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Just as you cannot do algebra without knowing how 
to write, you cannot handle or parry even the slightest 
ZPNUPM`PUN LɈLJ[ ^P[OV\[ H[ SLHZ[ Z\ZWLJ[PUN ^OH[ PZ
implied by writing.

— Jacques Lacan1

The present issue of Umbr(a) aims to provide a space for the elaboration of the 
often-uninterrogated relation between writing and psychoanalysis. For, inasmuch 
as psychoanalysis is inextricably linked to the speaking subject, it nevertheless 
ÄUKZ P[Z VYPNPUZ HUK M\[\YL ÄYTS` NYV\UKLK PU ^YP[PUN� ,]LY` WZ`JOVHUHS`Z[
whose training is informed by Freud’s writing, every psychoanalytic critic who 
takes writing as his object of study, and anyone in any discipline who reads or 
writes in the name of psychoanalysis must eventually account for the following — 
deceptively simple — question: If psychoanalysis can rightly be called the “talking 
cure,” then why should it have anything at all to say about writing? The answer 
to this question will dictate not only why psychoanalysis can be brought to bear 
upon the question of writing — what, for example, characterizes writing as distinct 
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from speech or even the mark — but also what psychoanalysis enables one to think about writing, as 
distinct from any other possible discipline, method, or apparatus. Or, to put it another way, when choosing 
to bring the concepts, structures, and operations of psychoanalysis to bear upon writing, one must be 
prepared to account not only for the choice of psychoanalysis — “Why psychoanalysis?” — but also for 
the admissibility and relevance of the object — “Why writing?”

Indeed, if there is anything that makes psychoanalysis today uniquely situated to approach the 
question of writing it is the way in which it inherits — in a structurally irrevocable way — the distinction 
between speech and writing. Writing has been fundamentally, but almost paradoxically, implicated in 
psychoanalysis from the very outset. Freud became convinced of the existence of the unconscious through 
direct and repeated experience of its manifestations in the speech and acts of his analysands. However, in 
VYKLY MVY OPZ ZPUN\SHY KPZJV]LY` [V IL \ZLM\S HUK JVU]PUJPUN [V V[OLYZ ^OV OHK UV[ OHK [OL ILULÄ[ VM KPYLJ[
experience he was compelled to write. This point cannot be emphasized enough: Psychoanalysis, as it 
exists today, is a direct consequence of the manner in which Freud translated and transmitted his clinical 
experience through the fundamentally incompatible register of writing. In his case histories, for example, 
Freud makes it abundantly clear that what he has written is by no means a wholly accurate or linear 
representation of the course of the analysis in question. What the reader experiences will not be identical 
to what Freud experienced. Yet Freud nevertheless writes with the expectation of producing the same 
effect in his reader: a repetition of his inaugural experience of the unconscious. As readers of Freud, we 
PUOLYP[ H ]LY` ZWLJPÄJ YLSH[PVU [V YLWL[P[PVU� HUK [OH[ YLWL[P[PVU JHUUV[ IL \UIV\UK MYVT [OL ^YP[PUN VM ^OPJO
it is a consequence. In this sense, Freud’s writing has served, and continues to serve, as the base case 
for a peculiar sort of mathematical induction. Every reader must repeat the discovery of the unconscious 
HUK YLPU]LU[ WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ� HZ PM MVY [OL ÄYZ[ [PTL� ^OPSL ILPUN JVUZ[YHPULK I` UV[OPUN I\[ [OL LJVUVT`
of Freud’s writing. This is the Freudian wager: that the psychoanalysis we invent by reading what he has 
written will be, somehow, the same psychoanalysis.

The clinical and critical apparatus of psychoanalysis, therefore, is fundamentally marked and 
KPɈLYLU[PH[LK MYVT L]LY` V[OLY JVUJLW[\HS · L]LU WOPSVZVWOPJHS · Z`Z[LT I` [OL ZWLJPÄJ ^H` PU ^OPJO P[
HJJV\U[Z MVY P[Z V^U ^YP[PUN� -YL\K ^HZ JVTWLSSLK [V LUNHNL PU H ZWLJPÄJ HJ[ VM ^YP[PUN HZ H JVUZLX\LUJL
of the radical nature of his invention, just as Kant was forced to account for the way in which the writing of 
the moral law is determinative of freedom at the very same time that freedom is only revealed in writing the 
moral law; or, as writing, for Derrida, is the name for the unity of inscription “in general” at the very same 
time that the unity it names is only constituted in writing. Of course, any attempt to account for the writing 
of a coherent system within the writing of that very same system will necessarily end in failure. This is the 
fundamental insight of Gödel’s incompleteness theorem, that any substantial logical system of relations 
— and writing is both the necessary foundation for logic, as well as the primary means by which logical 
operations are carried out — can never be both consistent and complete, can never be both without 
JVU[YHKPJ[PVU HUK ^P[OV\[ SHJR� )\[ [OL ZWLJPÄJ way [OH[ P[ MHPSZ� [OL ÄZZ\YLZ [OH[ HYL [OLYLI` VWLULK \W�
can nevertheless produce something new� >OH[ LTLYNLZ MYVT [OL ÄZZ\YLZ [OH[ HYL VWLULK \W I` -YL\K»Z
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ZWLJPÄJ LJVUVT` VM ^YP[PUN� [OLU� PZ UV[OPUN V[OLY [OHU [OL KP]PKLK Z\IQLJ[� ;OL KP]PKLK Z\IQLJ[ PZ [OL
only subject at stake in psychoanalysis, it is its chief concern, and it is very much a consequence of the 
ZWLJPÄJP[` VM [OL YLSH[PVU IL[^LLU ^YP[PUN HUK WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ�

It must be stated, at this point, that our task in this issue owes a great debt to Shoshana Felman’s 
work in the seminal issue of Yale French Studies on “Literature and Psychoanalysis: The Question of 
Reading — Otherwise,” which was a response to the one-sided nature of questions concerning “literature 
and psychoanalysis.”2 Literature, as she argued, was essentially and almost universally submitted to the 
THZ[LY` VM WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ� 7Z`JOVHUHS`ZPZ ZV\NO[ [V ÄUK P[ZLSM JVUÄYTLK HUL^ ^P[O LHJO HUK L]LY`
interpretation of a literary text, without ever staging the encounter in reverse (à l’invers, as Lacan would 
have it). Felman assumed the formidable task of asking what, if anything, does literature have to teach 
psychoanalysis? It is also necessary to be mindful of a similar dynamic at play in our present consideration 
of writing and psychoanalysis.

If writing is able to teach psychoanalysis anything, it is surely to be found in its profoundly logical 
UH[\YL� 3HJHU L_WSVP[LK [OPZ UH[\YL [V NYLH[ LɈLJ[ ^P[O OPZ TH[OLTLZ� [OVZL ¸SP[[SL THJOPULZ [OH[ `V\ JHU
turn around through ninety degrees and get results. They are not latent, my little letters on the blackboard, 
they are manifest.”3 These “little machines” are able to function on their own and get results precisely 
because, as Lacan will emphasize, they are essentially logical. A logical proposition, simply by virtue of 
being written down, works. We do not write p→q=r, because p→q is automatically resolved in the act of 
writing: p→q does not equal anything, it simply is another way of writing true or false. As Lacan argues 
skillfully in Seminar XVIII,

it is only by starting from writing that logic is established. […] There is no logical question 
unless it starts from writing, insofar as writing is precisely not language. It is in this sense 
that I have said there is no metalanguage. Writing itself, inasmuch as it is distinguished 
from language, is there in order to show us that if it is from writing that language is able 
to interrogated, it is precisely to the extent writing is not language, but that it is only 
constructed, only fabricated by its reference to language.4

Psychoanalysis, as Lacan recognized clearly, has much to learn from writing. The conjunction of “writing 
and psychoanalysis” is a path that leads in both directions, and both have thus far been poorly trodden. 
Unlike Lacan’s “little machines,” the task of thinking does not work on its own, is not manifest, and 
does not produce automatic results. One must clear the brush oneself. It is our sincere hope that the 
JVUZ[LSSH[PVU VM [L_[Z [OH[ MVSSV^ ^PSS OLSW THRL ZPNUPÄJHU[ NHPUZ PU JSLHYPUN [OL JVUJLW[\HS WH[O^H` [OH[
connects writing and psychoanalysis.
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Writing is the memory of humanity and the deposit of its knowledge. It houses 
the traces left by past civilizations and spoken languages, sealed beneath an 
enigmatic chain of signs that must be decrypted in order to access the existence 
and heritage of the disappeared peoples who made use of them. It is said that 
“history is born with writing, by placing events in a chronological framework for the 
ÄYZ[ [PTL¹" [OH[ ¸^YP[PUN HSSV^LK [OL HUJPLU[ ,N`W[PHUZ [V YLJVYK [OLPY V^U OPZ[VY �̀
to establish lists of their leaders, to recount important events, royal marriages, or 
IH[[SLZ¹" [OH[ P[ HSZV HSSV^Z MVY HJJV\U[PUN� HZ ^P[O [OL ÄYZ[ :\TLYPHUZ� [V LZ[HISPZO
juridical rules, to draw up contacts for the sale of goods as well as marriages; 
and that it is “the medium of literature […], [from] moral maxims, to hymns to the 
gods and kings, historical tales and adventure novels, love songs, epic poetry 
and fables.”1 In short, writing fabricates history, producing and establishing the 
discourses that serve as a foundation for meaning. It ensures the transmission 
of the myths and narratives that determine and delimit a space of possible and 
ZOHYLK ZPNUPÄJH[PVUZ� 0U [OL ZLY]PJL VM JVL_PZ[LUJL� P[ NV]LYUZ [OL YLSH[PVU [V [OL
other and becomes a mnemonic aid, an accounting tool, and the support of the 
law. In this way, it becomes a witness to the speech it inscribes, materializes, 
Ä_LZ� HUK [YHUZMVYTZ PU[V H [L_[ [OH[ LUNHNLZ P[Z H\[OVY PU OPZ HY[PJ\SH[PVU [V [OL
civic body.
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Although Voltaire has called it “the painting of the voice,” writing — which, in the present instance, 
PZ ÄYZ[ HUK MVYLTVZ[ THKL [V IL H TLZZLUNLY · Z\ITP[Z [OL ]VPJL [V [OL ZPNUPÄLY� ZWLLJO [V SHUN\HNL�
HUK� HZ H YLZ\S[� P[ VYKLYZ� VYNHUPaLZ� Z[Y\J[\YLZ� HUK [YHUZTP[Z H JLY[HPU JVU[LU[� 0M ^L ÄYZ[ YLJVNUPaL [OH[�
“for tens of thousands of years there were many means of conveying simple messages using drawings, 
signs, or pictures,” then we will have to acknowledge that “writing […], in the true sense of the word, 
cannot be said to exist until there is an agreed-upon repertoire of formal signs or symbols that can be used 
to reproduce clearly the thoughts and feelings the writer wishes to express.”2

In all of these senses, writing is both the ink and the anchor (l’encre/l’ancre) of meaning. Writing is 
H WYHJ[PJL VM [OL ZPNUPÄLY� [OL ]LY` ZPNUPÄLY VM ^OPJO P[ ^V\SK IL [OL [YHJL� ^OPJO PZ HWWYLOLUKLK PU [LYTZ
VM [OL ZPNUPÄJH[PVU [OH[ P[ IV[O [YHUZWVY[Z HUK JVUZPNUZ · I` ]PY[\L VM ILJVTPUN [OL YLWYLZLU[H[PVU VM
^VYKZ� [OL ILHYLY VM TLHUPUN HUK ZPNUZ · [V [OL PU[LYPVY VM [OL ÄLSKZ VM SHUN\HNL HUK [OL ]PZPISL PU ^OPJO
the social link is anchored. At this point, then, writing expresses and says something. It becomes the site 
VM H [YHUZMVYTH[PVU� H WHZZHNL MYVT [OL ]VPJL HUK [OL \UJLY[HPU[` VM ZWLLJO [V [OL Ä_P[` VM [OL [L_[� ^OPJO
[OLYLI` YLZ[YPJ[Z HUK KLÄULZ P[Z TLHUPUN� ;OL ^H` H JOPSK SLHYUZ [V ^YP[L WYV]PKLZ HU L_JLSSLU[ PSS\Z[YH[PVU
VM [OPZ TVTLU[ VM WHZZHNL MYVT [OL WVS`ZLT` VM ^OH[ PZ OLHYK [V H JSVZ\YL VM ZPNUPÄJH[PVU PTWVZLK I`
^YP[PUN P[ KV^U� 7VL[Y` [YH]LYZLZ [OPZ ZHTL WH[O PU [OL VWWVZP[L KPYLJ[PVU ^OLU P[ ^VYRZ \WVU [OL ZPNUPÄLY
until it becomes the echo of the voice, the “passeur” and bearer of the drive, which allows what cannot be 
ZHPK [V UVUL[OLSLZZ IL OLHYK · UHTLS �̀ [OL PUHJJLZZPISL YLHS [OH[ [OL ZPNUPÄLY VM SHUN\HNL Z\[\YLZ [OYV\NO
[OL ZPNUPÄJH[PVU [OH[ PZ H[[HJOLK [V P[� ;OPZ WHZZHNL MYVT [OL ]VPJL [V ^YP[PUN� MYVT [OL YLHS [V [OL Z`TIVSPJ�
from the audible to the visible, is certainly not without resonance with the notion of religious texts or holy 
books. With such inspired texts, which were established through dictation, writing thus becomes — as 
[OL ^VYK ¸OPLYVNS`WO¹ ZPNUPÄLZ · ¸[OL ^YP[PUN VM [OL NVKZ¹! ¸;OL WYVWOL[ 4VOHTTLK PZ ILSPL]LK [V OH]L
recorded the word of Allah directly, with no intermediary.”3 These holy books speak of an Elsewhere — 
an inaccessible place other than visible social reality, a real — but their function is to contain this place, 
Z\WWVY[LK I` [OL ^VYR VM [OL L_LNL[LZ ^OV UHYYV^ KV^U HUK JSVZL VɈ P[Z WVZZPISL ZPNUPÄJH[PVUZ HUK
interpretations. This Elsewhere, the return of the real rejected by language, would thus be restricted and 
controlled within the text itself and, concomitantly, included and incorporated into a shared symbolic 
space.

)\[ MVY HSS [OPZ� ^OH[ KLÄULZ ^YP[PUN� HZ ^L ^PSS HWWYVHJO P[ OLYL� PZ WYLJPZLS` [OH[ ^OPJO� VU H
fundamental level, distinguishes it from speech and discourse. We are interested in the place where 
^YP[PUN� T\JO SPRL [OL MVYT\SH PU TH[OLTH[PJHS ^YP[PUN� PZ KPZHUJOVYLK MYVT [OL ZPNUPÄLY HUK JHUUV[ IL
told, constitute the object of a narrative, or recuperated in a history. Consequently, this writing no longer 
YLMLYZ [V H ZPNUPÄJH[PVU� I\[ P[ ILJVTLZ� YH[OLY� [OL TLHUZ VM HWWYV_PTH[PUN HU PUHJJLZZPISL YLHS� >YP[PUN
becomes the instrument for calculating the real. What characterizes mathematical discourse “according 
[V [OL TVZ[ X\HSPÄLK SVNPJPHUZ�¹ 3HJHU YLTPUKZ \Z� ¸PZ [OH[ P[ PZ WVZZPISL [OH[� H[ VUL WVPU[ VY HUV[OLY� ^L
may no longer be able to give it any meaning, which precisely does not prevent it from being developed 
with the most rigor of all of the discourses.”4 The function of writing appears clearly here. No longer does 



Umbr(a)   13

CANTIN

writing translate a thought or express what was or can be said, thereby conveying and sustaining meaning. 
Instead, it provides access to something that would otherwise be inaccessible. These are the precise 
terms in which we will consider writing, from the symptom as the writing of a jouissance, to the act as the 
writing and opening up of a space for the return of the real — an act that both supposes and supports the 
phallus.

THE REAL: WHAT ESCAPES REPRESENTATION IS CALCULATED AND CIRCUMSCRIBED 
BY WRITING

The real is what escapes the symbolic, forming its excluded, rejected, and unrepresented remainder. 
Language produces a system for representing mental objects without referents in reality — myths, ideals, 
beliefs, laws, prohibitions — and thereby links the being to a symbolic space in which the receivable and the 
possible, as Willy Apollon has called them, are established. The receivable and the possible — comprised 
VM ]HYPV\Z KPZJV\YZLZ HUK YLWYLZLU[H[PVUZ · KLÄUL [OL ULJLZZHY` JVUKP[PVUZ MVY JVL_PZ[LUJL HUK [OL
exigencies confronting the subject in his binding to the social link. As a result, they necessarily reject 
something that the subject truly experiences but that has been excluded from language. Representation 
thus gives rise to lack; through the process of naming, the symbolic carves out and produces the real as 
its own remainder.

;OL YLHS PZ HSZV [OH[ ^OPJO PZ PYYLK\JPISL [V [OL ZPNUPÄLY� [OH[ [V ^OPJO [OL SVNPJ VM ZWLLJO HUK
discourse are unable to give us access. And yet, the human mind insistently leads us toward this real, both 
in and through writing, but without ever reducing it. Mathematical writing is certainly the most eloquent 
illustration of this point. Einstein, using the formal logic made possible by mathematical writing, calculated 
and established laws for the functioning of an inaccessible real, which was imperceptible to the senses 
HZ ^LSS HZ [OL [LJOUPJHS PUZ[Y\TLU[Z VM [OL KH �̀ 0UKLLK� P[ ^V\SK VUS` IL WVZZPISL [V ]LYPM` [OLZL SH^Z ÄM[`
years later, since at the time he established them he had only two sets of tools at his disposal. On the 
one hand, he had his own creativity, “intuition,” and desire as a physicist, which guided and pushed him 
toward a hallucinated mental object that existed for no one but himself. On the other, he also possessed 
the means of inquiry made possible by mathematical writing, namely formulas, whose little letters, with no 
ZPNUPÄJH[PVU� SPUR HUK HZZLY[ [OLTZLS]LZ PU H SVNPJ [OH[ M\UJ[PVUZ JVTWSL[LS` V\[ZPKL [OL ^PSS VY PTHNPUHY`
of their author. This is what is at work in the calculation of the expansion of the universe or the behavior of 
atoms, as well as in quantum physics and mathematics at large. These are all places where writing allows 
for the calculation of a real and the establishment of its rationality in a series of laws that will consequently 
render possible and thinkable a number of things that were hitherto impossible and unthinkable.

;OL YLHS PZ ^OH[ LZJHWLZ YLWYLZLU[H[PVU� 6\Y H[[LTW[Z [V NYHZW [OL PUÄUP[LS` SHYNL HUK [OL PUÄUP[LS`
small are perfect illustrations of the radical inadequacy of any system of representation in comparison 
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^P[O ^OH[ YLTHPUZ PUHJJLZZPISL� V\[ZPKL VM [OL WLYJLW[PISL HUK ]PZPISL ÄLSKZ� HUK [OLYLMVYL IL`VUK ^OH[
can be imagined. In an interview with Jean Staune, the philosopher, mathematician, and physicist Bernard 
d’Espagnat criticizes the way we depict atoms as having a nucleus composed of tiny balls (neutrons and 
protons) with electrons spinning around it. “It’s very attractive,” he says, “very easy to understand…but 
completely false! Here is the essential contribution of quantum physics: the fundamental constituents of 
objects are no longer objects; we are witnessing a dematerialization of matter.”5 Expanding on this notion, 
d’Espagnat continues,

Statements in quantum physics are of the form “we” did this and “we” observed that. In 
this manner, the “we” — the human observer — is part of that statement. It is a question of 
a statement with weak objectivity. And yet, despite certain attempts, it seems impossible 
to avoid such statements when we want to describe the foundations of matter. That is 
^O` ^L KVU»[ OH]L HJJLZZ [V [OL YLHS PU P[ZLSM ^OLU ^L JHYY` V\[ H ZJPLU[PÄJ HUHS`ZPZ�
but rather to the empirical real. That is why the true real is beyond physics, beyond any 
perceptions we could have, and beyond any measurements we could make with the most 
sophisticated instruments that exist or could ever be produced in the future.6

When Staune retorts, “but how, then, can we represent an atom for ourselves?” d’Espagnat replies, “We 
have to know how to manage without representation! But don’t worry, allegories can help us there.”7 
These remarks touch directly upon what interests us here. Not only is there something immeasurable, 
invisible, and inaccessible to both the senses and the instrumentation that extends their reach, but the 
]LY` YLWYLZLU[H[PVU VM ^OH[ LS\KLZ ]PZPIPSP[` PZ HSZV TPZSLHKPUN HUK J\[ VɈ MYVT [OL [OPUN P[ZLSM� ^OPJO YLZPZ[Z
all apprehension.

Allegory and metaphor do not claim to express the real. They outline, evoke, and delimit it. They 
demonstrate the very impossibility of saying anything by invoking a thing whose presence cannot be 
grasped by the system of representations provided by language. Poetry provides us with a wonderful 
example of this whenever it takes something that has never before been heard and renders it audible for the 
ÄYZ[ [PTL� 7VL[PJ ^YP[PUN ^VYRZ \WVU HUK ZOHWLZ SHUN\HNL" P[ KL[HJOLZ [OL ZPNUPÄLY MYVT [OL ZPNUPÄJH[PVU
ascribed to it in language in order to make the real of the drive at work in the author’s body resonate there. 
*VUZLX\LU[S �̀ P[ WYVK\JLZ [Y\[O�LɈLJ[Z [OH[ HYL YLJVNUPaHISL PU [OL HLZ[OL[PJ LTV[PVU [OH[ WVL[PJ ^YP[PUN
causes to surge forth. Poetry is a practice of writing; indeed, it is a practice of approximating the real. The 
ZPNUPÄLY ULP[OLY [LSSZ H Z[VY` UVY JVUZ[Y\J[Z H OPZ[VY`" P[ ZPTWS` L]VRLZ� P[ ¸[LSSZ [OL [Y\[O¹ I` MLLKPUN VɈ VM
the energy of the drive and articulating itself to the letter of the body. It opens a space between words 
MVY [OL YL[\YU VM [OL YLHS� ;OPZ PZ ^OH[ THRLZ WVL[Y` ZV KPɉJ\S[ [V [YHUZSH[L� MVY [OL WHZZHNL MYVT VUL
language to another necessitates the clever discovery of metaphors with an equivalent evocative power 
and resonance.
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The subject of the unconscious is a real. It is rejected by the symbolic and its essence remains 
\UYLWYLZLU[LK I` [OL ZPNUPÄLY [OH[� ^P[OPU [OL ]PZPISL ZWHJL VM [OL ZVJPHS SPUR� PZ TLYLS` [OL semblant that 
serves to identify the character substituted for the subject’s being. The subject’s singularity, his truth, 
is located in the gap opened up by representation. Such a subject is a real; it is accessible only in and 
[OYV\NO [OL ^YP[PUN VM P[Z LɈLJ[Z HUK THUPMLZ[H[PVUZ [OH[� PU [\YU� WLYTP[ P[Z V\[SPUL [V IL [YHJLK HUK P[Z [Y\[O
to be approached. This is, moreover, the very nature of the Freudian unconscious. It is constituted by that 
which is unable to be represented or symbolized but nonetheless remains there, stranded, inscribed in the 
body — and, as a result, it is constantly at work, ready to be remobilized and reactivated by the chance 
encounters of life. Likewise, the analysand can only experience the unconscious through experiences of 
the real, those moments when he accesses what is inscribed within him and acts according to an entirely 
KPɈLYLU[ SVNPJ [OHU [OL VUL [OH[ NV]LYUZ OPZ OPZ[VY` PU [OL ]PZPISL ZWHJL HUK PTHNPUHY` YLNPZ[LY ^OLYLPU
OL OHZ OP[OLY[V NHPULK OPZ ILHYPUNZ� 6UL HUHS`ZHUK� MVY L_HTWSL� [LZ[PÄLK [V [OPZ LUJV\U[LY ^P[O [OL
subject within her. She was struck by “a thought that became very clear,” “the thought that I had been 
raped. […] I don’t think that someone restrained me and raped me. But even if that never took place, 
it’s clear that it is my experience […], it is what is inscribed within me.” In the course of her cure she will 
recover the “constructed” memories and trivial gestures that were, nevertheless, the source of what was 
thus inscribed in her as the certainty of having been raped — a certainty she was staging in each of her 
psychotic episodes through a series of acts ordered by the rationality of the previously unknowable real 
inscribed within her.

Thus, what has been excluded, rejected from the symbolic and inscribed in the letter of the body, 
is still at work in the symptom, the failed act, the acting out, the staging, and the crisis — each of which 
returns it to the space from which it is excluded. Quietly and independently of all volition, the drive is in 
X\LZ[ VM H QV\PZZHUJL [OH[ · MVY SHJR VM ILPUN HISL [V IL ZHPK · ^PSS ÄUK PU [OL HJ[� Z`TW[VT� HUK Z[HNPUN H
pathway and form where the fantasy that subtends this jouissance is written in its own encoded, encrypted, 
and self-contained language. Any access to the unconscious, therefore, must necessarily pass through 
the writings inscribed in these manifestations of the real, which are deployed according to a rationality that 
ULLKZ [V IL KLJY`W[LK� ;OL SVNPJ PUZJYPILK I` [OLZL ^YP[PUNZ� OV^L]LY� PZ HS[VNL[OLY KPɈLYLU[ MYVT [OL VUL
that the analysand organizes — namely, the neurotic’s narrative, the psychotic’s delusion, or the pervert’s 
scenario — in order to sustain his discourse and interpretations. This other logic can only be deduced, 
JHSJ\SH[LK� VY PUMLYYLK� 4\ZPJHS ^YP[PUN VɈLYZ \Z H JSHYPM`PUN HUHSVN` VU [OPZ WVPU[! +LZWP[L [OL MHJ[ [OH[ [OL
same graphic signs have been used in musical writing through the ages, regardless of genre, it is possible 
[V KPZJLYU ¸[^V YHKPJHSS` KPɈLYLU[ WYPUJPWSLZ NV]LYUPUN [OLPY \ZHNL�¹8 Either “it is the work, the composition 
itself, which is put into writing,” or “it is the execution of the work that is indicated, the notation being 
essentially an indication of what and how it should be played […]. [T]he work then ‘materializes,’ so to 
speak, from the act of playing.”9 In this sense, tablatures provide a notation for the positioning of the 
ÄUNLYZ VU JLY[HPU PUZ[Y\TLU[Z� ;OL` KV UV[ NYHWOPJHSS` YLWYLZLU[ [OL ^VYR I\[ YH[OLY PUKPJH[L OV^ P[ ZOV\SK
IL WSH`LK! ¸;OLZL KPHNYHTZ ZOV^ [OL WYLJPZL WVZP[PVUPUN VM [OL ÄUNLYZ ULJLZZHY` [V WYVK\JL [OL YLX\PYLK
chords (on a lute, for example), in such a way that the music comes into existence when the notes are 



Umbr(a)   16

ZV\UKLK� >OLU VUL L_HTPULZ H ÄUNLYPUN KPHNYHT� VUL JHUUV[ PTHNPUL [OL ZV\UKZ WYVK\JLK� VUL ZLLZ
only the positions. This is an extreme case of notation in the sense of an indication of playing method.”10 
Here, what is written is not what is heard. It is necessary to go through the indicated playing method, to 
follow it to the letter on an instrument in order to gain access to the music. So too is it the case with the 
Z`TW[VT� ^OPJO PZ UV[ H [YHUZSH[PVU VM ZVTL ZPNUPÄJH[PVU [V ^OPJO ^L JV\SK OH]L KPYLJ[ HJJLZZ� I\[ YH[OLY
it is the writing of a logic that must be enacted and reconstructed as such. This logic, in the same manner 
as musical tablature, provides access to the jouissance harbored in the symptom.

The astrophysicist establishes the laws and functioning of the real in a formal logic of writing, 
which in turn makes new things and new interventions possible. In much the same way, what is at stake in 
an analytic cure is not the eradication of the real that returns in the symptom but access to the rationality 
at work therein. Only then is it possible to assume responsibility for this real, including in the acts that open 
up a space and inaugurate the possible forms for the inscription of the subjective truth that was rejected 
by the symbolic.

THE WOLF MAN; OR, TRACKING THE REAL IN THE WRITINGS THAT BETRAY ITS 
RATIONALITY

The clinical case study of the Wolf Man is where Freud is most often criticized for having let himself stray 
into baseless reconstructions of his own making, taxed by certain quasi-delusional elaborations. Even so, 
for us it constitutes his most exemplary clinical text on the question of the letter — that which is inscribed 
HUK ^YP[[LU PU [OL IVK` HUK [OL ]PZPISL ÄLSK� MVY SHJR VM ILPUN HISL [V IL YLWYLZLU[LK I` [OL ZPNUPÄLY� -YL\K
imposes the utmost rigor upon himself in this text by tracking every manifestation of the real until he is able 
to extract the repetitive form behind each occurrence. Only then does he proceed to construct the fantasy 
that, like a mathematical formula, accounts for the logic and rationality governing the work of jouissance. 
In this respect, Freud proceeds like the detective or archeologist who, starting from clues, traces, and 
¸YLTHPUKLYZ�¹ JVUZ[Y\J[Z ^OH[ JV\SK OH]L ILLU VY JV\SK OH]L [HRLU WSHJL� ;OL KPɈLYLUJL� OV^L]LY� PZ
that the “reality” of this construction, like the allegory characterizing the atom, lies in a space outside the 
perceptible and the measurable, and it is established according to laws and a rationality proper to the 
singular experience of the subject.

Commenting on Seminar XVIII and “Lituraterre,” Jacques-Alain Miller notes that, for Lacan, “the 
letter introduces a break in the cohesion of the system of the semblant.”11 Lacan illustrates this point, he 
explains, by “evoking the semblant as clouds, those atmospheric phenomena indicated by Descartes 
himself as what one must not fall for. And so, Lacan talks about how the rain — which represents writing 
— punctures these clouds, producing the furrows it carves into the ground — which metaphorizes the real 
— through gully erosion. Writing, here, comes down in a rain shower.”12 With the Wolf Man, Freud follows 
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the real in the letter, its traces, and any place where it makes a hole in the logic of discourse, irrupting 
into the body or the life of the patient. Thus, he dwells on the movement of the drive and the navel of the 
dream, following anxiety as a signal of, and defense against, the emergence of the real. He stays fast to 
the letters of the body involved in the symptom, the repetition of an inscribed and insistent form, the traits 
of the object of the phobia, as well as those of the object capable of triggering the drive of desire, and the 
parts of the body implicated in his obsessions and rituals. In short, Freud pursues everything that conveys, 
indicates, outlines, or writes the work of a jouissance that cannot be represented.

It is from these precise indices — which reintroduce what had been rejected, censored, and 
\UYLWYLZLU[LK I` [OL ZPNUPÄLY · [OH[ -YL\K ILNPUZ ^VYRPUN [V L_[YHJ[ H SVNPJHS MVYT� H MHU[HZ �̀ [OH[ PZ
impossible to access except by way of these writings of the real. By following the links between these 
]HYPV\Z THUPMLZ[H[PVUZ PU [OLPY WVPU[Z VM JVUÄYTH[PVU� SVNPJHS PU[LYZLJ[PVUZ� HUK YLWL[P[PVUZ� OL KLK\JLZ
the rationality that gives its proper form to each of these expressions of the work of jouissance. It is useful 
here to consider the procedure employed in those logic puzzles wherein once the construction has been 
completed, the accuracy, validity, and truth of a solution can be cross-checked by testing it against the 
problem statements, all of which must evaluate as true. The deduction of the logic of the fantasy — which 
gives form to the writings in which the real returns — is of the same order: Once established, the formula 
of the fantasy must be able to account for the entirety of its writings. Freud proceeds as though he were 
the decipherer of a writing whose language is no longer spoken. He is faced with a body of signs and must 
work without being able to rely on anything other than the play of traces in their articulation to one another. 
John Chadwick, a friend and research partner of Michael Ventris — who succeeded in deciphering Linear 
B, the Cretan writing system that remained enigmatic until the middle of the twentieth century — paid 
homage to him by accurately summarizing his genius, which is characteristic of all decipherers. “Ventris,” 
he said, “was able to see, in the confusing diversity of these signs, an overall pattern and to pinpoint 
certain constants that revealed the underlying structure. It was this quality — being able to make order out 
VM HWWHYLU[ JVUM\ZPVU · [OH[ PZ [OL ZPNU VM NYLH[ULZZ HTVUN [OL ZJOVSHYZ PU [OPZ ÄLSK�¹13 This comment 
applies perfectly not only to Freud’s work with the Wolf Man, but also to an analysand’s or analyst’s work 
PU [OL J\YL · MVY� HZ (WVSSVU Z[YLZZLZ� [OL Z[HRLZ VM [OL J\YL HYL [OH[ [OL YLHS ÄUKZ P[Z YH[PVUHSP[ �̀

There are a number of underlying principles behind Freud’s work in the Wolf Man case, which we 
could outline in three general movements as follows: First, what is foreclosed and rejected by the symbolic 
and the social link, and thus inscribed in the body to constitute the unconscious, can only be calculated by 
way of the forms in which the real returns; second, a logical structure and a particular rationality organize 
this return of the censored; and, third, by starting with the logic deduced from the forms assumed by 
the return of the real, a fantasy can then be constructed in order to account for an originary trauma — a 
[YH\TH [OH[ PZ VUS` HJJLZZPISL [OYV\NO [OL [YHJLZ P[ OHZ SLM[ ILOPUK HUK [OL PUZJYPW[PVU VM P[Z LɈLJ[Z HUK
consequences.
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-YL\K ILNPUZ I` MVJ\ZPUN VU ^OH[ PZ WYLZLU[LK HZ [OL >VSM 4HU»Z ÄYZ[ Z`TW[VTH[PJ THUPMLZ[H[PVU
PU JOPSKOVVK! HU HIY\W[ JOHUNL VM JOHYHJ[LY� ^OPJO [VVR [OL MVYT VM Ä[Z VM YHNL HUK HUNLY KPYLJ[LK THPUS`
at his father and Nanya. When Freud wrote this case history — at about the same time he wrote “Instincts 
and Their Vicissitudes” — he was interested in the satisfaction sought by the drive. Accordingly, he 
follows the trajectory of the drive’s investment through its apparent changes in aim and object in search 
of the structure that, despite these detours and reversals, repeats itself and reveals the truth hidden in 
the symptom. By following the movements of the drive as it assumes various forms, Freud arrives at the 
MVSSV^PUN JVUJS\ZPVU! ;OL >VSM 4HU PZ PU H MLTPUPUL WVZP[PVU PU OPZ YLSH[PVU [V OPZ MH[OLY� HUK [OL Ä[Z VM
rage directed at him stage, in an inverted fashion, the fantasy of being chastised by the father and beaten 
on the penis. Two pieces of material serve as the foundation for Freud’s hypothesis about the disguised 
jouissance reintroduced by the symptom. On the one hand, there are key memories in which the child is in 
a passive position; for example, when he is seduced by his sister, who touched him on the penis, or when 
he is the object of Nanya’s threats forbidding onanism, that is, touching his penis. On the other hand, there 
is the anxiety triggered by the sight of a horse being beaten and the daydream in which he imagines “boys 
being chastised and beaten, especially being beaten on the penis.”14 ;OL >VSM 4HU»Z Ä[Z VM YHNL [V^HYK
his father constitute, in a staging that takes place within the social link, the writing of the jouissance coiled 
up in the fantasy of being beaten and taken by the father. This jouissance is expressed, in an encoded 
fashion, through a reversal of both the aim and the object of the drive. In the fantasy, the object of the 
child’s rage — the father — becomes the agent of the aggressive action, and the apparently sadistic aim 
VM [OL HUNLY KPYLJ[LK H[ OPZ MH[OLY THZRZ H THZVJOPZ[PJ QV\PZZHUJL! ;OL JOPSK PUÅPJ[Z VU OPZ MH[OLY [OL ]LY`
aggression-jouissance of which he desires to be the object. In this sense, we can see that the Wolf Man’s 
Z`TW[VT · OPZ Ä[Z VM YHNL · PZ HU H\[OLU[PJ MVYT VM ^YP[PUN� H Z[HNLK WYVK\J[PVU [OH[ \ZLZ [OL IVK` HUK
the relation to the other as tools to express and maintain the jouissance of an unspeakable fantasy.

By the same token, the point at which anxiety emerges serves as a beacon for Freud when he 
interrogates the dream that precipitates the development of the Wolf Man’s phobia. And beyond the 
]HYPV\Z HZZVJPH[PVUZ HUK ZPNUPÄJHU[ YLWYLZLU[H[PVUZ WYVK\JLK I` [OL KYLHT ^VYR� -YL\K PZ WHY[PJ\SHYS`
interested in the point of the real in the dream, its anxiety point. This marks the place where the drive 
PZ \UHISL [V ÄUK H Z\P[HISL YLWYLZLU[H[PVU HUK [O\Z JVU[PU\LZ [V ^VYR \WVU [OL IVK`" [OL PTWYLZZPVU VM
the dream’s “reality” bears witness to this continuance, for it persists well beyond the moment of waking 
up. The dream is only of interest in analysis insofar as it refers to a real that it cannot quite represent; for 
P[ PZ OLYL [OH[ [OL KYLHT Z[PÅLZ [OL KYLHTLY»Z PTW\SZL [V JVUZ[Y\J[ H UHYYH[P]L� ;V [OPZ LUK� P[ WYV]PKLZ
only some ragged element, some remainder, which is impossible to recuperate and knot together into a 
narrative framework. This is exactly what one psychotic analysand discovered at the end of the work he 
had just completed on his dream, when he so accurately observed, “there is always a feeling or a theme 
that emerges from the dream which has nothing to do with the rest of the dream. I mentioned the friend 
VM TPUL ^OV PZ [OLYL PU [OL KYLHT� HUK T` TLTVYPLZ ^P[O OPT� I\[ ^OH[ KVLZU»[ Ä[ ^P[O L]LY`[OPUN LSZL PU
the dream is the fact that he is terrifying in it. That’s the feeling that stayed with me, and I don’t know why 
it is present in this dream.” The analysand does an excellent job here of identifying the real in his dream, 
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UHTLS` [OH[ ^OPJO� HS[OV\NO KPZQVPULK HUK \UYLWYLZLU[LK PU [OL ZPNUPÄLY� PZ TVIPSPaLK PU [OL SL[[LY VM OPZ
body.

The anxiety-provoking element in the Wolf Man’s dream, then, is the approach of something that 
[OL KYLHT KVLZ UV[ HJ[\HSS` ZH �̀ 9H[OLY� ZVTL[OPUN LU[PYLS` KPɈLYLU[ SLH]LZ OPT ^P[O [OPZ MLLSPUN SVUN HM[LY
he has woken up: the perfect immobility of the wolves and the strained attention with which they stare at 
him in the dream. This bit of real (bout de reel) is condensed and contained in the drawing of the wolves, 
with their ears erect in the shape of the inverted Roman numeral “V.” Freud relies on this point, treating 
it as the opening of a path that leads to some unknown thing hidden by the content of the dream. An 
unspeakable truth is to be found there, exactly where the signifying representation encounters its limit. The 
emphasis the Wolf Man places on the wolves’ strained attention and immobility points toward something 
unrepresented that has been revived in the dreamer’s body, namely a real that he cannot integrate into a 
UHYYH[P]L� ;O\Z� -YL\K O`WV[OLZPaLZ [OL L_PZ[LUJL VM HU \URUV^U ZJLUL� SVZ[ [V VISP]PVU� ^OVZL LɈLJ[Z
are inscribed in the letter of the body. Its mnemic traces record the trauma of an encounter with jouissance 
[OH[ JH\ZLZ HU LɈYHJ[PVU HUK ZL[Z [OL KYP]L [V ^VYR PU [OL JOPSK»Z IVK �̀

;OL KYLHT SLHKZ -YL\K [V ZWLJPÄJ WVPU[Z VM [OL YLHS� ^OPJO JVUÄYT OPZ O`WV[OLZPZ I` WVPU[PUN
[V ZWLJPÄJ LSLTLU[Z VM H ZJLUL�MHU[HZ �̀ -PYZ[� [OL PTHNL VM [OL ^VSM Z[HUKPUN \WYPNO[ ^P[O P[Z JSH^Z
outstretched and its ears erect, an image drawn from a children’s story that was once an object of panic 
for the Wolf Man, insofar as the anxiety resulting from the dream is due precisely to the wolf’s “upright 
WVZ[\YL¹ �� �� :LJVUK� OPZ NYHUKMH[OLY»Z Z[VY` HIV\[ [OL [HPSVY ^OV OP[ [OL ^VSM ^P[O OPZ Z[PJR HUK W\SSLK VɈ
its tail, a scene that certainly recalls the fantasy of being beaten on the penis by his father. Third, the image 
of the wolves mounted on top of one another, an exact reproduction of the anxiety-inducing position of the 
\WYPNO[ ^VSM� (UK� ÄUHSS �̀ [OL >VSM 4HU»Z MHPSLK HJ[ · OL KYH^Z VUS` Ä]L �=� ^VS]LZ PU [OL [YLL� L]LU [OV\NO
he speaks of six or seven. Together, these associations outline the place of an unspeakable jouissance, 
I\[ MVY -YL\K [OL` HSZV JVUÄYT [OL LSLTLU[Z VM H SVNPJ [OH[ ILNPUZ [V [HRL ZOHWL! [OL JOPSK HZ [OL VIQLJ[ VM
the father-wolf-predator, the wolf who “mounts” another wolf, and the repetition of the Roman numeral “V.”

Freud continues to work on the elements of this logic by applying the same processes of 
transformation and displacement as those employed by the trajectory of the drive in the production of 
symptoms: the reversal into their opposite and the substitution of subject for object. In so doing, he 
HYYP]LZ H[ [OL JVUJS\ZPVU [OH[ [OL ^VS]LZ» Z[YPRPUN PTTVIPSP[` ZPNUPÄLZ [OL VWWVZP[L� H ]PVSLU[ TV[PVU� HUK
the strained attention with which they look at him refers, rather, to his own gaze staring at something with 
rapt attention.

;OL >VSM 4HU»Z YP[\HSZ HUK VIZLZZPVUZ WVPU[ -YL\K [V [OL ZWLJPÄJ ^YP[PUN VM [OL YLHS H[ ^VYR PU [OL
child’s body, the real constituted by the eroticized and perverted body parts that have been diverted from 
their primary functions by a hidden jouissance. Hence, he performs rituals of inspiration and expiration 
at the sight of unwell elderly people who remind him of his father; he is obsessively preoccupied with 
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the subject of God, posing questions like “Did Christ have a behind?” and “Did Christ shit too?”; and 
obsessional thoughts, such as “God-shit” and “God-swine,” impose themselves upon him. All of these 
symptomatic manifestations stage a scene involving the father and indicate that the letters of the body — 
the behind, the anal zone — are mobilized by the drive in its quest for a satisfaction in the symptom. These 
ZP[LZ VM IVKPS` PUZJYPW[PVU� ^OPJO ZLLT [V OV\ZL [OL ^VYR VM H QV\PZZHUJL� ÄUK [OLTZLS]LZ JVUÄYTLK I` [OL
L_JLW[PVUHSS` Z[\IIVYU IVKPS` Z`TW[VTZ [OH[ JVU[PU\L [V PTWHPY [OL >VSM 4HU PU[V HK\S[OVVK� /L Z\ɈLYZ
from intestinal disorders — constipation, diarrhea, intestinal pain — just like his mother, with whom he 
PKLU[PÄLZ PU [OL Z`TW[VT� (Z -YL\K VIZLY]LZ� ¸OPZ MLTPUPUL H[[P[\KL [V^HYKZ TLU¹ · OPZ MLTPUPUL WVZP[PVU
as the object of coitus a tergo with the father — “which had been repudiated by the act of repression, 
drew back, as it were, into the intestinal symptoms” (80). Indeed, well into his adulthood these intestinal 
troubles were treated with the frequent administration of enemas by a male attendant, a scene that literally 
stages his feminine position in a coitus a tergo with his father, whose own heavy breathing demonstrates 
that jouissance was being staged in the ritual.

([ [OPZ WVPU[� H SVNPJHS WYPUJPWSL · H MHU[HZ` · ÄUHSS` JVTLZ [V SPNO[� NP]PUN H WYVWLY SVNPJHS MVYT [V
[OL ^H`Z PU ^OPJO [OL JLUZVYLK YL[\YUZ� :WLJPÄJ SL[[LYZ VM [OL IVK` HYL TVIPSPaLK I` [OL ^VYR VM [OL KYP]L
in its quest for an unrepresentable jouissance, which the writing of the symptom is at once actualizing 
and concealing. Fresh pieces of information and new expressions of the real now permit Freud to further 
]LYPM` [OL JVYYLJ[ULZZ VM OPZ O`WV[OLZPZ� ;OL >VSM 4HU [LSSZ OPT [OH[ VUJL� ^OLU JOHZPUN I\[[LYÅPLZ� OL
was overcome by a terrible fear and ran away screaming at the sight of one with yellow stripes and wings 
^P[O WVPU[LK [PWZ �� �� /L JSHYPÄLZ [OH[ [OL VIQLJ[ VM OPZ MLHY ^HZ [OL VWLUPUN HUK JSVZPUN VM [OL I\[[LYÅ`»Z
^PUNZ� HUK [OH[ [OL I\[[LYÅ` ^HZ OHYTSLZZ VUJL P[ OHK SHUKLK� ;OL TV]LTLU[ VM [OL ^PUNZ JSLHYS` MVYT
a V that, when opening and closing, replicated the opening and closing of a woman’s legs. The yellow-
Z[YPWLK I\[[LYÅ �̀ ^OVZL JVSVYZ YLTPUKLK OPT VM H JLY[HPU [`WL VM WLHY� [OLU SLK [OL >VSM 4HU [V [OL UHTL
¸.Y\ZOH�¹ [OL ^VYK MVY ¸WLHY¹ PU OPZ UH[P]L SHUN\HNL� I\[ HSZV� HUK TVYL PTWVY[HU[S �̀ [OL UHTL VM OPZ ÄYZ[
nursery-maid. In this hitherto forgotten memory the Wolf Man is two and a half years old, and Grusha, who 
PZ JYV\JOLK VU HSS MV\YZ ^HZOPUN [OL ÅVVY� [LHZLZ HUK ZJVSKZ [OL JOPSK� ^OV OHK \YPUH[LK VU [OL ÅVVY� +PK
he urinate out of fear from having been scolded? Out of excitement at the sight of the maid’s posture? Or 
MVY IV[O YLHZVUZ H[ [OL ZHTL [PTL& ;OPZ PZ H X\LZ[PVU [OH[ JHU� H[ [OPZ WVPU[� VUS` ÄUK P[Z HUZ^LY VU [OL
side of the real. As an adult, the Wolf Man experiences what Freud calls compulsive attacks of falling in 
love. Whenever a woman is in a kneeling or crouching position, with her buttocks prominent and available 
— a posture that imitates an inverted V quite well — an irrepressible drive of desire is triggered in him. 
“To copulate except from behind,” Freud adds, “gave him scarcely any enjoyment” (41). The patient talks 
HIV\[ [^V Z\JO ¸H[[HJRZ¹ VM MHSSPUN PU SV]L� 0U [OL ÄYZ[ PUZ[HUJL OL PUZ[HU[S` MLSS PU SV]L ^P[O H `V\UN WLHZHU[
girl, before even having seen her face, when he saw her kneeling near a pond doing her laundry. In the 
second instance, and in the very same manner, his desire came to life at the sight of a peasant girl kneeling 
VU [OL NYV\UK ^HZOPUN [OL ÅVVY · L_HJ[S` HZ PU [OL TLTVY` VM OPZ JOPSKOVVK THPK� ;OL [YHP[ �[OL ILOPUK
with prominent buttocks) that determines his object-choice, and that is necessary in order to trigger his 
ZL_\HS KYP]L� JVUÄYTZ [OL JVYYLJ[ULZZ VM -YL\K»Z JVUZ[Y\J[PVU VU [^V JV\U[Z� -PYZ[� P[ ]LYPÄLZ [OL SL[[LYZ
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VM [OL LYV[VNLUPJ IVK �̀ :LJVUK� P[ JVUÄYTZ [OL ZPNO[ VM H JVP[\Z a tergo, which Freud places at the center 
of a primal scene that determines the subject’s position in relation to jouissance. This position could be 
formulated as “How nice it would be to be a kneeling woman, mounted by the erect father-wolf as he takes 
her from behind.”

FROM AN ENCRYPTED WRITING OF THE REAL…

Freud could be criticized, of course, for doing the work that should have been left to the analysand; 
consequently, the failure of the Wolf Man’s treatment, not surprisingly, has been emphasized time and 
again. It is not at all obvious, however, that Freud’s decision to publish the evolution of a given clinical 
case has anything to do with the treatment’s success or failure. Rather, it seems that, from among the vast 
number of his clinical cases, he selects those whose teaching would advance the construction of analytic 
savoir; this forever remained the primary object of both his concern and desire. From this perspective, 
what Freud outlines admirably for us in this text is the status of the unconscious as it concerns the real, 
^OPJO PZ V\[ZPKL VM [OL ZPNUPÄLY� 0[ PZ PTWVZZPISL [V HJJLZZ [OPZ YLHS� VY [OL YH[PVUHSP[` H[ ^VYR [OLYLPU� ^P[OV\[
passing through writing and decoding that portion of real jouissance that ceaselessly writes itself for lack 
VM ILPUN HISL [V YLWYLZLU[ P[ZLSM PU [OL ZPNUPÄLY� ;OPZ PZ ^OH[ ^L JHSS [OL ¸^YP[PUNZ VM [OL YLHS¹! [OL MVYTZ ^P[O
which the drive, seeking satisfaction, mobilizes the letter of the body and, in a self-enclosed language, 
actualizes an unspeakable jouissance in the symptom or social space.

;OL Z`TW[VT PZ PYYLJ\WLYHISL PU H UHYYH[P]L� HUK P[Z ZPNUPÄJH[PVU LS\KLZ KPYLJ[ NYHZW� 0[ Z\Z[HPUZ
an inadmissible and unpresentable jouissance, which both hides and expresses itself in such a way that it 
remains inaccessible to consciousness. Emphasizing this dimension of the symptom, Lacan explains that 
the “symptom is, in its nature, jouissance […]. It is on the order of what I have taught you to recognize as 
jouissance in distinction from desire, namely that in having passed through the barrier of the good, […] 
which is to say the pleasure principle, it moves towards the Thing.”15

The stakes of an analysis thus cannot aim at the eradication of that which, like the symptom, writes 
an unspeakable truth concerning the subject’s relation to the real at work within him. This is the point at 
which it is most apparent that the analytic cure is an ethical practice, one essentially concerned with the 
subject’s position with respect to the jouissance that constitutes him in the truest sense. Psychoanalysis 
aims at lifting the silence in which the subject conceals himself with the symptom in order that the truth of 
unconscious desire might appear and be fully assumed in the subject’s acts and commitments.

