety, 

honesty and perverse fascination in the face of an inexplicable death. This sustained queer desire 
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to look back at loss, to confront and meditate on the loss of their teacher, consistently exasperates 

parents and school officials alike.
16 

We now move to read two scenes from the film which depict how, though the uniqueness 

of their situations stays intact and the teacher’s authority remains certain, children and adult 

make meaning out of death and loss together. In Lazhar’s classroom, the curriculum operates as 

a transitional object
17

 which facilitates the binding of affect to representation. In both scenes 

mourning is facilitated through play with words, an act Lazhar encourages the children to risk 

performing despite a school-wide policy that segregates psychology from pedagogy and 

represses sustained confrontation with difficult affects. 

 

What Children Can Do with Words 

In one of Monsieur Lazhar’s most decisive scenes, Alice delivers a presentation to the 

class that directly addresses the suicide. Her statements on the difficult subject are transformative 

and visibly touch the other children. The child has taken the curricular assignment to write and 

present a speech on a self-chosen topic as a chance to play with how words can be used to 

symbolize emotional life. She uses the curriculum to hold open a space for representation of the 

ego’s journey towards making sense from trauma. Her teacher’s death has called into question 

her understanding of violence. School was described to her as a venue where children are kept 

safe from danger and violence is punished. But now, she points out, the children must 

incorporate violence into their knowledge of what can happen at school. The school’s policy to 

repress the acknowledgment of death forecloses the space needed to learn to represent conflict; 

Alice adroitly contravenes this policy by speaking directly to the death within the curriculum’s 

parameters. Alice’s persistent effort to forge a time and space to represent this conflict might be 
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understood as queer in the disruption it introduced to the hastened and linear timing of mourning 

imposed by the school. She demonstrates how the curriculum can survive her need to mourn, and 

can even by used to support her queer experiments with words. 

 Later, inspired by Alice, and in an act of resistance to school policies that coax children 

into abstracting themselves from their suffering, Lazhar invites all of his students to find and 

play with the words that come closest to signifying their feelings and uncertainties. A child has 

told the class about his grandfather, who was detained in Chile during political conflict and later 

committed suicide. The room throbs with the wish to incorporate Lachance into the discussion, 

to relate her death to the conversation of suicide. Lazhar gives up on an agreement made with the 

school’s administration and the school psychologist to “separate psychotherapy from pedagogy” 

and to leave the ghosts of the dead outside of the lessons he imparts in the classroom. He cannot 

contain his frustration with procedural responses to the children’s trauma that encourage 

measured and predetermined allocations of moments where grief can be addressed. Such policies 

prove to be out of time with mourning. Mourning persistently and unpredictably erupts, 

boisterous and indefensible, because as Freud knew repression cannot result in the annihilation 

of an idea but rather builds obstacles on the path of its travel towards consciousness.  

“You keep re-opening her grave,” the principle accuses Lazhar before he is dismissed 

from his job at the school. Yet, it is Lazhar’s brave commitment to noticing how the dead 

continue to instruct encounters in the classroom that allows learning to continue after trauma. 

Before he departs, Lazhar provides a final example of how his classroom lessons patiently show 

the children that they can tolerate the difficult work of symbolizing conflict surrounding death 

and trauma. He has the students correct intentional mistakes made in grammar and spelling in a 
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fable he has written for them about the developmental trajectory of a butterfly, entitled “The Tree 

and The Chrysalis.”  

There is nothing to say about an unjust death. 

Nothing at all. As we will now show. 

From the branch of an olive tree there hung a tiny chrysalis, the colour of emerald. 

Tomorrow she’d be a pretty cocoon. 

The tree was happy to see his chrysalis grown, but secretly, he wanted her to stay a few 

more years. 

“As long as she remembers me”. 

He had shielded her from the wind. 

He had saved her from ants. 

But tomorrow she would leave to alone face predators and bad weather. 

… 

That night, a fire ravaged the forest, and the chrysalis never became a butterfly. 

At dawn, the ashes cold, the tree still stood, but his heart was charred, scarred by the 

flames, scarred by grief. 

When a bird alights on the tree, the tree tells it about the chrysalis that never woke up. 

He pictures her, wings spread, flitting across a clear blue sky, drunk on nectar and 

freedom, the discreet witness to our love stories. 

 

His lesson on literacy is knotted with an attempt to build the children’s capacity for using and 

listening to words as objects to signify affect. He uses this lesson in service of refinding himself 

outside of them and also disinvesting himself of the role of teacher. His lesson responds to the 

children’s need to engage in learning without the help of the teacher and, generally, to work 

towards separation from the other. 

Alice knows that he is telling them a story about how they must now acquire 

independence from him, which does not mean that they must forget his influence. She is 

noticeably distraught after listening to his fable. In the school, expressions of affection and 

touching between teachers and students are diligently monitored. The film solicits an inquiry into 

how a teacher can at times comfort and at others punish a child through touch. Lazhar seems to 

be asking how to comfort a child in distress when you cannot touch them, and how one can 

punish a child without touch. In between the teacher’s and children’s bodies is the tyranny of the 
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shriek of a gym whistle, the grumbling of an empty stomach which prevents a hungry boy from 

playing games at recess, and the memory of a mother’s embrace. When these bodies do manage 

to touch, the school’s administration reminds Lazhar of laws that forbid the hitting of a student. 

Despite the dangers of touching, he trespasses the boundaries that control the expression of 

affection: The film ends in a hug between Alice and her beloved teacher.  

By engaging the students’ need to confront loss head-on, Lazhar could be understood to 

prop up a progress narrative of his own by helping the students pick up the pieces and struggle to 

carry on. But by persistently disobeying his superiors and allowing his students to tarry with the 

negative – through his insistence on discussing the loss that dare not speak its name – he affirms 

that their melancholia is not a pathological response to loss. Crucially, Lazhar opens a space for 

reparative engagement with Lachance’s death, not through some liberal “compassion for 

suffering children,” but rather through his own alienated relationship to progressive nationalist 

histories that scramble but untimately fail to overwrite memories of trauma.
18

 Some critics have 

read Lazhar’s initial foibles in the classroom – straight rows, his attachment to classical texts 

such as Balzac – as suggestive of his “awkwardness” as a newcomer, as a kind of hurdle to 

overcome in the film’s narrative arc presumed to reach toward full subjectivity and integration.
19

 

However, it might be just as plausible to read Lazhar’s pedagogical style as a legacy of his 

French colonial education in Algeria. In this view, his initial approach signals a return of the 

repressed of the colonial in the postcolonial, as well as a desire for a more complex negotiation 

of good pedagogy on the part of a postcolonial, diasporic subject.
20 

Lazhar’s nightmares, his (post)colonial attachments, and his tongue-in-cheek dialogue 

with Claire over her approach to teaching the history of colonialism do not paint a composite 

picture commensurate with preferred romantic idioms of anticolonial resistance. But it is 
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precisely in his indeterminate – rather than obdurate or “progressive” – psychic state between 

grieving and reparation that he can help to short-circuit both the pat narratives that cast 

benevolent Canada’s “here and now” as discrete from the refugee’s horrific “then and there,” and 

the cult of the child that seeks to immure children from death.
21

 The reparation this pedagogical 

intervention makes possible is not the product of an easy teleological guarantee, like the conceits 

of Canadian multiculturalism or the claim that “It Gets Better.” Rather, it is a contingent pivot in 

a world populated by complex, contaminated, irredeemable – and thus lovable – objects.
22

  

 Despite its apparently “straight” veneer, then, Monsieur Lazhar speaks volumes to queer- 

theoretical debates on children, loss, politics and temporality.
23

 Challenging Edelman’s dazzling 

but ultimately too airtight identification of queerness with the death drive and children with 

reproductive futurism, Monsieur Lazhar stages a perverse, chaotic and disruptive assemblage, a 

queer encounter that mixes up the sanctioned boundaries of nationhood, adulthood, and life in 

which neither teacher nor student come out innocent, redeemed or unchanged. So, while we 

readily grant that contemporary queer theory’s fascination with negative affects harbours dangers 

of its own, following Heather Love we wonder whether the activist push to dispense with such 

psychic and sociopolitical conflicts might at times belie a superficially upbeat variant of 

paranoia. If paranoid reading practices know the endless reiteration of relations of domination in 

advance in order to foreclose surprise and wonderment, might the insistence that it gets better 

foreclose openness to the contingency of history and the inevitability of some bad feelings, 

thereby staging its own rigid, violent and ultimately self-defeating response to the pain enacted 

by historic subordination? Might an ostensibly sunny yet deeply wounded attachment to 

progress, in the wake of grand historical narratives, comprise its own kind of paranoia?
24

 At 

issue here is not so much the important concern that the deferred utopian telos that frames “It 
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Gets Better” forecloses political agency in the present; at stake instead is the related 

apprehension that certain contemporary activist prescriptions, in paranoiacally overestimating 

our political agency through fantasies of (ever-increasing yet ever deferred) plenitude, upend the 

less predictable but potentially more generative psychic confrontations with loss that characterize 

reparation.  

 In the face of pervasive and urgent incitements to confess and redeem individual histories 

of injured queerness, what might it mean to develop a narrative strategy that began, not with the 

fantasy of progressive alleviation of suffering, but by making adequate space for the integration 

of loss? How might an alternative strategy for working through loss figure the relationship 

between loss, collectivity, politics and temporality differently, and what kinds of ethical relations 

might it make possible? What would it mean to elaborate a reparative narrative strategy for 

dealing with loss – a strategy that make the world more livable while engaging with, rather than 

beyond, the aching reverberations of the past in the present, as we all must? For some partial 

answers, we find it helpful to depart from the universe of LGBTQ politics to consider a 

decidedly queer and perversely reparative fictive encounter among other minor subjects: the 

adult refugee and the children of Monsieur Lazhar. 
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Dead or Immortal? The Future of Queer Theory 

James Penney 
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Dead 

 One of the most radically negative and potentially universalizing formulations of 

queerness can be found in the work of Lee Edelman, whose provocative No Future: Queer 

Theory and the Death Drive has been adopted, alongside Leo Bersani’s writing,
1
 as a linchpin of 

the so-called antisocial turn in queer theory writ large. Although officially, it aims to outline a 

negative political logic that moves beyond a merely oppositional stance, Edelman’s version of 

queerness defines itself nonetheless against what he calls reproductive futurism. This phrase 

refers to an all-encompassing ideological framework which, in his view, draws for its libidinal 

support on a fantasy centred around the image of the child. For Edelman, the seductively 

conservative power of this image enforces the “absolute privilege of heteronormativity,” a 

privilege he views as the “organizing principle of communal relations” (2). In other words, the 

child is the very horizon of meaning for social life as such.  

Edelman’s work as a whole mounts a ferocious attack against a familiar ‘family values’ 

fetishization of the construction of childhood as a time of pre-sexual innocence that 

paradoxically grounds the very possibility of the future. We know that this construction, 

traceable in the Western tradition at least as far back as European Romanticism, was dealt a 

devastating (though unfortunately not lethal) blow at the dawn of the twentieth century at the 

hands of Freudian psychoanalysis. As monotheism does for the hereafter, the ideal of childhood 

installs the future as society’s very raison d’être. Defining queerness as a force of immanent 

resistance to the terms of a social life turned to the future in this sense, Edelman enjoins his 
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queer-identified reader to resist the calls for positive alternatives against which purely negative 

critical enterprises such as his own routinely come up. Significantly, Edelman develops an 

interpretation of Freud’s idea of the death drive to oppose any and all mobilizations of the old 

philosophical category of ‘the Good’. In other words, Edelman bravely denies the basic and 

widely held premise that a politics must advocate for any positive social value or order 

whatsoever.   

Edelman’s development of the significance of the death drive is sound to the extent that 

the death drive and the terms that define the social world’s intelligibility make up the terms of an 

antinomy. The unresolvable tension between the two forces exposes an underlying disjunction 

between the psychic and the social realms that can never be rejoined. Although his text 

demonstrates no awareness of the link, Edelman’s insistence on exposing society’s 

inconsistency, on the constitutive inability of any social order to effect a gesture of absolute 

inclusion, covers the same theoretical ground on which Slavoj Žižek treads when he writes about 

what he calls political ontology’s absent centre.
2
 As many will already know, Žižek develops this 

thematic in dialogue with the work of French post-Althusserians Alain Badiou, Étienne Balibar, 

and Jacques Rancière. There will be significantly more on Badiou in the second part of this 

essay. 

Edelman’s fundamental claim in No Future is that queerness signals not merely the 

abjected outside of social arrangements: those persons or groups who cannot be represented or 

remain unintelligible within an existing hegemonic field. This insufficient premise assumes that 

with a programme of expansive reform, for instance, queers could potentially be integrated with 

the existing social logic. Instead, Edelman claims for queerness a more radical negativity that 

exposes the inconsistency of the social as such. This negativity casts the very terms of the social 
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into incoherence or disarray, throwing a spanner in that subtle cultural machine that separates out 

appropriate social actors from their inappropriate peers.   

Some politically-minded readers may already have remarked that Edelman’s position 

runs against the tenets of the most fundamental assumptions of the socialist tradition. Indeed, the 

admirable doctrinal discipline with which Edelman restricts his argument’s articulation to a 

purely negative mode seems designed to provoke or invite accusations of nihilism. Edelman’s 

enlistment of psychoanalysis, and more specifically the work of Jacques Lacan, therefore poses 

an urgent question concerning the problematic relationship that inheres both historically and 

theoretically between the Freudian tradition and revolutionary or transformational socialist 

politics. In short, No Future implies that psychoanalytic theory is incompatible with any 

emancipatory politics based on a sense of hope for a better future. In the rest of this essay, I will 

try to develop why I think this argument is wrong, going on to propose an alternative, more 

desirable assessment of the consequences of the death drive in psychoanalytic theory.     

Edelman develops the concept of the death drive in a most uncompromising fashion. For 

him, Freud’s idea discredits by implication all political thought to the extent that this thought 

remains wedded to an idea of the future attributed with teleological, narrative, redemptive, or 

progressive qualities. To be sure – Edelman’s training is literary, not philosophical – this 

thematic of futurism encompasses a broad cross-section of ideas of time that haven’t always been 

associated with one another in the philosophical tradition. Nonetheless, the argument is designed, 

in perhaps too unsubtle a way, to sweep away in a single gesture all thinking about time based on 

any of these four basic assumptions: (a) that time has a predetermined end; in other words, that 

the future will come to fruition at some definitive moment; (b) that time tells a story with, as they 

say, a beginning, a middle, and an end; (c) that the future contains a transcendental horizon, 
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which will bestow retrospective significance on past failures, on past suffering; and (d) that 

things can or will get better as time goes by. In sum, Edelman’s discourse aims to “refuse the 

insistence of hope itself as affirmation.” In his view, this insistence “is always affirmation of an 

order whose refusal will register as unthinkable, irresponsible, inhumane” (4).  

The basic problem with Edelman’s position as I see it relates to its undialectical notion of 

a radically pure brand of negativity. Arguably, this version of the negative sees Edelman shirk 

responsibility for the content of his own argument, and he enlists Lacan’s idea of the symbolic 

for support. Evidence: Edelman denies the “imperative to immure [his stance or argument] in 

some stable and positive form.” Now, Edelman understands Lacan’s concept of “the Symbolic” 

to mean that “nothing, and certainly not what we call the ‘good’, can ever have any assurance at 

all” (4). To be precise, the difficulty lies not so much in the statement itself, but rather in 

Edelman’s assumption that it isn’t a position – in other words, an argument that’s as much 

obliged to offer support for itself as any other. The radically negative orientation of Edelman’s 

discourse unhelpfully ignores the enunciative paradox that makes of the denial of the legitimacy 

of any statement as much of a statement as any positive assertion. Further, the argument makes 

the unnecessary assumption that any construct of ‘the good’ must be amenable to symbolic 

accommodation; in other words, that the normativity it prescribes must conservatively uphold a 

positive value, one which lends itself to articulation in the terms that make up ambient social 

knowledges.  

Like so much of the significantly American poststructuralist political hyperscepticism 

with which it shares its main features, Edelman’s nihilistic salvo makes the associated and fatal 

mistake of placing all allusions to the future in thought under the banner of what Lacan calls the 

imaginary. In other words, Edelman’s discussion assumes that a retrograde belief in a time to 
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come when all social antagonism, all conflict and dissatisfaction, all psychopathology has been 

eradicated inheres analytically, as Kant would say, in the very concept of futurity. Edelman 

proceeds as if there’s no other way to think about the future; all this imaginary baggage comes 

unalterably pre-packaged whenever we attempt to think through what comes next.  

By contrast, Lacan himself had a different and subtler way of conceiving of the subject’s 

desiring relation to time’s unfolding. In his Rome Discourse, for instance, Lacan emphasized the 

importance to psychoanalysis of the future perfect (futur antérieur), the verbal tense that looks 

back at the past from a hypothetical moment to come.
3
 Clinically, the analysand looks forward to 

a time when its impenetrable symptom will have acquired an explanatory meaning, which in turn 

has an impact of the symptom’s significance in the present. The future perfect also illuminates 

Freud’s idea that the threat of castration has a period of latency: Castration anxiety will only set 

in after the boy’s perception of female lack has retrospectively provided the previously uttered 

threat of punishment with a concrete, redoubtable consequence. In short, the present becomes 

what it is only from the retrospective point of view of a future moment, at which point, of course, 

it has itself become part of the past.  

Lacan also developed in his teaching a related idea of logical time, premised on the 

notion that any act or utterance must be based on what he calls anticipated certitude. Somewhat 

analogously, this concept implies the projection into the future of a hypothetical certainty, which 

provides a fictitious rationale for one’s intervention in the present.
4
 In other words, we can only 

justify a present action on the assumption that some missing piece of knowledge will become 

available in the future to support our decision in the here-and-now. For Lacan, psychoanalytic 

temporality’s dependence on an irreducible reference, however projective, to a future with the 

power to change the past is a consequence of time’s mediation by language, by the signifier. We 
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begin to see how Edelman’s speculations about a queer present made possible by the radical 

negation of the future abstracts undesirably from the subject’s circumscription by language – the 

very same ‘symbolic’, in other words, on which the rest of his argument fundamentally depends.  

We can make the same point in a different way with reference to the psychoanalytic 

concept of transference. From this perspective, Edelman’s argument discounts the irreducibility 

of our transferential investment in the Other. As Lacan argued with his axiom les non-dupes 

errent (those who are not duped err), it’s never a wise move to think that our knowledge and 

actions don’t assume an unconscious belief in the Other’s reliability or consistency – the very 

same consistency that our intellectual arguments and rationalizations will insistently deny. 

Simply put, Edelman’s argument fails to take account of desire in time. The absolute present he 

wishes to associate with queerness simply isn’t available. Pace Edelman, the future can be 

conceived with perfect legitimacy. But this is so only if our idea of the future takes the form of 

the past of a projected later moment. There is no guarantee that, at this later moment, things 

won’t be significantly different than they are now; that a horizon-changing event might by that 

time have taken place.  

Crucially for my own argument, psychoanalytic temporality is thus a temporality of 

discontinuity, a discontinuity that also describes the present itself. This temporality features 

moments of disorienting and unthinkable, and therefore radical, change. Not only can this change 

be assessed only retroactively, but future events are also likely to change that retroactive 

assessment in such a way that the meaning or significance of the past, even the most recent past, 

is constantly subject to change in light of further anticipated retroactive assessments of the same 

kind. At any point in time, in other words, something can happen which, from the perspective of 

a later moment, will have literally changed the past. In sum, Edelman’s framework offers an 
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ahistorical and metaphysical binary between the present insistence of the negative and the future 

aspiration for meaning. Alternatively, Lacan’s logic of time formulates a dialectic between the 

symbolic order’s contingent closure and this closure’s inevitable failure. The fact that knowledge 

can only fail to think through the process of radical change – a thesis, by the way, with which 

Badiou takes issue – doesn’t mean that change never happens. On the contrary, it implies the 

‘impossible’ possibility that what, in a given situation, seemingly could never happen can indeed 

take place at any time.  

In this precise sense, Edelman’s argument expresses a paradoxical idealism of the death 

drive. It mistakenly assumes that human life can be lived purely on this level of an immanent 

present; that language can be perfectly reduced to the nonsense of what Lacan called lalangue, 

and is therefore incapable of producing effects of social signification; that collective life can be 

lived without the intervention of a spectral Other that imposes on human interaction not only a 

horizon of meaning, however contingent, imperfect, incomplete, or anticipated, but also an 

ineradicable and unconscious transferential dimension of belief. As Žižek endlessly but 

instructively develops Lacan’s thesis, the Other’s powers of determination increase in direct 

proportion with the denial of our own complicity in its effective functioning.  

But there’s a further, even more central, complication embedded in Edelman’s 

discussion. This one is not only especially germane to my concerns in this paper, but also typical 

of queer theory’s characteristically ambivalent flirtation with, and ultimate dismissal of, the 

category of the universal. On one level, the link Edelman posits between the death drive and the 

antisocial aspect of queerness makes tangible a horizon of exceptionlessness: No matter what 

one’s professed orientation, sexuality as such grossly oversteps the species function of 

reproduction. We know that Freud already fully elaborated this thesis in Beyond the Pleasure 
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Principle (1920), for example, and that Lacan expanded on its implications with what he called, 

in reference to Marx’s labour theory of value, plus-de jouir or surplus enjoyment. On another 

level, however, Edelman’s discussion is pitched against the conceptual couplet of 

heteronormativity and reproductive futurism. In consequence, his celebration of the apolitical 

value – or anti-value – of queerness only gains significance against the backdrop of the 

assumption of the effectiveness of a universe of normative heterosexuality or reproductive 

sexuality. This assumption is then drawn upon to attribute by specious opposition a minoritarian 

or vanguard edge to the queer.  

Although it points in the direction of a place where everyone’s sexuality can be defined 

as queer, Edelman’s notion of queerness, like so many others, is ultimately reserved for an elite 

constituency whose members have violated, as he conceives them, the temporal terms of 

reproductive futurism. More concretely, we can presume that those homosexuals who have (or 

have adopted) children will not be issued membership cards, despite the fact that their 

sexualities, just as much as the Edelmanian queer’s, overstep the bounds of what is required for 

species survival. In the end, Edelman’s argument winds up embracing wholeheartedly the 

ultimate poststructuralist fetish-values of difference and particularity. Edelman’s ‘no future’ 

queerness fails the test of universality because its address retains an element of differential 

selectivity by pitting the breeders (and the other types of parent, even the ‘queer’ ones) against 

all the rest.  

More helpfully, Juliet Mitchell argued over forty years ago that the classical Marxist 

‘dissolution of the family’ thesis à la Friedrich Engels – very different from Edelman’s, of 

course – was both vague and unrealistic. According to Engels, the emancipation of women 

depends on the absolute destruction of the family as a form of social organization, a destruction 
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to be effected by the family’s revolutionary socialization through obligatory collective child-

reading, for instance. Mitchell argued instead for a politicization of the historical forms of the 

family, recognizing, in anticipation of her psychoanalytic vocation, that the passionate 

investment of many women in maternity and early childhood (to say nothing of men) would 

never permit the creation of a feminist consensus in favour of a radically socialized post-family 

utopia.
5
 Indeed there’s a strange underground complicity between the radical humanist anti-

familialism of classical Marxism and the radically anti- or post-humanist anti-familialist nihilism 

of death drive queer theory. Psychoanalysis could only entertain the prospect of either utopian 

form – the ultra-social ‘communist’ or the anti-social queer – with the deepest skepticism.   

By assuming the possibility of a zero-degree social life devoid of any form of the family 

whatsoever, these discourses lie vulnerable to the charge of idealism. By contrast, there’s every 

reason to think that the proper socialist goal in this context should be to continue to broaden 

contemporary understandings of the family, and to provide women (and men) with the freedom 

to choose to take up early childhood parental responsibilities themselves, or else share them with 

regulated, adequately funded, and collectively organized state institutions. Although it’s certainly 

a useful tool to wield against the ideologues of family values, Edelman’s polemic against “the 

Child” contributes precisely nothing to the accomplishment of this socialist goal.  

Last but not least, it must also be said that the elitist minoritarianism of Edelman’s 

discussion is based on a reductive misreading of Lacan’s understanding of the universal. A 

consideration of this misreading will help to refine my criticism of Edelman’s provocative and 

influential argument. It will also suggest an alternative interpretation of Lacanian psychoanalysis 

that calls into question the apolitical and nihilistic consequences Edelman attributes to it. Finally, 

my alternative consideration will present a more orthodox Lacanian idea of the unconscious, an 
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idea I will then lend for productive comparison with the genericity that characterizes Alain 

Badiou’s notion of political subjectivity. In contrast to the poststructuralist (post-)subject to 

which we have become accustomed in the theoretical humanities during the past few decades, 

this political subject is indifferent to (phenomenal) differences, including those that 

contemporary discourse links to the problematic of sexuality. In the final analysis, 

psychoanalysis is incompatible with the poststructuralist differentialism that informs Edelman’s 

misleading interpretation of it.       

We’ve already considered how Edelman’s argument insists on the particularity of the 

subject of the unconscious. To support this view, Edelman incorporates into his discussion an 

extended quote from Lacan’s relatively well-known seminar on ethics. As he does elsewhere in 

his teaching, Lacan in this seminar links his concept of the subject to an idea of truth. In the 

passage Edelman extracts for No Future, Lacan associates this truth with the term Wunsch, 

which Freud uses to describe the unconscious wish that dreams, for instance, serve at once to 

express and to disguise.  

Lacan’s general point in the passage of interest to Edelman is this: The Wunsch is 

immune to the moral judgments imposed by the socially mediated ego. This ego upholds the 

Freudian ‘civilized sexual morality’ that the subject will interiorize through the agency of its 

particular social identifications. This is why Lacan qualifies the Freudian wish as “irreducible,” 

obeying not a “universal,” but rather “the most particular of laws.”
6
 In No Future, Edelman takes 

Lacan’s pronouncement to imply that this “stubborn particularity” in the subject – there’s no 

question that Lacan on one level emphasizes the Wunsch’s “abnormal” idiosyncrasy – “voids 

every notion of a general good,” in fact qualifying any reference to a “positive social value” as 

unjustified and unjustifiable (6). 
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To the detriment of his argument, however, Edelman leaves the rest of the quoted passage 

from Lacan’s seminar without comment. Although the Wunsch, Lacan continues, follows a 

particular law reflecting the ego of an individual subject, he insists that it is “universal” 

nonetheless. Why? For the straightforward reason that “this particularity is to be found in every 

human being” (24). The logical flaw in Edelman’s discussion lies in his undialectical assumption 

that an assertion of particularity automatically negates the validity of all constructions of 

universality. In other words, the category of the universal for Edelman must convey a positive 

predicate that applies to all the objects to which this category aspires to refer. By contrast, the 

quotation from Lacan reveals that the psychoanalyst has put into operation a different, properly 

negative, concept of universality, one which grounds, so to speak, the concept of the subject with 

the premise that all particular subjects share the same estrangement from themselves – an 

opaque, compromised access to their own desires. What is universal in subjectivity is that all 

subjects have in common the fact that they have mistakenly taken themselves to correspond fully 

with the markers of social identity with which they have chosen to affiliate.  

There’s a precise correspondence here with Badiou’s concept of the subject as it relates to 

politics. In error, we map our subjectivities in accordance with the reference points of the 

hegemonic social values in circulation in a given situation of discourse. At any moment, 

however, an event can happen that will address itself to us not as individuals – individuals with 

this or that ‘sexuality’, for example – but rather as particular incarnations of a generic humanity. 

This event calls us to rerecognize ourselves, as it were, or perhaps to derecognize ourselves, as 

participants in the elaboration of the consequences of an evanescent truth. If we allow it, if we 

can overcome our resistance to it, this truth – the truth of Freud’s unconscious Wunsch, the truth 
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of Badiou’s political event – will radically transform the way we perceive our relation to the 

social world.   

 

Immortal 

 The temporal dialectic that emerges out of psychoanalysis, and which we can now relate 

to Badiou’s doctrine of the idea, contrasts sharply with the distinction we find in Edelman’s work 

between an investment in the future and its nihilistic negation. The psychoanalytic position, 

initially developed by Freud, distinguishes rather between the finitude of ontogenetic or 

individual life – in other words, the ‘natural’ cycle of life and death – and the phylogenetic or 

infinite immortality of what, at psychoanalysis’s suggestion, we might call humanity’s inhuman 

essence.  

In simpler language, I refer here to the deathly persistence of life beyond the limits of 

(biological) life itself. Significantly, this irreducible dimension of human life beyond the 

Freudian pleasure principle is also presented by psychoanalysis as a generic attribute, one which 

straddles the otherwise unbridgeable chasm of sexual difference. Subjects on both sides of the 

sexuation divide are equally in excess of a merely animal self-preservative ‘instinct’, which fails 

to stop the living being from being capable of existing not for an ideal, but rather for an idea.  

I want to argue in this second part that in its most valuable and provocative moments, 

queer theory discourse has tried to suggest an understanding of queerness that closely resembles 

this psychoanalytic-Badiouian thesis about a generic and immanent human immortality. 

Edelman’s work represents one significant attempt to link what psychoanalysis understands by 

the death drive to the queer problematic. The problem, however, is that far from suggesting what 

Edelman elaborates under the “no future” banner, the death drive introduces a realm we can 

describe in precisely opposite terms. Beyond Freud’s pleasure principle, in other words, there 
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lies not the nihilistic negation of any better future for humanity whatsoever, but rather the 

emancipatory affirmation of humanity’s excess over itself, an excess that is properly eternal in 

nature. If there’s no future, in other words, it’s because this future is not merely already 

(potentially) here, but also always has been, and always will be.   

Before further developing this idea, allow me to open a general parenthesis on Badiou for 

those readers unfamiliar with his work. The relatively recent and seemingly improbable 

ascendancy of interest in Badiou in Anglophone academic circles – secondary works and 

especially translations have now appeared in unprecedented number and with accelerating speed 

– is surely not unrelated to the remarkable clarity and single-mindedness with which he 

mercilessly denounces the traitorous compromises and shameful rationalisations of so much 

contemporary thought. Badiou accomplishes this feat by developing an ambitious and 

breathtakingly original alternative to the endlessly recycled poststructuralist theoretical 

commonplaces of the past three or four decades, which seem to become all the more familiar and 

predictable the more emphatically a ‘post-‘ to poststructuralism is proclaimed. Because of 

hegemonic queer theory’s impeccable poststructuralist credentials, the intriguing possibility 

presents itself to read Badiou’s work as a critique of queer discourse’s most deep-seated 

assumptions.
7 
 

And yet, Badiou’s philosophy amounts to more than a mere reaction to poststructuralist 

clichés. Indeed, it polemicizes against what it seems to understand as a mostly German or 

Frankfurt notion of critique for offering no positive alternative. Systematically, Badiou subverts 

all the dominant motifs of late twentieth-century cultural theory: the all-encompassing text is 

ruptured by the unforeseeable event; the thick historicity of genealogical temporality (not to 

mention the queer-nihilist negation of any and all futurity) is halted by immanent emanations of 
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the eternal; the heterogeneous relativism of an infinity of cultural systems is thrust aside as a 

self-evident banality in favour of politicised sameness and universality; the post-epistemological 

assault on knowledge succumbs to the heroic counterattack of truth; and the omnipresent 

discursive or social construction of reality is supplanted by a seemingly preposterous 

mathematical ontology. No, Badiou retorts to those irrational Heideggerians and their mystical 

cult of the pre-Socratics: to come closer to being you must read Plato and Georg Cantor; learn 

about the immanentisation of infinity, not to mention the mathematically revolutionary invention 

of transfinite numbers and set theory.  

