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EDITORIAL

As usual this present issue of THE LETTER, the final issue of volume V, is 

given over to the proceedings of the Annual November Congress of the 

Association for Psychoanalysis and Psychotherapy in Ireland. The theme 

of this fifth APPI congress emerged in consequence of the labours of the 

collective participants of the Monday-night reading group which set itself 

the task of working through Lacan's seminar on The Logic of Phantasy as 

with a fine-toothed comb. Although not all of the contributors whose 

work is represented here were part of that regular gathering together of 

heads, the articles which make up this issue can easily be seen as the 

remainders left over from equally fervent headscratching with relation to 

the subject posed there. And this reference to the fine-toothed comb, the 

gathering together of heads and the headscratching is anything but 

incidental. Rather, it refers directly to what Freud considered he had 

unleashed with psychoanalysis, - a plague certainly, but an altogether 

quite familiar one. The outcome represented here is really the result of the 

'nitty-gritty' of psychoanalytic work.

We open with Lieven Jonckheere丨s contribution to the question of 

what might be constituted by 'the traversing of phantasy', - what trns 

phrase might encapsulate and what the effects of any such 'traversing' 

might be. These he approaches via a detailed account of transformations 

in the life and work of Marcel Duchamp, in consequence of the falling 

apart of the fundamental phantasy, attempts to plaster it back together 

and, finally, what he considers to be its traversal. Rather than being a 

psychoanalysis in absentia of Duchamp, this work aims at drawing on the 

testimony of his life and work to better understand what is at stake in the 

theory and clinical work of psychoanalysis. Towards this end, the 

detailed account of Duchamp's life serves Jonckheere well in illuminating 

what is involved in the stumbling block inherent to the clinical vignette 

from his own practice included in this paper, as it also serves him in 

conceptualising what the end of an analysis might constitute.

This is followed by two other papers which stem from the direct



encounter with clinical work. Patricia McCarthy looks at perversion and 

obsessional neurosis as responses to the impossibility of the sexual act, 

and at the logic which 'sets the subject up1, - a phrase which must be taken 

in both its senses; firstly, in that it institutes the subject and secondly, in 

that from that point on it implicates him as 'dupe' in the drama of that 

moment. This attention to the logic underpinning the subject would seem 

crucial to any determination of the structure one is dealing with in any 

clinical encounter and serves to point up the weakness of direction in any 

practice which sets out from a theory privileging signs and symptoms, on 

the basis of behaviours, for example.

Following on this is my own contribution to the congress in the 

form of an hypothesis as regards the emergence of certain features of the 

clinical picture in the case of hysteria, not least of which is the apparent 

necessity of splitting the man into the chivalrous, idealised one, the 

Saviour and the malevolent, perverse one, the Abuser. In particular the 

attempt at revealing the logic underlying the insistence on this latter, the 

cruel and desirous seducer, may have something to add to the debate on 

False Memory Syndrome if only in a very oblique way. This contribution 

arises out of a consideration of clinical elements which arise with such 

regularity that they cannot be ignored, indeed they refuse it.

Patricia Stewart enlightens us as regards The Basic Neurosis of Dr 

Bergler, mentioned by Lacan in the Logic seminar, and while pointing up 

his theoretical shortcomings also draws attention to the areas in which his 

work is instructive.

In light of Lacan's remarks in The Logic o f Phantasy, Tony Hughes 

writes on the use to which Marx's notion of 'exchange value' can be put in 

psychoanalysis as a basis upon which to explain the impossibility inherent 

to the sexual丨relation丨，in the course of which he picks out the relevance of 

the discourse on algebra and the 'golden number丨.

Cormac Gallagher's contribution is a translation of Lacan1 s own 

summary of The Logic o f  Phantasy.
During a special session of the congress, Maeve Nolan, Peter Byrne 

and Barry O'Donnell participated in a debate on the topic of the so-called 

False Memory Syndrome. A final section of this issue brings together the



various participants' contributions, each approaching the topic from 

diverse angles determined by the particularity of his or her own formation 

but converging on the same point, a return to Freud. This section is 

prefaced by an introduction by Anthony McCarthy who chaired the 

congress debate.

Helena Texier 
Editor



ACCORDING TO MARCEL DUCHAMP 
La mariée mise à  nu par ses célibataires, même and the ready-made

Lieven Jonckheere*

I.

From psychoanalysis to Duchamp ... and back

When he found himself in a clinical deadlock, Freud often turned to 
art. Being a Freudian, like Lacan, I will try to tackle the problem of the 
fundamental sexual fantasy at the end of the analytic cure, by turning to 
an artist you all know, namely Marcel Duchamp. Indeed, I think 
Duchamp can teach something to a psychoanalyst about the fantasy - the 
means of finding a way out of it.

The fan tasy  according to psychoanalysis

But first of all, what is the fundamental fantasy, according to Freud 
and Lacan? For the time being I will define it in the most classical way: as 
a kind of play, a scene, or scenario - permanently produced on what Freud 
calls the Other Stage, in the unconscious. This scene deals with a specific 
situation, in which we ourselves are not involved in a direct or active 
manner; we only witness it, as a passenger - as if seeing something in a 
window display. Mostly this view can be summarised in one single 
sentence, this sentence being the only thing we can tell about our fantasy, 
be it with much feelings of shame. You may know the Freudian paradigm

* Editors note: This paper constitutes an extended version of the talk given to the APPI 
Congress where the limitation of time only allowed for a more condensed presentation of 
Jonckheere's detailed researches into the work of Duchamp and the implication for 
psychoanalytic theory and practice with relation to the fundamental phantasy. The 
present work was initially presented as two talks for CFAR on 13 June 1998 in London.
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of such a fundamental fantasy, 'A child is being beaten', to be completed as 
'A child is being beaten - and that's all I know'.

According to Freud this fantasmatic scene, or axiomatic sentence, is 
the secret key to the psychical economy of the human speaking being. 
Now what does Freud mean by 'psychical economy'? First of all, on the 
conscious level, it means that we want to make life as pleasurable as 
possible. But the problem is that this is not merely a conscious act of will. 
On the unconscious level we seem to be driven by a pleasure 'principle' - a 
principle, which like all principles, blinds us and makes us irrational. So, 
pursuing a little pleasure, during our long detours to this pleasure, we are 
prepared to suffer quite a lot of displeasure; Lacan calls this jouissance. 
This paradox in the psychical economy is based on the assumption that 
once, somewhere at the mythical beginning, we must have known The 
Ultimate Pleasure, and that consequently the rest of life is but a long quest 
to regain that Lost Paradise. This may inspire all kinds of idealistic 
longings, for instance in the field of love.

But what does psychoanalysis discover on the other, dark side of 
love, in the field of sexuality? Pending and, eventually, working very 
hard for the Ultimate Pleasure, in the meantime man satisfies himself with 
a little pleasure drawn from his fantasy. Indeed, the fantasy is the source 
of the little pleasure we have in hand ourselves, and not only figuratively 
speaking - an easy pleasure to which we inevitably become addicted. I am 
becoming cynical, so I am alluding to the sexual jouissance of 
masturbation. This addiction to the bit of jouissance which fantasy draws 
from the body not only runs counter to the ideal of love, but also to the 
utilitarian principle of 'the greatest happiness of the greatest number'.

So a man may daydream that 'all men will be brothers'. But in the 
meantime, pending this universal reunion with the Other, and trying to 
overcome the first disillusions on this point, he consoles himself again and 
again by masturbating behind his partner's back - fascinated by the 
obscure view of, for instance, 'A child is being beaten - and that's all I 
know'.
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Duchamp: from  the fantasy o f  the Bride to the ready-made

So much for a first sketch of the fantasy according to Freud. Now, 
it seems to me that an artist like Duchamp allows one to take a small 
Lacanian step beyond these clinical experience. His crucial work in this 
respect is the legendary 'La Mariée mise à nu par ses Célibataires, même' - 
translated as 'The Bride stripped bare by her Bachelors, even1. Duchamp 
himself called it 'Le Grand Verre' or 'The Large Glass', because it was made 
on glass. From now on I will refer to it simply as the Glass. But before 
going into the details of this Glass, I must first indicate why considering 
this Glass as the artistic counterpart of a fundamental sexual fantasy is so 
interesting.

Indeed, I think that this Glass can reveal the logic behind 
Duchamp's artistic 'development' - only when it is considered as a fantasy. 
This logic is the logic of the breaks and interruptions, the 'passages' and 
'movement', which Duchamp cultivated as a kind of 'essence' of his art. 
People, who are familiar with Freud's or Lacan's notion of the fantasy, 
must be surprised to hear that the fantasy should have something to do 
with movement. Indeed, generally the fantasy is considered to be pre
eminently static, or stable. How could it otherwise become the basis of 
certainty and security in the unstable psychic economy of the neurotic life? 
When nothing satisfies anymore, we still have the straw of fantasy to 
clutch at - on condition of course that it does not move. So the odd thing 
with Duchamp is that his fantasy seems to have moved, something in his 
fantasy has moved; 'The Bride stripped bare by her Bachelors' has been 
caught in a kind of dialectic.

Firstly, I will give a short and abstract sketch of this movement in 
what I consider to be Duchamp's artistic fantasy. This dialectic consists of 
the three scansions of the logical time according to Lacan: 'instant du 
regard', 'temps pour comprendre' and 'moment de conclure' - the subject is 
'seen' or caught, then it tries to understand what has happened, and finally 
it has to come to a decision.

In a first scansion this movement or motion in Duchamp's fantasy 
seems to have been the consequence of an accident - an accident resulting
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in a kind of commotion of his fantasy, his fantasy broke down. I will show 
how a particular life-event crossed the unconscious fantasy of 'The Bride 
stripped bare by her Bachelors', resulting in a psychic crisis, and a state of 
panic.

In a second time Duchamp has 'come out' with his fantasy, he has 
'confessed' it - while trying to put together its broken pieces. The Glass 
corresponds to this long and wearisome effort at reconstruction of the 
fantasy.

But finally, and this is the third scansion, Duchamp had to conclude 
that his reconstruction of the fantasy in the Glass had failed. This proved 
to be a decisive ethical step, not only for Duchamp personally, but also for 
the history of art or aesthetics. Indeed, at this second crossing of his 
fantasy, Duchamp did not relapse into a state of panic. Rather, he kind of 
came to terms with the impossibility of repairing his fantasy to an original, 
static state. But, still more important, this impossibility of hiding, and 
satisfying himself in the most stupid way within this fantasy, this 
impossibility put Duchamp under the obligation to manifest himself 
outside his fantasy. And at this point he sparked off a revolution in 
modern art, with the so called 'ready-made1. Today everybody has a first, 
intuitive idea of what a ready-made is: an artificial, mass-produced object, 
a thing, which Duchamp, on the basis of some criteria, selects and 
sovereignly declares to be a work of art - usually without lifting a finger.

The end o f  a psychoanalytic cure

Now, what possible relevance can this revolution in Duchamp's 
aesthetics have for psychoanalysis? It has become my conviction that the 
course which Duchamp took can serve as a paradigmatic example of what 
could be expected of the psychoanalytic cure at its very best.

Indeed, often enough people go to a psychoanalyst, because, just 
like Duchamp, they have been hit in their fantasy, because of a commotion 
of their source of pleasure. A symptom is not enough to start a 
psychoanalysis, since you only want to get rid of a symptom if for one 
reason or another it has become impossible to enjoy it - as you did before.



So you go to a psychoanalyst when the fantasmatic roots of your symptom 
are touched upon.

In such case, from the point of view of the analysand, the cure 
comes down to a sustained effort at reconstructing that fantasy. In this 
respect Duchamp's Glass, as his reconstruction of a fantasy, is a 
counterpart of the psychoanalytic cure.

Now, the paradox is that the end of a psychoanalysis can be 
thought of as a kind of final failure of this reconstruction of the fantasy. In 
any case this seems to be Lacan's idea - an idea which by the way runs 
counter to the traditional idea of 'psychotherapy'.

Indeed, what is a psychotherapy? Literally it means the recovery, 
or restoration of some normal psychic state which was supposed to have 
existed before the disease. Freud on the contrary, in one of his last 
writings, on Analysis Terminable and Interminable, seemed to believe that a 
psychoanalysis could bring the subject to a radically new relationship with 
his own desire, a relationship which he had not known before, even when 
he was 'normal'. Although Freud himself went in this progressive 
direction, of 'something new1, the post-Freudians betray an implicit 
conservative tendency to limit psychoanalysis to psychotherapy as the 
restoration of a psychic ideal. Respectable as this may be, from a social 
point of view, for Lacan psychotherapy is not the limit of psychoanalysis. 
If psychoanalysis should be a form of psychotherapy, then in any case it is 
not, as Lacan says, 'une thérapeutique comme les autres', psychoanalysis is 
not a therapy like the others.

When we transpose this ethical standpoint in terms of the fantasy, 
then we must maintain that, despite all the efforts of the analysand, a 
psychoanalysis does not lend itself to the reconstruction of the fantasy. 
On the contrary, in the most insidious ways a psychoanalyst contributes to 
the final failure of the fantasy. This is my way of understanding what 
Lacan calls la traversée of the fantasy at the end of an analysis, - what you 
translate as the crossing or the traversing of the fantasy.

Now of course there remains a crucial question: what could be the 
response of the subject to this renewed traversing of his fantasy in his 
psychoanalysis, how does he digest this traversing after his analysis? To



our surprise, at this point, as often as not the analysand wants to become a 
psychoanalyst in his turn. Indeed, this is surprising, because at that point 
the psychoanalyst may have lost all of his charms for his analysand, he's 
no longer admired and idealised in the transference-love. Nevertheless 
the analysand also wants to become just such a kind of drop out, a waste- 
object - and he even wants it in the courageous heretical style of the forced 
choice, not unlike Martin Luther before the pope: 'Here I stand, I can do 
no other'.

But let us rather apply ourselves to our artistic heretic, Duchamp. 
Indeed, it seems to me that the position which made him choose his ready
mades is exactly the same as the position of the psychoanalyst at the end 
of his own analysis. This implies that the 'things' which a psychoanalyst, 
from this point on, chooses to say or do, that these things in some sense 
are ready-made. The interpretation and act of the psychoanalyst are 
governed by the same 'logic' and 'ethic' as Duchamp's ready-mades. His 
ready-mades are the revolutionary products of the traversing of the 
fantasy in the artistic field. What a psychoanalyst says and does, his 
discourse, is the revolutionary product of the traversing of the fantasy in 
the therapeutic field. This bald statement forms the horizon of all I will try 
to say today.

II.
Duchamp's traversing of modern art

First let's have a closer look at Duchamp's artistic course. The first 
scansion was a kind of traversing of what could be called the collective 
fantasies of modern art at the beginning of the twentieth century. Robert 
Lebel, his earliest and also one of his best biographers, speaks of 
Duchamp's tour of modern painting in eight months. In any case 
Duchamp had been incredibly swift and systematic in his exploration of 
the possibilities of modem painting - arriving, at the age of twenty-five, in 
1912, beyond all the 'isms' which were still modem at that time. For many
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art historians this is already enough to consider Duchamp as one of the 
most representative painters of the beginning of this century.

I will give a quick survey of the most important 'isms' which 
Duchamp traversed. My aim is to make clear how 'cubism' enabled him to 
make the transition from the traversing of the collective fantasies of 
modern art to the traversing of his own private fantasy.

M odem 'isms'

At fifteen little Marcel had already done some deserving 
impressionist paintings in the style of Monet. So he thought of himself as 
mature enough to follow his much older brothers to Paris, in their living 
as caricaturists. There, obtaining some success with his drawings, he 
turned to the painting of intimate family scenes. However, getting bored 
in next to no time with that too, he fell upon fauvism in the style of Van 
Dongen. This new aesthetic love was also very short-lived, because a little 
later, in 1910, he would stumble across Cézanne. However, it would take 
more than a few strokes of his brush to dismiss this master. Later 
Duchamp himself testified how the financial support of his father, a 
wealthy notary, granted him all the time he needed to come to terms with 
Cézanne. This resulted in a very nice portrait of his father - a portrait 
which the son, with typical irony, qualified as 'a typical example of my 
love of Cézanne blended with filial piety'. After the symbolic parricide on 
Cézanne, Duchamp would recover his breath in a little symbolistic detour 
in the esoteric track of Redon, before starting the much more difficult 
traversing of cubism - a traversing which would prove decisive for his 
fantasmatic as well as for his artistic development.

Cubism

Duchamp's traversing of cubism was a turning point in his 
painting. Indeed, beyond cubism Duchamp would become another artist: 
the impertinent follower and imitator of all of the 'fathers' of modern 
painting would become the inimitable pioneer of what is called post-



modem art. André Breton, who discovered and promoted this new, post
cubist and post-modern Duchamp, strikingly summed up his lasting 
significance. I quote:

Duchamp n'a pas fini de classer ce que la routine artistique peut 
encore tenter de faire enregistrer à tort comme avances. C'est 
merveille de voir comment il garde intacte toute sa puissance 
d'anticipation.

So Breton made Duchamp a kind of criterion in modern art, a criterion to 
distinguish between new and old.

But for us the significance of Duchamp for art history is of lesser 
importance. So, for the moment being, I limit myself to the turning point 
of cubism. You probably know that from the beginning his particular 
form of cubism was condemned by the 'official' or academic cubist circles 
around Gleizes and his own brothers. Why? Because young Duchamp 
knowingly had committed two cardinal sins, by introducing two forms of 
motion into cubism. On the one hand he had married the quiet French 
cubism with the violent Italian futurism, with its glorification of the formal 
and impersonal motion of the machine. So he made cubist portraits of 
machines in motion, for instance a 'Coffee Mill1 for the kitchen of his cubist 
brother. And you may also know that Duchamp made the nude move, the 
nude which cubism supposed lay down quietly. Duchamp on the 
contrary made it descend a staircase, like a machine, in 'Nu descendant un 
escalier'. But on the other hand, and even worse, Duchamp had abused 
cubism for the expression of his own subjective motions, his emotions, or 
subjective division. The selfportrait 'Jeune homme triste dans un train', 'Sad 
young man in a train', is the most telling example of this subjective 
cubism.

Of course, from our psychoanalytic point of view, Duchamp's 
subjectivity is the more important form of motion in his traversing of 
cubism. In my introduction I already suggested that his subjective 
movement at that moment must have been the consequence of an
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accidental move in his fantasy, a first traversing of the fantasy, 
appropriately resulting in a kind of cubist fragmentation of the fantasy.

III.
Family passions

Incest

I suppose by now everybody must have grown impatient to learn 
the answer to what seems to be the crucial question: what had hit 
Duchamp in his fantasy at the very moment when he was turning to 
cubism? I will go straight to the point. In every publication on Duchamp 
it has become a commonplace to point, very discreetly, to the crucial 
importance of the marriage of his younger sister Suzanne, in 1911. It is 
whispered that this marriage had a dramatic effect on him, because of a 
kind of 'incestuous' bond between the both of them. For the sake of 
clarity: nobody even suggests that this incest had been a real, historical 
fact, but everybody who knew Duchamp intimately, 'felt' that he had 
'something' with his sister Suzanne - something, but what?

For this incest-theory I refer to Arturo Schwarz. Together with 
Lebel, whom I already mentioned, Schwarz is the most important first 
generation authority on Duchamp. It is noteworthy that both Lebel and 
Schwarz, in order to fathom the secret works and lives of their master, 
have taken a serious interest in psychoanalysis. The Frenchman Lebel 
followed Duchamp himself in his enthusiasm for Lacan's teachings, we 
know for instance that Duchamp sometimes was present at Lacan's 
seminar. The Italian Schwarz had completely different sympathies; he's a 
follower of Jung - which of course gives his incest-theory in the case of 
Duchamp a particular turn.

I must mention here that the standard work of Schwarz, the 
indispensable The Complete Works o f Marcel Duchamp, has recently been 
republished. Personally, I have the feeling that this is an attempt to offset 
the book on Duchamp by the American Calvin Tomkins. Tomkins' book



was published a couple of years ago, with the explicit ambition of 
becoming the standard biography on Duchamp, irreverently ridiculing 
Schwarz's so called intimate relationship with Duchamp. It must be 
admitted that Tomkins discovered much new material, especially on the 
importance of women in Duchamp's last creative phase. However, on the 
other hand, as a kind of revenge, he also succeeds in completely 
'forgetting' the role of Suzanne Duchamp at the beginning of her brother's 
artistic career.

So if we want to learn something about Suzanne, we have to fall 
back upon Schwarz. In 1968, shortly before the death of Duchamp, 
Schwarz brought about a public scandal with his thesis of the 'incestuous 
relation' of Duchamp with his sister Suzanne. Duchamp himself was the 
only one to laugh heartily at the idea. But when his own wife wanted to 
denounce Schwarz for defamation, Duchamp became irritated with her - 
something his friends had never witnessed before - snapping at her: 'You 
write your book and let Schwarz write his1. So, under the protection of 
Duchamp himself Schwarz continued to develop the theme of brother- 
sister incest, be it in his own Jungian way. Among other things the 
qualification Jungian means that the incest is not considered from a 
historical-clinical point of view, but in the rather vague esoteric terms of 
an alchemical marriage with a sister-soul, the so-called anima. I quote 
Schwarz: 'The elevation of Suzanne to the status of soror mystica allows 
Duchamp to avoid all consequences of incest while actually enjoying its 
benefits'. This seems to correspond to what Jung calls individuation, 
which is a kind of incestuous relation, not in reality, but between two 
identifications in oneself, the male and female.