This passage, for Freud, from the symptom to the fantasy — that is, the passage to savoir about 
the rationality of the real at work in the symptom — lies at the heart of the analytic experience and is 
indissociable from the ethical stakes borne by the phallus, which gives desire its signifying form and 
constitutes the condition under which any act of the subject may occur. Insofar as the phallus is the 
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ZPNUPÄLY VM SHJR HUK KLZPYL · [OL L_WYLZZPVU PU [OL Z`TIVSPJ VM ZVTL[OPUN [OH[ OHZ UV WSHJL [OLYL · P[ PZ
PUZLWHYHISL MYVT [OL X\LZ[PVU VM [OL HJ[� ;OL HJ[ VM [OL Z\IQLJ[ PZ KLÄULK OLYL HZ LTLYNPUN MYVT HUV[OLY
place, and it sustains those objects that accord neither with the ideals derived from parental exigencies 
nor with social norms. The phallus supposes and sustains an act that is not without a subject; it is not, 
as in the case of a symptom, the writing of an unassumed jouissance. The ethical act fully assumes 
responsibility for the unrepresentable jouissance enclosed in the symptom, which thereby transforms and 
opens it up to the possibility of other forms. This kind of act feeds on the object of desire, which is thus 
decanted of the jouissance of the Other that was borne in the symptom. It is signed with the mark of a 
KLZPYL ^OVZL Z\IQLJ[ ILHYZ IV[O P[Z JVUZLX\LUJLZ HUK LɈLJ[Z PU [OL ZVJPHS SPUR� 3HJRPUN HU HKKYLZZ VY H
demand, making no appeal to the Other, the act originates not in the ego but in the real of a subject who 
authorizes himself in this very same act.

Lacan provides some particularly illuminating indications on the question of the act. In Seminar X, 
he makes a radical distinction between acting out (a term he preserves in English) and passage à l’acte, 
which he illustrates through references to Freud’s Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria and “The 
Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a Woman.” He observes that all of Dora’s paradoxical 
behavior with respect to the K.’s marriage comprises an acting out, whereas the slap triggered by Herr K.’s 
unfortunate statement — “I get nothing out of my wife” — is a passage à l’acte.16 The same is true with 
the case of the young homosexual woman: If all of the young girl’s scandalous conduct with the beloved 
lady is an acting out, then her suicide attempt — which takes place when she is walking with the lady and 
encounters her father — is a passage à l’acte.17 Lacan stresses the demonstrative character of acting out 
HUK� JVUJVTP[HU[S �̀ [OL HWWLHS HUK HKKYLZZ [V [OL 6[OLY JVU[HPULK [OLYLPU� ¸(J[PUN V\[�¹ OL ZWLJPÄLZ� ¸PZ
essentially something that is displayed in the subject’s behavior. The demonstrative accent in any acting 
out, its orientation towards the Other, is something that needs to be emphasized […]. And what shows 
itself there is essentially shown to be other than what it is. What it in fact is, no one knows, but the fact 
that it is other than this is something that no one doubts.”18 He continues this development by noting that 
“when you look at things closely, the majority of the time you will notice that the subject knows full well that 
^OH[ OL KVLZ PU HJ[PUN V\[ PZ KVUL PU VYKLY [V VɈLY P[ZLSM \W [V `V\Y PU[LYWYL[H[PVU¹ ��� �� 0U H JLY[HPU ZLUZL�
then, acting out is the cinematic editing, the theatrical set, the staging, which both reveals and conceals 
something at the same time. The passage à l’acte, by contrast, is a true act, one in which the subject 
suddenly appears, lifting a portion of the veil that covers over a truth that, although it remains unseen, is 
PUKPJH[LK HZ ZVTL[OPUN KPɈLYLU[ MYVT ^OH[ PZ KPZWSH`LK PU HJ[PUN V\[� ;O\Z� [OL ZSHW [OH[ LZJHWLZ MYVT
Dora’s hand introduces Freud to a truth that the entire organization of her behavior had hitherto prevented 
him from grasping: Is she in love with Herr or Frau K.?

The passage à l’acte is not in the same register as acting out; instead, it is on the side of the 
YLHS� H ÅPNO[ VM [OL Z\IQLJ[� /H]PUN L_P[LK MYVT [OL KLTHUK HKKYLZZLK [V [OL 6[OLY� P[ YLX\PYLZ ULP[OLY [OL
approval nor the interpretation, participation, or recognition of the Other. Lacan, in his discussion of the 
`V\UN OVTVZL_\HS ^VTHU� JSLHYS` ZWLJPÄLZ [OL Z[Y\J[\YL VM [OL passage à l’acte:
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If you take a look at the formula for the fantasy, the passage à l’acte is situated on the 
Z\IQLJ[»Z ZPKL� PUZVMHY HZ [OL Z\IQLJ[ ZLLTZ [V IL TH_PTHSS` LɈHJLK I` [OL IHY� ;OL
moment of the passage à l’acte is a moment of the most profound embarrassment for 
the subject, which is accompanied by the behavioral addition of emotion in the form of 
a movement disorder. In this sense, from where the subject currently stands — namely, 
the only place on stage where, as a fundamentally historicized subject, it can persist in its 
Z\IQLJ[P]L Z[H[\Z · P[ O\YSZ P[ZLSM HUK MHSSZ VɈZ[HNL� �����

Moreover, according to Lacan, “The subject moves in the direction of escaping from the stage. 
This is what allows us to recognize the passage à l’acte MVY P[Z WYVWLY ]HS\L� HUK [V KPɈLYLU[PH[L P[ MYVT
^OH[ PZ LU[PYLS` KPɈLYLU[� UHTLS �̀ HJ[PUN V\[¹ ������ 3HJHU NP]LZ \Z HUV[OLY L_HTWSL� [OPZ [PTL L]VRPUN
the concept of fugue: “What is this thing we call fugue on the part of the subject who, always placed 
more or less in an infantile position, throws himself into it? — if not this exiting the stage, this wandering 
KLWHY[\YL PU[V [OL W\YL ^VYSK ^OLYL [OL Z\IQLJ[ NVLZ VɈ PU ZLHYJO VM� VY OVWLZ [V TLL[� ZVTL[OPUN ^OPJO
is everywhere rejected and refused” (137). As he continues, “the essential distinction between these two 
registers is the following — on the one hand you have the world, the place the real is rushing to, and on the 
other hand, the scene of the Other, where man as subject has to constitute himself, to assume his place 
HZ OL ^OV ZWLHRZ� I\[ JHU VUS` KV ZV PU H Z[Y\J[\YL ^OPJO� OV^L]LY H\[OLU[PJ P[ JSHPTZ [V IL� PZ H ÄJ[PVUHS
structure” (137).

(U HUHS`ZHUK� 4Y� (�� YLJHSSLK [OPZ L_WLYPLUJL THNUPÄJLU[S` ^OLU OL [VSK \Z HIV\[ H YLJLU[
experience. He was talking calmly on the phone with his friend — a friend about whom he had mixed 
feelings — when suddenly, as he told us, “I shouted ‘you’re crazy!’ and I hung up.” He tried to explain the 
strangeness of this unforeseeable, spontaneous, and feckless act, which had simply slipped out: “All of 
a sudden, it was as if I had fallen into a black hole inside my head. I was scared, and I screamed without 
planning to. It was as though my usual control over consciousness had disappeared.” When asked to try 
to say more, he added, “these gestures are doing the talking. I’m well aware that there is a certain value 
in these gestures, at least an indicative value. It makes me sad to think about it. Basically, I’m only alive 
for a few seconds a year, the rest is automatism.” His gesture is a passage à l’acte. The subject of the 
drive — necessarily outside of the scene, out of bounds, outside the law — acts; it performs an act that 
makes the real — a truth that has been excluded, rejected from the scene — suddenly emerge. In this 
sense, the passage à l’acte is an authentic act, but it is an act that lacks a fully present signature. The truth 
expressed and unveiled in the act demands to be sustained, in its full extent and consequence, in a fresh 
act supported by the phallus — an act that bears the responsibility for what it engenders.
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...TO A PRACTICE OF THE LETTER SUPPORTED BY THE PHALLUS

These remarks lead us precisely to where we intend to focus the question of the act as a practice of the 
letter. Art, especially theater, is without a doubt one of the privileged grounds on which to approach this 
question, for theatrical staging constitutes a genuine writing. Through the act, gesture, voice, rhythm, 
and movement of bodies in space, the staging gives form to something that the text not only does not 
but also cannot supply. Theatrical writing renders emotion and feeling visible and attempts to express 
HU_PL[` HUK MLHY" PU ZOVY[� P[ L_WSVKLZ [OL [L_[ I` VWLUPUN P[ VU[V H KPɈLYLU[ ZWHJL [OHU [OH[ ^OPJO PZ
JVU[HPULK PU [OL ZPNUPÄLY HUK ZPNUPÄJH[PVU VM [OL [L_[� ;OL Z[HNPUN ^YP[LZ ZVTL[OPUN [OH[ NVLZ IL`VUK
what is said. It addresses itself to the spectator’s body and solicits the unknowable real at work therein, 
just as it interpellates what was inscribed in the body in the form of unnamed, censored, and repressed 
experiences. Without question, this is why it is said that theater is made to be acted, or that a theatrical 
[L_[ VUS` OHZ TLHUPUN HUK ZPNUPÄJHUJL ^OLU P[ PZ ¸W\[ VU�¹ ;OL Z[HNPUN �mise en scene) or embodying 
(mise en corps� VM [OL [L_[ HY[PJ\SH[LZ [OL ZPNUPÄLY [V [OL SL[[LY VM [OL IVK` · HU HY[PJ\SH[PVU [OH[ [OL HJ[VY
works to “pass” along, to transmit in a writing that gives itself to be read by the spectator — and opens up 
a space in the body for the return of a real jouissance.

;OL JPULTH[VNYHWOPJ ^YP[PUN VM 4PJOHLS /HULRL»Z ÄST The White Ribbon provides an excellent 
L_HTWSL VU [OPZ WVPU[� ;OL ÄST»Z JPULTH[PJ [LJOUPX\L P[ZLSM� TVYL ZV [OHU P[Z JVU[LU[� JH\ZLZ HU LɈYHJ[PVU
PU [OL ]PL^LY HUK WYV]VRLZ YLHS LɈLJ[Z� 0[ WYVK\JLZ HU HU_PL[` HUK THSHPZL ZV WYVMV\UK HZ [V IL ULHYS`
\UILHYHISL� SLHKPUN ÄST JYP[PJZ [V JHSS [OL ^VYR H ¸KPZ[\YIPUN KYHTH�¹ :OV[ PU ISHJR HUK ^OP[L� [OL SVUN HUK
ZSV^�TV]PUN ÄST [HRLZ WSHJL HNHPUZ[ [OL IHJRKYVW VM ZVTILY ZJLULY �̀ ^P[O H\Z[LYL HUK Z\S[Y` PU[LYPVYZ
that the external scenes, despite their remarkably beautiful pastoral landscapes, are nevertheless unable 
[V SPNO[LU� ;OL [\YU VM [OL JLU[\Y` .LYTHU ]PSSHNL ^OLYL [OL HJ[PVU [HRLZ WSHJL HWWLHYZ [V IL J\[ VɈ
MYVT [OL ^VYSK� HZ [OV\NO P[ ^LYL WS\JRLK MYVT H KPɈLYLU[ [PTL� [O\Z HKKPUN [V [OL MLLSPUN VM Z\ɈVJH[PVU
and closure the images create. From the very beginning, the absence of any music during the credits 
HUUV\UJLZ [OL ÄST»Z WLJ\SPHY TVVK� ;OLU [OL UHYYH[VY»Z ]VPJL� ^OPJO ^PSS YL[\YU [V W\UJ[\H[L [OL ÄST ^OLU
needed, introduces a narrative whose closure we will await in vain. The narrative purported to be at the 
heart of the matter is merely a pretext that turns out, in the end, to be marginal and unimportant. Although 
it initially clings to the narrative, the audience will be lead elsewhere, carried into a space other than the 
reassuring one of the narrative. In this other space, knowing the conclusion of the story will no longer be of 
HU` PU[LYLZ[� 0UKLLK� PU [OL SHZ[ HUHS`ZPZ� ULP[OLY [OL UHYYH[VY»Z ^VYKZ UVY [OL ÄST»Z PTHNLZ HKKYLZZ [OL L]PS
that is eating away at this small and cloistered Protestant community. Instead, the real is transmitted and 
PUZJYPILK PU [OL ]PL^LY»Z ÅLZO I` L]LY`[OPUN [OH[ PZ TPZZPUN� \UZHPK� HUK \UZOV^U� )L`VUK [OL ^VYKZ HUK
images, the precisely calculated cinematographic writing addresses itself to the viewer’s unconscious, 
[OLYLI` VWLUPUN [OL KVVY [V [OL YLHS HUK WYVK\JPUN LɈLJ[Z VM HU_PL[` HUK Z\S[YPULZZ� ( U\TILY VM ^YP[PUN
techniques collude to help shatter any points of reference that the viewer could construct for him- or 
herself. The actors chosen to play the roles of the children resemble one another and eventually become 
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interchangeable, resulting in a confusion in which the audience is completely lost. But, above all, the 
ÄST»Z TVZ[ KLJPZP]L L]LU[Z · Z\PJPKL� PUJLZ[\V\Z YHWL� [OL ZOH[[LYPUN VM [HIVVZ� JOPSK HI\ZL · HYL UL]LY
ZOV^U� 5V[OPUN PZ ZOV^U� ([ LHJO VM [OL ÄST»Z TVZ[ JY\JPHS TVTLU[Z� [OL KVVYZ HYL ZO\[ HUK [OL ]PL^LY
PZ SLM[ ^P[O VUS` ]VPJLZ� MHPU[ HUK KPZ[HU[ T\YT\YZ� Z[PÅLK [LHYZ� HUK JYPLZ [OH[ HYL Q\Z[ IHYLS` KPZJLYUHISL
MYVT ILOPUK JSVZLK KVVYZ� +LWYP]LK VM [OLZL ZPNO[Z� [OL ]PL^LY PZ JVUÄULK [V [OL ^VYR VM [OL SL[[LY HUK
the drive that have both been remobilized by his own proper and obscure fantasies. It is as if the writing of 
ÄST»Z Z[HNLJYHM[� ^OPJO PZ UL]LY[OLSLZZ PUZJYPILK PU [OL ÄLSK VM [OL ]PZPISL� ^LYL WYVQLJ[PUN [OL ]PL^LY PU[V
another space. The viewer is abandoned there to the work of the real provoked by those orphaned voices 
· ^P[OV\[ [OL WVZZPIPSP[` VM HU` IPUKPUN [PLZ · [OH[ OH\U[ OPZ IVK �̀ >YP[PUN HUK P[Z LɈLJ[Z� ^OPJO VWLU
VU[V HUK NYHU[ HJJLZZ [V [OL YLHS� [HRL WYLJLKLUJL V]LY HU` WVZZPISL OPZ[VYPJHS JVU[LU[� 4VYL LɈLJ[P]LS`
than any discourse, above and beyond the narrator’s speech, these practices of the letter express the 
]LY` LZZLUJL VM [OL ÄST HUK JYLH[L P[Z [Y\[O�LɈLJ[Z� ;OL J\YZL VM [OL 7YV[LZ[HU[ ]PSSHNL� HIV\[ ^OPJO [OL
narrator promises a story, is never addressed, explained, recounted, or interpreted. It is only transmitted 
in the malaise provoked in the body of the viewer.

9VILY[ 3LWHNL� H THU VM [OL 8\tItJVPZ [OLH[LY ^OV ÄN\YLZ HTVUN [OL NYLH[LZ[ JVU[LTWVYHY`
directors, is one such director developing and radicalizing the link between staging and writing. For him, 
the play writes itself while being put on and acted out, and “the actor writes with his acting, with his body, 
with his mind.”19 )` LTWSV`PUN HSS VM [OL TLHUZ HɈVYKLK I` T\S[PTLKPH� 3LWHNL JYLH[LZ NLU\PUL ¸[OLH[YPJHS
writing sites.”20 With such varied means — the voice, rhythm, movement, dance, the movement of bodies, 
PTHNLZ� T\ZPJ� SPNO[� NLZ[\YLZ� HJ[PVU� HUK ZV VU · [OL [OLH[LY Z[HNLZ [L_[ HUK [YHUZTP[Z [OL ZPNUPÄLY I`
way of the body and the act. This passage itself is what opens up the audience, as well as the actor, to a 
singular experience of the real. The actor and director, for their part, must endanger themselves; they must 
give way to that which is capable of bursting forth from inside themselves. The creative object can only 
emerge and take shape out of chaos. It is in this sense that Roland Barthes’ statement that writing is “a 
bodily practice of jouissance” assumes its full meaning.21

Theatrical writing brings about something new, unforeseen, and surprising, that — in the après-
coup — teaches its creator something he did not know beforehand. Peter Brook, another renowned 
director, emphasizes that the true work of a director “consists in being there in order that something which 
is no longer there may come to life.”22 This writing is a frame that circumscribes a space created for the 
return of the real; it is a place where the subject’s act can come to be, and it provides a way to reach some 
unseen thing that, if not for this act, would remain inaccessible. Brook further stresses that “form can be 
what makes it possible for the mind to enter into an event. The actor, the scenery, what we call the staging 
— these are forms. But if this form is not there in the service of something other than itself and in order 
[V HSSV^ SPML [V HWWLHY · PM P[ PZ UV[ JVTWSL[LS` ÅL_PISL · [OLU P[ PZ \ZLSLZZ HUK JHU IL [OL LULT` VM [OVZL
who love the mind” (41).



Umbr(a)   26

In a commentary on Happy Days, Brook remarks upon the exacting nature of Beckett’s stage 
directions, which are arranged “with the precision of a musical score” (41). He must have, it seems, 
personally rehearsed each and every detail while writing the play. “This is how choreographers work,” 
Brook adds, “and it is fascinating to see that the dancer understands this very well — that by rigorously 
following the choreography, he discovers his own freedom; that in order for the form to open itself up and 
show the feeling contained within it, he must exactingly follow each miniscule detail of the choreography” 
(18-19). Staging, then, is more the writing of a form than a content, a form that must be fully adhered to 
in order to give us access to something else. The symptom, for example, writes a form that leads the way 
to a certain logic. Or consider, once again, those sixteenth and seventeenth century tablatures that show 
^OLYL [OL T\ZPJPHU T\Z[ WSHJL OPZ ÄUNLYZ VU [OL PUZ[Y\TLU[ PU VYKLY [V HJJLZZ [OL T\ZPJ [OH[� WYVWLYS`
speaking, is not written down.

Artists and other creators bear witness to this experience, in which the utmost precision and 
repetition of the gesture or movement requires a degree of concentration that carries them into another 
ZWHJL� ;OLYL� J\[ VɈ MYVT YLHSP[ �̀ [OL` NHPU HJJLZZ [V HU LSZL^OLYL ^P[OPU [OLTZLS]LZ MYVT ^OPJO HU HJ[� H
creative object, will emerge. The constraint that this precision imposes on the body deprives the ego of its 
TLHUZ VM HJ[PUN� OHUKJ\ɉUN P[ ZV [OH[ VUS` [OL TPUK · HUK [OLYLMVYL [OL Z\IQLJ[ · PZ HISL [V ZWYPUN MVY[O
from this compulsory silence. Once again, Brook touches upon something of this sort in an experiment 
he conducted along with the Japanese actor and director Yoshi Oïda. They wanted to see whether it was 
possible, through such banal actions as looking at and drinking a glass of water, “to render an action of 
this order so transparent that we might see the poetry in it, as in certain of the simple little phrases written 
by poets. It was a search for the complete removal of the means employed by the actor while knowing 
full well that without a tremendous amount of precision, owing to those very same means, it would be 
impossible to reach what we were truly seeking” (55).

In the same spirit, Lepage isolates how the Japanese, “in a single line, give expression to the 
entirety of life. They pick up a brush, spend a whole day in concentration, and then at a given moment 
they draw a line and everything is there”; and, he adds, “I love to do that, and I hope that my work — my 
[OLH[LY� T` ZOV^Z · YLÅLJ[Z P[ MYVT [PTL [V [PTL� :VTL[PTLZ P[ LUKZ \W ILPUN Q\Z[ H UHTLSLZZ ZJYPIISL"
but every once in a while, there is scene in a show which is exactly like a very simple brushstroke, without 
HY[PÄJL VY [VV T\JO ÅHPY� HUK P[ JVU[HPUZ HSS VM [OL LZZLU[PHSZ�¹23

The act supported by the phallus is akin to the line in calligraphy. While bearing the living mark of 
the real of the subject who draws it, it does not occur — as the passage à l’acte does — in the form of an 
escape that exempts the subject from his complete and full responsibility. But the act here, supported by 
the phallus, is not without a subject, even if that subject emerges from elsewhere. The subject summons 
the conditions necessary for this act to take place; he awaits it, recognizes it, claims responsibility for it, 
and signs the truth it brings forth.
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THE ACT: WRITING A SPACE FOR THE REAL

The calligrapher must spend years in practice, copying the great masters and, as Hassan Massoudy says, 
assimilating “all aspects of culture that relate to [his art]”: “Practice awakens the knowledge gradually 
stored up within the body and releases the expression of myriad nuances.”24 He goes on to explain that 
calligraphic “codes serve to control the internal excitement of the calligrapher and to prevent his feelings 
MYVT V]LYÅV^PUN B¯D� )\[ [OL JHSSPNYHWOLY T\Z[ WHZZ IL`VUK [OLZL ZL[ Y\SLZ� ;V HJOPL]L OPZ HPT� OL
T\Z[ ÄYZ[ JVUMVYT [V [OLZL YLZ[YPJ[PVUZ� HUK [OLU NV IL`VUK [OLT� ;OPZ PZ ILJH\ZL H [Y\L JHSSPNYHWOPJ
JVTWVZP[PVU T\Z[ JVU[HPU ZVTL[OPUN PUKLÄUHISL� ZVTL[OPUN LS\ZP]L HUK WV^LYM\S [OH[ [HRLZ P[ IL`VUK HSS
rules.”25

+\YPUN OPZ J\YL� HU HUHS`ZHUK ^OV ^L ^PSS JHSS 4Y� ;� [LZ[PÄLK HIV\[ ^OH[ OL KPZJV]LYLK I`
practicing calligraphy: “The creation happens independent of me. There are magical works, which are 
out of my control. Aesthetics are not the most important thing in calligraphy; it is the state in which you 
do it. You try to immerse yourself in the body movements.” His master once told him that “your pen will 
ILJVTL [OL WLYMLJ[ L_[LUZPVU VM `V\Y \UJVUZJPV\Z� `V\ HYL NVPUN [V ÄUK `V\Y V^U Z`TIVSPJ� [OL VUL
residing within you.” As Mr. T. continued, “I try to situate myself between acting and not acting. There 
is a space between the two, and you could say that that is where the unconscious can express itself.” 
When applying this technique in his own original works, he mentioned that he experiences the eruption of 
“creative moments which are independent of my will.” In one session, he brought a simple dream: “I was 
doing some calligraphy, and I signed it with my seal.” This dream came at a key moment in his analysis. Mr. 
;� ^HZ NVPUN [OYV\NO [OL ZPT\S[HULV\ZS` KPɉJ\S[ HUK SPILYH[PUN [YH]LYZHS VM [OL WZ`JOV[PJ L_WLYPLUJL� /PZ
delusion not only fell, having failed and become useless to him, but the object at the heart of his mission 
in the psychotic enterprise also collapsed, leading him to question everything that had hitherto constituted 
the foundations and meaning of his life. Freed from the constraints in which his psychotic beliefs had 
shackled him, but also deeply shaken, he was confronted with the obligation to reconstruct his life on new 
MV\UKH[PVUZ� [V YLULNV[PH[L OPZ YLSH[PVUZ ^P[O V[OLYZ HUK [OL ^VYSK� HUK [V YLKLÄUL OPZ VIQLJ[P]LZ HZ ^LSS
as the values upon which to base his actions and new ethics. The dream, in a way, signs the responsibility 
that the subject must henceforth take for the real at work within him. Even though it is outside of his 
control, this real can no longer be attributed to an evil source that was his mission to eradicate: “No matter 
what I place my seal on, it still does not come from me. That is what I still have a hard time integrating — 
the fact that I could be the creator of something which is outside of my intention and my control, freeing 
myself from the idea that I am an instrument of God and that I have a mission. The important thing is not 
knowing where it comes from, but what I do with it.”

Completely abandoning a practice of painting that clung to the visual representation of the 
objects populating his delusional universe, calligraphy opened up another space for Mr. T. — that of the 
IVK �̀ [OL SL[[LY� HUK [OL HJ[� *HSSPNYHWO �̀ M\Y[OLYTVYL� JHYYPLK OPT IL`VUK [OL OVSK VM [OL ZPNUPÄLY HUK [OL
interpretation in which he had been trapped. Out of the act and the gesture, something unanticipated 
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emerged. It is as if the impassioned discovery of calligraphy were concretizing, in a practice of the letter, 
the liberating experience of the energy of the drive, which is henceforth unbound from the constraints 
imposed by the exigency and idea of a perfection anchored to his messianic destiny: “You could say that 
my life is a calligraphic line. You have one chance, you say something, you do something, but you can’t 
turn back the clock. No alteration is possible. And if you mess up, well, you start again. Before, I used to 
have a ferocious judge in my head, who condemned me for even the slightest error.” Mr. T. is fascinated by 
[OL ALU SPUL� ^OPJO PZ KPɈLYLU[ MYVT [OL *OPULZL VUL [OH[ PZ P[Z WLYMLJ[PVU� ;OL ALU SPUL PZ YV\NO� [L_[\YLK�
alive, and in it “you can see that the human hand has passed through the line […]. It is a line that doesn’t 
aspire to aesthetics, but to vivacity. There is something very moving in its clumsiness.” What moves him 
here is precisely what he used to abhor: the very same real that used to harbor something evil, which he 
had to abolish both within himself and in humanity. In moments of anxiety, the practice of his art calms 
this feeling. Calligraphy, through the practice of the gesture and the concentration it requires, draws the 
contours and place of the thing that takes shape in the vivacity and truth of the line, which expresses what 
cannot be said. It is as if the concentrated gesture or the act that reproduces a line were able to unlink the 
drive from its binding to any sort of ideas, ideals, representations, or fantasies in order to bring it to bear 
upon the creation of other things.

“I don’t depict, I pictorialize. I don’t represent, I present.”26 This statement by Pierre Soulages, the 
famed painter of black, perfectly illustrates the radical experience he pursues in painting or, rather, in the 
act of painting. For him, painting is “above all a poetic experience. It is a metaphor; it doesn’t allow itself 
to be explained, it doesn’t even let itself be broached by explanation” (34). Soulages paints in black. There 
is no more content, no more shape, sometimes even no more form; there is only black and hints of light. 
There is nothing left for an interpretation to grab hold of, not even a title — which Soulages refuses to 
NP]L [V OPZ WHPU[PUNZ� ;OLYL PZ UV ZPNUPÄLY [V ZLY]L HZ H N\PKL VY L]LU HZ H KP]LYZPVU� ^OPJO ^V\SK Z[PSS IL
H ^H` VM VɈLYPUN H MVV[OVSK [V [OL ]PL^LY� 0UZ[LHK� OL ZPNUZ OPZ WHPU[PUNZ I` PUKPJH[PUN [OL [`WL VM TH[LYPHS
used — paint, walnut stain, lithograph — and the date he ended his work. Having no wish to reproduce an 
object, or express a feeling, or give shape to a thought or mood, Soulages does not depict. His painting 
is like a writing whose function is not to write what is said. “What I do, what I make, teaches me what I 
HT SVVRPUN MVY�¹ OL JSHYPÄLZ" PUKLLK� P[ PZ HZ PM [OL VUS` [OPUN [OH[ TH[[LYZ PZ [OL L_WLYPLUJL [OH[ WYVK\JLZ
for both the painter and the viewer (34). The act of painting, much like the act of calligraphy, becomes the 
exercise and the discipline to which the being gives itself over in order to have access to another place. 
In so doing, it endows this other place with a visibility that concedes nothing to the imaginary that, for its 
part, remains powerless and unable to recuperate anything. It is in this sense that Soulages’ work takes 
us straight to the heart of the question of the subject’s act, insofar as it solicits the letter of the body in a 
WYHJ[PJL VM ^YP[PUN [OH[ JYLH[LZ H ZWHJL MVY [OL YLHS HUK [OL L_WYLZZPVU VM ^OH[ [OL ZPNUPÄLY PZ \UHISL [V
represent. Just like the mathematician or the poet, his painting is a practice of writing. It does not seek to 
reproduce but, rather, it is a quest for the elusive thing it attempts to approach. His paintings delimit the 
IVYKLYZ VM [OH[ ZWHJL V\[ VM ^OPJO [OL YLHS LTLYNLZ HZ ZVTL[OPUN PUKLÄUHISL� ZVTL[OPUN [OH[ [OL ^VYR
transmits not in what it says but in the experience it provokes.
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:V\SHNLZ KVLZ UV[ WHPU[ ISHJR P[ZLSM I\[ YH[OLY [OL SPNO[ YLÅLJ[LK I` ISHJR� /L PZ [OL WHPU[LY VM [OL
Beyondblack (l’Outrenoir), a term he created to designate that other space to which he attempts to gain 
access through painting. He recounts the experience of his discovery one night in 1979, when he spent 
hours working furiously, without success, on a painting that he had long since made a mess of: 

I told myself that if I was continuing to work on it like this, it’s because there was something 
more powerful inside of me, pushing me to continue. But I was exhausted and I went to 
bed. When I woke up, I realized that what I was doing was new for me, that it was another 
[`WL VM WHPU[PUN! P[ ^HZU»[ [OL ISHJR P[ZLSM [OH[ TH[[LYLK� I\[ [OL SPNO[ YLÅLJ[LK I` [OL
black, the light coming from the color that is the greatest absence of light — most of all, it 
wasn’t an optical phenomenon but something very profound, going deep within me […]. 
It was an inner experience, simultaneously intellectual and spiritual, though none of these 
adjectives are entirely suitable. This new gaze, this way of seeing black that attained a 
TLU[HS ÄLSK V[OLY [OHU [OH[ VM ZPTWS` ISHJR� PZ ^OH[ 0 JHTL [V JHSS )L`VUKISHJR� 0U [OPZ
sense, as with “outre-Rhin” [Germany, beyond the Rhine] and “outre-Manche” [Britain, 
beyond the English Channel], it names another country. (12)

How better to express an act that “moves towards what it doesn’t understand” and that, by chance, opens 
onto the real by making something new emerge there, something true and unexpected? Soulages, to this 
end, cites the poetry of St. John of the Cross: “Not for all the beauty / will I ever be lost, / but for I-know-
not-what / that by fortune I may reach.”27

;OLZL SPULZ LɈLJ[P]LS` PSS\Z[YH[L [OL WYPTHJ` VM [OL Z[YLZZ [OH[ PZ WSHJLK VU [OL LTLYNLUJL VM [OL
real, where the subject discovers himself to be forever beyond order, rules, the law, and norms. This real is 
the not-so-clumsy thing that signs the subject’s presence in the Zen line of calligraphy, as Mr. T. explains. 
7L[LY )YVVR� PU OPZ V^U ^H �̀ KLÄULZ P[ HZ H JOVPJL [OH[ PTWVZLZ P[ZLSM VU [OL KPYLJ[VY! [OL JOVPJL [V LP[OLY
¸HJJLW[ H YH[OLY HLZ[OL[PJ [HZ[L · ^OPJO PZ [V ZH` H SV]L MVY L]LY`[OPUN HY[PÄJPHS� ILJH\ZL `V\ HYL [V\JOLK
I` P[ ÄUK P[ ]LY` ILH\[PM\S · VY [V YLM\ZL HSS VM [OPZ I` [LSSPUN `V\YZLSM [OH[ `V\ OH]L I\[ VUL NVHS� VUL ULLK!
to be in the service, with every available means, of the appearance of a moment of life.”28

It is not by chance that the question of the artist’s act — which takes the letter of the body as its 
instrument and opens onto the real — should lead us to the mystic, to the one who holds himself there 
in an essential relation to the real and to what escapes perception, understanding, representation, and 
any possible seizure. Whether it is in the quest for a place in which to lose himself, or in the radical and 
intransigent search for the always elusive object of desire, the mystic immerses himself in the experience, 
as in a journey that involves his entire being and his entire body. And insofar as he is oriented toward 
this unattainable “I-know-not-what that by fortune I may reach,” toward a nonnegotiable jouissance that 
places him out of bounds, lost to the collective as to the institution, the mystic is not without resonance 
with the subject of the unconscious, which is precisely the concern of psychoanalysis. On this crucial 
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point, Apollon reminds us that what constitutes “the object of an experience that corresponds to [the 
subject of the unconscious’s] most intimate exigencies, and that makes him ultimately untreatable, is a 
YLHS [OH[ JH\ZLZ [OL KLZPYL [OH[ ZWLLJO JHU L]VRL H[ ZWLJPÄJ TVTLU[Z�¹29 Indeed, the phrase “a real that 
JH\ZLZ [OL KLZPYL [OH[ ZWLLJO JHU L]VRL H[ ZWLJPÄJ TVTLU[Z�¹ ^OPJO HWWSPLZ Q\Z[ HZ ^LSS [V [OL HY[PZ[ HUK
his quest, brings us back to the analytic experience and to the very stakes entailed therein, namely that the 
real — the jouissance that was borne in advance and outside of the scene by the self-enclosed writings of 
the symptom or the passage à l’acte — should be taken into account by the subject as the place holding 
OPZ TVZ[ PU[PTH[L [Y\[O� 7Z`JOVHUHS`ZPZ PZ HU L[OPJHS WYHJ[PJL� H WYHJ[PJL VM M\SS ZWLLJO HUK ¸[OL ZPNUPÄLY
that erodes and hollows out [the symbolic] order by evoking the work of jouissance within the being.”30 
;OLYLMVYL� [OL ZWLLJO [OH[ PZ Z\WWVY[LK I` HUK Z\Z[HPUZ [OL WOHSS\Z · [OL ZPNUPÄLY VM H UVUULNV[PHISL
desire to which speech gives way/voice [voie(x)] in the social space — is an act. It is an act derived from 
the drive of desire unbound from ideals and norms, an act that the subject continues to support and sign.

Translated by Michael Stanish
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In a landmark Lacanian study of Adolf Eichmann, the architect of Hitler’s Final 
Solution, Juliet Flower MacCannell locates in the genocidal program of the Third 
Reich the insistence of a “will-to-jouissance” enabled by the failure of traditional 
symbolic laws. As she writes,

What is new in Lacan’s reading of Law and the Drives is his 
perception that the symbolic tactics civilization employs to 
VWLU HUK JSVZL P[Z ZLSM�PUÅPJ[LK ^V\UKZ �[OL ^V\UKZ [OH[ THRL
\Z O\THU� HYL UV SVUNLY JVTWLSSPUN ÄJ[PVUZ� 4VYL ¸IHSHUJLK¹
modes of symbolic temporizing have taken a back seat. A 
direct, “imbalanced” relation to “Drive” displaces them. Under 
Holocaust, nuclear and global catastrophic threats, the will-to-
jouissance insists with immediate virulence.1

Increasingly, she argues, modern civilization confronts the danger — but also the 
temptation — of a “jouissance not restricted by the word, by the ethical framing 
of excess and lack” (67). As so-called “symbolic” or paternal laws fade from the EN
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WPJ[\YL� MHU[HZ` ÄSSZ [OL ]VPK I` WYVWVZPUN VIQLJ[Z [V VYNHUPaL VY Z[Y\J[\YL [OL KYP]L PU [OLPY WSHJL� -HU[HZ`
grounds our contemporary culture by “invert[ing] the logical (symbolic) structuring of necessary lack in us 
as the Other’s bliss, or M\SÄSSTLU[” (67). In Eichmann’s grudging surrender to Hitler’s genocidal imperative 
— the descent into what he describes as a “death whirl” — MacCannell sees an abdication of his own 
desire as a subject (founded on lack) in an attempt to appease the unspoken will of the Führer.2

)\[ 4HJ*HUULSS»Z LZZH` HSZV VɈLYZ HU PUUV]H[P]L HUHS`ZPZ VM [OL WZ`JOVHUHS`[PJ Z[HRLZ VM ^YP[PUN�
As she observes of Eichmann, “He always acted in accordance with the rules, but more than that, and more 
than simply following orders, he felt compelled to ‘go beyond’ the written law, the norms of constraint, 
beyond the limit. He was the instrument of a will-to-jouissance not necessarily his own” (72). In opposing 
rule and constraint, MacCannell draws an implicit distinction between law in its imaginary function as a 
representation of a law-making authority and the properly symbolic dimension of written law as a limit or 
constraint. Eichmann attempts to bypass this symbolic dimension, identifying his own will with the law’s 
source. In this quest, he claims to be guided by Immanuel Kant’s categorical imperative, to act in such a 
way “that the maxim of your will could always hold at the same time as a principle of universal legislation.”3 
But as Hannah Arendt observes, in her celebrated account of his Jerusalem trial,

In this household use, all that is left of Kant’s spirit is the demand that a man do more than 
obey the law, that he go beyond the mere call of obedience and identify his own will with 
the principle behind the law — the source from which the law sprang. In Kant’s philosophy 
that source was practical reason; in Eichmann’s household use of him, it was the will of 
the Führer.4

In Arendt’s words, Eichmann’s perverted moral maxim is to “act in such a way that the Führer, if he knew 
of your action, might approve it.”5 As the principle “behind” the law, the Führer’s will is further remarkable 
PU UL]LY ILPUN L_WYLZZLK PU ZWLLJO� PU ZWLJPÄJ VYKLYZ VY ^YP[[LU KPYLJ[P]LZ� ,]LU HZ OL HɉYTZ [OH[ ¸[OL
words of the Führer have the force of law,”6 ,PJOTHUU ÄUKZ [OH[ OL PZ \UHISL [V YLJHSS HU` ZWLJPÄJ ^VYKZ
that the Führer spoke in his presence. Instead, the Führer’s will takes the form of an internalized “voice of 
conscience,” underscoring what MacCannell describes as the “unbearable relation of voice to Superegoic 
Law.”7

She understands Eichmann’s position as “a response […] to the jouissance of the Other as 
voice, rather than to the Other as speech¹ �� �� -VY 3HJHU� ZWLLJO PZ KLÄULK JSHZZPJHSS` HZ [OL ÄLSK VM
the symbolic pact, “the social contract that divides us from each other as mutual aggressors” (69). But 
“Voice is already object a; the embodiment or bearer of a ‘principle behind the law.’ It took shape in 
Lacan’s discourse as one of the four fundamental objects […] around which the fantasy structuring drive 
JPYJ\SH[LZ¹ ����� >OLYLHZ ZWLLJO� HZ [OL ÄLSK VM [OL ZPNUPÄLY� ^VYRZ [V SPTP[ [OL PUZPZ[LUJL VM QV\PZZHUJL I`
erecting barriers against it, the voice as object a is the bearer of the deadly jouissance that insists within 
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the fantasy — whence Lacan’s description of the voice as an “object fallen from the organ of speech,” the 
material support of the superego that takes shape in demand.8 MacCannell sees Eichmann as a subject 
^OV OHZ KLJPKLK [V MVYLNV [OL WYV[LJ[PVUZ VɈLYLK I` [OL Z`TIVSPJ� ¸PKLU[PM`BPUND OPTZLSM ^P[O [OL VIQLJ[ a 
in its role as agent of the [Other’s] Jouissance” by identifying his own “voice of conscience” with the “will” 
TH[LYPHSPaLK PU [OL -�OYLY»Z ]VPJL HIV]L HUK IL`VUK [OL ZWLJPÄJ VYKLYZ HUK KPYLJ[P]LZ OL PZZ\LZ�9

0U VWWVZPUN ,PJOTHUU»Z KPɈLYLU[ H[[P[\KLZ [V^HYK [OL Y\SL VM law �PKLU[PÄLK ^P[O [OL H\[OVYP[` VM [OL
voice) and the written law in its function as constraint, MacCannell suggests that the symbolic dimension 
of speech may be essentially related to the function of writing. In the Third Reich, the ethos of surrendering 
to Hitler’s will goes hand in hand with a refusal of written laws and, more broadly, the structural function 
of writing as a limit or barrier to the superego. The authority of the voice is not transmitted in writing and, 
more importantly, it is not restricted by the written word. Eichmann speaks at length of the distrust of 
written orders among the Nazi elite and the corresponding valuation of the voice and spoken commands 
as more fully expressing the “spirit” of the law — a spirit that is inseparable from the authority of the Führer 
OPTZLSM� ;OL WYVISLT 4HJ*HUULSS PKLU[PÄLZ� OV^L]LY� L_[LUKZ ^LSS IL`VUK MHZJPZ[ .LYTHU �̀ :OL UV[LZ
that in our own contemporary society, as in Hitler’s Germany, there is no formal law against genocide.10 
-VSSV^PUN (YLUK[� 4HJ*HUULSS JHSSZ MVY H ^YP[[LU SH^ [OH[ ^V\SK ZWLJPÄJHSS` WYVOPIP[ NLUVJPKL HUK JV\SK
be adjudicated in an international court. In calling for a written law, and not simply a moral imperative or a 
societal consensus, MacCannell implies that the symbolic dimension of law may bear a privileged relation 
to written constraints and, in particular, to the negative form of the prohibition that emphasizes its status 
as a limit or barrier more than as the representation of an authority. A written law is a law that requires us 
to struggle with it, whose letter functions as a material constraint to its general spirit.

This paper is part of a project that attempts to rethink the function and importance of the written 
law — and of writing more broadly — in the context of political theory. The foregoing of written constraints 
in favor of an authority that is presented as antinomial to writing is an increasingly common phenomenon 
today, whose clearest expression is the resurgent political theology of decision that is a pervasive feature 
not only of modern politics, but also of contemporary political theory and philosophy. Legal theorist Pierre 
Legendre observes that in the Romano-Canonical understanding of the emperor or the pope as the “living 
voice of the law [viva vox iuris]” or the “Law that breathes [Lex animata],”11 a mystically alienated human 
body — or what Legendre calls the “living writing” — is made to “stand in the place of the absolute book.”12 
The result is a “banalization of writing,” in which the text is conceived merely as the bearer of a message.13 

From Paul to Schmitt and to Badiou, the discourse of the decisive act is invariably structured as 
a polemic against writing, promoting a reductive understanding of the written law as nothing more than 
a dead letter or rote norm with respect to which the unscripted act, dictatorial decision, or explosive 
event represents the only possibility for a dynamic transformation of the situation. The appeal of this turn 
away from writing is easy to understand. After all, the written law is the guardian of a normative order, the 
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JVKPÄJH[PVU VM HU L_PZ[PUN Z[H[L VM HɈHPYZ� HUK P[ PZ [O\Z PUOLYLU[S` YLZPZ[HU[ [V WYVMV\UK JOHUNL · HUK� PU
particular, to those “subjectivizing events” that Badiou celebrates. But is it only that? In Legendre’s words, 
the banalization of writing in favor of the decisive act is “founded on an equivocation according to which 
the real and the symbolic would be one and the same category.”14

In this paper I propose to explore these questions by examining the relationship between writing 
and the symbolic, which illuminates a dimension of the written law that is often overlooked: its function 
as constraint, which is irreducible — and in some cases even antinomial — to its function as rule or the 
representation of an authority.

My objective here is not to make a claim for some kind of return to traditional symbolic laws (which 
are clearly on the wane one way or the other and not worth resurrecting in some nostalgic or reactionary 
TVKL�� I\[ [V YLÅLJ[ VU [OL YLSH[PVUZOPW IL[^LLU [OL Z`TIVSPJ� PU P[Z TVZ[ LSLTLU[HY` VY Z[Y\J[\YHS MVYT�
and the function of writing. My hypothesis is that writing as constraint may express the essence of the 
symbolic as Lacan conceives it, which is obscured when the symbolic is reduced to the function of rules 
HUK SH^Z · LZWLJPHSS` [OL WH[LYUHS SH^Z HUK WYVOPIP[PVUZ ^P[O ^OPJO P[ PZ ZV VM[LU PKLU[PÄLK� 6\Y [LUKLUJ`
[V JVUÅH[L [OLZL [^V JVUJLW[PVUZ· HUK� [OLYLMVYL� [V KPZTPZZ HZ PYYLSL]HU[ VY V\[KH[LK [OL ÄYZ[ HSVUN ^P[O
the second — means that we risk not only misunderstanding the function and necessity of the symbolic, 
where the subject of desire is concerned, but also collapsing it into the purely imaginary function of rules 
and norms as the representations of societal ideals. 

3HJHU VɈLYZ HU PTWVY[HU[ TPUPTHS KLÄUP[PVU VM [OL Z`TIVSPJ ^OLU OL T\ZLZ [OH[ [OL ^YP[[LU
commandments of the Mosaic law may be nothing other than “the very laws of speech.”15 This is because 
the condition of speech is that there be “distance between the subject and das Ding,”16 the deadly 
QV\PZZHUJL [OH[ PUZPZ[Z ^P[OPU [OL MHU[HZ` HUK [OH[ YLWYLZLU[Z [OL \S[PTH[L ¸M\SÄSSTLU[¹ VM [OL Z\IQLJ[� P[Z
annihilation or absorption by the superegoic Other. In distancing the Thing, it opens up a space where 
the subject can live. As the “laws of speech,” the commandments are not merely the laws of lack, of the 
object’s impossibility, or of the loss of jouissance. The symbolic is something other than the primordial 
Z\IQLJ[PVU [V [OL ZPNUPÄLY [OH[ 3HJHU JHSSZ JHZ[YH[PVU� ^OPJO VJJHZPVUZ H SVZZ VM UH[\YHS QV\PZZHUJL HUK H
perversion of the natural aims of the organism. This is an unavoidable experience for every speaking being, 
^OL[OLY VY UV[ ZOL ÄUKZ Z`TIVSPJ SH^Z JYLKPISL VY ^LSS�MV\UKLK� ;OL Z`TIVSPJ PZ H JYLH[P]L Z\WWVY[ MVY
the subject of desire.

The “laws of speech” to which Lacan refers are the laws at work in the unconscious itself, which 
elucidate a dimension of the symbolic that is not reducible to the function of law as it is traditionally 
understood. Freud’s work with hysterics makes clear that even in a world in which traditional paternal laws 
YLHSS` HYL JVTWLSSPUN ÄJ[PVUZ� H[ SLHZ[ MVY THU �̀ H NP]LU Z\IQLJ[ HS^H`Z LUJV\U[LYZ [OL Z`TIVSPJ PU H ^H`
[OH[ PZ PYYLK\JPIS` ZWLJPÄJ HUK [OH[ TH` VY TH` UV[ ÄUK HU HUHSVN` VY LJOV PU [OL WH[LYUHS SH^ [OH[ MVYIPKZ
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access to the object that would satisfy desire. In other words, the fact that a society accepts a given set 
VM SH^Z HZ JVTWLSSPUN ÄJ[PVUZ KVLZ UV[ TLHU [OH[ [OL PUKP]PK\HS Z\IQLJ[ PZ HU` SLZZ VISPNLK [V JVTL \W
with a way of managing lack and excess in its own body or psychic economy. This is the fundamental 
problem Freud encounters in his writings on femininity: How does a woman assume castration, if not by 
confronting the incest prohibition and passing through the Oedipus complex? She is not the object of the 
societal norms and prohibitions that model the relation to lack for the masculine subject, and yet she is 
confronted all the same with the inevitability of castration and with the necessity of passing through the 
ÄLSK VM SHUN\HNL PU VYKLY [V L]VRL HUK THUHNL [OL LɈLJ[Z VM [OL KYP]L VU OLY IVK �̀

The answer is to be found not in the sphere of social norms and obligations but in the practice of 
psychoanalysis itself. With the invention of the transference, Freud solicits the unconscious to construct 
a knowledge about the subject’s encounter with a real, which allows for a treatment of the drive and its 
LɈLJ[Z VU [OL VYNHUPZT� HZ ^LSS HZ [OL WVZZPIPSP[` VM H JYLH[P]L JOHUULSPUN VM KYP]L LULYN` [V^HYK UL^
LUKZ� ([ Z[HRL PZ H WHZZHNL [OYV\NO [OL ÄLSK VM [OL 6[OLY [OH[� PU YLHJ[P]H[PUN [OL VYPNPUHY` LUJV\U[LY ^P[O
castration and allowing it to be constructed, also opens up a space for the subject of desire. This passage 
in turn sheds light on the function of more traditional symbolic forms — including societal norms and 
prohibitions — which, under certain conditions, function not merely as representations of castration but as 
Z[Y\J[\YLZ [OH[ HSSV^ P[ [V IL [VSLYH[LK� HɉYTLK� HUK PU ZVTL JHZLZ L]LU [V ILJVTL [OL IHZPZ MVY JYLH[P]L
work (as with those sublimations constitutive of culture itself). 

0U ^OH[ MVSSV^Z 0 L_HTPUL [OL ZWLJPÄJ M\UJ[PVU VM ^YP[[LU JVUZ[YHPU[Z PU Z\Z[HPUPUN ^OH[ 0 WYVWVZL
to call the “experimental” dimension of the symbolic — both within “traditional” laws and in other, very 
KPɈLYLU[� JVU[L_[Z� 4` MVJ\Z PZ VU [OVZL HY[PJ\SH[PVUZ VM [OL Z`TIVSPJ [OH[ [HRL H JYLH[P]L MVYT VY LUHISL
a creative practice and that therefore provide a structure in which the subject can renew or reactivate its 
encounter with the lack in the Other — or castration — in a way that sustains desire and allows the subject 
to exercise its freedom.

MOSES AND MONOTHEISM, OR THE ADVENT OF THE WRITTEN LAW

I will begin with Freud’s last major work, Moses and Monotheism. At face value, there is nothing particularly 
“experimental” about this example, since the Mosaic law may be the ultimate example of the normative 
symbolic. For Freud, however, it really represents the emergence of this experimental dimension, insofar 
as it constitutes a break with a normative order of rules and prohibitions that is not at all symbolic, namely 
the totemic structure and the group psychology that results from it.

The importance of the distinction between “rule” and “constraint” is arguably the upshot of 
Freud’s argument in Moses and Monotheism, which allows us to distinguish between two fundamentally 
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KPɈLYLU[ YLNPZ[LYZ VM SH^! imaginary authority and symbolic constraint. Moses and Monotheism could be 
read as bringing full circle an investigation of the symbolic as constraint that begins in earnest with The 
Interpretation of Dreams� [OLYLI` LTWOHZPaPUN [OL JVU[PU\\T IL[^LLU [OL M\UJ[PVU VM [OL ZPNUPÄLY PU [OL
dreamwork under transference and the written commandments of the Mosaic Decalogue, both of which 
HYL VWWVZLK [V ^OH[ 3HJHU PKLU[PÄLZ HZ [OL PTHNPUHY` KPTLUZPVU VM SH^ · [OL PU[LYUHSPaH[PVU VM [OL SH^ VM
[OL WYPTHS MH[OLY HZ Z\WLYLNV� ,HJO VM [OLZL PU]LZ[PNH[PVUZ LS\JPKH[LZ� PU H KPɈLYLU[ ^H �̀ [OL Z[HRLZ VM [OL
symbolic as the “laws of speech.” If I restrict my attention to Moses and Monotheism, it is because it deals 
with the origin (or at least an origin) of the symbolic as such in the foundation of a fundamentally new kind 
of law that attempts to break altogether with the function of the imaginary. It links the origin of the symbolic 
to the emergence of writing.