Badiou’s mathematical ontology, together with the formal logical language he elaborates 

in the view of founding a radically non-subjective study of the realm of appearances – a 

phenomenology, in that precise sense – calls into question the relation of his project to 

psychoanalysis, and more specifically to Lacanian psychoanalysis. This remains the case despite 

two facts: first, that Badiou will routinely, and quite performatively, name Lacan as one of his 

‘masters’; and second, that Lacan himself invokes the language of mathematics, although not 

without ambivalence, as the ‘ideal’ for his own intervention into the fraught legacy of Freud. At 

any rate, the valorisation of logical and mathematic ‘language’ in both Badiou and Lacan puts 

welcome pressure on the virtually universal queer assumption concerning the embeddedness of 

sexuality in language or discourse – that is, in the construction and deconstruction of meaning.   

Both the poststructuralist discourse on language, and the language of ‘discourse’ in 

Foucault’s sense of the term, commit two mortal sins for Badiou, pun fully intended. First, they 

privilege the realms of language-signification (il n’y a pas de hors-texte: Derrida) and discourse-

power (biopolitics) over the disruptive and exceptional event. Not only does the event break 
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radically with both language and discourse in these precise senses; also, the event, potentially, 

grants us properly subjective access to a truth both eternal and universal in its address.  

Second, poststructuralist language-discourse has the perhaps counterintuitive tendency to 

reduce the human being to ‘life’, a life which must remain ignorant of the immortal excess that 

defines humanity for Badiou, as it does for psychoanalysis. This excess is what makes the human 

being capable of persevering through an act of faith in the invigorating promise of an idea. To be 

sure, this perseverance can persist beyond the limit that defends the value of self-preservation. 

The essence, as it were, of humanity is therefore not its merely animal attributes – its various 

physiological and sexual needs; its physical and psychological vulnerabilities; its subjection to 

the laws of nature – but rather a properly immortal supplement, which life itself can’t account 

for. In other words, a human life is fully capable of holding on to forms of being that don’t 

register in life’s own terms. In this way, Badiou’s thought affirms a subjectivity that can cling to 

their truth and trace their points of consequence more than it clings, as one says, to life itself. 

This idea of an immortal essence in the human by which the human can immanently 

transcend itself is hardly new. Badiou traces it to Plato’s eternal ideas. But it also, very 

conspicuously, characterises numerous religious traditions, including of course Christianity. 

Badiou’s discourse on immortality can helpfully be read as a materialist and explicitly atheist (as 

opposed to secular) reinterpretation of theological discourses about eternal life. For example, 

Pascal, an important reference for Badiou, developed the idea that one can be reborn in faith for 

all eternity in the here-and-now; that resurrection is something that happens before you die. 

Although the Christian motif of rebirth has been appropriated by conservative and 

fundamentalist sects which function more or less as profit-driven corporations, the idea is surely 

too valuable to abandon to the reactionaries. Indeed, the transformative experience of 
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resubjectivation developed in Badiou’s philosophy teaches precisely the same lesson taught by 

the subtractive, de-individuating, and incorporative message articulated by Paul in the earliest 

days of Christianity. Lacan, too, oriented his teaching around an idea of the subjectivating effects 

of an inhuman, transpersonal cause (la cause freudienne), effectively inviting his followers to 

devote their lives to it.  

In the psychoanalytic literature, the most consequential meditation on the mutually 

imbricated, and therefore uncanny, complexities of life and death is surely Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle (1920), mentioned already in the first section of this essay. In his complex and shifty 

text, Freud makes a heroic attempt to come to terms with this immortal and inhuman essence of 

humanity. Two years after the end of the Great War’s unspeakable carnage, the psyche’s 

insistent revisitation of unpleasurable experiences had become all too evident to anyone involved 

with the care of returning military personnel. Traumatic neurosis, but also and primarily the 

transference neuroses, and then finally primary masochism and its conversion to sadism, all 

convinced Freud that the pleasure reference will never suffice to define the human subject. 

Enlisted for the organism’s self-preservation, what Freud called ego libido runs up against an 

object-oriented drive. This latter variety of libido is the one which, for Freud, compels the 

organism onto the terrain of what we commonly understand as sexuality. As we know, this 

sexuality can result in reproduction, but also, not uncommonly in the broadest historical and 

epidemiological terms, in death. At the heart of life, then, Freud discovers the antinomy of 

individual life and species life: sexual reproduction – that is, species immortality – comes at the 

cost of the individual organism’s longevity. This remains the case across the broadest range of 

natural or biological life to which Freud, on this level at least, considered humanity to belong.  
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The life and death antinomy in Freud’s text is informed by the work of late nineteenth-

century German evolutionary biologist August Weismann. It was Weismann who argued that 

living substance is divided on the cellular level between a mortal soma (body) and an immortal 

‘germ-plasm’. Clearly, Freud saw a connection to his own distinction between death instincts 

and life instincts. In the end, however, Freud breaks from Weismann’s thesis. He couldn’t agree 

with the biologist’s contention that since unicellular organisms, innocent of the soma/germ-

plasm split, must be immortal, death comes late onto the scene of evolutionary history, and is 

therefore not inherent in life as such.  

Like his theories of sexuality and sexual difference, then, Freud’s theory of the death 

instinct is explicitly offered as an alternative to the properly biological understandings available 

to early twentieth-century science. This remains the case despite the complicating fact that Freud 

also expressed hope that a biological explanation for the death instinct might one day be 

discovered. Beyond the Pleasure Principle struggles towards the conclusion that the 

paradoxically deathly immortal kernel of humanity is disjoined from any biological or 

evolutionary function. Viewed as the traumatic insistence of senseless jouissance, of the body’s 

ceaseless bombardment of the mind with (representations of) an excessive and purposeless 

libidinal excitation, death not only inheres in life as such, but also defiantly resists rendering as a 

horizon of meaning of any moral, evolutionary, or even biological kind.      

Lacan draws attention to these paradoxes of Freud’s discourse on death in the same Rome 

Discourse I referred to earlier. In this écrit, Lacan further develops Freud’s pioneering 

psychoanalytic commentary on the definition of life in biological science. Specifically, Lacan 

elaborates on the notion that life and death entertain what he calls a “polar relation” – a relation 
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of interdependency, that is – in the very midst of biological phenomena which, historically, have 

been understood rather to distinguish life from death.
8
  

To support this idea, Lacan refers to the origin of modern biology in the late eighteenth-

century work of Marie-François-Xavier Bichat (1771-1802). Quite simply, Bichat defined life as 

the set of vital forces that resist death. Hardly unlike Freud with his idea of Eros, Harvard 

physiologist Walter Bradford Cannon (1871-1945) refined this definition in the early 1930s by 

associating life with the principle of homeostasis, which he viewed as a general vital function in 

the organism that regulates its own physiological equilibrium. Lacan takes these examples from 

classical biology and physiology to support an explicitly dialectical understanding according to 

which life can’t be conceived without positing an opposing force that tries to thwart it. 

Referencing Heidegger, Lacan qualifies this deathly force as “a possibility” which is “absolutely 

proper, unconditional, unsurpassable, certain, and as such indeterminate [indéterminée]” for the 

subject defined in its historicity. Lacan summarises his point by describing Freud’s death 

“instinct” as “the limit of the historical function of the subject” (261-2).  

It’s clear that Lacan enlists these authorities in the biological and physiological sciences 

to buttress Freud’s basic notion about duelling forces of life and death in the human organism. 

However, he adds a crucial distinction. Modern science situates death’s resistance to life in the 

biologically conceived organism itself, defining this resistance as a disruptive counterprinciple 

weaved into the very fibre of humanity’s natural being. To develop an alternative psychoanalytic 

approach to the problem, Lacan returns to Freud’s concept of repetition. For Lacan, death isn’t a 

properly biological function of the organism. Rather, death, with its associated pulsion (Trieb, 

drive), is a consequence of the living being’s subjection to language, to the signifier. When he 

plays that famous game with the cotton reel, working through the mother’s traumatic absence 
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with the help of a primordial and binary signifying structure (fort-da), the Freudian infant gains a 

modicum of mastery over nature by “murdering the thing” (319). Also, he commits his destiny to 

the workings of a symbolic order that will forever exceed the limitations of his conscious 

knowledge.  

 Already by 1953, Lacan had recognised in the subject’s subjection to the signifier 

something he called the “eternalization” (319) of this subject’s desire. In choosing this word, 

Lacan didn’t wish merely to qualify desire as incessant and inexhaustible, although it certainly 

possesses both of these qualities. More radically, he meant to say that desire, on the level of what 

he calls its real, immanently lifts the subject out from the constraints of life; separates this 

subject from the chronological and teleological historicity of human time. For Lacan, desire 

accomplishes this not by negating the future, as Edelman would have it, but rather by affirming a 

sort of background or underground non-temporality – eternity, in other words. In this way, Lacan 

introduces a crucial distinction between phenomenal time – not just chronological time, but also 

lived time, Bergsonian durée – and the non-time of desire’s real. As Freud said about negation, 

time doesn’t exist in the unconscious. But Lacan goes even further. Our apparent enslavement to 

the signifier, in other words the signifier’s deathly traversal of human biological life, 

emancipates us from the Other’s – the master’s – desire. This is so because the master’s menace 

of death will fall on deaf ears in the being who chooses to “enjoy the fruits of its servitude” 

(320). 

It’s perhaps in this decidedly Hegelian mode that Lacan’s discourse, unexpectedly 

perhaps, approaches most suggestively Badiou’s concept of immortality. Desire in its most 

radical form, the real of desire that delivers us onto the threshold of the drive, discloses that ‘life’ 

in all it implies by way of compromise, accommodation, conformity, adaptation, equilibrium, 
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reconciliation, isn’t everything. It’s not-all, we could say, in reference to the logic of feminine 

being. In this context, the master is the subject who defines and upholds the terms of life; 

separates what can legitimately be lived from what is condemned to deathly nonexistence; closes 

off the possibilities for legitimate and recognizable being by demarcating an excluded no-go 

zone. Lacan’s Hegelian message is that the master’s definition of life is binding only for the 

subject who fails, as it were, to read between the lines. Despite what it incessantly tells you, life 

need neither be swallowed whole, nor taken on its own terms. As long as you aren’t put off by its 

deathly look, there most decidedly is ‘more to life than this’.  

Despite the considerable differences that distinguish their discourses, Lacan and Badiou 

both aim to subvert the understanding that limits what we view life to be to the level of the 

ordinary or the everyday. This is the familiar understanding that considers life the stuff of 

unexceptional, workaday experience, governed by the logic of what merely appears. Such a life 

is necessarily complicit with the varieties of production that can only reproduce the status quo. 

At a variety of points in their work, both thinkers distinguish where they locate their privileged 

concepts – the real for Lacan, being and the event for Badiou – from the dimensions of opinion, 

commerce, representation, ideology, spectacle, or even politics understood as a popular or 

consensual good.  

Both thinkers have been similarly reproached for nurturing a sort of neo-aristocratic ideal 

of heroic exceptionalism. Terry Eagleton, for example, has sceptically quipped that Badiou’s 

idea of love refers to an event that can only happen on the romantic (if expensive) streets of 

Paris.
9
 Yet, in their respective idioms, Lacan and Badiou insist that the privileged realm they 

seek to define is accessed neither through some humanistic or intentional exercise of will, nor 
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through some gesture of sacrifice, abnegation, or renunciation. Most crucially, access to the 

ethical realm requires no specific qualities of status, personhood, or subjectivity. 

To be sure, the ‘point by point’ development of the consequences of a truth in Badiou, or 

else the refusal to give way on one’s desire in Lacan, necessitate something like work or effort, 

something other than pure abandonment to a will or power in the realm of alterity. But, on 

another level, the event as such, or the (missed) encounter with the real, simply happen: their 

occurrence is on one level utterly indifferent to what this or that person might make of them. 

Indeed, Lacan and Badiou share the antihumanist view that when it comes to what should be 

done – ethics, that is – remaining open to the encounter with the real, or the maintenance of 

fidelity to a truth, have the effect of wrenching oneself from oneself, of subverting personhood 

and identity by subtracting the subjective function from its circumscription by what partakes, 

ideologically, of meaning or sense. 

The subject is therefore a privileged category for both Lacan and Badiou. This subject is 

neither the humanist subject of intentional consciousness, nor the liberal subject of rational self-

interest. Lacan’s subject is of course the subject of the unconscious; a subject disjoined from 

knowledge and re/presentation. Rigorously, that the Lacanian subject is “what a signifier 

represents for another signifier” can be derived analytically from Lacan’s elementary definition 

of the signifier.
10

 Badiou deduces his subject from that feature of the human being that is capable 

of remaining faithful to a procedure of truth. Individual selfhood – including in particular the 

attachment to what Freud, after British anthropologist Ernest Crawley, called the “narcissism of 

small differences”
11

 – is precisely what blocks us from the kind of authentic subjectivation to 

which both psychoanalysis and Badiou’s philosophy aspire. Lacan’s Antigone embraces death as 

an escape from an intolerable world that forbids her from acknowledging her brother’s fate. 
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Badiou’s subject, transported by passion for a scientific, political, artistic, or amorous idea, 

pursues that idea in a way that grants emancipation from the constraints and compromises of 

worldly self-interest.  

 The human condition presents us – individually, as it were – with a choice in regard to 

which we don’t have the luxury of remaining indifferent, sitting on the fence. Essentially, we 

must choose not between life and death, but rather between life and immortality. Agnosticism is 

mere self-deception. Life means existence on the level of the ordinary functioning of 

sociosymbolic relations, or the mundane and opinion-based democratic negotiation of 

antagonistic sets of interests. In other words, life is accommodation and conformity. By contrast, 

immortality requires a partisan commitment to pursue desire to the point where the law becomes 

suspended; to remain faithful to the real of the Idea and the transformative consequences it 

presents to the world in which it intervenes. But if the choice before us is between life and 

immortality, what becomes of death?  

The death drive is deathly, destructive, pathological, only for the neurotic subject of 

psychoanalysis and the reactive subject of Badiou’s philosophy. These are the pseudo-subjects 

who resist – set up defences against – the encounter with jouissance, with the real of the event in 

any of its manifestations. It’s only from the defensive, ego-predicated perspective of life – this 

term, even more than ‘democracy’, is perhaps the most ideologically loaded term of the day – 

that death appears as the end, as the limit beyond which there might be, but maybe not, another, 

better world.  

In truth, death needn’t be the end. It needn’t cause us to proclaim, with confident 

nihilism, that there’s no future. Rather, death is the name of the infinity of immanent gateways 
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that open up onto the threshold of an always-present arena of immortality open to everyone, 

without exception, on the other side of the queer horizon’s ambivalent and exhausted impasse.  

 

James Penney is the author of three books: After Queer Theory: The Limits of Sexual Politics 

(2014), The Structures of Love: Art and Politics beyond the Transference (2012), and The World 

of Perversion: Psychoanalysis and the Impossible Absolute of Desire (2006). He teaches in the 

Cultural Studies and Modern Language and Literature (French) Departments at Trent University. 

 

Notes 

 

This essay is a revised excerpt from my After Queer Theory: The Limits of Sexual Politics 

(London: Pluto Press, 2014).  

 
1
  Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 2004), p. 2. Further references are incorporated into the text. For Bersani’s influence, see 

most significantly Homos (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995); and Is the Rectum 

a Grave? And Other Essays (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009). I address Bersani’s 

relation to Freudian psychoanalysis and to queer theory in “Reading Freud: Bersani and Lacan,” 

Leo Bersani: Queer Theory and Beyond, ed. Mikko Tuhkanen (Albany: SUNY Press, 2014).  

 
2
  Žižek’s key book The Ticklish Subject: The Absent Centre of Political Ontology (London: 

Verso, 2000) did much to broaden the readership of these French authors in the English-speaking 

world. 

 
3
  Lacan, “The Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psycho-Analysis,” Écrits, trans. 

Bruce Fink (London: Norton, 2004), pp. 197–268. 

 
4 

 Lacan, “Logical Time and the Assertion of Anticipated Certainty,” Écrits, pp. 161–75. 

  
5 

 Mitchell comments critically on Engels’ classic The Origin of the Family, Private Property, 

and the State in her own classic text, originally published in New Left Review in 1966 and 

available in reworked form in Women: The Longest Revolution (London: Virago, 2000).   

 
6
  Edelman quotes from Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan. Book VII: The Ethics of 

Psychoanalysis (London: Norton, 1992), p. 24. Further references are incorporated into the text. 

 
7
  See the “Preface” of Badiou’s Logics of Worlds (London: Continuum, 2009) for a concise 

presentation of his critique of what he calls “democratic materialism.”     
 

 
8 

 Lacan, “Function and Field,” Écrits, p. 261. Further references are incorporated into the text. 
 

 
9 

 Eagleton, “Subjects and Truths,” New Left Review 9 (May–June 2001). 
 



103 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

 
10 

 The signifier is “that which represents a subject for another signifier.” Lacan, The Four 

Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis (London: Norton, 1998), p. 207.   

 
11

  See Freud, “The Taboo of Virginity” (1918), The Standard Edition of the Complete 

Psychological Worlds of Sigmund Freud (SE), trans. James and Alix Strachey (London: The 

Hogarth Press and the Institute for Psycho-Analysis, 1953-74), vol. 11, pp. 191-208.    

 

  



104 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

Transsexuality and Lacanian Psychoanalysis 
 
Sheila Cavanagh  
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 This paper is written in the spirit of depathologizing transsexuality in Lacanian 

psychoanalysis and to call for more progressive theorizing using Lacan’s later works on 

sexuation alongside Bracha Lithenberg Ettinger’s work on the matrixial borderspace.
1
 Ettinger is 

an artist, theorist, and feminist psychoanalyst who has critiqued and offered a supplement to 

Lacan’s writing on feminine sexuality. While most Lacanian writing on transsexuality has 

followed Catherine Millot who contends in her book Horsexe that male to female transsexuality 

is psychotic, this paper contends that transsexuality should be understood as a subset of neurosis 

and in the terms of Ettinger’s notion of the matrixial substratum. Ettinger’s work on the Other 

(feminine) sexual difference presents us with a means to think about the subject as “becoming,” 

“transitioning,” and as “borderlinking” without recourse to psychosis. As she puts it, the Other 

(feminine) sexual difference “produces for men and women a different, non-Oedipal sublimation 

where, in the search for non-I(s), the jouissance is of the borderlinking itself.”
2
 The jouissant 

borderlinking in the matrixial substratum enables us to understand transsexuality in terms of 

neurosis.   

Ettinger conceives of the transsubjective metramorphosis in relation to Lacan’s analytic 

of sexuation. I use her conceptualization to understand how the sinthome of transsexuality can be 

read in relation to feminine sexual difference. More specifically, I contend that transsexuality 

isn’t caused by a failure of the paternal function as in psychosis, but that it indexes an Other 

(feminine) sexual difference that predates phallic sexuation as theorized by Lacan. Ettinger’s 

notion of the transsubjective does not refer to transsexual people per se, but rather to a modality 
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of experience in the matrixial borderspace predicated on becomings and co-fadings, severality, 

and interlinkings between I and non-I. In this substratum, Ettinger posits an originary feminine 

sexual difference before the phallic order of sexual difference theorized by Lacan. This feminine 

sexual difference is predicated on a sexuating co-emergence between an I and a non-I that isn’t 

sexed and/or gendered; a becoming and co-fading that is subjectivizing and life-generating rather 

than psychotic. As I suggest below, the transsexual trajectory may be understood as a 

metramorphical becoming and co-fading in a transsubjective space of feminine difference that 

reconfigures and reinscribes the traces of a primordial m/Other. For Ettinger, metramorphosis 

involves a process of “joining-in-spearating with/from the other” (“Gaze and Screen” 104). 

Regardless of the gender identity of any given transgender subject, there is an entry into what has 

been designated a feminine space of difference in Lacanian theory. We must understand the 

feminine not as a gender identity, but rather as a complicated border-linking with the not-all (the 

non-universal) or, alternatively, with that which creatively animates a place of difference within 

the self. 

To develop my argument, I first delineate what I call the psychotic thesis as it pertains to 

transsexuality. Next, I provide an overview of Lacan’s work on sexuation to further illustrate 

how Millot’s theory of transsexuality negates the way transsexuality enables a productive and 

creative engagement with the question of sexual difference. Transsexuality is not about a fantasy 

of phallic totality but, rather, a means to reconfigure the body such that one can signify sexual 

difference and thereby a traumatic bodily jouissance. In the third section, I introduce Ettinger’s 

work on the Other (feminine) sexual difference in the matrixial along with the Lacanian concept 

of the sinthome. As I suggest, for those with neurotic structures, transsexuality can be a 

sinthome, a creative fiction harnessed to knot what Lacan calls the Imaginary, the Symbolic, and 
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the Real. This sinthome must be distinguished from what Lacan calls the push-toward-Woman in 

psychosis. Where there is foreclosure in psychosis, in neurosis there is repression and hence the 

possibility of working analytically with a signifier that has been negated. It is thus important to 

make a distinction between the push-toward-woman in male psychosis, as evident in the 

Schreber case for example, and transsexuality as found in male and female neurotics. I propose 

that transsexuality can be understood in relation to both the matrixial substratum and in relation 

to the Lacanian conception of the sinthome. 

 

The Psychotic Thesis 

 Lacanian clinicians too often understand transsexuality to be a failure on the part of the 

paternal function to enable a cut between the subject-to-be and the m/Other, thereby reducing 

transsexuality to psychosis. This thesis is based on Lacan’s commentary of the now-infamous 

Schreber case. Lacan first wrote about Daniel Paul Schreber in his doctoral dissertation and 

continued to reflect upon this case of psychosis in his seminars up to the 1970s.
3
 Schreber 

experienced a psychotic break midway through a successful career as a judge in Germany. 

Sigmund Freud focused on this case in-depth and used it to develop his theories of paranoia and 

dementia praecox. Along with other psychoanalysts, Freud was interested in what Lacan later 

called the push-toward-woman in the psychotic break: the feminizing impulse characteristic of 

the Schreber case. It must be stressed that most of Millot’s theorizing is anchored in Lacan’s 

writing on this case which is, by all accounts, one of psychosis, not neurosis. Lacan didn’t focus 

his teaching on other cases of transsexuality involving neurotic structures. Had he done so, it 

may have been commonplace to understand transsexuality in relation to neurosis and not as a 

telltale sign of psychosis.   
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 The psychotic thesis was set in motion by Catherine Millot. In Horsexe, she claims that 

the transsexual symptom was analogous to the act of writing for James Joyce, in the sense that 

both offset psychosis. Millot argues that the “transsexual symptom … corresponds to an attempt 

to palliate the absence of the Name-Of-The-Father, that is, to define an outer limit, a point of 

arrest, and to achieve a suspension of the phallic function.”
4
 In his seminar The Psychoses, Lacan 

explained that the name of the Father, or rather the paternal function, introduces a third symbolic 

position in the imaginary dyad between the mother (or maternal position) and child.
5
 In other 

words, the paternal function introduces the law and regulates desire between the mother and 

child. The introduction of the paternal metaphor, which is independent of an actual father 

because it is a symbolic position, enables intersubjectivity as well as conventional and formal 

language development. When identification with the Symbolic fails to occur, the subject doesn’t 

establish a place in the network of signifiers and psychosis ensues. In Lacanian parlance, 

psychosis is characterized by an inability to abide by metaphoric substitution in language 

because there is no paternal metaphor (or function) at play.   

 Millot follows this Lacanian logic and applies it to the case of transsexuality without 

considering that many transsexuals, like non-trans individuals, may be neurotic. She contends 

that all transsexuals, in line with the paradigm of psychosis, are unable to substitute “one 

signifier, the Name-of-the-Father, for another, the desire of the mother” (32). In other words, the 

child’s relation to the mother (or to the maternal position) is unmediated by a third position that 

would introduce a gap in the primary dyad. Geneviève Morel follows the same logic, suggesting 

with reference to Robert Stoller’s work that transsexuals have typically been the “privileged 

objects” (object a) of their mothers, and thus interpret jouissance as feminine.
6
 Morel contends 

that maternal jouissance invades the subject and, without a paternal (or third party) interdiction, 
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the jouissance is felt phenomenologically as a “forced feminization [that] can be experienced as a 

bodily transformation” (60). She later notes that bodily jouissance needs to be subordinated by 

the signifier, which performs a unifying function. When significations fail to delimit sexual 

jouissance and genital activity more specifically, the “jouissance breaks out in the body: the 

organs of the body speak” (100), as in schizophrenia for example. Transsexuals, it follows, 

attempt to palliate the lack of a paternal, or signifying, function by identifying with the signifier 

of the Woman: what Lacan calls the push-toward-woman (pousse-à-la-femme). The more 

successful a transsexual symptom is, the less likely a patient will be identifiable as psychotic.  

Morel concedes that many transsexuals do not exhibit psychotic symptoms. She does, however, 

insist that this doesn’t mean that transsexuals don’t have a psychotic structure. They are, she 

writes, susceptible to a “florid outbreak of delusion, triggered by a contingent encounter with 

some aspect of real life” (184).   

Our understanding of transsexuality is further complicated by the fact that the desire of 

the mother and the paternal (or phallic) function is structured by the problem of sexual difference 

and thereby impacts upon sexuation. According to Lacan, how one resolves the question of the 

mother’s desire in relation to paternal law is a determining factor in whether one is sexuated into 

the masculine or feminine position. “The subject’s capacity to situate himself as man or woman 

relative to the phallus depends on the symbolization of the paternal function,” writes Millot (35). 

If there is no paternal function in the subject’s unconscious, there is an inability to establish a 

sexuated position. Millot further suggests that for those who are psychotic, “difference of sex is 

reduced to empty clothing draped on the body, and is purely a question of conformity to an 

image” (35). A psychotic identification with the mother’s desire, or rather the phallic signifier 

she lacks, is associated with a drive toward feminization. The male subject views himself as a 
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woman. As Lacan argued in relation to the Schreber case, the psychotic patient is “incapable of 

being the phallus that the mother lacks, [so] he is left with the solution of being the woman that 

men lack” (36). The woman-phallus is not a symbol, but an image; it “occupies the place of the 

lack in order to eclipse it” (37). According to Millot, the narcissistic mirror image of the male-to-

female transsexual excludes all lack in an attempt to make up for the (phallic) lack in the mother.   

While Millot notes that there may be no psychotic symptoms in transsexuality and that 

what she calls the transsexual symptom can also be of the hysterical type, she doesn’t mine what 

I interpret to be the creative, sinthomatic elements of the transsexual transition. She correctly 

observes that transsexuality may be a way to “escape the requirement of being the object of the 

Other’s jouissance” (140). But she concludes that sexual reassignment surgery (SRS) is doomed 

to fail because it is presented as a solution to the aporia sexual difference. Millot does focus on 

the invasive jouissance of the Other which is unbarred and experienced by the subject as 

unlivable. However, she doesn’t recognize the subjectifying effects of trans surgeries, which I 

will elaborate upon in what follows. She notes, correctly in my view, that transsexuality issues a 

demand to the Other and as such involves the Other’s desire. “As a symptom [the demand] is 

completed with the help of this Other dimension – more especially, with that of the function of 

the Other’s desire,” she writes (141). The Lacanian analyst seeks to assume the place of the 

Other and to make the desire of this Other a question, as opposed to a certainty, for the patient. 

Millot worries, however, that this position is countered by a larger Other, that of Science, which 

can answer the question of the Other’s desire in the form of a deliverance: sex reassignment 

surgery, which Millot calls castration. She writes that when one calls oneself transsexual, the 

question is closed: the transsexual “has chosen not to leave open the question of his desire. To a 

certain extent,” she continues, “he also renounces his desire, in order to devote himself to the 
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jouissance of the Other and the greater glory of Science” (142). Alluding to a trans acquaintance 

she calls Gabriel, Millot claims that to be transsexual is to “refuse to ask oneself questions” 

(143). She concludes that the availability of surgeries and hormones answers desire and fails to 

generate new questions and signifiers that can produce a sinthome. By contrast, my contention is 

that trans surgeries can, and very often do, enable the subject to animate the question of sexual 

difference. This animation is necessary for sexuation in the phallic stratum which exists 

alongside, yet diverges from, the matrixial substratum, as I elaborate in the following section. 

 

Transsexuality and the Feminine 

The trend in Lacanian psychoanalysis to reduce transsexuality to psychosis is linked to a 

concordant tendency to view the feminine position in close proximity to psychosis. In other 

words, the reduction of transsexuality to psychosis is wrapped up in the way Lacan theorized the 

feminine position and its supposed proximity to psychosis. Millot’s work is a case in point. She 

doesn’t fully distinguish between what Lacan calls the feminine position in neurosis and the 

push-toward-woman in psychosis, or transsexuality in neurotics more generally. The Other 

jouissance (experienced by those sexuated into the feminine position) lacks inscription and 

phallic individuation for Millot, and her theorizing here follows Lacan’s. This Other jouissance 

is not restricted by the Father and, unlike phallic jouissance (which is characterized by the 

masculine position) it is uniquely animated by, and attuned to, the desire of the Other. The 

feminine-Other is not fully prohibited by the phallic Symbolic. Not-all of the woman is subject to 

the phallic prohibition. For Millot, women occupy a curious position in so far as they are “both 

related and unrelated to the phallic function; their relation to the phallic function is of an 

indeterminate, contingent order” (40).   
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Consequently, there is the ever-present risk of reducing the feminine position, usually 

assumed by cisgender females, to psychosis. Indeed Millot posits a relation between the feminine 

position and the psychotic position. She writes,  

the absence of a limit to the phallic function, together with the absence of prohibition on 

incest, two terms that are to be interpreted as expressing the lack of what might deprive 

the subject of the possibility of identifying with the imaginary phallus – the lack of what 

would thus prohibit absolute jouissance – relate the feminine position to that of the 

psychotic. (41) 

 

The “feminine drive” in psychosis, for Millot, is caused by a foreclosure of the Name-of-the-

Father. She does, however, distinguish between a transsexual position and a transsexual 

symptom. As Millot contends, the transsexual symptom, manifest in the push-toward-woman, is 

a means to compensate for the absence of the paternal function and thus to establish a bodily 

limit at the level of the signifier. The patient, in this instance, typically wants to be the unbarred 

Woman – the one not subject to paternal prohibition. For Millot, this Woman becomes another 

Name-of-the-Father because she serves a paternal function. Like the father of the primal horde, 

she is unrestrained, and thus mythological. 