Now I could venture upon a Freudian rereading of this brother- 
sister story, in the historical and materialistic terms of the Oedipus 
complex. And here the central figure would not be the 'mystical sister' but 
the -prima materia of psychoanalysis, the mater or Duchamp's mother - a 
mother, it must be noted, who in her turn is completely 'forgotten' by 
Schwarz in his Jungian interpretation.

Of course such a Freudian reading is impossible without a minimal 
reference to Duchamp's family. Indeed, as Duchamp said: 'L'inceste est une



passion de famille', incest is a passion for one's own family - which is rather 
obvious. But Duchamp also adds the obscene pun 'à coups trop tirés'. Like 
most of his obscene puns this one also is very difficult to translate literally; 
it seems to suggest that the incestuous passion for one's own family results 
from an excess of masturbation.

Three

Now, what about Duchamp's family? His parents had managed to 
group their children into three couples: first the two eldest sons, born in 
1875 and 1876 - then, ten years later Marcel and Suzanne, in 1887 and 1889
- and finally, six years later, in 1895 and 1898, two more girls brought up 
the rear. So, the three eldest were boys, with Marcel as the third; the three 
youngest were girls.

In this particular constellation of births one could see the secret 
origin of Duchamp's lifelong fascination with the number 'three'. Indeed, 
once escaped from the straight-jacket of academic cubism, this number 
three would govern in a compulsive way the construction of much of his 
post-cubistic work. Nevertheless this magic of the number three appears 
in a completely different light given that the shadow of a dead child falls 
upon those three couples, those three brothers and sisters. Indeed, a few 
months before the birth of Marcel himself, in 1887, the third child, a baby 
sister called Madeleine, had suddenly died. There is every indication that 
his mother was never able to mourn for the loss of this third child. I can 
give two indications to support this.

First of all there's the first name of the newborn son who was to fill 
up the gap of the lost daughter in the desire of the mother. In the 
repetition of the MA and the EL the name MArcEL seems to echo part of 
the name MAdELeine - as if the dead MAdELeine had to be kept alive in 
MArcEL. This can seem a farfetched play with names, attributed to the 
mother. Nevertheless, I think that Katherine Dreier, one of Duchamp's 
patronesses, put a very Freudian finger on the weak spot of her protégé, 
when she traced his uncanny originality back to his mother. Indeed, 
Duchamp himself would have been delighted with this kind of senseless
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wordplay, or rather his feminine alter ego, Rrose Sélavy, would have been,
- not only did Duchamp sign most of his puns with her name, but also 
most of his ready-mades. In due time I will return to Rrose Sélavy, whose 
name in itself is already a double entendre with 'Eros, c'est la vie', or 'Eros, 
that's life'. I will also return to the fragility of Duchamp's first name, 
Marcel, and his efforts to hold it together.

Indifference

For the time being we stay with the mother, with another indication 
of the impossibility for her of mourning the loss of her third child - besides 
the name of its substitute. After the death of her little daughter she would 
profit from her progressive deafness to become completely indifferent to 
everything around her. In the only portrait Duchamp ever painted of his 
mother, like a deaf Buddha of ivory she towers high above his three sisters
- who, ironically, are making music. In this painting most critics dwell 
upon the strange kind of 'cubist' mutilation of the face of the mother.

Throughout his whole life Duchamp never concealed the fact that 
in childhood he had been deeply aggrieved by this indifference of his 
mother, especially towards him as he was bom only a few months after 
the death of his sister. But on the other hand, from a certain moment on, 
he seems to have come to terms with it. In the beautiful words of Lebel:

Marcel se remémorait de sa mère la placidité, voire l'indifférence 
qui paraîtrait l'avoir plutôt blessé avant qu'il ne se fût fixé pour 
but d'y atteindre à son tour.

So Duchamp was rather hurt by his mother's indifference, before he had 
made up his mind to become as indifferent as her. Indeed, one of his best 
known artistic 'creations' is precisely a form of indifference. We will see 
how Duchamp, from a certain moment on, would exalt, or sublimate 
indifference as the criterion for the selection of his ready-mades. Here I 
could already suggest that this aesthetic, or rather an-aesthetic 
indifference could be the trace of his identification with a mother he hated
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just because of her indifference to him. In any case, one of Duchamp's 
puns on incest is very caustic: ' Un incesticide doit coucker avec sa mère avant 
de la tuer' - 'An incesticide has to sleep with his mother before killing her'. 
I will return extensively to Duchamp's aesthetic indifference in relation to 
the ready-made.

Marriages

However, before I can say something about the ready-made, we 
will have to develop Duchamp's oedipal incest-story and its consequences 
a little further. From the Freudian point of view we have to return to the 
first big Other, the mother and her desire. The first important element in 
the solution of her indifference towards him as a substitute, was an 
identification with her, an identification leading to his own desire of 
indifference. Now, another element seems to have been the 'Jungian' 
shifting of his desire to the most obvious substitute at hand at that 
moment, his only sister Suzanne. For instance, Duchamp's marriages 
seem to confirm this shifting from mother to sister.

Duchamp, who incarnated the dyed-in-the-wool Bachelor, 
suddenly married in 1927, at the age of forty - two years after the death of 
both of his parents. More often than not the dyed-in-the-wool bachelor 
reveals himself as a son who has only been waiting for the death of his 
mother to substitute another woman for her. But at that moment 
Duchamp did not marry a substitute for his mother, but a substitute for 
his sister. In any case Duchamp's first marriage turned out to be as farcical 
as Suzanne's first marriage, which had so shocked him in 1911. Her 
marriage had only lasted two years. Duchamp's marriage would only last 
six months. So this marriage seems to have been his way of 
demonstrating that he had put his sister into the vacant or indifferent 
place of the mother.

In 1919 Suzanne would make a second, and this time also a lasting 
match. Much later, in 1954, her brother was to follow her example a 
second time. None of these marriages was blessed with children.
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The traversing of Cubism equals the traversing of an incestuous fantasy

Here we will limit ourselves to the first marriage of Suzanne. How 
did this marriage launch her brother onto his traversing of cubism? And 
how did this traversing of cubism confront him with his own identity, 
through the simultaneous traversing of his own fantasy?

The break with his brothers and sisters

It is a fact that Duchamp's first explicitly cubist paintings appear 
immediately after the marriage of his sister. On the occasion of the 
marriage itself he still had offered her the symbolist 'jeune homme et jeune 
fille dans le printemps', 'Young man and young girl in spring'. Formally this 
painting is bursting with a tension between reunion and separation. 
Immediately afterwards the cubist bomb would explode in two series of 
family portraits, of the couples of his elder brothers and younger sisters. 
With an allusion to a painting of this period, it could be said that 
Duchamp, with much aggression, made them pass through his cubist 
coffee mill.

Firstly, his sisters Yvonne and Magdeleine: for instance, on the 
backside of his cubist decomposition of Magdeleine, called 'A propos jeune 
soeur', 'Concerning little sister', he simply noted 'merde', 'shit' In another 
painting the noble profiles of both sisters were 'déchiqueté', 'torn to tatters'. 
And finally, in 'Dulcinée', he followed an anonymous female passenger in 
her movements, stripping her bare at the same time. Later on, in the 
Glass, this 'mise-à-nu' or stripping bare would become the fate of the 
Bride.

In a second, parallel progression of paintings of the same period, 
Duchamp blew the couple of his venerated elder brothers into the air, 
absorbed in their favourite activity of playing chess. Parts of their 
disintegrated bodies seem to float like pawns between those of the chess 
game. And finally, when one of his brothers married, also in 1911, shortly

IV.
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after Suzanne, he offered him the cubist 'Coffee Mill' I already mentioned. 
Later on, in the Glass, a similar mill-machine would control the Bachelors.

So, in the first instance cubism made Duchamp break with the 
couples of his elder brothers and younger sisters, the last break 
culminating in a stripping bare, the first in a mill-machine. Both remnants 
were to surface again in his Glass.

The break between brother (Sad Young Man) and sister (Nude)

But the most difficult break still had to be accomplished, the break 
in the incestuous brother-sister couple. This break not only implied a 
departure from Suzanne, but, in a sense, also from his own 'self'. It is on 
this precise point that I locate the fragmentation of the fantasy, - a reply to 
the marriage of his sister. Two paintings document this 'wild' traversing 
in a rather pathetic way, two paintings that should be considered in direct 
relation to each other, as each other's image in a mirror. In any case, on 
particular points, they reverse each other. I am referring to 'Sad young 
man in a train’ (from December 1911) and ’Nude descending a staircase' 
(from January 1912). The 'Nude' would become world-famous for the 
public scandal it created in the United States.

The 'Young Man' on the contrary remains one of Duchamp's most 
intimate confessions. Duchamp himself labelled the 'Young Man' a self- 
portrait, walking in the corridor of the train from Paris to his hometown 
Rouen. Being jolted while walking, his body is elasticated and falling into 
a series of linear lamellae - as if it had passed through a bread slicing 
machine. The only thing which has remained intact in this decomposition, 
and which consequently identifies the 'Young Man' as a self-portrait, is 
Duchamp's inseparable pipe. Finally Duchamp also warns against any 
interpretation of the 'tristesse', or sadness, as the expression of an emotion 
in that process of losing his identity. He pretends to have added the word 
'triste' to the title only because of its alliteration with 'train', as a wordplay 
without meaning. Nevertheless, I think that the signifier 'sad' betrays 
something about Duchamp himself on his journey back home. The 
external reality of being bodily shocked by the motion of the train only



comes to meet the internal psychic shock by the marriage of his sister, - as 
a symbol of it.

Maybe a confirmation of this assumption, of the sadness due to the 
unfaithfulness of his sister, is to be found in the strange present he offered 
her on the occasion of her second marriage, in 1919. Duchamp instructed 
the couple to hang a geometry book by strings on the balcony of their 
bedroom, so that the wind could 'go through the book, choose its own 
problems, turn and tear out the pages'. There is every appearance that this 
so called 'Ready-made malheureux' or 'Unhappy ready-made' is but a 
second very intimate self-portrait of Duchamp in reply to the second 
marriage of his sister, now as the unhappy adorer hanging about in all 
sorts of weather under her balcony - the counterpart of the 'Unhappy 
Young Man' after her first marriage in 1911, jolted and defoliating by the 
mechanical violence of the train.

Immediately after this 'Sad Young Man' Duchamp would paint his 
famous 'Nude descending a staircase', undoubtedly his greatest public hit. 
From a clinical point of view this painting could be interpreted as an effort 
to overcome the trauma of the marriage of his sister, by actively repeating 
to the big Other what he himself had to suffer as a passive victim. First he 
was shocked, now it is his turn to shock the Other, - in several ways.

First of all he succeeds in shocking the social Other. To begin with 
his cubist colleagues, including his two elder brothers, were scandalised 
by what they considered a parody of their serious academic 
preoccupations. So, together with his scandalous 'Nude', Duchamp was 
banned from the art history of the Old World, seeking refuge in the New 
World, where not only his 'Nude', but all of his subsequent work, and 
even his person, continued to cause shock-waves, which had a decisive 
influence on the formation of the landscape of American art.

From our psychoanalytic point of view the most interesting side to 
all this public fuss over the 'Nude' is the fact that it revealed Duchamp's 
characteristic indifference to the world - as a kind of reverse to the state of 
shock of the art world. Once this social Other had been 'moved', 
Duchamp himself could stay 'unmoved'. In any case, after the success of
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his 'Nude', rumours began to spread that he had stopped painting. As we 
will see, this was not the case.

But besides the social or public Other of the art world, there's also 
the intimate, fantasmatic Other as staged in the 'Nude' itself. The 'Sad 
Young Man' staged Duchamp's own division. Now, in the 'Nude', the 
Other is shocked and divided; with an allusion to the train of the 'Young 
Man1, Duchamp called this division of the 'Nude': 'une dissolution dans la 
vitesse', 'a dissolution due to speed'. But this dissolution of the Other in 
the 'Nude' is also progressive in another sense. Duchamp painted two 
versions of the 'Nude1. In the first the Nude falls into five linear lamellae. 
However, in the second, scandalous version, the Other tumbles down the 
staircase at much greater speed; once recovered from our initial surprise, 
we can count up to twenty lamellae.

I said these two paintings are like each other's image in a mirror, 
they reverse each other on particular points. Now we can firstly 
summarise these reversals in a formal, literal way. Secondly, we can say 
that the Young Man (say Marcel) becomes a Nude (say Suzanne) - his 
sadness becomes her descent, - the railway to his sisterless home becoming 
the staircase to a world where, from time to time, Duchamp would vanish 
into space.

Subject and object

But more important is the psychoanalytic conceptualisation of the 
relationship between the two paintings. On the one hand the falling apart 
of the Young Man seems to correspond to the moment of division of the 
subject, noted as a striken out S. Indeed, in the clinic this subjective 
division can show itself as a kind of depersonalisation, a loss of the 'self', - 
which, by the way, is not the privilege of psychosis, so this 
depersonalisation does not imply that Duchamp was psychotic - as often is 
suggested.

On the other hand the Nude could correspond to the appearance of 
what Lacan calls the object little a, noted as an a  between brackets. This 
Nude does not qualify as object (a) on the base of its progressive divisions.
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These are only the simple reflections in the field of the Other of the 
division of the subject itself. The object (a) on the contrary is the very 
Thing which resists this endless reflection of the subject in the Other; it is 
the indivisible, prime Thing supposed to appear at the moment when the 
Other cannot be divided any further. To the extent that we continue to 
divide the Other, we do not 'see' the object (a), we cannot lay hands on it, - 
in this respect the object (a) is what Freud called the lost object. In the 
exceptional case of Duchamp's Nude, this lost object is refound, it appears, 
checking the seemingly endless division of the Other.

You may have noted that this approach of Duchamp's 'Nude' has a 
discrete sadistic undertone. Indeed, the ultimate goal of sadism, beyond 
the infliction of all possible pain and anguish to the victim, is the digging 
up of the object (a) in the body of the Other. The sadist cuts his victim to 
pieces, and turns the body inside out, not for his own pleasure, but 
because he's looking for some-Thing in that body that always escapes in 
the ordinary sexual act. From this Thing the sadist expects the ultimate 
puissance which no ordinary, phallic penetration into the Other can grant. 
This sadistic undertone becomes explicit in the declarations of Duchamp 
himself about the way the 'Nude' came about. He tells us that on the one 
hand he was obsessed by a compulsion to reduce the exterior of the Nude, 
while on the other hand he felt attracted to its interior. But digging into 
the Nude he finally struck upon a limit: the anatomical Nude, said 
Duchamp, had become invisible. The Other disappears, and in its place 
some-Thing else appears, something that shocks much more than a Nude. 
What? The object (a).

In the case of the 'Young Man' Duchamp could still clutch at his 
pipe, as a means of identifying the picture as a selfportrait. In the 'Nude1, 
however, this last phallic hold has vanished, so the whole female body, in 
its breaking up, becomes an unidentifiable object, an intolerable 
manifestation of a jouissance beyond the phallic barrier.
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The Glass as a reconstruction of the fantasy (and narcissism)

At this point in Duchamp's story we have in our hands his two 
cubist masterpieces: the 'Young Man', or Marcel himself as divided 
subject, and the 'Nude', or his incestuous object Suzanne. These paintings 
seem to correspond to the two uncoupled panels of a fundamental fantasy, 
a fantasy which fell apart, was traversed, as a consequence of the marriage 
of Suzanne.

Now I will try to show that Duchamp made a tremendous effort to 
reconstruct his fantasy - like anyone would have done. Indeed, once the 
fantasy is traversed everything becomes unpleasurable and threatening, 
even the symptoms one previously enjoyed so much. For some neurotics 
this is reason enough to embark upon such a long and weary enterprise as 
a psychoanalytic cure. Maybe Duchamp was also a neurotic, but above all 
he was an artist, so he sought an artistic solution. I showed how in the 
first instance he exploited cubism to express and deepen the traversing of 
his fantasy to its very bottom - which made him score his greatest public 
hit, with the 'Nude'. Nevertheless, Duchamp would not continue along 
this cubist line, simply because it could not serve the next aim, the 
reconstruction of the fantasy. So, secretly he embarked on something 
never seen before: his Large Glass. With the title of this Glass, 'The bride 
stripped bare by her Bachelors, even1, Duchamp for the first time 
confessed the sentence or axioma of the fantasy, this confession being a 
step preliminary to any possible reconstruction of the fantasy. From that 
moment on the fantasy of The Bride stripped bare by her Bachelors1 
would reveal itself as the secret key to the logic of all of Duchamp's artistic 
vicissitudes.

Description o f  the Glass

In order to understand its key-role I must first say something more 
about the history of the Glass, and its contents.

V.



A first sketch of the Glass was executed during Duchamp's stay in 
Munich, Germany, in 1912. Afterwards Duchamp always looked back on 
this short period of exile as the mythical moment of his 'complete 
liberation1. Between 1912 and 1915 all of his paintings were preliminary 
studies for the Glass. On the Glass itself he worked from 1915 to 1923, 
during eight long years, be it with many interruptions. In the meantime he 
did no other paintings.

Now for the Glass itself; what does it look like? Two large glass 
panels, an upper and a lower, attached to each other. The dimensions are 
monumental: 2m30 high and lm75 wide. The least to be said about its 
technique is that it is 'mixed'. Apart from all kinds of painting techniques, 
Duchamp also silvered some parts, glued lead foil to it, and fixed the dust 
it had gathered in the course of the years that he left it lying flat on the 
floor.

The upper part of the Glass is called the domain of the Bride. In 
this way she towers high above the lower domain of her Bachelors. This 
Bride, which Duchamp also called 'the suspended female1, is something 
midway between a dissected organism and a mechanism fallen open; 
mechanical elements are meshed with fleshy, visceral forms. All of these 
parts have a name, and their function in relation to the whole is described 
in great detail by Duchamp himself. From the top of the Bride a kind of 
cloud emanates, called 'the milky way', by means of which she 
communicates her commands to her Bachelors. Although a kind of hybrid 
monster, the Bride retains a certain unity of her own. She's a machine in 
her own right.

This is not the case for the Bachelors, who depend on her. These 
Bachelors are but little cog-wheels in a complex bachelor-machine. It's 
noteworthy that this bachelor-machine, in some parts, is an assembly of 
the childhood memories of Duchamp himself, dead sharply painted 
memories forced into the most rigid geometric perspective. For instance, 
the central part of the bachelor-machine, its motor so to say, is the 
chocolate-grinder which had fascinated little Marcel in the window 
display of a chocolate shop in his childhood town of Rouen. But the 
Bachelors themselves also seem to correspond to childhood memories.



They are a collection of nine empty uniforms, called 'malic moulds' and 
assembed to the left of the chocolate-grinder, at a spot Duchamp called the 
cemetery. I say these Bachelors are childhood memories because many of 
Duchamp's earliest drawings precisely concerned uniformed officials. A 
sophisticated system of capillary tubes connects these nine Bachelors, or 
their hollow uniforms, to a system of seven sieves turning around above 
the chocolate-grinder. In front of the Bachelors stands a glider, which 
should go to and fro, activating a system of scissors on top of the grinder.

So much for what is to be seen on the Glass. But as Duchamp 
already said about his Nude, what cannot be seen is more important. And 
what cannot be seen here are, among other things, the two forms of 
energy which power the bachelor-machine on its way to the final stripping 
bare of the Bride: the gas and the waterfall. For Duchamp this gas and 
waterfall are simply 'given'.

What is also not to be seen on the Glass is the mechanism by which 
the Bachelors should force their breakthrough to the Bride. Duchamp had 
planned to execute it at the right side of the grinder, as the logical 
endstation of the mechanism I just described. But finally he gave up on 
this. He only executed the so-called 'oculist witnesses', which are devices 
used by opticians to detect eye troubles. So these oculist witnesses only 
witness the absence of a relationship between Bachelors and Bride. For 
this reason Duchamp himself, after eight years of work on it, considered 
his Glass as 'definitively unfinished'.

The whole functioning, not only of the Bachelor-machine, but also 
of the Bride, is explained by Duchamp in terms of his own 'playful 
science', with newly invented measures and laws.

So much for a first idea of the Glass, which admittedly does little 
justice to its incredible complexity and ingenuity.

The Nude Bride and her Sad Young Bachelors

Time to return now to our own playful science, with the 
assumption that the Glass corresponds to Duchamp's effort to glue 
together the pieces of his broken fantasy, pieces represented by the two
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paintings which form the culmination of his subjective traversing of 
cubism.