In Totem and Taboo� -YL\K HK]HUJLZ� MVY [OL ÄYZ[ [PTL� [OL [OLZPZ [OH[ HSS MVYTZ VM ZVJPHS HUK
religious life can be understood as responses to the primeval murder of the father and the totemic belief 
Z[Y\J[\YLZ [OH[ YLZ\S[ MYVT P[� ;OPZ [V[LTPJ SVNPJ JV\SK IL KLÄULK TVZ[ ZPTWS` HZ [OL WVZ[\SH[PVU VM H
ZV\YJL VY NYV\UK VM H\[OVYP[ �̀ PU [OL MVYT VM HU L_JLW[PVUHS ÄN\YL ^OV PUJHYUH[LZ [OL SH^! [OL MH[OLY
VM [OL WYPTHS OVYKL� [OL HUPTHS Z\IZ[P[\[LZ [OH[ HYL ^VYZOPWWLK HUK MLHYLK PU OPZ WSHJL� HUK ÄUHSS` [OL
omnipotent father-God of monotheism. It gives rise to an imaginary understanding of law that dominates 
all subsequent iterations of the social order. And yet, while the laws of the fraternal pact were supposed to 
KPZWSHJL [OL L_JLW[PVUHS H\[OVYP[` VM [OL OH[LK MH[OLY� [OPZ L_JLW[PVUHS ÄN\YL HJ[\HSS` WLYZPZ[Z HZ H WV^LYM\S
WZ`JOPJ PTHNV PU HUK [OYV\NO [OL ]LY` SH^Z [OH[ W\YWVY[ [V KPZWSHJL OPZ L_JLW[PVUHS H\[OVYP[ �̀ ;OL ÄYZ[
¸SH^Z¹ VM [OL MYH[LYUHS WHJ[ HYL YLHSS` Q\Z[ [OL PU[LYUHSPaH[PVU HUK JVKPÄJH[PVU VM ^OH[ [OL ZVUZ [HRL [V IL
the father’s will, notably the ban on any other male taking possession of the women of the horde, in which 
Freud sees the origin of the incest prohibition.

Almost thirty years later, Freud returns to the totemic thesis in Moses and Monotheism, but this 
[PTL OL KVLZ ZV ^P[O HU L`L [V^HYK PZVSH[PUN [OL ZWLJPÄJP[` VM [OL4VZHPJ TVTLU[ ^P[O YLZWLJ[ [V [OPZ SHYNLY
development. Previously, the monotheist religions were considered only through the lens of Christianity 
HUK� ZWLJPÄJHSS`� Z\JO *H[OVSPJ [YHKP[PVUZ HUK YP[\HSZ HZ [OL ,\JOHYPZ[PJ MLHZ[� )\[ -YL\K UV^ JVUZPKLYZ
Mosaic monotheism — particularly the ten commandments of the Hebrew Decalogue that encode its 
M\UKHTLU[HS [LUL[Z · UV[ TLYLS` HZ H JVU[PU\H[PVU VM [OL [V[LTPJ [YHQLJ[VY` I\[ HZ [OL ÄYZ[ [Y\L IYLHR
with this logic. In essence, his thesis is that the Mosaic religion introduces a fundamental absence or lack 
there where the totemic structure places the all-powerful father that functions as the ideal ego for each 
member of the fraternal pact. It is therefore not a matter of one normative order replacing another but of 
the institution of an experimental symbolic that requires each subject to pass through the lacking locus of 
[OL 6[OLY� YH[OLY [OHU YLS` \WVU PKLU[PÄJH[PVU ^P[O� VY Z\ITPZZPVU [V� HU PTHNPUHY` H\[OVYP[`�



Umbr(a)   41

MCNULTY

In Freud’s reconstruction of the Exodus story, Moses the Egyptian introduces the uncultured 
Hebrew tribes to the rigorous monotheism he learned in the court of the Pharaoh Akhenaton. Freud argues 
that the Jews’ lingering guilt over the repressed primal murder is the source of their initial enthusiasm for 
[OL UL^ YLSPNPVU� ^OPJO L_HS[LK [OL WYPTL]HS MH[OLY HZ [OL ZV\YJL VM HSS SPML HUK� HZ Z\JO� ZH[PZÄLK [OLPY
JYH]PUN MVY H WV^LYM\S PKLHS LNV� /V^L]LY� [OL NYLH[ 4VZLZ PZ UV[ ZH[PZÄLK ^P[O H TLYL MH[OLY J\S[ I\[ ZL[Z
forth a rigorous ethical doctrine that attempted to “leave a permanent imprint upon their character” by 
encouraging them to abandon their magical practices and to make great “advances in intellectuality and 
[…] sublimations.”17 Among its numerous innovations with respect to earlier forms of law and religious 
VIZLY]HUJL� -YL\K Z[YLZZLZ [^V PU WHY[PJ\SHY! [OL YLW\KPH[PVU VM ZHJYPÄJL18 and the ban on incarnate 
THUPMLZ[H[PVUZ VM [OL KLP[ �̀ )V[O PUUV]H[PVUZ OH]L [OL LɈLJ[ VM L]HJ\H[PUN [OL WSHJL VM [OL HSS�WV^LYM\S
father and, in particular, the superegoic character of his law, which is really nothing more than the rule of 
OPZ L_JS\ZP]L YPNO[ [V QV\PZZHUJL� ;OL ÄYZ[ PUUV]H[PVU THYRZ H ZOPM[ H^H` MYVT YP[\HS WYHJ[PJLZ PU[LUKLK
to satisfy or appease the deity’s demands, while the second can be read as a break with the totemic 
foundations of sovereignty or the belief in a law spiritually incarnated in a living body.  

4VZLZ PZ H SLHKLY ^OV L]HJ\H[LZ [OL WSHJL VM [OL SLHKLY� ^OV \UKLYJ\[Z [OL SVNPJ VM PKLU[PÄJH[PVU
that binds the group, and who refounds the collective undertaking on a non-imaginary basis. In Lacan’s 
terms, one could say that the key innovation of the Mosaic tradition is the invention of the symbolic as 
distinct either from the real (the exceptional jouissance of the primal father) or the imaginary (the father 
imago that persists not only as an ideal ego, even after his murder, but also as the norms and prohibitions 
that take the father’s place in the logic of the fraternal pact). Moses and Monotheism is really an attempt 
to extract this symbolic dimension from what would otherwise be a dialectic of real and imaginary: real 
father and father imago, real murder and ritualized Eucharistic feast, and so forth. The second and third 
commandments of the Hebrew Decalogue, which forbid representations of the deity or the speaking of 
his name, underscore this decompletion of the symbolic — they are the emptying out of the logical place 
VM [OL 6[OLY� ^OPJO THUPMLZ[Z P[ZLSM HZ H Y\W[\YL VY IYLHJO PU [OL ÄLSK VM YLWYLZLU[H[PVU HUK HZ H OVSL PU
language. 

In early Jewish ritual practice this negative space is given a form in the Holy of Holies, the innermost 
sanctum of the Israelite tabernacle. It is associated with the deity, not as the site of his manifestation or 
presence, but as a space that must not be entered on pain of death, a “holy hole.” In identifying God with a 
space that cannot be breached or transgressed, the Mosaic law does not simply establish the parameters 
of religious observance; it also articulates something fundamental about the symbolic function of the law 
that, in institutionalizing this distance, opens up a space in which the subject of desire can come into 
being. This is why Lacan says of the ten commandments that “whether or not we obey them, we still 
cannot help hearing them — in their indestructible character they prove to be the very laws of speech.”19 
;OL WYLJVUKP[PVU VM ZWLLJO PZ [OH[ [OL ZPNUPÄLY IL [OLYL� SPTP[PUN [OL YLHS HUK VWLUPUN \W H ZWHJL PU ^OPJO
subjectivity becomes possible. Nowhere is this logic better expressed than in the fourth commandment, 
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the commandment to honor the Sabbath day. According to Lacan, “that suspension, that emptiness, 
clearly introduces into human life the sign of a gap, a beyond relative to every law of utility.”20 The Sabbath 
TLTVYPHSPaLZ VY ZHUJ[PÄLZ .VK»Z JYLH[PVU VM [OL ^VYSK� ^OPJO WHYHKV_PJHSS` JVUJS\KLZ ^P[O [OL PUZLY[PVU VM
a gap. In a gloss of Lacan’s reading, Julia Lupton and Kenneth Reinhard write that

God completes the world by subtracting something from it, namely his own activity. [...] 
The sublime emptiness of the seventh day marks the close of the process of creation ex 
nihilo [OH[ ILNHU ^P[O .VK»Z ÄYZ[ \[[LYHUJL� HU HJ[� [OL 2HIIHSHO HYN\LZ� [OH[ YLX\PYLK
God to diminish himself, to decomplete his own fullness in order to make room for the 
world.21

God withdraws to create a place where “something is missing,” namely his own full presence. In this way, 
the commandment links the emergence of the human subject to the negation of the fullness of the real, 
the unmediated presence of das Ding: “the subject of religion […] only emerges in the decompletion of the 
symbolic universe, through the positive addition to the cosmos of an instance of negation, of suspended 
activity. In this moment of ar-rest, the subject comes forward as the bearer of the lack that has engendered 
him.”22

As the “laws of speech,” the commandments mark a break not only with every previous 
understanding of law, but also with the “law of the spirit” that will come to displace the Mosaic law in 
Paul’s gospel of salvation. They are understood not as mere representations or placeholders of a force 
VY H\[OVYP[` ÄN\YLK HZ ¸IL`VUK¹ [OL SH �̂ I\[ HZ [OL HY[PJ\SH[PVU VM H Z`TIVSPJ Z[Y\J[\YL ^OVZL ZWHJPUN VY
negation of the real undercuts the fantasy of a possible embodiment or incarnation of the law, which is 
implicit in Paul’s gospel of salvation.

I believe that this symbolic dimension of law is fundamentally linked to the formal and structural 
innovation implied in the advent of written law. Admittedly, this problematic is not taken up in any detail 
by Freud. But, while his argument places no particular stress on the question of writing, he does pause 
to consider the hypothesis of one scholar that “the Israelites of that earliest period — that is to say, 
[OL ZJYPILZ VM 4VZLZ · TH` OH]L OHK ZVTL ZOHYL PU [OL PU]LU[PVU VM [OL ÄYZ[ HSWOHIL[�¹23 While Freud 
initially presents their mastery of a written alphabet as further evidence that Moses and his immediate 
cohort were Egyptians, he also muses that “if they were subject to the prohibition against pictures they 
would even have had a motive for abandoning the hieroglyphic picture-writing while adapting its written 
characters to expressing a new language” (43). For Freud, the ban on the images is thus not merely the 
object of a written law; it is also linked to a fundamental shift in the Israelites’ attitude toward writing: 
a movement away from the imaginary function of representation and toward the symbolic function of 
spacing or negation. The broader stakes of writing for the Mosaic law, however, are implicit in Freud’s 
discussion of the ethical code of Moses and, above all, the subsequent rejection and overturning of this 
innovation by Pauline Christianity. 
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With respect to the Mosaic law, Freud suggests that Pauline Christianity represents a return to the 
totemic logic in all its ambivalence. In Paul’s gospel, the father now takes second place to the son, who 
stands in his stead, just as the sons of the primal horde had longed to do. But while the apparent result of 
this destruction is the liberation of the sons from the old totemic logic that held them captive, Freud argues 
that the reverse is actually true: It is the old logic that triumphs once and for all. Even as Pauline Christianity 
dispenses with the law that took the father’s place in the Jewish religion, it cannot dispense with the 
supposition of an all-powerful and all-knowing Other. The proof of this is that the Christian innovation 
culminates in the “return of a single father-god of unlimited dominion” (84). 

Ultimately, the sons’ victory is therefore not a victory over the logic of totemism but a victory of 
this logic in its fundamental ambivalence. Freud concludes that the deity’s unlimited power is his most 
crucial feature, and he argues that the success of Christianity must be attributed to the enduring memory 
of the all-powerful primal father: it is “the religion of their primal father to which were attached their hope of 
YL^HYK� VM KPZ[PUJ[PVU HUK ÄUHSS` VM ^VYSK�KVTPUPVU¹ ����� 0U V[OLY ^VYKZ� P[ PZ OLYL [OH[ [OL VTUPWV[LU[ .VK
VM \USPTP[LK WV^LY LTLYNLZ MVY [OL ÄYZ[ [PTL� 0M [OL M\UJ[PVU VM [OL 4VZHPJ SH^ ^HZ [V ULNH[L VY L_JS\KL
[OL L_JLW[PVU� [OL LɈLJ[ VM 7H\S»Z PUUV]H[PVU ^PSS IL [V negate that negation, to exclude the exclusion, such 
that the fantasy of the exception reasserts itself once again in a particularly powerful form as the gospel 
of salvation. This resurrected exceptionalism expresses itself as the reign of “spirit,” whose authority is 
directly opposed to the function of writing. In Paul’s words, “we no longer serve under the old written law, 
but under the new law of the spirit.”24 

Freud’s conclusion is that “Paul, who carried Judaism on, also destroyed it.”25 What is destroyed 
is not the compulsive character of the law that serves as the explicit object of Paul’s polemic;26 rather, it 
is the symbolic function of the Mosaic law that empties out the locus of the Other.27 In thus targeting its 
written character, Paul’s polemic against the Jewish law reveals something crucial about the symbolic 
function VM ^YP[PUN PU [OL 4VZHPJ SH �̂ ;LSSPUNS �̀ [OL ¸ZWPYP[\HS SH^¹ [OH[ JVTLZ [V YLWSHJL P[ ÄUKZ L_WYLZZPVU
in the authority of the voice, which has a distinctly superegoic character. In Alain Badiou’s suggestive 
formulation, the result of Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus is that he turns away from “any 
authority other than that of the Voice that personally called him to be a subject.”28 The spiritual authority of 
[OL ]VPJL · H ]VPJL ^OVZL PUZPZ[LUJL PZ YHKPJHSS` KPZQVPULK MYVT ZWLLJO� UL]LY ÄUKPUN L_WYLZZPVU PU HU`
ZWLJPÄJ KPYLJ[P]LZ VY L[OPJHS WYVNYHT · JVTLZ [V Z\IZ[P[\[L MVY [OL ^YP[[LU SH^ PU P[Z M\UJ[PVU HZ H SPTP[ VY
constraint. 

WRITING AS “NEGATIVE EXHIBITION OF THE INFINITE” IN KANT’S AESTHETICS

In a celebrated passage from Critique of Judgment, Immanuel Kant appeals to the Decalogue to illustrate 
the indispensable role of the written law in resisting the lure of the imaginary and the blind submission 
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to power that it encourages. He elaborates a problematic that is only implicit in Freud’s argument: the 
function of the commandments’ writtenness as distinct from whatever content they might communicate. 
Kant stresses that the function of the written law as constraint is, above all, an aesthetic function, inasmuch 
HZ P[ THRLZ WVZZPISL H W\YLS` ¸ULNH[P]L L_OPIP[PVU VM [OL PUÄUP[L¹ PU ^OPJO [OLYL PZ UV ZLUZPISL Z\WWVY[ MVY
the imagination. 

;OL WHZZHNL HWWLHYZ PU H Z\YWYPZPUN JVU[L_[! PU [OL ÄUHS WHNLZ VM [OL SHZ[ ZLJ[PVU VM [OL (UHS`[PJ
of the Sublime, which are dedicated to the dynamically sublime contemplation of nature as a might. 
Nature, judged as dynamically sublime, arouses fear.29 When we are confronted with manifestations of 
natural might, we know that we are no match for them; indeed, it is a given that our mere life is nothing in 
JVTWHYPZVU [V [OL H^LZVTL WV^LY VM HU LY\W[PUN ]VSJHUV� HU H]HSHUJOL� VY H [PKHS ^H]L� 2HU[ ZWLJPÄLZ
[OH[ P[ PZ PTWVZZPISL [V ÄUK ZVTL[OPUN Z\ISPTL PM ^L HYL [Y\S` HMYHPK VM P[� PM ^L HYL ZPTWS` ZLPaLK I` [LYYVY�30 

Nevertheless, fearful manifestations of natural might may be judged sublime despite their capacity to 
overwhelm us.31 This is because they raise the soul’s fortitude and allow us to discover in ourselves an 
ability to resist, which gives us the courage to believe that we could be a match for nature’s seeming 
VTUPWV[LUJL� ,]LU HZ UH[\YL JVUMYVU[Z \Z ^P[O V\Y V^U SPTP[H[PVUZ� ^L ÄUK PU V\Y WV^LY VM YLHZVU H
Z[HUKHYK [OH[ PUJS\KLZ PUÄUP[` P[ZLSM HZ H \UP[" PU JVU[YHZ[ [V [OPZ Z[HUKHYK� L]LY`[OPUN PU UH[\YL PZ ZTHSS�
We thus discover in our mind a force superior to nature in its immensity, which is the basis of a self-
WYLZLY]H[PVU [OH[ PZ KPɈLYLU[ MYVT [OL VUL LUKHUNLYLK I` [OL UH[\YL V\[ZPKL VM \Z� Reason calls forth a 
strength that makes our merely natural concerns (property, health, and even life itself) appear small. It 
prevents our humanity from being degraded, even though a human being must inevitably succumb to the 
KVTPUHUJL VM UH[\YL� >OPSL H THU»Z SPML TH` IL WV^LYSLZZ HNHPUZ[ UH[\YHS TPNO[� YLHZVU HɉYTZ [OH[ [OL
life of man is not to be located in his physical existence but in the exercise of a capacity for transcendence 
that raises him above his own limitations as well as those of nature itself.

Kant then considers the power of the almighty God as a special case of natural might. He admits 
[OH[ P[ ^V\SK IL MVVSPZO HUK L]LU ZHJYPSLNPV\Z [V PTHNPUL V\Y TPUK [V IL Z\WLYPVY [V [OL LɈLJ[Z WYVK\JLK
by such a might, since the dominant feeling incited by God’s might is not the sublimity of our own nature, 
but rather submission, prostration, and impotence. Nonetheless, he argues that a righteous person may 
fear God without being afraid VM OPT� ;OL LɈLJ[Z VM TPNO[ JHU HYV\ZL PU \Z [OL PKLH VM .VK»Z sublimity if 
we are able to recognize in our own attitude a sublimity commensurate to God, which elevates us above 
fear of God’s wrath. 

The analytic concludes with a discussion of the second commandment of the Hebrew Decalogue. 
Kant describes it as the “most sublime passage in the Jewish law,” because it facilitates a purely “negative 
L_OPIP[PVU VM [OL PUÄUP[L¹ PU ^OPJO [OLYL PZ UV ZLUZPISL Z\WWVY[ MVY [OL PTHNPUH[PVU� 0[ YL]LHSZ [OH[ [OL
subject’s “ability to resist,” and therefore its own capacity for sublimity, is supported by the written law in 
its function as constraint:
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Perhaps the most sublime passage in the Jewish Law is the commandment: Thou shalt 
not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven or 
on earth, or under the earth, etc. This commandment alone can explain the enthusiasm 
that the Jewish people in its civilized era felt for its religion when it compared itself with 
other peoples, or can explain the pride that Islam inspires. The same holds also for our 
presentation of the moral law, and for the predisposition within us for morality. It is indeed 
a mistake to worry that depriving this presentation of whatever could commend it to the 
senses will result in its carrying with it no more than a cold and lifeless approval without 
any moving force or emotion. It is exactly the other way round. For once the senses no 
longer see anything before them, while yet the unmistakable and indelible idea of morality 
remains, one would sooner need to temper the momentum of an unbounded imagination 
so as to keep it from rising to the level of enthusiasm, than to seek to support these ideas 
with images and childish devices for fear that they would otherwise be powerless. That 
is also why governments have gladly permitted religion to be amply furnished with such 
accessories: they were trying to relieve every subject of the trouble, yet also of the ability, 
to expand his soul’s forces beyond the barriers that one can choose to set for him so as 
to reduce him to mere passivity and so make him more pliable.

 On the other hand, this pure, elevating, and merely negative exhibition of morality 
involves no danger of fanaticism, which is the delusion [Wahn] of wanting to SEE something 
beyond all bounds of sensibility [...]. The exhibition avoids fanaticism precisely because it 
is merely negative.32

State-sanctioned religious practices set up imaginary barriers for the subject, thereby relieving it of 
the trouble — but also depriving it of the ability — of exercising reason beyond those bounds. The 
commandment is aligned with the removal of those barriers and the necessity of “expanding the soul” in 
the absence of any support for the imagination. Importantly, however, this unbounded movement of the 
soul is, for Kant, inseparable from the function of the written law. The ban on the imaginary is introduced by 
H JVTTHUKTLU[� H ^YP[PUN ^OVZL LɈLJ[ PZ UV[ [V IPUK \Z [V H WHY[PJ\SHY ILOH]PVY I\[ [V remove the support 
it provides. What, then, is the advantage of a purely “negative exhibition” of morality? In what sense is the 
“thou shalt not” of the written law indispensable to the expansion of the soul and the subjective freedom it 
makes possible? What prevents the commandment’s prohibition from becoming another kind of barrier or 
Z\WWVY[� VUL [OH[ PZ Q\Z[ HZ JVUÄUPUN HZ [OL PTHNLZ HUK HJJLZZVYPLZ VM YLSPNPVU HUK WVZP[P]L SH^&

The answer is that, even as the commandment removes the barriers and supports provided by the 
imaginary, it introduces a new constraint associated with its “negative” form. In order to experience its own 
boundlessness, the soul needs to encounter a limit. In the absence of such a limit, the imagination risks 
tending toward fanaticism — which, for Kant, is really the lure of the imaginary in its most seductive guise. 
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In “wanting to SEE something beyond all bounds of sensibility,” the fanatic may forego strictly sensual 
representations or images but nonetheless seek a “beyond” that has a distinctly imaginary character. 
Here, the imagination, and not the reasoning soul, is unbounded. But the written commandment, as a 
“negative exhibition of morality,” both removes the support of the imaginary and VɈLYZ [OL JVUZ[YHPU[ [OH[
is lacking in fanaticism. In substituting a purely negative exhibition for a positive representation, it guards 
against the lure of representation and HNHPUZ[ [OL S\YL VM [OL PULɈHISL�

In short, Kant makes clear that the commandment as constraint must be distinguished from 
any positive understanding of law as rule, norm, or prescription: It has a unique status, whose function 
is to constrain the imaginary with the negative exhibition proper to the symbolic and thus facilitate the 
unbounded exercise of freedom. I see evidence of this purely symbolic account of law in Kant’s assertion 
that “a righteous [gerecht] person” is not afraid of God. A righteous person is not someone who submits 
to God’s authority or obeys his orders. Rather, righteousness or rectitude refers to having law (Recht) as a 
presupposition. In Critique of Practical Reason� 2HU[ ZWLJPÄLZ [OH[ [OL TVYHS SH^ PZ UV[ H SLNHS WYLZJYPW[PVU
or norm but the simple commandment that there be law. The masses, manipulated by religious symbols 
and the delusional visions of the fanatic, are equally without law, since in both cases the imagination 
encounters no constraint in the form of a negative exhibition of morality. By contrast, the free and unbounded 
expansion of the soul in the exercise of reason is evidence, for Kant, of the self-legislating character of a 
reasoning faculty that is able to forego positive law precisely because it has law as a presupposition. 

Critique of Judgment develops a dimension of the moral law that is not particularly foregrounded 
in Critique of Practical Reason, namely the relationship between the self-constrained character of reason 
in the categorical imperative and the aesthetic function of the written constraint in dynamically sublime 
HLZ[OL[PJ Q\KNTLU[Z� 0U [OL ZLJVUK JYP[PX\L� 2HU[ KLÄULZ [OL ^PSS HZ [OL WV^LY VM YH[PVUHS ILPUNZ ¸[V
determine their causality by the presentation of rules” and thus as a capacity to perform “actions according 
to principles.”33 0U [OL Q\KNLTLU[Z O\THU ILPUNZ THRL HIV\[ [OL SH^M\SULZZ VM [OLPY HJ[PVUZ� OL ZWLJPÄLZ
that “their reason, incorruptible and self-constrained, […] always holds the will’s maxim in an action up to 
the pure will, i.e., to itself inasmuch as it regards itself as practical a priori.”34 The moral feeling of duty is 
therefore linked to the exercise of an “inner but intellectual constraint,”35 and not to a submissive posture 
with respect to a superior authority.

While the second critique emphasizes the self-constraint of reason, the third critique links constraint 
to the function of writing as a limit.36 It complements and completes the argument of the second critique 
by emphasizing that the self-constraint of reason is enabled by — if not dependent upon — an external 
JVUZ[YHPU[! [OL ^YP[[LU JVTTHUKTLU[� ^OVZL ULNH[P]L L_OPIP[PVU VM [OL PUÄUP[L JVUZ[YHPUZ [OL PTHNPUH[PVU�
prevents it from rising to the level of fanaticism, and thereby enables it to do another kind of work. In short, 
it foregrounds the aesthetic dimension of the moral law.
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0[ ZOV\SK IL UV[LK OLYL [OH[ 0 HT YLHKPUN 2HU[ ]LY` KPɈLYLU[S` [OHU 4HJ*HUULSS� ^OV ZLLZ PU
Kant’s postulation of will as the “principle behind the law” the very mechanism that allows Eichmann to 
abdicate his own desire as a subject in favor of the Führer’s will. Drawing upon Hannah Arendt’s analysis of 
Eichmann’s self-declared Kantianism, MacCannell observes, “In Kant, the Law becomes a formal, empty 
universality by evacuation of all content. But it does not remain inert in its formal emptiness; instead, the 
emptiness of its form permits a certain kind of universality to be expressed as universal ‘Ought’ or pure 
positive command to duty: ‘You must!’ rather than an inhibition against an action ‘You must not!’”37 In 
Arendt’s words, Kant’s spirit demands that a man “go beyond the mere call of obedience and identify his 
own will with the principle behind the law — the source from which the law sprang. In Kant’s philosophy 
that source was practical reason; in Eichmann’s household use of him, it was the will of the Führer.”38 What, 
then, accounts for the profound perversion of the categorical imperative in Eichmann’s household use? 
MacCannell follows Lacan in proposing that a “new object” resides in the purity of Kant’s formally empty 
imperative: “no longer the pathological object he has ejected from its contents, but the ‘object’ present 
as cause in and of all Drive, the object a of pure excess or pure lack.”39 “By evacuating ‘content’ from the 
Law, while avoiding recognition of the emergence of the new, ‘non-pathological’ object,” she writes, “Kant 
founded ethics on a nonpathological basis — and unwittingly empowered the Thing [das Ding].”40

What prevents us from attributing this logic to Kant, in my view, is the importance that he assigns to 
the formal mechanism of the constraint and, in particular, to the constraint of the written law. MacCannell’s 
HYN\TLU[ �MVSSV^PUN 3HJHU� VɈLYZ H ]LY` JVU]PUJPUN KPHNUVZPZ VM Critique of Practical Reason, but it does 
not take up the question of how the third critique complements and completes the second by developing 
the aesthetic dimension of the moral law, its “negative exhibition.” Here, it is a matter not of an evacuation of 
content but of a constraint, a constraining of the imagination that removes its sensual support or prop and 
obliges it to encounter what I am calling the lack in the Other. Indeed, in Critique of Judgment, Kant might 
L]LU IL YLHK HZ HKKYLZZPUN [OL ]LY` WYVISLT 4HJ*HUULSS PKLU[PÄLZ PU [OL MVYT\SH[PVU VM [OL JH[LNVYPJHS
imperative, as if he were acknowledging the importance of a formal barrier or constraint (a constraint 
that is, in this sense, external to the subject and not merely the “inner and intellectual constraint” of duty) 
as an aid to the disabling of the sensible or of any prescriptive content that prevents it from veering into 
fanaticism. The third critique could, in this sense, be read as correcting or amending the presentation of 
the categorical imperative in Critique of Practical Reason I` Z[YLZZPUN [OL KPɈLYLUJL IL[^LLU H ¸ULNH[P]L
exhibition” and a formal “emptiness” or void.

Kant’s analysis of the commandment distinguishes between the imaginary dimension of law as 
H YLWYLZLU[H[PVU VM HU H\[OVYP[` VY HU L_PZ[PUN Z[H[L VM HɈHPYZ HUK P[Z WYVWLYS` Z`TIVSPJ KPTLUZPVU� [OL
structural function of the written law as constraint. In the process, he shows the dimension of constraint in 
the written law to be indispensable in sustaining the very thing that is often opposed to it in contemporary 
discussions of politics: will. Will, for Kant, is not antinomial to written constraints, since the two are really 
inseparable. He links the exercise of the will to the cultivation of what might be called a practice of the 
letter� ^OPJO PZ X\P[L KPɈLYLU[ MYVT YLZWLJ[ MVY [OL H\[OVYP[` VM SH^ VY HKOLYLUJL [V [OL Y\SL P[ [YHUZTP[Z�
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(S[OV\NO P[ ^V\SK IL H TPZ[HRL ZPTWS` [V JVUÅH[L Z\JO H WYHJ[PJL ^P[O 1\KHPZT� 2HU[ HWWLHSZ [V
[OL 1L^PZO JVTTHUKTLU[ [YHKP[PVU HZ [OL ZP[L VM H ZWLJPÄJ YLÅLJ[PVU VU [OL M\UJ[PVU VM [OL ^YP[[LU� ;OL
ZHTL WVPU[ PZ THKL PU H KPɈLYLU[ ^H` I` H JLSLIYH[LK WHZZHNL MYVT [OL )HI`SVUPHU ;HST\K� ;OL WHZZHNL
concerns a dispute between the Sages about whether certain objects are clean or unclean. The great 
9HIIP ,SPLaLY� ^OV WSH`Z H JLU[YHS YVSL PU THU` H ;HST\K KPZJ\ZZPVU� ÄUKZ OPTZLSM VU [OL VWWVZP[L ZPKL
of the majority. He brings forward every imaginable argument in support of his position but to no avail. 
Finally, in exasperation, he invokes the halachah (the system of rabbinic law) and invites it to intervene on 
his behalf: “If the halachah agrees with me, let this carob-tree prove it!” At that very instant the carob tree 
uproots itself and moves a hundred cubits. Unswayed by this apparent miracle, the other Sages retort, 
“No proof can be brought from a carob-tree.” Again, Eliezer declares, “If the halachah agrees with me, let 
[OL Z[YLHT VM ^H[LY WYV]L P[�¹ >OLU [OL Z[YLHT VM ^H[LY VISPNLZ I` WYVTW[S` ÅV^PUN IHJR^HYKZ� [OL :HNLZ
again rejoin, “No proof can be brought from a stream of water.” This goes on and on, until Eliezer says,

“If the halachah agrees with me, let it be proved from Heaven!” Whereupon a Heavenly 
Voice cried out: “Why do ye dispute with R. Eliezer, seeing that in all matters the halachah 
agrees with him!” But R. Joshua arose and exclaimed: “It is not in heaven” (Deut. 30:12). 
What did he mean by this? — Said R. Jeremiah: That the Torah had already been given 
at Mount Sinai; we pay no attention to a Heavenly Voice, because Thou hast long since 
written in the Torah at Mount Sinai, After the majority one must incline. (Exodus 23:2)

 R. Nathan met Elijah and asked him: What did the Holy One, Blessed be He, do 
in that hour?—He laughed [with joy], he replied, saying, “My sons have defeated Me, My 
sons have defeated Me.”41
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If Eliezer invokes Heaven and solicits miracles to bolster his case, it must be that he believes the law to 
be guaranteed or authorized by God. But the other rabbis rightly interpret the written law to have its own 
authority, inseparable from the procedures of interpretation and debate implied in majority rule. How, then, 
should one interpret the miraculous signs that issue forth at Eliezer’s request and God’s own testimony 
on his behalf? Perhaps these competing authorities are meant to imply that, although the written law 
may indeed be of divine origin, it does not answer to the spiritual authority of the Heavenly Voice. It is an 
instrument of justice only to the extent that men struggle with it — collectively, in this case — to reach a 
decision that alone is sovereign.

MacCannell’s reading of Eichmann allows us to further develop the stakes of the written law in 
this tradition, suggesting that it does not simply render obsolete the authority of the voice but explicitly 
defends against its status as the fantasmatic “principle behind the law.” In his commentary of the handing 
down of the law in Exodus 20, which is introduced by the verse “and God spoke all of these words [all 
together],”42 the medieval rabbi Rashi suggests that the voice of God took the form of a single terrifying 
utterance, which was so unbearable that the people of Israel begged Moses to shield them from God’s 
voice by reading the commandments for them, thereby mediating its awesome force.43 This gloss contests 
the stock reading according to which Judaism is marked by the tragedy of God’s absence, his withdrawal 
from the dead letter that signs his retreat from the human community. Rashi makes clear that the Israelites’ 
relation to God is marked by a profound dread of the unmediated voice, an insight that casts the stakes of 
[OL ^YP[[LU SH^ PU H KPɈLYLU[ SPNO[�44

Recourse to the written law does not actually eliminate the imaginary and real dimensions of the 
law, which in these examples are still very much in play: God is there, palpably hovering over the scene 
in a very imaginary guise, his terrifyingly real voice reverberating in the ears (or at least the minds) of 
the assembled. The real, for Lacan, is not the beyond of speech but one of its dimensions, whence his 
KLÄUP[PVU VM [OL ]VPJL HZ [OL ¸WYVK\J[ HUK VIQLJ[ MHSSLU MYVT [OL VYNHU VM ZWLLJO�¹45 But while the symbolic 
character of the written law does not replace or disable its imaginary and real dimensions, it does have the 
LɈLJ[ VM W\[[PUN [OLT H[ H KPZ[HUJL� [OLYLI` KPS\[PUN [OLPY MVYJL� 0U [OL ZHTL ^H �̀ .VK HZ H TPNO[ PZ UV[ H
fantasy or an illusion for Kant; but neither does his existence as a fearsome might diminish or overtake the 
symbolic sphere opened up by the voluntary submission to constraints in a sublime aesthetic judgment. 
God, considered as a might, is sublime — an object of sublimation — inasmuch as it calls on us to resist 
P[ HUK� [OLYLMVYL� [V L_LYJPZL V\Y O\THUP[ �̀ 2HU[ ZWLJPÄLZ [OH[ MLHYM\S THUPMLZ[H[PVUZ VM UH[\YL JHU ILJVTL
“attractive,” can be judged aesthetically, “provided we are in a safe place.”46 It follows that a sublime 
aesthetic judgment supposes a distance between the subject and the might he contemplates. However, 
this distance is not to be equated narrowly with the physical distance that separates the observer from 
the erupting volcano, since it is also sustained by recourse to the written law in its function as constraint.



Umbr(a)   50

In arguing that the Mosaic law allows for sublimation, Freud is really suggesting that the law 
obliges the Israelites to relinquish this fantasy object that gives consistency to the Other’s “will” or demand 
(the voice as object a) and to confront the lack in the Other by traversing the negative space opened up by 
[OL JVTTHUKTLU[Z� -VY 3HJHU� Z\ISPTH[PVU KPɈLYZ MYVT [OL MHU[HZ` PU WYV]PKPUN H KPYLJ[ ZH[PZMHJ[PVU VM [OL
drive through “objects that are socially valorized, objects of which the group approves, insofar as they are 
objects of public utility.”47 He suggests that the process of sublimation is concerned not merely with the 
JVUZ[Y\J[PVU VM H UL^ VIQLJ[ [OH[ [OL JVSSLJ[P]P[` ÄUKZ [V IL VM ]HS\L� I\[ HSZV ^P[O [OL MHSS VM [OL PTHNPUHY`
object or ideal ego and the resulting emptiness it exposes: “in every form of sublimation, emptiness 
is determinative” (130). Religious forms of social organization are generally at odds with sublimation, 
since “religion in all its forms consists of avoiding this emptiness. We can illustrate that in forcing the 
note of Freudian analysis, for the good reason that Freud emphasized the obsessional traits of religious 
behavior” (130). Nevertheless, the Mosaic religion reveals that, in some instances, religious practice can 
actually establish the conditions under which sublimation becomes possible. In such a case, Lacan says, 
“a phrase like ‘respecting this emptiness’ perhaps goes further […]. [T]he emptiness remains in the center, 
and that is precisely why sublimation is involved” (130).

With the institution of the Jewish law, Moses creates a structure or a space in which the subject 
can encounter and explore the lack in the Other in a creative manner, without being so consumed by 
anxiety that it violently rejects and represses that lack. This is what we see in the practice of oral law, or 
Talmud, where the collectivity engages in the exploration of God’s absence as the creative foundation 
of the rabbinic community. The law is a structure that allows for a work on the absent Other and, in this 
respect, functions as a sublimation for the age — and, indeed, for subsequent ages. As Kant attests, the 
sublimation functions not only for members of the Mosaic religion, but also, potentially, for anyone who 
takes up this object.

The “dynamically sublime contemplation of might” is linked to the psychic function of sublimation 
in being concerned with an object (what Kant calls the “indelible idea of morality”) that does not strictly 
speaking exist, that is not available to sense perception or the imagination, but that may nonetheless be 
explored by means of the commandment. The law is an instrumentation of sublimation that allows for the 
presentation of this object without refusing its negative character or seeking to recover it in the real; it 
substitutes a “purely negative exhibition” for a positive representation, facilitating the subject’s “expansion 
of his soul,” rather than erecting barriers against it.

This is the essence of Kant’s distinction between superstition and religion. Superstition involves the 
abdication of the subject’s freedom to a superior might, while religion involves a process of transcendence 
PU ^OPJO [OL YLHZVUPUN MHJ\S[ �̀ PU [OL L_WLYPLUJL VM [OL Z\ISPTL� ÄUKZ ^P[OPU P[ZLSM HU H[[P[\KL [OH[ PZ
commensurate with God’s sublimity and thus precludes any such prostration. What superstition establishes 
in the mind is not a reverence for the sublime but “fear and dread of that being of superior might to whose 
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^PSS [OL [LYYPÄLK WLYZVU ÄUKZ OPTZLSM Z\IQLJ[LK I\[ ^P[OV\[ OVSKPUN OPT PU LZ[LLT" HUK [OPZ JHU VI]PV\ZS`
give rise to nothing but ingratiation and fawning, never to a religion based on good conduct.”48 In true 
religion there is thus a distance between the subject and God, who ceases to be the fearful enforcing 
presence that we see in superstition. It follows that the truly religious person can forego God altogether, 
since God’s sublimity is merely the occasion for the exercise of his own sublimity (making of God less an 
arbiter or authority than a kind of thought experiment).49 What Kant calls “religion” is thus a form of work, 
the free exercise of the reasoning faculty, while superstition is a passive abdication of the activity of the 
mind.

CONSTRAINT DEGREE ZERO

In 1960, in Paris, Raymond Queneau and François Le Lionnais founded the experimental literary collective 
Oulipo, whose name stands for Ouvroir de littérature potentielle  (Workroom of Potential Literature). Oulipo, 
^OPJO [VKH` U\TILYZ TVYL [OHU �� TLTILYZ ^VYSK^PKL �HUK ^OVZL YHURZ OH]L PUJS\KLK Z\JO ÄN\YLZ HZ
.LVYNLZ 7LYLJ� 4HYJLS +\JOHTW� HUK 0[HSV *HS]PUV�� PZ KLKPJH[LK [V H [L_[\HS WYHJ[PJL KLÄULK I` ]VS\U[HY`
submission to formal constraints. These constraints may take any number of forms, including traditional 
Ä_LK WVL[PJ MVYTZ SPRL [OL ZVUUL[ VY OHPR\" [OL TH[OLTH[PJHS JVUZ[YHPU[Z PU]VS]LK PU [OL WYVK\J[PVU VM
algorithms or combinatories; and the literal constraints implied in written forms, such as metagrams, 
palindromes, and lipograms, which involve the reordering, substitution, or elimination of letters — the best 
known of which is Georges Perec’s 1969 lipogrammatic novel La Disparition (literally The Disappearance, 
translated into English as A Void), a work of more than 300 pages written without the letter “e.”

Oulipians embrace the hypothesis implied in Kant’s aesthetics — that the subject’s freedom, 
understood as the free exercise of its will, may actually depend upon laws and constraints. But they also 
develop another dimension of the constraint by identifying it with a literal practice that has nothing to do 
with the domain of law in any traditional sense. Oulipo is concerned not merely with elaborating a new 
writing practice, however, since there is a pretension to something like a regeneration of the symbolic 
through this voluntary submission to constraints. In this venture, they also allow us to think through the 
aesthetic dimension of psychoanalytic technique.

Oulipian Marcel Bénabou describes the constraint as a way of “passing from language to writing.”50 
It allows us to access what he describes as the “functional modes of language and writing,” which come 
into relief when language is “treated as an object in itself, considered in its materiality, and thus freed from 
P[Z Z\IZLY]PLUJL [V P[Z ZPNUPÄJH[VY` VISPNH[PVU¹ ����� 0[ PZ UV[� OV^L]LY� TLYLS` H TH[[LY VM MYLLPUN SHUN\HNL
MYVT P[Z PUZ[Y\TLU[HS \ZL HZ H [VVS VM ZPNUPÄJH[PVU� 6\SPWV»Z ]LY` 2HU[PHU JSHPT PZ [OH[ JVUZ[YHPU[Z HJ[\HSS`
set us free. Perec writes of the “liberating potential of rigorous formal constraint,” advancing that “the 
suppression of the letter, of the typographical sign, of the basic prop, is a purer, more objective, more 
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decisive operation, something like constraint degree zero, after which everything becomes possible” (13). 
At stake, however, are not only new literary possibilities, but also latent possibilities within the writer as a 
subject. In Bénabou’s words, “it is not only the virtualities of language that are revealed by constraint, but 
also the virtualities of [he] who accepts to submit himself to constraint” (43). The constraint therefore gives 
rise not only to a poetics of the literary text, but also to what might be termed a poetics of subjectivity. It 
supports the emergence of a virtual subject, a subject that is solicited and sustained by the struggle with 
the creative constraints implied in a practice of the letter.

The function of formal written constraints in the work of Oulipo resonates powerfully with 
WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ� 0UKLLK� ¸[OL Z\IQLJ[ ^OV HJJLW[Z [V Z\ITP[ OPTZLSM [V JVUZ[YHPU[¹ HJ[\HSS` VɈLYZ H ]LY`
WYLJPZL KLÄUP[PVU VM [OL HUHS`ZHUK \UKLY [YHUZMLYLUJL · [OPZ Z\IQLJ[ PZ ¸]PY[\HS�¹ PU [OH[ [OL Z\IQLJ[ VM
[OL \UJVUZJPV\Z PZ H W\YL O`WV[OLZPZ [OH[ JHUUV[ IL ]LYPÄLK LTWPYPJHSS �̀ 0[ PZ ^P[ULZZLK VUS` PU ZWLLJO�
in those discontinuities and slips of the tongue that interrupt the discourse of the ego. The subject of 
psychoanalysis is a subject that can be known or constructed only on the condition that it be called forth 
under the constraint of the transference and constrained to write.

In advancing that writing is a constraint that enables the emergence of the subject, Oulipo allows 
us to understand something crucial about the role of constraints in psychoanalysis and also about 
the unconscious as a scene of writing. What Perec and other Oulipians call “writing” is not merely the 
WYVK\J[PVU VM [L_[Z I\[ H ZWLJPÄJ TVKHSP[` VM SHUN\HNL [OH[ PU]VS]LZ HU LUJV\U[LY ^P[O HU VIZ[HJSL� SPTP[�
or empty space that interrupts the relation to language conceived as spontaneous conversation or as the 
communication of presence. It thus coincides precisely with what Lacan names the symbolic, that register 
of language in which the subject’s desire is correlated to a lack in the Other or that “constraint degree 
zero” that Perec makes the condition of possibility of the literary text and of subjective freedom alike. But 
these examples also draw out a dimension of the symbolic that is often overlooked — what I am calling its 
HLZ[OL[PJ KPTLUZPVU� ;OL Z`TIVSPJ PZ ZVTL[OPUN V[OLY [OHU [OL SVZZ VM UH[\YHS ZH[PZMHJ[PVU [V [OL ZPNUPÄLY�
which is an unavoidable necessity for the speaking being. It is a creative support for the subject of desire. 
0U HU LHYS` KLÄUP[PVU WYVWVZLK I` [OL NYV\W� 6\SPWPHUZ HYL JOHYHJ[LYPaLK HZ ¸YH[Z ^OV T\Z[ I\PSK [OL
SHI`YPU[O MYVT ^OPJO [OL` WYVWVZL [V LZJHWL¹ ����� ;OL JVUZ[YHPU[ VɈLYZ H ^H` VM TVSKPUN HUK ZOHWPUN
�HUK ZV� [VV� [HRPUN JVU[YVS VM� [OL Z\IQLJ[»Z Z\IQLJ[PVU [V [OL ZPNUPÄLY� [OLYLI` THRPUN H WV[LU[PHS WYPZVU
into a provocation to creative freedom.

6\SPWV»Z TVZ[ PTWVY[HU[ JVU[YPI\[PVU [V [OL ÄLSK VM HLZ[OL[PJZ PZ [OL KLTVUZ[YH[PVU [OH[ JVUZ[YHPU[Z
enable freedom by defending against inspiration. Queneau proposes that the task of Oulipo is to elaborate 
“a whole arsenal in which the poet may pick and choose, whenever he wishes to escape from that which 
is called inspiration” (10). But why would anyone need to escape inspiration? And what, then, is the 
relationship between escaping a labyrinth that one builds and escaping inspiration? In Queneau’s words, 
“the inspiration that consists in blind obedience to every impulse is in reality a sort of slavery. The classical 
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playwright who writes his tragedy observing a certain number of familiar rules is freer than the poet who 
writes that which comes into his head and who is the slave of other rules of which he is ignorant” (18). 

The stakes of this claim can be understood, by contrast, with Surrealism, whose understanding of 
MYLLKVT P[ ZWLJPÄJHSS` YLQLJ[Z� 0U OPZ ÄYZ[ ¸4HUPMLZ[V VM :\YYLHSPZT�¹ MVY L_HTWSL� (UKYt )YL[VU NP]LZ ]VPJL
to a very traditional and widespread view according to which freedom is necessarily freedom from the 
law, freedom from constraints of all kinds: social norms and conventions, moral inhibitions, and even the 
rules and conventions of genre, all of which are conceived as inhibiting the free reign of the imagination. 
Strikingly, however, this “freedom from” goes hand in hand with a marginalization of the subject and, in 
particular, the subject’s volition or will. The poet is understood as nothing more than the passive receptacle 
of an inspiration that breaks in on his consciousness, in the form of gratuitous phrases that come “knocking 
at the window.”51 The Manifesto ultimately relies upon a very classical notion of “inspiration” according to 
^OPJO [OL O\THU ILPUN PZ HU PULY[ ]LZZLS ¸HUPTH[LK¹ I` H KP]PUL JYLH[VY VY ZWPYP[� )YL[VU KLÄULZ H ¸Z\YYLHS¹
image as a “fortuitous juxtaposition of two terms” (37) in which the mind plays no role.52 It follows, he 
^YP[LZ� [OH[ [OL WVL[ ZOV\SK THRL ¸UV LɈVY[ ^OH[ZVL]LY [V ÄS[LY�¹ I\[ PUZ[LHK OL ZOV\SK HZWPYL [V IL H
“simple receptacle” of the echoes he transcribes, a “modest recording instrument” who “serves a nobler 
cause” (28). But what cause, or whose cause, is it? As Breton writes, “It is true of Surrealist images as it is 
of opium images that man does not evoke them: rather they ‘come to him spontaneously, despotically. He 
cannot chase them away: for the will is powerless now and no longer controls the faculties’ (Baudelaire)” 
(36).

To this involuntary or “automatic” submission to inspiration, the writers of Oulipo oppose the 
]VS\U[HY` Z\ITPZZPVU [V JVUZ[YHPU[ HZ LUHISPUN H KPɈLYLU[ YLSH[PVU [V MYLLKVT� UV[ HZ H MYLLKVT from 
obstacles or limits, but as a freedom to that foregrounds the activity of the will. If, for Breton, writing is 
secondary with respect to the “voice” of inspiration, the mere record or transcript of the poet’s surrender to 
a superior force, then, for Oulipians, it is writing — and, above all, the constraint that structures its practice 
· [OH[ JVTLZ ÄYZ[� LUHISPUN [OL L_LYJPZL VM H MYLLKVT [OH[ PZ PUZLWHYHISL MYVT [OPZ WYHJ[PJL� 8\LULH\
maintains that 

the poet is never inspired, if by that one means that inspiration is a function of humor, of 
temperature, of political circumstances, of subjective chance, or of the subconscious. 
The poet is never inspired, because he is the master of that which appears to others as 
inspiration […]. [T]he powers of poetry are always at his disposition, subjected to his will, 
submissive to his own activity.53

It is in this sense that François Le Lionnais, in a celebration of the “liberating virtue of form,” writes that 
“nine or ten centuries ago, when a potential writer proposed the sonnet form, he left, through certain 
mechanical processes, the possibility of a choice.”54
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These comments point to another profound structural analogy between Oulipo’s practice of 
writing under constraint and the technique of psychoanalysis. In inventing the unconscious and calling 
upon it to construct a knowledge under the constraint of the transference, Freud creates a mechanism that 
allows the analysand to traverse the fantasy, making it into the object of a possible choice, rather than a 
deterministic inevitability. Admittedly, however, the equation between written constraints and the technique 
VM WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ PZ WV[LU[PHSS` WYVISLTH[PJ VU H[ SLHZ[ [^V JV\U[Z! ÄYZ[� ILJH\ZL VM 6\SPWV»Z LTWOHZPZ
on volition and will — which seems far removed from the concerns of psychoanalysis — and, second, 
because of their repudiation of any aesthetic practice founded on the exploration of the “subconscious” 
as antithetical to free choice.

Indeed, Queneau insists on the voluntary, conscious dimension of artistic practice and consistently 
and vigorously opposes any aesthetic practice that relies upon involuntary or automatic processes 
VY Z\ITPZZPVU [V JOHUJL� HSS VM ^OPJO OL PKLU[PÄLZ ^P[O [OL \UJVUZJPV\Z · VY� TVYL WYLJPZLS �̀ [OL
subconscious (subconscient).55 But this is because Queneau takes from Breton a reductive understanding 
of the unconscious as a wholly alien province of the mind or as that deep, dark repository of unbridled 
PTW\SZLZ [OH[ -YL\K PKLU[PÄLZ ^P[O [OL PK�56 When he charges that the poet who impulsively writes whatever 
comes into his head is the “slave of other rules of which he is ignorant,” Queneau is actually equating these 
“other rules” with the rules of the unconscious, understood in Breton’s terms as a “fortuitous juxtaposition 
of terms” that does not answer to constraints of any kind.