This is the point where there is a meeting between the feminine position and 

transsexuality which, according to Millot (and later Morel), rejects the Name-of-the-Father and 

thus the Symbolic. As the prototypical feminine neurotic, the hysteric is always questioning 

sexual difference; she (or he) never fails to underscore the inability of the phallus to signify 

sexual difference and, through her questioning alone, is not a woman or man in any simple way 

because she refuses to be a symptom of man. While Millot’s analysis of transsexuality is based 

on trans women, she does note that the transsexual symptom in trans men ranges from psychotic 

episodes to hysterical neurosis. For example, Millot writes that trans men, like hysterics, may 

cultivate imaginary identifications with maleness. The male position is chosen “for want of 
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knowing how to place oneself on the women’s side” (117). She notes, however, that she has 

never observed psychotic symptoms in trans men. The wish to transition is represented as either 

a “delusion of bodily transformation” (115) indicative of psychosis, or as a hysterical demand 

caused by indecision about one’s sexed position. “For transsexuals,” she writes, “a book may be 

read by its cover, and the bodily frame is thought of as another article of clothing, to be 

retouched at will” (116). The characterization of a patient’s wish for surgery as whimsical is at 

odds with Millot’s earlier statements about the pressing need to palliate the lack of a paternal 

metaphor through transsexuality as a means to inaugurate the subject into the Symbolic.  

 In his discussion of the Schreber case, Thomas Dalzell elaborates upon what he views to 

be a structural difference between the feminine position and transsexuality. “While it might be 

legitimate for femininity to question the exception [of the father’s function],” he writes, “we 

would argue that it is another thing for psychosis to foreclose the exception so that neither it nor 

the limiting phallic function exist at all.”
7
 In other words, feminine questioning, for him, is 

neurotic because it asks a question of sexuality, while transsexual foreclosure of sexual 

difference is indicative of a separate structure, that of psychosis. The difference can also be 

understood as the difference between repression (in the hysteric) and foreclosure (in the 

psychotic) of the paternal function that produces the exception.   

While a comprehensive discussion of feminine sexuation is beyond the scope of this 

paper, I suggest that both the feminine subject (trans or cisgender) and the transsexual subject 

may be comparatively animated by an Other (feminine) sexual difference that is improperly or 

incompletely registered in the phallic stratum. Of course, the hysteric’s engagement with the 

enigma of sexual difference is not somatized in the same way as it is for the transsexual. The 

somatization of sexual difference is a distinguishing feature of transsexuality. In the case of 
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transsexuality, the identification with the other sex is more likely to be total, whereas the hysteric 

identifies with the lack in the other as real. While the hysteric wrestles with the question of 

sexual difference and must come to terms with the impossibility of finding an answer to the 

question, the transsexual posits an answer in the form of an affirmation: I am the other sex. As 

Patricia Gherovici notes in her clinical work, “hysterical identifications are always partial, 

whereas the identification with the sinthome [in the case of transsexuality] is total.”
8
  

Despite these contrasting solutions, I contend that both positions are animated by both the 

subterranean knowledge of one’s matrixial border-linkages in the Real and the inability of the 

Symbolic to symbolize feminine sexual difference. I also maintain that both the hysteric and the 

transsexual have a neurotic structure, the hysteric because she or he is unhappy with the phallus, 

and the transsexual because he or she is committed to a sinthomatic re-knotting of the three 

psychic registers, which taps into the matrixial substratum. In actual fact, there is overlap 

between the hysteric and the transsexual. There is no analytic need to treat the positions as 

mutually exclusive. Both challenge the primacy of the phallus as it tries to underwrite two sexes 

with one signifier. The signs and symbols of the matrixial substratum are foreclosed in the 

phallic economy; and both the hysteric and the transsexual attempt to signify the barred feminine 

in the Symbolic.   

The two groups do, however, arrive at different solutions to what Griselda Pollock refers 

to as the “effects of the non-acknowledgment of the meaning-creating dimension of feminine 

sexual difference for subjectivity in general.”
9
 For transsexuals, a transition is often required at 

the level of the flesh, whereas the hysteric is usually content to keep the question of sexual 

difference as an epistemological inquiry. Just as the feminine position doesn’t exist wholly in the 

phallic stratum, the transsexual position must also be understood from within the matrixial 
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substratum. It is thus vital to develop transgenerative language to give voice to what is matrixial 

and thus coded as other, psychotic, or non-existent in the phallic paradigm. For psychoanalysts, 

the clinic offers an important arena for talk about symptoms. As a Lacanian psychoanalyst, 

Morel believes that through analysis the patient is invited to articulate a symptom that will 

ultimately lead to an ongoing exploration of sexual difference, desire, and the limits of the Other.  

According to Morel, the availability of the surgical solution to the symptom of 

transsexuality offers the client an unhelpful and, in fact, detrimental means to bypass the 

psychoanalytic process. In Lacanian psychoanalysis, one should never respond to client demand 

but rather answer only to the subject’s desire. Morel is concerned that a total identification with 

the other sex in the case of transsexuality will come at the cost of the client’s unconscious desire 

as distinct from conscious demand. As Morel writes, “madness here lies in choosing the wrong 

target: the organ instead of the signifier” (187). In this view, SRS responds to the demand of the 

Other, whose jouissance is all-encompassing. Charles Shepherdson similarly claims that this 

demand is one “in which desire is lost, a demand that the subject appears to make, but which has 

come from the Other, and with which the subject has complied.”
10

  

While I support the psychoanalytic attempt to engage patient desire, I don’t believe trans 

surgeries are ultimately, or even often, at odds with the psychoanalytic cure as theorized by 

Lacan. Transsexuality is not about a fantasy of phallic totality or, conversely, an attempt to 

override the question of sexual difference. Rather, transsexuality enables the subject to explore 

the sexual impasse. This exploration operates through the phallic and matrixial stratums, both of 

which must come into analytic play. As I will explain in what follows, a surgically or hormonally 

induced transition will ideally leave the patient in a position to generate new significations and 
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fantasies about his or her bodily morphology such that the impossibility of sexual difference can 

be lived creatively, that is sinthomatically.   

 

The Other (feminine) Sexual Difference and the Sinthome 

 Lacan’s sexuation formulas are relevant to what Ettinger refers to as the phallic stratum. 

In this stratum, subjects are sexuated as men or women depending on their relations to the Other 

and to jouissance. There are no men and women in the matrixial because there are no castrating 

cuts, but rather being-in-relation and co-emergence. Ettinger posits a matrixial substratum in 

which it isn’t possible to speak of subjects, but rather subjective grains, partial encounters, 

becomings and existence(s) in relation. The matrixial functions at the levels of the Real and the 

unconscious. It offers a way to theorize the not-all in the realm of the feminine position and in 

transsexual neurotics. What may distinguish cisgender (non-trans) neurotics from transsexuals is 

an acute sensitivity to what Ettinger calls a “traumatic jouissant corpo-Real of the late 

uterine/late pregnancy severality” that interferes with phallic sexuation (quoted in Pollock 47). 

Feminine jouissance in the matrixial produces a kind of sub-knowledge of “feminine difference 

between trauma and phantasy … impregnating an-Other-desire in subjectivity-as-encounter.”
11

 If 

we imagine the transsexual transition to be a kind of metramorphosis, this metamorphosis would 

thus allow “what is lost to one to be inscribed-in-difference in the other, and the passages of 

these traces, transformed, back to I” (“Prenatal” 402). This speaks to the intergenerational 

transmission of trauma that leaves a mark, remainder, or excess on the body which, in the case of 

transsexuality, complicates sexuation.   

For Judith Butler, Ettinger’s work concerns the “problem of the trace, or what she 

sometimes calls the ‘grain’ of another’s suffering, what has registered traumatically for 
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another.”
12

 For the parent, this trauma has not been introjected and so, as Butler further notes, we 

are dealing with “what remains an alien and dead trace of someone else’s lost mourning” (153). 

Neither shared nor foreclosed, this intergenerational transmission, according to Butler, is 

transitive; it functions like a phantom in the visual field. Bits and pieces of the m/Other’s un-

cognized trauma live on in the subject, who isolates these traces on the body. For transsexuals, 

these traces impact on sexuation; it follows that surgery is focused on the genital and/or 

sexualized regions of the body. In the case of transsexuality, the relevant traumatic traces are 

aestheticized, but not introjected, because they are experienced as foreign. This accounts for the 

feeling of acute discomfort arising for the transsexual from the discrepancy between the body 

image and the sensate body.   

In what follows, I argue that the sinthome of transsexuality taps into a matrixial domain 

where the subject attempts to reinscribe a relation to a primordial feminine sexual difference. 

Lacan modified the word ‘symptom’ to ‘sinthome’ in an effort to underscore the centrality of the 

signifier in one’s ailment or complaint. He understood the sinthome as a critical fiction that 

allows the subject to knot the Imaginary, the Symbolic and the Real. A sinthome can be 

understood as an ongoing story, a changing narrative through which one can live with the sexual 

impasse: the impossibility of a sexual relationship. By identifying with one’s symptom, one 

ideally creates a sinthome which one may use to manage, or rather to create, a supplement to the 

nonexistent sexual relation. In the case of transsexuality, the sinthome may be somatized and 

understood as a corporeal appendage. The auxiliary part may, in this case, be incorporated into 

the Imaginary and require symbolic ratification by, for example, the use of gender pronouns 

consistent with one’s gender identity. As Lacan noted, the sinthome is the other sex, “a sinthome-

she or a sinthome-he” (Gherovici 185).   
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The sinthome is highly individual and can involve what Lacan calls transsexual 

jouissance. Oren Gozlan writes that “we create a sinthome when we identify with our symptom, 

that is, when we no longer believe in the truth of the symptoms but see it as a creative product of 

the self and hence take ownership of it.”
13

 In the clinical treatment of transsexuality, a sinthome 

can be orchestrated by a change in gender pronoun, a name-change, hormone treatments, sex-

reassignment surgery, or an autobiographical account of one’s gender journey. In this case, the 

sinthome involves the formation of a language – a story of one’s oedipalization and associated 

medical interventions, for example – that enables a transition. It must be noted, however, that the 

memory-traces of the matrixial substratum underpinning both the autobiographical narrative and 

the wish to transition can’t be fully represented by any one linear story. Rather, they must be 

continually remade and rearticulated.   

For Lacan, the other sex can be a sinthome and, while the woman is a sinthome of man, 

she may also be a sinthome for another woman. In both instances, the sinthome is the other sex. 

Viewed from the perspective of the feminine matrixial, Ettinger suggests, the sinthome may be 

seen as an “intersection that creates/invents/reveals/ releases a potential desire from its dangerous 

… archaic zone.”
14

 In other words, it involves a swerve and a borderlinking “from/with-in and in 

contact with a Real ‘touched’ by the feminine Thing.”
15

 For Ettinger, the sinthome is indicative 

of a failure on the part of the phallic economy to knot the Imaginary and the Symbolic with the 

Real in a way that engages the feminine (non-phallic) sexual difference. 

Regardless of the particular form the sinthomatic stitch may take for any given 

individual, it can be an active and creative reworking of a symptom that involves what Lacan 

calls a passage to the act. The passage to the act enables the patient to loosen his or her 

identification with the Other’s desire and to forge an identification with his symptom – hence 
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Slavoj Žižek’s injunction to “Enjoy your symptom!” If we are to understand the transsexual 

trajectory as a creative sinthome, it must function at the level of the Real, and not only at the 

level of the Imaginary and the Symbolic where most Lacanians apprehend sex embodiment and 

gender identity. Ettinger suggests that Lacan’s notion of the sinthome gestures to a new phase in 

his theorizing, however incomplete, in which he signals to the possibility of a feminine rapport, 

an Other (feminine) sexual difference. For Ettinger, this sinthome is a non-phallic sublimation 

(“Gaze and Screen” 120). The sinthome knots the three psychic registers of the Imaginary, the 

Symbolic, and the Real. It provides a supplementary feminine sexual rapport, sexual and life-

generating, which is unthinkable in the phallic stratum.  

 Ettinger hypothesizes that the feminine symbolic, occluded by the phallic Symbolic 

stratum, touches upon the Real and forges a link in the phallic Symbolic stratum to a female 

bodily schema. Elements of this schema that remain unsymbolized are, I suggest, libidinally 

cathected and acutely somatized by transsexuals. This is not to say that transsexuals are women, 

but that they are attuned to the matrixial substratum predicated upon a feminine otherness or, 

rather, an axis of difference yet to be cognized. The Other sexual difference in the matrixial is 

important for understanding a transsexual bodily schema which not only departs from its mirror 

image, but conjures up the other sex, recognizing this otherness as a property of the self. This 

attunement isn’t reducible to, or delimited by, gender identity. For example, trans women may 

recognize female bodily specificity as a component of their own bodily schema while trans men 

may wish to extract elements of that same female bodily specificity. Indeed Ettinger supplants 

Lacan’s equation Phallus = Symbol with “Phallus + Matrixial (+ possibly other concepts) = 

Symbol.”
16 
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 Matrixial awareness is uneven, as is our need to trace, cut, and/or reinscribe it on the 

body. Surgical transitions can etch and reinscribe affected events, traces, and tactile imprints of 

the primordial relation to the m/Other in the pre-birth encounter. Just as Ettinger finds traces of 

the matrixial substratum in art, I suggest that the transsexual transition is an act of artistry which 

renegotiates a borderspace between self and m/Other, thereby enabling subjectification. It may 

also be the case, as Gozlan suggests, that the sinthomatic knotting of surgery and autobiography 

enables the subject to be released from a “phantasized hold of the Other’s determinations” (4).  

In other words, transitions, surgical and otherwise, may enable a patient to cut out a limit to the 

jouissance of the Other as it envelops the subject. The common trope that one is trapped in or 

confined to a body at odds with one’s gender identity, or bodily imago, suggests an excess 

jouissance which is experienced by the subject as unlivable. SRS is less often experienced by the 

subject as a choice and more often as a solution to an acute crisis. Surgery can enable patients to 

disidentify with a parental image and establish subjective limits literally on the body.   

 While Millot, like Shephardson, contends that for transsexuals the “Other takes the form 

of science for which there is no limit” (103), scar tissue, an unavoidable mark of surgery, enables 

new limits and bodily border spaces which can be signified. Scar tissue may function here as 

such a border or, as Bracha Ettinger might say, as a border-linking that enables separation and 

metramorphosis, but with a difference. A mark left on the skin post-surgery delimits a point of 

contact and a surgical cut. Scar tissue becomes a surface inscription where the m/Other was, but 

is no longer present. The scar may also function on the matrixial substratum to the extent that it 

signals what Pollock calls “a psychic event encounter” (32) when a prior borderlink with, for 

example, a parental image is changed. Metramorphosis involves the “process of change in 

borderlines and thresholds, Ettinger writes. “Limits, borderlines, and thresholds … are constantly 



120 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

transgressed or dissolved, thus allowing the creation of new ones” (“Metramorphosis” 201). 

Ettinger further notes that metramorphosis is trans-psychic in that it generates unthought 

knowledge that is independent of the signifier. In other words, it occurs in a “sexual rapport from 

a feminine beyond-the-phallus prism” (“Weaving” 401).   

A borderline can’t be stabilized by an isolated cut, split, or division because, as Pollock 

argues, it is “subject to a perpetual retuning and rehoning” (32). This is why surgery alone is not 

enough to complete a transsexual transition. SRS must enable the client to produce new 

signifiers and to desire. A sinthomatic knotting between the Real (the flesh), the Imaginary 

(embodiment), and the Symbolic (gender pronoun) is needed. A transition demands a corporeal 

and/or linguistic reinscription of the m/Other’s traces on one’s body such that the subject can 

forge a new, and ideally more livable, relation to the desire of the m/Other. Like art, the grafting 

that takes place in double incision bilateral mastectomy, for example, is a creation; a means of 

reconfiguring an alienating identification with an external image in the mirror stage. While one 

must rely upon medical and often psychiatric personnel for sex reassignment surgery, there is 

also an active, authorial component to the procedure on the part of the patient. Ideally, the 

surgery inaugurates a sinthomatic knotting that enables the body to materialize through new 

signifiers. 

  This knotting is what is overlooked by Geneviève Morel who, like Millot, insists that 

the transsexual mistakes the organ for the signifier. More specifically, the transsexual is thought 

to mistake the organ for the phallus which “lies at the juncture of the real and the symbolic, 

where language and jouissance are articulated” (186). But as Patricia Gherovici concludes that 

the “demand of the extraction of an organ can be the demand of the extraction of a signifier that 

has become all too real” (194). Surgery enables the subject to address the signifier through the 
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organ. Transition is a means of negotiating, or perhaps making visible, the enigma of sexual 

difference in the phallic stratum while simultaneously stabilizing an unlivable bodily jouissance 

with matrixial underpinnings.   

 Transsexual surgery ideally enables the subject to revisit the question of sexual difference 

with the added benefit of stabilizing a bodily jouissance which, prior to surgery, was 

unsymbolizable. Morel is correct to suggest that the problem lies at the place where the Real and 

the Symbolic are knotted. But she is wrong, in my view, to conclude that SRS can’t enable the 

subject to re-knot these registers. Clinical, cultural, and anecdotal evidence suggests that post-

surgery transsexuals in fact do not, as Morel suggests, experience the re-emergence of traumatic 

jouissance in the form of hypochondria, schizophrenia, paranoia, or melancholia, for example. 

Rather, North American patients in analysis, post-surgery, focus upon scar tissue, new 

phenomenological experiences of sexed embodiment, as well as genital and erotic zones. All of 

these explorations localize, rather than unmoor and disperse, bodily jouissance. In other words, 

sex changes can function sinthomatically. It is reasonable to suggest that the benefits of surgery 

in the case of transsexuality are accentuated by the availability of trans-positive language, 

community, and supports which together enable exploration of the question of sexual difference.   

Due to an over-reliance on the Schreber case, the only case of transsexuality analyzed by 

Lacan, there is an unfortunate tendency to generalize its specifics to all instances of 

transsexuality. A universal transsexual (and thus psychotic) structure is created that makes it 

difficult to understand transsexuality as a productive means to negotiate the sexual impasse for 

subjects with neurotic structures. In other words, transsexuality can be a therapeutically viable 

way to assume a relation to the Other’s desire that does not nullify to the subject.   
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Conclusion 

Transgender subjectivity indexes another matrixial order of sexual difference that can’t be 

understood at the level of phallic difference (Lacan’s castration, being or having the phallus) 

alone. It must include severality, intro- or trans-subjectivity (a sexual or other difference) that 

attends to the corpo-real. The feminine in Ettinger’s matrixial borderspace is trans-subjective.  

The transsexual transition is, I suggest, a metramorphosis that refolds and reinscribes a matrixial 

trace by which one is unhappily linked to a parental image such that one’s gender can signify as 

difference in the phallic stratum. Transsexual scar tissue, for example, might materialize 

nonconscious traces of an originary border-linking in the matrixial. Ettinger notes that these 

archaic traces are “remembered without being recollected and are revealed in a phantasm 

saturated with imprints of the trauma of a partial and shared subjectivity” (“Gaze and Screen” 

109). The matrixial reinscription and refolding of primordial traces is thus unconscious, 

operating at the level of the Real but also at the levels of the Symbolic and the Imaginary. The 

jouissance here is to be found in the borderlinking enabled by the scar as a trace connection to 

the matrixial. For Ettinger, this borderlinking puts into operation a “joining-in separating 

with/from the other” (“Gaze and Screen” 104), in other words a metramorphosis. The transsexual 

transition in this sense can be understood as a metramorphical becoming, a border-linking 

enabling separation and distance in proximity. It is not, as Millot contends, an attempt to abolish 

the ‘nature’ of the Real. Transsexual transitions work to achieve a sinthomatic re-knotting of the 

three registers such that one’s relation to a parental image and to the Other’s primordial traces 

can be reconfigured.   

 

 



123 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

Sheila L. Cavanagh is an Associate Professor in Sociology at York University. Her research is 

in the area of gender and sexuality with a concentration on queer, cultural, and psychoanalytic 

theories. Cavanagh recently co-edited a collection titled Skin, Culture and Psychoanalysis (2013) 

and has two sole-authored monographs: Queering Bathrooms: Gender, Sexuality, and the 

Hygienic Imagination (2010) and Sexing the Teacher: School Sex Scandals and Queer 

Pedagogies (UBC, 2007). She is presenting writing a book called Transsexual Jouissance: 

Bracha L. Ettinger and the Other (feminine) Sexual Difference. 
 

Notes 

 
1
  See Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan Book XX, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (New York: W. 

W. Norton & Company, 1998) and Ettinger, The Matrixial Borderspace (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2006). 

 
2 

 Bracha Ettinger, “Matrixial Gaze and Screen: Other Than Phallic and Beyond the Late Lacan,” 

Bodies of Resistance: New Phenomenologies of Politics, Agency, and Culture, ed. Laura Doyle 

(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2001), p. 110. Further references are incorporated 

into the text.  

 
3 

 See Sigmund Freud, “Psycho-Analytic Notes on an Autobiographical Account of a Case of 

Paranoia (Dementia Paranoides)” (1911), The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 

Worlds of Sigmund Freud (SE), trans. James and Alix Strachey (London: The Hogarth Press and 

the Institute for Psycho-Analysis, 1953-74), vol. 12, pp. 3-84; and for a sample of Lacan’s 

contribution to the discourse, see “On a Question Prior to Any Possible Treatment of Psychosis,” 

Écrits, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: Norton, 2006), pp. 445-88. 

  
4 

 Catherine Millot, Horsexe (New York: Autonomedia, 1990), p. 42. Further references are 

incorporated into the text.  

 
5 

 See Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book III, The Psychoses (1955-56), ed. Jacques-

Alain Miller (London: Routledge, 1993). 

 
6
  Geneviève Morel, Sexual Ambiguities (London: Karnac, 2011), p. 60. Further references are 

incorporated into the text. 

 
7 

 Thomas Dalzell, Freud’s Schreber between Psychiatry and Psychoanalysis (London: Karnac 

Books), p. 328.  

  
8 

 Patricia Gherovici, Please Select Your Gender: From the Invention of Hysteria to the 

Democratization of Transgenderism (New York: Routledge, 2010), p. 212. Further references 

are incorporated into the text. 

  
9 

 Griselda Pollock, “Thinking the Feminine: Aesthetic Practic as Introduction to Bracha Ettinger 

and the Concepts of Matrix and Metamorphosis,” Theory, Culture & Society 21.1 (2004), p. 35. 

Further references are incorporated into the text.   



124 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

  
10 

 Charles Shepherdson, Vital Signs: Nature, Culture, Psychoanalysis (New York: Routledge, 

2000), p. 104.  

   
11 

 Ettinger, “The Feminine/Prenatal Weaving in Matrixial Subjectivity-as-Encounter.” 

Psychoanalytic Dialogues 7.3 (1997), p. 401. Further references are incorporated into the text.   

 
12 

 Judith Butler, “Disturbance and Dispersal in the Visual Field,” Art as Compassion: Bracha L. 

Ettinger, ed. Catherine de Zegher and Griselda Pollock (Brussels: ASA Publishers, 2011), p. 

151. Further references are incorporated into the text. 

 
13 

 Oren Gozlan, “Transsexual surgery: A novel reminder and a navel remainder,” International 

Forum of Psychoanalysis 25.1 (2011), p. 2. Further references are incorporated into the text. 

 
14 

 Ettinger, “Trans-Subjective Transferential Borderspace,” A Shock to Thought: Expression 

After Deleuze and Guattari, ed. Brian Massumi (New York: Routledge, 2002), p. 225.   

 
15 

 Ettinger, “Weaving a Woman Artist With-in the Matrixial Encounter-Event,” Theory, Culture 

& Society 21.1 (2004), p. 86.  

 
16 

 Ettinger, “Matrix and Metramorphosis,” differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 

4.3 (1992), p. 190. 

 

  



125 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

Lacanian Analysis and Transsexuality: Take 2 
 

Patricia Elliot 

Wilfrid Laurier University 

 

 

One of the most important legacies of Freudian psychoanalysis lies in the art of listening 

to the unconscious productions of its subjects: what Jacques Lacan named the discourse of 

analysis. Based on Freud’s method as discovered in his early work with hysterics, and developed 

over the course of his life in writings on technique, analytic discourse remains vital to the theory 

and practice of psychoanalysis. For Lacan, analytic discourse represents both the inverse of a 

discourse of mastery which is dominated by the one supposed to know, as well as a turn away 

from the discourse of bureaucracy which is dominated by the privileging of established 

knowledge or expertise. His delineation of these discourses helps us make sense of Freud’s 

insistence on forgoing any presumed knowledge on the part of the analyst in favour of 

privileging the words, dreams, thoughts and associations of the analysand.  Analytic discourse 

offers a means of making sense of the Other that can be applied to aspects of social life outside 

the clinic as well. 

In this essay I suggest that in some recent theorizations of transsexual (and transgender) 

experiences that are psychoanalytically informed, the discourse of analysis works to produce a 

better understanding of transsexual subjects than in the past, when analytic discourse was 

replaced by discourses of expertise. I use the term “transsexual” to refer to those who identify 

with a gender not assigned at birth, and who often seek to alter their bodies to accord with their 

gender identity; and “transgender” to refer to a broader group with various other kinds of non-

normative identifications and with which some transsexuals may also identify. The history of the 

relationship of psychoanalysts to transsexuals was described as exceedingly fraught as early as 
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1974 when Ethel Spector Person and Lionel Ovsey remarked that transsexuals’ resistance to 

psychoanalysis was a reasonable response to patronizing, moralizing and stigmatizing attitudes 

toward them held by many analysts.
1
 More recently, this observation has been reiterated by 

psychoanalyst and theorist Patricia Gherovici. She writes, “in both subtle and brutal ways, 

psychoanalysis has a history of coercive hetero-normatization and pathologization of non-

normative sexualities and genders.”
2
 Indeed, as Gherovici and I have both pointed out, many 

analysts have been either threatened or puzzled by transsexuals, and often have been 

unsuccessful in concealing their transphobic views.
3
 Such views are based on what Gherovici 

claims is “a selective reinterpretation of the Freudian texts” or, more forcefully, on what she calls 

“reductive distortions” issuing from a “homophobic and transphobic history” (3).  

Working within the Lacanian tradition, Gherovici distances herself from the now classic 

essay on transsexuality by Catherine Millot.
4
 This is important because despite Millot’s concern 

for the mental health of transsexuals, she nevertheless makes questionable assumptions about the 

meaning of transition and about the outcomes of surgical interventions on the body. Moreover, 

Millot’s book was not based on an extensive psychoanalysis of trans subjects, but on discussions 

with some trans people and on some early selected texts. I have argued that her fear that sex 

change surgery confirms a psychotic fantasy in (some) transsexuals is not well founded; for 

Millot, these transsexuals embrace an idealized gender position beyond sexual difference that is 

doomed to fail (Debates 108). Furthermore, while her text is not always read with care, 

especially by those who may well feel implicated in Millot’s branding of some transsexuals as 

psychotic, one can understand how it may be considered transphobic. I would argue that the 

disappointing history produced by various psychoanalytic traditions could be said to represent 

the application of a bureaucratic discourse that claims to know what transsexuality means. 
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Drawing on the work of other analysts and psychoanalytic social theorists, Gherovici makes the 

point that psychoanalysis has something else to offer when it manages to divest itself of its 

normalizing and discriminatory history.    

My own point is that we are witnessing a second take on the relationship of 

psychoanalysis to transsexuality, one that displaces the previous, questionable psychoanalytic 

interpretations (found in all schools of thought, including Lacanian) and that turns to a more 

suitable analytic discourse. “Take 1” would include Horsexe by Catherine Millot as well as 

elaborations and discussions of the paradigm set out in that book. Since the late 1990s, there 

have been critiques of this theory not only by transsexuals, who of course are often critical of 

psychoanalytic theories, but by Lacanian psychoanalytic social theorists, including myself. I 

develop a critique of Millot’s perspective, emphasizing the ways in which Lacanian 

psychoanalysis might be better employed in theorizing the psychic complexity of trans subjects. 

Beginning with a set of universal propositions for theorizing any human subjectivity, most 

importantly the idea that acquiring a sexed body is a complex social and relational psychosexual 

process with unconscious dimensions that need to be analyzed in terms of their meaning and 

structure rather than normalized, pathologized or ignored, I argue that transsexuality ought to be 

read as a particular way of coming to inhabit a body. Moreover, I show how transsexuals’ 

accounts, particularly Jay Prosser’s theorization of “body narratives,” contribute to our 

understanding of the specificity of transsexual embodiment.
5
 As such, I regard my work, along 

with that of others, as establishing the necessary critical groundwork for alternative ways of 

engaging with Lacanian theory.   

By “Take 2” I refer to recent, Lacanian-informed approaches to transsexuality that will be 

discussed below with reference to what I consider to be three of its significant proponents. I 
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suggest that this turn represents a more valuable approach than the first interpretation of trans, 

one that offers a better understanding of transsexual subjects. Moreover, I suggest that a better 

grasp of what is at stake for transsexual subjects promises not only to counter previous, arguably 

transphobic accounts, but also to enable appropriate support for those who seek medical 

interventions. It also has the potential to alter therapeutic and other social practices, as well as to 

challenge prejudicial attitudes. In addressing the theme of what is valuable in the legacy of 

Freud, my argument is that this turn represents the implementation of an analytic discourse 

proper to psychoanalysis, one that was clarified by Lacan. Moreover, I am arguing that if 

normative preconceptions of (trans)sexuality are abandoned and when there is a commitment to 

hearing what transsexual subjects have to say about their experiences of transition, then 

psychoanalysis may be useful for thinking about processes of re-embodiment in the context of 

the complexity and particularity of transsexual subjectivity. 

This second take will be examined here with a focus on three psychoanalytic theorists –

Shannon Carlson, Gherovici, and Oren Gozlan – who employ Lacanian theory to investigate 

sexuality, subjectivity and desire in relation to transsexuality. These theorists support Lacan’s 

reading of sexuality as rooted in the polymorphous perversity of infantile sexuality, and in sexual 

drives and objects that are not gender-specific. Equally important is Lacan’s view that the sexual 

positions of masculinity and femininity are taken up based on unconscious fantasy and not 

anatomy. While Freud sometimes appears to take reproductive genitality as the ideal model of 

sexuality, Lacan rejects this norm in his famous proclamation that “the relation between the 

sexes does not take place.”
6
 What this means is that there is no natural complementarity, no 

binary opposition based on the “presence or absence of differential traits,” but rather an 

“irreducible two” such that “two doesn’t merge into one.”
7
 Emphasizing the instability and 
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uncertainty of sexual identity, Lacanian theorists maintain that rigid and normalizing 

constructions of gender mandated by the social must be understood as something other than 

sexual difference. In what follows, I will first describe what new knowledge these 

psychoanalytic theorists produce in the field of transsexuality, and then offer some suggestions 

concerning what this new knowledge might mean for the field of trans studies.  