The 'Nude descending a staircase1 becomes the Bride, and the 
Bachelors take the place of the 'Sad Young Man in a train1. As a matter of 
fact, in the Glass many traces of these two earlier cubist paintings shine 
through. Despite her visceral fleshiness the Bride bears formal 
resemblances with the rather wooden Nude. For instance, a shin-bone. 
On the other hand, some themes of the Young Man recur in the neatly 
drawn bachelor-machine. For instance one of the bachelor-uniforms is 
that of a railway-guard. Together with the other uniforms he guards the 
glider which, according to Duchamp, like an auto-erotic toy train, goes to- 
and-fro on a railway-track. Duchamp also mentioned that inside this 
glider-train a waterfall should have activated a watermill; in this waterfall 
we could read a hyperbolic allusion to the sadness of the Young Man. 
Neither the railway-track nor the waterfall nor mill has been executed. As 
already stated: what counts in the Glass is what cannot be seen.

Stripping bare

Up to now I have been speaking about the Bride and her Bachelors 
as confined to their own, separate domains: high above we placed his 
sister as the Bride on a staircase, and below we found Duchamp himself as 
a body of sad bachelors in a train. I didn't say anything yet about the form 
of their relationship, which is called the 'stripping bare'.

For a better understanding of this 'stripping bare', we turn once 
again to the clinic. There we are confronted more than once with a sexual 
fantasy that comes very close to 'The Bride stripped bare by her Bachelors', 
which indeed seems to be the most elegant formulation of a typical sexual 
fantasy - not unlike Freud's paradigmatic ’A child is being beaten'. We 
could say: 'A Bride is being stripped bare'.

For instance in the case of one of my own analysands it was 
precisely the realisation of this fantasy which made him decide to consult 
me. What had happened? By all sorts of machinations he had managed to 
have his own wife make love with another man, one of her colleagues -
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who by the way was a dyed-in-the-wool bachelor living with his mother. 
Afterwards, after having been stripped bare by her bachelor, his wife had 
to describe everything to him in great detail. And then ... What then? He 
had expected that in the arms of her bachelor his wife would become his 
Bride again; he had expected that there she would manifest her desire for 
him, her husband. Indeed, during the years of their marriage he had come 
to suffer more and more from the obsession that her sexual desire was not 
directed upon himself, always seeming to shift to something else, to 
someone else. In this respect the realisation of his sexual fantasy was only 
a desperate effort to attract the desire of his wife upon his own person. 
We could call this a form of narcissism.

But as anyone, except my analysand, might have expected, the final 
result was the opposite. At the supreme moment of the realisation of his 
fantasy his Bride let him down. His wife started a relationship with her 
bachelor, - which of course completely upset her husband's fantasmatic 
calculation of his jouissance.

One of the most remarkable scansions in the cure of this analysand 
was his sudden recollection of his obsession, as an adolescent, with 
precisely the Glass of Duchamp. The association of his sexual fantasy with 
this early aesthetic fascination had a spectacular therapeutic effect, his 
panic died down. However, at the same time his fantasmatic position also 
seemed to change, and he reorganised his life in order to become a dyed- 
in-the-wool bachelor himself. So the onlooker became a bachelor. 
Unfortunately, at this turning point, he stopped his analysis, - a point I 
will return to later.

The narcissism o f  Mar(...)cel

Firstly, we will return to Duchamp and his Glass, with a new 
element drawn from this clinical vignette. I already showed that the Glass 
is Duchamp's effort to arrange a relationship between himself and the 
Other, between himself and some-Thing of the Other, the part of himself 
that was lost in the separation from the Other, this being the object (a) as 
being some-Thing of his sister. Now, my analysand reveals that the
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fantasy of 'A Bride being stripped bare’ is also an effort to arrange a 
relationship with himself. This narcissism, which as a matter of fact is 
based upon a primary relationship with the Other, is exactly what is 
implied, in a cryptic way, in the complete title of Duchamp's Glass.

For that matter let's have a closer look at this title. First of all 
Duchamp himself has suggested that the title could be read as a 
cryptogram of his own first name: the MAR of the 'Mariée' and the CEL of 
her 'Célibataires' combine to make MAR-CEL. Read in this way the Glass 
stages the narcissistic wound inflicted by the marriage of his sister, his 
inner division being symbolised in the splitting of his name. So the Glass 
can be seen as a narcissistic self-portrait in two panels.

At the same time the Glass is also a kind of autotherapy, which has 
to heal this narcissistic wound, to undo his division. This is suggested by 
the enigmatic signifier at the end of the original French title of the Glass: 
'La mariée mise à nu par ses célibataires, même'. In the first instance this 
seemingly senseless 'même' can be translated as 'even'. But this littéral 
translation does but little justice to the double entendre in the French 
'même'. Indeed, 'même' can be understood as a pun on 'm'aime' or 'loves 
me'. Once again this reading has been suggested by Duchamp himself. In 
my own linguistic appreciation this reading of the final 'même' as 'm'aime' 
or 'loves me', also imposes itself as a consequence of the comma preceding 
it, a comma which imposes a breathing-space. So the complete title of the 
Glass can be summarised as follows: 'Mar(...)cel m'aime' or 'Mar(...)cel 
loves me'.

But there's still another argument for the interpretation of 'même' as 
'loves me'. 'Même' only was added to the title, when Duchamp had 
changed 'the bachelors' (in the first sketch from 1912) into 'her bachelors' 
(in the definitive title in 1913). So there's every indication that the final 
signifier 'même' is part of a kind of grammatical play with possessive 
pronouns. The title of Duchamps last painting, in 1918, also points in the 
same direction; it is called 'Tu m', which it is impossible to translate 
litteraly, maybe something like 'You ... me'. Duchamp leaves us free to 
complete it, or to fill in the gap, with any French verb beginning with a 
vowel. Duchamp connoisseurs like to complete it as 'Tu m'emmerdes',
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'You bore me with all your shit' - a coarse interpretation, typical of 
Duchamp himself, that would have been his message to his patroness of 
that moment, Miss Dreier, who had ordered this painting in the midst of 
Duchamp’s labour on his Glass, and who would later become the 
proprietess of his Glass. 'You bore me', but why not also 'Tu m'aimes', 'You 
love me' - 'My mother didn't love me, but you, you love me'.

The closing 'même'

In conclusion of this digression on the narcissistic or imaginary side 
of the fantasy I want to point out that non-psychoanalytic interpretations 
of Duchamp's Glass have an insuperable problem with the final 'même' in 
the title. Take for instance the well known French philosopher, François 
Lyotard, undoubtedly one of the most far-reaching commentators of 
modern art in general and of Duchamp in particular. Nevertheless, the 
seriousness of Lyotard's left-wing dislike for everything that reminds of 
psychoanalysis makes him blind to the double entendre in the signifier 
'même'.

To begin with Lyotard bases himself on the interesting assumption 
that many of Duchamp’s titles are but the first part of a sentence. In this 
way we are left with a kind of presupposition, the 'if'- or 'when'-part of the 
sentence - the 'then'-part or consequence is lacking. For Lyotard this kind 
of 'open1 sentences is the linguistic equivalent of a 'machine'. You know 
that the other French philosopher Gilles Deleuze also liked to speak about 
machines, but what is a machine according to Lyotard? Basically it is any 
device that enables the weak human creature to master a force or energy 
which otherwise would have destroyed him. However, this mastering 
does not imply that the machine capitalises this energy. The energy only 
passes through the machine, without leaving traces. Or, in psychoanalytic 
terms: the machine is not a source of jouissance for its user. Now, 
according to Lyotard, 'The Bride stripped bare by her Bachelors' would be 
such an open sentence or machine - a bachelor-machine through which the 
jouissance flows without being blocked up somewhere.
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But at this point Lyotard limits himself by completely disregarding 
Duchamp's own interpretation of the final 'même' as 'm'aime' or 'loves me'. 
Here psychoanalysis makes one more, decisive move. Indeed, for us this 
'loves me' closes the sentence, it closes the bachelor-machine upon a 
particular jouissance which can be called imaginary or narcissistic. It is as 
if the subject were saying: 'When I am with her, the Bride always seems to 
desire some Other; so, when she will have been stripped bare by all of 
these Others, by this bachelor-machine, then Indeed, what then? '... 
then nothing1, according to the philosophical Lyotard. But according to 
the psychoanalytic experience of the sexual fantasy, '... then she will love 
me'. Instead of the transparent construction of an incomplete, open-ended 
sentence which does not have any grip on jouissance, we have a closed, 
dark sentence, the axioma of the sexual fantasy, which subjects jouissance 
to the repetition-compulsion.

VI.
The Glass as the traversing of the fantasy or the failure of the 

reconstruction of the fantasy

Now wé come to the crucial point of the Glass: its being 
'definitively unfinished' - the words of Duchamp himself in 1923. More 
than ten years after the first sketch, in 1912, the year of his so-called 
'complete liberation', he seemed completely exhausted by this work in 
progress. So he abandoned it progressively. 'It never was a decision', he 
noticed afterwards.

The finishing touch and the notes

Before examining why Duchamp considered his glass as 
'definitively unfinished', I want to point out how, in 1925, destiny would 
put a most ironical finishing touch to the Glass: it broke during transport. 
The result was not discovered until many years later. For Duchamp the 
discovery of this accident did not come as a shock, but rather as a second



'complete liberation'. Indeed, he immediately interpreted the breaking of 
the Glass as the culmination of all the coincidences which already had 
contributed to its completion. Already from the beginning he had been 
relying on the invisible hand of chance rather than on his own artistic 
paw. Remember, for instance, that he fixed dust and oxydation on the 
Glass. At the request of the proprietess of the Glass, Duchamp repaired it 
somehow or other and reluctantly in 1936. As a consequence the Glass 
became untransportable, and thus it obtained a final resting place in the 
Philadelphia Museum of Modern Art. For the purpose of exhibitions full- 
scale copies were made by fellow-artists, signed 'copie conforme' by the 
master himself.

I said that the breaking of the Glass seemed to liberate Duchamp. 
On the other hand, however, it also prompted him to publish a selection of 
preliminary sketches and notes for the Glass, known as 'La boite verte' or 
'The green box', in 1934. In the first instance these notes and sketches were 
intended to divert the attention of the viewer: Duchamp wanted the 
viewer to do less seeing and more thinking about what was not to be seen 
on the Glass. So, 'The Green Box' teaches what the Glass could have been, 
had it been finished. There we learn how the 'mise-a~nu' or stripping bare 
would have taken place. Indeed, Duchamp really did have in mind a 
machinery to force the breakthrough of the Bachelors to the Bride. In this 
respect the publication of notes and sketches is rather ambiguous: it is true 
that they finally complete the Glass, but on the other hand they precisely 
draw attention to its being 'definitively unfinished'. As far as I know 
Duchamp never gave a sensible explanation for not having transposed the 
missing link between Bachelors and Bride onto the Glass itself - a link 
which he nevertheless clearly had in mind.

The traversing o f  the fan tasy  in the psychoanalytic cure

I announced that Duchamp's abandonment of his Glass 
corresponds to what Lacan calls the traversing of the fantasy. But in order 
to make things clear in this exceptional artistic case, maybe firstly we
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should have a clearer idea of this traversing of the fantasy in the regular 
psychoanalytic cure.

Indeed, what is the normal, neurotic course of affairs? Somewhere 
at the beginning there must have been a wild traversing of the fantasy, for 
instance when the subject realises this fantasy. But despite the panic 
resulting from the miscalculation of jouissance implied in this realisation, a 
solid neurotic will succeed in reconstructing his fantasy in next to no time. 
And then he can start all over again with his little games and 
machinations, anxiously shunning and waiting for the next realisation of 
his fantasy. In the case of the fantasy of 'A bride is being stripped bare' the 
subject succeeds in regaining his position of the accidental Peeping Tom of 
the scene. So much for the recurrent neurotic procedure.

However, in his first panic the neurotic may also have made the 
'wrong' choice, he may have flown to a psychoanalyst. Of course, this is 
only the wrong choice from the neurotic point of view - because a 
psychoanalyst will prevent in all possible ways the reconstruction and 
fixation of the fantasy in its familiar, neurotic form. Indeed, the process of 
a psychoanalysis could be described as a kind of permutation game with 
all of the structural elements of the fantasy. In this permutation game the 
subject successively slips into all of the possible positions within its 
fantasy - but only in order to avoid the ultimate position of his own desire.

In the case of the fantasy 'The Bride stripped bare by her Bachelors', 
we can isolate three such structural, defensive positions against one's own 
desire: the Bride, her Bachelors, and the Onlooker. In my clinical vignette 
the analytic cure made the subject shift from the position of the passive 
Onlooker to that of the Bachelor, - which is synonymous with activity, 
bachelors are always very busy people. Indeed, let down by his wife, 
thanks to his analysis this analysand succeeded in reorganising very 
swiftly his life, in association with other single men and women, in order 
to always have something to do, - eventually making the continuation of 
his analysis impossible. In this case it was rather clear what was avoided 
by identifying with the bachelor. This particular man was avoiding the 
third position, the position of the Bride, or his wife, with all of the 
homosexuality implied in it. In conclusion of this case, I think that it
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shows very well how the first therapeutic success of a psychoanalytic cure 
can amount to its ultimate failure. Maybe in this case I should have been 
swifter to point to the homosexuality in all of the three structural positions 
within this fantasy.

But suppose now that this analysand of mine had gone further in 
his analysis, suppose he had played the permutation-game to the end, and 
that he had gone through all of the possible structural shifts in his fantasy. 
In this way he would have come to know intimately the puissance implied 
in all of the positions within the fantasy. And in a state of exhaustion, at 
the end of his analysis, he would have come to the conclusion that none of 
these fantasmatic positions guarantees the sought after jouissance. So, 
fin ally  it is not worth all the trouble to reconstruct this fantasy again and 
again. To me at least this seems to be a workable definition of the moment 
in the psychoanalytic cure, Lacan identified as the traversing of the 
fantasy.

You know that Lacan was especially interested in the end of the 
analysis of the analysand who wants to become a psychoanalyst himself. 
According to Lacan this traversing of the fantasy is the necessary 
condition to invent a psychoanalytic position of your own, in agreement 
with your own desire - a position which you should be able to maintain 
long enough to allow another subject to traverse his own fantasy in his 
turn. In virtue of the end of his own analysis every psychoanalyst is 
supposed to have a minimal idea of the fantasmatic scenario, or axioma, 
which in his own neurosis arranges a sexual relationship between father 
and mother, and hence between man and woman. This traversing of the 
fantasy may lift its compulsion to arrange the sexual relationship always 
in the same neurotic way, and to impose it on the other - for your own 
puissance.
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The ready-made or the irony of the thing beyond the fantasy 

The ready-made beyond the fan tasy

Now that we have an idea of the traversing of the fantasy, we 
return to Duchamp. With his ten years of working-through on the Glass, 
he went straight to the point which psychoanalysis can achieve at its very 
best: the traversing of the fantasy, which consequently looses a bit of its 
grip on jouissance.

I repeat very briefly how we came to this conclusion in the case of 
Duchamp. First he had been hit in his fantasy by the marriage of his sister 
Suzanne. The paintings of the sad 'Young Man' and the scandalous 'Nude' 
bore witness to the falling apart of this fantasy, and consequently of his 
world. Secondly, with the Glass or ’The Bride stripped bare by her 
Bachelors, even', Duchamp confessed his fantasy, in a desperate attempt to 
reconstruct it, to re-arrange a relationship between subject and object. In 
this way his reality should have refound its imaginary consistency and 
meaning - and Marcel himself should have regained his place at its centre, 
his narcissism being restored. But finally this ambitious reconstruction 
miscarried, what we call the traversing of the fantasy.

At this point in his psychoanalysis an analysand can do more than 
just dream of becoming a psychoanalyst. And in a comparable way, at 
this point in the history of his artistic development, Duchamp has become 
Duchamp. Thanks to his introduction of a revolutionary new aesthetic 
value - the ready-made - the name Duchamp has become a landmark, and 
even a notion in the world of modern art. You may never have heard of 
his 'Nude', or even of the 'Bride & Bachelors-machinery', but you cannot 
not know his 'Mona Lisa' or his 'urinal'. These ready-mades are not only 
crucial in the history of modern art, but crucial above all in Duchamp's 
own history: they are the product of his failure to reconstruct his fantasy 
in the Glass, the product of his traversing of the fantasy. In any case the 
ready-made is some-thing real Duchamp strikes upon beyond the fantasy 
of the Glass.

VII.

30



Before trying to explain the status of the ready-made, I have to 
point out that it is not everything, that it is not the only surprise beyond 
the fantasy of the Glass.

Experimental passions beyond the fan tasy

In the first place the scene of some of Duchamp's experiments also 
seems to be laid beyond the fantasy of the Glass. I give some examples of 
his passionate experiments, or rather his 'experimental passions'.

Language

I already mentioned his curious passion for languages, not only 
French, but later, when living in the United States, also English. This 
passion led to linguistic experiments, inspired by the hermetic poetry of 
Stéphane Mallarmé and the psychotic language disturbances of Raymond 
Roussel. The verbal puns of Duchamp himself at first seem meaningless, 
but on closer examination they always turn out to be coarse sexual 
allusions. Mostly they have been achieved by purely mathematical 
permutations of some letters. I might remind you of the example of the 
'incesticide' that had to sleep with his own mother before killing her. The 
word ’incesticide' is a kind of calculated slip of the tongue while trying to 
say 'insecticide', the 'c' and the 's' simply have changed places. Another 
typical example, in English, is the title of one of Duchamp's most uncanny 
ready-mades, called 'Fresh Widow', from 1920. It represents a french 
window, all of the glass panes covered with black leather. In the two 
words, 'french' and 'window', the 'n' has disappeared. A purely 
homophonie example, also in English, is the double entendre 'Douche it 
again1, to be understood as 'Do shit again1. I could give numerous other 
examples, less and less in good taste. Indeed, Duchamp's puns are not to 
be laughed at.

So let me stop myself by referring to Jacques-Alain Miller. Recently 
I discovered that some years ago, in 1995, Miller devoted one of his 
seminars to Duchamp's puns, under the title L'inanité Sonore, 'The
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sonorous inanity'. I was pleased to discover that Miller also suggests an 
affinity between these mathematical, seemingly nonsensical puns of 
Duchamp on the one hand and a particular kind of psychoanalytic 
interpretation within the register of homophony on the other hand. 
According to Lacan in this homophonic interpretation, which often is none 
other than a kind of deliberate 'misunderstanding1, 'tous les coups sont 
permis', anything goes. I think that in this line Duchamp could have a 
liberating effect on psychoanalysis, maybe he could allow the 
psychoanalyst of today to break his silence. I will return to this point.

Sex

But first of all Duchamp's sexual puns call our attention to another 
experiment, a sexual experiment: namely the creation of a female double. 
I already mentioned her name, Rrose Selavy, a name which in itself is one 
of the best examples of Duchamp's double entendre. Indeed 'Rrose Selavy1 
can be understood as 'Eros, c'est la vie', 'sexuality, that's life'. For that 
matter, most of Duchamp's sexual puns are made in the name of Rrose 
Selavy, and many of his ready-mades are but her feminine requisites. One 
of the most famous ready-mades, made in the name of Rrose Selavy, is the 
unmasking of the Mona Lisa as a self-portrait, or the feminine double of 
Leonardo da Vinci - simply by adding a moustache and goatee. You could 
say that Rrose Selavy was to Duchamp what the Mona Lisa must have 
been to Da Vinci. From our psychoanalytic point of view it is noteworthy 
that in this founding act of Dadaism, in 1919, Duchamp simply followed 
the footsteps of the first and greatest dadaist of all time, Sigmund Freud, 
who already had made such irreverent remarks as early as 1910. But what 
Freud did not add in his essay on the narcissism of Da Vinci, was a 
Lacanian allusion to the feminine jouissance of his Mona Lisa - which 
Duchamp amply made up for by adding the enigmatic letterword 
L.H.O.O.Q., to be understood as 'elle a chaud au cu', something like 'she's 
got a hot ass'.
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Optics

A third 'experimental passion', besides the verbal puns and 
feminine double, are Duchamp's optical experiments, experiments 
designed to produce all kinds of optical illusions - in close collaboration 
with his lifelong friend, the American surrealist, Man Ray. These 
experiments even led Duchamp to participate at a fair for inventors.

Business

Duchamp also engaged in numerous commercial experiments in 
the field of modern art. He promoted, for instance, the sculptor Brancusi. 
He composed famous art collections, among other things of his own 
works. And André Breton always called on Duchamp for the organisation 
of his surrealist exhibitions. But I leave aside Duchamp's commercial 
passion.

Chess

In conclusion I mention the 'experimental passion' which, in the 
case of Duchamp at least, had the most pathological reputation: his 
passion for the game of chess. For instance after the death of his parents, 
and during his first marriage, his obsession with chess seemed to have 
replaced all of his other feelings, and more particularly his sexual feelings. 
Most strangely of all, chess even absorbed all of his artistic energy for 
many years. For a certain period Duchamp even became a professional 
chess-player, participating in championships, writing about chess, and 
ending as the mentor of the 'enfant terrible' of chess, Bobby Fischer.