I would counter, however, that these “other rules” are not the laws of the unconscious, as Freud 
\UKLYZ[HUKZ P[� I\[ VM [OL MHU[HZ` HUK P[Z PTHNPUHY` Z[HNPUN� 8\LULH\ JVUÄYTZ HZ T\JO ^OLU� PU YLZWVUZL
to the question of whether Oulipo is “in favor of literary madmen,” he states that “the only literature is 
voluntary literature.”57 In asserting that the writer who is subject to a delusion or fantasy is the slave of 
OPZ Z\WWVZLK ¸MYLLKVT�¹ 8\LULH\ PZ ZH`PUN UV[OPUN [OH[ ^L KV UV[ HSZV ÄUK PU -YL\K� ;V ^YP[L ¸MYLLS`¹
and without restrictions is to be subject to a fantasy of which the writer is merely an instrument; to write 
under constraint is to constrain that fantasy and, therefore, to know the possibility of true freedom. In the 
same way, Freud proposes that the unconscious under the constraint of the transference investigates and 
constructs the fantasy, allowing it to become the object of a possible choice, rather than a deterministic 
inevitability. 

While Queneau’s references to reason and will may seem far removed from the domain of 
psychoanalysis, the preceding discussion of written constraints allows us to appreciate that the 
unconscious under constraints is an eminently rational mechanism. Reason, for Freud, is not an attribute of 
the conscious mind but of the mind as such (whether conscious or unconscious). He shows us that reason 
and the unconscious are not opposed and that the unconscious is necessarily a rational unconscious.58
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Similarly, when Warren Motte describes the Oulipian enterprise as “a sustained attack on the 
aleatory in literature, a crusade for the maximal motivation of the literary sign,”59 he might well be speaking 
of the unconscious itself. Contrary to Breton’s reading, there is nothing fortuitous or accidental about the 
Freudian unconscious, whose implacable logic is eminently rational and formally excludes any notion of 
chance. Crucially, the unconscious is not the opposite of consciousness, nor is it distinct from the mind. 
It is a symbolic mechanism that allows for the formal construction, under constraints, of a mental object.60

This claim may seem counterintuitive. Does the constraint not violate the cardinal rule of 
psychoanalysis, the law of free association, according to which no restrictions whatever may be placed 
on the associative stream of thoughts, words, and images? To identify the technique of free association 
with the free reign of the imagination, as Breton does,61 is to propagate a widespread misunderstanding 
VM [OL \UJVUZJPV\Z� MVY ^OPJO :\YYLHSPZT · HZ [OL ÄYZ[ \UMVY[\UH[L MVYH` PU[V [OL YLSH[PVU IL[^LLU
psychoanalysis and literary production — bears much of the responsibility.62 It ignores the fact that free 
association is simultaneously unrestricted and constrained. In the clinic of the dream, for example, the 
seemingly endless associations to which its elements give rise inevitably butt up against the navel of the 
dream, the hole to which free association leads, the unrepresentable kernel around which it turns. The 
essential point is that association in language is “free” precisely to the extent that these substitutions 
revolve around an absent center. Under the constraint of the transference, free association leads to this 
lack in the Other that is, for Lacan, the essence of the symbolic and constrains the subject to confront it in 
order to traverse the seduction fantasy and experience the falling away of the imaginary Other it supposes: 
the Other of demand, love, or even inspiration. Breton’s understanding of the Other as the source of 
PUZWPYH[PVU LTWOHZPaLZ [OL PTHNPUHY` 6[OLY [V [OL L_JS\ZPVU VM [OL Z`TIVSPJ VY SHJRPUN 6[OLY� [OL ÄUP[L
language whose capacity for free play is a direct consequence of the lack at its center.63 Put another way, 
his conception of the unconscious is one from which the function of writing is excluded. 

In its critique of this exclusion, Oulipo exposes the fallacy of a certain conception of the unconscious 
and writing as a “writing of the Other,” and allows us to much more precisely locate the stakes of the 
symbolic, the Other, and writing in psychoanalysis. At issue is what it means to consider the subject 
of psychoanalysis as a subject subjected to language, to the Other: on the one hand, a deterministic 
understanding of the subject as programmed or ventriloquized by a voice that subverts its agency and, 
on the other, a properly psychoanalytic account of the subject as assuming its desire — and therefore 
its freedom — in the creative assumption of the lack in (and of) the Other. Perec shows that “everything 
becomes possible” only when lack is assumed, when the “missing center” is accepted as the condition 
of language.64

Oulipo’s treatment of constraint brings out a dimension of psychoanalysis that is not obvious: 
Despite its emphasis on the determinant character of unconscious fantasy, psychoanalysis takes the 
subject’s freedom as its endpoint. Like Oulipo, it supposes that freedom or free choice is made possible 
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by a particular kind of work, the struggle with constraints; it supposes a practice of freedom, or an 
understanding of freedom as the result of a particular kind of work, rather than an ontological conception 
of freedom as an inborn attribute of the living being that can only be compromised by the application 
of external constraints or restrictions. As in Kant’s aesthetics, this work has something to do with the 
exercise of the will and with reason, and it is powerfully opposed to any evocation of “the Other” as a kind 
of dictatorial agency. The transference is a tool to defend against what Oulipians call “inspiration” or the 
Z\ITPZZPVU [V HU PTHNPUHY` 6[OLY [OH[ 2HU[ PKLU[PÄLZ ^P[O ¸MHUH[PJPZT�¹ 0[ PZ [OL MV\UKH[PVU VM HU L[OPJZ VM
emancipation, an ethics that supposes a practice of constraints. 

THE SYMBOLIC AND THE SOCIAL LINK

Each of these examples demonstrates, in a very modest way, that even if traditional symbolic laws are 
UV SVUNLY ¸JVTWLSSPUN ÄJ[PVUZ�¹ H WYHJ[PJL VM ^YP[[LU JVUZ[YHPU[Z JHU UVUL[OLSLZZ Z\WWVY[ [OL Z`TIVSPJ
without recourse to law in the traditional, patriarchal sense.65 For Bénabou, Oulipo “seeks to formulate 
problems and eventually to offer solutions that allow any and everybody to construct, letter by letter, 
word by word, a text.”66 More than that, he proposes that the “Oulipian act par excellence” is to “create a 
structure, […] to propose an as yet undiscovered mode of organization for linguistic objects.”67 But while 
the structures Bénabou has in mind are primarily textual, François Le Lionnais, in his “Second Manifesto” 
VM 6\SPWV� PZ TVYL HTIP[PV\Z! /L WYVWVZLZ [OH[ 6\SPWV HPTZ [V NLULYH[L ¸HY[PÄJPHS Z[Y\J[\YLZ¹ [OH[ TPNO[
¸[HRL YVV[ PU [OL J\S[\YHS [PZZ\L VM H ZVJPL[ �̀¹ WYVK\JPUN ¸SLHM� ÅV^LY� HUK MY\P[�¹68 This is really the essence 
of the symbolic, to create new practices or mechanisms that sustain the subject in the exercise of its 
desire or freedom.

Oulipo makes a distinction between what it calls “experimental” and “normative” uses of constraint. 
-VY [OL ÄYZ[ WVL[Z ^OV LSHIVYH[LK HUK KL]LSVWLK [OL ZVUUL[ MVYT� P[Z JVUZ[YHPU[Z ^LYL L_WLYPTLU[HS" I\[
^P[O [OL NYHK\HS JVKPÄJH[PVU VM [OL MVYT� [OVZL JVUZ[YHPU[Z ILJVTL UVYTH[P]L� 0M [YHKP[PVUHS SH^Z ILSVUN [V
the order of “normative” constraints, then the constrained writing of Oulipo, the practice of psychoanalysis, 
and sublime aesthetic judgments belong to the “experimental.” Each of these new structures advances a 
K`UHTPJ \UKLYZ[HUKPUN VM [OL Z`TIVSPJ� UV[ HZ H YLPÄLK ZL[ VM PUOLYP[LK Y\SLZ� UVYTZ� VY [YHKP[PVUZ� I\[ HZ
H JYLH[P]L WYVJLZZ VM KL]PZPUN JVTWLSSPUN ÄJ[PVUZ� 0U [OPZ ZLUZL� 2HU[ JV\SK IL YLHK HZ [Y`PUN [V YLUL^ [OL
experimental dimension of the Decalogue, which risks being received as nothing more than a normative 
constraint whose capacity to call forth reason in the experience of the sublime is no longer appreciated. 
When the ten commandments descend through familiarity to the status of normative constraints, we no 
longer experience them as sublime because they seem merely to uphold a morality and not to provide an 
opportunity for the exercise of free will in the formulation of the categorical imperative. His argument can, 
in turn, be read as elevating the kind of experience Oulipo is describing, by suggesting that the kinds of 
Z[Y\J[\YLZ 6\SPWV PU]LU[Z TPNO[ IL \UKLYZ[VVK HZ [HRPUN [OL WSHJL VY M\SÄSSPUN [OL M\UJ[PVU [OH[ YLSPNPVUZ
used to have, namely that of creating a space in which a certain kind of transcendence becomes possible.
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“Experimental” implies an experience, something the subject undergoes. There is a practice of the 
letter, an engagement with language in its literality that is also a form of work — one that exalts the will. The 
essential point is that, in the absence of such work, the will does not have the opportunity to exercise itself. 
This experimental register necessarily involves the individual subject, whereas the normative operates 
much more broadly. But each of the examples I have discussed here suggests that, wherever the normative 
exists to the exclusion of the experimental, a constraint risks becoming nothing more than a rule, thereby 
losing its properly symbolic force.
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ILPUN� 0U HɉYTPUN [OL ¸THZ[LY`¹ VM [OL ^PSS�
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to a multitude of substitutions and permuta-
tions.

65. .YLNVY *HU[VY»Z KLÄUP[PVU VM TH[OLTH[PJZ HZ
“freedom realized through constraints” cap-
tures very well this understanding of the sym-
bolic and the way in which it can take forms 
other than law. See Gesammelte Abhandlugen 
(Berlin: Lokay, 1932), 182.

66. Motte, Oulipo, 46.

67. Ibid.

68. Ibid.

tongue, and so forth. (It would be interesting to 
contrast Dali’s evocation of the “unconscious” 
with Magritte, who is much closer to Freud in 
LTWOHZPaPUN [OL M\UJ[PVU VM [OL ZPNUPÄLY� [OL
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ticular rhyme scheme or to suppress a letter 
MYVT H [L_[ PZ X\P[L KPɈLYLU[ MYVT HɉYTPUN [OH[
there is a fundamental, structural, and insur-
mountable lack in language; to voluntarily con-
strain the composition of a text by rendering 
JLY[HPU SPUN\PZ[PJ WVZZPIPSP[PLZ VɈ�SPTP[Z JV\SK
even be interpreted as a refusal of the lack in 
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I always encounter a certain embarrassment when I have to try to explain what it is 
[OH[ 0 WYHJ[PJL� UHTLS` [OL YLHKPUN VM ^VYRZ VM SP[LYH[\YL JSHYPÄLK I` WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ�
Of course, I never really engage in this practice without having the feeling that I 
am overstepping something, but I am nonetheless even more embarrassed when 
P[ PZ H TH[[LY VM X\LZ[PVUPUN P[� 4` LTIHYYHZZTLU[ PZ PU[LUZPÄLK I` [OL MHJ[ [OH[ P[
has to do with Lacan, and this in particular is what leads me to pose the following 
question: Why does the fact that my embarrassment involves the relation between 
Lacan and literature tend to accentuate this sentiment in such a way and to such 
an extent that I feel like I have nothing to say?

Nothing to say. As an analyst, one often hears this on the couch. It is 
a completely ordinary and banal sign of resistance. So, I decided to begin my 
inquiry from precisely this point: If I have nothing to say, what is it that I do not 
want to talk about? And, for that matter, why not grab hold of the thread presented 
by the sense of overstepping I experience whenever it is a question of the relation 
between psychoanalysis and literature, which in turn leads me to the question of 
the legitimacy of studying literature with psychoanalysis? Indeed, psychoanalysis 
is often reproached for being reductive. Freud, moreover, did not contradict this 
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point. In a text entitled “The Goethe Prize,” which is devoted to the analysis of one of Goethe’s childhood 
memories, he said that there is a tendency to reproach the psychoanalyst for degrading this great man, this 
great writer, when they analyze either the great writer himself or his works alone. And, in a certain sense, 
OL HKKZ� [OPZ YLWYVHJO PZ LU[PYLS` Q\Z[PÄLK� ;V YL]LHS [OL \UJVUZJPV\Z TV[P]H[PVUZ VM H ^VYR IYPUNZ [OL
author nearer to us, thereby degrading him. Freud pleads, however, for the psychoanalyst to be granted 
the same indulgence that is given to the biographer who, in his own way, also works towards a kind of de-
idealization by way of recounting the author’s life.

Without a doubt, Lacan evinces a similar sort embarrassment when he denounces the pedanticism, 
boorishness, and priggishness typical of psychoanalysts when they get mixed up with literature and pretend 
to know what the author has said better than he himself does. He also denounces the literary coquetry 
of those psychoanalysts who lack a spirit of invention, and enjoins them not to “play the psychologist” — 
a major insult — “where the artist paves the way for him,”1 thereby reformulating something Freud had 
already expressed in Delusions and Dreams in Jensen’s Gradiva: “In their knowledge of the mind they 
[writers] are far in advance of us everyday people, for they draw upon sources which we have not yet 
opened up for science.”2

The question for the psychoanalyst, then, is essentially one of the legitimacy of the psychoanalytic 
interpretation of literary works, indeed of authors themselves, in the absence of the interested party’s 
associations — namely, those of the author or characters in question. Again, Freud raised this question 
himself, and there again he responded by carrying on despite the obstacles, saying that we will cautiously 
substitute our own associations for theirs, be it those of the author or even the characters we are analyzing. 
The caution espoused here does not preclude the methodological audacity of such a substitution, which 
leads him, in particular, to never hesitate in treating characters as though they were real people. And for all 
of the transgressions Freud committed without hesitation in his analyses of works, authors, and characters 
[OH[ SHJR ZWLLJO · +VZ[V`L]ZR` HUK .VL[OL� VY [OL JOHYHJ[LYZ VM 0IZLU� :[LMHU A^LPN� HUK /VɈTHUU ·
Lacan, no matter what he may have said on the matter, did the same thing with Gide and Joyce.

Another transgression is to analyze a literary work not as an end in itself but as a means, which 
tends to put literature in the service of psychoanalysis. There is a certain dimension of sacrilege in this 
process of subordination, in the subservience of art, inasmuch as art is perhaps all that remains for us of 
[OL ZHJYLK� @L[� -YL\K HUK 3HJHU IV[O ZH` · VY� H[ SLHZ[� WYHJ[PJL HZ PM · SP[LYH[\YL JHU JVUÄYT VY ]LYPM`
psychoanalytic discoveries. As Freud puts it, “We probably draw from the same source and work upon 
the same object, each of us by another method. And the agreement of our results seems to guarantee 
that we have both worked correctly.”3 This is Freud’s contention about Jensen, who manages to discover 
the laws of the unconscious and dream formation, as well as the nature of transference, the delusion, 
and interpretation — all without having the slightest idea about what psychoanalysis is. It is all a kind of 
unconscious knowledge, which he then puts to work in the Gradiva. Lacan notes, for his part, “the practice 
of the letter converges with the workings of the unconscious.”4
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This manner of employing literature in the service of psychoanalysis serves to verify psychoanalytic 
discoveries, but it also helps to free psychoanalysis from medicine by demonstrating its possible extension 
to domains other than the treatment of neuroses. For Lacan, in particular, it will be a matter of using 
literature to free psychoanalysis from psychology.

Literature helps Lacan to illustrate — I employ a term that he himself uses — structural points, 
especially in the clinical structures. It possesses an instructional value, which he often employs for the 
ILULÄ[ VM OPZ H\KPLUJL� 0U H X\PJR Z\Y]L �̀ L_HTWSLZ HIV\UK! VU 7YPUJL /HTSL[� MVY L_HTWSL� OL ZH`Z� ¸;OPZ
something wherein the position of desire is organized can help us to consolidate the elaboration of the 
castration complex”;5 or, on “The Purloined Letter,” “This is why I have decided to illustrate for you today 
B¯D [OL THQVY KL[LYTPUH[PVU [OL Z\IQLJ[ YLJLP]LZ MYVT [OL P[PULYHY` VM H ZPNUPÄLY¹"6 or, on Claudel, “I tried 
to see if there were not something in our contemporary experience wherein what I am trying to show you 
might take hold.”7 Essentially, literature allows Lacan to read his mathemes, to translate them, as though he 
were proceeding from one type of writing to another, from the writing of mathemes to literary writing, and 
JVU]LYZLS` · [OH[ PZ� OL THRLZ [OL VUL WSH` VɈ VM [OL YLSH[PVU [V [OL V[OLY� 5L]LY[OLSLZZ� P[ PZ UV[ H TH[[LY
of arriving at an understanding of either the literary work or the mathemes. We are rather witnesses to the 
passage from one writing to another, to a game between two writings, which short-circuits understanding 
because it is attached only to the structure.

To be perfectly honest, it has been a long time since I have carefully considered the things that 
I have just summarized. The imprudence of the psychoanalyst who simply will not allow herself to be 
stopped, who presses on by all available means, and the fact that neither transgression nor desacralization 
scares her — all of this is simply a fact and, moreover, I do not typically worry myself about it beyond this. 
So, then, why this embarrassment — I return, here, to my initial embarrassment — and the self-censorship 
H[[LZ[LK [V PU [OPZ PKLH [OH[ 0 KV UV[ OH]L HU`[OPUN [V ZH`& +VLZ P[ Z\ɉJL [V JVTWSL[L [OL WOYHZL [O\ZS`! 0
have nothing to say…that I do not already know? Certainly, there is an element of this involved. However, 
earlier I mentioned something of a redoubled transgression; it has to do with Lacan’s relation to literature. It 
just so happens that Lacan, too, belongs among the ranks of those great men, and there is certainly some 
manner of transgression in putting myself in the position of interrogating the relation of Lacan’s desire to 
literature — a transgression, at least insofar as Lacan himself is in a transgressive position.

6U [OPZ WVPU[� 0 VɈLY \W [OL HZZVJPH[PVU [OH[ JHTL [V TL PU JVUULJ[PVU ^P[O [OPZ having nothing 
to say. An association is something that falls: in German it is Einfall, so it falls on or befalls you. The 
HZZVJPH[PVU [OH[ JHTL [V TL PZ H TLTVY �̀ H TLTVY` MYVT [OL ÄYZ[ KH`Z VM T` HUHS`ZPZ ^P[O 3HJHU� 0 ^HZ VU
Christmas vacation in my family’s hometown, the city of Besançon, where there is a lovely museum. And, 
in this museum, there is a painting I was particularly fond of — a Bellini depicting the drunkenness of Noah 
— and I made it a point to visit it during these Christmas vacations. Noah is lying half-nude in front of his 
sons. Two of them are laughing, while another is covering him up with his mantle in order to veil his nudity. 
I had purchased the post card reproduction of this painting, and I was getting ready to send it to Lacan. 
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And then I stopped in my tracks; I did not see my movement through to the end. As for what stopped me, 
I believe there were two factors. First, Lacan might have taken it to be himself on the postcard, as if there 
were an allusion to his advanced age — or, at least, what for me at the time was his advanced age — in 
the illustration of Noah. Second, there was also the fear of exposing myself with this dispatch. In short, 
it was a typical resistance; I did not send the postcard, and I did not even speak about it to Lacan in the 
course of our later sessions.

What strikes me today about this unaccomplished act — not failed, but unaccomplished — is 
[OH[� H[ IV[[VT� [OPZ KPZWH[JO JV\SK OH]L ZPNUPÄLK ZVTL[OPUN [OH[ ^HZ ZPT\S[HULV\ZS` T` KLZPYL [OH[ [OL
father be uncovered and my demand that, above all, he not be uncovered. Something from my infantile 
history was inscribed in this relation to the exposure of the father’s nudity — that is, the exposure of his 
desire or jouissance — something in a very precocious manner I had been led to witness that, beyond 
appearances, constituted someone’s desire or jouissance. This someone was my grandfather, and it was 
precisely in Besançon that this revelation had been made to me. So that takes care of this little fragment of 
analysis. But the result of this memory that came back to me, that fell upon me, immediately pointed me 
to my topic for the present work. I chose to follow the path of greatest resistance, which pointed towards 
this laying bare (mise à nu), which in turn led me straight to a text that Lacan devoted to this topic through 
a commentary on Marguerite Duras’ The Ravishing of Lol Stein. And, what is more, this text is constructed 
around a redoubling.

It is a well-known book. Everyone knows the story of this young woman, Lol V. Stein, who goes 
[V H IHSS ^P[O OLY ÄHUJt� 4PJOHLS 9PJOHYKZVU� HUK ZLLZ OPT KLSPNO[LK I` HUV[OLY ^VTHU� (UUL�4HYPL
Stretter, who only just appears on the scene. They dance together all night, right in front of her eyes, and 
H[ KH`IYLHR [OL` Y\U VɈ [VNL[OLY� SLH]PUN OLY HSVUL� +\YHZ KLZJYPILZ (UUL�4HYPL :[YL[[LY PU [OL MVSSV^PUN
way: “Nothing more could ever happen to that woman, Tatiana thought, nothing more, nothing. Except 
her death, she thought.”8 One could say that this is something that situates Anne-Marie Stretter “between 
two deaths,” an interval that comes up frequently when it is an issue of the relation between Lacan and 
literature. What also characterizes her, and what Lacan picks up on, is the non-gaze (non-regard) she casts 
over the ball, as well as her black dress. Left behind by the departing couple, Lol V. Stein is subsequently 
described as having been plunged into a sort of radical absence, and it is in this state of absence that she 
marries, has children, spends ten years in a place called U. Bridge, and then later returns to S. Thala. This 
HIZLUJL PZ UV[ ZP[\H[LK VU [OL ZPKL VM Z\ɈLYPUN� +\YHZ [LSSZ \Z [OH[ ¸Z\ɈLYPUN OHK MHPSLK [V ÄUK HU` JOPUR
PU OLY HYTVY [OYV\NO ^OPJO [V ZSPW¹ � �� ;OL [OLTL VM Z\ɈLYPUN PZ [HRLU \W HNHPU H[ [OL LUK VM [OL Z[VY �̀
when it is compared to a sort of grease� 3VS PZ \UZJH[OLK I` [OPZ NYLHZL� 0M [OLYL PZ Z\ɈLYPUN� ^L HYL [VSK�
P[ PZ H Z\ɈLYPUN ^P[OV\[ Z\IQLJ[� ^OPJO YLÅLJ[Z [OL MHJ[ [OH[ HZ H JOPSK� 3VS ^HZ VM[LU HSYLHK` ZP[\H[LK PU
this elsewhere, this state of absence. Duras also evokes something in the order of incompletion and non-
M\SÄSSTLU[� 0[ PZ UV[ ZV T\JO H TH[[LY VM HU PUJVTWSL[L WYVJLZZ VM TV\YUPUN" YH[OLY� P[ PZ ZVTL[OPUN LSZL [OH[
is left in suspension during that initial scene, which we could call the primal scene.
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Upon her return to S. Thala, we are told, Lol sets herself to the task of seeking this elsewhere during 
long walks through the city. As Duras writes, “Each day Lol goes ahead with the task of reconstructing 
that moment” (37) — namely, the moment at the end of the night when she was left alone by the departing 
couple. “What she is reconstructing,” Duras adds, “is the end of the world. She sees herself — and this is 
what she really believes — in the same place, at the end, always, in the center of a triangular construction 
of which dawn, and the two of them, are the eternal sides” (37). At this precise moment, when she is left 
behind, “some attempt — but what? — should have been made which was not” (37). She is missing a 
word that could have joined her to the couple; lacking this word, she is silent: “It would have been an 
absence-word, a hole-word, whose center would have been hollowed out into a hole, the kind of hole in 
which all other words would have been buried” (38). There is something here that calls to mind a sort of 
primary repression. Duras formulates this absence as follows: “She was absent from the place where this 
gesture occurred [the gesture of stripping Anne-Marie Stretter bare, which is precisely what was left in 
suspension]. […] She was born to witness it. Others are born to die. […] Lol had never been able to carry 
this divesting of Anne-Marie Stretter’s dress in slow-motion, this velvet annihilation of her own person, to 
its conclusion” (39-40).

There is something else worth noting in this same passage, something very striking, which involves 
a substitution: “The tall, thin body of the other woman would have appeared little by little. And, in a strictly 
WHYHSSLS HUK YL]LYZL WYVNYLZZPVU� 3VS ^V\SK OH]L ILLU YLWSHJLK I` OLY PU [OL HɈLJ[PVU VM [OL THU MYVT
Town Beach. Replaced by that woman, unto her very breath. Lol holds her breath as this woman’s body 
appears to this man, her own fades, fades, voluptuous pleasure, from the world” (40). This laying bare 
becomes, in Duras’ own terms, “her only task.” During her walks through S. Thala, she runs into a man 
whom she notices on account of the way he looks at women: “Now she sees their surreptitious looks 
directed at her [the man’s look, but also men in general, insofar as they look at women], in an absolute 
equivalence. She, who does not see herself, is thus seen, in others. Therein lies the omnipotence of this 
substance whereof she is made, without any particular ties” (45). These looks are directed at her before 
other women and become the substance from which she is made, without any particular ties — meaning 
with the erratic aspect of the gaze that has the property of being detached from the body.

The equivalence of looks here is also the equivalence of one woman with another, which allows for 
a substitution. The man she encounters looking at women on the street meets with someone who turns 
out to be Lol’s old friend, Tatiana Karl, who was present at the scene of the ball. Tatiana and this man go 
to the Hôtel du Bois� ^OPJO PZ H SV]LYZ» YL[YLH[� HUK 3VS NVLZ [V SPL PU H ULHYI` ÄLSK VM Y`L PU VYKLY [V NHaL H[
the windows of the lovers’ room. As Duras writes, “if she were asked, she would simply say that she was 
resting. From the fatigue of getting there” (53). There, at the end of her journey. At the end of her journey 
and yet not entirely, because she must, as Duras says, construct a perspective. Lol is here in the process 
VM JVUZ[Y\J[PUN Z\JO H WLYZWLJ[P]L" ZOL PZ Ä[[PUN V\[ H WHY[PJ\SHY ZWHJL PU ^OPJO ZOL T\Z[ Z\IZLX\LU[S` IL
included by that man she encounters on the street — Jacques Hold, who turns out to be the narrator of the 
story. Indeed, he agrees to include her in the circuit of denuding that he is carrying out with Tatiana Karl in 
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their room. Lol will snare his cooperation with the words “naked beneath her black hair” — this is what she 
HZRZ VM OPT� [OPZ PZ ^OH[ ZOL KLTHUKZ� :OL ZLLRZ [V JHW[\YL [OL TVTLU[ VM OLY HIZVS\[L ZLSM�LɈHJLTLU[
in the words “naked beneath her black hair” (108), in order that she might feel, as Duras says, “as excluded 
as she wished to be” (113). Indeed, she desires to experience the precise instant of her own oblivion. 
/LUJL� ZOL ^PSS SP]L HUK YLSP]L [OH[ TVTLU[ JV\U[SLZZ [PTLZ� HS^H`Z PU [OL ZHTL Y`L ÄLSK� +\YHZ WSHJLZ
the phrase “naked beneath her black hair” outside of meaning; it punctures meaning, and it is as empty 
as the void in Tatiana. She puts it in these terms: “the void is Tatiana naked beneath her black hair” (106).

Lacan’s “Hommage fait à Marguerite Duras du ravissement de Lol V. Stein” is a singular text in 
his oeuvre.9 Duras is the only female writer, and the sole living author, upon whose work he commented. 
Moreover, this is a text in which Lacan inserts himself in his own commentary, even in the title itself. The 
LɈLJ[ VM [OPZ PUZLY[PVU PZ [OH[ OL ZP[\H[LZ OPTZLSM PU H THUULY [OH[ JVYYLZWVUKZ [V ^OH[ OL ZH`Z HIV\[ [OL
psychoanalytic cure: It is a question of a narrative that would, in and of itself, be the site of the encounter at 
stake in the narrative. And this is essentially the structure of Lacan’s text: It is the site of the encounter that 
is at stake in the text itself. It is also the structure of the analytic cure, inasmuch as, unlike psychotherapies 
and those therapies based on suggestion, it includes the analyst’s desire as essential to the process and 
supposes that the analyst knows what is in the order of that desire. Lacan places this structure in relation 
[V H [VWVSVNPJHS ÄN\YL JHSSLK [OL ¸PUULY LPNO[�¹ ^OPJO OL \ZLZ [V PSS\Z[YH[L [OL JVUULJ[PVU IL[^LLU [OL
statement and the enunciation. In this statement-enunciation relationship, the statement is something that 
is deciphered, but the enunciation — the dimension involved in transference, where there is an articulation 
of two desires — cannot be deciphered. Instead, it is worked out. I will advance, now, something in the 
order of an attempt to work out Lacan’s point of enunciation within this text. And this is where I take some 
YPZRZ� ILJH\ZL ^OH[ 0 ^PSS WYVWVZL ^PSS IL X\P[L PUZ\ɉJPLU[S` HYN\LK� 0[ PZ ZVTL[OPUN [OH[ JHTL [V TL TVYL
along the lines of an association. And as Freud authorizes me to do in such circumstances, I have inserted 
my own associations in the place of Lacan’s.

Lacan explicitly indicates the fact that he is inserting himself within the text when he evokes the 
concept of ternary structures. Essentially, he says that we are dealing with three ternary structures, with the 
ÄYZ[ JVUZPZ[PUN VM 3VS =� :[LPU� 4PJOHLS 9PJOHYKZVU� HUK (UUL�4HYPL :[YL[[LY� ;V [OL L_[LU[ [OH[ [OLZL [OYLL
are knotted together, that knot is untied, and untied prematurely. This is what constitutes the traumatic 
character of what I called Lol’s primal scene. The second ternary is formed by Lol V. Stein, Jacques Hold, 
and Tatiana Karl. And the third is composed of Jacques Lacan (provoked, in a way, by the Jacques of 
Jacques Hold), Duras’ book, and Duras herself (as both the living person and the author). At any rate, that 
PZ ^OH[ 3HJHU HɉYTZ! ¸;OPZ HSSV^Z TL [V PU[YVK\JL 4HYN\LYP[L +\YHZ OLYL� OH]PUN TVYLV]LY OLY JVUZLU[
to do so, in a third ternary, of which one of the terms is The Ravishing of Lol Stein, caught as an object in 
her own knot, and in which I myself am the third person, there to introduce a ravishing, and in my case, 
a decidedly subjective one.”10 Much could be said about this knot, especially because it is a knot-à-trois, 
^OPJO WYLÄN\YLZ [OL )VYYVTLHU RUV[ 3HJHU \ZLZ L_[LUZP]LS` H ML^ `LHYZ SH[LY�
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But let us note simply that none of these ternary structures reduplicates the preceding one. I am 
WHY[PJ\SHYS` PU[LYLZ[LK PU [OL [OPYK [LYUHY �̀ HUK [OH[ PZ ^O` 0 ^V\SK SPRL [V IYPLÅ` KPZJ\ZZ [OL JVUJLW[ VM
OVTHNL� >OH[ PZ OVTHNL& 0[ PZ H ML\KHS [LYT� [OL WYVTPZL VM H ]HZZHS»Z ÄKLSP[` HUK HSSLNPHUJL [V H SVYK�
3H[LY� P[ [VVR VU H JV\Y[S` ZLUZL� ÄYZ[ PU YLSH[PVU [V [OL 3HK �̀ HUK Z\IZLX\LU[S` PU YLSH[PVU [V ^VTLU� 6UL
also speaks of paying homage for a thing (rendre homage d’une chose), in the sense of paying tribute 
for something by returning its yield to the person to whom it is owed. Indeed, the psychoanalyst here is 
recognizing his indebtedness to the writer, who paved the way for him.

There is also another sense of homage, which is important for our analysis here: to pay homage 
to someone with a thing, that is, to make an offering. Indeed, everything will hinge on this question of the 
VɈLYPUN� ,]LU [OV\NO [OL OVTHNL THUHNLK [V ILJVTL H SP[LYHY` NLUYL PU P[ZLSM� P[ YLTHPULK LX\HSS` H[
stake in the texts of other literary genres. Lacan declares that his text “is not a madrigal,” and yet, there 
is something of a madrigal there. A madrigal, according to the Littré dictionary, is a short lyric poem, 
typically erotic and epigrammatic, which is characterized by three rhymes alternating in a varied order, and 
therefore it too is located in the ternary register. It is worth noting that the epigram, too, leads us back to 
[OL JVUJLW[ VM [OL VɈLYPUN� ZPUJL P[ VYPNPUHSS` KLZPNUH[LK ^OH[ ^HZ PUZJYPILK VU [OL VIQLJ[Z VM HU VɈLYPUN
to the gods. Afterwards, it came to mean a little composition whose chief merits are its linguistic wit and 
polish. We can certainly recognize this manner of concision in Lacan’s text.

I propose that, in his text, Lacan is engaged in laying bare the text of Lol Stein, a laying bare that 
redoubles the one carried out by Duras; it is a laying bare that is at once the laying bare of an object and a 
fantasy. Lacan points straight to this object when he poses the following question: What happens to Lol? 
>OH[ OHWWLUZ [V OLY PZ [OH[ ZOL PZ YH]PZOLK� :OL PZ YH]PZOLK� YVIILK VM OLY ZLSM�PTHNL PU [OH[ ÄYZ[ ZJLUL
^OLU OLY ÄHUJt PZ [HRLU H^H` MYVT OLY� ;OL ZLSM�PTHNL PZ [OH[ ¸PU ^OPJO [OL V[OLY SV]PUNS` KYLZZLZ `V\
and in which you are dressed, and which, when you are robbed of it [robbed (dérobée), here, is certainly 
connected to the necessary removal of the dress (robe)],” [it] lets you be just what underneath?”11 What, 
then, is underneath the narcissistic image, underneath this thing that you are wrapped up in? According to 
3HJHU� ^OH[ PZ \UKLYULH[O� MVY 3VS =� :[LPU� PZ H ZWLJPÄJ VIQLJ[� [OL NHaL HZ VIQLJ[ a. Addressing himself 
to Lol in his customary prosopopeia, Lacan formulates things thusly: “you were, yes, for one night until 
dawn, when something in that place gave way, the center of attention. […] The center is not the same on 
all surfaces […] on a complex surface, this can produce a strange knot. This last knot is ours. Because 
you sense that all this has to do with an envelope having neither an inside nor an outside, and in the 
seam of its center every gaze turns back into your own.”12 ;OL [VWVSVNPJHS ÄN\YL KLZJYPILK OLYL� ^OPJO
could be the cross-cap or the Klein bottle, serves as Lacan’s support for the obscure object of desire 
OL PZVSH[LZ · ^OPJO PZ� WYLJPZLS �̀ H UVU�ZWLJ\SHY VIQLJ[� 0U +\YHZ» [L_[� TVYLV]LY� ^L ÄUK [OPZ ZHTL
HIZLUJL VM ZWLJ\SHYP[` ^OLU 3VS PZ PU [OL Y`L ÄLSK HUK ZOL ZLLZ� PU [OL MYHTL VM [OL OV[LS ^PUKV �̂ H ¸TPYYVY
^OPJO YLÅLJ[Z UV[OPUN�¹ ;OPZ LJOVLZ ^OH[ 3HJHU ZH`Z PU OPZ ZLTPUHY The Object of Psychoanalysis: “When 
the object a HWWLHYZ� PM [OLYL PZ H TPYYVY� UV[OPUN PZ YLÅLJ[LK PU P[�¹13 We are confronted, in this manner, 
with a topological structure wherein the opposition between inside and outside breaks down, since it 
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corresponds essentially to the aforementioned object, the gaze. Indeed, the gaze both belongs to the 
body and is exterior to it, rendering the opposition between internal and external null and void. It belongs 
to neither the subject nor the other. It is both of the body and out-of-body. In short, it possesses the same 
striking characteristic of extimacy that Lacan attributes to the Thing.

So, in the end, what exactly happens to Lol? What leaves her behind in this elsewhere, this 
HIZLUJL VY HULZ[OL[PJ OHaL& 9VIILK VM OLY PTHNL� ZOL ÄUKZ OLYZLSM ^P[OV\[ H UHYJPZZPZ[PJ LU]LSVWL� )\[�
equally important, something of the object a drops out, is lost, and if her being is henceforth to be found 
elsewhere, it is because it lies in the gaze she is unable to cast on the laying bare of Anne-Marie Stretter 
by Michael Richardson. As a result, her desire disappears, leaving her to fall prey to anesthetization and 
un-being (désêtre), inasmuch as something of the fantasy has given way. Lol dedicates herself to the task 
of reconstructing what is lost, or rather, constructing it, since it is a matter of bringing about something that 
never took place. This work of elaboration and construction to which she devotes herself corresponds to — 
or is equivalent to — the construction of the fantasy in the psychoanalytic cure. Through this construction 
she will be able to rediscover her desire, her very position as a desiring subject. This fantasy necessitates 
a knot-à-trois, which will allow her to recover the object-gaze and realize her being. As Lacan notes, Duras’ 
own formulation essentially consists in the fact that “she is realized only in what happens.”14

Lacan indicates clearly that Lol is engaged in staging a fantasy that, as such, is constructed around 
an object. This staging completes “the passage of Tatiana’s beauty into the function of the intolerable 
stain which pertains to this object,” namely the gaze.15 The gaze is not the same as vision — Lacan, here, 
is taking up the distinction he developed previously in his seminar The Four Fundamental Concepts of 
Psychoanalysis · I\[ P[ HWWLHYZ PU [OL ÄLSK VM WLYJLW[PVU PU [OL MVYT H Z[HPU �tache). The stain is what, 
literally, sticks out like a sore thumb (faire tache) and is incompatible — this is why he calls it intolerable — 
with the maintenance of the narcissistic image. Due to Tatiana’s association with the function of the stain, 
the lovers Jacques Hold and Tatiana Karl will henceforth become disenchanted with one another and 
cease to be in love, since they can no longer sustain the narcissistic illusion of love. It is in Tatiana, and in 
SH`PUN IHYL [OL M\UJ[PVU VM [OL Z[HPU� [OH[ 3VS =� :[LPU YL\UP[LZ ^P[O OLY ILPUN� ÄUKPUN H ^H` [V YLHSPaL P[ VY�
indeed, recuperate it — and recuperation, Lacan says, is the proper function of sublimation.

3HJHU L_WSPJP[S` PKLU[PÄLZ 1HJX\LZ /VSK� NP]LU [OL KLZPYL SPURPUN OPT [V [^V ^VTLU� HZ VJJ\W`PUN
the place of the divided subject within the fantasy. Barred by the anxiety that Lol’s desire provokes in 
him, he agrees to become this desire’s servant and participate — according to Lol’s law — in this strange 
mode of loving that Lacan likens to courtly love. He compares its structure to one illustrated by a tale 
from Marguerite de Navarre’s The Heptameron · ¸;HSL ?¹ · ^OPJO YLJV\U[Z [OL SV]L HɈHPYZ VM (THKVY
and Florida through the staging of a scene of triangulation. Amador deliberately chooses to take a wife, 
while simultaneously devoting his love to a Lady. Marriage and love do not unfold on the same plane, and 
distinguishing them from one another is a sign of seriousness — the same seriousness to which Lacan pays 
homage and which is found in both Duras’ and Navarre’s texts — which is opposed to the masquerade of 
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those who would prefer not to see that the courtly convention merely parries the promiscuity of marriage. 
The masquerade supported by the ideals of the Victorian happy ending SLHKZ [V [OL JVUÄULTLU[ VM SV]L [V
the pairing of a couple, the duel of relation (or the dual relation), thereby reducing it to a kind of narcissistic 
hateloving (hainamoration). These ideals prove to be powerless to resolve the impasses of the relations 
between the sexes, which it is the proper function of fantasy to overcome. We could say that the fantasy 
here, the knot-à-trois, performs a function of supplementation with respect to what Lacan will later call the 
absence of the sexual relationship. But we could just as well say that it reveals the nature of the obstacle 
[V [OPZ YLSH[PVU� ;OL MHU[HZ` LɈLJ[P]LS` IL[YH`Z [OL MHJ[ [OH[� PU KLZPYL� [OL Z\IQLJ[ UL]LY OHZ H YLSH[PVU ^P[O
the other of the opposite sex; the subject only has a relation to the partial object, the object a. And this 
relation between desire and the partial object means, in a certain sense, that one can only ever attain the 
partner of the opposite sex through the partial object — one can never reach the partner as such. This is 
the sense in which there is no relation between man and woman.

I would now like to address what Lacan does not actually talk about, an underlying concept that 
he indicates rhetorically in the form of a negation, which is the term “neurosis.” It would be boorish, he 
says, to attribute Duras’ text to neurosis. But, all the same, what Lacan develops about hysteria coincides 
perfectly with the fantasy deployed by Duras. Recall that Lacan quite frequently emphasizes the fact 
that the hysteric asks the question of her own femininity through the proxy of a man’s desire for another 
woman. In the structure of hysteria, it is absolutely fundamental that she be in some way replaced by 
HUV[OLY ^VTHU PU [OL KLZPYL VM H THU� 0U 3HJHU»Z MVYT\SH[PVU� P[ ^PSS VUS` IL [OYV\NO [OPZ PKLU[PÄJH[PVU ^P[O
a man that the hysteric tries to answer the question of what a woman is: “This is how the hysteric comes 
[V RUV^ OLYZLSM PU [OL OVTHNL WHPK [V HUV[OLY ^VTHU� HUK VɈLYZ \W [OL ^VTHU PU ^OVT ZOL HKVYLZ OLY
own mystery to the man whose role she takes without being able to enjoy it.”16 In the Durasian fantasy, the 
woman’s being reveals itself in desire and essentially amounts to that blind spot that takes the place of a 
lack in being (Woman does not exist). The point here is not to reduce Duras’ elaboration to some sort of 
neurotic problematic but, on the contrary, to point out that she lends this problematic credibility.

But the Lacanian clinic casts another new light on Duras’ text. Jacques Hold does not assume 
his position as servant of Lol’s desire within the fantasmatic ternary without also introducing his own 
KLZPYL� ^OPJO [OLYLI` IL[YH`Z [OL ZSPKPUN VM VɈLYPUN PU[V ZHJYPÄJL H[ [OL ZHTL [PTL HZ P[ WLYT\[LZ HSS VM [OL
positions. Lacan adds a Sadean touch to his commentary, which indicates a sliding from offering to a kind 
of leaving to the mercy of. It is at this point that we see the bringing together — at least, this is what I am 
trying to argue — of the hysterical fantasy and the fundamental fantasy of the obsessional, such as Lacan 
describes it in the seminar on transference. In the fundamental fantasy, he tells us, “the other has to be, 
as such, handed over to a third in order to be constituted as sexual,” because the subject does not know 
“what he most desires from this other or from the intervening third party.”17 In this scenario, the subject 
JVTLZ [V ÄUK [OL [Y\[O VM OPZ ILPUN PU OPZ V^U LSPTPUH[PVU�
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The chiasm of fantasies here would function as a form of supplementation for the sexual relationship. 
;OL O`Z[LYPJHS MHU[HZ` VM VɈLYPUN HUV[OLY ^VTHU [V H THU · [OH[ PZ� [V IL YLWSHJLK I` HUV[OLY ^VTHU PU
the eyes of a man — is knotted together with the obsessional fantasy of leaving one woman to the mercy 
of another, at the risk her own elimination.

By virtue of inserting himself into the ternary structure, Jacques — Hold, or to the second degree, 
3HJHU · Z\IZ[P[\[LZ VUL VɈLYPUN MVY HUV[OLY� VUL MHU[HZ` MVY HUV[OLY� ;̂ V MHU[HZPLZ ZSPKL YPNO[ PU[V [OL
same knot-à-trois, despite the fact that they have neither the same meaning nor the same object or 
jouissance.

0Z P[ 3HJHU ^OV LɈLJ[Z [OPZ ZSPKPUN MYVT [OL VUL [V [OL V[OLY� VY OHZ +\YHZ HSYLHK` KVUL ZV& 0U
either case, I initially began with the sliding of Noah’s mantle, and I propose that we are able to see its 
equivalent here in the sliding of fantasies.

Translated by Michael Stanish
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I.

What can the meaning of “critique” or “criticism” be for Lacan? Is Lacan to be 
[HRLU HZ H J\S[\YHS JYP[PJ �HZ ZVTL YLHKLYZ VM ùPüLR TPNO[ IL [LTW[LK [V [OPUR�� HZ
a literary critic (as many students in the humanities see him), or as an author of 
countless cryptic pronouncements that, despite their obscurity, have impacted 
[OL ÄLSK VM SP[LYHY` [OLVY �̀ JOHUNPUN V\Y ]LY` ^H` VM ¸KVPUN¹ [OLVY �̀ HUK WLYOHWZ
even obliging us to leave “criticism” aside altogether? I will begin this investigation 
by comparing two statements that bear on the issue of criticism, both made in 
ZLTPUHYZ KH[PUN MYVT [OL LHYS` ZL]LU[PLZ� 0U [OL ÄYZ[ VM [OLZL� 3HJHU L_WSHPUZ
that one should not analyze (that is, psychoanalyze) written texts — one should 
criticize them. It is revealing that, at this moment in the seminar, Lacan is engaging 
a critical reading of Totem and Taboo: He comments on Freud’s fascination with 
the murder of the father, from Oedipus to Moses. Freud appears in this critique 
as a neurotic, but his neurosis is not a hindrance so much as it is a productive 
agency:
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It is curious that I had to wait all this time before asserting that Totem and Taboo is a 
neurotic production, which is undeniable, without jeopardizing the truth of the whole 
construction. This is why this work can testify to its truth. One does not psychoanalyze a 
work, and even less that of Freud, does one? One criticizes it, and even though a neurosis 
may make its solidity appear suspect, it is this same neurosis that solders it together.  
 
 The testimony given by an obsessional subject on the structure that determines 
him, by which sexual rapport appears as impossible to formulate in discourse, this is what 
we owe to Freud’s myth.1 

Consistent with a life-long quarrel with anything that looked to Lacan like “applied psychoanalysis” — a 
dominant theme to which I will shortly return — this nonetheless leaves unexamined what exactly is meant 
by “criticizing.” Lacan was soon to be the object of a direct “criticism,” or of a more general “critique,” 
when, in 1973, Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe published The Title of the Letter: A Reading 
of Lacan. Here, indeed, was an exercise in close reading, in applying a magnifying glass to a single text — 
Lacan’s “The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud” — one that leads them, 
in the name of philosophical rigor and consistency, to a rather severe critique.

Lacan, who had by 1973 made several attempts to enlist philosophers to read and work with 
him, does not appear to have been too dismayed by this critique. He counter-attacks snidely, mixing 
faint praise — they have produced the best reading so far of any of his texts, one should deplore the fact 
that no one from his school has done the same work — with several nasty ad hominem digs: The two 
young philosophers are merely “pawns [ZV\Z�ÄMYLZ]” in a game that opposes the camp of deconstruction 
to Lacanian psychoanalysis; they only write so accurately and painstakingly because they want to get 
¸4HZ[LY»Z KLNYLLZ¹ [OH[ ^V\SK JVUÄYT [OLPY WVZP[PVU VM ZW\YPV\Z THZ[LY`" HUK [OL` OH]L [OL ^VYZ[ WVZZPISL
intentions because they “love” Lacan with a love that looks very much like hate. 

His last direct allusion to their book focuses on their gloss of the Greek term enstasis (ἒνστασις), 
or “instance”:

They investigate the instance so thoroughly, so carefully […] that they even discover the 
ἒνστασις, the Aristotelian logical obstacle that I had reserved for the end. It is true that 
[OL` KV UV[ ZLL ^OLYL P[ Ä[Z PU BIl est vrai qu’ils ne voient pas le rapport]. But they are so 
used to working, especially when something motivates them — the desire, for example, 
to obtain their Master’s, a truly serendipitous term here — that they even mention that in 
the footnote on pages 28 and 29. 
 
 Consult Aristotle and you will know everything when I at last come to this business 
of the ἒνστασις. You can read, one after the other, the passage in the Rhetoric and the two 
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sections of the Topics that will allow you to truly know what I mean when I try to integrate 
my four formulas, μx†x and the rest, into Aristotle’s work.2

If one turns to the incriminated footnote, one will conclude that the philosophers’ remark does not warrant 
such a scathing dismissal. Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe merely explore all the possible meanings of 
“instance” (a term that, for a long time, has been wrongly translated into English as “agency”). They 
WYV]PKL H WOPSVZVWOPJHS NLULHSVN` MVY [OL [LYT� ÄUHSS` [YHJPUN P[ IHJR [V (YPZ[V[SL»Z \ZL VM enstasis: “But 
one will not forget that for Aristotle, ἒνστασις, in the theory of refutation, designates the obstacle which 
one opposes to the reasoning of an adversary. […] This ‘agency’ [‘instance’] is, in particular, what the 
exception opposes to a universal predication. An example of this topos happens to be the following, to be 
HWWYLJPH[LK HJJVYKPUN [V P[Z TVZ[ ºWYVWLY» TLHUPUN! º¯P[ PZ OVUVYHISL PU ZVTL WSHJLZ [V ZHJYPÄJL VUL»Z
father, for example amongst the Triballi, but it is not honorable in an absolute sense.’”3 Lacan’s ire seems 
to have been triggered by the fact that, at a time when he was elaborating his formulas on sexuation, 
which rest on a logic of universals whose domain of legitimacy is limited by exceptions, the two young 
philosophers had, almost by chance, hit upon a powerful tool in Lacan’s own appropriation of Aristotelian 
logic. He also seems to have appreciated their humorous example of an “exception,” which looks rather 
like a remake of the Oedipus myth. The murder of the father should remain an exception, but it is indeed 
an exception that supports the rule. 
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 Whether he felt that he had exhausted the topic of enstasis all at once, or thought that the concept 
was too obvious, already exposed and given away by the two Derridean readers, Lacan did not return to it 
in the seminar sessions that followed, even if Aristotle is cited there very frequently. Nancy, perhaps piqued 
by the accusation that he and Lacoue-Labarthe had not been able to “see the relation [rapport],” recently 
devoted an entire book to examining the Lacanian formula that “there is no [il n’y a pas]” sexual relation.4 

What remains missed in this encounter between Lacanian theory and Derridean deconstruction 
is the fact that the “instance” in “instance of the letter” can take on a critical function. It opposes an 
objection, often (as Aristotle demonstrates in his Rhetoric) by inverting the opponent’s enthymemes (the 
incomplete or faulty syllogisms).5 Even though a critical confrontation failed to arise, we can look back to 
that moment in order to better understand what might be called the critical function of the letter. In this 
respect, it is tempting to apply to Lacan, as he reads Freud, most of the epithets he uses for Lacoue-
Labarthe and Nancy: He is a devoted close reader whose love for Freud is indistinguishable from hate; he 
is a reader who aims at something like mastery; and he is in the habit of asking untimely questions, posed 
either too soon or too late.