In an exceptional article, Shanna Carlson argues that psychoanalysis and gender studies 

have a good deal to offer one another, at least when they manage to overcome two false 

assumptions: 1) That “gender” must accord with unconscious sexual positions; and 2) that 

Lacan’s theory of sexuation prescribes an inevitable heterosexuality.
8
 Where gender refers to 

conventional meanings attributed to masculinity and femininity based on a popular belief that 

such meanings derive from the bodies of men and women, sexual difference as Lacan describes 

it refers to two positions which one might unconsciously adopt regardless of anatomy or gender 

attribution. As Carlson puts it, sexual difference refers to “two different logics … two different 

approaches to the Other, two different stances with respect to desire, and (at least) two different 

types of jouissance” (64). That is, for Lacanian theorists, one’s identification as a woman or a 

man is not derived from one’s biology, nor does it necessarily conform to the gender one is 

ascribed by one’s parents. Taking up a sexed position entails a certain kind of loss on both sides 

of the divide, despite the fact that loss or lack has often been attributed to the feminine side. And 

far from prescribing heterosexuality, Lacan’s theory of sexuation enables us to account for the 

sexual diversity that exists. One’s sexual positioning as woman or man need not coincide with 

one’s ascribed gender, nor does it dictate which bodies or genders might become one’s preferred 

object of desire. Sympathetic both to psychoanalysis and to the concerns of queer and feminist 

gender theory, Carlson explores transsexual and transgender identities as “expressions of the 
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logic of sexual difference” (64). She argues that the certainty with which (many) transsexual 

subjects identify as men or women is psychically no different from that of nontranssexual 

subjects. However, because it is widely believed that bodies, not psyches, are the proper measure 

of one’s gender, transsexual claims to gender certainty are often regarded as illegitimate and 

transsexuals are oppressed.  

Transgender subjects occupy a different position than transsexuals with respect to sexual 

difference according to Carlson, although some transsexuals may locate themselves there as well. 

Making no claims to gender certainty, transgendered subjects are positioned by Carlson on the 

side of the feminine. Like hysterics who pose the question “Am I a man or am I a woman?” – an 

either/or question – Carlson considers that transgender subjects express the pain of being a 

divided subject. As such they suffer from the loss of certainty, a certainty that is socially 

expected of all of us, at least in contemporary Western societies. Carlson’s interesting claim is 

that transgender subjects are excluded or silenced precisely because they reveal both that gender 

certainty is a false solution to the inevitable human encounter with lack, and that sexual 

difference means a loss for every subject. Indeed, she asserts that “there is something 

transgendered about the human subject, and this transgenderism transcends notions of gender” 

(66). In other words, a gender identity that one purports to be clear, certain, or true represents a 

sort of compensation for the uncertainty that haunts every human subject and is typically denied. 

Transgender persons nevertheless have the potential to expose through their suffering what 

discourses of gender mask, provided that one is able to hear what they have to say which, 

Carlson suggests, carries significant transformative power. And paying attention to what trans 

people have to say and/or write about their own experience clearly informs Carlson’s insight into 

the different dynamics she describes. 
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Without exacerbating the tensions that currently exist in the trans community between 

those transgender subjects who embrace the uncertainty of gender identity and those transsexual 

subjects whose lives depend upon an equally passionate embrace of certainty, Carlson’s analysis 

reveals an underlying difference between the two. From a psychoanalytic perspective, the point 

is to understand that while their respective positions both reveal important truths about our taken-

for-granted views about bodies, sexual difference, and gender identities, their desires are quite 

different. I have argued at length that the important point from the perspective of trans studies is 

to be able to hear and respect these different desires, and to avoid valuing one at the expense of 

the other. 

In a similar spirit of psychoanalytic inquiry, Gherovici agrees with Carlson, as well as 

with trans theorists Kate Bornstein and Patrick Califia, that transsexual claims to gender certainty 

are not so different from those of nontranssexuals.
9
 In her view, such claims on the part of 

transsexuals cannot simplistically be reduced to a fantasy of being beyond or outside sex. Here, 

Gherovici takes issue with Catherine Millot’s assumption that transsexuals occupy a psychotic 

position based on the fantasy of a sex that is not lacking, a sex that is imagined to be complete 

and outside sexual difference. Millot was concerned that the demand for sex change represented 

an impossible desire to escape not just the sex one has been ascribed, but the reality of sexual 

difference itself. Millot viewed becoming the “other” sex through surgical intervention to be an 

untenable fantasy of escape from a position of loss to an idealized position of fullness beyond 

human desire. Charles Shepherdson clarified what was at stake in this fantasy of psychic 

redemption: a position of plenitude outside language and outside of desire.
10

 Sandy Stone 

anticipated this concern, which has been discussed by myself and Gayle Salamon in our work on 

trans embodiment.
11

 Although Katrina Roen and I argued in the late 1990s against Millot’s view 
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that surgery represents a harmful confirmation of the fantasy of occupying an idealized sexual 

position beyond lack,
12

 it wasn’t until a decade later that Gherovici explicitly challenged her 

fellow psychoanalysts to abandon Millot’s generalized assumption that most transsexuals are 

psychotic.  

I believe that Gherovici’s intervention marks an important change in the history of the 

relationship of psychoanalysts to transsexuals. As we shall see, it goes beyond simply correcting 

the psychoanalytic accounts of Millot and others that have been unsympathetic or even hostile to 

trans people to varying degrees. What enables Gherovici’s intervention is not simply her ability 

to question her own presuppositions and prejudices, although the capacity for self-critique is rare 

enough for all of us, and never easily achieved. But it is also possible for Gherovici to challenge 

existing psychoanalytic knowledge because she listens to what transsexuals have to say and/or 

write about themselves. I suggest that her reading of theoretical texts and her work with 

transsexual analysands enacts a discourse of analysis that is both appropriate to her practice as an 

analyst and vital to producing a new understanding of transsexual experience. But how does her 

analysis proceed?   

Gherovici creatively extends Lacan’s concept of the sinthome to transsexual projects for 

reembodiment or transition. Almost a homonym for “symptom,” the word “sinthome” combines 

the words saint and man to refer to a kind of generalized model of the symptom that is a way to 

deal with what Lacan calls the absence of the sexual relation. For Freud, a symptom is a 

compromise formation between a repressed drive element and a repressing agency, one that 

enables satisfaction, even when it interferes with our conscious self-image and aspirations. And 

for Lacan, the ego, including body image and gender identity, is the typical symptom of 

humans.
13

 His concept of the sinthome suggests that it is possible through analysis and/or writing 
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to bring about a subjective change that replaces a dysfunctional symptom with a new 

compromise that better favours life, love and work. Gherovici endorses Lacan’s view that there 

is “no subject without a sinthome” (“Sex Change” 14), a reconstructive and reparative project of 

the subject that enables one “to tolerate the absence of the sexual relation” (12). This means that 

for all of us, the task is to deal with loss, the demand for the object that will satisfy our desire and 

that we imagine, wrongly, the other possesses. The sinthome is what we devise to make good the 

inevitable loss that can feel intolerable. Moreover, because sexual positions are not dictated by 

anatomy but rather represent two different responses to loss, transsexual transition is read by 

Gherovici as a sinthome that reveals the error of supposing that having or lacking the penis 

determines one’s position as a man or a woman. According to her,  

 this common error can be what the rectification proposed by some transsexuals is all 

 about … because for the unconscious somebody with a penis can be a woman or 

 someone without a penis can be a man… Since the unconscious has no representation 

 of masculinity or femininity, we cannot speak with certainty in terms of sexual 

 identity of being a man or a woman, but only of an assurance, a happy uncertainty. 

 (13-14) 

 

 Gherovici relies on the theory of trans authors such as Jay Prosser and the words of her 

own trans analysands to contend that it is the trans narrative itself, the writing of one’s 

transformation, that marks the sinthome for transsexual subjects. Employing an analytic 

discourse enables her to question previous psychoanalytic views of sex change as “either a 

treatment or a cure” (12). Rather, the transsexual sinthome is a creative answer to an untenable 

relation of self to body, one that “helps reclaim the body and regulate jouissance” (Gender 234). 

For transsexuals, then, both writing and surgical intervention are part of the construction of a 

liveable position and are read as a creative solution to a dysfunctional position, not the 

confirmation of a pathological fantasy. 
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Psychoanalyst Oren Gozlan takes up Gherovici’s application of the sinthome to 

transsexuality in reflecting on his own work with trans analysands. Located at the place “where 

surgery and writing intersect,” the transsexual sinthome is also read by Gozlan as a solution to 

suffering that goes beyond a defensive illusion of unity that would deny lack, subjectivity and 

desire.
14

 In his view, “transsexual writing is a way in which transsexual subjects embody ‘sexual 

difference’ by rewriting a story of origin that invents themselves, and thus releases the fantasized 

hold of the Other’s determinations” (48). As such, it marks a departure from the symptomatic 

idealization and envy of the other sex that represses sexual difference, and that Gozlan 

recognizes in the suffering of some of his transsexual patients. Read as a sinthome, transsexual 

surgery becomes a way to claim one’s desire by giving meaning to one’s embodiment. A “self-

created fiction” (47), Gozlan suggests that the transsexual body fashioned through surgery and 

narration enables one to assume a position as man or woman, instead of being the object of the 

Other. And like some trans writers, he describes transitioning as a “rebirthing” that entails a 

“new narrative” of the subject, a rewriting that creates a gap between self and Other and that 

facilitates satisfaction precisely because the Other is absent (48). 

This gap or inscription of lack is a signifying act that Gozlan and Gherovici compare to 

what Lacan calls “the analytic act”: a transformative process that enables desire to function. 

Importantly for Gozlan, transsexual surgery can play a role in this act of signification that brings 

an end to the fantasy of union with, and/or subjection to, the Other. In his work with Aron, a 

transsexual patient, Gozlan notes the effects of transsexual surgery as they are described to him 

in analysis:  

 For Aron, surgery perhaps began as an unconscious way to close the possibility of 

 being sucked into the Other’s grip. In a phantastical sense, the transsexual body can no 

 longer merge with the parental image. Aron was aware, at some level, of the phantasy 

 that he could not be usurped by his parents’ needs in his transsexual body. He would 
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 not be an object of desire for his parents in the sense that, at the level of phantasy, his 

 body could no longer be reduced to the phallic desire of the Other. (49) 

 

No longer existing as an object for the Other’s jouissance, but a divided subject who desires in 

his own right, Aron has to make sense of his scars. For Gozlan, the scar becomes an important 

“remainder” and “reminder” of separation from the Other, and surgery “becomes an act” in 

which one “traverses a phantasy of union, giving up the phantasized Other, but having to live 

with a scar” (49). Extending this metaphor of the scar that marks Aron’s surgical re-embodiment, 

Gozlan speculates that the scar “signifies separation from the mother, a hole that hints at an 

endless unknown but is also a sign of a wounding impossibility – a point of creation that is borne 

of destruction, a cut that creates an external reality.” Moreover, as scar tissue, his post-surgery 

genitals come to represent “a novel way of working through impossibility.” Because the 

impossibility at stake for Aron and perhaps for other transsexuals as well is a fantasized union 

with the Other, Gozlan understands the process of transition as entailing “an acceptance of the 

scar that reveals separation and mending of the memory of the body” (50). Like Gherovici, 

Gozlan finds the process of transitioning to be a creative project that includes both surgery and 

narration, a claim that reflects the experience of many transsexual authors.  

As the psychoanalytic work of Gherovici and others aims to depathologize transsexuality, 

there is clearly a new beginning for the relationship between psychoanalysts and transsexuals as 

well. Gherovici’s observation that “transgender people are actually changing the clinical praxis, 

advancing new ideas for the clinic” (“Sex Change” 9) certainly offers some hope that the 

previous relationship of mistrust between them can be transformed. As I see it, this hope lies in a 

commitment to an analytic discourse in which the words and the writing of trans subjects are 

given the attention they deserve, and the previously established, pathologizing discourses about 

them are abandoned. Overturning transphobic accounts, the analytic discourses of Carlson, 
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Gherovici, and Gozlan offers us a new understanding of trans subjects that both derives from and 

affirms the experiences of many trans persons. It remains to be seen what the impact of this 

second take will be on the field of trans studies because it is uncertain whether these new 

theories will be adopted by other analysts, therapists and psychiatrists who currently work with 

trans persons. Insofar as assessments of psychic health are required to justify and fund medical 

intervention on trans bodies (a contentious issue, but that is another matter), these new theories 

offer a way to acknowledge the psychic importance and meaning of transition as a reparative 

process, not a damaging one. If widely accepted as viable theories, their adoption would have a 

positive effect on the process of evaluation itself, and thus on those transsexuals who are 

required to undergo it. My contention here is that the path these theorists have forged is a 

promising one, a path that mandates respect for the desire to change sex as a sinthome, which 

signifies a positive form of self-transformation. Compared to existing theories and practices that 

fail to understand trans persons and that read their subjective position as necessarily harmful, the 

emphasis on respect for the narratives of trans people, and on the positive signification of their 

transitions, represents a significant move in the right direction.  
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Freud’s understanding of infantile sexuality as polymorphous-perverse establishes the 

accidental nature of gender identifications and the unpredictability of desire. In this sense, the 

Freudian insight that our sexuality is thoroughly traversed by the primary process of the 

unconscious means that the psyche is marked by difference rather than by categorical gender 

opposition.
1
 Yet, while in contemporary cultural life the visibility of transsexuality is part of a 

larger cultural revolution reorienting the nature of identity, sociality, and modes of self-

fashioning, in the therapeutic clinic, transsexuality is still often considered a pathological 

condition. By and large, the transsexual subject is thought of as a problematic figure whose 

insistence on becoming a “real” man or woman is seen as an inability to accept the limits of the 

sexed body. As the theory goes, the transsexual treats his/her body as a fetish in her/his struggle 

with the presence or absence of the penis, and therefore, the desire for surgery is seen as a means 

to become a complete, whole subject. Sex reassignment surgery is interpreted as evidence for 

such conceptualization and is construed as an omnipotent attempt to enact a phantasy of re-birth 

or reach an ideal construction of self through the transformation of one’s biological sex. What is 

problematic about such conceptualizations, however, is the disavowal of the fundamental 

Freudian insight that fetishism is inherent to the imaginary construction of gender (the equation 

of the gender with the absence or presence of the actual penis). One can see how gender, 

perceived as a transparent binary categorization resting on a biological “truth,” constitutes an 

example of fetishism, where the presence of the penis sets once and for all the question of sexual 
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difference through the illusion of intelligibility. From this perspective, one could argue that any 

claim to identity involves a “mystification” of the phallus, a certain degree of concretization and 

certitude. 

 In examining what he terms “infantile sexual theories,” Freud universalizes the role of 

fetishism as the mechanism through which the psyche simultaneously registers and disavows the 

maternal phallus (through the fantasy that the other possesses the phallus inside her). The 

simultaneous denial and recognition of the absence of the maternal phallus (castration) can only 

be maintained through the fetishistic eroticization of an object that comes to represent absence. 

Because the fetish functions as a veil that both signals and hides the absence of the maternal 

phallus, it serves as a defence against a traumatic perception (the absence of the penis) and as a 

transitional object with the potential to be used as an enigmatic object that facilitates transition 

(temporalization) through the work of the imagination. The subject's capacity to play with the 

signifier in ways that escape the determinisms of culture speaks essentially about the subject's 

capacity to transgress and shape the signifier.  To the extent that the fetish can function as a 

transitional object, it can potentially unite materiality with phantasy. 

And yet, as Alan Bass observes,
2
 Freud’s theory of sexual difference reiterates the same 

fetishistic thinking that his theory is meant to explain insofar as it treats castration as fact rather 

than as fantasy, thus reinforcing the phallic monism that characterizes his theories of infantile 

sexuality. In other words, in arguing that the fetishist disavows the “fact of castration,” Freud 

forgets that castration is as much a fantasy as is the maternal phallus and, therefore, to embrace 

the reality of sexual difference what needs to be overcome is the fetishistic phantasy of phallic 

monism (non-castrated/castrated). 



140 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

Psychoanalytic theories of transsexuality are themselves caught in the aporetic encounter 

between nature and culture, normative sexuality and polymorphous perversion, but are seldom 

able to hold in tension the traumatic quality of that which cannot be known or the implications of 

the irreconcilability of these terms. 

In this paper, I am going to think about transsexuality as an experience that thwarts the 

ideal of subjectivity. I would like to formulate transsexuality as a psychic position and as a 

metaphor for the transitional experience of the transformation of the psyche. I suggest that we 

consider transsexuality through an aesthetic approach to the question of sexual difference, under 

the assumption that transsexuality may open rigid, naturalized, and concretized understandings 

of gender. To do so, I will turn briefly to literature. Literature allows us to take our time to 

observe the machinations of origin. We are allowed to individuate from our objects, slowly take 

distance from them, and treat them softly, as malleable and transitional. 

It is particularly difficult to individuate transsexuality from its known meaning and 

consider it through the plays of a transitional object and as a question of object relations. A move 

to literature will help us make this gradual move from treating the body as object of certainty to a 

study of its enigmas. When thinking of the intrigue of the sexual body in the last century, two 

literary characters and two different solutions to the question “am I a boy or a girl” come to 

mind: Foucault’s  Herculine Barbin (1980)
3
 and Eugenides’ contemporary character Calliope 

(“Cal”).
4
 We know of Herculine through Michele Foucault’s publishing of her diary in 1980. She 

was a hermaphrodite living in France from 1830 to 1860, attending an all girl school and then 

committing suicide. Calliope, a character in Eugenides’ novel Middlesex (2002)
5
 found 

Herculine's story inspiring. Living in different times and contexts, their complex theories of 

origin and becoming represent two different ways to construct gender and the phantasized Other. 
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Both provide the possibility of writing the sexual body, capturing the phantasies of intersex and 

transsexuality, circulating then and now in the public imaginary. Both of their narratives touch 

upon the collapse of meaning, forms of madness, and notions of transformation. And yet, the 

narrative of the character’s embodiment is strikingly different. 

As enigma, gender presents as riddle: “am I a boy or a girl?” To consider the interface 

between body and language, we face a choice. Can our narrative be of one gender and our body 

of another? What is entailed in such a choice? Our characters present us with two different 

answers to the question of gender, one that is absorbed in the social and another where desire 

becomes a differentiating compass. Each character presents a narrative of their phantasized 

history. In the act of recounting their history, memory and forgetting come ever closer. We 

encounter adolescent passion, nostalgia, ideality and primal scenes. Reading Herculine’s memoir 

and Eugenides’ novel we may wonder, can narrative be read as memory? Freud reminds us that 

successful history is always forgotten and memories carry the enigma of sexuality. A failure to 

remember along with an attempt to recapture something felt to have been lost in time, is the 

paradox of narrative. 

We witness in Middlesex the close connection between memory and imagination when 

Calliope (Cal) says: “I was born twice, once as a baby girl, on a remarkable smogless day in 

January 1960; and then again, as a teenage boy, in an emergency room near Petoskey, Michigan, 

in August of 1974” (3). The second birth occurs as Cal is rushed to the hospital following an 

“accident,” where her enigmatic sexuality is discovered, causing “confusion.” For Calliope, we 

learn, re-birth is tightly bound with confusion. The confusion on the doctor’s face upon 

discovering Calliope’s ambiguous genitalia when she is examined in an emergency room, the 

confusion of her parents upon being given the news that their daughter is a boy and Calliope’s 
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own confusion are responses to an enigmatic situation that creates a porous membrane at the 

heart of experience. 

Through Middlesex, we accompany Calliope’s retrospective search to trace the origin of 

an “accident” that can explain her gender, only to find ourselves at the beginning of the story, 

now retold by Cal. Calliope’s time travel is made through Eugenides’s writing and so Middlesex 

opens an enigma for us the readers: can writing be an act of re-birth? What kind of a novel would 

we have to write that would re-write us? Calliope’s narrative and the reader’s struggle with 

gender positioning reflect the difficulty of thinking about gender without recourse to an origin 

story. As our character struggles with what is experienced as an enigmatic history handed down 

through the generations, the question for the reader becomes what meaning can we make from 

our own accident of gender? 

The question of meaning and sexuality is one invoked by Freud. He insists on the 

paradox of sexuality that is beyond meaning, “it goes lower and also higher than its popular 

sense.”
6
 The paradox of sexuality is that it is predicated upon its inhibition, upon lack. To be 

sexual we must continue making meaning but we must also be duped by the meaning we make 

rather than become absorbed in its literality. Like the drive, we must miss our own aim to desire. 

By definition, sexuality is a violation of doxa, is transgressive, and rules out normalcy. In Freud’s 

notion of the sexed body, the body is propelled to survive and not to unite with an external object 

that will gratify all its needs. Only through the failure of gratification, and the drive’s 

circumvention of the object, can the drive be temporarily gratified.   

 The transsexual and intersex bodies seem to literalize the complex relationship between 

sexuality and meaning given that they transgress stable theories of origin; at the same time, their 

bodies desire certification from the Other. Such estrangement affirms the way in which our 
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sexuality becomes the Other (an uncontrollable, unpredictable force) that both exhilarates and 

terrifies, permits and prohibits. Reading Cal’s narrative fight with desire may help us to elaborate 

the transsexual dilemma with seeking comfort in a fantasy of “settled” gender. But it may also 

broaden the dilemma of gender as a human condition, not limited to the transsexual position. 

Unlike Eugenide’s novel, which starts with a re-birth, Herculine Barbin’s memoir begins 

with a proclamation of death and despair: “I am beyond doubt approaching the hour of my 

death…forsaken by everyone”.
7
 Herculine, as Foucault describes, has “left (her) childhood only 

to draw apart from the world, condemned, by the strangeness of her body, to love as stranger” 

(3). We learn, however, that there is a precursor to this estrangement associated with the entrance 

into adolescence. She never knew her father and by age seven, her mother gave her away. In fact, 

Herculin’s memoir can be read as a relentless search for lost mother. The maternal space is 

replaced by other maternal figures from which Herculine derives passive pleasure. Living in 

girls’ schools and convents, she experiences the pleasure of “having been touched by words of 

the mother superior, taken into the homes of the nuns or under their “wings,” kissed and 

caressed, “gazed” at (5). “The mother” plays a dominant role in the narrative despite the fact that 

she is barely mentioned or remembered. She is found in the teachers, the mother superior, and 

finally her supervisor at the convent, who replays an uncanny repetition when she sends 

Herculine away upon the discovery of her “true” gender. The search for the mother culminates in 

yet another abandonment from which Herculin never recovers. And yet there is her testimony. 

The convent experience as a whole is described as a transitional womb-like space that 

permits ambiguity, an intermediate space, where Herculine can hold on to the enigma of gender. 

The convent is a place where sexuality is atmospheric, both absent and intensely present. Being 

declared man by a priest and a doctor, Herculine is sent away from the convent. It marks a 
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paradoxical moment where all at once she receives the desired certitude that will settle her 

nagging ambiguity and confront the unbearable. 

Like Calliope’s narrative, Herculine’s memoir addresses the history of her transgression: 

A genetic mistake, an error of nature that “baffles any attempt to make an identification” (xii). 

The uncertainty of identification shakes the coordinates of time, turning mute objects to speaking 

subjects. But the speaking subject is also baffled. Something in Herculine resisted 

transformation, could not imagine herself in transition. She could not ask herself: am I a man or 

woman? Does the literalization of her desire to become a man foreclose all possibility of a return 

to this enigmatic state where she could hold her mother as both present-absent? 

Our capacity to listen to our characters’ struggles with their enigmatic embodiment as a 

struggle to make meaning from history also elaborate the way in which we are transformed 

through our reading. The capacity to tolerate enigma, anxiety and vulnerability in our own 

countertransference to the novel opens our experience to what Britzman calls “novel education.”
8
 

To become analytic readers of the story we allow ourselves to be duped by its literality – that 

which we cannot explain. The act of reading, like the analytic act, involves making the literary 

into literature. The analytic act requires risk, idealization and a position of being idealized. 

Reading also risks ideality, a search for knowledge and a need to believe. The analytic act 

therefore is an acrobatic act on a tight rope between ideality and emptiness – an attempt to orient 

oneself while walking on a tenuous link between what is known and what is unknown. De-

idealization occurs bit by bit, through fragments of experiences that disappoint, miss and reveal 

the analyst as lacking. It is a position where the analyst’s enigmatic response and her temporal 

presence allow the incremental internalization of the capacity to stay with desire. 
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Cal’s shattered object of phantasy leaves his body with its unending desire, which in its 

hunger for an answer gives rise to archaic objects, infusing them with meaning. But as Cal’s 

belief in the stability of language erodes, his satisfaction is dispersed, no longer bound to a lost 

object of the past. For the reader too, something becomes unstable and permits a transitioning 

where history is opened to narrative and what is known is put in transit. Cal’s journey captures 

the way in which the psychic apparatus and the analytic process may share a similar structure. In 

analysis, the analysand’s narrative is an attempt to present the enigma of the body, its unruliness, 

its unconscious desire, and its unpredictability. 

Like Proust’s retrieval of lost time through the pathos of writing, the narratives of 

Middlesex and Herculine expose one’s origin as a phantasy, a place that, much like analysis, is 

always “no longer” and “not yet,” “fugitive traces cut off from past or present.”
9
 Through 

literature we have encountered two scenes of survival: the author’s capacity to deal with the 

emotional scene that produces a character and the character that elaborates the material to be 

worked through, which of course belongs to the author. The book tells us a story of the narrative 

of the body, of writing on the body and of writing a body. We are dealing with the author’s social 

phantasy of transsexuality, which goes against the transsexual discourse that is also caught in a 

phantasy of knowledge, where the story of origin often begins with certainty: “I always knew.” 

This knowledge, however, serves as “after education” – Nachträglichkeit – and a negation: there 

is no “always” for the temporal subject who keeps re-writing herself from the moment of speech. 

Memory is used as defence against the unpredictability of sexuality and the impossibility of 

tracing the origin of desire.  

  When we conceptualize gender as a response to “libidinal difficulty,”
10

 we come to place 

gender closer to a symptom. Gender is a site of collapse, a deadlock, a condensation of signifiers 
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that, through analysis, transforms into a tolerable myth. But as a psychic response gender is also 

a container for the irreducible split that cannot be represented, only repeated as a feigned 

performance – a wink that enables us to survive and transform. Middlesex and Herculine Barbin 

also show us the way in which it is within our nature to go against nature and that there is no 

grand plan to put us in a reproductive scheme. 

The dilemma psychoanalysis confronts is that the psyche is not biology at the same time 

that it is subject to the determinants of the body. The reader, like the analysand or the writer, 

begins in misrecognition and oddly the self goes missing. What is known and certain becomes 

enigmatic and unknown. Our narratives of embodiment as well carry a kernel of 

indecipherability, as our expression of loss. The truth of the body is that there is never an original 

body and, therefore, no body is ever false. Coming to terms with our own indecipherability 

permits us the freedom of kneading raw material into shape that can bring unexpected coherence 

to experience. In analysis, we tell our story of gender and our theories of becoming that are 

revealed as pathos. Our re-birth is ushered by giving voice to the parts in ourselves that cannot 

speak, that can only be represented in writing and to which we can “return” through the pathos of 

imagination. The body as a representation cannot give expression to the unspeakable, to sexual 

difference, only brush against it through the way it is narrated. This means that we always read 

and write our bodies in the shadow of death and that temporality preserves our desire for 

transformation, for a renewed life. 

Psychoanalysis, as a discourse concerned with representation also takes heed of the fact 

that the pressure of presenting in the world is universal. We may therefore ask ourselves: is 

psychoanalysis (as opposed to psychiatry or psychology) not interested in the effort involved (the 

drive) and the capacity to live without falling apart (suicide or murder)? If so, why would we not 
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consider the possibility of surgery as a radical intervention that is also an act of hope or an 

expression of the transformative nature of the human? As a discourse concerned with the 

unconscious, however, there is also recognition in psychoanalysis that there cannot be control 

over the way our presentation is received. It is this catch that makes presentation hysterical. With 

this in mind, we must also ask ourselves: is psychoanalysis to be a watchdog for medical 

profession? Or, is it an experiment in meaning affected by technique? If we agree that an 

unconscious desire determines psychical life, how do we link those desires to our choice and 

how do we live creatively with the symptom? Sexuality reminds us that analysis cannot privilege 

meaning in making choices, as we are bound to encounter only fragments, traces, and partial 

objects. It therefore invites us to transgress.      
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Lacan is of course famous, indeed, notorious for his neologisms; the particular neologism 

I want to consider is one that has received relatively little attention: the alethosphere.
1
 It is a play 

on the word atmosphere, of course – which is itself a linguistic contrivance of the baroque period 

– from the Greek word “atmos” meaning vapour or spirit, and the Latin “sphaero” meaning globe 

or, for baroque neologists, “range of influence.” The word atmosphere retains the remnants of 

the notion of the heavenly spheres. For Lacan, the spirit of our age is conditioned by our relation 

(or non-relation) to aletheia, to the mass mediated range of truth, the influence of what we call 

truth, or more specifically, the technology of truth which exerts itself over our world; we are, for 

Lacan, terminal points for media – satellites, orbital probes, telephones, etc. We have become 

lovers of devices, organs of extension which Lacan names “lathouses” (162) – technological 

objets a we now call iPhones, iPads, cell phones, Bluetooths, etc., which “connect us” and 

produce and sustain a social link – a phenomenon that prompts Freud famously to nominate us 

prosthetic gods.
2
 For Lacan, such objects are part of the deal science has struck in the name of 

money: 

Give us money; you don’t realize that if you gave us a little money, we would be able 

to put all kinds of machines, gadgets, and contraptions at your service.” How could the 

powers let themselves be taken in? The answer to that question is to be found in a certain 

breakdown of wisdom. It’s a fact that they did let themselves be taken in, that science got 

its money, as a consequence of which we are left with this vengeance. It’s a fascinating 

thing, but as far as those who are at the forefront of science are concerned, they are not 

without a keen consciousness of the fact that they have their backs against a wall of hate. 

They are themselves capsized by the turbulent swell of a heavy sense of guilt…. It is 

moreover there where the problem of desire will lie in the future.
3
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The problem which Lacan articulates here, and goes on to develop over the next ten 

years, is that of a discursive shift in the nature of desire – that is to say, of power’s relationship to 

science and economics. Until recently, science occupied the place of desire – something that 

Lacan articulates in “Science and Truth.” He contends that the modern subject is perforce a 

“subject of science” insofar as objective knowledge is conceived as the only means by which we 

can determine the limits of rationality itself.
4
 With science’s suzerainty over the subject of desire, 

as well as the means of its articulation, we come to a deadlock in the field of truth. Science 

attempts to foreclose truth as cause, in the sense that science does not want to know about this 

dimension of truth; but in its fidelity to the material effects of Name-of-the-Father, 

psychoanalysis offers an important challenge or disruption to this foreclosure (742-43). Another 

way of thinking about Lacan’s challenge to science’s claim to truth is that it simply cannot 

contend with irrationality, and thus consigns it to the inertia of meaninglessness; it rejects that 

which does not fall under the rubric of objective knowledge as truth. As Mark Bracher explains 

in his article on the psychological and social functions of language in Lacan’s discourses, 

science, in Lacanian terms, is ultimately on the side of the Master; that is, “it effectively 

functions to promote the various master signifiers that dominate it.”
5
 In psychoanalytic terms, 

truth exists, but is not the sister of knowledge (which we often assume, caught up as academics 

are in a particular avatar of the discourse of the University), but is instead, Lacan insists, the 

sister of jouissance. For now, I will say that truth can only be “mi-dite” or “half-said,” as Lacan 

himself repeatedly avers. If truth can only be half-said (and, by implication, half-heard), then it is 

clear that Lacan is not only making a radical distinction between truth and knowledge, but also 

between voice and speech. That said, one cannot simply “shut off” the internet or one’s access to 

it; in this respect, Lacan’s coining of the term alethosphere is meant to draw our attention in a 
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particular way – rather like the old Palmolive Dish Soap commercials. A woman would visit 

Madge, the esthetician, for a manicure, complaining of her “dishpan hands.” As her hands are 

being prepped for beautification, the customer wonders aloud how she can get away from 

washing dishes. When Madge suggests Palmolive as an alternative, the woman demurs, and 

Madge archly informs her, “You’re soaking in it.” This too is the alethosphere; in removing the 

medium, one thinks one can cut off the message’s disturbing content, but one is already soaking 

in it. In its hysteria, the gesture fails to grasp the truth behind Marshall McLuhan’s dictum “the 

medium is the message.”
6
 That is, the presence of the medium – the alethosphere – has already 

effected a change in the conditions that now absolutely shape one’s life. In other words, the 

attempt to eschew the alethosphere is entirely a form of hysteria. 