A variation of this passion for games was his temporary obsession 
with the game of roulette - a passion which Duchamp accounted for, in his 
typical way, with a pun: 'I did not really stop drawing, now I draw on 
chance'.

So much for a quick survey of some of the 'experimental passions' 
Duchamp developed beyond the fantasy, after the traversing of his
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fantasy in the Glass. Against the background of his basic affect of 
indifference, in relation to the ready-mades, these passions sometimes 
have inspired psychiatric studies of Duchamp to diagnose him as a case of 
psychosis, and more particularly schizophrenia. From my point of view 
these experimental passions have nothing psychotic, they are but the 
manifestations of what could be called 'pure affects' - 'pure' meaning that 
they do not root any longer in the fantasy, they do not feed any longer on 
a fantasmatic puissance. Maybe I could even say that, in the case of 
Duchamp, to some extent, these pure affects replace the affects rooted in 
the fantasy.

' G i v e n b e y o n d  the fantasy

Besides these experimental passions and the indifferent ready
mades there's still a third element in Duchamp's answer to his failure to 
reconstruct his fantasy in the Glass - a last element and maybe also the 
most important for Duchamp himself. This third answer is his second 
magnum opus, called 'Etant donnés: 1. la chute d'eau, 2. le gaz d'éclairage', 
'(Being) given: 1. the waterfall, 2. the lighting gas. I will call it 'Given'.

What is 'Given1 like? A windowless, dark room in the Philadelphia 
Museum of Modem Art. At first glance it appears to be empty. 
Embedded in one wall, however, is an arch of bricks framing an old 
wooden door, with two worn peepholes, at eye level. Looking through 
these peepholes the viewer discovers a three-dimensional tableau vivant: a 
fragment of a nude woman, lying on her back in an idyllic, sunny 
landscape with a waterfall, and lifting in her hand an old fashioned gas- 
lamp illuminating her fully exposed hairless cunt.

Without anybody knowing, except his own wife, Duchamp worked 
on this assembly from 1946 to 1966, shortly before his death. In contrast 
with the Glass, he thought of it as 'definitively finished', and he even 
added an instruction for its assembly. Nevertheless, he did not want the 
work to be exposed before his own death, in 1968.

I will not deal with this work here, and not only for lack of time. 
Even as a psychoanalyst I experience some uncanny ennui before this
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testament of Duchamp. For the time being let me dismiss the matter in 
some bald statements. To me 'Given' seems to be the paradoxical retake or 
remake of the fantasy of the Bride, but now beyond the fantasy. It is the 
finding again of the Bride within the newly developed anaesthetics of the 
ready-made. In 'Given' the Bride has become a ready-made herself. 
Indeed, the French expression 'Etant donnes' can easily be translated as 
'ready-made', so 'given' is synonymous with ’ready-made’. Duchamp 
connoisseurs also love to refer to ’Given’ with a typically coarse pun on the 
word 'ready-made', as his 'ready-maid', the maid who's ready. So, in any 
case we first should have a better understanding of the ready-made before 
dreaming of saying something sensible about this last work of Duchamp.

The ready-m ade appears from  the beginning o f  the traversing o f  the 
fan tasy

For that matter let's devote the rest of our time to the ready-made. 
First I must clear up a misunderstanding. I suggested that the ready-made 
is a product of the traversing of the fantasy in the Glass. This does not 
have to imply that ready-mades only begin to appear after Duchamp's 
abandonment of the Glass as 'definitively unfinished'. So Duchamp did 
not have to wait till 1923 to strike upon his first ready-made. For that 
matter the same applies to his experimental passions. Rather, the 
impossibility of definitively finishing the Glass must have been present at 
its origin. From the very beginning all kinds of minute 'cracks' must have 
been latent, waiting to be exposed and enlarged in the long and painful 
process of reconstruction of the fantasy.

In any case this is what a psychoanalytic cure reveals. In his cure 
the subject wants to reconstruct his fantasy. But already from the 
beginning, in the preliminary talks, there are signs that this reconstruction 
is doomed to failure. So, from the very beginning of the reconstruction of 
his fantasy the subject embarks on its traversing. It's not easy to be more 
explicit on this point. The problem is that these prodromus of the 
traversing only can be interpreted as such by the subject, once his 
fantasmatic reconstruction has definitively failed, once the traversing of
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fantasy has become history. The end of an analysis puts the beginning in a 
new light.

In my own experience these early indications of the traversing of 
the fantasy can take the form of the discovery of some-thing that is of no 
use for the reconstruction of the fantasy. Through the cracks in his fantasy 
the subject discovers all kinds of things which do not fit in that fantasy; 
these things are real and may be objects, but also acts, and even words. 
They do not fit in the fantasy, because they are not 'charged' with a 
sufficient amount of jouissance, if I may say so; so the subject cannot enjoy 
those things. Or, with the crucial signifier in Duchamp's aesthetic 
discourse: those things are indifferent to the subject, they leave him cold. 
And for that matter they cannot contribute to the restoration of the lost 
fantasmatic jouissance. I resume this state of affairs by postulating that 
'indifferent' equals 'beyond the jouissance of the fantasy'.

Now, in the course of his effort to reconstruct his fantasy, during 
his psychoanalysis, a neurotic carelessly, or carefully, sweeps all those 
indifferent or non-fantasmatic things under the couch. And there they lie 
waiting - but only waiting for the end of his analysis to be rediscovered. 
At that final moment to conclude, when the neurotic can authorise himself 
as a psychoanalyst, all those things which had been rejected as devoid of 
jouissance, all those indifferent words, acts and even objects turn out to 
constitute a kind of stock which one can draw from for one's own 
interpretations and acts to come. In this respect the interpretation of a 
particular psychoanalyst is anything but 'personal'. A psychoanalyst does 
not select some-thing as an interpretation because he enjoys it in a 
fantasmatic way. On the contrary, he selects it, precisely because of its 
fantasmatic indifference to him. In this context I remind you of Lacan's 
provocative saying about the interpretation, in the register of the 
equivocal, 'ou tous les coups sont permis'. Anything goes, yes, but on 
condition that the psychoanalyst does not enjoy it too much. The stuff 
interpretations are made off is anything beyond the fantasy of a particular 
psychoanalyst. So finally, for a particular psychoanalyst, the any-thing of 
his interpretation may turn out to be strictly limited.
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I have to admit that this is a rather personal vision about the end of 
an analysis. You will not find it as such in Freud or Lacan. 'Personal' 
means that it corresponds to the experience of the end of my own analysis. 
So I do not lay claim to the validity of this vision for the end of every so 
called 'didactic1 psychoanalysis. In a way every end is different. 
Nevertheless, I have come to believe that I am not a completely isolated 
case in this respect: there's also the case of Duchamp's traversing of the 
fantasy. So maybe my talks about Duchamp are a kind of supervision for 
the end of my own analysis.

Since I suppose you are more interested in Duchamp than in me, let 
us return to Duchamp. Unlike the neurotic in the little analytical fiction I 
just developed, Duchamp did not choose to sweep under the couch the 
things he could not integrate in the complex fantasmatic machinery of the 
Bride and her Bachelors. He did not foreclose the indifferent things that 
were not charged with a sufficient amount of puissance. On the contrary. 
The fantasmatic indifference of some-thing, or the simple fact that he 
could not enjoy it - this very indifference would become his criterion for 
the ready-made. I quote Duchamp, in 1961: 'A point which I want very 
much to establish is that the choice of the ready-mades was never dictated 
to me by any aesthetic delectation. This choice was based on a reaction of 
visual indifference, accompanied at the same time by a total absence of 
good or bad taste ... in fact a complete anaesthesia'. So this visual 
anaesthesia or aesthetic indifference is the criterion for the selection of the 
ready-made.

And just like at the end of a psychoanalysis, this fantasmatic 
indifference was not the easiest artistic solution for Duchamp. The 
'anything goes' of the ready-made finally turned out to be strictly limited. 
In more than fifty years, from 1915 to 1965, Duchamp only 'made' some 
twenty ready-mades - less than one ready-made every two years. If we 
maintain the simile between ready-made and interpretation, then I guess 
that most psychoanalysts are more 'active' than that, despite the so-called 
'decline' of the interpretation.
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Characteristics o f  the ready-made

Before returning immediately to this indifference, I want to indicate 
briefly some other characteristics of the ready-made.

Philosophy

In the first instance the ready-made seems to trifle with the Kantian 
a-priori's of time and space. On the one hand, a given thing can become a 
ready-made by a simple displacement, which makes it loose its function. 
For example, the urinal was turned upside down to become a 'Fountain1. 
Or a hat-rack was nailed to the floor. On the other hand the ready-made 
sometimes was defined by Duchamp as a rendez-vous, or even a blind date: 
a thing was summoned to become a ready-made at a very precise moment 
in the future. In this way its selection did not depend on Duchamp's 
momentary mood. This was, for instance, the case for a comb, which 
began its eternal life as a ready-made in 1916, on the seventeenth of 
February, at eleven a.m. Now it would be possible to develop some 
psychoanalytic comments on this subversion of the philosophical couple 
of time and space.

Linguistics

But more interesting, from our point of view, is a couple of 
linguistic criteria for the ready-made.

On the one hand there’s Duchamp's so called 'nominalism1. 
Basically this means that a ready-made is a thing called 'ready-made' - 
with the additional but not adventitious particularity that the word 
'ready-made' is a neologism. As you know a neologism is not only a 
newly invented word, but also an existing word charged with a new 
meaning. This is a typical phenomenon in psychosis. However, contrary 
to the psychotic neologism, the word 'ready-made' has made it, if I may 
say so. Indeed, it has become Duchamp's contribution to language. We



find it in the dictionaries of all universal languages - except French. In 
Dutch we say that nobody is a saint in his own country.

On the one hand Duchamp made a new word, on the other he also 
has succeeded in linking his name to this word. A ready-made is a thing 
named 'ready-made' by the named Marcel Duchamp. Indeed, ready-made 
seems to have become synonymous with Duchamp. I would even say that 
there are no ready-mades other than those chosen by Duchamp - even if 
Duchamp often signed them with a pseudonym. You remember Rrose 
Selavy. Before the invention of this feminine double Duchamp had 
already signed his urinal as R. Mutt, which is among other things a pun on 
the German word 'Armut', 'poverty1.

Of course my assertion that Duchamp would have the monopoly 
on the ready-made is provocative from the aesthetic point of view of art 
history, and needs to be discussed. From the point of view of 
psychoanalysis, however, it can make some sense, especially since Lacan's 
study of James Joyce, in his Seminar XXIII he sinthome. Indeed, what is a 
'sinthom'? First of all it is the old way of spelling the word 'symptom'. But 
is is also a double entendre, in the style of Duchamp, with the expression 
'saint homme', 'holy man'. So a sinthom is a symptom that can make one 
holy, like in the heyday of religion; such a sinthom does not only have a 
private meaning, but it can also be of public importance, as a kind of 
inimitable example. Now, this type of sinthom seems to pop up again in 
our 'postmodern' times, with the decay of the father, or the splintering of 
the religious idea of the Name-of-the-Father into several names of the 
father. For Lacan Joyce is a paradigmatic case of a sinthom functioning as 
a name of the father. Simplifying one could say that Joyce assures himself 
of his name, not by the bond with his own father, but by his own writing. 
With the 'inconceivably private jokes' of his writing Joyce has created an 
embarrassing new reality, or rather he has given his name to such a reality
- a creative act which has enabled him 'de se passer du Nom-du-Pere, a 
condition de s'en servir', to do without the Name-of-the-Father on the 
condition of using it.

Of course Joyce is not the only one to have achieved this psychical 
feat of strength. A writer like Franz Kafka for instance also had his own
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inconceivably private solution to his problem with the Name-of-the- 
Father. His writings also have created, or named, a new uncanny reality. 
Everybody knows what I mean when I say that I had a Kafkaian feeling 
when, on entering the London tube for the first time, I was suddenly 
stopped by the metallic voice of the superego command 'Mind the gap'. 
Everybody knows what I mean, but nobody can say what exactly makes 
this situation so typically Kafkaian.

Now I think the same also pertains to Duchamp; the ready-mades 
are his inconceivably private jokes. Duchamp does not owe his name to 
the scandalous procession of 'Brides', beginning with the 'Nude1, then 'The 
Bride and her Bachelors', and finally 'Given'. Rather, he made his name 
with the ready-mades.

And in his case also there's every indication that he made his name 
as a solution to a fundamental problem with the Name-of-the-Father. To 
begin with, all the Duchamp children seemed to have a problem with the 
family name. For instance, none of his brothers used the family name as an 
artist. Gaston called himself Jacques Villon, and Raymond tried to hide 
under the partial pseudonym Duchamp-Villon. Both did so in order to 
avoid disqualifying the name of their father, a respected bourgeois in 
Rouen. So, despite all of his pseudonyms, finally Marcel was the only son 
to 'use' the.Name-of-the-Father as Lacan puts it: to do without the Name- 
of-the-Father on the condition of using it. In this respect it is also 
noteworthy that Marcel was also the only one to have a child himself. 
Indeed, he had an illegitimate daughter. He saw her for the first time in 
1918, in the Paris tube, when the girl was eight years old, but he did not 
speak a word to her. More than forty years later his wife arranged a 
second meeting with his daughter, but the fact that he was her father did 
not come up between them, either then or later. After his death his 
daughter testified that, I quote, 'there was an immense barrier between 
them. One had one's position in life. It was too late. He was a very 
mysterious person'. Indeed.

Duchamp was not a father to his daughter, his real children were a 
series of twenty artificial things he did give a name, and even his name. 
We could say that he's the symbolic father of these ready-mades.
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And in conclusion of this digression on Duchamp's making of his 
own name, a very simple link could be established between the ready
mades and the Glass. In his fantasmatic Glass he tried to re-make his first 
name, and to restore his narcissism: I remind you of the MAR of MARiée 
and the CEL of CELibataire, making Mar-cel, and the final 'même' to be 
understood as 'loves me' - an imaginary enterprise which finally 
miscarried. Now with his non-fantasmatic ready-mades the broken Mar
cel succeeds in making himself a family name. So the Glass is Mar-cel and 
the ready-made is Duchamp.

The criterion o f  indifference

After this survey of some characteristics of the ready-made, we 
return to the principal criterion of indifference. I remind you that 
Duchamp did not have to wait for the final abandonment of his 
fantasmatic Glass to strike upon the first ready-made. He did not have to 
wait untill 1923, because the ready-mades already imposed themselves 
from the very beginning of the reconstruction of the fantasy, the failure or 
traversing being inherent to this reconstruction. And indeed, according to 
the criterion of indifference, the first ready-made dates from 1915, the year 
Duchamp started working on the Glass itself, after some years of 
preliminary work. This first ready-made is a snow shovel, with the 
enigmatic title inscribed on it in English: 'In advance of the broken arm'.

People who know the work of Duchamp may be surprised that I do 
not think of the bicycle wheel as the first ready-made. This bicycle wheel 
mounted upside down on a stool dates from two years earlier, from 1913. 
The problem with this wheel is that it does not meet with the criterion of 
indifference. On the contrary, Duchamp declared that the contemplation 
of its rotation was a source of aesthetic delectation to him. It was like 
looking at the dancing flames in a fireplace: it soothes. So the wheel 
cannot yet be called a ready-made, because for Duchamp himself it is 
charged too heavily with the compulsory solitary jouissance of 
masturbation (and the fantasy).



Maybe this jouissance also explains why the wheel had its place and 
function in the machinery of the Glass, and more precisely in the 
mechanism which should have achieved the penetration of the Bachelors 
into the domain of the Bride - penetration which, however, ultimately was 
not realised on the Glass itself. In any case, contrary to the indifferent 
ready-made, this wheel seems to have retained some puissance, useful in 
the reconstruction of the fantasy in the Glass.

Now from a psychoanalytic point of view the crucial question is the 
following: how did Duchamp invent this new aesthetic criterion of 
indifference, this new aesthetic discourse of anaesthesia? Basically we 
have two theoretical options, two choices. Either this indifference falls 
within the domain of the fantasy, and then it is the trace of Duchamp's 
identification with the indifference of his mother. Or this indifference is 
beyond the fantasy, as a result of its traversing. This last case is the most 
interesting, because it could pave the way for a Lacanian approach to the 
so called 'gleichschwebende Aufmerksamkeit' of the Freudian psychoanalyst, 
his evenly suspended or poised attention - not only towards the material 
of the analysand, but also, and even in the first place, towards his own 
interpretation and act: Freudian neutrality as the result of the Lacanian 
traversing of the fantasy. Up to now I have been venturing in both 
directions, within and beyond the fantasy, directions which finally seem to 
exclude each other. So I should make up my mind.

The sublimated jouissance o f a fantasmatic indifference

First let us have a closer look at the idea that Duchamp's 
indifference is related to his mother. In this case, with his ready-mades he 
would have repeated actively what he had had to suffer passively from his 
mother. You also remember the poetic construction of Lebel:

Marcel se remémorait de sa mère la placidité, voire l'indifférence - 
qui paraîtrait l'avoir plutôt blessé avant qu'il ne se fût fixé pour 
but d'y atteindre à son tour.
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Marcel always remembered the composure of his mother, or 
rather her indifference - which seems to have hurt him 
pretty much before he made it his goal to achieve the same 
state of indifference.

So it is suggested that the aesthetic indifference towards the ready-made 
not only would haven been a simple repetition of his mother's indifference 
towards him, but also a sublimation - the concept of sublimation implying 
that the son enjoyed his indifference in a more subtle manner than the 
mother did.

I also remind you that the pathological indifference of his mother 
seems to have been the consequence of the impossibility for her of 
mourning for the baby who died just before the birth of Marcel. The 
repetition of the name of this dead sister, MAdELeine, in his first name, 
MArcEL, identified him as an indifferent substitute in the desire of his 
mother, a ready-made child replacing the missing Thing. Later, in his own 
indifferent way, Duchamp would also choose ready-mades, as a limited 
series of substitutes for something missing, something Freud calls 'das 
Ding', the Thing. Here I will not push further this idea of Duchamp's 
indifference towards his ready-mades as a sublimation of his own 
impossibility in mourning for the lost Thing.

Rather, I would like to point to another clinical way of 
understanding Duchamp's indifference within the register of the fantasy, 
in relation to his mother. In this second train of thought I take the historic- 
materialistic view that his twenty ready-mades descend one by one from a 
concrete thing in his early infancy. These things remained important for 
him, only because they had been charged with the remaining libido which 
his indifferent mother withdrew from him. In this respect these things 
could be considered his rivals for the meagre crumbs of the love of his 
mother.

This calls to mind a common experience in the psychoanalysis of 
children. For some reason or other a mother may have difficulties with 
what could be called, in psychological terms, the 'acceptance' of a child; 
consequently she's plagued by death wishes, expressing themselves for
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instance in the fear that she will let the child fall. Often such mothers 
resolve this problem by concentrating in a compulsory manner not on the 
child itself, but on something in the immediate environment of the child. 
So their desire clings to all kinds of things which are in a relation of 
contiguity with the body of the child. Mostly these things are associated 
with bodily care, and more particularly the cold, medical and 
pharmaceutical side of it. Such cold, indifferent mothers become over
concerned with the body of the child, constantly spying for morbid 
symptoms, and always manipulating some device or other, the most 
ironical example being the thermometer. These devices could be 
considered a counterpart on the part of mother of Winnicott's transitional 
object on the part of the child.

Returning now to Duchamp, I think it is no coincidence that one of 
the precursors of the ready-made, in 1914, is called ' Pharmacie', 
'Drugstore'. This work is based on a reproduction of a winter-landscape, - 
the chilliness of the mother? Duchamp only added a green and a red spot
- formerly the identification mark of Paris pharmacies. In the same 
pharmaceutical register we also have 'Air de Paris', 'Paris Air', from 1919 - 
a glass ampoule which Duchamp had a pharmacist empty and then reseal. 
The already mentioned comb (1916) also belongs to the same register of 
bodily care. And we must not forget about the perfume bottle, entitled 
'Belle Haleine. Eau de voilette', 'Beautiful breath. Veil Water'. But the most 
beautifull, most complete ready-made in this respect remains 'Why not 
sneeze Rrose Selavy?', in 1921. This is the original English title of a white 
birdcage, filled with white marble cubes; between these cubes we perceive 
a thermometer and a cuttlebone. According to Duchamp the marble cubes 
are supposed to resemble sugar cubes, so that when you lift the cage you 
will be surprised by its weight. The thermometer measures the 
temperature of the marble cubes. As to the cuttlebone he does not give any 
explanation. Now, do I go too far, when I suppose that this assembly 
could be a kind of reminiscence of the care of the fragile, sick Marcel by 
his cold and overly-concerned mother?
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In conclusion of this pharmaceutical digression we can only become 
silent before the irony of fate which made Duchamp's displaced oedipal 
object, his sister Suzanne, marry a pharmacist.

I am aware that each attempt to construct a fantasmatic base for 
Duchamp's aesthetic indifference, in relation to his mother, necessarily 
remains speculative.1 On the other hand I think that by now I have shown 
that there are enough elements to take this risk in an analytically 
responsible manner.