The critical function of the letter encompasses Lacan’s usual critique of applied psychoanalysis: 
Repeatedly arguing for the centrality of the letter and literature in psychoanalysis, he debunks anything 
[OH[ SVVRZ SPRL HWWSPLK WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ� LZWLJPHSS` ^OLU P[ PZ HWWSPLK [V [OL ÄLSK VM SP[LYH[\YL� >OH[ KVLZ
he mean by “critique” then? In the last meeting of his eighteenth seminar, D’un discours qui ne serait pas 
du semblant, Lacan puts his cards on the table and names Karl Marx as the true inventor of the notion 
of the symptom.6 Indeed, his insistence that one’s task is not to psychoanalyze a work but to criticize it 
cannot but evoke Marx’s famous eleventh thesis on Feuerbach: “The philosophers have only interpreted 
the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change it.”7 And it was of course in the context of 
the aftermath of May ’68 that Lacan elaborated, via an articulation of Freud with Marx, his formalization 
of social links as discourses, wherein the “discourse of the Master” can be understood as the “discourse 
of the capitalist.”8 3HJHU TV]LZ IL[^LLU (S[O\ZZLY»Z PUÅ\LU[PHS YLHKPUNZ VM Capital and Foucault’s critical 
historicism, inserting what he called “surplus jouissance [plus de jouir]” — a synthesis of Freud’s lust and 
Marx’s mehrwert — into a new grid of discursive positions.

In his rehabilitation of the notion of the author (which followed Barthes’ announcement of the 
“death of the author”), Foucault explains that one at least needs authors’ names as beacons in the study 
VM ZJPLU[PÄJ KPZJV\YZLZ� [OLYLI` Q\Z[PM`PUN OPZ \ZL VM [OL H\[OVY�M\UJ[PVU� /L HKKZ [OH[ [OPZ M\UJ[PVU PZ
crucial when dealing with “inventors of discursivity” (or “initiators of discursive practices”), among whom 
-YL\K HUK 4HY_ ÄN\YL WYLLTPULU[S �̀9 Foucault had Lacan in mind when he stated that it was “inevitable 
that practitioners of such discourses must ‘return to the origin’” (134). A return to foundational texts would 
UV[ ZPTWS` WVPU[ V\[ SHJRZ VY NHWZ I\[ [YHUZMVYT [OL KPZJ\YZP]L WYHJ[PJL NV]LYUPUN H ^OVSL ÄLSK! ¸( Z[\K`
of Galileo’s works could alter our knowledge of the history, but not the science, of mechanics; whereas, 
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a reexamination of the books of Freud or Marx can transform our understanding of psychoanalysis or 
Marxism” (135-36). Foucault’s epistemology entails that, if Marxism and psychoanalysis cannot have the 
status of hard sciences, it is because they are in debt to the texts of a founder, a founder whose legacy is 
THYRLK IV[O I` M\[\YL YLZLTISHUJLZ HUK M\[\YL KPɈLYLUJLZ! ¸0U ZH`PUN [OH[ -YL\K MV\UKLK WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ�
we do not simply mean that the concept of libido or the techniques of dream analysis reappear in the 
^YP[PUNZ VM 2HYS (IYHOHT VY 4LSHUPL 2SLPU� I\[ [OH[ OL THKL WVZZPISL H JLY[HPU U\TILY VM KPɈLYLUJLZ ^P[O
respect to his books, concepts and hypotheses, which all arise out of psychoanalytic discourse” (132).

)` JVU[YHZ[ ^P[O ZJPLU[PÄJ PU]LU[VYZ� ¸MV\UKLYZ VM KPZJ\YZP]P[`¹ JHUUV[ IL HJJ\ZLK VM LYYVY� -V\JH\S[
writes that “there are no ‘false’ statements in the work of these initiators” (133-34). It is precisely for this 
reason that their theories demand a constant reactivation — they are productive because of “constructive 
VTPZZPVUZ¹ [OH[ KLTHUK [OLPY LUKSLZZ YLHJ[P]H[PVUZ� ;OL ¸VYPNPU¹ ^PSS UV[ IL KLÄULK I` [Y\[O WYVJLK\YLZ VY
]LYPÄJH[PVU� ZPUJL P[ PZ WVYV\Z� M\SS VM NHWZ HUK OVSLZ� ;OL ¸YL[\YU [V FFF¹ ^PSS UV[ LU[HPS YLZWLJ[M\S PTP[H[PVU
but a type of reading that is also a critical rewriting.

 
II.

To the question that serves as the title of Pierre Bayard’s 2004 book — Can One Apply Literature to 
Psychoanalysis? — I am tempted to respond with a simple, monosyllabic, and positive answer: “Yes!”10 
One can and should apply literature to psychoanalysis, and not the other way around. It seems to me 
that this is how Lacan himself always proceeded. This, however, is not what Bayard has in mind with his 
provocative title, an ironic inversion of the pattern by which psychoanalysis has typically been applied to 
literature. Bayard begins by stating that his attempt to create a new school that would apply literature to 
WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ OHZ MHPSLK� HUK [OLU VɈLYZ H WVZ[TVY[LT KPHNUVZPZ VM [OL ]HYPV\Z [`WLZ VM WZ`JOVHUHS`[PJ
literary criticism. We tend to agree today that psychoanalytic criticism is a thing of the past, and we know 
that it would be very hard for a candidate to a good American graduate program to be accepted with a 
plan to study Hamlet’s unconscious inhibitions, or to assess the consequences of the castration complex 
in Dostoevsky. Indeed, the “applied” in “applied psychoanalysis” has an ironic ring to it — it calls to mind 
)LYNZVU»Z KLÄUP[PVU VM [OL JVTPJ HZ H TLJOHUPJHS LSLTLU[ plaqué (that is, mechanically applied) to the 
human.11 The “application” of psychoanalysis to literature will thus generally (and rightly) be met with 
laughter.

While this ironic frame of mind is not dominant in Pierre Bayard’s case, he is highly critical of the 
ways in which psychoanalysis has been applied to literature. Surveying Sarah Kofman’s L’enfance de l’art 
and Jean Bellemin-Noël’s Vers l’inconscient du texte, he points out that Freud’s theory gives a dubious 
preeminence to creative writers. They are credited with having hit upon Freud’s concepts before he did, 
though any awareness of the process by which they did so is refused to them; fundamentally, they do 
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not know what they have found, or how they have done so. Thus creative writers need psychoanalytic 
discourse to make sense of their brilliant but opaque intuitions.

Bayard distinguishes between classical psychobiography (as practiced by Marie Bonaparte and 
Charles Mauron, for example) and psychoanalytic readings deployed without any anchoring in the writer’s 
subjectivity or biography (Bellemin-Noël). But he does not spare Lacan in his review: “Lacan does not 
seem to innovate on this issue, alternating critical texts in which the author is taken into account — as for 
Gide or Joyce — and texts in which the readings are not founded in any privileged manner on the life of 
the author, as with Hamlet” (36). He adds that the manner in which Lacan invents concepts through his 
readings of literary works brings him closer to “applied literature” (37). Indeed, one cannot deny that Lacan 
was a “structuralist” with Poe, Shakespeare, Claudel, and Duras, but he ventured toward psychobiography 
when dealing with Gide and Joyce. I will return to this oscillation in order to assess whether Lacan was 
PUJVUZPZ[LU[ �HZ 9V\KPULZJV HUK V[OLYZ ILSPL]L� VY ^OL[OLY OPZ PUKPɈLYLUJL [V [OL PUJS\ZPVU VY L_JS\ZPVU VM
[OL H\[OVY»Z SPML TH` UV[ ZLUK \Z VU H KPɈLYLU[ WH[O�

Bayard’s critique of both the psychobiographical and the textualist schools is that they believe 
in the anteriority and superiority of psychoanalysis to literature (37). They rely on a hermeneutics, on 
a certain art of interpretation; for them, all one has to do is disentangle meanings hidden in works. As 
[OLZL TLHUPUNZ HYL� I` KLÄUP[PVU� WHY[S` \UJVUZJPV\Z� [OL H\[OVY JHUUV[ RUV^ [OL KHYR MVYJLZ [OH[ THRL
[OL ^VYR OHWWLU� ;OL WYVISLT� [OLU� PZ [OH[ [OLZL YLHKPUNZ WYVK\JL YLZ\S[Z [OH[ VUS` JVUÄYT HU PUP[PHS
[OLVY �̀ ;OL` YLTHPU ^P[OPU [OL JH[LNVY` VM ÄUHSPZ[ YLHKPUNZ� ^OPJO KLWSV` [OLTZLS]LZ L_HJ[S` SPRL YLSPNPV\Z
YLHKPUNZ� ZPUJL ^OH[ PZ MV\UK PU [OL [L_[Z ^PSS IL SLZZ H WYVK\J[ VM [OL PU]LZ[PNH[PVU [OHU HU LɈLJ[ VM
its origins and presuppositions. This point was made forcefully by Tzvetan Tororov, whose examination 
VM )PISPJHS OLYTLUL\[PJZ KLTVUZ[YH[LZ [OH[ [OL )PISL ^PSS HS^H`Z JVUÄYT *OYPZ[PHU KVJ[YPUL� :PTPSHYS �̀
JHUVUPJHS WZ`JOVHUHS`[PJHS YLHKPUNZ TLYLS` JVUÄYT [OL [Y\[O VM WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ HIV\[ [OL 6LKPW\Z
complex, unconscious fantasies, primal scenes, and the determining role of childhood memories. This 
does not imply that the results will be false or the method wrong, but simply — and more damagingly — 
that they are entirely predictable. Such repetitiveness and predictability ended up generating only boredom 
and theoretical sterility.

Bayard calls instead for a literature that can be applied to psychoanalysis; he meditates on 
SP[LYHY` [L_[Z JHWHISL VM YLÅLJ[PUN WZ`JOPJ WOLUVTLUH ����� (WWSPLK SP[LYH[\YL ^V\SK MVJ\Z VU TVTLU[Z VM
emergence, on a new knowledge to be shared by the reader. However, he soon admits that this strategy 
is not likely to convince anyone; it will sway neither the psychoanalyst, who feels contested by it, nor 
[YHKP[PVUHS JYP[PJZ MYVT V[OLY ZJOVVSZ� ^OV OH]L UV WH[PLUJL ^P[O WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ� ;V JVUÄYT )H`HYK»Z
misgivings, I have to confess that I have not been convinced in the least by his examples. The plays and 
novels that he adduces (by Laclos, Proust, Maupassant, Agatha Christie, and Shakespeare) simply show 
that literature “thinks” by itself and that it can, unaided, stage complex psychological problems — hardly 
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news for teachers of literature! What do we gain from the claim that anger was faithfully depicted by Homer 
in The Iliad, at a time when psychoanalysis did not exist? An American take on this observation would tend 
to historicize the process and point to the links, for instance, between Madame Bovary and the invention 
of hysteria by French medicine, culminating in Charcot’s discoveries. We can all agree that the invention 
of psychology proceeded parallel to certain developments in literature, just as we are ready to see in 
Maupassant and Stevenson convincing predecessors of Freud.

)H`HYK UV[LZ [OH[ SP[LYH[\YL ILJHTL H ÄLSK VM WYLKPSLJ[PVU MVY WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ H[ [OL [PTL VM [OL
latter’s invention. Freud, Rank, Ferenczi, and others wanted to test new hypotheses by applying them 
to culture and, thus, synecdochically, to literature. Now that this discourse has been over-systematized, 
the issue is how to continue to be inventive. Bayard sees that a certain hermeneutics of the unconscious 
has reached the point of its exhaustion (157). He believes that the solution lies with literature, and that 
the future task for criticism consists of inventing new theoretical forms generated by literary models (a 
vague solution, to be sure). Given its riches, diversity, and subversive potentialities, literature signals the 
disappearance of psychoanalysis as an interpretive paradigm (164). Yet the only chance of success for 
applied literature would be for it to acknowledge its paranoid tendency (its wish to postulate a new and 
grandiose system able to replace all previous ones) and its inability to say “we.” The critic must speak in 
[OL ÄYZ[ WLYZVU�

I want to express my disagreement with the drift of Bayard’s argument — even if we both agree 
that, since what is at stake is the function of criticism facing psychoanalysis, it is literature that should be 
applied to psychoanalysis, not the other way round. We are left to pose the question of exactly how Lacan 
uses literature. Why is he so relentless in his critique of Freud’s strategy of “verifying” psychoanalysis by 
applying it to literature, when he himself uses literature so often? Does he truly manage to consistently avoid 
this application? These questions are at the core of Derrida’s reproach in “Le facteur de la vérité,” in which 
OL JVNLU[S` HJJ\ZLZ 3HJHU VM YLK\JPUN SP[LYHY` [L_[Z [V TLYL L_HTWSLZ [OH[ JVUÄYT H WYL�LZ[HISPZOLK [Y\[O
�Z\JO H [LUKLUJ` ZLLTZ [V OH]L ILLU NLULYHSPaLK I` :SH]VQ ùPüLR� ^OVZL WYVSPMLYH[PUN YLHKPUNZ JVU[PU\L
to discover examples that prove Lacan’s mathemes to be true). Addressing these questions requires yet 
another detour, one through the debate that opposed Lacan and Derrida in the seventies.

I will suggest that Lacan’s theory of the sinthome� L]LU ^OLYL P[ ÅPY[Z ^P[O WZ`JOVIPVNYHWO �̀
aims at pushing psychoanalysis away from the dangers of exemplarity, that is, the reduction of textual 
singularity to dogmatic schemas. If a symptom is less what a patient wants to be cured of than the 
condensed “statement” of her or his individuality, literature, insofar as it leads to the sinthome, tends to 
KPZJSVZL [OL LSLTLU[ TVZ[ WYVWLY [V [OL O\THU KPTLUZPVU� 1V`JL»Z ^YP[PUN [O\Z VɈLYZ 3HJHU SLZZ H ÄLSK [V
be ploughed according to a predictable and repeatable procedure than a model of linguistic equivocation 
PU ^OPJO WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ ÄUKZ H UL^ `V\[O�
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 Lacan often advances his own theses by reading Freud closely and then dramatically transforming 
the perspective. One can observe this process at work most revealingly when Lacan revisits Freud’s central 
insight on Hamlet, that is, that Hamlet is a modern version of Oedipus — an older, starker, more uninhibited 
6LKPW\Z� 0[ [VVR 3HJHU ZVTL JSVZL YLHKPUN VM /HTSL[ [V ÄUK H ZUHN PU [OL \Z\HS -YL\KPHU YLHKPUN� UHTLS`
its dependence upon an unexamined and questionable psychology (which is yet another reason that it 
PZ PUZ\ɉJPLU[ [V ZH �̀ SPRL )H`HYK� [OH[ [OL M\UJ[PVU VM SP[LYH[\YL PZ [V WYV]PKL H WHYHSSLS HJJV\U[ VM O\THU
psychology). Lacan sheds light on the dependence of Freud’s Oedipal model upon a psychological 
reasoning that can easily be reversed: 

What does the psychoanalytic tradition tell us? That everything hinges around the desire 
for the mother, that this desire is repressed, and that this is the cause for which the hero 
could not approach the act that is requested of him, namely the revenge against a man 
who is the current possessor, how illegitimate because a criminal, of the maternal object. 
If he cannot strike the person who has been pointed out for his vindication, it is because 
he himself has already committed the crime to be avenged. In as much as there is in the 
background the memory of an infantile desire for the mother, of the Oedipal desire to 
murder the father, Hamlet would in a sense become an accomplice of the current owner, 
beatus possidens, in his eyes. He could not attack this owner without attacking himself. 
Is this what they mean? — or he could not attack this possessor without reawakening 
in himself the old desire, felt as a guilty one, in a mechanism that makes obviously more 
sense. 

Let us not become fascinated by such a non-dialectical scheme. Couldn’t we say 
that everything could be reversed? If Hamlet was to jump immediately on his father-in-law, 
JV\SK VUL UV[ ZH` [OH[ OL ÄUKZ PU [OPZ HU VWWVY[\UP[` [V X\LUJO OPZ N\PS[&12 

 
In one deft thrust, Lacan punches a hole in Freud’s contention that Hamlet cannot kill his uncle in 

revenge for his father’s murder because Claudius has accomplished Hamlet’s deepest incestuous wishes. 
This is, for Lacan, a non-dialectical argument, one that rests on an unquestioned mimetic psychology. 
Freud’s psychologization of the main characters’ “French triangle” (as Joyce would say) is founded on a 
common sense view, and hence it can easily be turned into its contrary. Indeed, it requires no great stretch 
of the imagination to suppose that Hamlet would want to punish a successful rival. Lacan addresses this 
notion in his studies of the mirror stage and the role of aggression in psychoanalysis. His shift from a 
subjective genitive (where the “mother’s desire” means “desire for the mother”) to an objective genitive 
(where the “mother’s desire” is read as “her desire for another man”) is a dialectical reversal that refutes 
mimetic psychology’s assumption that one would not want to punish someone who acts out one’s 
deepest longings. Hamlet’s inhibition is thus seen to stem from his archaic desire for Gertrude, whereas 
[OL WHYHS`ZPZ KLYP]LZ MYVT OPZ Ä_H[PVU VU [OL YPKKSL VM OLY KLZPYL MVY HUV[OLY THU� IL P[ HU \UJSL VY H MH[OLY�
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In order to avoid relying non-dialectically on common sense psychology, Lacan argues, one has 
[V WH` H[[LU[PVU [V [OL [L_[»Z YLJ\YYLU[ ZPNUPÄLYZ� P[Z SPUN\PZ[PJ UVKHS WVPU[Z · Z\JO HZ ¸6WOLSPH¹ HUK
“phallus,” “foils” and “foil” — so as to dynamically connect them in a phenomenology of the desiring 
subject. Hamlet’s false start as a desiring subject who questions the very source of desire will have to pass 
beyond the archaic object (the mother) to meet the phallus and death, before reaching an awareness of 
[OL WSHJL VM [OL 6[OLY HZ KL[LYTPUPUN KLZPYL� ;OPZ JVTWSL_ WOLUVTLUVSVN` VM Z[HNLZ SLHKZ� ÄUHSS �̀ [V HU
ethics of the desiring subject.

From this we begin to understand what Lacan means when he speaks of criticism. His reading 
of Hamlet criticizes (and reaches a conclusion totally opposed to) Freud’s, while nevertheless remaining 
^P[OPU [OL KPZJ\YZP]L ÄLSK [OH[ -YL\K VWLULK�

III. 

Lacan assigns a similar role to the critical gesture in his “Seminar on ‘The Purloined Letter.’” As it is well 
RUV^U� H ZHSPLU[ MLH[\YL VM 7VL»Z Z[VY` PZ P[Z SVNPJHS Z[Y\J[\YL� KLÄULK I` H WH[[LYU VM PYVUPJ YLWL[P[PVUZ�
;OYLL ZJLULZ HYL Z\WLYWVZLK� 0U [OL ÄYZ[ ZJLUL� ^L OH]L H ¸ISPUK¹ 2PUN� ^OV LTIVKPLZ [OL 3H^ I\[ PZ
\UH^HYL [OH[ HU`[OPUN H[ HSS PZ OHWWLUPUN" H ¸ZLLPUN¹ 8\LLU� ^OV Z\ɈLYZ I\[ YLTHPUZ PTWV[LU[" HUK [OL
KHYPUN 4PUPZ[LY +·� ^OV WYVÄ[Z MYVT [OL PU[LYHJ[PVU IL[^LLU [OL ÄYZ[ [^V� ;OL 4PUPZ[LY W\[Z OPZ V^U
letter on the table and leaves with the coveted prize, knowing that the Queen cannot ask for it without 
awakening suspicions. 

;OL ZLJVUK ZJLUL KL[HPSZ [OL M\[PSL LɈVY[Z VM [OL WVSPJL [V YL[YPL]L [OL SL[[LY MVY [OL 8\LLU� ;OPZ
[PTL� [OL ¸ISPUK¹ JOHYHJ[LY PZ [OL 7YLMLJ[ VM WVSPJL HUK� I` L_[LUZPVU� OPZ TLU� ^OV JHUUV[ ÄUK [OL SL[[LY
because they assume that it must be hidden from sight. They project their notion of what “hiding” means, 
never imagining that the letter could be left in full view. The “seeing” character (who cannot do much in this 
JHZL� PZ [OL 4PUPZ[LY� ^OV IHZRZ PU [OL PTHNPUHY` ZLJ\YP[` HɈVYKLK I` [OL SL[[LY»Z WVZZLZZPVU� ;OL HJ[P]L
HNLU[ OLYL PZ +\WPU� ^OV PKLU[PÄLZ JYLH[P]LS` ^P[O [OL 4PUPZ[LY · ^OV YLJVUZ[Y\J[Z OPZ TLU[HS WYVJLZZ�
sees all, prepares an exact double of the stolen letter, and devises a strategy by which he will distract the 
Minister.

;OL [OPYK ZJLUL YL]LYZLZ [OL ÄYZ[ [OLM[� ;OL 4PUPZ[LY UV^ [\YUZ PU[V H ¸ISPUK¹ THU� ^OPSL +\WPU HJ[Z
and, moreover, signs his substitution by quoting lines from Crébillon that will identify him as soon as the 
Minister decides to check the contents of the missive. Caught up in brotherly rivalry, Dupin is animated 
less by honor or greed than by the wish to settle an old account. He thus exposes himself to the gaze of 
the author, Poe or Poe’s readers, including Lacan. One will have to reconstitute the tale’s logic and follow 
its psychical economy if one is to avoid “stealing” the letter by imposing a meaning or content on it. 
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 The force of Lacan’s reading is undeniable, but it may lead to its own undermining. How can 
it prevent yet another turn of the screw, stop the text’s triangular permutations? Such a pattern does 
not provide for the sort of Hegelian resolution that would bring the dialectic of blindness and vision to 
the point of absolute knowledge. As Barbara Johnson demonstrates masterfully, when Derrida accused 
3HJHU VM [YHUZSH[PUN [OL JVU[LU[SLZZ SL[[LY PU[V H JVU[LU[� H ¸[Y\[O¹ KLÄULK I` MLTPUPUP[` HUK JHZ[YH[PVU�
it was he himself who saw too much and translated too soon, reducing Lacan’s stylistic games and thus 
misreading a seminar no less literary than Poe’s story. Derrida repeats Lacan’s repudiation of applied 
psychoanalysis, turning it against Lacan himself: “From the outset, we recognize the classical landscape 
of applied psychoanalysis. Here applied to literature. Poe’s text, whose status is never examined — Lacan 
ZPTWS` JHSSZ P[ ºÄJ[PVU» · ÄUKZ P[ZLSM PU]VRLK HZ HU ºL_HTWSL» B¯D KLZ[PULK [V ºPSS\Z[YH[L�» B¯D º[V PSS\Z[YH[L»
here meaning to read the general law in the example, to make clear the meaning of a law or of a truth, to 
bring them to light in striking or exemplary fashion. The text is in the service of the truth, and of a truth that 
is taught, moreover.”13

 According to Derrida, psychoanalytic criticism cannot but reduce the form of a text to a teleology. 
ùPüLR HUZ^LYZ [OLZL VIQLJ[PVUZ PU Enjoy your Symptom!, showing that, at an imaginary level, a letter 
always reaches its destination, because whoever receives it retroactively believes (in a movement similar 
to Althusserian interpellation) that he or she is its addressee. On a symbolic level, the circulation of the 
letter itself assures that it has already reached its destination, that is, the Other, the symbolic order itself, 
[OL IPY[OWSHJL VM HSS KLZPYL� ;OPZ MHJ[ PZ \UKLYZJVYLK I` HU PTWVY[HU[ KL[HPS� ^OPJO ùPüLR MHPSZ [V KPZJ\ZZ!
Though the Minister recognizes the handwriting of the address and infers from it the real cause of the 
Queen’s embarrassment (he “fathoms her secret” in one gaze), we are never told the identity of the sender. 
We are deprived not only of the contents of the letter, but also of knowledge of the author’s links to the 
Queen. Not only is the letter always in circulation, but it is also, in fact, a textual impossibility that it be 
returned to its secret sender. The “instance of the letter” at work in Poe’s tale does not entail an ideality of 
a closed economy, as Derrida contends, but it guarantees that the workings of language displace identities 
[OHURZ [V [OL JVUZ[HU[ ZSPKPUN VM [OL ZPNUPÄLY� 0U [OL LUK� HZ ùPüLR Z[H[LZ� [OL [OPYK ¸KLZ[PUH[PVU¹ VM [OL
SL[[LY JHU VUS` IL KLH[O� ZPUJL [OPZ ZPNUPÄLY� ZLLTPUNS` PTTVY[HS� IYPUNZ TVY[HSP[` [V [OL MVYL� ;OPZ PZ ^OLYL
Derrida and Lacan meet — where both emphasize the lethal dimension of the letter’s endless self-erasure. 
If the letter always returns to its destination, it returns not to its sender but to its addressee, which implies 
that such a “destination” is already “destined.” Both ends of the letter’s trajectory are thus open.
 

The real clash between Derrida and Lacan revolves around the positioning of the process of 
PU[LYWYL[H[PVU P[ZLSM · ^OPJO PZ ^OLYL H JYP[PX\L ÄUKZ P[Z [Y\L WVPU[ VM HWWSPJH[PVU� 0M 3HJHU MHPSZ [V HKKYLZZ
the issue of the narrator of “The Purloined Letter,” this failure derives from his wish to problematize the act 
of interpretation. The intersubjective triad interpellates Lacan as a reader, since the third repetition of the 
triangular pattern implies that Lacan perceives that Dupin has shifted to the imaginary position. Contrary 
to what Derrida states, neither in the second nor third triad does the analyst withdraw from the symbolic 
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circuit. The reader-as-analyst tries to inhabit the blind spot of the text, a spot that allows for a perception of 
the letter, not insofar as its content matters, but insofar as it moves along the chain to impact the very act 
VM PU[LYWYL[H[PVU� >OLU OL ZLLZ +\WPU ZLLPUN OPTZLSM� 3HJHU LɈLJ[P]LS` [HRLZ WHY[ PU [OL TLJOHUPZT VM [OL
WHZZHNL VM H Z`TW[VT� 6M JV\YZL� OL [VV ^PSS ÄUK OPTZLSM PTWSPJH[LK PU PTHNPUHY` KLS\ZPVU PM OL ILSPL]LZ
that he likewise possesses some secret knowledge that lies all too visibly on the surface.

Perhaps because he believed that this involved something like the ownership of a secret, or 
perhaps because he was jealous of such a position of analytic mastery, Derrida strove to adopt the position 
VM [OL HUHS`Z[ ^OV� I` MHJPSP[H[PUN H YLWL[P[PVU ^P[O H JY\JPHS KPɈLYLUJL� ÄUKZ H ZVS\[PVU [V [OL Z\IQLJ[P]L
problem of interpretation. However, against his strictures, Lacan’s reading of “The Purloined Letter” never 
fully abandons the textuality of the text, neither Poe’s nor his seminar’s. Lacan chooses to ignore the 
¸ZJLUL VM ^YP[PUN¹ PUZVMHY HZ P[ PTWSPLZ [OL UHYYH[VY� PU H KLSPILYH[L LɈVY[ [V H]VPK [OL WP[MHSSZ VM )VUHWHY[L»Z
psychobiographical readings. Against Bonaparte and Derrida, Lacan brackets the fact that “The Purloined 
3L[[LY¹ ^HZ ^YP[[LU I` 7VL PU H NP]LU OPZ[VYPJHS WLYPVK ^P[O JSLHYS` PKLU[PÄHISL SP[LYHY` JSPJOtZ� TVKLSZ�
and genres. These are aspects of textuality and literarity that Lacan is not interested in; the text’s literality 
engaged him at the level of a riddle, as the tip of allegory’s sunken mass.

;V [OPZ +LYYPKH VWWVZLZ [OL \UKLJPKHIPSP[` HUK PUÄUP[` VM SP[LYH[\YL" SP[LYH[\YL� OL HYN\LZ� WYL]LU[Z
any idealization aiming to render itself a model in the name of a preestablished truth. Lacan is a purveyor 
(facteur) of truths. However, no one can produce a reading of a text without reducing, translating, or 
KV^UWSH`PUN JLY[HPU VM P[Z LSLTLU[Z� ;OL W\YP[` VM [L_[\HS WSLUP[\KL ^PSS HS^H`Z OH]L [V IL ZHJYPÄJLK [V
arrive at something like a theme, structure, plot, or narrative. We must be ready to account for a certain 
loss, without which we would not even be able to talk about texts in general; we will, moreover, inevitably 
need models, examples, and conceptual handles. This need sends us all the more violently back to the 
question of applying anything to texts. It might be the case that whoever attacks applied psychoanalysis 
will end up applying it without knowing it — all the more insistently, as it will function as a symptom.  

    
It is in the name of a more balanced critical assessment that Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe 

suggest in The Title of the Letter that, because Lacan’s theories do not form a totalizing system, they 
avoid reductionism, idealization, and the illusion of a mastery over truth. Lacan’s theses do not exploit 
SP[LYHY` L_HTWSLZ [V JVUÄYT -YL\K»Z PUZPNO[Z� ZPUJL [OL` WYLZLU[ [OLTZLS]LZ HZ SP[LYHY` YH[OLY [OHU HZ
ZJPLU[PÄJ �HZ -YL\K OVWLK OPZ V^U [OLVYPLZ ^LYL�� ;OPZ PTWSPLZ [OH[ SP[LYH[\YL WSH`Z H TVYL SVHKLK YVSL PU
Lacanian discourse: It inhabits the theory from the start, so as to make it tremble, vacillate, twist. Literature 
JVTWSPJH[LZ [OLVY`»Z Z[H[\Z" P[ Z\SSPLZ [OL TPYHNL VM H W\YL [OLVY` ULH[S` Ä[[LK ^P[O ^LSS�JOVZLU L_HTWSLZ�
0U V[OLY ^VYKZ� P[ PZ PTWVY[HU[ [V KPZ[PUN\PZO HU ¸HWWSPJH[PVU¹ MYVT H W\YL ¸L_LTWSPÄJH[PVU�¹ (U HWWSPJH[PVU
PTWVY[Z ZVTL VM [OL K`UHTPZT VM SP[LYHY` KL]PJLZ PU[V [OL [OLVY �̀ ^OLYLHZ L_LTWSPÄJH[PVU TLYLS` ZLLRZ
[OL JVUÄYTH[PVU VM WYLLZ[HISPZOLK [Y\[OZ�



Umbr(a)   88

Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe conclude their critical review of Lacan’s elaboration on metaphor in 
these terms: 

It is certainly not by chance if, along with the usual meaning of the word “metaphor,” 
3HJHU HSZV PUJVYWVYH[LZ [OL SP[LYHY` NLUYL ^OLYL ^L ZLLT [V ÄUK P[ TVZ[ VM[LU · UHTLS`
poetry, and more precisely poetry circumscribed by two references: Hugo and surrealism. 
That is, the poetry that we are able to designate, in its own terms, as that of the Word 
— of Divine Speech or of speech — and of the “power” or “magic” of words. An entire 
poetics of this order and an entire poetic practice of this style indeed subtend Lacan’s 
[L_[� OLYL HZ LSZL^OLYL� PU P[Z SP[LYHY` YLMLYLUJLZ� P[Z WLJ\SPHY Z[`SPZ[PJ LɈLJ[Z� HUK ÄUHSS` PU
its theoretical articulation.14

Lacan is reluctant to found his own discourse except in a practice of reading (Freud’s texts). Yet he moves 
strategically between a pragmatics of therapy, on the one hand, and philosophy, linguistics, rhetoric, and 
anthropology, on the other, which, in the end, forces him to appear as a literary theoretician, a bricoleur of 
[OLVY` ^OVZL JVUJLW[\HS IVYYV^PUNZ JYLH[L H ZPUN\SHYS` Z`UJYL[PJ ^YP[PUN · SLZZ [OL KLÄUP[P]L Z[H[LTLU[
of a “founder” of discursivity than the textual experiments of a quester often doubled by a jester.  

IV.

The rest of this essay will assess the consequences of Lacan’s central contention that there is no 
TL[HSHUN\HNL� [OH[ [Y\[O JHU UL]LY IL \[[LYLK M\SS` PU H WOPSVZVWOPJHS VY ZJPLU[PÄJ KPZJV\YZL I\[[YLZZLK
\WVU H_PVTZ� IHZPJ KLÄUP[PVUZ� HUK M\UKHTLU[HS JVUJLW[Z� ,]LU [OL ¸MV\Y M\UKHTLU[HS JVUJLW[Z¹ VM
psychoanalysis cannot be articulated in isolation, apart from the dense tissue of Freudian texts. These 
concepts describe a movement, which, even if it can be stabilized at various points and in various graphs, 
goes on moving. Lacan staunchly refuses to sum up Freud’s “basic terms” in an axiomatic vocabulary. 
Indeed, in order to avoid a reductive view, he demonstrates the reopening of Freud’s texts, reading them 
as literally as possible — which often also entails reading them as literarily as possible, even against the 
grain of their explicit intentions. If literature is that site in which no intentional fallacy will ever obtain, and if 
Freud’s works are in a certain sense indistinguishable from literature, Lacan then becomes a literary critic, 
not one who applies a knowledge to an object, but one who criticizes the illusions of mastery inherent to 
any subjective position.

In “Lituraterre,” Lacan rejects attempts at psychobiography by literary-minded psychoanalysts, 
whose judgments, he claims, should not carry more weight because of their profession. This rejection is 
accompanied and sustained by his stress on the letter’s lack of content, which distinguishes it from the 
ZPNUPÄLY P[ JHYYPLZ!
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My criticism, if it can be called literary, can only bear (I hope) on what makes Poe a writer 
when he gives us such a message about the letter. Clearly, if he does not tell this as such, 
this is not a defect but an all the more rigorous avowal. 

 Nevertheless such an elision could not be elucidated by some feature in his 
psychobiography […]. No more could my own text be solved by my own psychobiography: 
as for instance by the wish I reiterate of being at last read correctly. For, in order to think 
this, one would have to develop what I say that the letter carries so as to always reach its 
destination. 

 It is sure that, as always, psychoanalysis receives from literature a less 
psychobiographic conception even when taking repression as its mainspring. 

(Z MVY TL� PM 0 WYVWVZL [V WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ [OL PKLH VM H SL[[LY PU Z\ɈLYHUJL� P[ PZ
because this shows its own failure. And here is where I bring some light: when I invoke the 
enlightenment, I demonstrate where it makes a hole. This is well-known in optics, and the 
recent physics of the photon is underpinned by it.

 This is a method by which psychoanalysis might justify its intrusion better: for 
if literary criticism could indeed renew itself, it would be because of the presence of 
psychoanalysis forcing texts to measure up to it, the enigma remaining on the side of 
psychoanalysis.15

Lacan’s refusal to reduce the meaning of a text to psychobiography is here coupled with his wish to 
vouchsafe literature to the domain of enigma, to leave it its cutting edge, its insistent instance. For him, 
literature insists in a peculiar way, above all through the fact that it is made up of holes and erasures. 

This is why Lacan glosses the etymology of “literature” via the Latin root, whose plural form, 
literae� ZPNUPÄLZ ¸^YP[PUN� LWPZ[SL� SP[LYH[\YL�¹ ^OPSL literatura� PU [OL ZPUN\SHY� ZPNUPÄLZ ¸^YP[PUN� SLHYUPUN�
literature.” The noun derives from the verb lino� ^OVZL ZPNUPÄJH[PVUZ JHSS \W ¸0 ZTLHY�¹ ¸JV]LY�¹ VY ¸LYHZL�¹
As Freud indicates in “The Antithetical Sense of Primal Words,” the oldest roots of any language contain 
antithetical meanings.16 Literature belongs to the category of antithesis, insofar as its roots leave us with a 
double-image: a hand covers a tablet with wax, and the same hand erases the tablet so that it can be free 
to register other signs. Finally, literatura brings us closer to litus (the act of smearing or covering a surface). 
Litus, litoris, in French, littoral: seaside, the edge of the land. “Literature” thus generates a double pun, 
suggesting both letters and their erasure (a pun that is more obvious in French, in which one can always 
OLHY ¸YH[\YL¹ · ¸LYHZ\YL¹ VY ¸JYVZZPUN V\[¹ · PU [OL ]LY` ZPNUPÄLY� HUK [OL SPTP[ VY IVYKLY VM H [LYYP[VY �̀ IL
it sea or abyss.
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Finally, Lacan argues, such a writing appears as constitutive of the human subject and thus of 
sexuality as such. His text concludes with an enigmatic reference to the “it is written” underpinning the 
non-being of the sexual relation; this same “it is written” also refers to the transformation of knowledge 
into jouissance “through the edge of the hole in knowl-edge.”17 Hence, writing takes the form of a simple 
knot, which “has all the characteristics of writing — it could be a letter.”18 With Joyce, the letter ends up 
ÄN\YPUN [OL [YLMVPS VM ;YPUP[`" ^L HYL OLUJL HSYLHK` PU [OL ÄLSK VM [OL )VYYVTLHU RUV[� ^OVZL NYHJLM\S JVPSZ
show without words the enigma of the sexual non-relation. 

 The concept of the sinthome was developed in Seminar XXIII with Joyce in mind. Having become 
more interested in thinking the real, perversion, and the jouissance of the Other, Lacan deployed the term 
sinthome to condense what he had to say about literature. One might say that the sinthome deposes 
the letter; this replacement allows him to bridge the gap between the loop of the letter and the function 
of psychotic discourse. Joyce was also a good pretext for him to revisit his early essay on psychotic 
discourse, “Les Ecrits Inspirés,” which had already shown how the letter can be inspired by, as well as 
addressed to, the Other. It would be too great a task to discuss Joyce at length here; there is still today a 
disagreement as to Joyce’s role for Lacanian psychoanalysis. Was Joyce a psychotic (like his daughter), 
who showed Lacan how to think psychotic discourse (as Jacques-Alain Miller and Colette Soler believe, 
for instance)? Or is he a writer who mimed psychotic discourse so as to confront his daughter’s disease 
and construct a “language of the night” (as Nestor Braunstein and Colin MacCabe think)? We need to read 
texts with Lacanian psychoanalysis, while avoiding its application, because this is the only way to see in 
literature not only our phantasmatic projections, but also a critique of life in general.  
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Judith Miller — Is Klossowski, l’homme aux simulacres the work of an admirer?

Pierre Klossowski — Eight years ago, Anne-Marie Lugan-Dardigna had published 
a feminist book with Éditions Maspéro in which I carry the cross for all of the 
others: Sade, Bataille, Robbe-Grillet, and so on. But since then she has come 
to reconsider her initial point of view, particularly her analyses of The Laws of 
Hospitality, and one day she wrote me a deeply sympathetic letter in the hope 
that we might meet. We spoke, and she spent quite some time listening to me for 
this particular book.

J.M. — And you respect her work?

7�2� · (IZVS\[LS �̀ 5L]LY[OLSLZZ� 0 X\P[ ^YP[PUN ÄM[LLU `LHYZ HNV� 0 KLWPJ[� HUK
it would be absolutely futile to seek any relationship between my tableaux and 
my novels, save for this one: my tableaux already existed in my mind, as such, 
before I came to describe them in my novels.  It is, on the contrary, the living 
presence of my conjugal model for Roberte — ceaselessly repeated in my pictorial 
compositions — that liberated me from novelistic writing. But there again, I often 
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tended towards an androgyny proper to the character’s physiognomy to such an extent that it clearly 
HɈLJ[LK T` ÄYZ[ YLWYLZLU[H[PVUZ VM [OL `V\UN 6NPLY� )\[� MVY T` WPJ[VYPHS ^VYR� 0 OHK [OL NVVK MVY[\UL ·
HUK [OL YHYLZ[ VM MVY[\ULZ · [V ÄUK H TVKLS� H `V\UN THU� ^OPJO OHZ JVTWSL[LS` JOHUNLK T` TL[OVK�
The fantasy always exists for a painter, especially one in similar circumstances. It is made up of vague 
recollections in the order of memories from junior high school, ones that have to do with the adolescent, 
which is my sole concern at the moment. My feelings about the text are entirely ambivalent; there is no 
need to say anything more about it. 

THE FANTASY AND HIS MODEL

J.M. — What is the role of this model?

7�2� · /H]PUN [OPZ TVKLS OHZ THKL [OPUNZ KPɈLYLU[! 0[ PZ IV[O HU VIZ[HJSL� H RPUK VM JVYYLJ[P]L� HUK H[ [OL
ZHTL [PTL P[ NP]LZ YPZL [V H ^OVSL ZL[ VM WYVQLJ[PVUZ VU[V [OL SP]PUN ÄN\YL VM [OPZ OHUKZVTL HUK L_JLW[PVUHSS`
intelligent, young man who has agreed to pose for me. His own particular manner of accommodating 
RPUKULZZ PZ ZLYLULS` YLÅLJ[LK PU T` YLJLU[ tableaux. And, for this reason, they present a reality that is so… 
ZV \U\Z\HS� [OH[ T` WHPU[LY MYPLUKZ HYL SLM[ Z[\WLÄLK I` [OLT� :PUJL 0 ILNHU ^VYRPUN ^P[O [OPZ L_[LYUHS
YLWYLZLU[H[PVU� ^OPJO ZLY]LZ [V JVUÄYT [OH[ YLHSP[ �̀ T` JYHM[ OHZ JOHUNLK · HZ T\JO PU [OL Z[Y\J[\YPUN
as in the intensity of hues. A good number of questions depend on the artist’s temperament. People have 
remarked on the disproportion between my formats and the colored pencils that I am now using in my 
return to “anthropometric” dimensions; but as Lamarche-Vadel has underlined, colored pencils are, as a 
rule, only suitable for sketches or small formats.

In each of my transpositions, I choose subjects that are not narrated in my books. If the characters 
from the feminine Robertienne ZLYPLZ JHTL V\[ VM T` IVVRZ HUK OHK HK]LU[\YLZ [OH[ Ä[ PU[V [OL ZHTL
NLULYHS ZWPYP[� [OLU [OL PTHNLZ VM IV`Z HYL VM H KPɈLYLU[ VYKLY�

ANDROGYNOUS FICTIONS

J.M. — ,]LU ZV� KV `V\ ZLL H NLULHSVN` IL[^LLU [OVZL MLTPUPUL ÄN\YLZ HUK [OL J\YYLU[ HKVSLZJLU[& 

P.K. — Certainly, but it is no longer a matter of ambiguous angels, but really of actual adolescents: without 
being a man, he is nonetheless not a woman. The ephemeral nature of a child’s charm between thirteen 
and sixteen years old tends to dissolve the fable representing his encounter.

J.M.  — So the link between Roberte and the adolescent, then, is you?
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P.K. — Yes and no.

J.M. — )\[ HSS [OL ZHTL� P[ PZ `V\Y V^U HWWYLOLUZPVU VM [OLT [OH[ HUNLSPJPaLZ [OLZL HUKYVN`UV\Z ÄJ[PVUZ&

P.K. — I would like to dismiss the ridiculous discussion about the sex of angels. Ganymede is a boy, and 
OL PZ UV[ [YHUZÄN\YLK I\[ L_HS[LK I` AL\Z Q\Z[ HZ OL PZ� 0U The Baphomet, the page Ogier simply behaves 
like a boy of his age, ignoring all of the idolatrous hallucinations he provokes in the Templars. If one of my 
tableaux depicts the Grand Master’s debates with the androgynous Baphomet as being his fantasy, then 
in contrast, the one showing the young page at Brother Damien’s bedside is no longer on the side of the 
MHU[HZTH[PJ I\[ VU [OL ]LY` YLHS ZPKL VM T` TVKLS · [OH[ PZ ^OH[ 0 OH]L THKL L]LY` LɈVY[ [V YLUKLY�

BERNIN AND SADE’S ANGELS

J.M. — 0Z P[ [OL HTIPN\P[` VM [OL ZL_\HS PKLU[P[` VM `V\Y MLTPUPUL ÄN\YLZ� Q\Z[ HZ ^P[O [OL HKVSLZJLU[� [OH[
makes angels out of them, that immortalizes them?

P.K. — That was essentially the case in Baroque sculpture; look at Bernin’s angels in Rome. Yet, angels 
are spirits, and the adolescent’s ambiguity is in no way an angelic one. That sort of ambiguity was too 
familiar to the Roman society of the day (consider the introduction of castrati into the Sistine Chapel 
choir) for it to appear shocking to them, unlike its reception by French tastes, which were impervious to 
the appeal of such things.1 Hence the drama of Sade, which paradoxically breaks with the libertinage of 
the day precisely because of his own abnormality: being able to treat the woman as a boy and the boy 
as a woman. Endowed with a rich feminine sensibility, he did not identify so much with Justine — whose 
misfortunes he describes as though they were his own — as with Juliette, in order to entrust her with 
the testing of his own philosophy: Juliette is the mental androgyne to whom he lends his own mind. As 
VWWVZLK [V [OL :HKPHU WLY]LY[� ^OV KLÄULZ [OL ZLUZPISL [OYV\NO OPZ JVTWSL[L TVUZ[YVZP[ �̀ [OL :HKPHU
heroine expresses reason. Sade is the bearer of a feminine richness; that is what I tried to describe in The 
Philosopher-Villain� ^OPJO WYLJLKLK T` ÄUHS ]LYZPVU VM Sade My Neighbor.

0 THUHNLK� OV^L]LY� [V[HSS` [V LZJHWL MYVT OPZ PUÅ\LUJL HZ 0 ILJHTL JVTWSL[LS` LUNYVZZLK PU T`
tableaux, whereas Mozart’s musical-erotic chords (as Kierkegaard said) were ringing out in the silence of 
the image.

J.M. — To not take sexual difference into account, to encourage the lifting of a censorship on sexual 
identity — isn’t this one way of being an atheist?

P.K. — Obviously, this is the case with Sade, who, precisely because of this, sees no other solution but 
atheism — it is a rationalization of his abnormality, as I have described in minute detail. And, incidentally, 
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OV^ JV\SK 0 KHYL KLU` [OH[ :HKL PUÅ\LUJLK TL PU [OL WHZ[� HZ T\JO I` OPZ WYVZL HZ I` OPZ Z[HNPUNZ
interspersed with discourse? Sade did not revive this logical language; it was a tributary of his time, but 
with what ferocious irony he used it!

IS JULES ROMAINS A PORNOGRAPHER?

J.M. — >O` H[[YPI\[L ^OH[ JVUJLYUZ [OL SVNPJ VM SHUN\HNL [V H ZWLJPÄJ [PTL& +V `V\ [OPUR [OH[� PU ÄJ[PVU�
someone is able to be what is censored in him?

P.K. — That is what heaven is, the liberation of what is suppressed in someone, their dueling impulses. 
To classify me among those supposedly pornographic painters, like Félicien Rops, is absurd. And even 
Félicien Rops is not a pornographer, since he paints. Or what about Jules Romains, then? Is he one? Who 
^V\SK KHYL JSHPT [V IL& 0[ PZ [OL ZHTL [OPUN ^P[O [OL Z[HNPUNZ 0 OH]L KVUL HUK [OL ÄN\YLZ 0 OH]L WYVK\JLK�
In the end, I was writing for the blind, who saw by reading me, while those who knew how to read me did 
not see what I was showing them. Now no one, especially the Parisian critic, is able to forget that I once 
wrote, and they think they need to refer to my books to understand my tableaux!

J.M. — What is it that the writer did not say, but that the painter is making visible?

P.K. — The reading of a tableau is not the reading of a book. Speech, writing — they explain a series of 
seemingly connected facts. My tableaux recapture the fait accompli without explanation.

THE CONTEMPLATIVENESS OF THE ART LOVER

J.M. — You don’t address yourself to the same audience when you write and when you draw!

7�2� · ,_HJ[S �̀ ;OLYL PZ H JVU[LTWSH[P]LULZZ [V [OL HY[ SV]LY [OH[ PZ LU[PYLS` KPɈLYLU[ MYVT [OH[ VM [OL YLHKLY�

J.M. — Your drawings, are they frescoes in colored pencil?

P.K. — That is what one would have to say. Until the new world order, such a thing didn’t exist. These 
frescoes essentially presuppose a permanent residence. I know a few art lovers who have homes where 
they live with my tableaux. An art lover does not cram his valuables into bank vaults. He knows how to live 
with my tableaux� 0[ PZ H KPɈLYLU[ RPUK VM JVOHIP[H[PVU [OHU [OH[ VM [OL YLHKLY ^P[O H IVVR�

J.M. — A fresco isn’t movable?
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7�2� · .LULYHSS` ZWLHRPUN� T` JVTWVZP[PVUZ HYL KPHWOHUV\Z" [OL` HYL THKL [V IL VU H ^HSS PU H KPɈLYLU[
way than a painting, which you hang like a mirror.

J.M. — And which you can also unhang, unlike a fresco…

P.K. — The fresco presupposes an architecture. A painting is an object. Physically, it is like a piece of 
M\YUP[\YL� HUK [OL MYLZJV PZ UV[ H WPLJL VM M\YUP[\YL� 0U JVU[YHZ[� T` ÄYZ[ JOHYJVHS ZRL[JOLZ� SPRL Roberte et 
les collégiens (Roberte and the schoolboys�� ^LYL PUZWPYLK I` ZPSLU[ ÄSTZ VU [OVZL IPN ZJYLLUZ MYVT ÄM[`
years ago.

J.M. — Did your pictorial work lead to your break with writing?

P.K. — For my own personal satisfaction, there are a number of instances in which I need to write once 
again in order to recover certain periods of my life, in an autobiographical sense. It truly is a need. It is in 
order to defend myself. People too often forget that we, my brother and I, come from a background of 
painters.

AN EXHIBITION IS NOT A DEMONSTRATION

J.M. — Is your need to write responding to a desire to recapture that origin?

P.K. — In the postface of The Laws of Hospitality, I explained the way that things came to me, how they 
emerged for me, and how that need ultimately found its full blossoming from a pictorial standpoint.

J.M. — Nevertheless, what pleases you about drawing is the silence…

P.K. — Which gives birth to the image. To those who ignore my pictorial work, I say I think nothing more 
than what the tableau thinks. It’s asocial, as though I have fallen into a kind of insensitivity towards the 
other aspects of the world that surrounds me. But even so, it is a sort of communication, one whose initial 
egoism redeems itself by inviting the contemplator to participate in it. The painter is neither a hermit nor 
a loner. For me, it matters more to show what I see than it does to say it. To exhibit is perhaps a defense 
against the world we live in, against actuality itself, and the paucity of understanding that reigns there. 
Fantasy is the obsessive and restrictive fact of all those who seek to create. To say that I only paint to 
demonstrate my “theories” is just idiotic. An exhibition is not a demonstration. What I have said about the 
fantasy, the simulacrum, and the constraint to which they give expression — all of that is also true for the 
entire history of painting. There is a religious element to it that, in the West, has been heavily accentuated 
by Christianity. Generally speaking, art is in collusion with religion; everything currently being undertaken 
sets itself in opposition to it.
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WHAT COULD BE MORE NORMAL?