 However, this does not mean that we must remain content with the alethosphere, or with 

our relation to it. And this is the reason why I want to think a bit more about the difference 

between the voice and speech. What is that difference? Speech is of course the communication of 

words with the instrument of the voice. But what is the voice? In Lacanian terms, the voice is a 

much more difficult object to place, since it is a symptom of what is left over from speech, an 

uncanny object that speech cannot completely master. In other words, the voice as symptom, as a 

thing without a body, is that which exceeds speech, or that which exceeds speech’s capacity to 

make sound meaningful.
7
 The problem of voice as a thing without a body, as an enigmatic object 

of desire is that which drives our relation to the alethosphere. If the voice is the leftover or 

remainder of articulate speech, then it cannot be readily “heard” or understood as a sonorous 

object. It implies that the voice as object, in psychoanalytic terms, is a registration of a void or 

nothing, a schism between the ear and voice insofar as it exceeds conscious hearing or 
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understanding.
8
 What we are listening for, then, is the unconscious desire of the voice over and 

above conscious speech. 

That said, there are many who wish to believe, indeed, insisting upon believing, with the 

fervour of Steve Perry of Journey, that the medium, in collapsing the distance between people, is 

tantamount to seizing power “over distance as such” – a mistake, as Samuel Weber reminds us.
9
 

Even as the alethosphere further eliminates the distance between people, it deepens the illusion 

that already marks our relation to, say, the voice on the telephone. The speaker is, in her 

mediation, strangely more “real,” more fascinating, than he or she is in person. (An example of 

this phenomenon from mundane reality is our apparently unquenchable desire for placing 

ourselves under surveillance – through Twitter, Facebook, texting or talking on the telephone. In 

this sense, the desire toyed with our being complicit in our own surveillance cannot be produced 

by or reduced to the “content” of the message – or, to offer another example, that watching 

people do chores on television is apparently dazzling (or at least pacifying), while watching them 

do it in life is, in fact, boring).  

The split between the voice and speech is not only an index of the split between the 

unconscious and consciousness, but also between the drive and desire. And this split redounds 

upon the development of Lacan’s four discourses: the discourses are that of the Master, the 

Hysteric, the University, and the Analyst. As you will recall, each discourse articulates, in an 

algebraic way, different social bonds. There are four positions which structure every discourse:  

 

agent  other 

truth  production 
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The bar which separates agent from truth, and other from production, are analogous to the 

bar of repression in that what appears above the bar operates at the level of consciousness, and 

what appears below is repressed, and operates at the level of the unconscious.  

There are also four algebraic symbols or mathemes which, together, can occupy any of 

the four positions; the four mathemes are the following:  

S1 – The master signifier 

S2 – knowledge 

$ -- The barred subject 

a – surplus jouissance  

The logic which informs Lacan’s model of discourse is that of the social link; if we think of 

agent and other as signifiers operating at the level of consciousness (as speech), the bars which 

separate agent from truth and other from production as the bar of repression, and truth and 

production as the repressed counterparts articulated at the level of the unconscious (enunciation), 

then we can begin to think through their implications to what shapes different social relations. 

Lacan warns us not to reduce “inside” enunciation as the explanation for “outside” speech; 

rather, we “are dealing with a relationship of weaving, of text – of fabric, if you like. It remains 

no less true that this material has a texture, that it captures something – not everything, to be sure, 

since language shows the limit of this word which only exists through language” (Seminar XVII 

54). In this respect, Lacan is being consistent in his contention that truth, which is structured into 

every discourse, can only be half-said. If we are to remain faithful to this contention, then we 

must be attendant to the ways in which impossibility marks, at the level of speech, both the 

discourses of the Master and the Analyst, even as impotence makes itself felt, at the level of 

enunciation, in both the discourses of the Hysteric and the University. One of the functions of 
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discourse is to produce signifying effects; by way of example, we should remember that one of 

the effects of the master signifier (S
1
) is to produce the subject ($); the impossible dimension of 

the Master’s discourse inheres in the idea of governing itself – as Freud suggests, governing, like 

education and healing, are impossible professions.
10

  

The discourses are woven together, as Lacan shows us in “The power of the impossibles,” 

in such a way that the revolving nature of discourse – those loving quarter turns of discourse 

which can shift, say, the Master’s Discourse into that of the Hysteric, or, alternatively, that of the 

Analyst into that of the University – disrupts the apparently “inside/outside” logic of 

enunciation/speech. What is crucial to keep in mind is that the spoke-like texture of discourse 

perforce implies a kind of extimacy; it is both inside and outside at the same time. If we return to 

the four positions in Lacan’s model of discourse, we see that the other has a connection to the 

unconscious truth of the agent (though no direct access to it), just as the agent has a scotomatic 

connection to unconscious production of the other (Seminar XVII 184). We should be on our 

guard; the social link that Lacan describes here is thus not direct, not hermetic, nor even 

necessarily adequate. They are, as Serge Lesourd puts it, structured around a “misfiring of 

intersubjectivity.”
11

  

But here is a more concrete example; in the Analyst’s discourse, the analyst, as objet a 

(surplus jouissance), is in the position of the agent; the analysand (or subject) is in the position of 

other; knowledge is in the position of truth; and the Master signifier is in the position of 

production. The conscious relation of analyst to analysand, which can of course be painful and 

arduous, is mitigated by the effects of these signifiers, namely, the impossibility of relation 

between truth and production, or, in this case, between knowledge and mastery. It is also 

mitigated by the notion that the analyst, for Lacan, is attempting to occupy the figure of objet a 
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as object of the drives (that is, as the embodiment of loss), and not as an object of desire (which 

functions as an object cause of desire). This is why he tirelessly distinguishes between the 

analyst as “le mort” (the dummy in the French version of the game of Bridge) and as “sujet 

supposé savoir” or between the desire of the analyst (to produce a shift in the truth of the 

analysand’s desire, such that the analysand may see it for herself) and the desire attributed to the 

analyst (to know, to bring about a cure, to produce happiness). The analyst is in the position of 

agent, but, as the logic of each of Lacan’s discourses demonstrates, the real agent is truth itself. 

Just as truth is an effect of speech, so too is production an effect of desire.  

 Lacan claims (at least in 1970), the governing discourse of our time is the University 

discourse; that is, the conscious relation between agent knowledge and the other’s surplus 

jouissance (which, at the level of the unconscious, is caught up in the master’s attempting to 

manipulate the desire of the other); the discourse of the University is, in other words, a 

rationalisation of why the master should be/remain in the position of master (he/it) has the 

prosthetic god of knowledge on his/its side. And to put this in the University context for a 

moment (though it is crucial to remember that Lacan does not confine his discourse to the 

University; the University discourse can, in a larger sense, be thought of as a social bond which 

has emerged as a result of our being subjects of science), anyone who is, or ever has been, a 

graduate student certainly understands how institutionalised knowledge is interested in 

incorporating an individual student’s jouissance, and making her or him feel the pain of her/his 

desire. 

As an alternative or site of resistance to the University discourse, he offers the Analyst’s 

discourse, the social bond which structures the relation of the analyst to the analysand (or agent 

surplus jouissance in relation to the barred subject – the subject of desire). On a conscious level, 
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the discourse of the analyst looks troublingly like that of  perverse fantasy: a ◊ $--that is, the 

pervert imagining himself without desire, of being a mere instrument of the law, of sadistically 

making the other feel the split in his subjectivity in the name of being the other’s enjoyment. 

However, what saves or prevents the analyst’s discourse from being a perverse fantasy is that, on 

an unconscious level, the function of the social bond is to produce the conditions whereby the 

analysand may come to know the unconscious truth of his/her desire through the transference to 

the analyst, who of course, is the subject supposed to know, and who in fact knows nothing – 

unlike the pervert, who thinks he knows everything. 

However, the problem of desire which Lacan predicted for the future has come, but 

perhaps not in a form he had anticipated. Later in the 1970s, he suggested the possibility of a 

fifth discourse – that of the Capitalist. In this discourse, the barred subject ($) occupies the 

position of agent, knowledge (S2) the position of other, the master signifier (S1) the position of 

truth, and surplus jouissance (a) the position of production. As Frédéric Declercq has 

persuasively argued, the discourse of the Capitalist, which purportedly encourages the subject to 

orient herself towards libidinal enjoyment, or jouissance, produces its opposite; the anti-social 

dimension of the Capitalist’s discourse, which privileges the relationship of subjects to objects 

(that is, commodities), necessarily countervails the possibility of a social bond.
12

 The logic 

implicit to the discourse of the Capitalist is not that it articulates the social bond of capitalist to 

proletariat, since that would have at least two implications: the first would be that the proletariat 

has an acknowledged position as other to the capitalist; the second is that, as Declercq shows us, 

the necessary reinvestment of surplus jouissance back into production disrupts the traditional 

notion that the master is extracting the objet a from the other (or worker) for his own enjoyment. 

As a result, “the subject is not exploited by the capitalist or the master anymore, but by the 
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objects of libidinal enjoyment” (80). With the logic of the social bond so radically disrupted, 

once cannot but come to the conclusion that even the capitalist is in thrall to objet a, to surplus 

jouissance, to the objects of libidinal enjoyment, as the proletarian. In this respect, we are all of 

us – capitalists included – part of the proletariat (81).  

But even if we accept that the logic of the fifth discourse – that of the Capitalist obtains –

we have, since the 1980s, undergone yet another discursive shift. My contention is that the 

governing discourse of our time is no longer that of the University, nor is it that of the Capitalist; 

on the surface, it would appear that we are caught, politically, between two discourses – between 

1) the University discourse, which wants to exploit our enjoyment at a conscious level, and our 

desire at an unconscious level – and 2) the Capitalist’s discourse, which consciously wants us to 

embody desire in order to serve the knowledge of capital, even as it unconsciously wants us to 

invest our enjoyment back into capitalist production. It is not to say that what I articulate above 

are not in play – we see it quite clearly in the shell game our current federal government plays, 

oscillating as it does hysterically and cynically between two positions: a) Father knows best; and 

b) Leader wants to kill or jail us softly with his song; in the United States and Canada, we see it 

operating in the absolute deployment of knowledge (security, surveillance, policing, science and 

technology as power) and the rising ideological fantasy that science, knowledge, and learning are 

dangerous – that is, disruptive – to America and Canada and should be eliminated – at least for 

the citizenry. 

My feeling about this phenomenon is that both positions – the University and Capitalist’s 

discourses – are perhaps lures or fantasmic spectacles, meant to hide or obscure the emergence of 

another discourse, one that I would guess has been forming over the past twenty-five to thirty 

years. The name I give it is the discourse of Economics.  
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 Jacques-Alain Miller has also argued that there has been a shift in the discourses, that 

affectively, we have moved, like the turn of the wheel, from the University discourse to the 

Analyst’s discourse, which he contends, now governs our time.
13

 In an online article,
14

 Žižek 

takes Miller to task for this speculation (rightly, I think) for some of the reasons I have already 

mentioned. But I would like to take Miller’s contention in another direction – because I think 

there is a good reason he makes this claim; that is to say, I would hazard a guess that the reason 

Miller has made this declaration (in 2004) is that what I would call the Economic discourse and 

the Analyst’s discourse have important similarities to each other – at least on the conscious level, 

at the level of the signifier. The primary difference between the Analyst’s Discourse and what I 

am calling the Economics discourse occurs below the bars of repression; at the level of the agent 

and the other, each discourse places objet a in the position of agent, and the barred subject in the 

position of the other. At the level of truth and production, the mathemes of master signifier and 

knowledge are reversed; this difference, between the positions of S
1
 and S

2
, is a crucial one. 

What are the implications?  

We currently live in a world in which Economics now functions in the position of agent, 

and as objet a – or surplus jouissance. In this precise sense, we imagine that economics is our 

analyst; economics embodies that which has been repressed or excluded from symbolization, and 

places the subject in the hysterical position of feeling his/her increasing alienation not just from 

his/her labour, but from labour tout court. The collapse of the middle class is a symptom of this 

hystericization; the confusion of working tirelessly, sometimes in multiple, dead-end, minimum-

wage jobs, for little or nothing; the anxiety that, even with superb education and training, 

talented young people are simply being prepared for systemic redundancy; the shame of having a 

desire not just for commodities, but for a meaningful life – all of these elements reveal the 
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grotesque parody of the Analyst’s discourse that is the discourse of Economics. Just as in 

analysis, the repressed dimension of surplus jouissance is not silenced or repressed; objet a is not 

simply put on the table for contemplation – it is spoken of endlessly. Unlike the analyst, 

economics is never silent; economics constantly diagnoses itself in relation to the subject, 

hectoring and reminding us of all the ways in which we have failed to serve its desire. This is one 

of the perverse valences of the discourse of Economics; as agent, Economics fetishizes itself as 

the answer to the other’s desire, even as it punishes the other for failing to desire it properly. As 

subjects, we are placed in the position of other, of feeling our desire, the pain and lack that make 

it up, but not for the purposes of coming to the truth of our desire – instead, we are left simply 

with the empty truth of our having it, of its being our master. It is Economics which now enjoys; 

it enjoys itself as the agent of its own surplus; and its relation, as anti-social link, to the other – to 

the subject – is nakedly sadistic. It punishes the other for being mastered by its desire, for its 

being blinded by it, as it were, even as it steals the knowledge that we, the other, produce. (After 

all, are we not, as we are relentlessly told, in a “knowledge-based economy”?). A knowledge-

based economy is an oxymoron precisely because knowledge is not something the rich actually 

pay for – they might tip it, but they don’t pay the bills for it.  

In the University discourse (or the bureaucracy and logic of middle capitalism, if you 

prefer), we were meant to embody the surplus jouissance that was consciously being 

incorporated into knowledge – it is the way, for example, that which was once politically or 

culturally edgy, subversive, or resistant quickly becomes for fuel for marketing – e.g. chewing 

this gum now makes you “extreme!” If, in the past, in the University discourse, agent knowledge 

consciously paid for the other’s surplus jouissance, this is increasingly not the case; now the rich 

do not pay for the other’s enjoyment – rather, surplus jouissance is the prerogative, not the price, 
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of being rich. Let us take the example of what are cynically called “austerity measures,” as if 

they were to have temporal or political limit; what are they, from the perspective of the discourse 

of Economics? They function as the unrelenting demands of the superego, who insists upon as 

little enjoyment on the part of the other as possible in order to avoid paying for S
2
 – for 

knowledge. Why? Because of the perverse relationship of agent surplus jouissance to the 

desiring other; the reversal of the lower mathemes not only effectively removes the ethical 

problem of assuming the position of objet a, but it also shifts objet a away from being an object 

of the drives, and towards being an object cause of desire, but without the unspoken, but 

fundamental knowledge that the analyst supposedly possesses – which is the hard-won 

knowledge of the truth of the analysand’s desire. That is to say, we are asked to desire the 

surplus jouissance, the object cause of desire, which withholds, indeed hoards its surplus, and 

asks us to identify with its hoarding of enjoyment as crucial to maintaining its position as the 

governing discourse. We are, in effect, asked to identify with economic and environmental abuse 

in the name of preserving the anti-social link that I am calling the discourse of Economics. Any 

resistance to or questioning of this discourse is simply not permitted; one is immediately branded 

as being perforce seditious, anarchic, as a terrorist – or, most mildly, as a “leftist” or “liberal” 

hysteric.  

 This kind of branding, in its garrulity, is obviously meant to silence, but what precisely, is 

meant to be silenced? Here is the moment I return to the voice, and to the alethosphere. If one 

takes the example of the Occupy movement, or the protests in the Ukraine, or Venezuela, or the 

2012 student strikes in Québec (which, whatever one may think of them, are implicit challenges 

to the discourse of Economics, even if they might seem to explicitly challenge the discourses of 

the Master and/or the University), then one observes a spectrum of responses on the part of the 
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people who are attempting to speak what is not only, in Rancière’s terms, misunderstood, but is 

also an interruption in the distribution of what is sayable.
15

 Although I would acknowledge that a 

number of the people involved in these movements are hysterics (that is to say, they are perfectly 

happy with the status quo, as long as it does not apply to them); they are perfectly happy with the 

logical, even masterful fallacy of the organic relationship between capitalism and democracy, as 

long that fallacy produces the knowledge necessary to preserve or restore their privilege. 

Incidentally, mainstream media and government spokespeople of course mistakenly, but 

intentionally, condemn these movements as inherently hysterical because they will not calm 

down into political partyism, or name their agenda, or they threaten a fragile economy are all of 

them ultimately castrating lures, really. That said, I would just as hastily insist that any number 

of others are functioning as a symptom of the unsustainable nature of the discourse of 

Economics. But as symptom, they do not occupy the place of the object cause of desire; they are 

in the position of the Analyst, occupying the place of the drives, drawing back the curtain and 

holding up a mirror to the discourse of Economics, and as the discourses of the Master and the 

University, through the alethosphere, through the spectacle of the police “defending society,” are 

essentially fulfilling the role of Wizard of Oz, hysterically braying into the microphone, “Pay no 

attention to that man behind the curtain!!” That man behind the curtain, Professor Marvel, that 

charlatan, that embodiment of obscene surplus jouissance – is, in our time, Economics – giving 

us not what we desire, but the pain of what we already have – the emptiness of a desire without 

unconscious knowledge.  

 The anxiety produced by the voice as object cause of desire – in this case, the mediated 

voice of Professor Marvel “performing” Wizardry of Ozness, can be contrasted with the voice as 

object of the drives which occupies the space of resistance to the discourse of Economics. In 
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other words, the Analyst’s discourse is the voice without object – the object of the drives, 

precisely because any event of resistance is itself a literal subjectless manifestation of the force 

of the drives, which plump for enjoyment, over the discourse of Economics, which functions in 

part as the voice as object, as object cause of desire, which insists upon our subjectivity, upon 

maintaining our fidelity to desire, and not enjoyment. It functions as a remainder, as another 

form of surplus jouissance that the discourse of Economics has yet to hoard, and has yet to be 

heard.   
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Does the Internet Have an Unconscious? 
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 This paper
1
 offers a way to begin to think about a psychoanalysis of the digital, or of the 

internet, by engaging with those concepts via the broadest and most central theorizations of the 

unconscious in the work of Freud, Jacques Lacan, and Fredric Jameson. Each theory of the 

unconscious (or the position of the unconscious, or the political unconscious) helps us to think 

about not only what we know about the internet (what we talk about when we talk about the 

internet), but also the role of the digital in contemporary culture: precisely, the role of email in 

the police procedural, the user experience of passwords, the question of painting in a digital 

epoch.  

 I begin with the question, posed in relation to Freud, of whether the internet has an 

unconscious, or whether the internet rather is the unconscious. I then turn to the spatialization of 

the unconscious and the internet via Lacan. In both cases, it is fair to say that the way in which 

the internet contains what we forget, or what we do not know that we know, tells us something 

about the unconscious or how the unconscious functions or is sited in the contemporary moment. 

Then, through an examination of the nexus of painting and sexuality via Jameson’s politics of the 

unconscious (together with a discussion of the paintings of an artist who compares paint to 

DNA-bearing sperm!), I offer an example of reading cultural objects via the notion of the 

unconscious as structure. 

 

Freud 
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 Freud begins his paper “The Unconscious” (1915) with the assertion that everything that 

is repressed is in the unconscious, but not everything in the unconscious is there by dint of being 

repressed.
2
 This assertion is found on the first page of the essay. We can take this to mean that 

the mechanism of repression is important, and not just because the composition and publication 

of this paper follows closely on the paper on repression, nor, I would argue, because, as Freud 

himself declared in “The History of the Psychoanalytic Movement,”
3
 repression is the 

cornerstone concept of psychoanalysis.  

 Freud anticipates our digital age when he uses terms like ‘data’ and ‘system.’ I would like 

here to consider Freud’s text as a theory avant la lettre of how we relate to the internet, a relating 

that perhaps has to do with how it functions as our writing machine, but also with memory. 

Freud remarks that, as an example of the unconscious, we are familiar with “ideas that come into 

our head we do not know from where, and with intellectual conclusions arrived at we do not 

know how” (“Unconscious” 166), as if he were looking at his inbox or Facebook page: How did 

that spam get in here? Is she my friend? In the latter question one can already trace the repressive 

hint of negation. Also, when Freud describes the topography of the unconscious, which both is 

and is not a physical or anatomical space, his discussion of the localization of aphasia and other 

cerebral activities brings to mind not only local issues of RAM and other forms of computer 

memory, but also the more global phenomena of servers and also cloud computing, which both is 

and is not located in geographical space.  

 The spatialization of the unconscious becomes important for Lacan, as we will see. But 

Freud also raises the issue in “The Unconscious” when he wonders if an idea (Vorstellung: idea, 

presentation, image), when it moves from the unconscious (Ucs.) to the conscious (Cs.), is 

recreated or merely freshly registered: Can the same idea can be in two places at once? (174). 
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Such musings can remind us of the transmission of an email, which begins as one types on one’s 

computer or smartphone (or the server on which the email program resides), and then is copied 

from server to server to end up with its recipient. And the question of an anatomical location for 

the mind is similar to the technological fallacy that bedevils digital thought today.
4
 Here I refer 

to the faulty notion that knowing the objects that make up the infrastructure of the internet can 

help us to understand our relationship to technology psychoanalytically.
5
  

 Freud returns to this problem of “a continuous laying down of new registrations” later in 

his essay, arguing that “to every transition from one system to that immediately above it … there 

corresponds a new censorship” (192). In this way, he continues, “derivatives of the Ucs. become 

conscious as substitute formations and symptoms” (193). In the process, however, these 

derivatives have to circumvent two levels of censorship: between the Ucs. and the Pcs. 

(preconscious), and then between the Pcs. and the Cs. Still, I wonder, and this is speculative, if 

these two levels of censorship should be viewed as qualitatively different. We can consider in 

this light the experience of Johns Hopkins cryptography professor Brian Green’s experience of 

censorship. After writing about the NSA’s codebreaking activities, he was told by his department 

head to remove his blog from the university server where it is mirrored and not, remarkably, by 

Google, where he hosts it on blogger.com. Following Freud’s logic, the Google site can be 

considered the unconscious, and the university site the preconscious. 

 This question of censorship such a rich topic in Freud’s writing, and so important as a 

political analogue of repression – can also be compared to the sort of filtering of email that our 

contemporary technological dependence requires, such as spam filters for example.
6
 Here we can 

return to Freud’s notion that an unconscious thought comes into our head “we do not know from 

where.” Surely it is no accident that the idea of tracing the origin of email should have become a 
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major plot element in so-called police procedurals. We need only note the Freudian name the 

Scottish crime writer Ian Rankin gives to his detective: Rebus. 

 On the topic of the fictional detective today, it is significant that this literary figure, in a 

neoliberal twist, is no longer the petit bourgeois freelancer à la Sam Spade or Philip Marlowe. 

Today’s genre of the procedural features a policeman or detective employed by the state: 

Michael Connelly’s Harry Bosch, Rankin’s Rebus, or Jo Nesbø’s Harry Hole, for instance.
7
 The 

genre foregrounds bureaucratic procedure: forensics, bosses to be argued with, paperwork, 

internecine territorial battles. In three Scandinavian procedurals in particular – Norwegian Jo 

Nesbø’s Nemesis (2002), Swede Steig Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (2005, 2009, 

2011), and the Danish television series The Killing/ Forbrydelsen (2007-) – email plays a 

significant role in the plot. In Nemesis, detective Harry Hole receives emails correctly accusing 

him of being present at a murder. He pays an old friend to follow the trail of the server to Egypt, 

and then back to his own cell phone. In The Killing, a political candidate follows leaked emails 

back to his campaign manager. And in The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo, not only is the heroine, 

Lisbeth, a hacker who plants malware (of course the novel heavily features Mac products), but 

the IMDb.com website for the American film featured a viewer question asking: “Is it that easy 

to hack a person's email account?” 

 We notice that this phenomenon is not merely a mirroring of everyday life: if mimesis 

were at work, then we would have characters in romance novels or avant-garde fictions engaged 

in the same pursuit.
8
 The novels, films, and television series raise anxiety because our anxiety 

with respect to email is also an anxiety about our unconscious and its repression. This is key to 

my argument in this paper: Not only can we only understand the digital with the insights of 

psychoanalysis, but we can only understand psychoanalysis today via the digital.
9 
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 I am not arguing that one should ignore the practices of state and corporate surveillance, 

although I find Franco “Bifo” Berardi’s contention that privacy is a nineteenth century bourgeois 

liberal fantasy compelling.
10

 But certainly, as revelation follows revelation of the data mining of 

one’s personal information (the ideology of a subject ‘owning’ or ‘having rights to’ one’s 

information must be questioned and historicized), one feels that there is a certain structural 

relentlessness on the part of such apparatuses. Perhaps what we need is a psychoanalysis of those 

apparatuses, of their perverse need to compile all of one’s data. 

 Let us now turn to Freud’s famous remark that the unconscious knows no contradiction. 

This is so because the unconscious is the site of our desire, of our “wishful impulses,” which 

“exist side by side without being influenced by one another, and are exempt from mutual 

contradiction” (186). I would argue that this lack of contradiction is also what is so prevalent and 

annoying about social media and online email web browsers. Consider how, when Facebook or 

Gmail is up on our computer screen, we see our intimate thoughts surrounded by ads for belly fat 

or ESL or gay photography. Facebook now asks me: “How are you doing, what’s happening, 

how’s it going, what’s going on, how are you feeling, Clint?”  

 Here the unconscious of the internet, via the shared characteristic of a lack of 

contradiction, relates to how the algorithms work. On Facebook, ads are triggered by your profile 

information (if you like cookery, you will get cookbook ads) and your likes (you are what you 

like, as one online posting explains), whereas Google ads are triggered by your search terms.
11

 In 

both cases, we find precisely what Freud discusses in terms of the contents of the unconscious: 

wishful impulses, with the exception or caveat that we may not, in fact, like cookbooks, even if 

we clicked on that link, or want cookbooks. Indeed we may have used that search term because 

we wanted to buy one for our cousin for his or her birthday. Thus, when I go to Amazon I am 
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continually offered books I bought not for myself, but for my son or my brother. This is my 

point: our subjectivity as worked out in the unconscious does not conform to how we want others 

to see us (the imaginary: cookbooks versus cultural theory; YA novels versus police 

procedurals). Instead it discloses the real of our desire, in my example actually to please my 

brother or my son. In this sense, it’s a matter of desire (Lacan), and not taste (Bourdieu).  

 Further details from Freud’s essay detail this point. In the unconscious, he writes, there is  

no negation, no doubt, no degrees of certainty: all this is only introduced by the work of 

the censorship between the Ucs. and the Pcs. Negation is a substitute, at a higher level, 

for repression. In the Ucs. there are only contents, cathected with greater or lesser 

strength. (186) 

 

Freud adds that this cathexis has a degree of mobility linked to the mechanisms of our old friends 

condensation and displacement. Lacan will connect these to metonymy and metaphor, but we 

can also compare them to the networking of links and hyperlinks in the digital sphere. Returning 

to Freud, the processes of the unconscious are timeless: they “are not ordered temporally,” nor 

are they “altered by the passage of time” (187). Further, the unconscious is based not on reality 

itself but on the polarity of pleasure and unpleasure. Perhaps these last characteristics can be 

combined so as to suggest an understanding the internet. Our clicks and links and likes move us 

around, via our pleasures or desires, through a timeless or eternal web (nothing ever goes away 

on the internet, we are told), but also, of course, in a way that amounts to a supreme waste of 

time. 

 There is yet another signal discussion in Freud’s essay with which I want to close this 

portion of my essay. I allude here to the distinction he draws between the thing-presentation 

(Sachevorstellung) and the word-presentation (Wortvorstellung). The immediate context is the 

elaboration of the difference between schizophrenia and the more common neuroses. Freud 

remarks on the schizophrenic’s over-cathexis or over- investment in words themselves. Freud 



170 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

offers as an example the patient of Victor Tausk, who referred to her boyfriend as an 

Augenverdreher (literally an “eye-twister”) or deceiver, and also complained that here own eyes 

were not right, they were twisted (198, italics in original). Freud remarks that schizophrenics 

treat words in the same way as dreams (the primary processes of condensation and 

displacement), adding that the unconscious is the scene of thing-presentations, whereas word-

presentations are only to be found in the conscious mind.  

 Do we not indeed treat email as a Freudian thing-presentation: not as the message that is 

contained within but as a thing, one which does not refer to anything but itself? And so we keep 

checking our email in the manner of an obsessional neurotic. This is to say that email, if it is a 

thing, may be the Thing, or das Ding, which offers a nice transition to our next thinker, whom I 

want to talk about in terms of the unconscious space of the internet. 

 

Lacan  

 Immediately at the beginning of his écrit “Position of the Unconscious,” Lacan makes 

two important statements. First: 

The unconscious is a concept founded on the trail [trace] left by that which operates to 

constitute the subject. 

 

and then: 

The unconscious is not a species defining the circle of that part of psychical reality which 

does not have the attribute (or the virtue) of consciousness.
12

 

 

In other words, and first of all, the unconscious is a concept based on something left over when 

the subject is created; that is, it is the that (a deictic shifter) “which operates to constitute the 

subject,” be it discourse, civilization, hegemony, ideology, capital, or patriarchy. When the 

subject is created, something is left over, and that leftover is the unconscious. 
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 Second, for Lacan the unconscious is not merely not-conscious. It’s not what we’re not 

aware of, what we don’t know, or even, contra Žižek’s appropriation of Donald Rumsfeld’s 

well-known quip, the unknown known. As Lacan goes on to say, it is not a part of knowledge, at 

least not in this formulation, anymore than the “un-black” (l’in-noir) is what is not black (704).  

 To his definition of the unconscious as both not not-conscious and also not part of a 

circle, Lacan adds that the unconscious did not exist before Freud. The unconscious involves the 

other in the clinical scene: psychoanalysts “constitute that to which the unconscious is 

addressed” (707). But perhaps not only the person of the clinician, but also discourse. Because 

the unconscious is “situated in the locus of the Other,” it is found “in every discourse, in its 

enunciation” (707). So if the unconscious is in the Other, it is in every discourse and in every 

enunciation. 

 So now we are getting somewhere in terms of our topic if we think not only about how 

we address the computer, how we are addressed by it, but also if we think of our enunciation as 

we type, and of the computer as a technology of the internet and its locus in the cloud. Lacan 

refines the clinical situation, the to and fro of language, with the notion of retroactivity, Freud’s 

nachträglichkeit (711). When Lacan says that the patient receives his question back from the 

Other in inverted form, we recall the interpolated emails we often receive, where our text is 

suddenly added to a margin along the side with the other (the little other: our correspondent; the 

big Other being the internet itself). 