Ironic indifference as the absence of fantasmatic jouissance

Now I could also try to understand Duchamp's aesthetic 
indifference in a completely different way - as the result of the traversing 
of the fantasy. In this case his indifference would no longer be charged 
with any fantasmatic jouissance. Contrary to his mother Duchamp would 
not have enjoyed his indifference, not even in a more subtle, sublimated 
form.

I already developed the strongest argument for this positive, extra- 
clinical approach of Duchamp's indifference beyond the fantasy: namely 
the simple fact that it is a paradoxical indifference-in-action; his 
indifference did not paralyse. On the contrary, it even made him invent 
the new aesthetic value of the ready-made. Thanks to his indifference, the 
world cannot forget about Duchamp; today nobody is indifferent to 
Duchamp's indifference.

But there's also a second argument for locating Duchamp's 
indifference beyond the fantasy with its paralysing jouissance. And that is 
his own conceptualisation of his indifference as a positive form of irony 
which he called 'ironisme d'affirmation', 'affirmative ironism1 or ’ironism of 
the affirmation'. Duchamp himself explicitly opposed this strictly private

1 Besides being the father of his ready-mades, Duchamp is also in a certain sense the 
mother of is ready-mades. In this way Duchamp combines or reconciles both parental 
positions towards his ready-mades. According to some esoteric theories this should be 
the ultimate artistic act: to find one's origin in oneself, to become your own creator.
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form of 'ism' to the only collective 'ism' which he continued to stick to for 
some time after his traversing of all the 'isms' of modem painting, the so 
called 'erotism'. So, at a certain point in his artistic development Duchamp 
seems to be divided between the indifference of his own 'ironism' and a 
fundamental 'erotism' of art.

Indeed, on the one hand Duchamp himself conceived of his Glass as 
a high point in this artistic tradition of erotism. This means that all the 
elements assembled within the framework of the Glass were selected on 
the basis of their erotic value - what I called their being charged with a 
sufficient amount of jouissance, their capacity to contribute to the 
reconstruction of the fantasmatic jouissance of 'The Bride stripped Bare by 
her Bachelors, even'. So, what Duchamp calls 'erotism' amounts to the 
same thing as what psychoanalysis calls the jouissance of the fundamental 
sexual fantasy.

On the other hand the Glass also confronted Duchamp with the 
limit of this fundamental erotism of art. Working on it he stumbled across 
all kinds of things which did not have any erotic value, which were not 
charged with any fantasmatic jouissance, which were indifferent as far as 
he was concerned. Consequently they did not fit into the reconstruction of 
his fantasy. Contrary to the neurotic, at that critical moment the artist 
Duchamp made the ethical decision not to ignore these waste-objects of 
his fantasy. He did not foreclose them, but kind of recycled them, - by 
affirming their existence in an ironic way. It was precisely the erotic or 
fantasmatic indifference of these things, the very fact that they had no 
place in his Glass, which Duchamp exalted as a criterion for preserving 
them. As if Duchamp were saying at that moment: 'Some-thing does not 
interest me, so I say that it is interesting. That thing does not mean 
anything to me, so I say 'yes' to it.' In this ironical way the ready-made 
was born. Where the seemingly endless erotic work-in-progress of the 
Glass reached a limit, and remained 'definitively unfinished1, Duchamp, in 
his own ironic way, affirmed some indifferent things as 'always already 
finished', as ready-made.

I assume you have not forgotten about my suggestion, that this 
approach to Duchamp's indifference beyond the fantasy could be relevant
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to the so-called ' gleichschwebende AufmerksamkeiV of the Freudian 
psychoanalyst, his evenly suspended or poised attention - which seems to 
be the basic ethical position in his choice of interpretations and acts as a 
kind of ready-mades. In order to prove this we need a better idea of what 
Duchamp means by his 'ironisme d'affirmation'. First the 'affirmative' side 
of the irony, and then the 'ironic' side of the affirmation.

Duchamp himself gives an important hint, by opposing the 
affirmative side of his own irony to what he calls 'Vironisme négateur', the 
negative or denying form of irony in dadaism. So, despite his often being 
considered as the godfather of dadaism, Duchamp finally kept his 
distance from it in the style of his friend Picabia. For Duchamp dadaism 
lives too exclusively on the laugh. From a psychoanalytic point of view, 
dadaism seems to descend from infantile pleasure in negation. This is the 
child opposing a 'no' to everything at a crucial moment of his 
development, when he has to fix the imaginary boundaries of his 'ego' in 
relation to its equals. This 'no' of the 'ego' produces an imaginary kind of 
jouissance, reminiscent of the triumphant jubilation before the mirror, 
when the child for the first time discovers his own unity. The ready-mades 
on the contrary show no traces of such an infantile and negative jouissance 
of his own imaginary identity. Duchamp thinks positively, and, as you 
know, that's no laughing matter.

When Duchamp makes this distinction between his affirmation and 
the negation of dadaism, one cannot help thinking of Freud's distinction 
between 'Bejahung' and 'Vemeinung', between 'saying yes' and 'saying no'. 
According to Freud the symbolic affirmation is the primary condition for 
any imaginary negation. First of all the existence of some Thing has to be 
affirmed, which is achieved by attributing a signifier to it. From this 
moment on, once the Thing is affirmed as existing, it can also be negated 
by negating its signifier. It is impossible to negate the Thing in itself. And 
inversely, the negation of a signifier simply confirms the logically prior 
affirmation of the Thing by way of a signifier. An example may illustrate 
this paradoxical functioning of negation. In his transference onto his 
psychoanalyst an analysand may say, about a personage in a dream: 'I 
know that you will think this is my mother, but it is not'. Of course this
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only means that his own first thought went to his mother. His dream tried 
to stage the signifier for the motherly Thing.

Returning now to Duchamp, his choice of a ready-made seems to 
take place on the level of the primary 'Bejahung', the primary 'yes' or 
affirmation. Indifferent as it may be from an aesthetic point of view, 
some-thing already made comes into existence as a work of art simply 
because Duchamp did not reject or foreclose it. So, ever since Duchamp 
even the plastic artist is to be taken at his word.

So much for the affirmative side of Duchamp's ironism. Now, in 
order to illuminate some of the ironic aspects of this affirmation, we'd 
better turn immediately to some concrete ready-mades.

First my favourite ready-made, a ready-made in two scansions, 
based on Da Vinci's Mona Lisa: Everybody remembers the first, dadaistic 
or iconoclastic scansion. In 1919 Duchamp scratched a moustache and 
goatee on it, adding also a coarse allusion to her jouissance. But few people 
know that fourty-six years later, in 1965, Duchamp restored the Mona Lisa 
into her original, virginal state - without the moustache and goatee, 
adding this time the ironic comment 'rasée', 'shaven'. With this second 
version of his Mona Lisa, which I particularly like, Duchamp brilliantly 
demonstrates the irreversibility of the primary symbolic affirmation. In 
his first affirmation, of the Mona Lisa as a man, something like the so- 
called artistic freedom still seems to be at work. But once affirmed as a 
man, the Mona Lisa can never become again the pure, mysterious 
Womanly Thing she was before. Even Duchamp himself does not have 
the freedom to undo his own symbolic affirmation of the Mona Lisa as a 
man. He can no longer say that she's 'not a man'. The best he can do is to 
'shave' her, confirming once again, in an ironic way, that she's a man. So 
since Duchamp, a masculine shadow seems to have fallen upon the fair 
face of the Most Beautiful Woman of Western culture. A shadow which 
the art-lover first has to chase away, like an evil thought, if he wants to 
enjoy her. Duchamp has disturbed the masculine or phallic jouissance of 
Woman as a pure Thing. In the same movement he also seems to have 
opened, or revealed, a kind of gap in this Western icon of Woman, - a gap 
which the postmodern artist often feels obliged to fill up in his own more

48



or less ironic way. Indeed, there are numerous examples of artists who, in 
the wake of Duchamp, have made fun of the Mona Lisa, by adding a 
'personal touch'. Think for instance of Salvador Dali, or Avida Dollars as 
Breton called him, who replaced her hands with his own hands 
scrambling for dollars.

This first ironic side of the ready-made is an irony not unlike the so- 
called irony of fate. Once you have affirmed some-thing as existing, 
there's no way back - even if that affirmation was only a little game. 
Contrary to what the obsessional fantasises, you cannot undo it. So, if 
Duchamp says that something is art, then it is, even if it is not.

For a second ironic side of the affirmation of the ready-made we 
finally turn reluctantly to the ready-made I least like, 'Etant donnés', or 
'Given'. This assembly of part of a nude woman, in an idyllic landscape 
comparable to the background of the Mona Lisa, this obscene assembly is 
the supreme, the ultimate ready-made. Why? Because it corresponds to a 
paradoxical re-make of the fantasmatic Glass, but now beyond the fantasy, 
within the ready-made aesthetics of indifference. I could also say it is a 
de-sexualised Glass, the Glass which has become erotically or 
fantasmatically indifferent. You notice that I make a distinction between 
the erotism of the fantasmatic jouissance in the Glass on the one hand, and 
the crude obscenity of 'Given' on the other hand, an obscenity which has 
nothing to do with erotism.

So where in this dark obscenity do we perceive the sparkle of 
irony? In the lamp, lifted by the nude. Of course, in the first instance this 
lamp conjures up the image of the Greek cynic Diogenes - the man who, in 
the full daylight, walked about with a lamp, searching for the eternal idea 
of Man, an idea we cannot see according to Plato's definition of mortals as 
cave-dwellers. But Duchamp is not a cynic, he does not want to ridicule 
the philosophical idea of Man. With her lamp the woman of 'Given' does 
not search for the idea of Man, but in the full daylight she illuminates her 
fully exposed sex. The irony of this highly raised lamp, corresponding to 
a triumphant affirmation of the phallus, seems to be that, in the given 
situation, this phallus does not have much sense in relation to the lack of 
woman. The phallus can neither cover the lack of woman nor reveal it.
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Or, in Lacan's terms: the phallus, in its symbolic affirmation as a signifier, 
is but a 'semblant', a semblance.

So, a psychoanalyst should never forget that the phallus does not 
bring the ultimate symbolic light into the real, or the dark continent of 
woman. A psychoanalyst has to maintain an ironic position towards the 
phallus and the interpretations referring to it.

Address for  correspondence: Ham 8
9000
Ghent
Belgium
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THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF THE SEXUAL ACT

(Some thoughts on perversion and obsessional neurosis)

Patricia McCarthy

Introduction

This does not sound like a title that makes sense, and clearly it 
doesn't make sense at the level of what we, ordinarily, take the sexual act 
to be, that is, at the social or human level. However at the level of the 
subject, the sexual act is silence. There is a syncopation of signifiers when 
it comes to dealing with what is involved in sex. To syncopate a word is 
to shorten it by dropping out an interior letter or syllable, for instance the 
word 'never' becoming 'ne'er'. The structural syncopation in meaning at 
the level of the unconscious, is already a consequence of a logic that sets 
the subject up. Can such a lofty theorisation have clinical relevance? To 
define the subject in terms of the difficulty of the sexual act is, hopefully, 
to allow us pinpoint more clearly, where on the path of difficulty, the 
neurotic or perverse subject places himself. Over all of this, the status of 
the analytic act hangs suspended ...

* * * * *

In crime thrillers, the serial killer often turns out to be someone 
who is at the heart of the investigative team and more often still is 
someone of whom it is later remarked 'Of course it had to be him! Look at 
the way he always straightened up the telephone directories or how neatly 
he arranged the files on his desk!' In this escapist scenario, we don't 
readily have to recognise aspects of ourselves in the investigator/serial 
killer. In relation to an unwitting individual who comes to see him, and 
who pays him with florins that have been previously laundered, Freud is



quick to locate the displacement, from hands dirty from handling young 
girls' genitals to hands which handle only clean money. The individual in 
question, of course, fled - and understandably so. Who of us wants to be 
told the truth about ourselves? The point of this strange overlapping 
between perverse and obsessional activity is that it might allow us grapple 
with an impossible title about a so-called impossible act - the sexual act.

De facto  versus Logical Existence

In the seminar for '66 - '67, The Logic o f Phantasy, Lacan again takes 
up the essentials - the unconscious, the subject, the o object and the Other. 
He raises many questions in this seminar and the unnerving thing is, that 
not only are they the same questions he has always raised, but he admits 
that psychoanalysts, including him, have not yet answered them! The 
subject is engendered in consequence of the encounter with the real. That's 
OK, isn't it? The end product is that we have our de facto existence, a 
construct at the level of the ego, with all our sense and sensibilities. If 
somebody comes to see you, who, on the birth of her child develops total 
vaginismus, or, if somebody presents with premature ejaculation so severe 
that copulation has never been possible, you would be inclined to admit 
that these are particularly acute expressions of de facto existence which are 
not easily sorted out. In this seminar, Lacan is saying that there is a logical 
existence, a priori or already given in consequence of the encounter with 
the real, which has, as its product, our pathetic de facto existence as we 
know it. And in this seminar he begins to elaborate this logical existence. 
And my question to myself becomes 'How can a logic of phantasy answer 
the very precise difficulties that individuals like the two above present 
with?'

Marie Cardinal, in her novel The Words to Say It, her novelistic 
account of her own analysis, recalls her sense of affront, when the analyst 
says to her 'I have no interest in this account of your symptom' - a 
symptom of intractable uterine bleeding which obsessed her and for 
which no cause could be found. She stays and does an analysis for the 
ensuing seven years. Essentially, what the analyst said to her was, ' I
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have no interest in your symptom as you are used to talking about it, but I 
am intensely interested in why you have it, intensely interested in its 
cause and I want you to mobilise its desire in order to bring about a 
change in fortune for the drive1.

De fac to  Existence -  a clinical example

In a parallel way, I wish to allude to aspects of a case in which the 
symptoms are no less incapacitating and I speak about it with caution and 
reserve because it touches on the social aspect of a problem of our times. 
The case is of a man who is sexually attracted to boys. The young men 
who attract him have something indefinable about them which appeals to 
him and they are in a precise age range. His psychiatrist has explained to 
him that there is a spectrum of sexual preference, that he is more on the 
homosexual rather than the heterosexual end of this spectrum, that this is 
his lot which he must just accept and that, of course, he must not act on his 
preference.

However, in this case, this man's wish is, that when this sexual 
attraction occurs, that it would conclude with a sexual encounter. This, 
however, he doesn’t pursue. Of course he struggles with it a lot and is 
occasionally overcome by an intense curiosity to look at the genitals of the 
young men who are attractive to him, to just steal a look. He satisfies this 
curiosity by looking at gay pornographic magazines. The state of affairs is 
accompanied by guilt for him and his request in coming to analysis is that 
he relinquish this guilt one way or another, that is, that he should either 
accept that he is homosexual and come out or accept that he is in fact 
heterosexual.

The wish to see the genitals of young men - the satisfaction of a 
scoptophilia, often culminating in masturbation - is this a perverse act, at 
the level of the subject? Does it differ qualitatively from, let's say, the act 
of someone who will follow through on their sexual wish and have a full 
sexual encounter with another? Or is this a neurotic act for him a*id 
similarly for those who act out more fully on their wish and complete 
sexual contact -  for example, paedophiles? The young woman referred to



earlier in my opening remarks, developed complete vaginismus on the 
birth of a child. Oscar Wilde formed his first homosexual liaison on the 
birth of his first son. It's easy to deduce that in both these examples 
something was precipitated in consequence of paternity, that is, the 
symbolic challenge of the name-of-the-father. By extension, I am asking 
what is the difference between a neurotic and a perverse act? Analytically 
speaking, this raises the question of the status of an act, the concern of 
much of this seminar. Lacan frames this question about the act within the 
context of the sexual act.

The Sexual Act -  the social register versus the unconscious

So, let's begin with the sexual act. 'There is no sexual act inscribed 
in the unconscious'. I sense that this is where I am likely to lose my 
audience! - but I would ask you to bear with me for a while because his 
thinking here is extremely relevant, even within the context of the debate 
later this morning on false memory syndrome. I'm afraid this is where 
you put aside your thinking on the sexual act as mere copulation between 
a man and a woman and it is quite understandable that you would have 
difficulty in doing just that! Copulation of course exists, in the altogether 
important social register. But this is not where Lacan poses his question 
about the sexual act. The following are some of the more uncomfortable 
things he suggests about it in the social sense. The 'one flesh of sexual 
confrontation' is a mockery that religion endorses. Rounding on another 
institution, he slams, as 'a rattle1, a 'useless discourse1, psychoanalytic 
ruminations, which link 'the unifying essence of Eros' with what pushes 
people to copulate. When referring to the object of orgasm, he warns 
against slipping into 'simpering about the dimension of the person'. Far 
from the ideal of the unity of the sexual act, of the lock and key type, 
where man and woman supposedly become one flesh, he radically 
questions what it is that interposes itself between this social convention of 
unity and the subject of the unconscious.

The difficulty of the sexual act arises in the context of the 
unconscious. Again, 'There is no sexual act inscribed in the unconscious' -

54



what could that possibly mean? Let's take the dream and the phantasy 'A 
child is being beaten' as equivalent structures. Immediately there is room 
for confusion here, in that this example of phantasy is in the sense of the 
imaginary and not in its logical sense. On this plane of the imaginary, 
where one places 'A child is being beaten1, the ego is doubly illusory. We 
all accept that it is illusory in being subject to 'the avatars of the image', 
but in this seminar, Lacan is now insisting that the ego is illusory in 
establishing 'a perverted logical order', which omits the coming into play 
of language. The logic of phantasy is a logical articulation involving the 
subject and the o-object and occurs outside the terrain of the dream or the 
phantasy. The logic of phantasy is unrepresentable in itself but gives rise 
to representations. Its place is the beyond of the dream, which Lacan 
describes as the 'absolute absence of dasein'. The dream is the royal road to 
the unconscious but it is not the unconscious itself. He formalises this 
situation in the following way.

Another version of alienation

Through a complicated variation on the theme of the Cogito, Lacan 
comes up with the formula: 'Either I am not thinking or I am not' to 
express subjective alienation in language, with a forced choice about loss, 
in the direction of 'I am not thinking'. This has undoubted echoes of the 
version of alienation he developed in Seminar XI but also goes beyond it. 
'I am not thinking' has the sense of 'the subject is where I do not think' 
and its prototype here is 'a child is being beaten'. This conforms to the Id 
of Freud's second topography. In this classic example of phantasy, the 
grammatical form is neither first, second nor third person, allowing us 
sense the placelessness of the subject. It is in the form of 'ga pleut', that is, 
'it is raining' or 'A child is being beaten'. As described by Olga Cox in the 
last issue of The Letter, though the child is the one who is beaten, this is 
never avowed. This type of the phantasy is fixed. Its solid word 
presentations, its solid, fixed images evoke the subject, yet the subject 
remains without substance and cannot be pinned down, cannot be made 
solid. It's only by being disavowed that the subject can exist. Again,
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taking the current formula for alienation 'Either I am not thinking or I am 
not1, 'I am not thinking1 as correlate of the Id, has its complement in 'I am 
not', and 'I am not' has, as its correlate, the unconscious. The unconscious 
is captured in the element of surprise, for instance, what it is in us that 
laughs at a joke. It is language before the subject knows anything about it. 
The intersection between 'Either I am not thinking or I am not', that is, the 
'either ... or ...' is logically based on a double negation, which has, as its 
result, a fault in thinking, a hole in meaning. At this peculiar point of 
intersection, there is a syncopation or lack of signifiers to deal with what's 
involved in the reality of sex, giving some context to Lacan's statement 
that 'there is no sexual act inscribed in the unconscious'. The sexual act 
represents silence. There is 'a radical inadéquation1 in unconscious 
thinking about the reality of sex. The discourse produced in consequence 
of this 'radical inadéquation' invokes only the phallus and partial objects. 
So by producing only these objects, the unconscious finds itself speaking 
about sex, but never allowing us posit man and woman 'opposed in some 
eternal essence'. So, to ask a man, as in the clinical vignette introduced 
earlier, a question such as 'who do you phantasize about?', is to ask a 
useless question, analytically speaking. If his reply is 'a man', at this level 
of the unconscious, this cannot be assumed to be a man in the sense of 
somebody, sexed, but only as somebody phallic. So, the logical sense of 
castration is that, broadly speaking, at the level of what the dream 
produces, at the level of meanings, its language is mathematically lacking, 
reducing what is involved between the sexes to having nothing to do with 
whether you are a man or a woman. At the level of meanings, the dream 
deals only with having or not having the phallus.