J.M. — Since you brought up Balthus, allow me to state something that is strikingly obvious for an outside 
“viewer” of your exhibition. One of you is fascinated by adolescent boys, and the other by adolescent girls. 
Do you two talk about it?

7�2� · 5V� UL]LY� 0[ PZU»[ [OL ZHTL YLSH[PVU� HUK V\Y KL]LSVWTLU[Z OH]L ILLU HS[VNL[OLY KPɈLYLU[� >OH[
JV\SK IL TVYL UVYTHS [OHU HU HY[PZ[ Ä_PUN OPZ JVUZ[HU[ NHaL VU SP[[SL NPYSZ& ;OL ZHTL NVLZ MVY :VJYH[LZ»
emotion at the sight of Charmides, which inspired the Eros paidikos — customary in his time — that 
Goethe said was as old as humanity itself.

J.M. — Would you say that the adolescent boy alone is the bearer of adolescence? That there is no true 
adolescent girl?

P.K. — Adolescence is a single instant which, when isolated, becomes completely fascinating. But it does 
not so happen that young boys, or even ephebes, simply blossom upon reaching the age of manhood, 
as is the case with young girls becoming women. On the feminine side, the relations between Diana 
and Callisto would present the opposing viewpoint. In one of my most recent series I show Charmide 
submitting to Socrates’ charm, at an age when he was capable of arousing him before deceiving him. You 
JHU ÄUK H YLWYVK\J[PVU VM P[ PU The Denunciated Enunciation (l’Énoncé dénonce).2

J.M. — Do you really denounce the enunciation? Is your own transformation in the order of a denunciation?

P.K. — Yes, a bit. In the very large tableau entitled Au miroir révélateur, which served as the poster for the 
exhibition at the Beaubourg gallery and then also in Toulouse; you cannot tell if the man is a sort of Judex. 
He is no priest; he is simply a very moral man. He wants to stop the adolescent from passing in front of the 
mirror, where they each see what is happening in their mutual apprehension.

Translated by Michael Stanish
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;OL PU[LY]PL^ W\ISPZOLK OLYL ÄYZ[ HWWLHYLK PU
L’Âne. Le Magazine freudien 28 (October-Decem-
ber 1986).

1. On the other hand, however, the Romantic 
generation will see this issue more clearly, 
notably in Balzac’s Sarassine. [Klossows-
ki’s note]

2. Bernard Lamarche-Vadel, Klossowski, 
l’énoncé dénoncé (Paris: La Galerie Beau-
bourg, 1985).
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When you scribble and when I too scribble, it is always on a 
page with lines, and we are thus immediately enmeshed in this 
business of dimensions.

— Jacques Lacan1

0U :LTPUHY ??� 3HJHU VɈLYZ OPZ MHTV\Z KLÄUP[PVU VM SV]L HZ ¸[OL KPZWSHJLTLU[
of the negation from the ‘stops not being written’ to the ‘doesn’t stop being 
written’” (145). It is to this “point of suspension” — that is, the point between the 
contingency of the “stops not being written” and the necessity of the “doesn’t stop 
being written” — that, he claims, “all love is attached” (145). As it is well known, 
the thing to whose questionable scriptivity Lacan is referring in this formula is 
the sexual relationship. Lacan maintains repeatedly in his later seminars that the 
sexual relationship cannot be written. To the extent that it is a strict impossibility, 
the sexual relationship is the “sole part of the real that cannot manage to be 
formed from being” (48). Nevertheless, it is equally well known that something 
makes up for the sexual relationship’s absence (albeit always inadequately, as 
Lacan also constantly reminds us [45]). This something is writing itself.
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 Precisely what Lacan means by writing will clearly require further investigation. Closely associated 
with love in Lacan’s later seminars, “writing” will enable a formalization to take place that is not entirely 
Y\SLK I` [OL WOHSSPJ ZPNUPÄLY� @L[� HZ ^L ^PSS HSZV ZLL� [OPZ PZ UV[ [V ZH` [OH[ ^YP[PUN OHZ UV[OPUN [V KV ^P[O
[OL ZPNUPÄLY HUK P[Z YLNPTL VM SH �̂ 6U [OL JVU[YHY �̀ [OL IHY IL[^LLU ZPNUPÄLY HUK ZPNUPÄLK ¸PZ WYLJPZLS` [OL
point at which, in every use of language, writing may be produced” (34).

 We can make our way into the problem by recalling how, in Seminar XX, Lacan refers to the 
remarkable leap set theory makes when it posits our ability to group disparate objects together and to 
declare them to be One. However, more momentous than this declaration of the One, whose creation ex 
nihilo 3HJHU PKLU[PÄLZ [OYV\NOV\[ OPZ [LHJOPUNZ ^P[O [OL IPY[O VM TVKLYU ZJPLUJL� PZ [OL ^H` [OH[ ZL[ [OLVY`
additionally grants us “the right to designate the resulting assemblage by a letter” (47). In very much the 
ZHTL ^H` [OH[ [OL ZPNUPÄLY 6UL JVTLZ [V Z[HUK PU MVY [OL NYV\WLK VIQLJ[Z PU TVKLYU ZJPLUJL»Z KPZJV]LY �̀
the letter in set theory performs a substitutive role. Yet, despite a certain synchronism of the two gestures, 
3HJHU JH\[PVUZ� PU [OPZ ZLTPUHY� [OH[ [OL SL[[LY PZ VM H KPɈLYLU[ VYKLY [OHU [OL ZPNUPÄLY� ;OL ^YP[[LU� OL ZH`Z�
¸PZ PU UV ^H` PU [OL ZHTL YLNPZ[LY VY THKL VM [OL ZHTL Z[\Ɉ B¯D HZ [OL ZPNUPÄLY¹ �� �� ;OPZ PZ ILJH\ZL�
insofar as the letter constitutes an assemblage, it necessarily brings into play a second-order formalization 
or abstraction whose advance on the One of modern science can be stated as follows: With the letter 
comes the ability to deal simultaneously with multiple Ones.

 We can understand this better if we pursue the thread Lacan dangles at the close of his lesson of 
20 February 1971, when he concludes by remarking that “it is no accident that Kierkegaard discovered 
L_PZ[LUJL PU H ZLK\JLY»Z SP[[SL SV]L HɈHPY¹ ����� 0U ^OH[ MVSSV^Z 0 WYVWVZL [V L_HTPUL UV[ [OL Diary of a 
Seducer, to which Lacan is probably referring, but another and somewhat less well-known text from 
Either/Or — the chapter on Eugene Scribe’s comedy Les premières amours.

THE FIRST LOVE

Little introduction is needed to Kierkegaard’s major work, whose conceit is outlined in the opening chapters. 
Either/Or is a collection of essays that were supposedly discovered and gathered together by the work’s 
LKP[VY� =PJ[VY ,YLTP[H� ;OL ^VYR PZ JVTWVZLK VM [^V WHY[Z� [OL PUP[PHS OHSM H\[OVYLK I` [OL HLZ[OL[PJ ÄN\YL
that Eremita calls “A,” and the second by an ethical individual, Judge William, whom Eremita designates 
“B.” Either/Or presents arguments by each apparent author in support of the aesthetic and ethical ways 
of life. In the sixth chapter, the text we will be dealing with here, A reviews Scribe’s comedy Les premières 
amours� 0U :JYPIL»Z WSH �̀ ( ÄUKZ H Z\WLYSH[P]L L_WYLZZPVU VM [OL HLZ[OL[PJ [OLVY` OL OHZ ILLU KL]LSVWPUN
througout the work.
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 As we learn in his preamble to the review, Kierkegaard’s aesthete holds Les premières amours in 
the highest esteem, thereby sharing the general acclaim the play received during its 131 performances 
in Copenhagen over the better half of the nineteenth century. Calling it “a play without a fault,” a play 
“so perfect that it alone should make Scribe immortal,”2 we soon learn that Les premières amours also 
VJJ\WPLZ H \UPX\L WSHJL PU (»Z V^U WLYZVUHS OPZ[VY �̀ HZ H WSH` OL ÄYZ[ ^H[JOLK PU [OL WYLZLUJL VM OPZ V^U
MVYTLY Z^LL[OLHY[� OPZ V^U ¸ÄYZ[ SV]L�¹

 In the tradition of good French comedy, the plot is, by every standard, stupid enough: Emmeline, 
[OL VUS` KH\NO[LY VM H ^LHS[O` PYVU�MV\UKLY� PZ HIV\[ [V IL THYYPLK VɈ [V [OL `V\UN THU 9PU]PSSL� )YV\NO[
up on an unhealthy diet of romantic novels by her Aunt Judith, Emmeline refuses to meet him, claiming 
that she is still in love with her childhood sweetheart, her cousin Charles, whom she last saw when she 
was eight. Upon intercepting a letter that informs him where Emmeline’s heart really lies, Rinville decides 
[V PUJYLHZL OPZ JOHUJL VM Z\JJLZZ I` WHZZPUN OPTZLSM VɈ HZ [OL SVUN HIZLU[ *OHYSLZ� >OLU *OHYSLZ
unexpectedly arrives home, already secretly married and with debts he hopes his uncle will pay, he agrees 
[V QVPU PU [OL THZX\LYHKL� 7YLKPJ[HIS �̀ [OL JVTLKPJ JOHUNL VM PKLU[P[` OHZ P[Z KLZPYLK LɈLJ[! ,TTLSPUL� VU
ÄYZ[ TLL[PUN ¸*OHYSLZ¹ HNHPU �YLHSS` 9PU]PSSL�� KLJSHYLZ OLY \UK`PUN SV]L MVY OPT� )\[� VUJL ZOL KPZJV]LYZ
that he no longer has the ring she gave him, she falls rapidly out of love. Emmeline’s love mysteriously 
returns as soon as “Charles” is able to produce the token. After much hilarious confusion, their true 
PKLU[P[PLZ HYL ÄUHSS` YL]LHSLK� H[ ^OPJO [PTL ,TTLSPUL HNYLLZ [V THYY` 9PU]PSSL� ¸0[ ^HZ H TPZ[HRL�¹ ZOL [LSSZ
him, “I confused the past with the future” (253).

 The key to the aesthete’s reading of the play — what makes it, for him, a “masterpiece of 
KYHTH[PJ WLYMLJ[PVU¹ · SPLZ PU [OPZ ÄUHS Z[H[LTLU[ VM ,TTLSPUL»Z� ^OPJO OL LTWOH[PJHSS` KVLZ UV[ [HRL
as an admission of a mistake, that is, a sign of a change in Emmeline’s outlook. Indeed, it is against this 
“moralizing” narrative of ethical progress that his entire reading of the play is pitted. For A, there is “not 
the least thing discernible in the play to indicate that her choice of Rinville might be more reasonable than 
HU`[OPUN LSZL ZOL OHZ KVUL¹ ������ -VY (� ¸,TTLSPUL»Z UH[\YL PZ PUÄUP[L UVUZLUZL� ZOL PZ X\P[L HZ ZPSS` H[ [OL
end as in the beginning” (255). In A’s reading of the play, then, Emmeline does not marry Rinville because 
she suddenly realizes that she has loved him all along as the pseudo-Charles, nor does she discover the 
LYYVY VM OLY TH_PT� SLHYULK MYVT [OLPY (\U[ 1\KP[O PU [OL JV\YZL VM [OLPY SP[LYHY` LK\JH[PVU! ¸[OL ÄYZ[ SV]L PZ
the true love and one only loves once.” On the contrary, A says. If Emmeline discovers that the real Charles 
is not her Charles, she also discovers that Rinville is not her Charles either, leaving open the possibility 
[OH[ ¸H UL^ ÄN\YL ^PSS HWWLHY� ^OV YLZLTISLZ *OHYSLZ� HUK ZV MVY[O¹ ������ ;O\Z� MHY MYVT LUKPUN� [OL WSH`
JVU[PU\LZ PU HU ¸PUÄUP[L QLZ[¹ HIV\[ ,TTLSPUL� HUK OLY ÄUHS ZWLLJO T\Z[ IL \UKLYZ[VVK PU [OL MVSSV^PUN
way: “Previously,” A says, “her illusion lay behind her in the past, now she will seek it in the world and in the 
future, for she has not renounced the romantic Charles” (257). Emmeline’s closing speech thus indicates 
not a change of heart but “a change of movement,” and “whether she travels forward or backward, her 
L_WLKP[PVU PU ZLHYJO VM [OL ÄYZ[ SV]L PZ JVTWHYHISL [V [OL QV\YUL` VUL \UKLY[HRLZ PU ZLHYJO VM OLHS[O ^OPJO�
as someone has said, is always one station ahead” (257).
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;OL YLHKLY ^PSS UV[ ÄUK P[ OHYK [V YLJVNUPaL ZOHKLZ VM [OL -YL\KPHU SVZ[ VIQLJ[ PU (»Z KLZJYPW[PVU
VM ÄYZ[ SV]L� ;OL SVZ[ VIQLJ[� JSHZZPJHSS` [OL TV[OLY� PZ WLYTHULU[S` ¸VUL Z[H[PVU HOLHK�¹ YLX\PYPUN UV[ [V
be found but re-found — because as soon as we believe we have reached it, we immediately discover 
that “that’s not it!” which obliges us to begin the search anew. In the conventional reading of this Freudian 
narrative, the paths we trace in desire represent our attempts to recover the original blissful union with 
[OPZ PYYL[YPL]HIS` SVZ[ ÄYZ[ SV]L� [OL TV[OLY� 0 ZJHYJLS` ULLK [V HKK [OH[ [OPZ H[[LTW[ PZ UV[VYPV\ZS` OVWLSLZZ�
simply because no real object can ever match the mythical maternal ideal that, as psychoanalysis also 
reminds us, has no more actual existence than Emmeline’s Charles. The entire ensuing trajectory of the 
subject as a subject of desire revolves around this originally missing object that we can only subsequently 
approach piecemeal, through the exigency of what Lacan calls the object " — the little piece of the subject 
that was cut loose by castration and that had to be given up in order to accede to a symbolic identity. 
Assuming objective form as the unheimlich VIQLJ[Z 3HJHU PKLU[PÄLZ HZ [OL ]VPJL� [OL NHaL� [OL MLJLZ�
and the breast, the principal feature of the object " lies in the way it continually slips from the subject’s 
grasp.3 ;OL TVTLU[ [OPZ PUÄUP[LS` KLZPYLK VIQLJ[ PZ YLHJOLK� P[ PTTLKPH[LS` KP]LZ[Z P[ZLSM VM P[Z THNPJHS
qualities, which are transferred over onto another, now desired, object HK PUÄUP[\T, in what Lacan calls the 
“metonymy” of desire. Psychoanalytically speaking, we are all Emmelines, “spirits of the ring”: We are all 
held in thrall by some nonsensical little nullity, literally a nothing, that we chase after. We obey — that is, 
fall in love with — anyone along the way who is regarded “as hav[ing] the ring in his hand” (269).

 The only problem with this Freudian story, of course, is that it is not true. Like Emmeline’s enchanted 
vision of the love she and Charles shared as eight-year-olds, the experience of unity with the mother never 
happened; it is a myth. Yet, like the other famous psychoanalytic “myth” (that of the primal “father of 
enjoyment” from Totem and Taboo), the fact that it has no empirical reality does not mean that it has no 
“truth.” For psychoanalysis, which famously distinguishes between truth and knowledge, the lack of a 
basis in physical reality has never stopped one from claiming that something — say, a hysterical symptom 
— possesses truth.4

:V SL[ \Z [HRL ,TTLSPUL»Z TV[[V HZ V\Y Z[HY[PUN WVPU[! ¸[OL ÄYZ[ SV]L PZ [OL [Y\L SV]L HUK VUL VUS`
loves once.” On an initial reading, it appears both categorical and irrevocable. You have only one chance in 
`V\Y SPML� P[ ZLLTZ [V ZH �̀ [V YLHSS` SV]L ZVTLVUL� HUK [OL ÄYZ[ WLYZVU `V\ SV]L PZ [OL VUS` VUL `V\ ^PSS L]LY
YLHSS` SV]L� 5L]LY[OLSLZZ� HZ ^L SLHYU PU [OL WYLHTISL� PU ^OPJO ( [LSSZ [OL Z[VY` VM OPZ V^U ¸ÄYZ[ SV]L�¹ [OL
¸ÄYZ[¹ [\YUZ V\[ [V IL H YH[OLY ZSPWWLY` JH[LNVY` PU WYHJ[PJL� 0U OPZ SLHK�\W [V OPZ YL]PL^ VM :JYPIL� ( [LSSZ [OL
Z[VY` VM OV �̂ \WVU TLL[PUN OPZ MVYTLY Z^LL[OLHY[ HNHPU · [OL ZHTL VUL ^P[O ^OVT OL OHK ÄYZ[ H[[LUKLK
a performance of Les premières amours · OL ÄUKZ OLY [LSSPUN L_HJ[S` [OL ZHTL Z[VY` HZ ,TTLSPUL� :LLPUN
A again after many years, his former lover “assured [him] that she had never loved [him], but that her 
IL[YV[OLK ^HZ OLY ÄYZ[ SV]L� HUK [OH[ ºVUS` [OL ÄYZ[ SV]L PZ [OL [Y\L SV]L»¹ ������ -VY (»Z MVYTLY SV]LY� [OL ÄYZ[
love is apparently a qualitative category, and one that allows for a certain (convenient) revisionism in one’s 
personal history.



Umbr(a)   105

JÖTTKANDT

:\JO H X\HSP[H[P]L ÄYZ[� OV^L]LY� PZ HZZ\YLKS` UV[ ^OH[ ,TTLSPUL OHZ PU TPUK� 5VY ^V\SK P[ THRL
Les premières amours� PU (»Z LZ[PTH[PVU� H WSH` [OH[ PZ ¸PUÄUP[LS` JVTPJ¹ ����� and Emmeline’s character 
VUL VM ¸PUÄUP[L UVUZLUZL¹ ������ -YVT (»Z MVYTLY SV]LY»Z ¸ZVWOPZ[PJHS¹ HWWYVHJO� ,TTLSPUL ^V\SK� VU [OL
contrary, recoil in horror. As A explains,

>OLU H ^PKV^LY HUK H ^PKV^ QVPU MVY[\ULZ� HUK LHJO VUL IYPUNZ Ä]L JOPSKYLU HSVUN� [OLU
[OL` Z[PSS HZZ\YL LHJO V[OLY VU [OLPY ^LKKPUN KH` [OH[ [OPZ SV]L PZ [OLPY ÄYZ[ SV]L� ,TTLSPUL
in her romantic orthodoxy would look upon such a connection with aversion; it would be 
to her a mendacious abomination, which would be as loathsome to her as a marriage 
between a monk and a nun was to the Middle Ages. (252)

Emmeline, by contrast, “holds fast to her proposition numerically understood” (252), which A goes on to 
qualify in the following way: “She loves [Charles] with an objective, mathematical love” (253; emphasis 
added). Clearly, the manner in which we understand this “mathematical” love will decide whether the wit of 
Scribe’s play stands or falls, for, as A puts it, Emmeline “must now acquire experience and the experience 
YLM\[LZ OLY� B���D 0[ HWWLHYZ [OH[ ZOL SV]LZ 9PU]PSSL¹ ������ ;V KL[LYTPUL ^OL[OLY [OL WSH` PZ ¸PUÄUP[LS` JVTPJ�
VY ÄUP[LS` TVYHSPaPUN¹ ������ [OL ]HSPKP[` VM ,TTLSPUL»Z TH_PT T\Z[ IL W\[ [V [OL [LZ[�

 The irony of the play lies, of course, in the statement’s patent falsity, for not only does Emmeline 
SV]L TVYL [OHU VUJL �ÄYZ[ *OHYSLZ HUK [OLU 9PU]PSSL�� H[ HUV[OLY SL]LS ZOL OHZ UL]LY SV]LK H[ HSS! ;V [OL
L_[LU[ [OH[ ZOL YLM\ZLZ [V NP]L \W OLY ¸PSS\ZPVU¹ VM *OHYSLZ� ,TTLSPUL»Z ÄYZ[ SV]L PZ ¸HS^H`Z VUL Z[H[PVU
ahead” (257). How, then, can she claim to love only once? The only meaningful answer is that Emmeline’s 
statement refers not to any actual or imagined loved object but to the manner, the way in which Emmeline 
loves. For psychoanalysis, it is perfectly reasonable to say that one “only loves once,” even if one can 
YH[[SL VɈ H YLLS VM WHZ[ SV]LYZ� LHJO VM ^OVT LUQV`LK [OL NLU\PUL WYP]PSLNL VM ILPUN [OL ¸ÄYZ[¹ HUK ¸[Y\L¹
SV]L� /V^L]LY� [OL -YL\KPHU ÄYZ[ SV]L KPɈLYZ THYRLKS` MYVT (»Z MVYTLY Z^LL[OLHY[»Z YL]PZPVUPZ[ UV[PVU VM
ÄYZ[ SV]L� MVY [OL WZ`JOVHUHS`[PJ MVYT\SH OVSKZ Q\Z[ HZ [Y\L L]LU PM VUL OHZ `L[ [V ÄUK VUL»Z ¸[Y\L SV]L�¹
What psychoanalysis refers to here, in other words, is an original choice, expressed by the Freudian term 
Neurosenwahl (the choice of neurosis). This is the choice we carry with us throughout our loving history 
that directs the “stage” on which our subjective drama will be performed, whether neurotic, perverse, or 
psychotic. In this sense, to say “one loves only once” is to say that we are capable of only one desiring 
scenario, one fundamental fantasy that organizes the multiple encounters (real and imagined) of our love 
lives and that itself never changes� ;OL MHU[HZ` PZ ^OH[ N\HYHU[LLZ [OH[� IL`VUK HSS VM [OLPY PUÄUP[L ]HYPL[`
VY Z\WLYÄJPHS KPɈLYLUJLZ� LHJO VM V\Y SV]LYZ PZ H[ ZVTL \UJVUZJPV\Z SL]LS [OL ZHTL� H WHY[ULY PU H ZWLJPÄJ
pattern of desire that, chosen once and once only, cannot be undone.5

 This should become clearer if we look more closely at the ways Emmeline and Charles “love only 
VUJL�¹ ,TTLSPUL� HZ ^L ZH �̂ PZ WLYWL[\HSS` PU ZLHYJO VM [OL ¸ÄYZ[ SV]L¹ HZ HU L]LU[ [OH[ PZ PUÄUP[LS` [V
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come. No single lover matches up with her vision of the “romantic Charles” that, the aesthete never stops 
reminding us, is an “illusion.” As it turns out, Charles, too, is in the grip of an illusion, insofar as he had 
the same “romantic training” as Emmeline. However, unlike his cousin, who is “hidden from [her]self,” as 
( W\[Z P[� *OHYSLZ ILSPL]LZ OL JHU OPKL MYVT V[OLYZ� *OHYSLZ»Z ILSPLM PU OPZ V^U WV^LYZ VM T`Z[PÄJH[PVU� (
tells us, “is just as fantastic as Emmeline’s illusion, and one recognizes Judith’s schooling in both” (249).

0U [OLZL [^V LHNLY YLHKLYZ VM YVTHU[PJ UV]LSZ ^L ÄUK H YLTHYRHISL PSS\Z[YH[PVU VM [^V KPɈLYLU[
^H`Z H SV]LY JHU TPZZ [OL ¸ÄYZ[¹ SV]L� ,[LYUHSS` PU ZLHYJO VM OLY 6UL� ,TTLSPUL T\Z[ HS^H`Z ILNPU OLY
X\LZ[ MVY *OHYSLZ HUL �̂ ZPUJL LHJO [PTL ZOL ÄUKZ OPT OL ^PSS MHPS [V IL ¸*OHYSLZ�¹ 4VYL HJX\HPU[LK ^P[O [OL
“pinch of reality” (248), Charles, on the other hand, has already expended his illusion and, having become 
¸H KPZZVS\[L MLSSV^¹ ������ ÄUKZ OPTZLSM [YPJRLK PU[V THYYPHNL I` H ^VTHU TVYL ^LSS�]LYZLK PU T`Z[PÄJH[PVU
than he. Not one to admit defeat, Charles will employ any number of disguises to obtain his goal — as A 
W\[Z P[� ¸OL RUV^Z [OH[ [OLYL HYL Ä]L VY ZP_ ^H`Z ^OLYLI` VUL JHU TV]L HU \UJSL»Z OLHY[¹ · HUK� PM [OL ÄYZ[
PZ \UZ\JJLZZM\S� OL ^PSS [Y` VU HUV[OLY� HUK [OLU HUV[OLY� PU HU PUÄUP[L KPZWSH` VM JVUÄKLUJL PU OPZ HIPSP[`
“not to be recognized” (248).

;O\Z� ^OPSL IV[O ,TTLSPUL»Z HUK *OHYSLZ»Z KPɈLYLU[ H[[LTW[Z [V VI[HPU ÄYZ[ SV]L PUL]P[HIS` MHPS�
^OH[ PZ VM PU[LYLZ[ PZ [OL ^H` LHJO VM [OLZL MHPS\YLZ NLULYH[LZ P[Z V^U \UPX\L MVYT VM PUÄUP[ �̀ 0[ PZ UV[ OHYK [V
ZLL OV^ [OL PUÄUP[` WYVK\JLK I` ,TTLSPUL»Z MHPS\YL JVYYLZWVUKZ [V [OL PUÄUP[` MV\UK PU ALUV»Z WHYHKV_ VM
Achilles and the tortoise. Racing each other, Achilles permits the tortoise a head start, only to discover that 
he can never catch up with her since, in the time he covers the distance the tortoise has already traveled, 
the tortoise will have “run” farther ahead. To make up the time, Achilles must then cover the new distance, 
at which point the tortoise will have advanced further still. Like Emmeline, who will always be either behind 
or ahead of “Charles,” Achilles can only pass or leapfrog the tortoise, as Lacan explains in his commentary 
on this paradox (8).

>P[O *OHYSLZ� VU [OL V[OLY OHUK� ^L LU[LY [OL PUÄUP[` JVYYLZWVUKPUN [V ALUV»Z V[OLY WHYHKV_ ·
that of the arrow in motion. The paradox here is Zeno’s proof of motion’s “impossibility”: The arrow will 
UL]LY ¸TV]L¹ ZPUJL P[ JHU IL L[LYUHSS` KP]PKLK PU[V L]LY�ZTHSSLY \UP[Z VM TLHZ\YLTLU[� 0M ,TTLSPUL»Z ÄYZ[
SV]L SPLZ MVYL]LY PU [OL M\[\YL� *OHYSLZ»Z ÄYZ[ SV]L PZ HS^H`Z HSYLHK` PU [OL WHZ[ · HZ H THYYPLK THU� OL OHZ
already found his “One” (Paméla). Yet, as a master of disguise himself, he can never really be certain of 
[OL ]LY` ¸ÄYZ[¹ 6UL� [OH[ PZ� ^OL[OLY OL PZ UV[ Z[PSS ILPUN [HRLU PU I` 7HTtSH VY 9PU]PSSL VY� PUKLLK� L]LU
by Emmeline. Like the arrow, Charles’s “count” is strictly speaking immobile — he can never get to Two 
because he can never decide where the “One” really began.

0U H WSLHZPUN Z`TTL[Y �̀ [OLZL [^V MVYTZ VM MHPS\YL� HUK [OL [^V JVYYLZWVUKPUN PUÄUP[PLZ [OL`
generate, can be illustrated using the formulas of hysterical and obsessional fantasies:
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 Hysterical fantasy: Ë 	 $
 Obsessional fantasy: % 	 d ("' "'' "'''…)

;OL ÄYZ[ MVYT\SH� [OH[ VM [OL O`Z[LYPJHS MHU[HZ �̀ KLWPJ[Z H Z[YH[LN` MVY JV]LYPUN V]LY VUL»Z V^U PU[YPUZPJ SHJR
(-d� I` ^H` VM HU PKLU[PÄJH[PVU ^P[O ^OH[ VUL ILSPL]LZ [OL 6[OLY KLZPYLZ �"�� >OLU [OPZ PKLU[PÄJH[PVU MHPSZ�
as of course it always will for the Emmelines of the world, this is not so much because “Charles” does 
not match up to her illusion of him — although this is typically regarded as the source of the hysteric’s 
constitutive disappointment in the master. But, as A continually reminds us, Emmeline fundamentally does 
not know Charles, thus how could she know what to match him against? Hence, when Emmeline becomes 
convinced that “Charles” is not “Charles,” we must conclude that her conviction does not derive from any 
change in Charles’s real or imagined characteristics; instead, it derives from the fact that at some level he 
has failed to recognize her. A explains how Emmeline “does not seek the alteration in the fact that Charles 
OHZ ILJVTL H ZWLUK[OYPM[ VY WVZZPIS` ZVTL[OPUN L]LU ^VYZL� I\[ PU [OH[ OL OHZ UV[ JVUÄKLK L]LY`[OPUN
to her, as he was accustomed to do” (268). It is this, rather than any failure to match up to an ideal, that 
JVU]PUJLZ [OL O`Z[LYPJ [OH[ ¸*OHYSLZ¹ PZ ¸UV[ [OL ZHTL HU`TVYL¹ ������ 9LHK PU [OPZ ^H �̀ 2PLYRLNHHYK VɈLYZ
an intriguing new slant to the hysteric’s eternal question to the master, “what [or who] am I?”6 Here we see 
that the hysteric knows very well who she is — the question is whether the master also knows, and when 
it becomes apparent that he does not, she re-embarks on her quest for a new One, a master who truly 
knows and recognizes who she is.

( KPɈLYLU[ VIQLJ[P]L KYP]LZ [OL VIZLZZPVUHS MHU[HZ �̀ ^OPJO PU [OPZ JHZL PZ UV[ WYVWLSSLK I` [OL
subject’s lack. The obsessional, famously, does not feel he lacks anything. It is, on the contrary, precisely 
ILJH\ZL OL MLLSZ OL ZH[PZÄLZ [OL 6[OLY HSS [VV ^LSS [OH[ OL PZ SLK PU OPZ MHU[HZ` [V LTWOHZPaL [OL SHJR PU
the Other (%). Accordingly, the obsessional’s entire fantasmatic scenario is designed to keep the Other in 
a state of desire, which he employs as a defense against the threat of being entirely swallowed up by the 
�T�6[OLY� ;O\Z� SPRL*OHYSLZ� [OL VIZLZZPVUHS ILJVTLZ HU L_WLY[ PUT`Z[PÄJH[PVU� ;OL VIZLZZPVUHS NLULYH[LZ
a proliferating series of substitutive objects — the traditional obsessional behaviors or “disguises” that 
are intended to keep the Other (in Charles’ case, his uncle and Emmeline) occupied while preserving his 
real identity (as a married man) beyond the Other’s reach. These “disguises” are what is expressed in the 
formula as the little "s, semblances of the semblance that the obsessional, as the Other’s ", attempts to 
hide behind. Naturally, however, what the obsessional fails to realize is that, like Charles, it is he who is 
the most taken in by his disguises. As A puts it, Charles “believes it is he who contrives intrigues, he who 
T`Z[PÄLZ� HUK `L[ [OL ZWLJ[H[VY ZLLZ [OH[ [OL T`Z[PÄJH[PVU ^HZ PU VWLYH[PVU ILMVYL *OHYSLZ HWWLHYZ¹ ��� ��
In imagining that he is the puppet master generating the illusion, the obsessional in fact “give[s] the whole 
thing away” (260).

 What is the point of these “fantasies”? As it is well known, the fantasy’s psychic function is to 
mitigate an original trauma that Freud termed an “internal” arousal and that Lacan renamed jouissance. 



Umbr(a)   108

The various fantasies achieve this by providing this incomprehensible arousal, or jouissance, with some 
RPUK VM PU[LYPT YLWYLZLU[H[PVU� ;OPZ WYV]PZPVUHS YLWYLZLU[H[PVU HJ[Z [V YLK\JL HUK ZPWOVU VɈ [OL HU_PL[`
the subject experiences in its confrontation with what it cannot comprehend — the Other’s desire7 — by 
Z\WWS`PUN ZVTL RPUK VM MVYT [V [OL UV[OPUN� [OL VYPNPUHS ¸VIQLJ[¹ VM HU_PL[ �̀ >L JHU [O\Z YLNHYK [OL KPɈLYLU[
MHU[HZPLZ · O`Z[LYPJ� VIZLZZPVUHS� HUK WLY]LYZL · HZ KPɈLYLU[ ^H`Z VM ¸KYHTH[PaPUN¹ [OPZ UV[OPUN�8 Like 
comedy, with which they therefore share an intrinsic kinship, the fantasies put the nothing or “void” on 
stage.

 The fantasy’s generic “equation,” � 	 �, can be put into mathematical terms in the following way:

 Ø ~ ({Ø} = 1) = 0

This expresses how the void or unpresentable point of being, Ø, is made “equivalent” to the empty set, 
b�d� ^OPJO JHU ZLY]L HZ [OL ÄYZ[ WYV]PZPVUHS YLWYLZLU[H[PVUHS WSHJLOVSKLY MVY [OL ]VPK HUK� HJJVYKPUNS �̀ P[
can be counted “as” One in the ordinal counting system. The ordinal count gives this void a name, the 
LTW[` ZL[ VY aLYV� ^OPJO MVYTZ [OL ÄYZ[ HUK VYPNPUHS 6UL MYVT ^OPJO HSS Z\IZLX\LU[ HKKP[PVU ZWYPUNZ� ;OL
number 2 is accordingly derived from the empty set + 1, the number 3 is derived from the empty set + 1 
+ 1, and so on.

 In the algebra of the fantasies, the ultimate result of this “equation” is “inertia” — the ideal state 
VM [OL Z\IQLJ[ WYPVY [V [OL LY\W[PVU VM QV\PZZHUJL� ;OL LTW[` ZL[� JV\U[LK OLYL HZ [OL ÄYZ[ WVZP[P]L 6UL�
balances the pure negative (or minus “One”) of the void, returning the subject’s psychic state to zero. 
Expressing the equation in words, we read,

Void, equated to the empty set, which can then be counted “as” One, gives the result 
“inertia” or zero

0M ^L WVW\SH[L [OL NLULYPJ MVYT\SH VM MHU[HZ` ^P[O [OL ZWLJPÄJ ]HS\LZ VM [OL O`Z[LYPJ»Z MHU[HZ �̀ ^L VI[HPU
the following:
 
 Ø ~ ({Ë 	 $} = 1) = 0

0U [OPZ MVYT\SH� [OL NLULYPJ LTW[` ZL[� b�d� OHZ ILLU ÄSSLK PU ^P[O [OL ZWLJPÄJZ VM OV^ [OL O`Z[LYPJ ¸Z[HNLZ¹
the appearance of the “nothing” or void. The equation depicts how the hysterical subject positions herself 
in the fantasy as vertically split between her phallic castration (-d) and the object ", which, as we saw, 
YLWYLZLU[Z OLY PKLU[PÄJH[PVU ^P[O ^OH[ ZOL ILSPL]LZ [OL 6[OLY �$) wants from her.9 Like the generic version 
of the equation, the hysterical fantasy also aims to “count” to One (whose ultimate result, as for all the 
MHU[HZPLZ� PZ H YL[\YU [V PULY[PH VY aLYV�� /V^L]LY� ^L X\PJRS` ZLL [OH[ [OL O`Z[LYPJ LUJV\U[LYZ H KPɉJ\S[`
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in performing her “addition.” The problem lies with the ", the semblance of the Other’s desire with which 
the hysteric attempts to cover over her imaginary lack (-d). This " ensures that her count will always, like 
Achilles, either over- or undershoot its mark.

 In Lacan’s teaching, the cause of this permanent over- or undershooting is found in the fact that 
[OL ÄLSK VM YLWYLZLU[H[PVU ^P[OPU ^OPJO [OL MHU[HZ` PZ ¸Z[HNLK¹ PZ UV[ ÅH[ I\[ [VWVSVNPJHSS` KPZ[VY[LK I` [OL
" insofar as it belongs to a register other than that of the symbolic “count.” Created in the original nominal 
act of “making equivalence” that enabled the void to be bracketed as the empty set and counted “as” 
[OL ÄYZ[ 6UL� [OL " is that part of the void or real that was never completely taken up by the provisional 
WYLZLU[H[PVU �^OPJO WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ JHSSZ [OL WOHSSPJ ZPNUPÄLY�� (Z H YLZ\S[� [OL " guarantees that the way 
in which all fantasmatic “equations” stage the impossible sexual relation — through the exigencies of 
H Z\IQLJ[�VIQLJ[ YLSH[PVU · ^PSS HS^H`Z IL PUÅLJ[LK ^P[O ZVTL[OPUN VM [OL VYPNPUHS [YH\TH[PJ QV\PZZHUJL
that those fantasies were intended to palliate. This little sliver of jouissance that slipped into the symbolic 
through the back door during the original catastrophic equating of the void (“castration”) ensures that the 
fantasy of a complete or intact One (that is, an utterly seamless fusion of the subject and object) will never 
be attained. It is this " that drives the subject’s unconscious repetition. The " is the source of the continual 
failure that causes every count to One to always have to begin again. This is the reason, then, that any 
“mathematical” equation that contains the " ^PSS HS^H`Z JVTL \W SHJRPUN PU P[Z ÄUHS YLZ\S[� HUK P[ ^PSS KV ZV
in a very precise way.10 The One-result of the hysterical fantasy will necessarily always be missing a little 
bit, since the presence of the " ensures the Other ($� ^PSS UL]LY IL JVTWSL[LS` ZH[PZÄLK ^P[O OLY� +LZWP[L
all the “narcissistic coatings,” as Lacan puts it, that subsequently come to envelop and surround it, the " 
never fully covers over the -d of the hysteric’s castration, and the resultant One of the hysterical fantasy 
always falls short.11

 A similar but opposite thing happens with the obsessional. Although his desiring formula also 
aims to count to One, the obsessional’s One-result will always be a little bit in surfeit, again because 
it is produced by an object " that carries along with it something of the same impossible void. In the 
obsessional’s formula, this surplus is indicated by the little distinguishing supra symbols that mark the 
substitute " objects with which he showers the Other in the fantasy ("', "'', "''', and so on). These marks 
give themselves away as the semblances of " that they are:

 Ø ~ ({% 	 d ("' "'' "''' …)} = 1) = 0

The question is why the obsessional’s One-result will always be a tiny bit more than One, while the 
O`Z[LYPJ»Z PZ HS^H`Z H SP[[SL SLZZ& 0[ Z[LTZ MYVT [OL UL\YV[PJ Z[Y\J[\YLZ» VYPNPUHS HɈLJ[P]L YLZWVUZL [V [OL
traumatic arousal of jouissance. In “Heredity and the Aetiology of the Neuroses,” Freud locates an original 
experience of unpleasure at the basis of hysteria, “an event of passive sexuality” that was “submitted 
[V ^P[O PUKPɈLYLUJL VY ^P[O H ZTHSS KLNYLL VM HUUV`HUJL VY MYPNO[�¹12 Accordingly, as a “representative 
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[Vorstellung]" of this original experience, the " hauls something of this unpleasure along with it into the 
O`Z[LYPJHS KLZPYPUN MHU[HZ �̀ LUZ\YPUN [OH[ OLY 6UL�YLZ\S[ ^PSS HS^H`Z IL PUÅLJ[LK ^P[O H [PU` SP[[SL SHJRPUN ZPNU
or “minus.” For the obsessional, by contrast, it concerns an event that originally, Freud says, “has given 
pleasure.”13 The obsessional’s " ^PSS [O\Z LUZ\YL [OH[ OPZ 6UL�YLZ\S[ HS^H`Z Z\ɈLYZ MYVT H [PU` SP[[SL Z\YMLP[�
expressing how the obsessional’s “disguises” are just that tiny bit too successful in deceiving the Other. 
At some point, the Other will inevitably take him too literally and mistake the semblance for the real thing. 
In this way, the Other will sabotage the fantasy that he can continue substituting new objects for himself 
HK PUÄUP[\T.

***

Although Lacan maintains that the sexual relation “doesn’t stop not being written,” if this impossibility 
undergoes a certain procedure, the sexual relation “stops not being written.” As the discussion above 
helps us to see, the sexual relation evidently “stops not being written” at the moment when the impossible 
PZ ¸TH[OLTH[PaLK�¹ [OH[ PZ� MVYTHSPaLK HZ [OL ¸WYV]PZPVUHS YLWYLZLU[H[PVU¹ VM [OL WOHSSPJ ZPNUPÄLY� /LUJL�
contrary to the popular idea of the phallus as a form of determination, as a provisional representation, 
the phallus is therefore “contingent.” As Lacan states, “it is as a mode of the contingent that the phallic 
function stops not being written” (94).14 By this I understand him to mean that this formalization of the void 
of the sexual relation might not have taken place (or might not have fully succeeded, as is the case, for 
L_HTWSL� MVY WZ`JOV[PJ HUK WLY]LYZL Z\IQLJ[Z�� 0M ^L MVSSV^ 3HJHU»Z MVYT\SH VM SV]L [V P[Z ÄUHS Z[LW� ^L NV
from the contingency implied by the phallus to a necessity that Lacan expresses in the phrase “doesn’t 
stop being written [ne cesse pas de s’écrire]." This step is famously taken by “love.” All love, Lacan 
explains, “subsisting only on the basis of the ‘stops not being written,’ tends to make the negation shift 
to the ‘doesn’t stop being written,’ doesn’t stop, won’t stop” (145). In this formulation, whose seeming 
nonsense appears worthy of a Kierkegaardian heroine, Lacan appears to be asserting that love is nothing 
more than a shift of a negation in a sentence about writing: “The displacement of the negation from the 
‘stops not being written’ to the ‘doesn’t stop being written,’ in other words, from contingency to necessity 
— there lies the point of suspension to which all love is attached” (145).

 Despite its apparent nonsensicalness, what Lacan is driving at in this distinctly unromantic 
sounding statement is the way love’s “doesn’t stop being written” enables the subject to approach the 
impossible jouissance of the sexual relation in a way that is not entirely governed by (phallic) contingency 
and its imaginary stagings in the fundamental fantasies. But as it now appears, this is not to say that love 
somehow bypasses or short-circuits the phallic fantasies. Love, it would seem, “subsists” only on the 
basis of the “stops not being written” or, as we are now comprehending this phrase, on the basis of the 
formalization of impossible jouissance by means of the phallus. However, whereas the phallic formalization 
Z\JJLLKLK PU TH[OLTH[PaPUN [OL YLHS [V WYVK\JL [OL ÄYZ[ ZPNUPÄLY �[OL WOHSS\Z VY ¸LTW[` ZL[¹ PU T` ZJOLTH��
with their use of letters the fantasies perform an additional formalization and write this real. Letterating the 
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phallus’s (binary) numericization of the void in this way, the fantasies can be said to perform a second-
VYKLY HIZ[YHJ[PVU VM [OH[ ÄYZ[ Z\[\YPUN HJ[ [OH[ WYVK\JLK [OL WOHSSPJ ZPNUPÄLY� 0U ZV KVPUN� [OL` LUHISL \Z [V
achieve the breakthrough Lacan credits to Cantorian set theory.

 Emmeline and Charles can once more come to our rescue in understanding precisely how writing 
accomplishes this breakthrough. As we have seen in the discussion above, each of their fantasies are 
limited in advance by the structural failure of the " that ensures that none of their attempts to count to One 
^PSS Z\JJLLK� VISPNPUN [OLT [V ILNPU HNHPU PU H NLZ[\YL VM PUÄUP[L YLWL[P[PVU� 5L]LY[OLSLZZ� P[ ZLLTZ [OH[ PM
each of their individual unsuccessful attempts are grouped together in a series, a “One” may be reached 
I` TLHUZ VM H KPɈLYLU[ TH[OLTH[PJHS WYVJLK\YL [OHU [OH[ VM [OL �MHPSLK� JV\U[� ;OL TL[OVK MVY VI[HPUPUN
this “supplementary One,” as Lacan calls it, relies on the same axiom that set theory proposes: The power 
set of x is greater than x.15

 Rather than taxing ourselves with an explanation of the mathematical basis of this axiom, we can 
turn to Lacan’s discussion of the same problem in Seminar XIV, The Logic of Fantasy, where he introduces 
this idea of a supplementary One in the context of a discussion of Bertrand Russell’s famous paradox 
regarding the catalogue of all catalogues that do not contain themselves. In his lesson of 23 November 
1966, Lacan counters Russell’s catalogue with the idea of a catalogue that lists all of the books referred 
to in a single volume’s bibliography.16 Unlike Russell’s catalogue, there is no question of whether the 
book whose bibliography is being listed should be included (of course it should not). However, another 
catalogue that lists all the books that a second book’s bibliography contains may well include the title of 
[OL ÄYZ[ IVVR �HS[OV\NO� UH[\YHSS �̀ UV[ [OH[ VM [OL ZLJVUK�� )` LɈLJ[P]LS` NYV\WPUN IVVRZ PU[V ¸ZL[Z¹ PU [OPZ
way, Lacan swiftly demonstrates how a totality may be achieved without falling into Russell’s paradox. 
As Lacan explains, although each bibliographic catalogue will not include the title of the book from which 
it has been derived, once we group these catalogues together into a series, it is not unthinkable that, 
between them, they will succeed in listing all of the books in the world.17

;V YL[\YU [V V\Y ÄYZ[ SV]LYZ! (S[OV\NO [OL "’s structural failure ensures that Emmeline and Charles 
will, by a certain inevitability, fail to reach their desired object in the fantasmatic count, if each of these 
unsuccessful attempts are collated and grouped together in a series, an “all” may be created that is more 
than the sum of its individual parts. Inaccessible to the count, this “all” or supplementary One results from 
the principle of limitation that is encoded into every fantasy in the form of the letter.

 Space constraints prevent a proper treatment of the precise way that love, through the nonsense 
it suddenly induces lovers to speak, gives us access to this “supplementary One” that is “not grasped [or 
counted] in the chain,” as Lacan puts it in Seminar XIV.18 3L[ \Z JVUJS\KL PUZ[LHK ^P[O H ÄUHS JVTTLU[�
>L OH]L ZLLU OV �̂ HZ HU ¸HZZLTISHNL�¹ [OL SL[[LY I` KLÄUP[PVU RLLWZ [OL VYPNPUHS YLSH[PVUZ VM [OL Z\IQLJ[�
the Other, and the " — which constitute the One — intact, even as the letter also permits us to go on 
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to manipulate multiple instances of these Ones. Accordingly, one could say that when the letter “writes” 
the failure of the phallic count to One in the fantasies, it simultaneously carries with it the history of that 
ZPNUPÄLY»Z VYPNPUHS MVYTH[PVU� ;OL SL[[LY� HZ P[ ^LYL� JHYYPLZ ZVTL RPUK VM ¸TLTVY`¹ VM [OL 6UL»Z WYPTVYKPHS
creation ex nihilo. I cannot help speculating that it is something of this “memory” that Lacan is referring 
[V ^OLU� PU :LTPUHY ??� OL Z[H[LZ� ¸>YP[PUN PZ B¯D H [YHJL PU ^OPJO HU LɈLJ[ VM SHUN\HNL JHU IL YLHK¹
������ >P[OPU P[� [OL SL[[LY JVU[HPUZ [OL [YHJLZ VM [OL VYPNPUHS MVYTHSPaH[PVU [OH[ ÄYZ[ LUHISLK H ZPNUPÄLY� 6UL�
to stand in for a disparate group of objects. Invisibly stamped with the “memory” of the One’s original 
MVYTH[PVU� [OL SL[[LY PZ [O\Z [OL JHYYPLY VM [OH[ HYJOHPJ KLJPZPVU VM Z\IZ[P[\[PVU [OH[ 3HJHU JHSSZ HU ¸LɈLJ[ VM
language.”
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Neuroliterature is not a name for a new discipline that, like neurolinguistics, 
neuropsychoanalysis, and neurophilosophy, would tend to explain the way in 
which our mental acts are rooted in neurobiological processes. Even if we must 
pay these new sciences the most acute attention, insofar as they are currently re-
sketching the inner and outer boundaries of the Humanities, my purpose here is 
KPɈLYLU[ HUK ^PZOLZ [V H]VPK HSS MVYTZ VM YLK\J[PVUPZT�

Current developments in neurobiology will be present in my discourse 
but not as the possibility of a new foundation for literature. Speaking from the 
point of view of continental philosophy, I am interested in the way neurological 
research helps to radicalize and challenge certain major motifs that characterize 
what took place in the second half of the twentieth century under the names “the 
deconstruction of subjectivity” in Derrida, on the one hand, and “the archeology of 
RUV^SLKNL¹ PU -V\JH\S[� VU [OL V[OLY� /V^L]LY KPɈLYLU[ HUK ZVTL[PTLZ VWWVZLK
as these two movements — let us call them movements for want of a better 
name — might have been, they nonetheless shared what I will call a common 
faith in literature. I will not have time here to insist upon Derrida’s characterization 
of literature as the very site of faith, so I will limit myself to considering the 
Foucauldian structure or economy of this faith, which could be formulated as a 
faith in the outside.
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Literature promises the opening of an outside: an outside of philosophy, an outside of representation, 
an outside of “discourse,” and, above all, of course, an outside of science, which has always been 
PKLU[PÄLK · I` IV[O -V\JH\S[ HUK +LYYPKH · ^P[O WV^LY� YLN\SH[PVU� UVYTHSPaH[PVU� HUK KPZJPWSPUL� 0UKLLK�
this “outside” will be my topic here, and I will proceed by focusing on Foucault’s reading of Blanchot in his 
short but fundamental book entitled Maurice Blanchot: The Thought From Outside. In this book, Foucault 
outlines the problematic by declaring that “the event that gave rise to what we called ‘literature’ is […] a 
passage to the ‘outside’: language escapes the mode of being of discourse — in other words the dynasty 
of representation — and literary speech develops from itself, forming a network in which each point is 
distinct, distant from even its closest neighbors, and has a position in relation to every other point in a 
space that simultaneously holds and separates them all.”1

From my insistence upon this Foucauldian understanding of literature, one can certainly gather 
just how far I am situating myself from a reductive neurobiological approach to literature. But what, then, 
PZ [OL M\UJ[PVU VM [OL WYLÄ_ ¸UL\YV�¹ PU [OPZ [L_[& >O` JOVVZL [OPZ [P[SL� ¸5L\YVSP[LYH[\YL¹& 5L\YVSP[LYH[\YL�
OLYL� OLSWZ TL [V UHTL H JYHJR VY ÅH^ · ^OPJO PZ UV[ [V ZH` H JVU[YHKPJ[PVU · PU [OL ]LY` UV[PVU VM
literature when it is understood as the thought from outside. Today, the very thing that literature was 
Z\WWVZLK [V YLZPZ[ [OL TVZ[ · UHTLS �̀ ZJPLU[PÄJ KPZJV\YZL · UV^ WHYHKV_PJHSS` HWWLHYZ HZ [OH[ ^OPJO
is both revealing the truth of literature and opening the outside that it was supposed, but failed, to open. 
If I absolutely agree with Foucault that there is no genuine thought without a passage to the outside, then 
we have to come to the conclusion that literature no longer serves the function of an outside for anybody. 
)SHUJOV[»Z ÄJ[PVUZ� [OLYLMVYL� JHUUV[ JVUZ[P[\[L H UL\[YHS ZWHJL VY ZOLS[LY [OH[ ^V\SK WYV[LJ[ \Z MYVT [OL
mastery of transcendental subjectivity and discourse.