 Lacan speaks of the subject’s relation to signifiers in a way that suggests the signifiers of 

the internet. Signifiers speak of the subject, constitute the subject, and speak from the position of 

the unconscious. On the internet, our subjectivity is constituted as much via the subject line. Here 

there may be a line of signifiers, of text, or else no text: a gap in the email field. This is the void 
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that then addresses us if we fail to address it – fill in the subject line, that is – with the notice 

“Warning (!) No subject. Send Anyway?” This warning that there is no subject that speaks to the 

unconscious of the internet, in other words its failures. The warnings and “404 file not found” 

and linkrot and sundry weblife brownouts constitute the unconscious of not only the internet, but 

our subjectivity as well. Both the internet and subjectivity are founded on an absence, a void. As 

Lacan puts it, “before he disappears as a subject beneath the signifier he becomes, due to the 

simple fact that it addresses him, he is absolutely nothing” (708). 

 The nothing that we are is thus constituted by the mistake of the internet (or our own? in 

not filling in the subject field?). Here the space that is not filled in, the void that Lacan calls “the 

cause that splits” the subject (708), will be characterized in terms of a closing that retroactively 

denotes an opening. Lacan describes the opening to Plato’s cave as  

an entrance one can only reach just as it closes (the place will never be popular with 

tourists), and the only way for it to open up a bit is by calling from the inside … 

assuming the ‘open sesame’ of the unconscious consists in having speech effects, since it 

is linguistic in structure … it is the closing of the unconscious which provides the key to 

its space – namely, the impropriety of trying to turn it into an inside. (711) 

 

Lacan argues that the unconscious is spatial, but not an inside. It closes, but only before opening, 

and one therefore needs a key, an “open sesame.” The closing of the unconscious provides the 

key in the sense that, in the clinical situation, when a patient makes a Freudian slip – mentions 

her father but then when asked, denies it – that denial is the closing. In uttering the denial, the 

analysand makes an opening into her unconscious, provides “the key.” The clinician must “call 

from the inside” by engaging with that mistaken term. And here we can turn again to our 

experience of the internet, of the interminable keys and passwords and open sesames that we are 

burdened with; in other words, the memory stored in the smartphone, the ATM, the credit card, 

but also for innumerable websites, email passwords, or Captcha.  
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 What frequently happens, of course, is that we ‘forget’ our passwords. We must be given 

a hint (the big Other gives it back to us), or our password is emailed to us, or we are sent 

instructions to reset our password. Even more frequently, we have so-called cookies in our web 

browser, so our password is filled in automatically. It is important to recognize how these 

examples make manifest the spatialization of our unconscious in the internet: Our passwords are 

not so much in our memory (although they may be in our muscle memory); they are not in our 

consciousness, but rather in the unconscious that is the internet. The spatialization can also be 

discerned in the fact that we need the password to ‘enter’ a website. And if the Freudian slip is 

the open sesame of the unconscious, so too it is a mistake of causality to think that we need a 

password to gain access to the internet. Rather, the password is the cause of the internet, just as 

the Freudian slip is the cause of the unconscious. The unconscious not only did not exist before 

Freud invented it, it did not exist before the first Freudian slip. More concretely, the strategies 

that software developers create to retrieve passwords are necessitated by user errors or ‘fails.’ 

 Indeed this forgetting of passwords is key to how we think about the internet. It is not 

only the case, as I argued earlier in my discussion of Freud, that the internet never forgets.
13

 

There is also this: Whereas Lacan implies that Freud would remember the joke from a drunken 

party the night before, we are now trying to forget. But in order to forget we must remember our 

password. Lacan goes further, arguing that the unconscious is between the subject and the Other, 

which we can take to mean that the unconscious is the password mangled between the user and 

the internet/computer: “The unconscious is, between the two of them, their cut in action,” writes 

Lacan (712). Or their cut of the action: consider those pop-up website for Russian casinos (or 

Russian girls) that appear when you try to download software. 
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 To re-cap: Lacan’s unconscious is a matter of a remainder, that which is not not-

conscious, is spatialized, and a matter of the signifier. Our practices as internet users relate 

manifestly to how Lacan characterizes our interaction with not only the unconscious, but also the 

Other: via the ‘open sesame’ of the signifier and the retroactivity of meaning. Secondly, the 

practice of the internet also demonstrates the spatiality of the unconscious; this spatiality is not 

three-dimensional, and yet is social. The internet is our outsourced memory or unconscious: we 

go ‘on the web’ or ‘check out’ a website; we have ‘inboxes.’ 

 But there has been another throughline to these thoughts, only made apparent to me 

during the editing of this paper. This concerns the relationship between the Thing and the big 

Other, with email as the Thing that arouses our anxiety, and the internet as the big Other. On the 

one hand, we are always ‘retrieving’ or checking our email – it is a tic, a nervous or obsessional 

activity that no doubt causes automobile crashes, pedestrian collisions, and neglected stovetops 

(or children or spouses!) every day. But what is this Thing that is so close to us, nestled in a 

pocket near our genitals, or carried in our hand like a Willie Wonka ticket, and yet so far away? 

What is that internet, that Thing, that email that we are waiting for, and why is so much psychic 

energy deposited there? I want to come back to these questions at the conclusion of this paper. 

But first let us turn to the question of the politics of this unconscious, and to the third theorist 

under discussion, the American Marxist Fredric Jameson. 

 

Jameson 

 In turning to the work of Jameson, I want to engage in a more directly political way with 

the question of the unconscious. I will restrict myself to the introductory chapter “On 

Interpretation” from the 1981 book The Political Unconscious. Recall that Jameson begins by 

distinguishing between three different kinds of historical causality: mechanical, expressive, and 
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structural. His argument does not aim in an avant-garde way to dismiss the first two. Instead, he 

contends that political readings that make topical or allegorical references are not just 

misreadings; rather, the resistance to such readings is itself political. Jameson’s position is in 

many ways Althusserian, and therefore Lacanian: history is the real, which is to say not really a 

text, though it is only available to us in the form of a narrative or text.
14

 Within any cultural text 

there will therefore be at work a well-nigh Freudian machinery of condensation and 

displacement, not merely of the libidinal or sexual but also the political, which must then be 

mediated from the social into the cultural.  

 The particular and genuinely new form of Freudian dreamwork that Jameson then 

identifies is ideology as a “strategy of containment” (52-53): the use of pop culture, or 

ideological closure and repression, which is a form of fetishistic disavowal. Methodologically, 

Marxist criticism therefore requires a concept of the unconscious, “or at least some mechanism 

of mystification or repression” (60), in order to work out how a text does not simply mean what 

it says.  

 With Freud, then, Jameson argues that “the autonomization of family as a private space 

within the nascent public sphere of bourgeois society” not only included the “autonomization of 

sexuality,” but also worked as a “precondition for the articulation and analysis of the 

mechanisms of desire.” Bourgeois culture performed the “preliminary isolation of sexual 

experience, which enables its constitutive features to carry wider symbolic meaning” (64). 

Jameson also recommends the historicization of vision: What were originally contingent features 

of religious relics and rituals became, through the development of easel painting or the colonists’ 

pillaging of totems and masks, the genres of landscape and portrait and still life and, more 

recently, the further specialization of light and the brush stroke in impressionism and pointillism, 
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leading up to the Greenbergian picture plane in modernism and its dialectical other, the anti-

retina-centric triumph of conceptualism. For Jameson, then, questions of the unconscious and 

sexuality are inextricably connected not only with the political, but with the visual as well. And 

thus it makes sense to turn to art.
15

 

 Jameson’s notion of the reification or commodification of sexuality and desire clearly 

draws from psychoanalytic interpretation. Keeping this I mind we might ask, What is the 

political unconscious of painting today? I was drawn to this particular artform by the work of 

Laura Owens, an artist who teaches at UCLA. In 2004 she became the youngest artist, at age 34, 

ever to have a retrospective at the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art.
16 

Her paintings 

draw on a wide range of source material, from old masters, the baroque, fabric, and outsider art. 

Her 2013 exhibitions at Sadie Cole HQ in London and Gavin Brown’s project space in Los 

Angeles consist of 12 large, 10x10 canvases which, in their composition and images, reference 

commercial and graphic art and design. More specifically, they evoke 1980s design, in particular 

Patrick Nagel’s album covers for UK band Duran Duran. Indeed Owens’ nickname for one of 

her works is “The Eighties Called, They Want their Painting Back.” Additional references 

include graffiti, newspaper ads and imagery, and especially the web, all of which pose questions 

of thickness, drop shadows, and layering.  

 Owens’ art stages the triumph of painting over the digital: her paintings are examples of 

what Artie Vierkant has called “post-internet art.”
17

 That is, their very size transcends the 

limitations of the miniscule tablets, laptops, and smartphones. Too, the tactility of their the 

plump puffs of paint (looking as if extruded from a giant tube of toothpaste) imply a haptic 

dialectic whereby the gesture of our swiping and pinching of touchscreens is not only magnified, 
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but made gargantuan and thus more sensuous. Our consumer electronics could never be so big, 

so tempting to touch. 

 If this is indeed so, then what is the political unconscious at work here; what is it that 

cannot be said or visually represented in such work? Evidently, in Owens’ paintings size itself 

matters; but that ‘size’ is also social. Her enormous canvases were shown as the inaugural 

exhibition at a project space complete with a front-of-house retail venue catered by a hip taqueria 

located in a desolate, off-the-grid section of Los Angeles: Skid Row or Boyle Heights, a 

historically Japanese-Latino neighbourhood now gentrifying. Thus you can buy not only a Laura 

Owens artist book but ‘locovore’ collections of jams and nut spreads with her brand.
18

 

 The institutional reification of Laura Owens’ work turns out to have a class dimension in 

its triumph over the digital. Unlike such a common, populist medium as the internet, painting 

here safely asserts its elite space, the gallery a gated community keeping out the online masses. 

And yet, a utopian reading of the paintings’ unconscious is also available, especially if we 

consider the art’s relation to the internet first in terms of Owens’ shocking formal promiscuity: 

The mix-mastered content of styles, periods, mediums, and tonalities is perhaps a nod to the 

‘fugly’ aesthetics of user-generated content and 4Chan/meme factories. This reading might be 

developed via a critique of the gesture itself: gesture qua commodified swipe and pinch that 

reduces the haptic to a nervous tic which can only be accomplished via its historicization. But 

this reading first requires contextualization with respect to the hands of the factory workers at 

Foxconn and elsewhere, in particular their hand gestures, and then the response of the gestures 

of the Occupy movement. We could develop an art history of the hand and the gesture, moving 

from the classical workshop of the old masters (where the gesture qua brushstroke was hidden, 

glossed over by a division of labour), to the modernist era of 1850-1945 (from the Impressionists 
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and pointillists and fauvists’ brushstrokes to the abstract-expressionist ‘libidinal brushstroke’ as 

mark of the painter qua individual and his gendered style), and finally to the Pop of the 1960s 

(the return of the machine-made or factory-made work, now making visible the mistake of 

Warhol’s off-register prints, or the outsourcing of conceptualism). 

 Just as Jameson argues that vision, sexuality, and desire are reified, so too is the gesture. 

It is a history of this last form of reification that Laura Owens’ paintings call for. As a 

preliminary note towards that history, I want to close this discussion of Jameson’s political 

unconscious by turning towards his three levels of interpretation. The first deals with the cultural 

object as text, embedded in the everyday of political events and contexts, which are then 

managed by the text as a symbolic act that results in an imaginary resolution of a real political 

and historical contradiction. At the second level, the text is an utterance in a dialogical struggle, 

the text qua ideologeme. Finally, at the third level, the text is superseded as it is raised to the 

level of genre (or, here, medium), as the ideology of a whole form that disguises its relation to 

the mode of production. The political unconscious of Laura Owens’ paintings therefore stages at 

the first level an imaginary resolution of the contradiction in class politics where the digital 

divide is rewritten as its older ancestor: cultural capital, to return to Bourdieu. At the second 

level, in the dialogic utterance of the gesture itself as a movement of the hand or finger (or 

paintbrush or mouse), we have a staging of the ideologeme of the obsolescence of painting. 

Finally, at the third level, we have genre and medium in relation to modes of production; 

contradiction here is signaled by the title of Owens’ works in London: “Pavement Karaoke,” a 

ventriloquism of the street, a pastiche or simulacrum. Here the contradiction can be found 

between the (touch) screen and the (don’t touch!) canvas, what in another context one might call 

postmodernism as the cultural logic of late capitalism.  
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Conclusions 

 I want to offer some provisional conclusions, first with specific reference to the 

discussions of Freud and Lacan, and then more globally. With respect to the Freudian 

unconscious and its similarity to how we think of email, the mistake here would be to 

conclusively or empirically ‘fix’ the source of the email in such places as the server, the server 

farm, or the cloud. This mistake is illustrated in the Nesbø novel, where a harassing email is 

chased first to Saudi Arabia, then to the detective’s own (misplaced) cell phone, and then, 

finally, to a laptop in his basement storage locker. In other words, the narrative illustrates where 

our emails come from: our own unconscious. And then we can think of Lacan’s position of the 

unconscious and its keywords and passcodes: Surely our plethora of codes is a vernacular or 

popular instance of ‘analysis interminable’?  

 We keep asking the computer, the email provider, the website: chè vuoi? What do you 

want (from me)? I know you want my password but what do you really want? And so our critical 

analysis must situate this text that is the internet in a political unconscious, one that resists both 

the glorification of the digital as that which will save activism (or the humanities) and the 

dismissal of the digital as retrograde, commodified, or complicit in a banal way. This is, I think, 

a way to bring together these cultural examples and theories and the role of our bodies in a 

disembodied political praxis. We can return to the paper’s title and to the remarks on anxiety and 

the big Other embodied in the question previously posed. In some ways, I have been arguing that 

the internet is our unconscious because of how we relate to it in a transferential way, that is in 

Lacan’s specific sense of desire being the desire of the Other, for instance.  
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 So whether it is Facebook ads that know what we want before we do, passwords that we 

forget, or emails that ensure white collar workers must work 24/7, or art that can now confidently 

draw on our historical knowledge of digital memes, the internet knows us, and knows what we 

know, and even knows what we don’t know we know (which is to say, again, our unconscious). 

But there is also the question of whether the internet has an unconscious: is that its political 

economy? A few years ago John Lanchester wrote in the London Review of Books about 

Morrocan workers paid a dollar an hour to scan Facebook for offensive images. Is the 

unconscious perhaps the ‘dark web,’ its obscene corners of trolls and pornographers? Or, finally, 

is the internet’s unconscious its process of distorting social and personal desires into monetized 

and clickable data? These are questions opened up for me by this essay, questions I will continue 

to ponder and perhaps, one day, answer. 
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 “Post-internet art refers to art made since the early 2000s, when the internet is ubiquitous and 
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Shattuck called the “banquet years” of the historical avant-garde, when Picasso celebrated 

buying a Matisse painting with a party the catering details of which are rendered in Stein’s 

Autobiography of Alice B Toklas. Or to Seth Siegelaub’s Maoist marketing of the conceptualists 

in the 1960s, documented in Alex Alberro’s Conceptual Art and the Politics of Publicity 

(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003). 
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Subject of the Drive, Ethics of the Real 
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 In Jacques Lacan’s Seminar II there is a moment when he stops to ask the question: what 

is a madman? A mad person is not somebody who thinks he is a king; a mad person is a king 

who really thinks he is a king.
1
 Take for instance the Hollywood movie The King’s Speech which 

opens with the main character King George VI, played by Colin Firth, feeling precisely this gap 

or symbolic castration. Symbolic castration resides in the distance between one’s symbolic 

mandate: teacher, CEO, judge, etc., and one’s own pathetic self. Why am I what you are saying 

that I am? is the hysterical outcry, which for analysis, is a good first step, since in analysis the 

analysand needs to be hystericized to a certain degree, as there needs to be a question ... why am 

I ... etc. However at the end of this particular movie, unlike the end of analysis, the King’s 

persistent questioning and self-doubt are ‘normalised’ and as Slavoj Žižek points out, “the force 

of his hysterical questioning is obliterated.”
2 

 For the analyst-analysand in the clinic, the end of analysis is not defined in the moment 

when the symbolic mandate is pulled away and the real person emerges. On the contrary, 

analytic progress is made when all the masks and mandates of the analysand are pulled away to 

reveal, like an onion, nothing at its very centre.
3
 This paper will seek to reveal the event of 

shattering one’s symbolic coordinates of identity, thus revealing not only the gap that marks her 

as a split subject $, but it is only this gap as it emerges in the repetitions of the death drive that a 

theory of an ethical subject can emerge. As such, we will begin precisely at the point in which 

the individual is hailed into a symbolic mandate. What will be revealed is that this version of 
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subjectification is not as air tight as it seems at first glance and that this gap is where precisely 

the subject emerges.   

As the French Marxist Louis Althusser suggests, subjects are ‘hailed’ by the big Other 

into their respective roles and identities.
4
 Individuals ‘turn around’ to the call of an interpellative 

hail that comes from the school, the church, the media, the State, the police, all of which succeed 

in providing the subjective coordinates that allow the individual to properly identify and assume 

his or her various roles in society: worker, parent, son, citizen, etc. The key argument in this 

paper is that the political subject proper (as opposed to the individual) is the result of a failed 

interpellation.
5
 Additionally, the split subject marked $ in Lacanian theory, simply marks the 

subject as lacking, and the attempt to incorporate this lack back into a fantasized fullness induces 

the objet a as at once the promise of fullness, and its barrier.
6
 Instead of chasing this objet a (for 

example, lining up in earnest expectation outside an Apple computer store), I will argue that the 

political subject only emerges when it identifies itself with its objet a. But what are these 

precipitating events, these triggers that will ignite subjective change proper? Additionally, what 

are the prerequisite conditions that lead to the emergence of a subject? In answering these 

questions, we need to begin with the form of compulsive masochistic repetition that Freud 

labelled the death drive.  

Freud’s discussion of the death drive was first introduced in an earlier work as that which 

is ‘beyond’ the pleasure principle. In what way can we say the death drive is ‘beyond’ in any 

sense? Going some way towards answering this in Civilization and Its Discontents (1930),
7
 

Freud famously wonders aloud regarding the genesis of the animal versus human: 

In the case of other animal species it may be that temporary balance has been reached 

between the influence of their environment and the mutually contending instincts within 

them, and that thus a cessation of development has come about. It may be that in 

primitive man a fresh access of libido kindled a renewed burst of activity on the part of 
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the destructive instinct. There are a great many questions here to which as yet there is no 

answer. (70) 

 

Freud draws a contrast here between the homeostatic balance of animal nature and the death 

drive that inaugurates a breakthrough to the human. Recall that in Beyond the Pleasure Principle 

(1920),
8
 Freud describes an incident now popularly known as the fort-da scheme. It consists of a 

baby throwing a spool over the edge of a cot, emitting an “ooo” or the German word “fort” 

meaning away, and then reeling the spool back in with the exclamation “daaa” or “here.” This 

sequence is commonly interpreted as a routine the baby performs, as a way of coping with the 

absence of the mother. But what gets overlooked is Freud’s statement with regards to the fact that 

the baby repeats more often the first part of the game: the throwing away of the object. 

The going away of the mother cannot possibly have been pleasant for the child, nor even 

a matter of indifference. How then does his repetition of this painful experience in his 

play fit in with the pleasure principle? One might wish to reply that the mother’s 

departure would need to be re-enacted in the game as the precondition of her happy 

return, and that this latter event was its real purpose. Such a view would be contradicted 

by the evident fact that Act One, the departure, was played by itself as a game all on its 

own and far more frequently than the whole drama with its happy conclusion. (53-54) 

 

In other words Freud is drawing our attention to the fact that the baby repeats far more often the 

throwing away of the spool and the experience of this lack. As Slavoj Žižek often repeats, this 

repetition of a loss (death drive) is an excess unique to the human being. It is this disruption that 

breaks the human out of the smooth seamlessness of animal instinctual existence. In deference to 

the theme of Civilization and Its Discontents, the realm of culture and the symbolic represent the 

gentrification of the death drive: culture is that which works to quell the traumatic originary loss 

constitutive of subjectivity. The death drive is just this repetition of the originary and traumatic 

loss constitutive of subjectivity. The loss marks the subject’s entry into signification and desire.  

The key here for Todd McGowan
9
 is that Freud’s discovery of the death drive shows how 

satisfaction is attained via repetition and return to an ‘original’ loss. Once the subject falls into 
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the defiles of the signifier, something retroactively is felt as lost, a lost primordial bond, a 

wholeness or oneness that never actually existed but retroactively comes into play once 

signification takes hold of the subject. According to McGowan, the death drive returns us to the 

original loss, to the original sacrifice, bringing us as close as we can come to redeeming the 

original lost object: “the subject enjoys the disappearance of its privileged object; it enjoys not 

having it rather than having it because this experience returns the subject to the initial moment of 

loss where the subject comes closer to the privileged object than at any other time” (38). 

Satisfaction derives from the repetitive return to an original constitutive loss – a loss that marks 

subjectivity. The subject enjoys this loss
10

 – but does not recognize or embrace it as such. 

Instead, the subject continues to believe that the symptomatic disruption – the manifestation of 

loss – prevents the attainment of an ultimate satisfaction. McGowan cites the 2001 attack on the 

World Trade Center as an example of an enjoyment in loss with direct political bearings. A 

social bond emerged through an experience of collective loss, such that the headlines of French 

newspapers proclaimed on that day, “Nous sommes tous Américains” (160). However, precisely 

because a return to a foundational experience of loss is traumatizing, the subject seeks to escape 

this unbearable enjoyment and finds a way and means to disavow it (38). In other words, 

precisely because enjoyment of loss is a painful, shameful, humiliating experience, the United 

States quickly covered over its loss and turned to an assertion of imperial will “that would carry 

with it the promise of a restored wholeness – the recovery of an imaginary perfect security” 

(160). For a brief moment, a social solidarity emerged around this loss, but at that precise 

moment, too, forces were deployed that carried the promise – and nostalgia – of restoring a lost 

wholeness.  
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For McGowan, the very form of subjective destitution – this sense of loss, this nagging 

lack, rather than immobilizing the subject – provides the core of an ethical disposition. Similarly, 

Rothenberg, here quoting Žižek, points out: Introducing a distance towards one’s own 

symbolic identity puts one in a position to act in an “objective-ethical” way.
11

 The profound 

implication for an ethical subjectivity is the ramifications of staying with loss, of identifying with 

the barrier rather than falling into a mistaken belief that once the obstacle is circumvented the 

treasured object is attainable. Not only is the object not attainable, neither is the true subjectivity 

of the death drive, as the death drive cannot be subjectified; that is, there is no subject of the 

death drive in its full positivity. Rather it is the circling around a loss. As such, to say or describe 

some positivity or full identification of a subject of drive is impossible given the nature of drive. 

One way of understanding the nature of this loss is to think of the loss as a form of subjective 

destitution; that is, moving from the lost object to loss itself as object.
12

  

Such a subject of radical withdrawal means every precept and ontological anchor is swept 

clean, such that its base singularity is all that is left. This means doing away with fanciful 

existential notions of a rational, unique kernel of subjectivity, a nameless X unique to every 

person, replacing it instead with an empty void, an empty cause. In other words, the subject must 

become its own cause but not in the individualist strong ego sense, rather the proper ethico-

political relation is to garner this objet a and render it such that it resounds as the very motor of a 

universality, a singular universality. This singularity universality comes about through the 

emergence of a subjectivity that becomes an obstacle to the Symbolic but more than this, it is an 

act of total symbolic divestiture, joining other such singularities at the level of the objective Real. 

Subjective destitution via the death drive is nothing short of a total realignment of one's 

subjective coordinates. It short-circuits intersubjectivity and mutual recognition, and lands one in 
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a thoroughly desubjectivized domain. Dislodging one’s entire subjective coordinates, shaking up 

the quadrants holding together one's very being may give one pause nevertheless what can be 

called the ‘event of the subject’ happens.
13

 Subjective destitution is induced by some kind of 

event, and it is out of this that a dimension of sorts emerges, which was simply not part of the 

configuration before. It is not simply a choice; rather there is another choice that becomes 

possible that was not there before.  

Lars Von Trier's Melancholia
14

 begins on Justine's (Kirsten Dunst) wedding day 

reception party. With her marriage only hours old, Justine berates her overbearing boss and right 

on the spot quits her job at an upscale marketing firm. She then excuses herself from her husband 

that same night at the ‘matrimonial bed’ and, after having sex with another man, walks away 

from all elements of her status quo life up to then. Need we hurriedly condemn Justine for such 

irresponsible (key word: inappropriate) behaviour? Or, on the other hand, applaud her for 

breaking out of her socially coveted upper class shell? The answer is neither. Her ‘breakdown’ 

points out the fact that “the seemingly objective causality crushing us itself involves 

contingency and subjectivity, and the way we are inscribed in it gives us more power than we 

could ever hope for.”
15

 One is far freer than one imagines. It requires a break, a decision whose 

coordinates for deciding, for acting as such, can only be given after the fact.  

Justine’s identity markers are dislodged, and her various symbolic mandates in tatters, 

rendering her monstrous by the prevailing normative regime. Here we see in a fitting example 

how a politics of the death drive first and foremost insists on the failed interpellation; that is, a 

subject who disregards, ignores or does not answer the identificatory hails coming from the big 

Other. One theorist who practices this type of monstrosity with an emphasis on the failed 
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interpellation is Judith Butler. Can we see in Butler’s theory an alternative entry point to a 

politics of the death drive?  

 For Judith Butler, whenever we question our gender “we run the risk of losing our 

intelligibility, of being labelled ‘monsters.’”
16

 Furthermore, one should not too quickly seek to 

regain an intelligibility in the prevailing discourse, as Butler wants to “distress” any comfortable 

place-setting for a queer identity that has a place reserved for it under the twin banners of 

“inclusion and tolerance.” In this sense, what the label of monstrosity signals is the possibility of 

existing outside of signification, at the very limits of the symbolic order. And it is here in her 

work in Antigone’s Claim
17

 and Psychic Life of Power that Butler advocates turning away from 

the law, resisting its lure of identity. 

Such a turn demands a willingness not to be – a critical desubjectivation – in order to 

expose the law as less powerful than it seems. What forms might linguistic survival take 

in this desubjectivized domain? How would one know one’s existence? Through what 

terms would it be recognized and recognizable?
18 

 

Our attention needs to be drawn to this instance in Butler alerting us to a precise critical 

desubjectivization, coupled with its interrogation as the very possibility of survival. In 

Precarious Life, Butler emphasizes that it is simply not a question of an addition:  

It is not a matter of a simple entry of the excluded into an established ontology, but an 

insurrection at the level of ontology, a critical opening up of the questions, What is real? 

Whose lives are real? How might reality be remade?
19

 

 

Rejecting those theories that place the formation of the subject outside of and prior to a relation 

to others, Butler instead argues that the subject is formed in a relation prior to any individuality: 

This relation precedes individuation, and when I act ethically, I am undone as a bounded 

being. I come apart. I find that I am my relation to the “you” whose life I seek to 

preserve, and without that relation, this “I” makes no sense, and has lost its mooring in 

this ethics that is always prior to the ontology of the ego.
20 
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Important to note here, subjective dispossession remains for Butler an ethical principal that is 

prior to the ontology of the ego. Subjective dispossession in this sense does not mean that there 

must exist something that is neither fully fledged being, nor simply non-being, another 

dimension that points to precisely a rift or impasse in being, a radical negativity and the subject 

is just this discontinuity.
21 

 However, once she opens her theory to this possibility, Butler then just as quickly closes 

it down resolving to define this unbindness and discontinuity of the subject as a mode of 

relationality to the other, finally landing in an ethics of finitude. For Butler, subjective destitution 

entails an unravelling, of vulnerability in relation to the other and that this very unstable framing 

of the subject is a condition of a viable ethical relation. Thus, her post-Cartesian theory of subject 

formation is premised on a relational ontology, of which subjectivity is first and foremost marked 

by an undoneness, vulnerability and exposure to the call of the Other. Butler makes a strong 

claim for a ‘subject unravelling’ a ‘critical desubjectivation’ even an ‘insurrection at the level of 

ontology.’ Even so, the argument can be made that she stops short and retreats from her promises 

of an insurgent rethinking of the subject precisely at the point where the subject unravels. This 

prompts Žižek to ask, “is the status of the subject always limited, dispossessed, exposed, or is the 

subject itself a name for/of this dispossession?”
22

 Žižek’s point here suggests that a radical 

subjective break from its own self-identity requires a clear break from the symbolic order and not 

just a rearrangement of its terms. This touches on an important distinction between the barred 

subject $ and ‘subjectivization.’ Žižek makes this distinction in the following manner: 

The subject in a way is the failure of subjectivization, the failure of assuming the 

symbolic mandate, of fully identifying with the ethical call. To paraphrase Althusser ... an 

individual is interpellated into subjecthood, this interpellation fails, and the “subject” is 

this failure.
23 
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Žižek’s point here is that the subject is not the positivity of an interpellation, it is irreducible to 

simply an identification in the big Other. The subject precedes subjectivization. It emerges in the 

gap between the interpellation and its failure. Over his entire oeuvre, Žižek’s most radical gesture 

is to “go to the end” and speak of death drive as the radical deformation and re-formation of 

subjectivity beyond symbolic performative resignifications. 

 It is precisely this notion of an emergence of a subject separate from identity that needs to 

be explored. This is what is required in order to effect a transition away from the symbolic 

matrix, which are deeply etched Capitalism-Heterosexualism-Family. A subject that has 

traversed the fantasy thus dis-identifies, does not try to please, appease, seek out recognition or 

approval from a big Other. There are no laws of history, no God above, no Hell below, no 

axiomatic moral precepts with which to ground the ethical decision.  

 To engage in an act of subjective change is a position of pure non-pathological (in the 

Kantian sense) singularity, a singular non-identity seeking only truth without regard for 

consequences. Indeed such acts are rare, but that they do occur and are examples of an ethics of 

the Real in which a possibility of a solidarity emerging “not from intersubjective relations but 

rather from the relations of subjects purified of their symbolic identities, subjects who meet on 

the grounds of objectivity.”
24

 When universality cuts through particularity, individuals emerge as 

universal subjects purged of symbolic identity and meet only as universals, which stand as the 

ground of all objectivity. A literary instance that reveals what an instance of this type of 

subjectivity is hinted at in Herman Melville’s 1853 short story “Bartleby the Scrivener: A Story 

of Wall St.”
25 

 Herman Melville’s 1853 short story “Bartleby the Scrivener: A Story of Wall St.” 

concerns a lawyer who runs a business copying legal documents. He hires Bartleby as a law-
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copyist – or scrivener – to help with the workload. Soon after Bartleby arrives he gradually 

begins to turn down work from the lawyer with the words, “I prefer not to,” until eventually he 

attends to the office every day, only to sit and not do anything. It is not so much his gesture of 

refusal, but the way he goes about doing it. Bartleby is no revolutionary; his aim is not social 

change, his aim is unclear – what is apparent though is that he seeks no recognition in a big 

Other for his deeds. It is an act of self-destitution, or depersonalization in the sense that he goes 

about his gesture of refusal of his preference not out of a defiance that can be named, but as a 

refusal that cannot be articulated within the Symbolic order. Bartleby’s co-workers and employer 

are baffled. His refusal via the mode of desubjectivization means it is not done on behalf of a 

particular identity (environmentalist, feminist, working class etc.). Bartleby’s subjectivity does 

not appear on the plane of hysterical desire; he does not exist as a subject of desire. Bartleby is, 

on the contrary, a subject of the drive; he identifies directly with objet a and thus “institutes a 

gap between itself and its symbolic subjective dimension.”
26

 This is the gesture of subtraction at 

its purest, the reduction of all qualitative differences to a purely formal minimal difference. 