Repetition and Alienation as equivalents of the Act

So, what of 'the absolute absence of dasein', the absolute absence of 
thereness, or presence? In relation to his teaching on the o-object, Lacan 
was quite aware of the difficulty he faced in standing over a teaching that 
supposes the existence of what does not exist! For him, primal repression 
doesn't bite on anything. Freud's irreducible approach to the o-object was
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repetition compulsion, that is, as in the negative therapeutic reaction or in 
remaining in a certain medium of sickness or failure. This is the 
expression of the death drive which is not about the return to the 
inanimate - Todestrieb - but the refusal to play your part in the symbolic 
order. Surely, this was the case for Oscar Wilde? Indeed we only have to 
think of recent reports in the press about British cabinet ministers having 
their cars stolen in compromising situations, to glimpse the tragedy of 
what's at stake for individuals here. There was no rupture in Freud's 
thinking on repetition. Repetition is constitutive of the subject itself. How 
then is alienation clarified by repetition? Alienation and repetition are 
assumed to be equivalent, repetition posing itself as a temporal locus 
suspended around the logical terms of alienation. As repetition, the 
'Either I am not thinking or I am not' of alienation presents itself under 
two modes: acting out or passage a Vacte. Lacan also includes sublimation 
here as a special form of act, which allows him introduce what is at stake 
in the satisfaction of the sexual act vis a vis the analytic act.

A Paradox -  the sexual satisfaction of sublimation

It is the act from which the subject is engendered in repetition. So 
in this sense of act, in talking about the establishment of the subject, as act, 
it is completely detached from the social or human field. Because the act 
involves a cut, the subject emerges different. Its peculiar feature is, that 
though the act creates us, we, at the same time, disavow it. So, in defining 
the sexual act in its status as act, it is obvious that it is not just pure and 
simple copulation that is involved. The sexual act can be act in so far as it 
is signifying, in that repetition is internal to it. It signifies repetition of the 
oedipal scene. This gets to the soul of everything that is important in 
analytic experience. If a subject has had access to incestuous sexual acts, 
there is, more often than not, no way back for him, because even though 
he personally disavows it, he is altered at the level of subject. What then 
of sublimation? It is also a form of repetition, which characteristically 
involves subjective stability and the obscure dimension of satisfaction or 
Befriedegung, Friede meaning peace or harmony. The same character of
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satisfaction is at stake in sublimation as in the sexual act. In sublimation, 
though it is aim-inhibited, there is no compromise at the level of 
satisfaction. Though the so-called 'object' of the genital drive is absent in 
sublimation, sexual finality can be attained. In other words, sublimation 
doesn't involve the loss of any capacity for sexual satisfaction. In both the 
sexual act and sublimation, satisfaction is conjugated to repetition, but 
behind the satisfaction of repetition compulsion there is sexual 
satisfaction. This is an extraordinary and paradoxical notion! What then, 
outside the remit of the sexual act could engender the conditions where 
there is no compromise in sexual satisfaction? To get it out of the way, 
satisfaction has nothing to do with discharge, again forcing us to refocus 
on what it is that the sexual act satisfies. Lacan is saying that modes of 
satisfaction are outside the register of pleasure and cannot be grasped 
outside a logical scrutiny. Here he is putting the sexual act and the 
analytic act on the same plane when it comes to defining what it is in them 
that satisfies logically and sexually.

The Logic of Phantasy and bodily jouissance

Returning to the difficulty of linking a logic of phantasy to the real 
life difficulties that individuals such as those I described earlier face, the 
link is forged at the level of the body. The expression of the logic of 
phantasy is at the level of the body, be it vaginismus, premature 
ejaculation or in the particular case cited, that is, homosexual attraction to 
boys or paedophilia. It's at the level of the body, at the level of the 
symptom that truth makes itself known and this is what's never lost sight 
of in analysis. Let's try to orientate ourselves in relation to this question of 
bodily jouissance and how it relates to the logic of phantasy. In the Ratman 
case history, you remember how, in his account of his masturbatory 
activities, he describes an 'unintelligible obsessional act' where, between 
the hours of twelve and one o'clock at night, having opened the front door 
of his apartment, he would stand in front of the mirror in the hallway with 
his penis exposed, in anticipation of a visit from his dead father. This has 
all the redolence of a phantastical behaviour not differing in any
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significant way from the phantastical closed thought 'a child is being 
beaten'. The unrepresentable subject qua o-object rains everywhere in it. 
The look soaks everyone in this phantastical scene - the dreaded look of 
his father in the wings, his own look returned in the mirror... The 
subject/o-object both one and the same, both imageless, both in suspense, 
are as props for the definable characters that might steal the show. 
Similarly, in the example I have given of a man with an intense wish to 
view, not his own but the genitals of others, the subject activity about the 
look, props up the scene. If this man's sexual excitation were to conclude 
with a sexual encounter rather than masturbation where would the subject 
activity then be placed, given that the phantasy is not to do with ego 
identifications? These are difficult questions about the status or not of 
perversion which, Lacan claims, remain unanswered. Like Freud, in his 
encounter with the scrupulous government official, frequently all these 
questions succeed in doing is to make us anxious.

Perversion -  an ’abused1 term

For the moment, which will also serve as my moment of conclusion 
here before you today, it seems reasonable to agree with Lacan in holding 
that, the subject, whether perverse or neurotic, has to measure himself 
against the difficulty of being a sexed subject. In referring to the fixed and 
closed form of the phantasy, its perverse colouring, as expressed in the 
wish to be beaten or, as in the case mentioned, the wish to look, is as far as 
it goes. Phantasy doesn't, in itself, allow us understand perversion. It 
only gives a point of access to the subject as desiring and not to the subject 
of the sexual act. By contrast, the perverse subject is looking for a point of 
perspective on the sexual act that gives a particular accent to jouissance in 
an experimental way. His interest is scientific. He questions jouissance 
from the locus of the o-object, as in the pure example of fetish, the sexual 
act itself being secondary in terms of importance. However, I have to 
admit that, for me, these characteristics of the perverse subject only make 
sense up to a point, and do not allow me understand what creates the gap 
between being beaten in phantasy and being beaten in reality. And I'm



not here referring to wife beating or husband beating, but to being beaten 
as in sadomasochism. These are the sorts of questions that are at stake. 
Introducing a logic of phantasy, Lacan would say, is the only way to make 
sense of these radical oppositions. Within the context of perversion, 
which involves the man only, the model he gives for anything 
approaching the possibility of the sexual act for the male subject involves 
the negativing of the function of the penis, giving a value to jouissance. 
Ttjis doesn't take place in the perverse subject. This negativing function 
brought to bear on the penis, involves a logical operation and has nothing 
to do with simple alterations at the level of the drive in economic terms of 
aim, object, inversion etc.

We have spoken about the impossibility of the sexual act at the 
level of the unconscious. Lacan's formula for what's truly at stake in 
copulation is that it involves, not union as in the ideal of man and woman 
united as one flesh evoking 'the ideal of maternal fusion' but that it 
involves partition. And the measure of success in the sexual act is the 
measure of success in covering over or disguising this partition. The 
'unsettling process of partition' for the castrated subject is interposed 
between the subject and the illusion of sexual unity. The only measure of 
success in the sexual act is the degree to which the subject pulls this off, 
that is, succeeds in the cover-up of this loss of a piece of flesh - the o- 
object.

The sub-title for my talk here today is 'Some thoughts on 
perversion and obsessional neurosis'. Have I left too much in suspense? 
Perhaps I have. For the moment though, I am personally satisfied that 
that's maybe not a bad thing... thank you.

Address fo r  correspondence: 43 Rock R oad
Blackrock  
Co. Dublin 
Ireland
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ELIZABETH, - THE VIRGIN QUEEN AND THE MAID

(A consideration of the hysteric's homosexuality as faithfulness to the 
Original One, and of the place of the father in it)

Helena Texier

In the recently released movie version of the life of Queen Elizabeth 
the First, there are two scenes which when taken together can serve as a 
point of attachment for a consideration of what is at stake in the case of 
female hysteria. We can find a justification for seeing these quite separate 
scenes as inextricably linked in virtue of the presence in both of them of 
the same man. And if in each scene he appears to dominate, being the 
active, virile member of each scenario, then this only covers over the truth,
- that what happens ultimately unfolds between two women and the man 
is merely the go-between.

In the first scene we witness this young man engaged in a gentle 
seduction of the Queen, a tender, loving and sensual approach to her, a 
love-making which amounts to nothing else than an adoration of her 
body. In a later scene we witness the same young knave engaged in 
something altogether different with the Queen's cheeky young maid, who 
is not an unwilling partner. For the occasion she is decked out in one of 
the Queen's instantly recognisable gowns. Making 'love' is far from what 
he has in mind; he is ... and nothing will be gained by being coy about i t ... 
he is fucking her. And what does the maximisation of his enjoyment 
depend upon, - what further demand does he make of her? Well, he begs 
of her: 'Say you are Elizabeth! Say you are Elizabeth!'. All the 
requirements being met with, the scene proceeds towards its climax, 
literally in this case! And it is exactly at this point of penetration and 
orgasm that something unexpected, something disastrous takes place. 
Where we expect ecstatic murmurings, erotic groans, there emerges 
instead a horrendous shriek of pain, a terrifying screaming from the maid.
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Inevitably the audience suspects that the man has done something 
dreadful to her, that he has inflicted some mortal wound. The plot 
thickens however when in place of the ecstatic postures of the body in 
orgasm, there erupts the convulsing body of the maid and ... she falls 
down dead. So in place of le petit mort of the sexual act we find le grand 
mort, - as good a dramatisation of the link between death and sexuality as 
you're likely to find. And as with all good murder mysteries the culprit is 
the one who is least suspected and at the same time the one that is right in 
front of your nose all the time, the picture of innocence. It's the dress. The 
Queen's dress has been poisoned and this is what kills the maid. Now that 
we know the identity of the murderer, the question remains as to the 
identity of the victim. While she comes to the place of the Queen as 
semblant (appearing to be Queen while not being her) taking her name 
and wearing the robe which is so easily recognisable as the insignia of this 
Queen, the maid does not resemble her in other respects: firstly, in that she 
is not a virgin, or at least if she was one she doesn't die as one, that is, she 
is not intact, and secondly, in that the man can take her as a sexual object, - 
so we can say that here she is 'not-entirely' there in the sexual act, - she is 
there as another woman, appearing to be her. I think we can say that if in 
fact the Queen had been in her place, in her own dress, she would have 
died as Queen in more ways than one. We can also say that the maid has 
done more than her duty for her Queen, loyal to the point of dying in her 
place. Her choice of appearing there means that she gives up her being, 
her life, so that the Queen remains intact. So if the question here is 'does 
the one who is enjoyed enjoy?1, the maid takes the answer to her grave. 
Dying rather than revealing the secret, the maid, however unwittingly or 
unwillingly, remains true to the code of the woman-servant; she keeps her 
mouth permanently shut about the sexual secrets of the royal house.

The structure of the scenario described here yields so much richness 
that one is almost spoilt for choice when selecting a starting point. One 
could just as easily use it as a point of departure for a discussion of the 
relation of the man to the women in his life as for a discussion of what's at 
stake for the female hysteric. For example, one couldn't fail to notice the 
difference in his approaches to the Queen and the maid; the former is the
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object of his love, his adoration, while the latter is his means of 
approaching the former as a desirer. He does with her what he would like 
to do to the Queen, avoiding the risks which the fulfilment of his wish 
might mean for him. Given that she is Queen and he subject to her, he 
risks loosing something quite precious to him, a risk all too present given 
the Tudor predilection for chopping off bodily appendages. If the 
disappointing wives of the Tudor king had only their heads, their thinking 
caps, to risk, a disappointment to the Queen might mean the loss of a 
more narcissistically endowed member, the organ that the woman says 
the man thinks with. For the moment at least we can say that this same 
splitting of the woman into the adored and idealised picture of femininity, 
the Virgin Queen (The Sistine Madonna) and the maid (prey to the sexual) 
is equally evident in the hysteric's scenario, and the consequence of the 
rupture to virginity, in spite of her slavish servitude to the ideal of 
femininity, is enough for her to have no option but to refuse the maid's 
position in the end. This of course is a direct reference to one of 
psychoanalysis' most famous hysterics, Ida Bauer, Dora, who leaves a 
Freud whose determination to penetrate the woman's secret (Was will das 
Weib?) and, like Irma of the injection, to force his solution on her, forces 
her to dismiss him like a servant for, while she will serve her Queen, she 
will never be the maid for the man. Who does he take her for?

If that is Dora's rhetorical question it doesn't mean that it cannot be 
taken as a valid question for all that. Who does Freud take his patient to 
be? Why does he ... 'say she is Dora, say she is Dora'? Well by his own 
admission (although that doesn't mean that he admits to everything in it) 
he takes her for the maid. We learn in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life 
that when he is choosing a name for her to protect her real identity that 
only the name 'Dora' comes to mind and that he discovers that the 
unconscious motivation for his selection attaches to a conversation he has 
had with his sister. It transpires that 'Dora' is the name by which his 
sister's servant was known although her real name was 'Rosa'. The girl 
had to give up her own name when she took up employment in the house, 
since his sister, also called 'Rosa', could take the name 'Rosa' as equally 
applying to herself. Whatever about the insult to her status were she to
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hear 'Rosa' being called upon to fetch a bucket of coal or to wash the 
babies nappies, you can imagine the suspicions which might creep in were 
her husband, in the throes of sexual passion, to call out 'Oh Rosa! Rosa!'. 
Here again we see there must be no confusion between the Queen and the 
maid. Freud remembers that on hearing the maid-story he had said 'Poor 
people, they cannot even keep their names', and this leads him to think of 
the hysterics, the convulsing maids, whose names disappear when he 
writes up his case studies. He breaks off his associations at this point, but 
I don't think it would be invention on our part to take a further step and 
induce that behind this is a reference to the poverty of women in general, 
since representing the exchange of women between men underpinning 
kinship structures, is precisely this fact that the women do not keep their 
names.

And it is exactly this system of exchange, the exchange of women 
between men, that the hysteric refuses, regales against, which means that 
she will always strive to keep her good name, inevitably her father’s name. 
Remaining with her father, who is the only man for her, achieves the 
elimination of men in general. It would be a mistake, however, to think 
that remaining with him in any way entails that (as Freud was at pains to 
insist to Dora) she either loves or desires this father. He is simply the go- 
between in the system of exchange that she prefers, the exchanges 
between women which he is essential to, in that he must witness their 
purpose, - that he is there only to witness the fact that the woman can give 
him something but she wants nothing from him. Complete unto herself, 
intact, she wants for nothing and so the nothing he has to offer holds no 
interest for her.

This helps explain the difference in Dora's attitude to two different 
scenarios in which her father gives a gift to a woman. The first concerns 
his gift of an expensive bracelet to her mother. You'll remember that her 
mother refuses the gift on the pretext that she would have preferred some 
pearl-drop earrings, - and one really has the feeling that if the earrings had 
been presented they would in turn have been refused on the grounds that 
she would have preferred something else. This unwanted gift Dora would 
be happy to accept, not as Freud says because she would happily take the
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place of the Queen but rather because it is a confirmation of the father's 
redundancy. She wants only what the woman does not want, that is, what 
the woman has and this is what lies behind her fascination with, and her 
sacrifice before, the altar of the feminine ideal, - what leads her to gaze for 
a full two hours at the image of the virgin queen, the Sistine Madonna full 
and never penetrated. His wife for that matter devotes herself to the duty 
of the maid, restoring the house to the status of a virgin territory, firmly 
locking the door to the salon which will never again be penetrated by 
another guest. No more open house, - ein kalter Bauer, literally, she will be 
a cold Bauer, figuratively, she will be his 'wet dream' - a position which 
Frau K. (Frau Hans Zellenka to put a name on her) also held with regard 
to her own husband, against whom she also locked the bedroom door and 
whose arrival on the scene was the signal for the wife's proverbial 
headache. So when Philippe Bauer tells Freud 'You know, I get nothing 
from my wife' we can take it that the truth lies in a simple reversal which 
her disinterest in the bracelet evokes; 'You know, my wife will not let me 
give her one'.

The second scenario concerns a gift which enrages Dora, so we can 
suspect that something different is at stake. Dora's father gives her a 
present of some jewellery which she instantly knows has been chosen by 
Frau Zellenka and Dora is really put out. She knows that the items are 
exactly to the other woman's liking and that she has chosen them. Freud, 
because he misconstrues the importance of Dora's father for her, assumes 
that this reminder of his father's mistress evokes a jealous anger in her, 
when this interpretation of the scene is clearly contradicted by the lengths 
that Dora goes to to facilitate that affair. It is probably more accurate to 
say that this gift to her is enraging because it is a reminder that Frau 
Zellenka would herself like Dora's father to give her something, that he 
has a precious little object that she wants, and this risks upsetting Dora's 
view of the woman as wanting nothing, as adorable, tantalizingly 
desirable but, lacking in nothing, alien to desiring. It is her undying 
faithfulness to this Original One which is the key to the famous scene by 
the lake and her subsequent and sudden rebellion against a set-up which 
previously she not only had tolerated but, in fact, had slavishly facilitated.
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We know that Dora's fury is unleashed (in the slap on the face) 
when Herr Zellenka says 'My wife means nothing to me'. Although Freud 
hears in this an echo of her father's declaration that his wife gives him 
nothing, and implies that she is defending herself against the desire for 
her father and following on from this the desire for Herr Zellenka, it seems 
clear that the statements of the two men have nothing in common. Her 
father's comment entails that the poor chap's wife doesn't want him, while 
Herr Zellenka's comment entails that he wants nothing from his wife, that 
he finds her wanting. What he says to Dora amounts to a 'Say you are 
Frau Hans Zellenka! Say you are Frau Hans Zellenka!'. What follows is 
her reaction to the bursting of the bubble of the perfection of the ideal of 
femininity, in that he evokes the place of the woman who is lacking in 
something and calls her to it, thereafter, to take a place in the exchange of 
women between men that the change of name would indicate. Remember 
that this is exactly the complaint that Dora makes to Freud when she 
implies that she has been handed over to Herr Zellenka by her father in 
exchange for that one's wife. Her slapping his face attempts then to 
restore a previous order, amounting not so much to a 'Who do you take 
me for', as to a 'How dare you take your Queen for your maid'. And she 
runs back to her father. This is the drama which Freud sees as underlying 
the first of Dora's dreams. 'I must flee from this house for I see that my 
virginity is threatened her; I shall go away with my father'. But there's 
another little bit to be added which leads us back to the scenario of the 
film in which the Queen's dress is so prominent an element, - 'and I shall 
take precautions not to be surprised while I am dressing in the morning'. 
We could re-write the underlying text of the dream so; The Queen's 
virginity (intactness) is threatened. Her secret must not be penetrated. 
The father and the dress will protect the Queen's secret. And the Queen's 
secret? Ultimately, it is that she doesn't have one, and the dress, like the 
veil or the fetish, functions to mask this absence of the secret. In much the 
same way femininity (as the greatest of all the mysteries - Was will das 
Weib?) itself is constructed to function as this veil covering over the 
discovery of this absence, that is, femininity is one response to the 
mother's castration. So the threat of a collapse of this ideal of femininity
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will mean that the woman who is unveiled as not having it will herself be 
dismissed. This is why Dora even ousts the previously adored Frau 
Zellenka, her partner in all matters sexual, Queen of the sexual discourse, 
when she discovers her to be wanting. She dismisses her as earlier she has 
dismissed the governess, no longer of any service to her. It's noteworthy 
that in the case of both the Queen of the film and the Queen in the 
hysteric's drama there is no King; the man exists only as subjected to her 
and her status as Queen is not conferred upon her in virtue of her husband 
but rather in virtue of her father. The question here is whether we can 
infer anything further from this. If we can say that Dora, in order to 
preserve her Queenly virginity, flees toward the protection of her father, 
couldn't we at least pose the question of what father this is, - even if at 
most we will have married the two major questions which gave birth to 
psychoanalysis 'What is a father?' and 'what does the woman want?'.

If we are right in assuming that the scene by the lake inflicts a 
wound to the feminine ideal towards which Dora aspires, as if Herr 
Zellenka's words had discredited his wife's claim to that extra-special 
something that little je-ne-sais-quoi that Dora dreamt of acquiring and 
installed as a consequence the man as being in possession of the family 
jewels that a woman might like a share of, then can't we say that this point 
mirrors the cutting through of the phantasy that Freud indicates as the 
girl's entrance into the Oedipus, that is, the castration effected by her 
being cut off from a possible future possession of the imaginary object. 
Freud expresses it as her realisation that the clitoris will not become a 
penis, or we could say that her little acorn will never be a royal oak. If it 
appears suddenly that her Queen does not have it and that the man does 
then how can she aspire to having? ... Unless of course the man has 
possession of something that he himself has no right to. And it seems that 
this is the idea that drives Dora's drama following the scene by the lake, - 
it's dominated by the notion that this man had absolutely no right to ....! 
and that the wounded woman must be avenged. It's a little like the child's 
nursery rhyme:

The Queen of Hearts she made some tarts upon a Winter's day.



The Knave of Hearts he stole the tarts and took them clean away.
The King of Hearts called for the tarts and beat the knave full score.
The Knave of Hearts gave back the tarts and vowed he'd steal no 
more.