I will further radicalize this conclusion and state that neurobiology itself appears to function 
HZ [OPZ HIZVS\[L V\[ZPKL VM SP[LYH[\YL� HZ [OH[ ^OPJO NP]LZ [OL V\[ZPKL PU SP[LYH[\YL P[Z LɈLJ[P]L TLHUPUN�
5L\YVIPVSVN` HJOPL]LZ [OL LɈLJ[P]L UL\[YHSPaH[PVU VM Z\IQLJ[P]P[ �̀ 0U V[OLY ^VYKZ� [OL KLJVUZ[Y\J[PVU VM
Z\IQLJ[P]P[` [OH[ PZ H[ ^VYR PU JVU[LTWVYHY` UL\YVIPVSVN` PZ [OL TH[LYPHS HUK LɈLJ[P]L HJJVTWSPZOTLU[ VM
UL\[YHSP[ �̀ [OL TH[LYPHS HUK LɈLJ[P]L VWLUPUN VM [OL ¸UL\[YHS ZWHJL¹ [OH[ ¸[OL ZWHJL VM SP[LYH[\YL Bl’espace 
littéraire]” was supposed to have inaugurated (12). It must be emphasized, however, that this revelation 
that the outside escapes literature, that the literary outside is outside of itself, is not merely a contingent 
fact, something that is possible only today and only with today’s neurobiological developments; rather, it 
is inscribed within the very concept or structure of literature, as Foucault, Blanchot, Derrida, and others 
understand it. 

In the second chapter of his book, entitled “The Experience of the Outside,” Foucault characterizes 
the birth of modern literature as a historical event that sheds light on a new essence of language, a 
language deprived precisely of any subjectivity: “The breakthrough to a language from which the subject 
is excluded, the bringing to light of a perhaps irremediable incompatibility between the appearing of 
language in its being and consciousness of the self in its identity, is an experience now being heralded 
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at diverse points in culture: in the simple gesture of writing as in attempts to formalize language; in the 
study of myths as in psychoanalysis; in the search for a Logos that would be like the birthplace of all 
of Western reason” (15). Moreover, the emergence of the being of language is explicitly linked with the 
fading of subjectivity itself, insofar as Foucault declares that “the being of language only appears for itself 
with the disappearance of the subject” (15). In this respect, then, Blanchot is the privileged witness to 
this dual moment of emergence/disappearance. To the extent that his own existence negates itself and 
disappears in the economy of writing, Blanchot — as a subject — disappears in language. In fact, as 
Foucault observes, “Blanchot is perhaps more than just another witness to this thought. So far has he 
withdrawn into the manifestation of his work, so completely is he, not hidden by his texts, but absent from 
their existence and absent by virtue of the marvelous force of their existence, that for us he is that thought 
P[ZLSM · P[Z YLHS� HIZVS\[LS` KPZ[HU[� ZOPTTLYPUN� PU]PZPISL WYLZLUJL� P[Z PUL]P[HISL SH �̂ P[Z JHST� PUÄUP[L�
measured strength” (19).

>OLU [OL Z\IQLJ[ KPZHWWLHYZ VY ^P[OKYH^Z� H JLY[HPU RPUK VM YLÅL_P]P[` VY YLÅLJ[PVU KPZHWWLHYZ
HUK ^P[OKYH^Z HSVUN ^P[O P[� UHTLS` [OL YLÅL_P]P[` VY YLÅLJ[PVU VM JVUZJPV\ZULZZ� (UV[OLY [`WL VM
YLÅL_P]P[` VY YLÅLJ[PVU PZ [OLU Z\IZ[P[\[LK PU [OL WSHJL VM JVUZJPV\Z TPYYVYPUN · [OL YLÅLJ[PVU VM SHUN\HNL
upon itself, which coincides with the emergence of its own being. Language turns back upon itself and 
designates itself, and literature therefore becomes the site of this self-referentiality of language: “Modern 
literature is characterized by a doubling back that enables it to designate itself” (12). Unlike the doubling 
of consciousness, however, this doubling of literature does not mark the emergence of interiority. Rather, 
P[ WHYHKV_PJHSS` JYLH[LZ H UVU�JVPUJPKLUJL IL[^LLU [OL [^V [LYTZ VM [OL YLÅL_P]L TV]LTLU[� ^P[O [OPZ
non-coincidence appearing precisely as an outside. In this sense, the outside is the paradoxical result of 
the turning back of language upon itself: “Literature is not language approaching itself until it reaches the 
WVPU[ VM P[Z ÄLY` THUPMLZ[H[PVU" P[ PZ YH[OLY SHUN\HNL NL[[PUN HZ MHY H^H` MYVT P[ZLSM HZ WVZZPISL� (UK PM� PU [OPZ
setting ‘outside of itself,’ it unveils its own being, the sudden clarity reveals not a folding back but a gap, 
not a turning back of signs upon themselves but a dispersion” (12).

4` WVPU[ PZ [OL MVSSV^PUN! 0Z P[ UV[ [OL JHZL [OH[ SP[LYH[\YL� PU [OL ZLUZL -V\JH\S[ NP]LZ [V P[� Z\ɈLYZ
WYLJPZLS` MYVT WSHJPUN [VV T\JO HUK L_JLLKPUNS` KLLW JVUÄKLUJL · VY MHP[O� HZ 0 ZHPK [V ILNPU ^P[O · PU
language? Has the so-called “being of language” not, in fact, come to constitute a limit to the very thing 
it was supposed to accomplish, that is, the disappearance or deconstruction of subjectivity? Even if 
Foucault and Blanchot insist upon the novelty of the concept of language at work in modern literature — a 
language freed from representation, meaning, reference, and so on — can we not consider that a certain 
notion of authenticity governs this concept, which would prevent literature from becoming what it was 
attempting to become: a neutral and, consequently, inauthentic space? Or, to go a step further, what if 
there were to be something other than language on the outside, a secret non-verbal origin of language? 
What if we could go outside language itself? 
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Contemporary neurobiology explores the space opened up by the fact that it is impossible for 
[OL IYHPU [V YLÅLJ[ \WVU P[ZLSM" ^L JHUUV[� I` HU` TLHUZ� ILJVTL JVUZJPV\Z VM V\Y V^U IYHPU� ;OVTHZ
Metzinger, quoting T. E. Feinberg, stresses this impossibility: “There is no way the subject, from the 
‘inside,’ can become aware of his own neurons, from the ‘inside.’ They can be known only objectively, 
from the ‘outside.’ There is no inner eye watching the brain itself, perceiving neurons and glia. The brain 
is ‘transparent’ from the stand point of the subject.”2 This consciousness of our own brain is impossible, 
and we cannot become aware of the originary patterns that form the neural self, precisely because these 
patterns are pre-verbal. The origin of language itself then becomes something both totally obscure and 
[V[HSS` TLHUPUNM\S� HUK [OL IYHPU JV\SK [O\Z IL JOHYHJ[LYPaLK HZ H TLJOHUPZT [OH[ JYLH[LZ P[Z V^U ÄJ[PVU�
JYLH[LZ P[ZLSM HZ H ÄJ[PVU� MVY ^HU[ VM JVUZJPV\ZULZZ� YLÅL_P]P[ �̀ HUK HU HWWYVWYPH[L SHUN\HNL� 0UKLLK�
in his dialogue with the French neurobiologist Jean-Pierre Changeux, Paul Ricoeur argues that we can 
say “I grasp with my hands” and “I see with my eyes,” but we cannot really say “I think with my brain,” 
because the expression “my brain” cannot be associated with any possible experience.3 Nobody can feel 
his or her own brain; the brain does not belong to the body proper. The brain, he continues, is never here 
but always there, nowhere — it has no site. According to Ricoeur’s argument, these phenomena mark 
the philosophical failure of neurobiology: The brain cannot be a philosophical object because nobody 
is able to say “my brain,” and therefore nobody is able to speak about their own brain. But, in fact, it is 
my contention that this obscure biological impersonality, neutrality, and exteriority poses a challenge to 
the phenomenological concepts of both the proper and language. As such, the brain would be the site 
of literature in particular and thought in general precisely because it is nothing but its own meaningless 
ÄJ[PVU� 5L\YVSP[LYH[\YL� [OLU� ^V\SK IL SP[LYH[\YL TPU\Z P[ZLSM�

 In order to address these issues, I will now examine two major characteristics of the outside, as 
Foucault and Blanchot elaborate it, and compare them to their neurobiological counterparts. These two 
characteristics are reversibility and transparency.

REVERSIBILITY

In The Space of Literature� ^L ÄUK [OH[ [OL YL]LYZPIPSP[` VM SHUN\HNL PZ YLUKLYLK WVZZPISL I` [OL PTWVZZPIPSP[`
of the subject turning back on itself; the reversibility of language is thus a consequence of the impossible 
reversibility of subjectivity. When the subject tries to turn back on itself, Blanchot says, it disappears in 
the pure neutrality of language. In the loop of language, the subject is broken, consumed by the being of 
language that is mirroring itself. This impossibility of turning back on ourselves must be understood as 
an ontological condition: “What makes us necessarily unable in our own fashion to turn back? Our limits, 
apparently: we are limited beings. When we look in front of us, we do not see what is behind. When we are 
here, it is on the condition that we renounce elsewhere. The limit retains us, contains us, thrusts us back 
toward what we are, turns us back toward ourselves, away from the other, makes us averted beings.”4
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We do not see what is behind: The ontological condition at stake for Blanchot here is not simply 
[OH[ VM ÄUP[\KL� 0[ PZ [OL JVUKP[PVU VM TVY[HSZ ^OV HYL UV[ ILPUNZ�[V^HYK�KLH[O� PU [OL /LPKLNNLYPHU ZLUZL�
but rather beings coming back from death — much as Orpheus comes back from Hell or the Underworld. 
Indeed, in The Space of Literature� ^L ÄUK MYLX\LU[ YLMLYLUJL [V [OL T`[O VM 6YWOL\Z HUK ,\Y`KPJL� ^OPJO
takes place in the kingdom of the dead and concerns the mortal danger of turning back. In a section 
entitled “Orpheus’ Gaze,” Blanchot elucidates this condition in a passage worth quoting at length:

Orpheus’s error seems […] to lie in the desire which moves him to see and to possess 
Eurydice, he whose destiny is only to sing of her. He is Orpheus only in the song: he 
cannot have any relation to Eurydice except within the hymn. He has life and truth only 
after the poem and because of it, and Eurydice represents nothing other than this magic 
dependence which outside the song makes him a shade and renders him free, alive, and 
sovereign only in the Orphic space, according to Orphic measure. Yes, this is true: only 
in the song does Orpheus have power over Eurydice. But in the song too, Eurydice is 
already lost, and Orpheus himself is the dispersed Orpheus; the song immediately makes 
OPT ¸PUÄUP[LS` KLHK�¹ /L SVZLZ ,\Y`KPJL ILJH\ZL OL KLZPYLZ OLY IL`VUK [OL TLHZ\YLK
limits of the song, and he loses himself, but this desire, and Eurydice lost, and Orpheus 
dispersed are necessary to the song, just as the ordeal of eternal inertia is necessary to 
the work.5

Foucault himself echoes this motif in the sixth chapter of The Thought from Outside, “Eurydice and the 
Sirens”:

Some of [Blanchot’s] narratives, for example L’arrêt de mort, are dedicated to the gaze of 
Orpheus: the gaze that at the wavering threshold of death goes in search of the submerged 
presence and tries to bring its image back to the light of day, but only secures the 
nothingness in which the poem can subsequently appear. In Blanchot, however, Orpheus 
does not see Eurydice’s face in a movement that conceals it and makes it visible: he is 
able to contemplate it face to face; he sees with his own eyes the open gaze of death, 
“the most terrible gaze a living thing can encounter.” It is that gaze, or rather the narrator’s 
gaze into that gaze, that exerts an extraordinary power of attraction. (44)

Both of these extraordinarily beautiful passages insist upon the fact that the subject is already dead. 
Death is the place from which we come — this is why we cannot return to our origin — and language, as 
the strange voice of that death, is what gazes at us from behind. As a consequence, the poem, the song, 
writing, or literature can only appear as spectral experiences that proceed from an inertia, idleness, or lack 
of work on the part of the author.
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Still, what Foucault calls “nothingness” is not nothing. “There is hope, then, for our turning 
back,” as Blanchot says, “through a conversion of the consciousness […]. Such a conversion would 
turn [consciousness] away toward a profounder intimacy, toward the most interior and the most invisible, 
where we are no longer anxious to do and act, but free of ourselves and of real things and of phantoms of 
things.”6 There is something more profound and more interior than interiority, more authentic than visibility, 
which is language itself. The space of literature is the space of the promise of the purity of language.

In his book Being No One, Thomas Metzinger is concerned with the neural formation of 
JVUZJPV\ZULZZ� /L ZOV^Z [OH[ [OL ÄYZ[ WLYZVU WLYZWLJ[P]L� HUK [O\Z JVUZJPV\ZULZZ� PZ UV[ HU VYPNPU VY
a foundation but the result of a series of many progressive biological processes. These processes are 
themselves doomed precisely to disappear from the realm of consciousness. Some other processes in our 
brain “swallow” and “erase” all of the previous processing stages that were necessary for the construction 
VM JVUZJPV\ZULZZ HUK [OL ÄYZ[ WLYZVU WLYZWLJ[P]L� HUK [OPZ LYHZ\YL ¸PZ HJ[P]H[LK PU Z\JO H MHZ[ HUK YLSPHISL
way as to make any earlier processing stages inaccessible to introspection.”7 Even so, it still takes a 
certain amount of physical time to construct the phenomenal experience of conscious instantaneousness. 
)\[ [OL L_WLYPLUJL VM [OL PTTLKPHJ` VM JVUZJPV\ZULZZ [O\Z LTLYNLZ HZ H ¸[LTWVYHS ÄJ[PVU¹ [OH[ WYVJLLKZ
from the impossibility of consciousness turning back on itself or having access to its own past.8 Once 
HNHPU� ^L JHUUV[ [\YU IHJR VU V\YZLS]LZ� 5L\YHS WYVJLZZLZ WYVK\JL HU LɈLJ[ VM ZWLLK HUK YLUKLY
introspection impossible. Any movement toward introspection comes too late: “Self-modeling, in terms 
VM P[Z SVNPJHS Z[Y\J[\YL� PZ HU PUÄUP[L WYVJLZZ! ( Z`Z[LT [OH[ ^V\SK TVKLS P[ZLSM HZ J\YYLU[S` TVKLSPUN P[ZLSM
would thereby start generating a chain of nested system-related mental content, an endless progression 
of ‘self-containing,’ of conscious self-modeling, which would quickly devour its computational resources 
and paralyze it for practical purposes…. Because, as I have just pointed out, self-modeling possesses a 
WV[LU[PHSS` PUÄUP[L HUK JPYJ\SHY SVNPJHS Z[Y\J[\YL� P[ OHZ [V ÄUK HU LɉJPLU[ ^H` [V IYLHR [OL YLÅL_P]L SVVW�¹9 

In all of this, we see that the elementary biological form of our subjectivity does not correspond with what 
we generally call “interiority.” It consists in a series of mechanical processes or loops. If we were able to 
turn back on ourselves and see these loops, we would see a labyrinth, a maze, which would also interrupt 
any kind of linguistic capacity.

It appears that instead of promoting a substantial material vision of subjectivity, current neurobiology 
L_WSVYLZ [OL HIZLUJL VM [OL ZLSM [V P[ZLSM HUK [OL PTWVZZPIPSP[` VM H\[V�HɈLJ[PVU� ;OLYL JV\SK IL UV WV^LY VM
writing, no thought from outside, nor any elaboration of the subject’s disappearance without this originary 
HUK TLHUPUNSLZZ� PTWLYZVUHS� HUK UL\[YHS IPVSVNPJHS KLS\ZPVU VM [OL ÄYZ[ WLYZVU� 5L\YVIPVSVN` ^V\SK [OLU
appear as the gaze that materiality casts on writing, the gaze from behind that suspends its authenticity.
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TRANSPARENCY

Transparency, like reversibility, is linked with death. When reading Rilke, Blanchot declares, “Death enters 
into its own invisibility, passes from opacity to its transparency, from its terrifying reality to its ravishing 
unreality. It is in this passage its own conversion; through this conversion it is the ungraspable, the 
invisible — the source, however, of all invisibility.”10 Transparency also characterizes the essence of things 
VUJL [OL` OH]L ILLU [YHUZÄN\YLK I` SP[LYH[\YL� JVU]LY[LK PU[V [OLPY UVU�VIQLJ[P]L WYLZLUJL� [OLPY ÄJ[PVUHS
being, and, once again, their invisibility. By the same token, Foucault also notices that “the language of 
ÄJ[PVU B¯D T\Z[ UV SVUNLY IL H WV^LY [OH[ [PYLSLZZS` WYVK\JLZ PTHNLZ HUK THRLZ [OLT ZOPUL� I\[ YH[OLY
a power that undoes them, that lessens their overload, that infuses them with an inner transparency that 
illuminates them little by little until they burst and scatter in the lightness of the unimaginable” (23).

Transparency may then be seen as the result of the murder of things by and in literature. But this 
redoubling of death by literature, for Blanchot, is also what gives death its purity, that is, its truth. Literature 
PZ KLÄULK HZ HU LɈVY[ [V YHPZL KLH[O [V P[ZLSM! ¸6UL T\Z[ UV[ MVYNL[� PU MHJ[� [OH[ [OPZ LɈVY[ [V YHPZL KLH[O
to itself, to make the point where it loses itself within itself coincide with the point at which I lose myself 
V\[ZPKL VM T`ZLSM� PZ UV[ H ZPTWSL PU[LYUHS HɈHPY� I\[ PTWSPLZ HU PTTLUZL YLZWVUZPIPSP[` [V^HYK [OPUNZ HUK PZ
possible only through their mediation — through the movement which is entrusted to me and which must 
raise things themselves to a point of greater reality and truth.”11 Hence, transparency is inseparable from 
this redemption, this raising of things to their essence, in a kind of ontological salvation.

4L[aPUNLY� [VV� HUHS`aLZ [OL UL\YVIPVSVNPJHS LɈLJ[ VM ZWLLK · ^OPJO YLUKLYZ [Y\L PU[YVZWLJ[PVU
impossible — and the invisibility of self-modeling as productions of transparency. The brain is a transparent 
ZLSM�TVKLS� HUK [OL Z\IQLJ[ PZ VUS` HU LɈLJ[ VM [OPZ UL\YHS [YHUZWHYLUJ �̀ ;YHUZWHYLUJ` [O\Z JVPUJPKLZ ^P[O
the nonexistence of the subject: “What in philosophy of mind is called the ‘phenomenal self’ and what 
PU ZJPLU[PÄJ VY MVSR�WZ`JOVSVNPJHS JVU[L_[Z MYLX\LU[S` PZ ZPTWS` YLMLYYLK [V HZ º[OL ZLSM» PZ [OL JVU[LU[ VM
a phenomenally transparent self model.”12 The erasure of pre-subjective processes creates a window 
through which we see while never seeing the glass of the window itself. Metzinger declares that “Nobody 
ever was or had a self. […] The phenomenal self is not a thing, but a process — and the subjective 
experience of being someone emerges if a conscious information-processing system operates under a 
transparent self-model. […] It is transparent: you look right through it. You don’t see it. But you see with 
it. […] [Y]ou constantly confuse yourself with the content of the self-model currently activated by your 
brain.”13 In this sense, transparency constitutes a special form of darkness — it cannot be seen as a point 
of greater reality or truth. Thus, this particular form of the death of truth gives life to subjectivity but is, 
P[ZLSM� HIZVS\[LS` KLWYP]LK VM HU` W\YP[` VY ZPNUPÄJH[PVU� ;YHUZWHYLUJ �̀ [OLU� PZ WHYHKV_PJHSS` JVUJLP]LK VM
as a wall — much like the transparent windowpane — and it does not allow for any exit or transcendence 
toward light. The biological being of being is the non-thought from outside.
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The only possible way to have access to this transparency is when it is impaired and becomes 
imperfectly transparent. If a crack in a window can serve to emphasize its transparency, then the 
corresponding transparency in neurobiology would be emphasized when brain damage occurs. That is 
why Antonio Damasio talks about the brain lesion as a “method” by which to explore the brain from inside. 
But, of course, when our neural transparency — or the impossibility of turning back on ourselves — is 
impaired, what happens is not the emergence of a truth but, on the contrary, the emergence of a total 
PUKPɈLYLUJL [V [Y\[O� ;OL ¸Z\Y]P]VYZ VM UL\YVSVNPJHS KPZLHZL�¹ HZ +HTHZPV JHSSZ [OLT PU The Feeling of What 
Happens, sometimes lead a life whose temporality and structure are almost totally destroyed.14 But all of 
these survivors have one thing in common — they all endure a profound change of personality as a result 
VM [OPZ KLZ[Y\J[PVU� ;OL SVZZ VM [OLPY WYL]PV\Z ZLSM HSTVZ[ HS^H`Z KYP]LZ [OL WH[PLU[Z [V^HYK PUKPɈLYLUJL�
coldness, a lack of concern, and “a marked alteration of the ability to experience feelings.”15

In Descartes’ Error, Damasio refers to the case of a patient named Elliot, who had a tumor removed 
from the frontal lobe of his brain:

The surgery was a success in every respect, and insofar as such tumors tend not to grow 
again, the outlook was excellent. What was to prove less felicitous was the turn in Elliot’s 
personality. […] He seemed to approach life on the same neutral note. I never saw a tinge 
of emotion in my many hours of conversation with him: no sadness, no impatience, no 
frustration with my incessant and repetitious questioning. I learned that his behavior was 
the same in his own daily environment. He tended not to display anger, and on the rare 
occasions when he did, the outburst was swift; in no time he would be his usual new 
self, calm and without grudges. […] This was astounding. Try to imagine it. Try to imagine 
not feeling pleasure when you contemplate a painting you love or hear a favorite piece 
of music. Try to imagine yourself forever robbed of that possibility and yet aware of the 
intellectual contents of the visual or musical stimulus, and also aware that once it did give 
you pleasure. We might summarize Elliot’s predicament as to know but not to feel.16

In this case, the mechanism of mapping seems to be separated from all emotional processes; the 
attachment of the self to itself, or concern, no longer seems to take place. And, moreover, there is no 
WVZZPISL OLHSPUN VM [OPZ JVUKP[PVU! ¸/L ZLLTLK IL`VUK YLKLTW[PVU� SPRL [OL YLWLH[ VɈLUKLY ^OV WYVMLZZLZ
ZPUJLYL YLWLU[HUJL I\[ JVTTP[Z HUV[OLY VɈLUZL ZOVY[S` HM[LY�¹17 But Damasio draws even nearer to the 
[LYTZ VM T` HYN\TLU[ ^OLU KPZJ\ZZPUN [OL JHZL VM H WH[PLU[ OL JHSSZ ¸3�¹ :OL OHK Z\ɈLYLK H Z[YVRL [OH[
“produced damage to the internal and upper regions of the frontal lobe in both hemispheres. An area 
known as the cingulate cortex was damaged, along with nearby regions. She had suddenly become 
motionless and speechless. […] The term neutral helps convey the equanimity of her expression, but once 
you concentrated on her eyes, the word vacuous gets closer to the mark. She was there but not there. […] 
Again, emotion was missing.”18
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BEYOND DESTRUCTION

-PUHSS �̀ 0 ^V\SK SPRL [V IYPLÅ` JVUZPKLY [OL L]LU TVYL ZLYPV\Z JHZLZ VM ^OH[ PZ JHSSLK anosognosia (from the 
Greek nosos, meaning “disease,” and gnosis, meaning “knowledge”). This term denotes the inability to 
recognize a state of disease in one’s own organism: “No less dramatic than the oblivion that anosognosic 
patients have regarding their sick limbs is the lack of concern they show for their overall situation, the 
lack of emotion they exhibit, the lack of feeling they report when questioned about it. The news that there 
was a major stroke […] is usually received with equanimity, sometimes with gallows humor, but never with 
anguish or sadness, tears or anger, despair or panic.”19 Anosognosia is a general lack of the perception 
VM KHTHNL� I\[ [OLYL PZ H TVYL ZWLJPÄJ MVYT VM HUVZVNUVZPH · HSZV RUV^U HZ ¸(U[VU»Z Z`UKYVTL�¹ HM[LY
the nineteenth century Austrian physician Gabriel Anton — characterized by the inability to perceive one’s 
V^U ISPUKULZZ� 0U H [HSR NP]LU [V [OL :VJPL[` VM 7O`ZPJPHUZ VM (\Z[YPH� (U[VU KLZJYPILK WH[PLU[Z Z\ɈLYPUN
from this syndrome as “soul-blind for their own blindness.”20 Anton’s syndrome characterizes the inability 
to make a certain functional loss available for conscious experience. There are also patients with deafness 
denial, which Anton described as “soul-deaf for their own deafness.”21 What is important here is that this 
denegation has nothing to do with what Freud calls Verneinung. It is not an unconscious phenomenon or 
attitude. It is a pure loss and a pure absence with no intention sustaining it. Brain damage always, to a 
greater or lesser degree, causes these identity disorders and disintegrating self-models, which Metzinger 
very appropriately describes as “impossible egos.”22

The thought from outside cannot only be a thought of destruction. Literature, in Foucault and 
)SHUJOV[� HZ 0 IYPLÅ` HY[PJ\SH[LK P[� PZ [OL ]LY` SHUN\HNL VM KLH[O HUK [YH\TH� 0M ^L JVTL MYVT KLH[O� MYVT
hell, it means that we are post-traumatic subjects. This is also what Foucault explores in his famous essay 
“What is an Author?” in which he shows that writing has the power to kill its author. The outside is the post-
traumatic, and I had been convinced, for a very long time, by the argument that only literature, conceived 
of as neutrality, could give us access to this unthinkable space. My encounter with neurobiology helped 
me realize, however, that something was preventing literature from carrying out this self-destruction — 
language is the very thing that protects this neutral space from its own neutralization. The purity of death, 
the truth of death, and the authenticity of death — even when presented aporetically — guarantee the 
indestructible structure of the subject’s destruction. Thus, if neurobiology is able to give us some idea of 
what a totally neutral thought from the outside may be, it is precisely because the brain’s obscurity to itself 
is structurally unsupersedable, and the only things at work in the neural space are transparent erasure 
VY WH[OVSVNPJHS PUKPɈLYLUJL� *VUMYVU[LK ^P[O [OPZ Z[Y\J[\YL� HZ 0 ZHPK PU [OL ILNPUUPUN� ^L JHU KV UV[OPUN
I\[ PU]LU[ H RPUK VM YLÅLJ[PVU VM [OL IYHPU \WVU P[ZLSM� >L JHU VUS` PU]LU[� HZ :SH]VQ ùPüLR W\[Z P[ PU The 
Parallax View� ¸H ÄJ[PVU VIZLY]PUN P[ZLSM�¹23 The confrontation between literature and neurobiology today 
TPNO[ [OLU OLSW \Z [V MYLL IPVSVN` MYVT [OL L_PSL P[ OHZ Z\ɈLYLK MVY ZV SVUN� 7LYOHWZ� [OLU� ^L JHU L_WSVYL
[OL WVZZPIPSP[` [OH[ ZJPLUJL� ^P[O P[Z RUV^SLKNL HIV\[ [OL HIZLUJL VM HU` UVU�ÄJ[PVUHS YLHSP[ �̀ JHU IYPUN P[Z
KPZJV]LYPLZ [V ILHY \WVU ÄJ[PVU HUK [O\Z LUNHNL KLJVUZ[Y\J[PVU P[ZLSM PU H UL^ LYH�
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With every step we take in Herman Melville’s story, and with each additional time 
we hear Bartleby utter his “I would prefer not to,” this sentence becomes more 
ZPUPZ[LY� TVYL KPZ[\YIPUN� HUK TVYL KPɉJ\S[ [V WPU KV^U [V HU` ZWLJPÄJ PU[LU[PVU
or meaning.1 >OLU P[ VJJ\YZ MVY [OL ÄYZ[ [PTL� P[ Z[YPRLZ \Z HZ HSTVZ[ JVTPJHS �HUK
some thread of comedy is doubtlessly preserved in the later stages of the story; 
for example, when all the employees suddenly start using the word “prefer”). Later 
on it acquires a dimension of suspense: We cannot help but suspect that there 
must be something behind it — either Bartleby knows exactly what he is doing and 
what he wants to achieve, or perhaps he is there as a kind of external rendering, 
a metaphor of the narrator’s own malaise, which has piled up during the long 
years of his IVYPUN VɉJL ^VYR� 0[ PZ HZ PM )HY[SLI` ^LYL VUS` ZWLHRPUN HSV\K [OL
unconscious desire of his employer, “I would prefer to...no longer do this,” and 
as if this were the reason the employer gets involved in the play of such unusual 
reactions to Bartleby, which seem to suggest some involvement on the level of 
desire and guilt. Yet, the nearer we draw to the end of the story, the clearer it 
becomes that we will be left without a possible psychological explanation and the 
possibility of taking the whole story as an allegory of the narrator’s own distress. 
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There is no surprising turn, revelation, or lesson at the end of the story, nothing that would give some sense 
to what has gone on up to that point. What lingers in the air is only this strange sentence, which keeps 
ringing in our heads well beyond the death of the protagonist: “I would prefer not to.”

This short essay will not venture to propose an elaborate commentary on the story as a whole, 
its explicit and implicit references, or its context. It will simply focus on the (rather obvious) fact that the 
great and most outstanding achievement of Melville’s story is this singular, peculiar sentence. In other 
words, I will (im)modestly join the rather long line of commentators who have already tried their hand at the 
question of what makes this sentence so intriguing and powerful, and I will limit myself to developing one 
or two points that seem important to understanding it. So, what is that uncertain feeling that surrounds 
Bartleby’s “I would prefer not to”? 

Initially, of course, there is the indisputable element of surprise. In view of how the story unfolds 
up to this point, using all of its means to emphasize the dimension of routine and a well-established 
ritual (even the peculiarities of the other two scriveners are completely ritualized, their caprices alternating 
Z[LHKPS` SPRL KH` HUK UPNO[ VY� TVYL WYLJPZLS �̀ TVYUPUN HUK HM[LYUVVU�� )HY[SLI`»Z ^VYKZ OH]L [OL LɈLJ[
VM H IVS[ MYVT [OL IS\L� 0U H \UP]LYZL PU ^OPJO P[ ZLLTZ [OH[� I` KLÄUP[PVU� UV[OPUN JV\SK WVZZPIS` OHWWLU�
suddenly something happens, the impossible happens: a tiny sentence, which throws the universe out of 
joint. And yet, the element of surprise itself does not in any way exhaust the strange power of this sentence. 
The surprise here would be in no way diminished if Bartleby were to reply to his boss’s demand to help 
him examine documents with a simple “No!” Given the context, this kind of rebellion would certainly be 
surprising, yet it would be precisely that — a rebellion. The well-established rules would be broken and the 
IVZZ ^V\SK YLHJ[ HJJVYKPUNS`" MVY H Y\SL HUK P[Z [YHUZNYLZZPVU NV OHUK PU OHUK� JVUÄYTPUN HUK Z\WWVY[PUN
each other. A rebellion has its structural place within a given situation, but Bartleby’s sentence does not. 
Bartleby’s words put the boss in a position in which he cannot react appropriately, no matter how hard he 
TPNO[ [Y �̀ ;OL [OYLH[ [OLZL ^VYKZ JHYY` PZ UV[ L_[LYUHS� \[[LYLK MYVT HUV[OLY ÄYT Z[HUKWVPU[� I\[ P[ YLTHPUZ
internal — even though it also strikes us as coming from another planet. 

In his commentary on the story, Gilles Deleuze pinpoints this dimension very well, insisting that 
)HY[SLI`»Z MVYT\SH HɈLJ[Z [OL NP]LU ZP[\H[PVU I` OVSSV^PUN V\[ HU HYLH VM \UJLY[HPU[ �̀ VM [OL PUKL[LYTPUH[L�
^OPJO LɉJPLU[S` LYVKLZ [OL KL[LYTPUH[PVUZ HUK KLSPTP[H[PVUZ ^P[OPU ^OPJO P[ VJJ\YZ�2 But in contrast to 
Deleuze — who moves perhaps a bit too quickly in interpreting this indeterminate space in a heavily 
KL[LYTPULK KPYLJ[PVU� ÄSSPUN P[ \W ^P[O HS[LYUH[P]L ¸NVVK�N\`¹ ÄN\YLZ �MVYLPNU SHUN\HNL HZ VWWVZLK [V
domestic language, psychosis as opposed to neurosis, brotherhood as opposed to paternal hierarchy, 
and so on) — I would like to insist that this internal gap in “Bartleby” is immanent in its hollowness or 
LTW[PULZZ� HUK P[ PZ WYLJPZLS` MVY [OPZ YLHZVU [OH[ P[ PZ HSZV ZV LɉJPLU[� 0U V[OLY ^VYKZ� P[ PZ PTWVY[HU[ [V
insist on what seems to be a purely formal aspect of Bartleby’s sentence. It is a fact that Bartleby’s formula 
OVSSV^Z V\[� ^P[OPU H NP]LU ZP[\H[PVU� H ]VPK VY NHW [OH[ YHKPJHSS` HɈLJ[Z [OL ZP[\H[PVU HUK [YHUZMVYTZ P[ MYVT
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within. Yet the power of this hollow space lies precisely in its appearing as a pure zone of indeterminacy, 
so to speak, with no positive (or alternative) content. If this is indeed related to the Deleuzian notion of 
becoming, as opposed to being (to what there is), then I am tempted to say that it is not so much the 
realm of becoming as it is its transcendental condition. It is the cut in being that opens up the possibility 
VM ZVTL[OPUN V[OLY VY KPɈLYLU[� ^P[OV\[ HSYLHK` ILPUN� PU P[ZLSM� [OPZ ZVTL[OPUN KPɈLYLU[� ;OL LɈLJ[ VM
)HY[SLI`»Z MVYT\SH JVUZPZ[Z ÄYZ[ HUK MVYLTVZ[ PU [OH[ P[ JYHJRZ� MYVT [OL PUZPKL� H ]LY` Ä_LK HUK MVY[PÄLK
ZP[\H[PVU� MVYJLZ P[ HWHY[� ZVTL^OH[ SPRL HU HPY�I\IISL [OH[ ÄUKZ P[ZLSM SVKNLK ^P[OPU ZVTL KLUZL TH[LYPHS� 0[
does not emerge as an alternative to the given situation, as another possibility; instead, it consists merely 
in creating an empty space within the given situation, creating a place that functions most explosively in 
the bare fact of its existence. There is something about Bartleby’s words that strikes us as having a sort 
VM WLUK\S\T LɈLJ[� [OH[ PZ� HZ ZVTL[OPUN [OH[ Z^PUNZ IHJR HUK MVY[O �I would prefer…not to) and, with 
[OPZ ]LY` Z^PUN� WYPLZ HWHY[ [OL PTTLKPH[L JVUULJ[PVU VM JH\ZL HUK LɈLJ[� VY [OL NP]LU ZLX\LUJL VM [OL
elements of being.

In this sense, it could be argued that the genius of Bartleby’s/Melville’s formula resides in the fact 
that it realizes, concretely, another equally famous formula (which has the status more of a “program”), 
namely Mallarmé’s “rien n’aura eu lieu que le lieu” — only the place itself will have taken place. What 
happens, or takes place, when Bartleby utters his “I would prefer not to”? What takes place is precisely 
the place itself: no positive content, nothing directly visible, palpable, or describable — and yet something 
does take place. The event consists here in the emergence of a place, a tiny little space, not much bigger 
than a crack, which is nonetheless endowed with a strange and disarming power.

But what exactly makes it possible for these innocent words to hollow out this space of the 
indeterminate, this no man’s land within a territory that has all its parcels neatly marked out, determined, 
and attributed (everybody knows his or her place and the task that comes with it)? As I pointed out 
HIV]L� ^L HYL UV[ KLHSPUN OLYL ZPTWS` ^P[O H YLILSSPVU� PU [OL ZLUZL VM H KLTHUK MVY H UL^ HUK KPɈLYLU[
distribution of the ownership of these parcels, as well as the social status that comes with them. Bartleby 
is immediately assigned his place, clearly delimited by the folding screen, and there is nothing to suggest 
[OH[ OL ^HU[Z ZVTL V[OLY WSHJL� H KPɈLYLU[� IL[[LY� IPNNLY VUL� 6U [OL JVU[YHY �̀ OL ^HU[Z VUS` [V Z[H`
there. The problem, however, is that every place is bound up with a certain function; it is always already 
a symbolic place, and there is no such thing as a pure place, free of all symbolic ties. But Bartleby, as 
it becomes increasingly clear throughout the course of the story, could be described as someone who 
wants (and eventually creates) a place precisely without the symbolic, with no determinations, without any 
M\UJ[PVU VY ZWLJPÄJ X\HSP[PLZ! H W\YL WSHJL · WSHJL HZ Z\JO� 0[ PZ UV[ ZPTWS` [OH[ OL ^HU[Z [V IL [OLYL� PU
[OL VɉJL� ^P[OV\[ KVPUN HU`[OPUN� /L PZ UV[ H ZOPYRLY" OL KVLZ UV[ ^HU[ [V IL WHPK ^P[OV\[ KVPUN HU` ^VYR�
nor does he even want to be paid. It is also clear that he is not simply looking for a roof over his head (as 
[OL UHYYH[VY TPZ[HRLUS` HZZ\TLZ H[ ÄYZ[�" PUKLLK� OL PZ UV[ H OVTLSLZZ THU SVVRPUN MVY ZOLS[LY� 5V� )HY[SLI`
wants a place in a much more emphatic sense of the word. He does not want this or that place; instead, 
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he wants place as such, the very placeness of a place, if one may say so. More precisely, with his formula 
and attitude, he is himself already this place that takes WSHJL� -VY )HY[SLI` PZ� ÄUHSS �̀ UV[OPUN LSZL I\[ OPZ
ZLU[LUJL" OL PZ UV[ ZVTLVUL \ZPUN [OPZ ZLU[LUJL MVY H ZWLJPÄJ W\YWVZL� 4VYLV]LY� [OL ZLU[LUJL itself is 
not an expression of his attitude, convictions, or standpoint — on the contrary, it is rather that his actions 
and attitude are (nothing but) expressions of this sentence. The real of Bartleby — all his consistency, 
including the void he creates within the symbolic — is already there in this sentence. Let us therefore return 
to it and ask once more about that which constitutes its inherent power. 

To a very simple demand, related to his work as a scrivener, Bartleby replies, “I would prefer not 
to.” Why does this formula so confuse its addressee, the narrator of the story? To begin with, it is on 
account of the manner in which it is uttered:

I looked at him steadfastly. His face was leanly composed; his gray eye dimly calm. Not a 
wrinkle of agitation rippled him. Had there been the least uneasiness, anger, impatience 
or impertinence in his manner; in other words, had there been any thing ordinarily human 
about him, doubtless I should have violently dismissed him from the premises. But as 
it was, I should have as soon thought of turning my pale plaster-of-paris bust of Cicero 
out of doors. I stood gazing at him awhile, as he went on with his own writing, and then 
reseated myself at my desk. This is very strange, thought I. What had one best do? But my 
business hurried me: I concluded to forget the matter for the present, reserving it for my 
future leisure. So calling Nippers from the other room, the paper was speedily examined.3

This curious and rather inhuman absence of emotion is surely very important to the whole story. It prevents 
\Z MYVT ÄSSPUN PU [OL NHW VWLULK \W I` )HY[SLI`»Z Z[YHUNL ZLU[LUJL ^P[O [OPZ VY [OH[ HɈLJ[ HUK [O\Z MYVT
giving it some sort of meaning. At the same time, this absence of any emotional investment and personal 
note is rather at odds with the formulation itself, which does convey a personal note, namely the speaker’s 
preferential engagement (I would prefer…), such that the formula takes on an additional and almost 
JLYLTVUPHS YPUN I` ]PY[\L VM [OL HɈLJ[P]L OVSSV^ULZZ PUZPKL P[� (Z H YLM\ZHS · [OH[ PZ� HSS [OPUNZ JVUZPKLYLK�
the formula’s clearest implication — it is strangely longwinded. It seems like a sort of negatio extensa, an 
extensive, space-occupying negation, which not only takes its time but also seems to take its space. It 
Z[HY[Z ^P[O H O\NL Z^PUN� ^P[O ^OPJO P[ MVYJLZ [OL ZWHJL HWHY[� ^OPJO PZ HJ[\HSS` H W\YL HɉYTH[PVU! I would 
prefer…� ;OPZ HɉYTH[P]L Z^PUN LUKZ Z\YWYPZPUNS` PU H ULNH[PVU� ^OPJO [\YUZ V\[ [V IL [OL [Y\L HUK VUS`
VIQLJ[ VM [OL HɉYTH[PVU� MVY [OPZ PZ WYLJPZLS` ^OH[ PZ H[ Z[HRL� >YP[[LU H IP[ KPɈLYLU[S �̀ [OL ZLU[LUJL ^V\SK
not be “I don’t want to examine the copies,” but rather, “I want to not-examine the copies.” This might 
explain the often noted impression that there is something wrong with Bartleby’s sentence (in spite of its 
being syntactically correct) and that it would be more appropriate to say “I’d rather not,” as opposed to “I 
^V\SK WYLMLY UV[ [V�¹ @L[ [OL WVPU[ PZ� VM JV\YZL� [OH[ [OLZL [^V MVYT\SH[PVUZ ZWLHR VM [^V KPɈLYLU[ [OPUNZ
and are not simply two formulations of one and the same thing. “I don’t want to write” is not the same as 
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¸0 ^HU[ [V UV[�^YP[L¹ · HUK I` ZWLSSPUN [OPUNZ V\[ [OPZ ^H` ^L JHU HSYLHK` ZLL [OL KPɈLYLUJL� 0[ PZ WYLJPZLS`
[OL KPɈLYLUJL 2HU[ JVUJLW[\HSPaLZ HZ [OL KPɈLYLUJL IL[^LLU ULNH[P]L HUK PUKLÄUP[L�PUÄUP[L Q\KNLTLU[
VY� HZ :SH]VQ ùPüLR OHZ MYLX\LU[S` JVTTLU[LK� [OL KPɈLYLUJL IL[^LLU ZPTWSL ULNH[PVU �¸[OL ZV\S PZ UV[
TVY[HS¹� HUK [OL HɉYTH[PVU VM H UVU�WYLKPJH[L �¸[OL ZV\S PZ UVU�TVY[HS¹��4 ùPüLR SPRLZ [V SPUR [OPZ [V [OL
\UP]LYZL VM :[LWOLU 2PUN»Z UV]LSZ HUK [V [OL KPɈLYLUJL IL[^LLU ¸OL PZ UV[ KLHK¹ HUK ¸OL PZ \U�KLHK�¹
WVPU[PUN V\[ [OH[ [OL PUKLÄUP[L Q\KNLTLU[ OHZ [OL LɈLJ[ VM VWLUPUN \W H [OPYK KVTHPU [OH[ \UKLYTPULZ [OL
underlying distinction: The un-dead are neither dead nor alive; they are precisely the “living dead.” The 
Q\KNLTLU[ ¸OL PZ \U�KLHK¹ PZ HU PUKLÄUP[L�SPTP[PUN Q\KNLTLU[ PU [OL ZLUZL VM H W\YLS` ULNH[P]L NLZ[\YL VM
excluding a creature, say a vampire, from the domain of the dead, without situating it, for that reason, in 
the domain of the living (as in the case of the simple negation “he is not dead”). 

0U H KPɈLYLU[ YLNPZ[LY� )HY[SLI`»Z MVYT\SH KVLZ UV[ ZPTWS` YLM\ZL VY ULNH[L H JLY[HPU HJ[PVU" YH[OLY�
P[ HɉYTZ P[Z ULNH[PVU� (UK P[Z LɈLJ[ PZ WYLJPZLS` [OH[ VM VWLUPUN \W H [OPYK KVTHPU [OH[ \UKLYTPULZ [OL
M\UKHTLU[HS KPZ[PUJ[PVU [OH[ VYPLU[Z OPZ �HUK UV[ VUS` OPZ� ^VYSK� )HY[SLI`»Z IVZZ MLLSZ [OPZ KPɈLYLUJL� [OPZ
KPɈLYLU[ U\HUJL� I\[ OL KVLZ UV[ \UKLYZ[HUK P[� /L ^HU[Z [V THRL )HY[SLI` ZH` [OH[ OL does not want 
(to do all these things that start pilling up), but he has little success. Take the following example (the 
emphases are Melville’s): 

¸)HY[SLI �̀¹ ZHPK 0� ¸.PUNLY 5\[ PZ H^H`" Q\Z[ Z[LW YV\UK [V [OL 7VZ[ 6ɉJL� ^VU»[ `V\& �P[
was but a three minutes’ walk), and see if there is anything for me.”
“I would prefer not to.”
“You will not?”
“I prefer not.”5 

Bartleby remains unshakable. This whole scenario is not about his not wanting to examine the copies, not 
^HU[PUN [V NV [V [OL WVZ[ VɉJL� HUK ZV VU" YH[OLY� P[ PZ HIV\[ OPZ ^HU[PUN [V UV[�L_HTPUL [OL JVWPLZ� OPZ
^HU[PUN [V UV[�NV [V [OL WVZ[ VɉJL · OL Z[PJRZ ^P[O OPZ PUKLÄUP[L Q\KNLTLU[� ;OPZ ^H` OL WLYZPZ[LU[S`
LYVKLZ [OL YLHSP[` [OH[ SVNPJHSS` MHSSZ PU[V [^V WHY[Z� HɉYTH[PVU HUK ULNH[PVU� ^OPJO PZ L_OH\Z[LK I` [OPZ
HS[LYUH[P]L� (ɉYTH[PVU VM [OL UVU�WYLKPJH[L PZ HU PUKLÄUP[L VY PUÄUP[L Q\KNLTLU[� ZPUJL P[ KVLZ UV[ PTWS`
HU` JVUJS\ZPVU HZ [V ^OLYL� PU [OL PUÄUP[L ZWHJL VM ^OH[ YLTHPUZ V\[ZPKL [OL KVTHPU KLSPTP[LK I` ^OH[
is negated, its object lies. Not-examining the copies is not the opposite of examining the copies; it is 
YH[OLY P[Z PUÄUP[L V[OLY� ^OPJO PZ [V ZH` [OH[ P[ PUJS\KLZ H WVZZPIS` PUÄUP[L VY PUKLÄUP[L ZL[ VM L]LY`[OPUN LSZL�
(UK� HZ H TH[[LY VM MHJ[� ^L JHU ZLL OV^ [OPZ PUKLÄUP[L TVKL PZ MH[HSS` PUZJYPILK PU )HY[SLI`»Z Z[VY` HZ HU
PUKLÄUP[L ZL[ VM HJ[PVUZ Z\NNLZ[LK [V OPT [OH[ ZSPKL� VUL HM[LY HUV[OLY� PU[V P[Z HI`ZZ�

We could indeed say that Bartleby himself is nothing else but this mysterious “predicative ‘no’” 
�HZ HɉYTH[PVU VM ULNH[PVU�" OPZ ILPUN TLYNLZ ^P[O P[ [V [OL L_[LU[ [OH[ P[ JVU[HTPUH[LZ L]LY` ZPUNSL HJ[PVU
OL PZ HZRLK [V WLYMVYT HUK L]LY` ZPUNSL [OPUN OL PZ VɈLYLK� +LSL\aL HSYLHK` THKL [OPZ WVPU[! -YVT [OL
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TVTLU[ )HY[SLI` ÄYZ[ \[[LYZ [OPZ ZLU[LUJL� HUK [O\Z VWLUZ \W VY HJ[P]H[LZ [OPZ J\YPV\Z� \UJLY[HPU aVUL�
OL ÄUKZ OPTZLSM PU HU PTWVZZPISL WVZP[PVU� /L JHUUV[ WYL]LU[ [OL MHJ[ [OH[ L]LY` ^VYK HKKYLZZLK [V OPT
· IL P[ H KLTHUK� HU VɈLY� VY H NPM[ · MHSSZ VY ZSPKLZ PU[V [OPZ aVUL HUK PZ Z^HSSV^LK \W I` P[� -VY [OPZ PZ
WYLJPZLS` ^OH[ [OL Z[Y\J[\YL VM PUÄUP[L Q\KNLTLU[ PTWSPLZ� ;OPZ JVU[HTPUH[PVU ÄUHSS` L_[LUKZ [V [OL VɈLY VM
food when he is already in jail: “I prefer not to dine to-day.”6 At the same time, this element of (non)nutrition 
further underlines the emptiness or void that gives Bartleby his very consistency. In the end, he will hollow 
himself out, as he has already hollowed out the reality around him, and become a pure place. Perhaps he 
becomes (if we accept Melville’s somewhat allegorical epilogue) that very pure place that is ultimately the 
only real addressee of those letters that never arrive at their destination, that is, “dead letters.”7 Or, if we go 
a step further, he becomes a pure place that serves as a reminder that this void in the Other is eventually 
the only real addressee of all letters, including those that do arrive at their destination.
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;OPZ PZ [OL H\[OVY»Z [YHUZSH[PVU VM HU HY[PJSL ÄYZ[
published in a special issue of the journal Problemi 
(Ljubljana, 2004) dedicated to “Bartleby.” 
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THE AESTHETIC UNCONSCIOUS
jacques rancière
(Malden: Polity Press, 2009), 84 pp.

Translations of Jacques Rancière’s work have 
been appearing regularly for the past decade and 
almost all of which are on the topics of aesthet-
ics and politics. In Aesthetics and Its Discontents, 
9HUJPuYL PKLU[PÄLZ [OL [^V�MVSK VWWVZP[PVUHS MYVU[�
or “ethical couple,” that necessitates his polemical 
vindication of aesthetics: Art today is split between 
“the ethical couple of a community art dedicated 
to restoring the social bond and an art bearing wit-
ness to the irremediable catastrophe lying at the 
very origin of that bond.”1 These two positions 
claim that aesthetics can result only in utopian 
excess, social blindness, and the discursive cor-
ruption of the singularity of art. Rancière, on the 
contrary, insists that aesthetics does not name the 
source of these problems but the regime of think-
ing that knots them together. Art is thought only 
at the place of non-thought; it is made visible only 
when its form is erased, signifying only when felt. 
(Y[ PZ WVSP[PJHS ILJH\ZL P[ ¸JVUZPZ[Z PU YLJVUÄN\YPUN
the distribution of the sensible,” but the political 
gesture cannot itself be inscribed in the sensible.2 
Art is singular because it breaks with regulatory re-
gimes of representation, but this singularity can-
not itself be exposed without a formal semblance. 
These paradoxes are the foundational core of aes-
thetics.