There is no violent quality in it; violence pertains to its very immobile, inert, insistent, impassive 

being – that’s what makes his presence so unbearable.
27

 The question, then, is: “So we must all 

then become so unbearable?” Unbearable in this precise sense: the subject now is placed in the 

position of objet a as void of the Other’s desire. In other words, we find ourselves in the 

discourse of the Analyst,
28

 and Bartleby occupies the position of objet a, silent, unobtrusive, 

prompting perhaps a slight hystericization of those around him in that they react defensively to 

his silence and refusals to participate in the ‘game.’
29

 Bartleby causes anxiety and slight turmoil 

at his office because he is not saying “I do not want to”, but affirming, saying that he “prefers not 

to.” Bartleby’s act then is successful in setting off, against his own background of passive 
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resistance, the contingency of the Symbolic, that things could be otherwise. By occupying the 

very void of desire in the position of agency (analyst discourse), he forces those closest around 

him into a frenzy of anxiety, self-doubt, persecution/scapegoating and fear. But he remains 

passive in his preference, not being able to hurt a fly, thus opening up a transformative space. 

Žižek believes that in Bartleby one sees “how we pass from the politics of “resistance” or 

“protestation” which parasitizes upon what it negates, to a politics which “opens up a new space 

outside the hegemonic position and its negation” (382). 

 To add another twist on our take on Bartleby, Žižek continues, “Bartleby’s gesture is 

what remains of the supplement to the Law when its place is emptied of all its obscene superego 

content” (382). What is key to understand Bartleby is that, getting back to Butler’s query above: 

in an act of critical desubjectivization, how would one know one’s existence, how would it be 

recognizable? A critical desubjectivization empties the law of its obscene superego content of 

imaginary resentment, hate, jealousy and fantasies of revenge, scapegoating, etc. Thus, any 

identities that emerge could be labelled post-Oedipal, yet we must be careful to note here, post-

Oedipal identities are not whole, refined, without excess, as that would simply be another form 

of imaginary identification, one of purification, which entails its own debilitating and politically 

vile logic. Bartleby’s desubjectivization provoked vile resentment from the other two law clerks. 

However, the lawyer, though initially perturbed by Bartleby, chooses not to displace the anxiety 

Bartleby causes by attempting to rid the office of his presence. Instead, he seeks to meet him 

half-way. Rothenberg argues that “Bartleby’s de-personalization forces the lawyer to recognize 

Bartleby as something in addition to a symbolic identity, to treat him as well at the level of the 

foundation of subjectivity, not as something subhuman.”
30

 The ethical stand of the lawyer is 
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premised on one question he now must ask himself: Will I act in conformity to what threw me 

for a loop? 

 

Conclusion 

When Butler quotes Nietzsche’s emphatic statement that there is “no doer behind the 

deed,” we should interpret this as saying that the subject is this very failure of interpellation. The 

subject is its own failure to signify. The emergence of the subject is its very failure. As opposed 

to the game of “subjectivation” and subject positions, we need to bring attention to the self-

relating negativity that is the subject
31

, the fact that failing to heed the interpellative call is this 

very minimal self-difference inherent to subjectivity. And it is precisely this out-of-jointness of 

the subject with itself that is the subject. The subject is thus a void, between two signifiers; it can 

never be completely exhausted by the signifier, it can never be One.
32

 Thus, the crux of the 

ethical relation for Žižek is not to construct an Other in its capacity for goodness, (a slippery 

signifier if there ever was one).
33

 To recognize another person is thus not primarily or ultimately 

to recognize him or her in a certain well-defined capacity (“I recognize you as . . . rational, good, 

lovable”), but to recognize a person in the abyss of their very impenetrability and opacity. “This 

mutual recognition of limitation thus opens up a space of sociality that is the solidarity of the 

vulnerable.”
34

 It is a solidarity of not-having: “Our enjoyment of the social bond operates 

according to the logic of not-having: we enjoy the shared experience of loss” (McGowan 2013, 

159). And this shared experience of loss can only come about through an individual and 

collective reconfiguration to the objet a, the object-cause of desire. This would enable a version 

of intersubjective relations to shift from a language of “tolerance” and “mutuality” to a truly 

unsentimental ethical duty of “I did it because I had to do it” – a Kantian imperative without the 
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pathological remainder. After all, intersubjectivity is not a relation of mutual recognition of each 

other’s positive ontic qualities. This would reduce intersubjectivity to a mirroring relationship 

that, more often than not, ends in bitter rivalry, jealousy, resentment and hate.
35

 Intersubjective 

recognition should be grounded in the void of subjectivity. This void is accessed strictly through 

the objet a. 

 It is only in the analyst’s discourse where objet a takes on the position of agency. Rather 

than objet a taking on the function of scapegoat (Jew), or of the mysterious je ne sais quoi that 

holds the Other as irremediably Other, (their body odour, their food, the way they enjoy), one 

“traverses the fantasy” and confronts the void, the gap, filled up by the fantasmatic object. In 

other words, objet a is that which stares back, dumbly, but importantly seeks not to incite a call 

to an Other for rescue, or for meaning, or invoke a resentful sneer, a racist slur, etc. The 

conclusion to be drawn is that there is no big Other and this then involves a different subjective 

position, a traversing of and realignment to a new fantasy framework. This involves a more 

radical ethical freedom in which one can assume a certain position of ‘being impossible’: i.e. a 

position of refusing the terms of socio-political engagement and identitarian inscription; of 

refusing the terms of existing possibility.
36

 We are back to Bartleby’s “I prefer not to.” But, to be 

more precise, it is Bartleby who in the position of objet a, invites the lawyer to establish a 

different relationship to his fantasy framework. Recall the lawyer, upon trying to enter his office 

on a Sunday morning, is met by Bartleby who has taken up residence in the office, and who 

kindly asks the lawyer to come back in a while so that he can change. The lawyer – instead of 

“standing his ground” and enforcing his right to enter his own office, of not “being shown up” by 

a subordinate – instead, complies and goes for a walk around the block in order to give Bartleby 

time to wash, gather his stuff and leave. In fact the lawyer, from the beginning, refrains from 



196 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

scapegoating Bartleby. On the other hand, and in strict contrast, Bartleby’s co-workers do not 

waste any time rebuking Bartleby’s insolence. So is the lawyer being played here for a dupe, a 

fool? Or, is the lawyer, striking out against himself, risking looking like a fool, breaking with 

convention and with his professional status, engaging is an experience of collective loss with 

Bartleby? Reconfiguring this relation to objet a is what is at stake in our claim that a certain 

mode of dispossession of the subject figures a new ethical relation. It is the part of no-part in 

which the subject as object, meets the other on this ground of objectivity; that is, subjects meet 

on the singular ground of objectivity minus their respective ontic particularistic traits. Struggles 

in which “there are neither men nor women, neither Jews nor Greeks … Palestinian women 

demonstrating against the Wall were joined by a group of Jewish lesbian women from Israel. ... a 

sublime solidarity developed, with a traditionally dressed Palestinian woman embracing a Jewish 

lesbian with spiky purple hair – a living symbol of what our struggle should be.”
37 

 In this is the mode of dispossession, a singular universality emerges out of subjective 

destitution, of a subject that has touched the real of the dissolution of her own symbolic 

coordinates. The subject has affected a distance or a gap between herself and her own symbolic-

subjective dimension. This opens up the dimension of objectivity, which cuts diagonally across 

all ontic particularities (race, gender, class, culture, etc.) and unites subjects as subjects not of 

desire, but as subjects of drive. The difference between the subject of desire and subject of drive 

being the latter’s fidelity to the Universal.  

 

Randall Terada is currently a member of Lacan Toronto. His Ph.D. dissertation was a critique 

of Judith Butler's ethical subject based on Lacan's 4 discourses and objet a. He has recently 

published in American Imago and The Žižek Dictionary. His interview with Alenka Zupančič 

will appear in an upcoming issue of Psychoanalysis, Culture & Society.   
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Famine in its most general sense is understood as an objective lack of nutrients in a given 

population. Preventing and eliminating famine in the world has thus far proven impossible in 

spite of advancements in farming and food distribution technologies. While many thinkers 

struggle to develop new and better ways to address the problem of a lack of food for bodies, in 

this essay I hope to suggest a way of thinking about bodies that addresses famine through the 

excess of desire. Psychoanalysis provides the coordinates for such a reevaluation of the body 

through its development of the drive: a concept that identifies traces of aggression and pleasure 

in the discourse of famine. Mobilizing an understanding of hunger as informed by a logic of 

desire rather than necessity, I hope to demonstrate that famine is a discursive product that 

develops out of the human subject’s access to the signifier. Language – and the signifier in 

particular – has been elided in famine discourse in deference to an emphasis on the body that 

privileges its objectivity and does not recognize its dependence on language. The psychoanalytic 

concept of the drive corrects the faulty understanding of the body as an a priori objective entity 

by describing it instead as a sequence of impulses delivered through the medium of the signifier. 

Any understanding of famine must incorporate the body’s desiring, linguistic ground.  

In the development of this argument I will first dedicate a section to the identification of 

similarities between two contemporary forms of famine discourse: famine eschatology and the 

commemoration of the Great Famine in Ireland. In the final section, I will address how these 

similarities can only be properly situated through an understanding of the drive. Recognizing the 
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value of these similarities in their psychoanalytic context opens up the possibility of a future for 

famine studies in which scientific quantification will no longer obscure the pathways of pleasure 

that are truly at stake in the global relation to food shortage. If this analysis does not produce the 

formula through which famine can be effectively treated or erased, it will at least redefine the 

problem of famine in such a way that pleasure, enjoyment, and excess take their appropriate 

place at the heart of the issue.  

Contemporary famine discourse depends on the logic of necessity. It makes intuitive 

sense to draw on this logic to understand food shortage: the body needs certain nutrients to 

survive and without them it dies. Once this necessity is invoked, it is a short jump to relations of 

mathematical equivalence. What the body needs is represented in the form of a measurable 

quantity of calories. Critical investigation into the interrelation of necessity and quantification 

knits other countable quantities into its discourse. In the last ten years, Cormac Ó Gráda, Pat 

McGregor, Julian Cribb, and Simone D’Alessandro among others, have produced contributions 

to famine studies that depend on these countable quantities. Ó Gráda, for instance, defines 

famine through necessity as “a widespread lack of food leading directly to excess mortality.”
1
 He 

goes on to provide a mathematic function p(s) – the probability of a food shortage – to 

distinguish between “natural” and “unnatural” famine causes. As Ó Gráda explains, “the former 

would include the effect of serial autocorrelation in the weather … and that of low yield ratios 

and poor storage capacities. The latter would include war” (7). He ends his article by claiming 

that the act of naming an event a famine strikes a balance between deaths incurred and the 

money raised by NGOs. “On the one hand,” he writes, “the very declaration of a ‘famine’ may 

prevent it from becoming a major mortality crisis. On the other, overuse of the term by relief 

agencies and others may lead to cynicism and donor fatigue” (32).  
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It is clear that objective, countable quantities emerge from the logic of necessity inherent 

in this understanding of famine in order to produce an analysis entirely dependent on 

mathematical equivalence. The inscription of the signifier “famine” is, at the conclusion of Ó 

Gráda’s article, a matter of appropriately valuing deaths (quantity x) against aid dollars (quantity 

y). Hidden behind these impassive variables are concepts that gesture toward excesses, and these 

excesses resist being formalized in relationships of equivalence. The problem that emerges from 

this incompatibility between quantifiable and subjective forces is the need for a unified field 

theory of famine to address appropriately the confluence of necessity and desire. Ó Gráda admits 

this incompatibility where he notes the difference between “natural” famine causes (weather, 

insufficient storage) and causes that arise from desiring subjects (war). However, his formula 

only addresses the causes he labels “natural,” causes I would alternatively refer to as “objective.” 

No arithmetical formula will ever completely formalize the overlap between the objective body 

and the desiring subject present in the development of famines. For this reason, either one or the 

other always receives short shrift in famine studies that put such formulas into operation.  

 Quantitative models of famine discourse introduce terms of subjective excess only to 

forget them in favor of mathematical exegesis. Phrases such as “donor fatigue” and “unnatural 

causes” gesture towards a subjective relation to famine elided in recent scholarship. 

Psychoanalysis identifies in this omission a pleasure related to the definition and acquisition of 

knowledge. Jacques Lacan locates in the historical production of the subject of science a 

tendency towards algebraization. He writes, “the opposition between exact sciences and 

conjectural sciences is no longer sustainable once conjecture is subject to exact calculation 

(using probability) and exactness is merely grounded in a formalism separating axioms and 

compounding laws from symbols.”
2
 Lacan stresses the reign of countable quantities, and how 
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their use obscures the fact that “there is no such thing as a science of man because science’s man 

does not exist, only its subject does” (730). In other words, the object that science claims to 

access through countable quantities (the body, the “man”) is actually nothing more than a 

product of the logics of discourse and language (the “I” function: the subject).  

 When one engages in “compounding laws from symbols,” one simply grasps at objet a, 

the object of jouissance that is missing from the symbolic order. Producing “laws” such as the 

p(s) function is a means of accessing pleasure derived from an intersubjective relationship 

structured by the promise of access to knowledge. Lacan refers to this situation as the discourse 

of the university, in which truth is taken as a valuable possible possession, and the position of 

mastery aligns with a “new tyranny of knowledge.”
3
 Claims to objective analysis, shrouded in 

the veneer of empirical objectivity, produce relationships of subjugation capable of pleasing the 

speaking subject. In other words, talking about the famine through the rhetoric of mathematics 

produces enjoyment for the critic at the expense of a balanced analysis of the situation of famine. 

Understanding the quantitative elements of food shortage will never, in and of itself, prevent a 

famine. Psychoanalysis alerts us that here we need a concerted effort to analyze the subject and 

the linguistic structures from which its enjoyment derives. 

 Yet an impasse emerges in the path of linguistic analysis as well, for it is clear that there 

are bodies and that these bodies require sustenance. The question arises: Is it possible to produce 

a discourse of the body that will neither disguise itself in the abstraction of mathematical analysis 

nor abandon its embodiment for a purely linguistic criticism? From this impasse, the 

psychoanalytic concept of the drive develops. Its genesis in the body is clear from its inception, 

where Freud imagines a “living vesicle” that develops a psychical mechanism as a means of 

insulating itself from the shock of external stimuli.
4
 It becomes especially sensitive to internal 
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stimuli, the most potent of which are “the so-called instincts, the representatives of all forces 

arising within the body and transmitted to the psychic apparatus” (41). The drive does not deliver 

the body itself, but rather representatives of its impulses. Capable only of producing signifiers of 

bodily experience for consciousness, the drive “cannot be represented otherwise than by an 

idea.”
5
 Therefore, psychoanalysis does not aim at a true analysis of the body. Rather, it concerns 

itself with the forms of instinctual representation. Formal approaches to the drive reveal 

aggressive, hostile, and destructive impulses at the basis of instinctual representations. As Lacan 

suggests, “[o]bject a is not peaceful” (733), meaning that its absence from the field of signifiers 

(and knowledge) is jarring and violent. The lack constituted by object a should not itself be taken 

for the lack of food that causes a famine. Yet it is precisely the object a that causes all other lacks 

to take on meaning. Therefore, the reason that famine has not been extinguished from the world 

is precisely because there is the other lack beyond the lack of food – this little, absent object: the 

a.  

 

Impossible Equilibrium 

Famine has been a commanding presence in global politics over the last decade. The 

degree to which famine is dramatized as a source of apocalyptic destruction is evident from the 

books, articles, and G8 press releases that address it.
6
 This coming calamity is expressed through 

the logic of equivalence: that is, through the differential comparison between the food we require 

and the food we are able to produce. John Vidal summarizes this argument, explaining that the 

world “for the sixth time in eleven years will consume more food than it produces.”
7
 This claim 

for an imbalance of supply and demand in a biological sense quickly becomes supply and 

demand in the economic sense – “the price of key staples may double,” in Vidal’s words – 
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causing those who have limited monetary resources to starve. Those with excess capital will be 

fine, as they will be able to absorb the added cost of food by reducing nonessential purchases 

motivated by desire. Only those with limited funds will be forced into situations of need. 

Likewise, D’Allesandro argues that an asymmetry in wage fluctuation due to natural conditions 

“can reduce the ability to keep adequate food stocks thereby increasing peasants’ vulnerability to 

famine.”
8
 D’Allesandro proceeds from a mathematical model that attempts to balance the food a 

population requires against the “maximization of profits” (628). Therefore, when she claims that 

“a sequence of bad seasons may lead … to food scarcity and starvation,” and “a sequence of 

good seasons can imply an increase of the population level above the long run equilibrium which 

is not sustainable” (631), any equilibrium she describes is a priori derived from the foundational 

excess of the desire for profit. In both Vidal and D’Allesandro, a model of equivalence is 

established through the obfuscation of surplus. As we saw above, reducing the issue of famine to 

countable quantities always requires that desire be elided. 

 When desire is written into famine analyses that depend on equivalence, it is as an 

excrescence that prevents the achievement of a balance between production and need. Paul R. 

Ehrlich connects reproductive rights to population control through a tenuous ethical relationship 

to desire. Ehrlich explains that the best way to limit the population of hungry people is to “give 

full rights to women and to make modern contraception and backup abortion accessible to 

sexually active people.”
9 

After admitting that these measures might not limit global population in 

a meaningful way, he concludes they will at least “deliver significant social and economic 

benefits by making huge reserves of brain power available to solve our problems.” The issues of 

safe access to contraception in the third world and the relation of famine to overpopulation need 

to be carefully distinguished, for Ehrlich confuses them in his proposed solution. Ehrlich’s 



207 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

rationale suggests that humanity’s ability to think deeply about its problems is dependent on it 

being allowed to pursue its inborn desire to avoid conception. Yet this assumes that those in the 

third world do not wish to procreate. Ehrlich relies on his own desire for famine-threatened 

populations to acquiesce to the imperative of improved access to contraception, regardless of 

social and cultural forces that may oppose it. Cribb follows Ehrlich in arguing that only reducing 

world population will avoid famine. He claims that based on declining birth rates among people 

under forty, young women are “voluntarily and perhaps instinctively reducing their fertility.”
10

 

Again, the desire to reproduce is completely elided; Cribb never considers that economic and 

social factors could just as easily prevent young women from reproducing. In short, both Ehrlich 

and Cribb depend on the projection of their own desire to limit the number of global poor; we 

have already seen that it is the poor alone who truly face starvation. Arguments that begin by 

attempting to balance two given, mathematical quantities easily end up as a contest of desires. In 

the discourse of necessity, the drive finds an outlet through which it can pursue the pleasure of 

mastery through the subjective determination of others’ sexual practices. Famine, figured as a 

concept heavily rooted in necessity, opens up onto this field of potential enjoyment. 

 Transitioning from equivalence to moral imperatives against reproductive practice is 

historically rooted in famine discourse. This pattern of thought was developed in the late 

eighteenth century, when thinking of humans as countable quantities became acceptable in 

political thought.
11

 In 1798, T.R. Malthus’s made an argument similar to those forwarded by 

Ehrlich and Cribb. For Malthus, it is the moral duty of the poor to restrain themselves from 

“marriage” and “irregular gratifications” in order to stem overpopulation.
12

 He is appalled to note 

that in spite of the intelligence the poor are capable of demonstrating in remaining celibate, 

“there are few states in which there is not a constant effort in the population to increase beyond 
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the means of subsistence” (50). Malthus, Ehrlich, and Cribb are equally confounded by the 

possibility of the poor desiring to copulate and reproduce. 

 Malthus’s position is all the more remarkable as he transitions from the imperative of 

sexual restraint to the objective imbalance in food. Diverging from contemporary critics in his 

willingness to blame those who engage in reproductive sex for their desire, Malthus does not 

suggest that given the option the poor would cease this activity. However, like contemporary 

critics who use mathematics to project a field in which moral castigation is regarded as objective 

truth, Malthus stakes his claim on an ethical high ground through an a priori logic of equivalence 

derived from the structure of necessity. 

We will suppose the means of subsistence in any country just equal to the easy support of 

its inhabitants. The constant effort towards population … increases the number of people 

before the means of subsistence are increased. The food, therefore, which before 

supported eleven millions, must now be divided among eleven millions and a half. The 

poor consequently … [are] reduced to severe distress. (11) 

 

Willful blindness to the violence of this economic model permits Malthus to enjoy certain 

aggressive impulses free from any sense of personal responsibility. By supposing the means of 

subsistence to be naturally equal to the biological demands of any population (thereby insisting 

upon the logic of necessity), Malthus makes it impossible for any famine to be anything but the 

representation of the vice of a population that has indulged when it should have made better use 

of, to borrow Ehrlich’s phrase, its huge reserves of brain power. Mathematical rationalism is 

allowed to fortify the enjoyment of the destructive impulses of the drive, a desire that colonizes 

the objectivity of scientific discourse. 

 While it is true that recent critics tend to dismiss Malthus, their insistence obscures the 

degree to which contemporary famine discourse relies on the premise of necessity and the 

omnipotence of equivalence. McGregor explains how Malthus’s assumptions have been proven 
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false, as “famines have occurred without a significant fall in the local supplies of food.”
13

 What 

Malthus failed to consider, according to McGregor, is capitalism. As he explains, famine does 

not occur when there is an imbalance in the equilibrium between population and food supply, but 

instead when “the loss [of food] results in a wage rate below that which can support subsistence. 

To survive, those who supply labour must supplement earnings from their endowments; those 

with insufficient assets starve” (625). Famine is produced in the gap between capital needed to 

survive and available wages, not nutrients needed and available food. According to this model, 

the reproduction of the poor is foolish because it incurs unnecessary costs. The mathematization 

of desire for surplus capital becomes the imperative for contraception. 

 Ó Gráda is therefore right to claim that “eliminating famine should be ‘easy,’” and “[t]he 

eradication of … Malthus’s ultimate check” would be a worthy representation of mankind’s 

progress (3). If famine were simply the reparation of a negative balance, either between 

population and food supply or between available and required capital, then restoring the 

equilibrium would be well within humanity’s grasp. The cost of eliminating world hunger is 

estimated at thirty billion dollars, a figure that demonstrates that there is always something more 

than quantification at play in mathematical analysis.
14

 Forces located in the gap that constitutes 

our relation to our own and other bodies stand in the way of the completion of this arithmetical 

operation. Our attempts to fix the bodies of others masquerade as our attempt to balance the 

ledger. The gap between our psyche and our bodies assures that any relationship of equilibrium 

will produce a surplus quantity; in short, equivalence is antithetical to the basic qualities of the 

human subject. Objective quantities such as the cost of commodities fluctuate interminably due 

to the value assigned through purely symbolic means, a value produced by desiring subjects. 
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Libidinal cathexis does not admit of a period of rest; its work is constant, and as a result any 

equilibrium is short-lived and spectral. 

 

The Famine between Two Deaths 

Contemporary forms of commemoration attached to the Great Famine in Ireland attest to 

the persistence of famine’s libidinal investment. While most locate the Great Hunger between 

1845 and 1852, these endpoints are deceiving, for the Famine is still alive. I intend this statement 

neither as a reflection on the fact that the Famine left cultural and historical resonances that are 

still felt today,
15

 nor as an endorsement of the scientific theory of a permanent genetic mark on 

the Irish race.
16

 What I mean is that the Famine, as a discourse, is undead. This does not make 

light of the real suffering experienced by victims of hunger in the nineteenth century, but rather 

marks a distinction between that suffering and the discursive product “The Great Famine.” 

Distinguishing between these two iterations of the Famine suggests that while the food shortage 

ended sometime in the 1850s, something definitive persisted beyond that point. The Great 

Famine’s first death – the restoration of a sustainable form of life in peasant Ireland – only 

presaged the coming second death that would resolve its ongoing libidinal investments.
17

 

 Approaching the experience of the potato famine today is only possible through these 

libidinal investments. Any objective form of the Hunger is therefore never experienced except as 

the product of a larger concept - “The Great Famine.” Accepting this linguistic interpenetration 

of concept with event allows one to address the Famine’s contemporary manifestations. These 

expressions of the Famine include traditional modes of signifying trauma, such as the annual 

international famine commemoration day
18

 and the advertisement produced by restaurant chain 

Denny’s in 2010.
19

 Although the two examples differ greatly in media expression and reception, 
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they both produced a group identification that distinguished between acceptable and 

unacceptable Irish experiences. 

 Yet the Famine also contains modes of signification that do not correspond to traditional 

forms of remembrance. 

The persistence of these 

atypical symbolic gestures 

suggests that the Famine 

is undead. The Famine’s 

atypicality is expressed in 

its openness to capitalist 

market practices; often 

there is no transformation 

from commemoration into 

commodity fetishism, for both operate at the same time.
20

 For example, a former famine 

workhouse in Carrick-on-Shannon became a tourist destination, offering the curious an 

opportunity to “live like a Famine victim.”
21

 The usual forms of mediation between historical 

object and consumer are foregone; the museum veneer of informative displays and blocks of 

aestheticized text is absent. The public is sold direct contact with history itself. Plasticity 

between commemoration and capitalism is further evident in the replica Famine ship, the Jeanie 

Johnston. As the ship’s website explains, it is “available for PRIVATE HIRE and can be used for 

special events, product launches and other corporate meetings as required.”
22

 Capitalist synergy 

of this kind would be unthinkable in the case of the Amistad, a replica nineteenth-century slave 

ship. Something about the Famine in particular delivers it to Irish and non-Irish audiences free 
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from the fetters of historical guilt. The smiles on the faces of those who dress up in period garb at 

famine commemorations make this clear (Fig. 1).
23

 These examples support the claim that a 

famine can never be limited to its objective elements alone and must be pursued by incorporating 

an accounting of desire. In other words, what opens the Great Hunger to commodification is the 

pleasure derived from Famine memorial activities. 

  Pleasure obviously motivates commemoration in the recent genetic reproduction of the 

potato strain devastated during the Famine. This potato, nicknamed “the lumper,” was distributed 

by Marks and Spencer for Saint Patrick’s Day in 2013. Peter Tinkler, a representative of M&S, 

explained that “despite the unfortunate history,” the lumper was sure to “be a hit with 

customers.”
24

 This assertion defies reports claiming that the potato was not amenable to 

contemporary tastes. A potato blog claims the lumper had “a texture that tended towards the 

waxy end of the scale,” but that the taste was secondary because “the mere fact of [its] 

availability is a story that has piqued people’s curiosity no end.”
25

 This has become a 

commonplace in lumper reporting. Indeed, the Irish Times quotes restaurant owner Peter 

Gallagher describing it as “a little bit of Irish history on a plate.”
26

 Another restaurateur, Cathal 

Armstrong, expressed more eloquently the relationship between the potato’s past and present: “I 

think it’s both exciting and a little frightening …. But I would still love to get my hands on some 

and see how they taste. I guess it would be similar to bumping into the ghost of a long-lost 

relative in a dark alley.” One need only replace the word “but” with the words “and so” to 

discover what is at stake in the production and marketing of the lumper. Tinkler grasps the 

relationship between the cause of desire and historical tragedy backwards: people want the 

potato because it is responsible for the Famine. Tinkler’s assertion should therefore be reversed: 
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Marks and Spencer understood that despite the lumper’s unfortunate flavor, its history would 

make it a hit with customers.  

  When asked why he would bother recreating the famine potato, farmer Michael McKillip 

demonstrated that he understood the lumper’s true appeal: “because of its history,” he responded. 

Likewise, Dermot Carey, a potato expert, summed up its appeal as “pure nostalgia.”
27

 The 

relationship between history and nostalgia is in this case complementary. Nostalgia, as a 

motivating force, prohibits the history of the Great Famine from ossifying into a dead object of 

impassive observation. History, for those who engage in famine commemoration, is always 

already nostalgic: the longing for a past that is lost or ungraspable from the position of the 

present. As long as the Famine goes on, dead but still living, history is now.  

Forms of contemporary Famine commemoration therefore share a foundational 

commonality with contemporary famine criticism: the attempt to address famine through 

objective means. In both cases, experiences that are tactile and rooted in present bodily 

experience dominate the field of possibility. One turns the process of famine itself into countable 

quantities (calories, dollars, dead bodies, etc.) in the same way that remembering Famine is 

turned into a sequence of objects corresponding to authentic sensory experiences (period clothes, 

famine workhouses, etc.). The similarity springs from famine’s partaking in a logic of necessity 

linked to the experience of the body; famine is a lack of objects (food) that threatens the 

persistence of another object (the body). As the first objective totality we experience, the body 

serves as an ur-object: all objects are based on this model.
28

 Its status as the one object that we 

can take for granted in a field populated with multiple objects establishes a discursive model in 

which quantification takes hold as the most intuitive exegetical method. That is, neither purely 

objective nor purely subjective means of critique will ever accurately address the concept of 
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famine. What we deal with when we deal with need is a new, broadened, impossible objectivity. 

This objectivity draws into question the solidity of our given objects by puncturing them with 

desire, while also granting a rooted objectivity to our abstract notions of desire. Psychoanalysis 

refers to this new objectivity through the relationship of the body to its double, the object a. 

The body is not composed of the objective extended substance as the good Cartesian 

assumes. As Lacan notes, “the substance of the body” can be “defined only as that which enjoys 

itself.”
29

 Psychoanalysis therefore breaks apart the false binary of extended and thinking 

substance through the introduction of a third, enjoying substance. This substance is, according to 

Lacan, produced when the body enjoys itself by “‘corporizing’ the body in a signifying way” 

(23). This is the work of the drive, delivering corporeal impulses to the psyche through 

representational means. Trieb introduces a split into both extended and thinking substance, 

isolating them from themselves as thought thinks the body and the body presents itself as 

thought. This broken binary enters psychoanalysis first in the work of Freud through another 

ruptured binary: hunger and love.  

 

Famine and the Drive 

Schiller’s poem “Die Weltweisen” is often summarized through an approximation of its 

finale: “Hunger and love are what move the world.” Freud identifies this approximation as the 

motivation behind his elaboration of the drive concept. Noting that there is no unique force in the 

psyche responsible for aggression, he instead points to the complicated relationship between 

sexual and ego instincts. “I took as my starting-point a saying of the poet-philosopher, Schiller, 

that hunger and love are what moves the world,” Freud writes. “Hunger could be taken to 

represent the instincts which aim at preserving the individual; while love strives after objects, 
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and its chief function … is the preservation of the species.
30

 Any distinction between love and 

hunger is drawn into question first by the fact that love and not hunger strives after objects, and 

even more consequentially when Freud finds that “the ego itself is cathected with libido” (71). 