... A rhyme which is all the more interesting given Dora's later 
preoccupation with playing cards and the fact that, curiously, the German 
word for the knave or the jack is Bauer, her father's name.1

Given then that the Queen is missing something there immediately 
arises the question of who has deprived her of it. Who has perpetrated the 
crime? We can compare this moment to the scene of the film in which the 
young knave is engaged in something with the maid qua Queen, whose 
cries immediately evoke in the audience some discomfort about what 
could be happening under the Queen's dress. What is he doing to her? 
Stealing away her maidenhead? The cries become screams and audience 
discomfort turns to anxiety. It must be something worse, some infinitely 
more horrible mutilation, that he effects!

It's in flight from  this thief, this mutilator o f woman, that Dora runs 
to her father for protection, the knight in shining armour who protects her 
against the cruel and evil black knight, the knave, deflowerer of virgins. 
As with the splitting of the woman into virgin Queen and maid, Madonna 
and whore, the opposition here is also only a mirage, since the apparent 
opposition of the white and the black knight only serves to cover over the 
fact that they are opposite sides of the same coin, each a manifestation of 
the imaginary father, alternately, the omnipotent caring protector, or a 
complete fucker, depending on whether it's heads or tails. This is why the 
hysteric stays in the family more or less connected to her father (even 
when she doesn't much like him) and can say of men, that they are all the 
same, that they're only out for what they can get, that there's nothing 
outstanding about any man, that one is as bad as the next, that you

1 We can also add that this same term 'Bauer' is the German for the 'pawn' in the game of 
chess; the man in the case of the hysteric being cast as the knave, ultimately, is only a 
pawn in the greater picture.
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couldn't trust them as far as you could throw them, that they're all after 
the same thing,... etc. One could easily see this as a return to a particular 
moment in the myth of Totem and Taboo, a return to the time before the 
death of the father, the symbolic father who has an acknowledged right to 
his claim to the phallus, who will institute the system of exchanges of 
women between men. Very little is ever said about the women's place in 
this previous mythical time. We know that all the men save one, their 
father, are cut off from access to the women and risk castration by this sire 
of the pack were they to venture onto his domain, so this one is then the 
only one unmarked by castration. One can imagine in that community of 
all the women and the one man that the majority of exchanges take place 
between women, whilst the role of the father is devoted to the protection 
and security of that community. This father's claim on the women is not 
an acknowledged one. The claim, we can imagine, must always be backed 
up by force. The hysteric's father is in this same position; his claim is 
unacknowledged and so a question mark remains over it. In fact, the 
more he attempts to assert his presence and his authority, by brutalising 
the family for example, the more he is likely to confirm the hysteric's 
reduction of the symbolic father to the imaginary one, a rival. She herself 
can remain in the family identifying herself with the good aspect of the 
imaginary father, the Queen's champion, defending her against the bad 
aspect, the cruel father. Here again we see that identification with this 
father in no way implies she loves him.

The hysteric's refusal to enter into the fundamental structure of 
kinship as an element intrinsic to its functioning can have deathly 
consequences for the hysteric; firstly in that the constant resistance to it 
requires such monumental effort that the resultant frustration and 
exhaustion can mean that death is seen as a welcome option, and 
secondly, in that the loyalty to the Original One can mean that she would 
rather die than betray the secret by allowing herself to enter into the field 
of sexual enjoyment or desire.

We have a modern day example of the same scenario in what has 
come to be known as the greatest soap-opera of all time, truth always 
being stranger than fiction. It could be called Self-Coronation Street, - the
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Royal road to the Unconscious. It's the story of the princess, dispossessed 
of her 'Royal Highness', who announces to the world that there were 
always three people in her marriage, who opts for the title of mother of 
her children, and proclaims herself Queen of Hearts, a Queen for whom 
the man is redundant, whose title in no way relies on there ever being the 
possibility of a King. In an added twist there is the auction of those items 
synonymous with her person, which so enthralled the public, - her 
dresses. And in the final episode of the series, she is accompanied by the 
bodyguard, - protector of the Royal person, - the Playboy, the knave who 
has all the woman - and, of course, the chauffeur of the Death Drive.

Ida Bauer also made a self-crowning gesture. When many years 
later she meets Felix Deutsch she tells him she has a secret, that he is 
speaking to a famous woman. He can call her Dora, call her Dora! Not 
the convulsing maid on Herr Freud's couch, but an acknowledged Queen 
of psychoanalysis, the one all the psychoanalysts are fascinated by and 
whose secret the professor never managed to penetrate, - his missed 
encounter, his kalter Bauer.
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BERGLER’S BASIC NEUROSIS

Patricia Stewart

We have been talking here today of phantasy, and of its central 
place, in all its different forms, in psychoanalysis. As we know, phantasy is 
a signifier which immediately invokes another, which stands in a sort of 
antithesis to it, reality. Phantasy involves a kind of imaging that does not 
have a simple direct link to a current or past reality and we know that 
desire is implicated in its creation. In the papers which follow this one, on 
the false memory debate, we will no doubt hear about what happens 
when therapies adopt a naive pragmatic approach to technique, with 
insufficient theoretical underpinnings. False memory syndrome is one 
consequence of a confusion and a scandalously sloppy theorisation 
concerning the status of a patient’s discourse and the place of phantasy 
within it. The recent furore over false memory emphasises how important 
it is to continue to examine critically and develop our techniques and their 
underlying theoretical foundations. And it is to this question of 
foundations that Dr. Bergler turns in the work that I am introducing here 
today, which he ambitiously entitled The Basic Neurosis, first published in 
1949 [this edition, 1977].

On nosology in psychoanalysis, Bergler has the following to say:

I sometimes get an impression very much as if scholars 
were to describe forms assumed by the sand of the desert 
under the influence of the desert wind and yet forget that at 
bottom they are after all dealing with sand. The forms 
assumed by the sand may very well be manifold, but if one 
wants to know the chemical composition of the sand, he will 
not be made any the wiser if in place of the formula for the



different sand he is in sober earnest served up with the 
many descriptive forms of sand as chemical formulas.1

Figuratively speaking, this is the question to which Bergler addresses 
himself, and it is also an important question for Lacan: what is the chemical 
composition o f sand, or as Lacan has it, what is the logical articulation o f the 
neurotic position, the phantasy ?

But I'm sure you are all asking yourselves, who is Bergler? Should 
we know him? What is his claim to fame? Well, it is that he had the 
(somewhat dubious, in the event) privilege of being mentioned by Lacan 
in that 1966-7 seminar on The Logic of the Phantasy.2 The brief perusal of 
Bergler's work in Seminar XIX [10.5.67], while not totally dismissive, is, 
and I'm sure this comes as no surprise, certainly not likely to have been an 
entirely gratifying one for Dr. Bergler. Lacan says that although Bergler's 
book is a work of merit, in which we can glimpse something about some 
essential mainspring, some fundamental structure, it does not clarify what 
is involved in the nature of neurosis. Nevertheless, it is because of this 
reference that we are looking at Bergler's thesis here today.

From a reading of Bergler's text, we learn, among other things, that 
Bergler had a happy marriage. He dedicates the book thus:

TO MY WIFE, MARIANNE, who, through her genius for 
real companionship and creation of a loving and contented 
home-atmosphere, has made my work possible and 
bearable.

We also see somewhat tantalisingly from the frontispiece that he has 
published works as diverse as Divorce Won't Help, Fashion and the 
Unconscious, The Revolt o f the Middle-Aged Man, Psychology of Gambling, 
Parents Not Guilty and Tensions Can Be Reduced To Nuisances. From that

1E. Bergler. The Basic Neurosis, New York, Grune & Stratton, 1977. pp. 235-6.
2 J. Lacan. Seminar XIX. The Logic of the Phantasy, 1966-7. Trans. C. Gallagher, Dublin 
(unpublished).
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last title in particular, one has the sense that Bergler carries with him a 
certain optimism. This is in contrast to the patients whom he is going to 
be describing, whom he names orally regressed neurotics. They are, he says, 
in general, pessimists. And Bergler disapproves. This attitude to 
optimism is an important point of difference between Bergler and Lacan. 
As Malcolm Bowie3 informs us, Lacan always searched for a style of 
expression that would unremittingly challenge what he sees as the false 
optimism that all acts of predication encourage. Bergler, despite his 
talents, was a relentless predicator, and indulged, seductively, it has to be 
admitted, in the myths of plenitude and redemption, which Lacan so 
assiduously eschewed. Bergler's position as psychoanalyst, as we shall 
see, is one of Master, not simply the subject supposed to know, but the 
subject who does know.

From incidental material in the book, we learn that Bergler was a 
psychiatrist who practised as a psychoanalyst in Vienna, who then 
emigrated to the USA. It seems he was kept fairly busy at his work 
(witness his book, One Thousand Homosexuals), and in the text we are 
looking at he gives us in a mere chapter 'twenty-seven clinical pictures of 
oral regression1. He certainly presents himself, and convincingly so, as an 
extremely experienced clinician. He also writes cogently here on the 
importance of theory, and we learn that he participated in the celebrated 
IP A Congress in Marienbad in 1936, delivering a paper to the Symposium 
on the Theory of Therapy. Whether he met Lacan or not, he does not say.

The 1977 preface to The Basic Neurosis, written by Melvyn Iscove, 
begins by noting the staggering quantity of mental misery in the general 
population and asking the question, 'Why do people suffer so much 
psychologically?'.4 Immediately, he indicates that the patient's conviction, 
which is that the external situation with which he is in conflict is the actual 
cause of his suffering, is mistaken. He proffers the notion of an 
unconscious motivating factor which allows the patient to remain 
persistently unaware of his own causative role in his suffering. It is rare,

3 M. Bowie. Lacan. London, Fontana, 1991.
4 E. Bergler, op.cit., Preface, ix.



he says, for a patient to conclude on his own that it is something in himself 
which keeps him dissatisfied. Iscove claims that Bergler has discovered 

| the basic mechanism in suffering, describing it as a 'fantastic inner solution 
I  of the basic conflict of inner masochistic enjoyment of a painful defeat 
| stemming from reality'.5 We may note that phantasy is already implicated.

Bergler himself poses the question a little more directly, by asking 
why it is that people have such an insatiable unconscious craving for self
damage. In this way, he says, the riddle of the Sphinx becomes the riddle 
of. psychic, masochism. This puzzle is indeed fundamental for 

I psychoanalysis, concerning as it does questions about desire, pleasure, 
suffering and puissance. Twenty-two years of clinical practice have led 
Bergler to the belief that there exists only one neurosis, which he calls 
psychic masochism, erected intrapsychically for the purpose of escaping 
the deepest of all mortal dangers. This is a feature which every human 
being, to a varying degree, harbours unconsciously but those psychic 
masochists who come to the clinic have it to a marked degree. He tells us 
that they are all orally regressed. But what does he mean by this?

He takes us back to the first year and a half of life, a period which is 
not directly recorded in the form of accessible memories, but in the form 
of 'an unconscious wordless imprint'6 decipherable later on. The child 
lives for s.ome time in the fantasy of magic omnipotence, the autarchic 
fantasy, a fantasy of self-sufficiency. The inevitable dissolution of this 
fantasy, which is the belief all wish-fulfillments are a result of the child's 
own omnipotence, comes after a series of disappointments. The lesion of 
the autarchic fantasy thereby caused triggers the eventual collapse of the 
grandiose fantasy, an experience that the child finds painful. Weaning, 
inevitable though it is, is experienced as a tragedy, and every 'refusal' 
experienced by the infant produces fury. The object of this fury is first the 
mother, then possibly the father, and it is at this point that the neurosis is 
born. Moreover, he claims that 'every fury of which the adult is capable is

5 ibid, Preface, x.
6 ibid, p. 2
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but an attenuation of childhood fury1.7 When inhibition and repression set 
in, as the child experiences punishment, moral reproach and then guilt, 
the 'normal' response is a diplomatic adaptation to the environment, 
where the child shifts manifestation of his aggression to 'less holy subjects 
and objects1.8 The neurotic-to-be, however, persists in his original aims and 
meets with unavoidable punishment, which later becomes internalised in 
the form of guilt. He is a psychic masochist, who develops a life technique 
whereby he repeatedly seeks out humiliation, defeat and refusal. In the 
case where the aggression towards the parents is maintained, the child has 
to find a way of dealing with the unpleasure of the experience of the 
punishment and reproach that he is provoking. The child, says Bergler, 
'sugarcoats' the painful situation and makes out of this displeasure 
pleasure. Thus far, this is an interesting description, with echoes of Freud's 
notion of the transformation of wine to vinegar, in reverse. But does it 
have explanatory force?

Bergler goes on. The super-ego objects to this type of infantile 
pleasure, and the unconscious ego creates new secondary defences. Firstly 
the neurotic repeats the masochistic wish of being deprived by that 
monster, the pre-Oedipal mother (or her stand-in), who is at turns cruel, 
malicious, refusing, or devouring, by engineering situations where refusal 
of his wishes is inevitable. The wish to be refused is by now repressed 
into the unconscious, and he feels only righteous indignation and pseudo
aggression as a result of the refusal. Then he feels masochistic self-pity, 
because he tells himself and anyone else who will listen, that such an 
injustice can happen only to him. The aggression is a pseudo-aggression, 
since it is used merely to disguise his masochistic pleasure. The later 
substitute for this cruel pre-Oedipal mother may be anyone, including the 
Oedipal mother, who, as Bergler points out is objectively the same person, 
but psychologically is a different entity. (Incidentally, it is therapeutically 
significant when the analysand can separate these two.) The provocative

7 ibid, p. 132, footnote 15.
8 ibid, p. 3.
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technique, he tells us, is thereafter invariably applied by the neurotic in 
order to achieve the anticipated rebuff.

Bergler doesn't stop at this exposition of the mechanism o f orality. 
He gives numerous lively and informative clinical vignettes to support his 
theory, which share one element in common: Bergler insists that the prime 
mover in all these patients' troubles is their unconscious desire. He says 
'The inner motto of these neurotics is: 'Please give me my daily dose of 
injustice".9 Oral personalities are badly treated, in spite of being so 'nice', 
are strangely unappreciative of good turns, wake up only when they 
complain, are submissive to one stronger, but strangely cruel with a 
person weaker, and they may be the cold, taciturn, reticent type, or the 
easily excitable, logorrhoeic, boiling-over complainer, both of which 
personality types form a facade for the fundamental attitude of complaint. 
They are typically refusers in sex, being either frigid or suffering from 
premature ejaculation or aspermia. It is practically impossible to live in 
peace with them, since they ferret out the weak spot in a partner and 
proceed to provoke long enough to achieve their desired result. Although 
naive observers believe them to be aggressive, this is, as we have already 
heard, only a pseudo-aggression. Such neurotics believe themselves to be 
excused from the usual moral requirements, since it is their perception 
that they have suffered so much that they deserve special consideration. 
They are gloomily pessimistic. In addition, oral neurotics often use magic 
gestures as an aggressive reproach to the cruel pre-Oedipal mother, which 
mean: Look at me, I'm treating those poor people or (as is frequent) animals as I 
should have been treated, kindly and lovingly.

It is significant, however, that Bergler emphasises that oral 
neurotics are not people who want to get, despite appearances to the 
contrary. He reminds us that it is one of the core lessons of 
psychoanalysis that 'an unconscious drive never comes to the surface in its 
original state'.10 Oral neurotics are in fact never satisfied by achieving their 
aim, and they always feel refused. They are 'exquisite enjoyers of self

9 ibid, p. 145.
10 ibid, p. 83.
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constructed defeats'.11 This notion of exquisite enjoyment is reminiscent of 
jouissance beyond pleasure, with its own quality of satisfaction. And 
Bergler himself does implicate the death drive in the basic neurosis, when 
he describes psychic masochism as primary destrudo, that is, the death 
drive turned against the infant, then secondarily libidinised.

His case histories abound with descriptions of this so-called psychic 
masochism, practised by these injustice collectors, as he styles them. This is 
a term which he introduces with enthusiasm and uses repeatedly with 
more than a hint of exasperation. Lacan warns us that this is a misuse of 
the term which not only encourages a misleading association with 
perversion masochism, but also betrays an attitude that is likely to lead at 
best to a directive, and at worst, to a persecutory attitude on the part of 
the analyst, neither of which are beneficial to the patient. It is precisely in 
this sort of relation to the patient that we can see Bergler as Master.

Bergler remarks upon the extent to which the unconscious 
prefabricated patterns stemming from early childhood which injustice 
collectors exhibit are independent of reality factors. Indeed, in his 
discussion of the useful and necessary distinction between the pre-Oedipal 
and Oedipal mother, he describes a fundamental element of those 
unconscious prefabricated patterns as comprising the pre-Oedipal 
mother's unconsciously enshrined picture in the neurotic's psyche, a 
notion which is reflected in Lacan's maternal imago, or his later notion of 
the desire of the mother (which has to be replaced by the paternal 
metaphor). It does not matter, he claims, what the mother's actual 
characteristics were, for 'neurosis deals with fantasies - repressed 
fantasies - not with realities'.12 As he so revealingly says;

Patterns acquired and undigested in early childhood are
repeated in later life on innocent bystanders. The

u ibid, p. 297.
12 ibid, p. 9.
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'transference' addiction is a characteristic of neurotics; small 
wonder that they do that same thing in analysis too.13

Or, alternatively;

Every neurotic can be compared to a person carrying 
around constantly one phonograph record and continually 
on the lookout for a phonograph on which to play his only 
tune.14

A variation on the theme of the fundamental phantasy?
Bergler anticipates objection to his thesis that there is a basic 

neurosis, a universal neurosis, that underlies all neuroses. Of what use is 
it, when it neither explains nor allows us to differentiate clinical 
categories? The main reason for his putting pen to paper, he tells us, is a 
very practical one. He propounds his theory at length in order to 
encourage psychoanalysts not to stop when the analysis has reached the 
Oedipus complex, but to go beyond, to this, the basic neurosis, which 
underlies all the others. The Oedipus complex is merely a defence against 
more deeply embedded oral material, and every neurosis represents a 
rescue attempt from the oral danger. Much of this oral material revolves 
around phantasies of passive victimisation, such as piercing phantasies of 
the breast, where feeding is experienced as aggressive intrusion. He tells 
us that babies fear 'being starved, devoured, poisoned, choked, chopped 
to pieces, drained, castrated'.15 All children manifest castration fear, and a 
series of non-genital pre-cursors is to blame for that fear. Furthermore, the 
oral experience remains paradigmatic for the child, in that oral 
experiences are expressed subsequently in a urethral, anal, phallic and 
scopophiliac language. Certainly, most of these ideas are unobjectionable,

13 ibid, p. 63.
14 ibid, p. 77.
15 ibid, p. 19.
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as far as they go, and many find expression in Lacan's work in one form or 
another.

But what is the inaugural moment for Bergler, inaugural not only of 
the neurosis, but of human subjectivity? It seems that the desire to be 
refused may be the deepest layer of desire for Bergler, as Lacan says, but 
when Lacan posits a prior moment to that desire to be refused, then we 
must see that Bergler does also. In his account, he vacillates between two 
possible fundamental moments.

Are the first stirrings of subjectivity to be found in the infant's 
response to the lesion to his narcissism caused during the loss of paradisal 
omnipotence, something which sounds very like the birth of the 
Imaginary? This lesion is instigated by the absence of the object, and the 
response of the neurotic or subject-to-be is one of aggression. Bergler has 
already said that the assumption of the infant that the breast belongs to 
him leads to object-relations in love with the purpose of restoring the lost 
narcissistic unity. Compare this to Lacan's claim in this seminar that the 
symptom is knotted at the locus of the holed One, when there is a 
breakdown in the mother-child unity. The difference between their 
positions at this point, however, is that Bergler equates the (lost) 
narcissistic unity with that of sexual love. In this way, he misperceives 
what is at stake in the sexual relation. Lacan refers to this sort of error 
when he tells us that the sexual union is also, and mistakenly, seen as the 
division of this Imaginary One into two, supposedly producing male and 
female. Lacan's central thesis is that there is an asymmetry in sex, and at 
this division into two there is a something that is left out, that is beyond. 
This is variously conceptualised as the o-object, the thing that falls away 
when mother and child separate, or later the object of the mother's desire, 
the phallus. It is precisely because Bergler lacks the dimension of the 
signifier that he is unable to develop his theory any further, and in fact 
remains committed to a utopian view of psychoanalysis. He has no means 
of registering the essential third element, which is always implied in the 
child's accession to subjectivity, and to sexuality. This is instigated by the 
Law, which entails that the prohibited Oedipal mother is always present



in desire.16 Theories such as Bergler's which do not address this third 
element remain, as we know, in the domain of the Imaginary.

Bergler's second candidate for the fundamental cause of neurosis is 
that it is to be found in the infant's response to his experience of passivity 
and his need to escape from that. He cites a clinical example, that rings a 
Lacanian bell, of the impotent patient who had an unconscious fear of 
being devoured after sex, as the black widow spider devours her mate. 
Man's whole psychic life, Bergler tells us, is a desperate attempt to escape 
from passivity17 and this running battle with passivity starts in the cradle 
and ends in the coffin.18 Passivity, for Lacan, means running the risk of 
being reabsorbed into the maternal body and is profoundly anxiogenic. 
As we know, failure to take up a subjective position is the shortcut to 
puissance, and to destruction. Lack and desire and the anxiety that ensues 
is life, the detour to death, to which all life tends. And as he says in this 
seminar '... it is perhaps better, from time to time, to be rejected than to be 
accepted too quickly!'.19 We cannot assume that to be admitted is to be 
admitted to a benevolent table.