The formulation of the title Aesthetics and 
Its Discontents goes beyond a simple adoption of 
the scandal and profundity of Freud’s Civilization 
and Its Discontents. Like Freud, Rancière seeks 
to demonstrate how the latter term (Discontents) 
KVLZ UV[ YLMLY [V ZVTL Z\WLYÄJPHS Z`TW[VT [OH[�
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VUJL WYVWLYS` PKLU[PÄLK� JHU IL NV[[LU YPK VM"
rather, it refers to the constitutive element of the 
former (Aesthetics). Rancière’s titular repetition an-
nounces a silent solidarity with and an intellectual 
debt to Freud.

And yet the psychoanalytic logic that in-
forms this topological relation is not elaborated 
in this or any other recent book — Dissensus: On 
Politics and Aesthetics, The Politics of Aesthetics, 
The Emancipated Spectator, The Future of the Im-
age — save for one, The Aesthetic Unconscious. 
Originally delivered as two lectures in 2000, The 
Aesthetic Unconscious was developed before the 
publication of many of Rancière’s more recent 
books, but it was translated and released only in 
��� � :PNUPÄJHU[S �̀ [OPZ [L_[ UL]LY LUNHNLZ H KPZ-
cussion of politics. The reader thus faces a trade-
VɈ! LP[OLY [HJP[ WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ HUK V]LY[ WVSP[PJZ
or overt psychoanalysis and tacit politics. This is 
not so much a limitation as a new possibility. How 
can we reconcile the politics inherent in art with 
the “aesthetic unconscious” implicitly evoked and 
JVU[LZ[LK PU WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ& 4VYL ZWLJPÄJHSS �̀ ^L
are led to ask what the political stakes are for to-
day’s psychoanalytic critics of literature and art.

Rancière begins The Aesthetic Uncon-
scious with a disclaimer. He will psychoanalyze 
neither art nor Freud as he discusses art. Instead, 
he will try to demonstrate how Freud’s readings of 
certain artworks and literary texts bear witness to a 
mode of thought that serves as a partial condition 
for the emergence of the clinical concept of the un-
conscious. Rancière calls this condition the “aes-
thetic unconscious.” The claim is not, however, 
causal or archeological. He is not saying that the 
unconscious logic developed by the German Ro-
mantics and Idealists determined the precise sub-

jective organization that enable Freud to theorize 
psychoanalysis’ central concept. Rather, Rancière 
argues, “if it was possible for Freud to formulate 
the psychoanalytic concept of the unconscious, 
it was because an unconscious mode of thought 
OHK HSYLHK` ILLU PKLU[PÄLK V\[ZPKL VM [OL JSPUPJHS
domain as such, and the domain of art and litera-
[\YL JHU IL KLÄULK HZ [OL WYP]PSLNLK NYV\UK ^OLYL
this ‘unconscious’ is at work” (4). The latter uncon-
ZJPV\Z PZ KLÄULK I` [OL YLNPTL VM [OPURPUN HY[ HZ
the identity of thought and non-thought, the visible 
and the invisible, logos and pathos. Aesthetics al-
lows art to exist in the singularity of its experience 
as a rupture with the standards of representation. 
At the same time, it is also the discourse that takes 
up the question of this experience.

In chapters 2, 3, and 4, Rancière demon-
strates how the “aesthetic unconscious” is not a 
\UP]LYZHS NP]LU I\[ H ZWLJPÄJ WYVK\J[ VM H OPZ[VYPJHS
moment. His examples of pre-aesthetic represen-
[H[PVUHS [OPURPUN HYL Ä[[PUN! *VYULPSSL HUK =VS[HPYL»Z
re-writings of the Oedipus myth. Both authors 
wanted to put the tragic tale of Oedipus on stage 
but immediately ran into a problem. The rules of 
representation and decorum that dictated their dra-
matic practice disallowed the gruesome spectacle 
of Oedipus’s self-blinding, the lack of a romantic 
plot, the implausible course of revelation, and so 
on. Thus, Rancière explains, the notion of incest 
was not an issue for the two playwrights — the real 
problem arises as a matter of representation, pro-
portion, and the Aristotelian relation between that 
which is said and that which is seen.

The point here is that prior to the aesthetic 
revolution, the troubling alliance of logos and pa-
thos in the myth of Oedipus was completely un-
satisfactory. The Oedipus — or Hamlet — of the 
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aesthetic revolution, by contrast, is emblematic of 
[OPZ ]LY` HTIPN\P[ �̀ :\JO H ÄN\YL ^HU[Z [V RUV^
precisely what he does not want to know; he wants 
to do what he does not want to do: “This identity 
between knowing and not knowing, between activ-
ity and passivity, is the very fact of art in the aes-
thetic regime” (24). This new relation itself is then 
doubled because, as Rancière argues, there are 
[^V KPɈLYLU[ MVYTZ VM ¸T\[L ZWLLJO¹ [OH[ JVTWYPZL
HLZ[OL[PJ [OV\NO[� ;OL ÄYZ[ PZ JOHYHJ[LYPaLK I` [OL
notion that, quoting Novalis, “everything speaks” 
(34). Because “everything speaks” — and not just 
the normative, positive language of the voice — 
an interpreter is necessary to bring these unheard 
ZPNUZ HUK MVYTLYS` PUZPNUPÄJHU[ KL[HPSZ PU[V [OL MVSK
VM ZPNUPÄJH[PVU� ;OL ZLJVUK MVYT VM ¸T\[L ZWLLJO¹
OHZ SLZZ [V KV ^P[O [OL ^VYSK VM ZPSLU[ ZPNUPÄLYZ HUK
more to do with unconscious speech that attests 
[V H [V[HS YLZPZ[HUJL [V ZPNUPÄJH[PVU� H ]VPK HNHPUZ[
^OPJO HSS TLHUPUN Z[Y\NNSLZ� ;OL ÄYZ[ MVYT VM
“mute speech” is expressed in the logos of pathos 
(the signs that point to a mythological expanse of 
language, or more simply, writing), whereas the 
second is expressed in the pathos of logos (“the 
pure reproduction of the meaninglessness of life”) 
(39). These two aesthetic directions are heteroge-
neous but inseparable; both emerge at the crisis 
of representation, but one seeks to represent the 
elements of crisis (and not simply dismiss them), 
while the other seeks out the crisis as that which is 
completely unrepresentable.

The rest of this short book (chapters 5-8) is 
dedicated exclusively to Freud and his treatment of 
various works of art and literature: Jensen’s Grad-
iva� /VɈTHU»Z Sandman, Ibsen’s Rosmersholm, 
and Michelangelo’s Moses. As Rancière states un-
ambiguously, “Freud’s approach to art is not in the 
least motivated by a desire to demystify the sub-

limities of poetry and art and reduce them to the 
sexual economy of the drives” (49). While Freud is 
not interested in the “sexual etiology” of the work, 
he is still concerned with the biographies of the 
various artists and authors he reads (53). Rancière 
demonstrates skillfully that in order to avoid the 
naïve narrative of “sexual etiology” that so often 
accompanies biographism, Freud approaches the 
work in terms of its representational techniques 
and the regimes of visibility that legitimize or dele-
gitimize them. Moreover, Freud’s engagement with 
HY[ JVUZPZ[LU[S` WYP]PSLNLZ [OL ÄYZ[ MVYT VM ¸T\[L
speech”: “He wants to contribute to the victory of 
a hermeneutic and explanatory vocation of art over 
the nihilist entropy inherent in the aesthetic con-
ÄN\YH[PVU VM HY[¹ ����� ;V [OPZ LUK� 9HUJPuYL HYN\LZ
[OH[ -YL\K VM[LU NP]LZ ZPNUPÄJH[PVU [V [OL TLHUPUN-
less or ambiguous details of a work by referring 
to the creator’s childhood pathologies, or even by 
ZWLJ\SH[PUN HIV\[ [OL WYLOPZ[VY` VM ÄJ[PVUHS JOHY-
acters. According to Rancière, Freud is so invested 
in the “good causal concatenation” of narrative 
and the restoration of pathos to logos that he often 
neglects to consider the threat posed by the nihil-
ism of, for instance, Ibsen or Strindberg.

Rancière’s short book ends, appropriately, 
with the death drive. Freud’s preoccupation with the 
works in question occurs during the years of 1914-
1915, before he really draws out the implications of 
the death drive in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. 
Freud’s readings, therefore, “were so many ways of 
resisting the nihilist entropy that [he] detects and re-
jects in the works of the aesthetic regime of art, but 
that he will also legitimize in his theorization of the 
death drive” (83). Psychoanalysis, seen in this light, 
recognizes the two-fold positions of the “aesthetic 
unconscious,” albeit through a play of tension and 
transformation. Freud needed the “nihilist entropy” 
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in the name of the singular experience of the event. 
It can be argued that Lyotard is more of a catastro-
phist than Badiou, but in either case we see the 
rejection of aesthetics and the valorization of the 
KYP]L V]LY [OL ÄYZ[ MVYT VM ¸T\[L ZWLLJO�¹ ^OPJO
attempts to articulate and make visible the insig-
UPÄJHU[ [YHJLZ [V IL MV\UK L]LY`^OLYL� 5V JVYYLJ-
tive, however, is forthcoming. Rancière does not 
prescribe a Freudian approach that would suture 
the split at the heart of the aesthetic/psychoana-
lytic regime. Because this antagonism is formative 
and inherent, a prescription may not be possible. 
But, if all art is political in its ability to “redistribute 
the sensible,” then the stakes are extremely high.

— Matthew J. Rigilano

1. Jacques Rancière, Aesthetics and Its Discon-
tents, trans. Steven Corcoran (Malden: Polity 
Press, 2009), 130.

2. Ibid., 25.

3. Ibid., 130.

of the drive but only to the extent that he could rein 
in its destructive force. Rancière ends by noting the 
nihilist tendencies of today’s Freudian thinkers of 
art and literature. In rejecting the biographism and 
JH\ZHS ULJLZZP[` VM -YL\K� [OLZL ÄN\YLZ KYH^ VU
the power of the singular experience of the death 
drive. In so doing, they also reject aesthetics. This 
double rejection, according to Rancière, entails a 
contradiction. He argues that in refusing aesthet-
ics, today’s theorists unwittingly privilege one spe-
JPÄJ HWWYVHJO [V HLZ[OL[PJZ� UHTLS` [OL LU[YVWPJ
aspect of “mute speech.” They do not recognize 
[OH[ [OLPY ^VYR JVUZ[P[\[LZ [OL ÅPWZPKL VM -YL\K»Z
hermeneutics, nor that it is unavoidably bound to 
the “aesthetic unconscious” that conditions their 
psychoanalytically informed critique.

The Aesthetic Unconscious deftly and con-
vincingly connects the central insights of Freudian 
psychoanalysis to the contested legacy of the aes-
[OL[PJ YLNPTL� (SVUNZPKL [OL V[OLY HKQLJ[P]HS TVKPÄ-
ers of the unconscious — “cultural,” “juridical,” and 
“political” — Rancière’s “aesthetic unconscious” is 
an essential addition to this list. But beyond his su-
perlative scholarship and artistico-literary acumen, 
this book’s subtlety mounts a challenge. Today’s 
Freudian critics, in privileging the void of the drive, 
represent the second ethical position of the “ethi-
cal couple” articulated by Rancière in Aesthetics 
and Its Discontents: “a community art dedicated 
to restoring the social bond and an art bearing wit-
ness to the irremediable catastrophe lying at the 
very origin of that bond.”3 For instance, Lyotard 
HUK )HKPV\� [OLPY THU` KPɈLYLUJLZ UV[^P[OZ[HUK-
ing, accuse aesthetics of an essential confusion 
that their respective positions avoid: Lyotard lo-
cates the experience of art in a sublime prostration 
before the Other, and Badiou dismisses aesthetics 
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HURLY-BURLY NO. 2
(Paris: New Lacanian School, November 
2009), 239 pp.

In “Introduction de Scilicet,” Lacan explains that 
he named the journal of the École freudienne de 
Paris (EFP) “Scilicet” — a word derived from the 
Latin words scire licet, meaning “it is permitted 
to know” — to make it abundantly clear that “you 
can know,”1 that you, in the “empire of pedantry,”2 
can know how analysis operates, and this is the 
ambition of Hurly-Burly, the International Lacanian 
Journal of Psychoanalysis and a publication of the 
New Lacanian School (NLS): “You can know how 
analysis operates” (7).3 You can know, as Anne 
3`Z`�:[L]LUZ HɉYTZ PU OLY LKP[VYPHS [V [OL ZLJVUK
issue, but this knowledge is not primarily a matter 
of theory or technique; in Seminar XI, for instance, 
Lacan describes psychoanalysis as a “praxis,” “a 
concerted human action […] [that] places man in a 
position to treat the real by the symbolic.”4 In con-
[YHZ[ [V ZJPLU[PÄJ KPZJV\YZL� PU ^OPJO [OL KLZPYL VM
the scientist is not called into question, the desire 
of the analyst cannot be ignored, “for the simple 
reason that the problem of the training [formation] 
of the analyst poses it.”5 The knowledge at stake in 
psychoanalysis — in “how it operates” and, more 
ZWLJPÄJHSS �̀ PU OV^ P[ VWLYH[LZ ^P[O ^VYKZ HUK
sense to treat the real — is a know-how (savoir-
faire) that pertains, above all, to an experience and 
[OL LɉJHJ` VM [OL JSPUPJ! “The impact of words, to 
become an analyst: these are the two major axes 
of this issue; they are also two constant preoccu-
pations of Lacan’s teaching” (7).

 The title of the journal is an allusion to the 
enigmatic opening lines of Shakespeare’s Mac-
beth:
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to be furnished with a power comparable to the 
^VYKZ [OH[ Ä_LK KV^U [OL Z\IQLJ[»Z QV\PZZHUJL&¹
(177) This — “the most crucial question for psy-
choanalytic practice today” — is the question of 
Hurly-Burly, “unsubscribed from the unconscious 
[désabonné à l’inconscient].”10

 In “On Lacan’s Remarks on Chinese Poet-
ry in Seminar XXIV�¹ (KYPHU 7YPJL VɈLYZ HU PUJPZP]L
close reading of Lacan’s more abstruse remarks 
on Chinese poetry that, with the help of Miller’s ex-
egesis, theorizes poetry and, in particular, its func-
tion in analytic interpretation. As Lacan himself 
observes, poetry “appears to stem from the signi-
ÄLY»Z YLSH[PVU [V [OL ZPNUPÄLK�¹ HUK [OPZ SLHKZ OPT
to approach poetry in terms of the imaginarily sym-
bolic.11 To clarify this approach Price distinguishes 
between the symbolically real and the really sym-
bolic: Insofar as the former refers to the presence 
of the real in the symbolic (“When this real appears 
in the symbolic it appears as anxiety” [197]), the 
latter refers to the symbolic in — or, more precise-
ly, in conformity with — the real, that is, the lie that 
“always comes back to the same place”12 and that 
is closely related to the symptom (“the symptom is 
[OL LɈLJ[ VM [OL Z`TIVSPJ PU [OL YLHS¹��13 Price fol-
lows Miller in situating poetry between the symboli-
cally real and the really symbolic to the extent that 
it is “doubly articulated,” producing a “meaning ef-
fect” on the side of the really symbolic and a “truth 
LɈLJ[¹ VU [OL ZPKL VM [OL symbolically real: “More 
varité than vérité, it is not truth as such, but an ef-
fect, one amongst others, that mediates between 
meaning and the symbolically real” (198).14 This 
[Y\[O LɈLJ[ PZ [OL imaginarily symbolic dimension 
of poetic writing — from whatever tradition — that, 
as Lacan puts it, “can get to the dimension of what 
analytic interpretation might be”: “It’s insofar as a 

First Witch: When shall we three meet again?
  In thunder, lightning, or in rain?

Second Witch: When the hurly-burly’s done,
  When the battle’s lost and won.6

What does “hurly-burly” mean here, in the world in 
which the three witches inhabit, and for the subject 
of the interpretation? The eternal temptation of ap-
plied psychoanalysis is to interpret such writing as 
a symptom of the writer’s unconscious (S1→S2), but 
for all the ingenuity of this approach it cannot avoid 
reproducing the hurly-burly of interpretation, the 
interpretation that — as Jacques-Alain Miller elu-
cidates in his seminal “Interpretation in Reverse,”7 
and as several brief but brilliant communications 
delivered at the VIIth Congress of the NLS develop 
in the pages of this issue8 — is the unconscious 
itself. To interpret “hurly-burly” is to reproduce the 
hurly-burly of interpretation; it is to interpret in the 
service of the pleasure principle, the principle of in-
terminable analysis.  What, then, is the other side of 
interpretation, interpretation beyond the pleasure 
principle? In Seminar XXIV, Lacan suggests it is an 
PU[LYWYL[H[PVU ^P[O HU HɉUP[` MVY WVL[Y`! “Meaning 
acts as a blotter [Le sens, ça tamponne]. But with 
the help of what they call poetic writing you can 
get to the dimension of what analytic interpretation 
might be.”9 Inasmuch as poetic writing is not itself 
an interpretation of the unconscious — it is not 
possible, after all, to separate what Shakespeare 
wanted to say from what he actually said — it is, 
PU LɈLJ[� SPRL [OL HUHS`[PJ J\[� H MVYT VM LX\P]VJH-
tion that brings the subject of reading back to per-
plexity (S2 // S1) as the elementary phenomena of 
the subject in llanguage (lalangue). As Miller asks 
rhetorically in a talk published under the title “The 
Warsaw Lecture,” “How are the analyst’s words 



Umbr(a)   143

REVIEWS

ment, the point of failure of your 
analysand that you can attribute to 
yourself and not only to him. When 
that happens you have of course 
to do a short cycle again. But in 
my opinion it is not the same kind 
of analysis at that moment. It is 
not necessarily an analysis with 
an analyst. It is not necessarily a 
saying experience, but it is always 
a writing experience. It always has 
to be written. (75)

0U :LTPUHY ??0� 3HJHU KLÄULZ ^YP[PUN HZ ¸[OL
knowledge supposed to a subject [le savoir sup-
posé sujet],”18 a strict reversal of his well-known 
formula “the subject supposed to know [le sujet 
supposé savoir],”19 and the hurly-burly of this chi-
asmus is at the denouement of analytic training: 
“The subject supposed to know, what does that 
mean [Le supposé savoir, qu’est-ce que ça peut 
bien vouloir dire]? It’s the subject supposed to 
RUV^ OV^ [V YLHK KPɈLYLU[S` BLe supposé savoir 
lire autrement].”20

 In “How Analysis Operates,” Lysy-Stevens 
states explicitly that, as a reader of the second is-
sue of Hurly-Burly, you can know how analysis op-
erates, and this is no doubt the case, at least, that 
is, for the subject supposed to know how to read 
KPɈLYLU[S �̀ 0[ OHZ ILJVTL H JSPJOt [V WVPU[ V\[ [OH[
much of Lacan’s Seminar is still unpublished, that 
even less is available in translation, and that limited 
access to Miller’s teaching in North America makes 
P[ KPɉJ\S[ [V RUV^ OV^ [V YLHK 3HJHU� [V RUV^ OV^
to read the later Lacan in particular, and to know 
how the teaching of the later Lacan is inscribed in 
contemporary psychoanalytic theory and practice 

correct interpretation puts paid to a symptom [une 
interprétation juste éteint un symptôme] that truth 
PZ ZWLJPÄLK HZ ILPUN WVL[PJ�¹15 You can indeed 
know how analytic interpretation operates reading 
Hurly-Burly, and it is not without know-how in rela-
[PVU [V [OL [Y\[O LɈLJ[ VM WVL[PJ ^YP[PUN�

 You can also know how analytic training 
operates, thanks in part to Bernard Seynhaeve’s 
testimony of the pass and Éric Laurent’s highly in-
structive engagement with Seynhaeve’s text.16 In 
“A Stop, An End, or a Denouement?” Marie-Hé-
lène Brousse calls attention to the temporal dimen-
sion of the analytic experience — foregrounded 
in “When the Cure Stops…,” the title of the Paris 
,UNSPZO :LTPUHY �7,:� PU ��� · [V KPɈLYLU[PH[L
between endings in analysis: “There are stops, 
there are ends, and there are ends which are de-
nouements” (74).17 If a stop denotes a short ses-
ZPVU� HUK HU LUK ZPNUPÄLZ HU L_P[ MYVT [OL HUHS`[PJ
discourse, a denouement — a term she borrows 
from an analysand who is a theater director — is an 
end in which the subject remains within the analytic 
discourse: ¸0 WYVWVZL [OH[ [OL KPɈLYLUJL IL[^LLU
a therapeutic end to analysis and a ‘didactic’ end 
PZ [OH[ [OL ÄYZ[ PZ YLHSS` HU LUK� HUK [OL ZLJVUK PZ
a denouement” (76). An end involving a passage 
from analysand to analyst is a didactic end, and 
unlike an exclusively therapeutic end, in which the 
subject remains in the same dimension of language 
and speech, the analyst works continuously, at the 
denouement, with his or her sinthome, reading the 
unconscious:

In my experience [the unanalyz-
able] comes from the analysand. 
0[ JVTLZ MYVT [OL KPɉJ\S[PLZ `V\
encounter in directing the treat-
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around the world. But if Hurly-Burly is essential 
reading — and, indeed, as Tom Svolos claims in his 
YL]PL^ VM [OL ÄYZ[ PZZ\L� ¸BP[D PZ HIZVS\[LS` LZZLU[PHS
reading for anyone interested in psychoanalysis in 
the Lacanian orientation today”21 — it is not be-
cause it transmits knowledge of Lacan’s teaching 
or because it is an organ of the World Association 
of Psychoanalysis (WAP). If Hurly-Burly is essential 
reading it is because the experience of reading it 
WYVK\JLZ LɈLJ[Z [OH[ JVTWLS [OL Z\IQLJ[ VM YLHK-
ing to confront an “I don’t want to know anything 
about it”22 that must be written. And you can know 
OV^ [V YLHK [OPZ ^YP[PUN · KPɈLYLU[S �̀

— Joel Goldbach
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EROS AND ETHICS: READING JACQUES 
LACAN’S SEMINAR VII
marc de kesel
(Albany: The State University of New York 
Press, 2009), 364 pp.

At the symposium on structuralism at Johns Hop-
kins University in October 1966, Lacan reported-
S` [VSK +LYYPKH VM [OL [^V HU_PL[PLZ HɊPJ[PUN OPT
at the time. First, he wondered how he would be 
read after he died and, second, he worried that 
the binding of his 900 page Écrits would not be 
strong enough and that it would fall to pieces. “You 
watch,” he said, gesturing with his hands, “it won’t 
hold.”1 These anxieties, concerned as they are with 
keeping things together and the proliferation of in-
terpretations to which all proper events give rise, 
seem to have been cured by the University. The 
contradictions and antagonisms so central to the 
movement of psychoanalytic invention have been 
excised, as the pious myth of legitimate Lacanian 
theory writes its history in the future perfect tense, 
thereby anaesthetizing the corpus of any improper 
deviations. The possibility that the binding will not 
hold and that its pieces will be fashioned accord-
ing to a multiplicity of logics seems to have been 
foreclosed in advance by reducing the movement 
of Lacanian theory to a systematic elaboration of 
concepts stable enough to be taken in hand, in-
strumentalized, and put to work in the service of 
whatever task lies before the operator. This is the 
VɉJPHS ]LYZPVU� HUK P[ ^PSS OVSK� ZV ZH`Z L]LY` UL^
publication of a seminar. In clear opposition to the 
ceaseless task of reproducing the authoritative 
Lacan, Marc De Kesel’s excellent Eros and Ethics 
SH`Z IHYL [OL PUJVUZPZ[LUJPLZ� OPZ[VYPJHS ZWLJPÄJ-
ity, and demonstrable novelty of Lacan’s invention 
while, at the same time, insisting that the threads 
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binding Lacan’s teaching together are liable to 
snap, that everything might fall to pieces, render-
ing the dumb, inert material unifying this discourse 
plain for all to see.

The “tensions and knots” De Kesel aims 
to “clarify” and “illuminate” in Eros and Ethics are 
the unacknowledged “impasses and aporias” that 
have been either covered up by the reductive syn-
theses of Lacanian executioners or simply excised 
from the record by suppressing deviant editions of 
Lacan’s work (8). It is the ceaseless tightening of 
these knots that have kept the binding of Lacan’s 
writing (and its transmission) in good order. This 
is an occupation for which De Kesel seems par-
ticularly unsuited, as he subtly critiques the union 
into which certain Lacanian orthodoxies claim to 
have “tied the knot” with the one and true Lacan. 
Instead, Eros and Ethics� [OL ÄYZ[ L_[LUKLK PU-
[LYYVNH[PVU VM :LTPUHY =00 PU ,UNSPZO� VɈLYZ ^OH[
might be called a “pirated” reading of the seminar, 
a sustained interrogation of the conjuncture of Eros 
and ethics that is as erudite as it is accessible and 
whose crystallization is a welcome contribution to 
H ÄLSK [OH[ [OYLH[LUZ [V JHWZPaL \UKLY [OL ^LPNO[ VM
ZV THU` MLL[ [VLPUN [OL VɉJPHS WHY[` SPUL�

The terrain upon which Eros and Ethics 
performs its “archaeological” work is both banal 
and novel. On the one hand, its method of analysis 
is unrepentantly classical, insofar as it is closer to 
an explication de texte than a cultural reading that 
passes Lacan through the sieve of popular cul-
ture; on the other, by reading Lacan against both 
himself and the traditions with which he is asso-
JPH[LK� P[ WYVK\JLZ HU LɈLJ[ HRPU [V [LSLZJVWPUN�
wherein the novelty of the Lacanian intervention is 
constantly called into question, folded back into 
[OL OPZ[VYPJHS JVU[PU\\T VM PUOLYP[HUJL HUK PUÅ\-

ence so loved by genetic accounts, only to then be 
ripped out of its context in order to demonstrate its 
originality with patient care. Eros and Ethics pans 
from the oftentimes “inexcusably substandard” (7) 
editions approved by Jacques-Alain Miller to the 
“reliable” (283) pirated editions with a steady hand, 
as it registers the kinship between Lacan and his 
interlocutors (Maurice Bouvet, Bentham, Aristotle, 
Kant, Simone Weil, Augustine, Freud), in order to 
establish a fundamental distance between these 
partners and Lacan’s restaging of the Freudian 
skandalon.

According to De Kesel, the “stakes and 
themes” (9) of Seminar VII are anchored in Semi-
nar VI, necessitating that we tarry with the so-
called radical break between the early and late 
Lacan, said to pivot around the introduction of 
das Ding. We might say, then, that the stakes of 
Eros and Ethics reside within the suspension of 
such a break — or, more precisely, Eros and Ethics 
stands or falls with its attempt to reinstall Lacan 
within the problematics of object-relations theory 
and the “ethics of distance,” which Lacan himself 
derided as “worthless for thinking the relation with 
the object” (282). While Eros and Ethics stresses 
the sharp lines of demarcation separating Lacan 
from object-relations theorists like Bouvet (one 
cannot “approach the ego and the object as ordi-
nary, real qualities” [20] as Bouvet does) and Klein 
(sublimation is not, as Klein claims, a “reparation of 
the object” [172]), De Kesel nevertheless maintains 
that Lacan “has always moved within the same 
paradigm of the diverse object-relations theories 
of his time” (12) and that the crucial emphatic turns 
introduced by Lacan in Seminar VII are best un-
derstood by viewing Lacan as an object-relations 
theorist, albeit a “contrary and rebellious” one (21). 
;OPZ ¸HY[PÄJPHS HYJOP[LJ[\YL¹ KVLZ UV[ HSSV^ \Z [V
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collapse Lacan within the strictures of the object-
relations problematic; on the contrary, it forces us 
to measure the decisive distance between the vari-
ous seminars, and between Lacan and his fathers, 
both within psychoanalysis and without.

According to Eros and Ethics, the basic 
paradox of object-relations theory — the subject 
is both an object and the relation to this object 
— “gains adequate expression” (31) in Lacan, a 
paradox whose “fundamental impasse” must be 
“neutralized” (26) if Lacan is to depart from the 
company of his “moralizing” and “naturalizing” fa-
thers. It is to De Kesel’s credit that the stakes of 
Lacan’s conceptual invention can now be brought 
into sharp relief; the detours that saturate Eros and 
Ethics demonstrate the precise move required for 
psychoanalysis to break ranks with both its tradi-
tion and its contemporaries. De Kesel’s telescopic 
method claims that, for example, Lacan would 
“hardly have changed the classical ethical para-
digms” (43) had he continued to “‘close’ the whole 
problematic of desire and its lack in on lack itself” 
(42), as he seems to do in Seminar VI, thereby seal-
ing an unseemly alliance between psychoanalysis 
and the mystic Christianity of Simone Weil. It also 
claims that the primacy Lacan gives to the signi-
ÄLY PU [OL 9VTL +PZJV\YZLZ ^V\SK OH]L IHUPZOLK
reality and brought him into near conformity with 
)LU[OHT»Z [OLVY` VM ÄJ[PVUZ HUK P[Z L]HJ\H[PVU VM
[OL YLHS� OHK OL UV[ YLHɉYTLK -YL\K»Z LTWOHZPZ
on the unconscious as irreducible to the symbolic 
by installing a “real” reality (70). De Kesel’s sche-
TH[PaH[PVU VM [OLZL TPUPTHS KPɈLYLUJLZ [YHJLZ [OL
countless permutations that, when taken together, 
compose a dossier on those who invest in the ser-
vice of goods rather than following the Good to its 
limit — that is, to the real Thing at which jouissance 
aims.

It is from the perspective of this limit — the 
real — that Lacan pursues a logic that perverts na-
ture at every turn, a psychoanalytic logic that oper-
ates under the sign of ethics. While Eros and Ethics 
makes it manifestly clear that psychoanalysis can 
LZ[HISPZO HU L[OPJZ VM ULP[OLY L_LTWSHY` ÄN\YLZ UVY
the Good, there is little reason to lament its lack 
of invention with regard to ethics, as Lacan does 
a propos of perversion: “You heard me very often 
claim that psychoanalysis did not even invent a 
new perversion. It is sad. If perversion is man’s es-
sence, what an infertility in that practice!”2 While it 
is, of course, impossible to establish a general rule 
to manage the game of polymorphously-perverse 
subjects, there nevertheless remains, according 
to De Kesel, a fundamentally rigorous and terrible 
virtue to an ethics of psychoanalysis — it leaves 
open “the paradoxical possibility that one can con-
sciously confront the domain in which one usually 
disappears” (267), that “evil” at which we secretly 
aim, by keeping “the real reality at a distance” (82).

— Ryan Crawford

1. Elizabeth Roudinesco, Jacques Lacan, trans. 
Barbara Bray (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1997), 319.

2. Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire de Jacques 
Lacan, Livre XXIII: Le sinthome, 1975-1976, 
ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (Paris: Éditions du 
Seuil, 2005), 153.
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Center? Do they know… well, do they know that 
WZ`JOVHUHS`ZPZ PZ ^OP[L& 0U ZWLJPÄJHSS` WZ`JOV-
analytic terms that broaden the implications of this 
question, we might ask how it happens, within a 
symbolic order that is historically structured and 
hierarchized by the (empty) concept of “race,” that 
a subject is compelled to confront the “fact” of its 
own “whiteness,” “blackness,” and so on.

Mikko Tuhkanen’s book, The American 
Optic: Psychoanalysis, Critical Race Theory, and 
Richard Wright directly confronts and takes a sig-
UPÄJHU[ Z[LW [V^HYK HUZ^LYPUN [OL JS\Z[LY VM JVU-
cerns that seem to be lurking behind this question. 
Via a psychoanalytic account of how the “racial-
ized” subject is constituted, in what he calls “the 
white symbolic order,” through the scopic drive, 
Tuhkanen argues for a shift in our thinking of race 
[OH[ ^V\SK HSSV^ \Z� ÄUHSS �̀ [V ILNPU [V \UKLYZ[HUK
^O` P[ ¸YLTHPUZ HU PUKLSPISL JH[LNVY` VM PKLU[PÄJH-
tion and politics even after critical race theory has 
demonstrated the groundlessness of most racial 
categorizations” (xi-xii). By staging this conver-
sation between psychoanalysis and critical race 
theory, The American Optic tests the latter’s ap-
parent assumption that the racialized subject is 
wholly constituted by socio-historical contingen-
cies. Against such an assumption, Tuhkanen in-
quires after what he terms the “ontological” di-
mension of racialization, although he is careful to 
clarify that this category should not be opposed 
to the contingent, that is, aligned with the “neces-
sary” or with an essentialist notion of race. Rather, 
following a Lacanian understanding of the subject, 
he argues that this real ontology of the human be-
ing “opens a space for the subject’s ‘incalculability’ 
[…], premised on the unpredictable interventions 
of the unconscious and the real,” and that such a 
space further “opens the possibility of understand-

THE AMERICAN OPTIC: PSYCHOANALY-
SIS, CRITICAL RACE THEORY, AND RICH-
ARD WRIGHT
mikko tuhkanen
(Albany: The State University of New York 
Press, 2009), 229 pp.

Recently a friend and colleague of mine at the 
<UP]LYZP[` H[ )\ɈHSV LUJV\U[LYLK H MLSSV^ NYHK\-
ate student at a bar who asked him whether or not 
those of us working at The Center for the Study of 
Psychoanalysis and Culture “knew that [we] were 
all white.” Frustrated by the unvarnished cyni-
cism of this provocation, my friend quickly redi-
rected the conversation to another topic. I, how-
ever, would like to consider her question a bit more 
carefully, because I think it neatly condenses and 
forces us to confront several important issues that 
currently challenge us in the American academy, 
particularly as students and teachers of psycho-
analysis who work in the midst of a seemingly 
endless process of fragmentation into compart-
mentalized academic specializations that rarely 
engage one another meaningfully, despite the 
din of appeals for interdisciplinarity coming from 
all sides. Indeed, the brief exchange this student 
had with my friend constitutes what is, I suspect, 
the only real dialogue that has ever taken place at 
this university between the Department of African 
and African American Studies (where the inquir-
ing student works) and The Center. In addition to 
indicating a general dearth of scholarly exchange 
between psychoanalysis and its many others, this 
question points to an even more critical problem 
of knowing — of knowing one’s “race” — and to 
the structural limits that may or may not bar this 
knowledge within a particular discourse. Do they 
know that they are all white, those people in The 
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(Z H ÄYZ[ Z[LW [V^HYK J\S[P]H[PUN [OPZ KPH-
logue, Tuhkanen theorizes the white symbolic or-
der as a rigid “societal and libidinal structure where 
YHJPHS KPɈLYLUJL PZ HU VYNHUPaPUN WYPUJPWSL�¹ I` JVU-
sidering Bigger Thomas’ various confrontations 
with the American imaginary in Native Son� /PZ ÄYZ[
and second chapters — “A [B]igger’s Place: The 
‘Racial’ Subject in the White Symbolic Order” and 
“The Grimace of the Real: Of Paranoid Knowledge 
and Black(face) Magic” — explore Lacan’s mirror 
stage alongside his engagement with perspectival 
techniques in painting in order to address how Big-
ger’s act of murder temporarily opens the possibili-
ty of a strategic negotiation of invisibility and mobil-
ity, despite the dominance of the white gaze within 
^OPJO OL PZ \[[LYS` [YHUZWHYLU[ HUK Ä_LK� ;OYV\NO H
blackface mimicry of the “idiotic” role to which the 
white symbolic order has sutured him — a strategy 
Tuhkanen understands as a kind of paranoid imag-
PUHY` PKLU[PÄJH[PVU� H YPZR` HUK HTIP]HSLU[ pharma-
kon — Bigger relinquishes the primacy of his own 
perspective and, like the psychotic, “become[s] a 
UVUWYP]LSLNLK WVPU[ PU [OL ÄLSK VM [OL V[OLY»Z NHaL�
without distinct boundaries and coherence” (45). 
0U [OPZ ÅH[[LUPUN V\[ VM [OL ZJVWPJ ÄLSK� )PNNLY PZ
able to conceal himself right on the surface, while 
the novel’s well-meaning white characters search 
for some deeper hidden motive behind his ac-
tions (such as a Communist conspiracy or a plot 
by the establishment). Bigger’s deployment of this 
ISHJRMHJL THZR [O\Z HɈVYKZ OPT H WVZP[PVU ZPTPSHY
to that of the anamorphic skull in Hans Holbein’s 
The Ambassadors! 3PRL [OL [^V THSL ÄN\YLZ H[ [OL
center of that painting, Bigger’s white sympathiz-
ers are trapped by a masterly perspective that ren-
ders them blind to the impossible blot that stains 
the very canvas on which they too are painted. Al-
though this unreadability risks “condemning [Big-
ger] to an endless performance that responds to 

ing contingency and unpredictability as politically 
salient strategies” (xxii). His turn to African-Ameri-
JHU ÄJ[PVU PZ WHY[PJ\SHYS` HWWYVWYPH[L [V [OPZ WYVQLJ[
given its position within a history of racialized dis-
possession and its potential, as literature, to foster 
unpredictable, incalculable experiences of that his-
tory across racial and disciplinary lines. Here, I use 
the word “disciplinary” to designate not only dis-
JYL[L ÄLSKZ VM HJHKLTPJ ZWLJPHSPaH[PVU� I\[ HSZV [OL
more nefarious (Foucauldian) notion that the mod-
LYU Z\IQLJ[ PZ Ä_LK ^P[OPU H WHUVW[PJ ÄLSK VM OPZ[VY-
ically contingent power relations. It is in opposition 
to the seeming totalization of this disciplinary gaze, 
according to Tuhkanen, that the “experience of the 
literary” provides a space for the production of al-
ternate symbolic structures and is “described by 
slave narrators (and, following them, Du Bois and 
Wright) as providing an alienated distance from the 
Other’s nonnegotiable demands” (xxiv).

For Tuhkanen, Richard Wright’s work — 
particularly his autobiography, Black Boy, which is 
KPZJ\ZZLK PU [OL ÄUHS [^V JOHW[LYZ VM The Ameri-
can Optic — actualizes this experience of the liter-
HY` I` HɈVYKPUN WLYZWLJ[P]LZ IL`VUK ^OH[ OL JHSSZ
the “southern spectacles” of the white symbolic 
order (xxiii). Wright is, on this view, the writer of the 
American optic — Tuhkanen’s term (via Ralph Elli-
son) for the relation of race to visibility in the United 
States. Wright’s consistent attention to the ques-
[PVU VM WVPU[�VM�]PL �̂ PU WHY[PJ\SHY� WYLÄN\YLZ UV[
only many of critical race theory’s insights concern-
ing the “ocularcentric” genealogy of the concept of 
race, but also much of Lacan’s work on the gaze, 
alienation, and aphansis in The Four Fundamental 
Concepts of Psychoanalysis. In this way, Wright’s 
texts provide Tuhkanen with an excellent terrain 
upon which these two disciplines might come to 
encounter each other productively.
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— formulated in his third chapter, “Unforeseeable 
Tragedies: Symbolic Change in Wright, Fanon, and 
Lacan” — is probably The American Optic’s most 
ZPNUPÄJHU[ PU[LY]LU[PVU�

Turning here to Frantz Fanon’s post-co-
lonial work and Lacan’s articulation of sexual dif-
ference in Seminar XX, Tuhkanen undertakes a 
comparative reading of the “ethico-real act[s]” per-
MVYTLK I` ¸º[YHNPJ» MLTHSL ÄN\YLZ¹ SPRL [OL ]LPSLK
militants in Fanon’s “Algeria Unveiled” and Aunt 
Sue, Wright’s “unsuspected ‘mammy’” in the short 
story, “Bright and Morning Star” (88). Aligning them 
with Lacan’s Antigone and opposing them to in-
stances of acting similar to the one explored in his 
assessment of Native Son — wherein Bigger’s min-
Z[YLSZ` VWLYH[LZ HZ HU PTHNPUHY` PKLU[PÄJH[PVU [OH[
is perhaps “doomed to repeat the existing struc-
tures of symbolization” (101) — Tuhkanen reads 
these real acts of resistance as courting an Other 
jouissance that may elicit radical but unpredictable 
YLJVUÄN\YH[PVUZ VM [OL Z`TIVSPJ� /L [O\Z WPUWVPU[Z
PU >YPNO[»Z ÄJ[PVU [^V ^H`Z VM YLSH[PUN [V [OL ^OP[L
symbolic order — one based on an imaginary (ego) 
PKLU[PÄJH[PVU HUK VUL [OH[ OPUNLZ VU HU PKLU[PÄJH-
tion with the real — that are more or less analogous 
to the ones delineated in Lacan’s formulas of sexu-
ation.

Provocative as this analogy may be, how-
L]LY� PU [YV\ISPUN [OL WYPTHJ` VM ZL_\HS KPɈLYLUJL
in the Lacanian oeuvre, it may also court the risk 
VM L]HJ\H[PUN ZL_\HS KPɈLYLUJL VM P[Z JSPUPJHS HUK
[OLVYL[PJHS ZWLJPÄJP[ �̀ ;OPZ PZ WYLJPZLS` [OL [`WL
of move that Freud cautioned against when, for 
example, he departed with Jung over the latter’s 
insistence upon the generalization of libido as a 
catch-all for any form of psychic energy. Jung’s 

the white symbolic fantasy” (101), Tuhkanen insists 
that we consider his structural position alongside 
that of the object a, in other words, as one that not 
only sustains but that also might radically under-
mine a symbolic order that organizes itself around 
the traumatic kernel of race.

It is a sustained attention to the object a 
that counterbalances Tuhkanen’s demand, follow-
ing Tim Dean, for a “de-emphasis of the phallus,” a 
project that subtends the entirety of The American 
Optic and forms an absolutely crucial basis for the 
dialogue that it attempts to stage. For Tuhkanen, 
to follow the shift in Lacan’s thinking from the phal-
lus to the object a is to open the applicability of 
psychoanalysis to considerations that heretofore 
extended beyond its main sphere of interest. If 
we assume, as Kalpana Seshadri-Crooks’ does 
in Desiring Whiteness, that a symbolic order can 
JVUNLHS UV[ VUS` HYV\UK [OL WOHSSPJ ZPNUPÄLY� I\[
HSZV HYV\UK ZVTL[OPUN SPRL [OL ¸THZ[LY ZPNUPÄLY VM
Whiteness” (99)1 and, moreover, that the trauma of 
racialization can be as foundational as that of cas-
tration, then we can begin to recognize the many 
WVPU[Z VM JVUÅ\LUJL [OH[ HSYLHK` PUOLYL IL[^LLU
psychoanalysis and critical race theory. What nev-
LY[OLSLZZ KPɈLYLU[PH[LZ ;\ORHULU»Z PU]LZ[PNH[PVU VM
the American optic from Seshadri-Crooks’ analy-
sis, in which the “regime of looking” consolidates 
the racialized subject’s symbolic position, is that 
his reading makes no attempt to avoid analogies 
between sexuation and racialization. Indeed, Tuh-
kanen rejects Desiring Whiteness’s foundational 
JSHPT [OH[ [OL MVYTLY PZ [OL VUS` YLHS KPɈLYLUJL�
Given that Seshadri-Crooks’ important text seems 
to have all but settled the issue of what psycho-
analysis might have to say about race, Tuhkanen’s 
WHY[PJ\SHY LTWOHZPZ VU [OL YLHS VM YHJPHS KPɈLYLUJL
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he wishes to emphasize above all. But, whereas 
this inextricability is fully evident in the careful at-
[LU[PVU OL WH`Z [V ZL_\HS KPɈLYLUJL PU ¸(SNLYPH <U-
veiled,” Tuhkanen’s incorporation of sexuation into 
his reading of Wright’s “Bright and Morning Star” is 
TVYL KPɉJ\S[ [V [LHZL V\[� /L PZ JHYLM\S [V HY[PJ\SH[L
Aunt Sue’s acting like a “nigger woman” in (non-
sexualized) terms of a radical act that, perhaps un-
like Bigger’s blackface strategy, cannot possibly 
be reinscribed within the existing economy of the 
white symbolic order. However, his somewhat am-
biguous problematization of Wright’s own gestures 
toward separating these two forms of resistance 
along the lines of femininity and masculinity re-
spectively, suggests that his reading of “Bright and 
4VYUPUN :[HY¹ TPNO[ HJ[\HSS` JVUÄYT [OL WYPTHJ`
VM ZL_\HS KPɈLYLUJL V]LY YHJPHS KPɈLYLUJL� (Z H YL-
sult of this confusion, Tuhkanen’s claim that “nar-
ratives of [racial] passing […] are always implicated 
PU X\LZ[PVUZ VM ZL_\HS KPɈLYLUJL¹ YLHKZ HZ [OV\NO
P[ PZ PU HNYLLTLU[ ^P[O 1VHU *VWQLJ»Z HɉYTH[PVU VM
the unique primacy of sex in Read My Desire: “It is 
always a sexed subject who assumes each racial, 
class, or ethnic identity” (98).3

 I point to the confusion that ensues from 
[OPZ ZL_\H[LK THWWPUN VM YHJPHS KPɈLYLUJL UV[ PU
order to refute the inextricability of sex and race 
but in the hope that, even in psychoanalytic stud-
ies of race that are as thorough and convincing 
as The American Optic, the relationship between 
[OLZL [^V [`WLZ VM KPɈLYLUJL JHU IL SLM[ HZ HU
open question. Leaving this question open solic-
its an answer that, as we might say in Tuhkanen’s 
terms, remains unpredictable and incalculable. 
Indeed, it is precisely the sovereign incalculability 
of the subject (and neither her race nor her sex) 
that Lacan always maintained in a position of the 

“innovation,” Freud said, “was methodologically 
disputable, caused a great deal of confusion, [and] 
YLK\JLK [OL [LYT ºSPIPKV» [V [OL SL]LS VM H Z\WLYÅ\-
ous synonym.”2 My concern here is not so much 
^P[O ;\ORHULU»Z TL[OVKVSVN �̀ ^OPJO 0 ÄUK [V IL
fairly sound, but with the potential confusion that 
might result from reducing both the terms “sex” 
HUK ¸YHJL¹ [V Z\WLYÅ\V\Z Z`UVU`TZ VM VUL HU-
V[OLY� 0[ PZ SHYNLS` ILJH\ZL 0 ÄUK ;\ORHULU»Z HYN\-
ment for the de-emphasis of the phallus in favor of 
the object a so compelling that I am, at the same 
time, apprehensive about whether an analogy with 
ZL_\HS KPɈLYLUJL TH` OH]L [OL LɈLJ[ VM KP]LZ[PUN
such a psychoanalytic theory of racial difference 
VM P[Z V^U ZWLJPÄJ WV[LU[PHS� (S[OV\NO ;\ORHULU
asserts that the “graphs in Seminar XX […] have 
ZPNUPÄJHUJL IL`VUK X\LZ[PVUZ VM ZL_\HS KPɈLYLUJL
[and] also suggest how raced subjects are posi-
tioned in the symbolic” (98), his actual analysis of 
how Wright’s and Fanon’s examples of resistance 
and symbolic change “can be mapped onto the 
symbolic structures that emerge out of the impos-
ZPIPSP[` [OH[ ZL_\HS KPɈLYLUJL UHTLZ MVY 3HJHU¹
(95) can, at times, seem to repeat the very prob-
lem with which he would like to contend. Indeed, 
while he clearly insists that “we not limit ourselves 
to sexuation in considering the subjective struc-
tures impelled by the real that Lacan sketches in 
Seminar XX” (97), and further suggests that his 
study is concerned with “some of the most violent 
forms of the white symbolic order [wherein] racial 
difference trumps sexual difference” (101; empha-
sis added), Tuhkanen nevertheless quite explicitly 
asserts that the two forms of acting he explores in 
Wright, “like Fanon’s epidermalization and veiling, 
can be understood only through the theory of sexu-
ation” (92; emphasis added). It is clear that it is the 
“unpredictable inextricability” of sex and race that 
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utmost primacy, and it is in his repeated empha-
sis on this unpredictability that Tuhkanen is most 
attuned to the ethical stakes of psychoanalysis. 
One potential avenue of future scholarship along 
these lines might pursue recent Lacanian consid-
erations of shame and guilt. Copjec, for example, 
has recently gestured toward what the distinction 
IL[^LLU [OLZL [^V HɈLJ[Z PTWSPLZ MVY H WZ`JOVHU-
alytic consideration of race and other categories of 
subjectivity that are not primarily sexual but do not, 
for that reason, pertain any less to the ontological 
question of the real: 

The affects of shame and guilt are 
PTWYVWLYS` \ZLK [V KLÄUL RPUKZ VM
J\S[\YLZ" ^OH[ [OL` KLÄUL� YH[OLY�
are different relations to one’s cul-
ture [that is,] to the form of life 
we inherit at birth (not our bio-
logical birth, but our birth into lan-
guage), all those things — family, 
race, ethnicity, sex — we do not 
choose, but which choose us. […] 
The manner in which we assume 
this inheritance, and the way we 
understand what it means to keep 
faith with it, are […] what distin-
guishes shame from guilt.4

6M[LU [OPURPUN [OPZ ¸PUOLYP[LK¹ KPɈLYLUJL VU [OL IH-
ZPZ VM NYV\W PKLU[PÄJH[PVU · [OH[ PZ� PU [LYTZ VM [OL
ego’s imaginary assumption of certain positivist ra-
cialized attributes — many interventions upon the 
question of race (Tuhkanen’s excluded) might be 
said to overdetermine the structure and economy 
of guilt, while overlooking the way in which shame 
can function to “dispossess the subject of that 
which it can never assume as property,” namely 
the point at which it is riveted to culture and his-

tory (and therefore race) in an always singular and 
essentially unassumable way.5 In the experience 
of shame I am not one with myself as an identity, 
but I come into contact with the “intimate distance 
that constitutes my sense of interiority, my sense of 
myself as subject.”6 >OPSL IV[O HɈLJ[Z YLZ\S[ MYVT
an anxious encounter with one’s own unknowable 
jouissance, guilt, unlike shame, transforms this 
jouissance into one that fraudulently gives me the 
sense that it is possible to know, possess, or ap-
propriate my unchosen inheritance — my race, in 
this case — as an identity.

What, then, if the question with which I be-
gan — “Do the students of psychoanalysis at the 
<UP]LYZP[` H[ )\ɈHSV RUV^ [OH[ [OL` HYL HSS ^OP[L&¹
— were considered less a provocation based on 
an existing, institutionally sustained racial antago-
nism, and more an invitation to test the limits of 
self-knowledge as they pertain to the history and 
scope of psychoanalysis? An injunction, in other 
words, for psychoanalysis and its students to have 
some shame? Might this injunction, by exposing 
psychoanalysis to the point at which it is riveted to 
a history and culture of colonialism and racist dis-
possession, provide new avenues for cross-disci-
plinary dispute, new investigations of the Freudian 
discovery and its implications for race and racism, 
or new and unpredictable strategies of political 
and critical intervention? While Tuhkanen does 
not organize his thought according to this precise 
division between shame and guilt, his insights in-
vite just this kind of creative self-interrogation and 
might therefore inaugurate a new project of think-
PUN [OL YLHS VM YHJL ]PH [OL X\LZ[PVU VM HɈLJ[�

— Lydia R. Kerr
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