This libido-invested ego turns a simple opposition into something much more complicated. 

 Due to this complication, love and hunger reappear constantly and serve as a “basic 

dualism” that “contribute[s] significantly to Freud’s elaboration of … key concepts.”
31

 Yet as 

mentioned above, this basic dualism is never as basic as it seems. Freud says as much in 1920, 

explaining that while he “kept at first to the popular division of instincts typified in the phrase 

‘hunger and love,’” he had to broaden his understanding of the terms to accommodate the 

breadth of sexuality now “extended so as to cover many things which could not be classed under 

the reproductive function” (61). Six years later Freud determines that love and hunger are not 

naturally or definitively separable, arguing that “we give these bodily needs, in so far as they 

represent an instigation to mental activity, the name of Trieb.”
32

 This indistinction between the 

two is present as early as 1900, when Freud remarks that “love and hunger … meet at a woman’s 

breast.”
33

 The year prior, he describes “hunger and love” as “the two most powerful motive 

forces” of life without further differentiating between the two.
34 

 Love and hunger are crucial to understanding psychoanalysis; their relationship directly 

informs the concept of the drive. Yet what precisely is this relationship? Freud often presents the 

relation of hunger to love in contradictory terms, as he does in this passage: 

The popular view distinguishes between hunger and love as being the representatives of 

the instincts which aim respectively at the preservation of the individual and at the 

reproduction of the species. We accept this very evident distinction, so that in 

psychoanalysis too we make a distinction between the self-preservative or ego-instincts 

… and the sexual instincts … The force by which the sexual instinct is represented in the 

mind we call “libido” – sexual desire – and we regard it as something analogous to 

hunger, the will to power, and so on.
35
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There are three main claims. First, the common distinction borrowed from Schiller’s poem holds 

that there is a distinction between hunger and love that signifies the split between the 

foundational human goals of self-preservation and reproduction. Second, psychoanalysis 

recognizes the validity of the common distinction between love and hunger, using it to inform a 

definition of the instinct (Trieb). Third, there is a “force” called libido that enables the instincts 

to become legible to the mind, and this force is comparable to hunger or the will to power. The 

third claim in this schema can only contradict the first two. If love and hunger are a priori 

distinguishable, how can it be that they are only able to appear to the mind through the force of 

sexual desire – a sexual desire that is comparable to hunger? Wouldn’t the foundational 

distinction between love and hunger disappear when both are invested with libido? Surprisingly, 

the distinction is maintained because of the sexual force that drives both hunger and love. The 

relationship established between the two cannot be thought through, as it is in much of the 

criticism, with a binary of distinct modes of desire. Rather, the two should be imagined as the 

overlapping circles in a Venn diagram; the middle, shared section of the diagram is libido. In this 

sense, the above passage is not strictly contradictory: It describes a relation of difference that is 

not dependent on complete exclusion. What Freud argues instead is twofold: One must maintain 

the distinction between love and hunger while simultaneously recognizing their shared content. 

 The dangerous proximity of biological necessity and sexual enjoyment is evident in 

Freud’s earliest writing. The similarity between hunger and love made his attempt to produce a 

quantitative, scientific account of the psyche an impossible task. While thinking through the co-

presence of exogenous and endogenous stimuli effecting the tension present in the organism, 

Freud determines (surprisingly) that the latter pose the most trouble. He imagines a process of 

absorption and release of exogenous stimulus that operates on the same premise of mathematical 
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equivalence that characterizes famine studies. In other words, Freud conceives of the psyche as 

Malthus conceives of population, that is always already in perfect quantitative balance with its 

environment. 

 Yet, unlike Malthus, Freud refuses to take any mathematical equivalence for granted, and 

in the emergence of an internal need, the subject and desire fall out of equilibrium. He explains 

that endogenous stimuli 

have their origin in the cells of the body and give rise to the major needs: hunger, 

respiration, sexuality. From these the organism cannot withdraw as it does from external 

stimuli; it cannot employ their Q for flight from the stimulus. They only cease subject to 

particular conditions, which must be realized in the external world. (Cf., for instance, the 

need for nourishment.) In order to accomplish such an action (which deserves to be 

named “specific"), an effort is required which is independent of endogenous Qη and in 

general greater, since the individual is being subjected to conditions which may be 

described as the exigencies of life.
36

  

 

An excess quantity of tension is a priori in play at the level of need. Hunger and sexuality, 

presented in tandem, are never reducible to their biological functions because, even at that level, 

a surplus is necessitated in order to fulfill their demands. Three years later when a patient 

presents Freud an insistent memory consisting in the image of a species of flower and the flavor 

of bread, the quantitative model of the psyche has been completely abandoned. When Freud 

argues that these sensations (flowers, bread) took on their importance during a period in which 

the patient struggled to feed himself, he suggests that those bodily matters we take as the most 

objective (hunger, need) are influenced by the processes of cathexis and linguistic expression: 

hunger is converted into an image. Contemporary criticism distinguishes between the psychical 

processes we subject to psychoanalytic interpretation (sexuality, violence, art) and those left to 

objective science (nutrition, locomotion, respiration). Yet, as Lacan insists, this segmentation and 

quantification neglect the foundational gesture of psychoanalysis, namely its insistence that the 

bodily manifestation of symptoms is best treated through representation. Something exceeds 
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quantification in the representation of need, a surplus that disrupts the gesture toward 

mathematical interpretation with the unavoidable stain of desire.  

 Desire is therefore not a byproduct of need, capable of being dismissed or forgotten in 

order to produce useful models of equivalence. Rather, desire is the readable, material product of 

the drive, and the only access we have to any true account of the body. Need is therefore never 

present in our analysis except as a fantasy of objective control through which aggressive urges 

can be discharged. In truth, only the impulses of the drive, delivered in signifiers of desire, can 

account for our corporeal being. Famine persists between two deaths as an apocalyptic threat and 

a commemorative discourse because it satisfies a desire at the level of the relationship to our 

biological organism by conjuring the mirage that hunger, viewed as a product of pure need, will 

allow us a transcendent access to our bodies. Yet, as Lacan says, “no object of … need, can 

satisfy the drive.”
37

 Famine critics would do well to heed this warning, for objective analysis of 

the famine takes the body in an impossible fantasmatic form: as an object fixed in time and space 

by mathematical figurations of its economies of energy. Just as the object of food is in truth the 

sensation of taste, the calculation of objective disequilibrium is the satisfaction of the drive. Only 

by taking this articulation seriously can discourse properly approach the problem of famine. 

 

Macy Todd is a Ph.D. candidate in the Department of English at The State University of New 

York at Buffalo. His current research project concerns the violence at the heart of political 

algebra in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and how literature both resists and is 

infected by this discourse. He is the coeditor of the 2013 volume of Umbr(a): A Journal of the 

Unconscious titled “The Object.” His article, “What Bram Stoker’s Dracula Reveals About 

Violence,” is forthcoming with English Literature in Transition.  

 

 

Notes 

 
1
  Cormac Ó Gráda, “Making Famine History,” Journal of Economic Literature 45.1 (2007): 5-

38, p. 5. Further references are incorporated into the text. 



219 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

 
2
  Jacques Lacan, “Science and Truth,” Écrits, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: Norton, 2006), p. 

733. Further references are incorporated into the text. 

 
3
  Lacan, The Other Side of Psychoanalysis: The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book XVII, ed. 

Jacques-Alain Miller (New York: Norton, 2007), p. 37. 

 
4
  Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, The Standard Edition of the Complete 

Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud (SE), vol. 18, trans. James Strachey (London: The 

Hogarth Press and the Institute of Psychoanalysis, 1953-74), p. 31. Further references are 

incorporated into the text. 

 
5
  Freud, “The Unconscious” (1915), SE vol. 14, p. 177. 

 
6
  See for example Melanie Allen, “G8 Leaders’ Statement on Global Food Security,” 

International Food Policy Research Institute, 10 Jul 2008.  

http://www.ifpri.org/blog/g8-leaders-statement-global-food-security  

The statement is separated into six numbered points, wherein the G8 leaders express dismay at 

the fact that food scarcity has not successfully been addressed and still poses a real threat to 

global food security: “Progress in hunger reduction since the mid-1990s has been disappointing, 

and poverty remains severe and persistent in many parts of the developing world. The current 

food crisis will push even more people into poverty and hunger.” 

 
7
  John Vidal, “UN warns of looming worldwide food crisis in 2013,” The Observer, 8 August 

2012. 

 
8
  Simone D’Allesandro, “Modernization, weather variability, and vulnerability to famine,” 

Oxford Economic Papers 63 (2011): 625-647, p. 630. Further references are incorporated into 

the text. 

 
9
  Paul R Ehrlich. “Famine threatens the very survival of human civilization,” The Daily Star, 14 

May 2013. 

 
10

  Julian Cribb, The Coming Famine (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2010), p. 

160. 

 
11

  This discourse begins largely in treatises related to the slave trade, where human beings (as 

property) become subject to objective mathematical analysis for the first time. Remarks in the 

House of Commons in 1790 on the slave trade in the West Indies included the suggestion that “it 

is certainly in the planter’s best interest to keep up the slaves by breeding, if possible,” as well as 

simple mathematical formulas for how best to breed slaves for work (“15 or 20 years must elapse 

before those born would be fit for field work. In that period, the working negroes must, in the 

course of things, be diminished near ½”). Abridgment of the minutes of the evidence, taken 

before a committee of the whole House, to whom it was referred to consider of the slave-trade, 

1790 (London: Government Printing Office, 1790), p. 50. 

 

http://www.ifpri.org/blog/g8-leaders-statement-global-food-security


220 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

12
  T.R. Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of Population (London: J. Johnson, 1798), p. 49. 

Further references are incorporated into the text. 

 
13

  Pat McGregor, “Famine: A simple general equilibrium model,” Oxford Economic Papers 50 

(1998): 623-643, p. 623. Further references are incorporated into the text. 

 
14

  “The Cost to End World Hunger,” The Borgen Project, 23 June 2008. 

http://www.borgenproject.org/cost-to-end-world-hunger 

 
15

  Goya Dmytryshchak, “Ireland’s Great Famine Fed our Rich History,” Maribyrnong and 

Hobson’s Bay Weekly, 20 Nov 2013. Note the strangely upbeat pun in the use of the word “fed” 

in the article’s title.  

http://www.maribyrnong.starweekly.com.au/story/1792911/ireland-s-great-famine-fed-our-rich-

history/opinion 

 
16 

 Molly Muldoon, “Irish Famine triggered mental illness in future generations of Irish, says 

historian,” Irish Central, 14 Nov 2013. Historian Oonagh Walsh argues that “epigenetic change” 

due to the famine caused the generally high levels of mental health issues in Ireland today.  

https://irishhungercomm.wordpress.com/2014/01/20/irish-famine-triggered-mental-illness-in-

future-generations-of-irish-says-historian 

 
17

  Lacan, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis: The Seminar of Jacques Lacan Book VII, ed. Jacques-

Alain Miller (New York: Norton, 1992), p. 248. Lacan describes death as “the point at which the 

very cycles of the transformations of nature are annihilated.” It is from this limit that Lacan 

claims “false metaphors of being (l’étant) can be distinguished from the position of Being 

(l’Être) itself.” In the context of the famine, this would amount to the ability to separate the 

actual material events from the discursive production of the category of the Great Famine.  

 
18

  Held so far in New York, Liverpool, Boston, and Sydney, as well as in Canada, the event 

plays with notions of racial continuity in order to produce an ahistorical abstract identity for the 

Irish. 

 
19

  A television commercial explained an all-you-can-eat fries and pancakes promotion 

supposedly intended to honor the 150
th

 anniversary of the Great Famine – with a voiceover that 

said, in part, that the deals were offered in spite of the fact that they hadn’t “ever heard of a 

pancake shortage before.” The ad produced significant outcry, enough that Denny’s pulled it and 

apologized for the error.  

 
20

  See Russell Jacoby, Social Amnesia: A Critique of Contemporary Psychology (New 

Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1997), p. 5. Jacoby argues that commodity culture, 

especially in relation to capitalist strategies such as planned obsolescence, contributes mightily to 

mass cultural forgetting. He refers to this concept as “social amnesia,” which he describes as 

“society’s repression of remembrance, … a psychic commodity of the commodity society.” It is 

therefore surprising that Irish Famine remembrance often goes hand in hand with efforts at 

commodification; the product is a kind of endless repetition of remembering attached to the 

commodity culture of forgetting.  



221 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

 
21

  Kate Hickey, “Irish town offers opportunity to live like a Famine victim for a weekend,” Irish 

Central, 1 Mar 2013. 

 
22

  “Jeanie Johnston – Events and Private Hire,” Jeanie Johnston Tall Ship & Famine Museum, 

n.d. 

http://www.jeaniejohnston.ie 

 
23

  Molly Muldoon, “Annual Irish Famine Commemoration held in Co. Clare – VIDEO,” Irish 

Central, 9 May 2013. 

 
24

  Richard Ford, “M&S goes back to the past with Lumper potato for St Patrick’s Day,” The 

Grocer, 14 Mar 2013. 

http://m.thegrocer.co.uk/fmcg/fresh/fruit-and-veg/ms-goes-back-to-the-past-with-lumper-potato-

for-st-patricks-day/237550.article 

 
25

  “Spud Sunday: Return of the Lumper,” The Daily Spud, 11 Mar 2013. 

http://www.thedailyspud.com/2013/03/11/lumper-potatoes 

 
26

  Conor Pope, “Famine Lumpers on the Menu and in Shops,” Irish Times, 7 Mar 2013. 

http://www.highbeam.com/doc/1P2-34360907.html 

 
27

  Catherine Zuckerman, “Meet the Lumper: Ireland’s New Old Potato,” National Geographic, 

15 Mar 2013. 

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2013/03/130315-irish-famine-potato-lumper-food-

science-culture-ireland 

 
28

  Lacan, “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I Function,” Écrits, pp. 75-81. “For the total 

form of his body, by which the subject anticipates the maturation of his power in a mirage, is 

given to him only as a gestalt, that is, in an exteriority in which, to be sure, this form is more 

constitutive than constituted, but in which, above all, it appears to him as the contour of his 

stature that freezes it and in a symmetry that reverses it, in opposition to the movements with 

which the subject feels he animates it” (76, my emphasis). 

 
29

  Lacan, Encore: The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book XX, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (New 

York: Norton, 1998), p. 23. Further references are incorporated into the text. 

 
30

  Freud, Civilization and its Discontents (1929), SE vol. 21, pp. 75-6. Further references are 

incorporated into the text. 

 
31

  Graham Frankland, Freud’s Literary Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2000), p. 40. 

 
32

  Freud, “The Question of Lay Analysis” (1926), SE vol. 20, p. 241. 

 
33

  Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), SE vol. 20, p. 212.  



222 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

 
34

  Freud, “Screen Memories” (1899), SE vol. 3, p. 314. 

 
35

  Freud, “A Difficulty in the Path of Analysis” (1917), SE vol. 17, p. 139. 

 
36

  Freud, “Project for a Scientific Psychology” (1896), SE vol. 1, pp. 296-7. Further references 

are incorporated into the text. 

 
37

  Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis: The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, 

Book XI, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (New York: Norton, 1978), p. 167. 

 

 

  



223 

 

 CNPC 1: The Freudian Legacy Today (2015) 

Free Association as a Research Method 
 

Jeanne Randolph 

Independent Scholar 

 

 

 
 

 

Making theory is a praxis. Theory requires creative research, which is itself a praxis.  I often 

practice research in public, at the inaugural conference of the Canadian Network for Culture and 

Psychoanalysis in Toronto in 2013 for instance. I stand around, unfettered from sense, nonsense, 

logic or fantasy, responding out loud to huge images projected on a screen behind me. My 

monologue approximates free association. I have found over the years, submitting to free 

association, that I will make mistakes, surprise myself, confuse myself, embarrass myself. I have 

found La Planche and Pontalis’s statement of 1973 magically accurate: “Keep in mind a variety 

of insignificant details whose correlations are only to emerge later on.” Free association is a way 

to discover correlations between ideas and images that are, as Marshall McLuhan would say, 
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“probes,” not conclusions. Questions and hypotheses that are pointless in the course of this 

praxis may illuminate another project I – or anyone of you – are working on elsewhere.  You too 

can free associate in public, if you don’t mind being silly. Speaking of silly Ludwig Wittgenstein 

said “… come down into the green valleys of silliness.” 

 

 

 
rollin’ down the avenue of silly 
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My research method is free association – it’s all middle; the beginning and the end are arbitrary, 

contingent, only faintly relevant. The facts are ornamental. This is very important to me for 

ethical reasons, ethical reasons that require a chain of reasoning that is shamelessly tedious.  But 

it is still important to remember:  The facts are ornamental, not foundational. 

 

 

 

 
 

I’ve looked at life from both sides now, from analogue and digital. It’s life’s illusions I recall.  

Schopenhauer knew this after all: the world as representation. We humans are flesh-cameras.  To 

perceive a phenomenon (within a frame of beliefs) is to interpret it (assuming everything in the 

universe is a phenomenon). Reason/analysis/method are inherent to the flesh-camera. Yet as 
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Montaigne observed, “… the mind; it does nothing but ferret and inquire, and is eternally 

wheeling, juggling, and perplexing itself like silkworms, and then suffocates itself in its work.”   

 

 

 

 
 

Freud’s reasoning is like the silkworm. Freudian psychoanalysis ferrets, inquires and is eternally 

wheeling and juggling. Freudian theory post-Freud has at times suffocated itself and others in its 

work. I realized this when I noticed changes in article topics written since 1970 in The 

International Journal for Psycho-Analysis. Fuelled by my Muse, Paranoia, I began to warn 

readers about this change. Paranoia led to some of my best works of theory in the 1980s. I’m not 

in the mood to reminisce about that now. One of Freud’s self-suffocations is this: Freud counted 

the arts among the symptoms of a truly civilized society. Yet Freud’s model for an artwork is 

another version of his model for a hysterical neurosis.  What if hysterical neurosis was the most 

highly esteemed state of mind in a civilized society? This possibility is leading me to ferret and 

inquire, momentarily wheel and juggle. If hysterical neurosis was the apex of a citizen’s good 

fortune, is it possible that The Good Life must be lived as if everything is profoundly symbolic 
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while pragmatism is necessary but menial? Suppose beauty becomes truth. Would primary 

process dominate how we flesh-cameras interpret our world? Wait a minute! Hasn’t this already 

come to pass! Don’t most North Americans respond more readily to extravagant propaganda 

than to naked reason? If everybody is neurotic through and through, in what way does the 

ideological difference between a bald eagle and this Eros figurine matter?  Would they not be 

deeply symbolic, yet, wouldn’t neurotic symbolizations be too idiosyncratic to sustain an 

ideology? Would a bald eagle or a clay statuette of an angel remain any more symbolic than a tin 

can? Driven by primary process the symbolic value of a tin can might be explosive. What do I 

love about Freudian psychoanalysis?  It illuminated a familiar way of thinking, a method for 

research, and gave it this name: primary process. 

 

 

 
 

Hmmm. Here’s a familiar game, invented by the Surrealists who called it “The Exquisite 

Corpse.” Mattel Industries changed the name of the card game version to “Barbie Shopping 

Spree.” 
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Here are the features of Barbie’s clothing that are recombinant. 

If you play the game logically, or should I say conventionally, you can recombine cards to reveal 

different outfits.  

 

 

 
 

Or you can play aggressively. You can play like someone who can’t stand Barbie and lets sadism 

enrich their free associations. 
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A bottle of beer.  The dot- 

ted part at the top shows 

how much body-building 

food it contains. 

 
 

Free association research is a lot like this beer bottle. It can be voluminous but only one phrase in 

the entire outpouring might be food for the very project you are working on at this very moment 

– you who are reading this, not the universal nonspecific “you” that at times actually refers to 

“me.” You are the one with the project, unlike the universal “you.” 

 

                                     

This papyrus from 

Freud’s collection is 

structured like what 

I am offering to you 

herein. The images 

are on the roof of the 

text. When you look 

only at my image series here without reading these captions your reflex might be to seek a 

narrative.  And if you read these captions and ignore their images, this text will seem devoid of 
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information.  Actually this text is devoid of information.  Yet you may sense that you are free to 

excerpt a phrase or idea relevant to your own work. The metaphorical implications of one of 

these images might become an insight for your own project. Even so, this entire image-caption 

text is not a convincing argument for anything. 

 

 
 

Anyway back to Freud as a victim of the Enlightenment. The Enlightenment led to 

specialization. Suppose this steer is the human psyche. Any phenomenon – the psyche, as 

depicted here for example – can be dissected according to functioning regions.  Freud’s “Mystic 

Writing Pad” essay (When Freud wrote the text of the mystic writing pad in England, it was 

called a “Printater.”  Sometimes it’s all about food.  Freud asked, “Of what does the goose 

dream?” and the answer is “Corn.”), the essay clearly proposes that psyche or mind has discrete 

parts. Freud proposed that the psyche works as a mystic writing pad, as a system, because each 

part has a distinct function – the slab of resin is one part, lying under the somewhat thick 

malleable translucent sheet (another part) that lies under the transparent film, the third part, sort 

of like the triad id, ego, super-ego, or father, son and holy ghost, or Winken, Blinken and Nod, or 
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the Holy Family Jesus, Joseph and Mary. According to Pythagoras the number 3 is the noblest of 

all digits, as it is the only number to equal the sum of all the terms below it, and the only number 

whose sum with those below equals the product of them and itself. I always wonder whether the 

number three seems mythical because it does evoke the idea of “a perfect family, mommy, daddy 

and only me.” The top and third part of the Printater that lies on top of the other two, is the one 

upon which you literally write or draw.  Every time I use the verb “lies,” I imagine it as the other 

“lies” and then back to the original “lies,” which can be revealing. The rump is part of the cow 

and the chuck is part of the cow. Cow system is the result of all these separate regions. Although 

a cow can be dissected with a sharp knife, the dissection of the psyche is virtual, metaphorical 

even. Conscious, Pre-Conscious, Unconscious:  As Freud said in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, 

“These terms too are part of a figurative language.”  A figurative language is the best we can do, 

but not the worst. Is mathematics a figurative language? Scientists seem not to use it thus.  

Scientists can rely, if they wish, on statistics to rescue their discoveries from the claws of 

Chance. It’s as if Chance is an Etruscan vanth flapping her oily black wings, extending her long 

stinky claws, misleading us every time. Free association research welcomes Chance.  

Dramatically figurative, primary process ignores grammar, the laws of physics, common sense, 

probability and logic. Primary process is recombinant. Deleuze and Guattari likened the practice 

of philosophy to a throw of the dice; psychoanalytic theory can be a throw of the dice too: the 

symbols on two upsides, two downsides, and eight side-sides of the dice do not change. Toss 

them and their combinations will rarely be the same, and remember to check the bottom sides of 

the dice too. What are unexpected interpretations – what is an insight if not a change in 

juxtaposition of the same familiar phenomena?  
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I have something in common with Freud the man. I have a vast collection of doo-dads, and most 

of them made in China, ephemera of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. I call my collection 

The Museum of Discarded Ideas. I have rescued thousands of items from their final destination, 

the garbage can. My collection is a monument to consumerism and its disposable creations. The 

thousands of silly objects in my collection will never be treasured (The Pee-Wee’s Playhouse 

action figures might be collectible), most of them never to be seen again because times have 

changed. Who among you has a special place for WACKY-TACKY ACROBAT or a tiny plastic 

McDonald’s take-out french fries box transformer that reconfigures into a jaundiced cosmic 

monster with a hairdo like Lisa Simpson, or a miniature blue Buddha that glows in the dark, a 

roll of black toilet paper, LIBERACE MUSEUM matchboxes, a BETT’S TACKLE LTD crappie 

lure package, an unopened ornithologically-ornamented tin of PEHCHAOLIN cream, a mauve 
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and silver cardboard box of Lalanne’s diet gum, a 45 rpm record of Jimmy Rodgers singing “A 

Little Dog Cried,” two gold and blue vintage RAY-O-VAC leak-proof batteries, a freud brand 

carbon-tipped circular saw blade…. OK this list is excessive. And yet it seems somehow like 

poetry and history whirling in a blender. Freud had an immense collection of antiquities, many of 

them in the honorific materials: marble, copper, jade and other gemstones, iron and bronze (As 

well as vulnerable faience, papyrus and wood). Freud’s objets d’art were many centuries old.  

How precious the ancient cultures were to Freud!  My trivial gee-gaws continue to age, nigh onto 

half a century by now, but I know when I am dead they will finally meet their destiny, the 

garbage can. Primary process determined the arrangement of my objects. And Freud’s objects?  

In both collections primary process announces itself in the juxtapositions.  

 

 

   This is an image of Freud and me. Sometimes I  

find my balance because of the stability of Freud’s grammar, and sometimes I am strong enough 

to stretch Freudian ideas into absurd positions. 
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Submission to authority, even to the authority of psychoanalytic theory, can be irrational, in the 

sense that submission is a primate urge, monkey business. We are supposed to paint credible 

portraits with psychoanalytic theory. Psychoanalytic theory can be a medium in which to make 

other kinds of depictions too. I say “the medium of psychoanalytic theory,” and please try not to 

linger on thoughts of séances or Marshall McLuhan.  I am thinking medium as in Play-Doh. 
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This is a hopeful statement, and in our era, as in the Nazi era when this was written, this 

statement is utopian. Our North American environment is being violently simplified. 

Represented simplistically, Schopenhauer might say, by stupid advertising. I fear advertising, 

unlike the arts, is violently simplifying depictions of our lives. I do not want to believe that 

advertising is violently simplifying our actual psyches.  Now where was I oh yes like the work of 

any brilliant thinker, Freud’s ideas have often been violently simplified.  I know I know not by 

Lacan, but by second-rate psychotherapists.  
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Speaking of Lacanian theory… jargon, technical language, secret codes violently simplify 

communication between initiates while paradoxically continuing to “eternally wheel, juggle, and 

perplex” themselves which in the case of psychoanalytic theory can be promising. The joy of 

speaking in terms that only a select number of colleagues understand is a joy that seems to me 

rather erotic. To speak in psychoanalytic terms I would claim that jargon emerges from Eros, not 

Thanatos. Jargon emerges from our human innate capacity for sibling love. And is 

homoeroticism what suffuses jargon with its mystique? Would Freud have said, “The other 

halves of our bisexual psyches erotically attach to the corresponding bisexual halves of anyone 

else.” Which doesn’t befuddle sibling love; it deepens it. One of the sublime wishes of a theorist 

is to contrive a jargon word, like Thanatos, or even better a word that scholars and street people 

alike cannot resist saying.  A jargon word like “anal.”   
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Psychoanalytic theory is a language game that not everyone is deft enough to play. 

 

 

 

 
 

This is a paranoid late twentieth century metaphor analogous to Montaigne’s despairing 

silkworm simile of intricate thought “suffocating itself in its work.”  Remember what I said, 

something like psychoanalytic journal topics changing around the early 1970s?  As the 1960s 

ended, attempts were made to improve classic psychoanalytic theory as a technique.  There were 
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implications of this endeavour that Rene Major did not trust. Rene Major is a Canadian who 

succeeded in preventing government control of psychoanalytic training. According to my Muse 

Paranoia, governments are always interested in techniques, but not all that interested in unique 

micro-cultures, such as the interpersonal culture that emerges in the analyst-analysand 

relationship. In 1970 psychoanalysis began to seem less powerful than pills, especially in the 

context of the other great technological inventions of the previous decade, such as The Cesium 

Beam atomic clock developed by the Canadian National Research Council. USA technical 

developments in the 1960s were impressive too: the first artificial heart, the ATM, the barcode 

scanner, the calculator, the computer mouse and Astroturf. Astroturf required the world’s longest 

zipper. When I visited the Astrodome in the mid-1970s I asked the guide whether the pyramids 

would fit inside the Astrodome. She said of course they would. Pharaoh’s Steak House was 

across the street from the Astrodome.  The front entrance was a ramp between two fifteen-foot 

blue and gold wooden pyramids. 

 

 

 
 

This model of the Freudian psychoanalytic interpreting machine has a kind of anal beauty. There 

is no such thing as an actual psychoanalytic interpreting machine (yet), but this is good enough 

as a metaphor. Virtuoso mastery of theory can make theory seem precise and effective like a 
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perfect machine. A timelier image would be better, a circuit board or oh yes! The Canadian 

atomic clock…. 

 
 

The Cesium Beam atomic clock functions precisely. Since 1967, the official definition of one 

second in time is 9,192,631,770 cycles of the radiation that gets an atom of the element cesium to 

vibrate between two energy states. “Vibrating between two energy states” sounds like figurative 

language to me. The atom of cesium waves back and forth like a humming bird wing, or like 

drops of peanut oil skittering on a hot griddle, or like the fluttering eyelashes of someone who is 

not telling the truth. Like. The word is like. A simile is accurate, but not precise. Did Freud 

suppose that his model of a hysterical neurosis is a precise depiction of an artwork?  Or did he 

believe his model was figurative, accurate enough but not precise?  

not precise,  

not made of ice,  

hardly nice,  

say this thrice,  

hardly hardly hardly,  

pardon me -- me go,  

ego,  
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ergot,  

ergotamine,  

melamine,  

poor kitty of mine ate melamine. 

 
 

Haven’t you noticed when encompassing phenomena in psychoanalytic theory, some aspects of 

the phenomenon extend beyond the theory-net? This is what I allude to when I contrast “precise” 

with “accurate.” The net of psychoanalytic theory is strong and flexible enough – accurate 

enough – to protect kitty from falling. In the psychoanalytic theory net, the kitty can safely 

dream. What does – what can – psychoanalytic theory reveal about the regions of kitty that 

extend beyond the net? These regions are what psychoanalytic theory cannot contain, mysterious 

regions. But relevant? As relevant as other elusive regions such as the Unconscious? What if 

these regions are mistaken for the Unconscious (Just because of the way the psychoanalytic 

language game functions)?  We believe these fuzzy regions cannot and should not be trivialized 

or eliminated from the essence of kitten. But if we ate kittens we could diagram their rump and 

chuck as easily as we can a cow’s. The way the fuzzy kitty constituent parts protrude oh damn 
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there’s got be a feminist verb that isn’t as phallic as “protrude,” and yet a good enough descriptor 

– the effects on an observer of the protruding features invite research (Hmm is research the 

grown-up version of the toddler’s phallic-intrusive phase of development? Or is research a 

sublimation of sadism as Melitta Schmideberg proposed?). Research could include free 

association, as close to primary process as possible.  Couldn’t it? Kit, lit, permit, it, italics, 

vitalics, metallics, meddle, mess, “Don’t Mess with Texas” (Now I can’t get the Astrodome out 

of my mind). The kitty fits in and doesn’t fall out unless you turn the net upside down and shake 

out the kitty. Down will come kitty. She’ll land on her feet. 

 

Jeanne Randolph observes, contemplates and writes under the spell of psychoanalytic theory. 

Her intellectual musings encompass The Technological Ethos, commodity adoration and 

amenable objects (made by artists, mass media, child labour or philosophers). Her seventh book, 

Shopping Cart Pantheism, will be released by Arbeiter Ring Press in Spring 2015. 

 

 