Bergler's descriptions of the phenomena of neurosis are 
informative, and not misleading, and he focuses on the central puzzle of 
the satisfaction that symptoms provide. But his designation of the action 
as 'sugarcoating', when the child, by an act of will, changes the 
unpleasurable into the pleasurable, throws no light on the enigma of 
suffering. He is reduced to this conceptualisation, because he is not clear 
about the connection to sex of all forms of satisfaction. Lacan's response to 
Bergler is that every thing that is a symptom is to be referred to sex.20 He also 
proclaims that there are no relations to truth that do not involve the sexual 
act. Furthermore, although there are desexualised psychic functions, one 
must seek sex at their origin.21 The protest of the oral neurotic is at the

16 ]. Lacan, op.cit., p. 9.
17 E. Bergler, op.cit., p. 61.
18 ibid, p. 14.
19 J. Lacan, op.cit., p. 5.
20 ibid, p. 10.
21 ibid, p. 11.
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frustration of his drive which feels its pleasure in that intense, unbridled 
excitement of the jouissance of the union with the mother. He feels this in 
the Real of his body, unmediated by the signifier, but this state of affairs is 
untenable if the child is ever to leave the maternal embrace, and become a 
separate, independent being. Symptoms are a way of hanging on to a 
trace of that jouissance, but as refusals of the law, of the signifier and hence 
of castration, are ultimately destructive.

In his consideration of the Golden Ratio in this seminar, Lacan tells 
us that the numbers involved in the ratio can never be factors of one 
another, but endlessly repeat, ad infinitum. There is always something left 
over, a remainder, which is ultimately ineradicable. Just so with the 
sexual act, which repeatedly seeks closure, which is impossible. The 
closure of the relation is impossible, yet still we keep on trying. Because 
Bergler deals in signifieds rather than signifiers, he remains blind to the 
asymptotic nature of desire. And because in Bergler’s work there is almost 
no mention of sex or of the father, and no mention whatsoever of the Law, 
no notion at all of a third term, no Other, and no idea that there is no 
symmetry in the sexual relation, there is therefore no way in which to 
conceptualise clearly what is implicated in oral regression, which is akin to 
Lacan's hysteria, and which is characterised by unsatisfied desire.

When it comes to phenomenological descriptions of the neuroses, 
Bergler is in his element. He knows how to recognise their signs. But he is 
at a loss when describing their genesis. He captures something important 
when he describes the fundamental experiences of the infant as having 
something to do with responses to refusals and disappointments, those 
first experiences of frustration and lack, the not enough of the mother, and 
also in his description of the response to the too much of the mother, the 
experience of the breast as intrusive, and of the pre-Oedipal mother as 
overwhelming. In response to either of those experiences, there is a 
phantasy generated concerning the child and the mother, subject and 
Other, a phantasy which, as Olga Cox-Cameron says, not only subtends 
our phantasies and our creativity, but 'magnetises the most disparate of 
biographical data, shaping it according to the inexorable curve of
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unconscious desire'.22 This division of Bergler's seems to presage Lacan's 
conceptualisation of the difference in hysterical and obsessional phantasy. 
Both of these structures which underpin neurotic subjectivity involve a 
misconstrual of the mOther which stands in the way of desire and keeps 
the analysand entangled in the desire of the Other.

Bergler's lack of the signifier has left him with a number of 
difficulties. He is stuck in a sort of literalism which leads him into a 
reification of the emotions and passions of the infant, in his imaginary 
world of breast and milk and faeces and urine. Because of this elision of 
the operation of the signifier, he can talk repeatedly of cure and happiness 
and contentment, speaking a totalising, utopian optimism that proclaims 
the strengthening of the ego as the primary aim of analysis.23 He describes 
analysis as basically the last attempt to force the reality principle on an 
adult child, and Bergler is able to do this, since his naive realism allows 
him to believe that he has a certain grasp of reality. And yet, despite his 
theoretical shortcomings, Bergler is, as Lacan admits, instructive. He tells 
us that in neurosis ...

... the question seems to be not at all whether the child was 
loved enough. The real problem is whether the child could 
'take' the disappointment to his megalomania of real or 
alleged lack of love.24

Bergler sees that it is the satisfaction of the lost narcissistic union that the 
child is reluctant to give up, and that he must give this up, and lack 
become loss, as Guy Le Gaufey so eloquently puts it in his [unpublished] 
article on the end of analysis.

Bergler said that he had spent his life trying to persuade his 
patients to give up their basic fallacy, which is that their neuroses are the

22 O. Cox-Cameron. 'In Pursuit of the Fading Subject Across the Field of Fantasy' in The Letter, 
Summer 1998, Dublin.
23 E. Bergler, op.cit., p. 128.
24 ibid, p. 274.
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direct result of the environment. He talks at length about what the patient 
wants from psychoanalysis, and he's pretty sure that it is not cure. He 
wryly tells us that he does not believe in grateful cured patients at all, 
since to come to the end of an anlysis is to have relinquished some of the 
old channels of satisfaction. One patient, rid of her symptoms, said she 
felt like a strippped Christmas tree!

We have heard here this morning about the traversing of the 
phantasy. Let me leave you with Bergler's inimitable version of that. His 
final advice to us all is this. The result proper to a psychoanalysis is that 
each of us is able to live by the motto: the world owes you exactly nothing, not 
even a kick in the jaw.25

Address fo r  correspondence: Hillsborough
81 M onkstown Road
Monkstown
Co. Dublin

25 ibid, p. 346.
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EXCHANSE-VALUE AND USE IN PSYCHOANALYSIS

Tony Hughes

One of the topics dealt with in the seminar on the Logic o f Phantasy 
concerns the question as to whether or not, at the level of the unconscious, 
we are structured as male or female subjects. In order to tease out this 
idea Lacan initially refers to Marx's discussion on the value and its 
subsystem of use-value and exchange-value.

In order to give an understanding of Marx, I believe it best to let 
him speak for himself, for it is not possible for me to gild that lily.

Use-value derives from the material properties of a 
commodity, such as the ability of a watch to tell the time, or 
a car to get us to our destination.
Exchange-value is related to use-value in a quantitative 
relation and represents the proportion in which the use- 
value of one commodity is exchanged for the use-value of 
another commodity. This relation changes constantly with 
time and place and appears to be something accidental and 
purely relative, and consequently an intrinsic value, that is, 
an exchange value that is inseperably connected with the 
commodity, inherent in it, seems a contradiction in terms. If, 
for example, a kilo of wheat is exchanged for x boot-polish, y 
silk or z gold etc., this is in effect done so in the most diverse 
proportions. Therefore, the wheat has many exchange 
values instead of one. But x boot-polish, y silk or z gold, 
must be mutually replaceable or of identical magnitude. It 
follows from this that valid exchange-values of a particular 
commodity express something equal, and secondly, 
exchange-values cannot be anything other than the mode of 
expression, the form of appearance of a content
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distinguishable from it. Let us now take two commodities, 
for example corn and iron. Whatever their exchange values 
may be, it can always be represented by an equation in 
which a given quantity of com is equated to some quantity 
of iron, for instance one kilo of corn = x kilos of iron. What 
does this equation signify? It signifies that a common 
element of identical magnitude exists in two different things, 
in 1 kilo of corn and similarly in x kilos of iron. Both are 
therefore equal to a third thing, which in itself is neither one 
nor the other. Each of them, so far as its exchange-value 
must be reducible to this third thing.

If we take a geometrical example to illustrate this. In 
order to compare the areas of all rectilinear figures we split 
them up into triangles. Then the triangle itself is reduced to 
an expression totally different from its visible shape: half the 
product by the altitude. In the same way the exchange- 
values must be reduced to a common element, of which they 
represent a greater or lesser quantity. This is not a 
geometrical, physical or chemical or other natural property 
because these properties turn them into their use-values. 
Clearly, the exchange relation of commodities is 
characterised by its abstraction from their use-values.1

In terms of addressing the question about whether or not something exists 
in the unconscious which determines the sex of the human subject, Lacan 
extrapolates from Marx's theory of value. By so doing, he conceptualises 
the issue in a different way than it is usually presented, certainly in 
psychoanalytic discourse. To be a man or a woman is the measure we use 
which determines us. So, at what point in our development is this 
determination made? Is the answer to be found in the position that we 
take up in the act of copulation? There is a certain lack of clarity about this 
because of the erroneous view that the sex act is complementary or, as put

1 K. Marx. Capital. Vol. I, London, Penguin, 1990. pp. 126-127.

85



forward in the religious field, that we become 'two in one flesh', rather 
than perhaps 'one in two fleshes'.

The idea that Eros is unitive and has a universal impact and that it 
pushes us to copulate with one another, is relegated by Lacan to the realm 
of phantasy. Similarly, the idea of Eros as a soul that has goals contrary to 
those of Thanatos and working through sex is the discourse of Hollywood.

Lacan's thesis that the unconscious is structured like a language has, of 
course, implications for the position that we take as human subjects, at the 
level of the unconscious. His argument concerning the position we take as 
man or woman flows from the logic of this statement, and he has it very 
much in mind in dealing with this question.

To develop his argument he makes the point that 'there is no such 
thing as the sexual act', certainly at the level of the unconscious. This is an 
idiosyncratic usage, and it is necessary to differentiate between anatomical 
reality and psychical reality. He did not give it as an absolute truth. 
When he says that 'there is no sexual act' he defines act to mean: a 
reduplication of a motor effect, as in 'I am walking'. By repeating these 
words in a certain way, a reduplication occurs, which takes on a signifying 
function in which the subject becomes inscribed.

So is there, then, a similar occurrence in the sexual act which results 
in the subject being inscribed as male or female? All of psychoanalytic 
experience would suggest that this does not happen. Given the ever
present content of sex in dreams, then it is appropriate to ask the 
following related question: 'does the unconscious speak sex'? It is perhaps 
more correct to say that the unconscious does not speak sex, but rather 
that the presence of the phallus and the partial objects make themselves 
felt in that 'other place'. So what role does the phallus play in the 
unconscious and does its function in any way cause us to take up one 
sexual position rather than another?

Its function, in fact, is always slipping away, it serves the function 
of substitution, which is equivalent to a sort of juggling, but it never 
allows us to posit in the sexual act - the man and woman opposed in some 
eternal essence. Nevertheless, we have to measure ourselves against the 
difficulty of being a sexed subject, that is, as man or woman.
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The o-object

In order to try to elaborate on this theme that 'we are sexed beings', 
we can use one of the avatars of the o-object which is, surprisingly, 
expressed as a particular unique number. This number, which was 
derived from the Fibonnaci sequence, is the golden number and it has an 
important place in the history of mathematics and architecture. This 
number is incommensurable.

To be incommensurable means that something cannot be expressed 
as integral multiples of the same number. Thus 6 and a/3 are 
incommensurable because 6 is rational and the V3 is irrational (and the 
truly irrational numbers are infinite non-repeating decimals). To develop 
the connection between the nature of the sexed subject and the o-object we 
need to make two different assumptions in regard to the o-object. Firstly, 
let us assume that it represents the essence of the subject in its pure form, 
ousia, as it was called by Aristotle to indicate primary substance. 
Secondly, we simultaneously also think of the o-object as being 
representative of the phallus.

Applying these assumptions to what might happen in the moment 
of copulation, we can, by using Boolean logic, represent this 
mathematically and then go on to link it to Marx's theory of value. We 
can instance what happens at the point of copulation by the use of set 
theory which shows two circles, representing male and female, 'one or the 
other' which intersect. The point of intersection is equivalent to where the 
subject is both male and female, and this can be expressed algebraically as 
follows:

(a + b)(a-b) = 2

In the sexual dyad, one has the phallus and the other does not have the 
phallus. This can be shown by the following: If we let 1 = the human 
subject, and o = the phallus, then, we get an equation of the form

(1 + o)( 1 - o) = 2.
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In the particular case where we use the golden number we get a unique 
solution as follows:

(1+ .618...)(1 -.618...) =  .618.

It is relevant to emphasise that this equation is capable of being solved in 
this way, when, and only when, o = .618... It is, as I am sure you will 
agree, fascinating that this is the only case where, when something is both 
added to and subtracted from one, the result is expressed in terms of itself.

So to exemplify, at the intersection of male and female, at the level 
of the unconscious, there is no distinction between one sex and the other. 
This accentuates the fact that we do not take up our sexual position at the 
moment of copulation.

At what point do we take up our sexual position? Every sexual act 
can be expressed, as with exchange-value, by reference to a third thing 
which is neither one nor the other (as in the case of corn and iron, or male 
or female). The third element that occurs in the sexual act is in reference 
to the parental couple, specifically at the phase of the Oedipus complex. It 
is here that the primordial loss of the Other arises, which coincidentally 
evokes the search for the lost object as a recurring theme in the 
unconscious. Because of the different way that the final moment of the 
Oedipus is negotiated by the boy and the girl, there results a lack of 
complementarity between them. In fact every sexual act includes as a 
third element the principle of castration which can be symbolised by the 
phallus. This is the moment when we respectively take up our position as 
man or woman.

The Homme-elle

To illustrate this we now turn back to Marx. His notion of use- 
value can be imaged by thinking of the bull in his covering the heifer a 
number of times. Extraordinarily, this role of the bull as use-value is 
turned on its head when we reference it to the human realm. For it is the 
woman who becomes the phallic object, as can be seen eternally in the role 
of masquerade, where she is the wearer of diamonds - a representative of
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the phallic object. So there is some slippage when we move from the 
animal kingdom to the human realm.

Originally woman was the object of exchange, and had 
consequently an exchange value. But in the economy of the unconscious 
jouissance-vaiue is substituted for exchange-value. Woman is therefore the 
object of jouissance, which is related to her status as use-value as 
represented by the role she takes as phallic object. So her value as a 
subject can be expressed in these two ways, which of course are 
interdependent. When she becomes the object cause of desire she does so 
because of both the attributes of value. Lacan introduces the notion of 
homme-elle to articulate his view of woman in terms of value.

If we refer to the role that the male animal takes up as use-value as 
being, say for instance, a he-goat, then the female equivalent is of course 
the she-goat. Again in terms of the human realm we might usefully refer 
to a he-man (homme-il) and a she-man (homme-elle).

Lest you think that this is in any way derogatory, let us keep in 
mind that he also said that outside of the sexual realm, woman is 
impregnable - in every sense of the word. There she reigns supreme. 
However, within the sexual act, rather than it being the so-called unitive 
force of Eros, this is where we are brought to the height of our disjunction.

As for the he-man, perhaps he has not only become an endangered 
species, but is indeed extinct, certainly as far as his use-value is concerned.

Address f o r  correspondence: 5 Ramleh Close
Milltown 
Dublin 6 
Ireland



JACQUES LACAN'S SUMMARY OF THE SEMINAR OF 1966-1967 
(Year book of the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes)

Translated by Cormac Gallagher

The seminar on The Logic of Phantasy was held during the academic 
year following the publication o f Lacan's Ecrits. It has not been published in 
French and to the best o f my knowledge the only English version available is the 
privately circulated translation produced and worked through by a group in St 
Vincent's Hospital in 1997-1998.

Students seeking guidance in the reading o f  the seminar will find some in 
Jacques Nassifs Pour une Logicque du Phantasme which appeared in 1970 in 
issue 2/3 o f  Scilicet. An earlier version of this article had been presented at the 
seminar on the psychoanalytic act and had been warmly praised by Lacan.

However, Lacan's own summary o f the seminar, written for the yearbook 
of the institution under whose auspices it was held, must have a special place in 
its correct interpretation. This is an extremely condensed and labyrinthine piece 
of work that like many o f Lacan's scripta makes no concessions to the reader. The 
translation has attempted to follow Lacan's text as closely as possible and for that 
reason may appear to be equally impenetrable.

When it was presented at the Congress the summary was accompanied by 
a rather detailed commentary which made it somewhat more palatable. We 
decided to offer it here unadorned in order to allow readers an uncluttered 
opportunity o f seeing what they can make o f the only published version o f this 
very significant element o f Lacan's work*

* * * * *

My return to Freud brings each of you up against the void central 
to the field that he, and no less those who work in it, sets up.

* Translator's note

90



Some people would be relieved to reduce its keynote to the history 
of Freud's thought, or even indeed to his vocabulary, a classic operation in 
philosophy. The new terms with which I structure an object are turned 
into something for booksellers to feed on.

Pushing ever further the logical primacy that is truest to the 
experience reduces this trick to the dust that it is raises.

'Either I do not think or I am not', to put forward in this formula the 
reversed ergo of a new cogito, involved a hey presto! that you must agree 
was successful.

In fact it confronted those it was directed at with the surprise of 
finding in it the virtues of my schema of alienation (1964), which emerges 
here right away as opening up the join between the id and the 
unconscious.

A difference of De Morgan-like appearance comes to life in the fact 
that a forced choice makes it asymmetrical. The 'I do not think' which in 
effect grounds the subject here in the least bad option for him, remains 
deprived of the 'am' of the intersection denied by its formula. The not-I, 
which is presupposed here, is not, by not being, without being. Indeed the 
id designates it with a finger pointed at the subject by grammar. The id is 
the stub carried by the not, a knot that slips along the sentence to assure its 
unsay able metonymy.

But quite other is the 'think' which subsists by complementing the 'I 
am not’ whose affirmation is primarily repressed. Because it is only at the 
cost of being like it a false non-sense, that it can enlarge its empire free 
from the complicity of consciousness.

The arms of the square thus drawn are operations called alienation 
and truth. In order to rediscover the diagonal, transference, that connects 
its extremities, it is enough to notice that just as in Descartes' cogito, all that 
is at stake here is the subject supposed to know.

Psychoanalysis postulates that the unconscious where the 'I am not' 
of the subject has its substance, can be invoked from the 'I do not think' 
insofar as it imagines itself to be master of its being, namely, not to be 
language.



But what is at stake is a Klein group or simply the scholastic pons 
asinorum, namely, that there is a fourth comer. This corner combines the 
results of each operation by representing its essence in its residue. This 
means that it reverses their relationship, which can be read by writing 
them by a passage from a right to a left that is here distinguished by an 
accent.

The cycle through which the impasse of the subject is consummated 
by revealing its truth must in effect be closed there.

The lack of being that constitutes alienation is established by 
reducing it to desire. Not that it is not thinking (here let us be Spinozian), 
but that it takes up its place through this incarnation of the subject called 
castration, and through the organ of failure that the phallus becomes in it. 
Such is the void that is so uncomfortable to approach.

It can be handled by being enveloped in the container it creates. 
Rediscovering in order to do this the droppings which testify that the 
subject is only an effect of language; I have promoted them as o-objects. 
Whatever their number or the way they are fashioned, let us recognise in 
them why the notion of creature, which adheres to the subject, is prior to 
any fiction. There has simply not been recognised in them the very nihil 
from which all creation proceeds, but the Dasein invented to cover these 
same quite uncatholic objects, does not make us look any better in their 
regard.

So then, it is from the void that centres them that these objects 
borrow the function of cause that they become for desire (a metaphor 
incidentally that can no longer be eluded in reviewing the category of 
cause).

What is important is to notice that they only have this function in 
desire by being glimpsed in it as solidary with this split (by being at once 
unequal to it, and joining together to disjoin it), with this split in which the 
subject appears to himself to be a dyad -  or take the lure of his very truth. 
This is the structure of phantasy noted by us with the brackets whose 
content is to be pronounced: S barred diamond o.

Here we are again then at the nihil of the impasse thus reproduced 
of the subject supposed to know.
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To find its Mum, let us notice that it is only possible to reproduce it 
because in producing itself it is already repetition.

The examination of the group, in effect, does not show up to now in 
its three operations that we are - alienation, truth and transference - 
anything that allows a return to zero by reduplicating them: Klein's law 
positing that negation is cancelled out by reduplication.

Far from it, when there are opposed to it three formulae. The first 
of these, long ago minted by me, states: there is no Other of the Other, in 
other words no metalanguage. The second dispatches to its inanity the 
question whose enthusiasm already denounced who was going to split 
away from my propositions: why does he not say the true about the true? 
The third gives the continuation that is announced by it: there is no 
transference of transference.

To fix the one way streets on a graph is instructive because it 
demonstrates a convergence that specifies each vertex by a number.

Again it must not be masked that each of these operations is 
already the zero product of what inserted into the real, what it is dealing 
with, namely, this time proper to the field that it analyses, the one that 
Freud reached by saying that it is repetition.

The pastness it contains is something quite different to domination 
by the past which has rendered it futile.

It is this act through which there occurs, anachronistically, the 
interference of the difference contributed by the signifier. When repeated, 
what was, is different, by becoming subject to restatement. With regard to 
the act insofar as it wants to say something, every passage a Vacte simply 
operates in the wrong direction. It leaves to one side 'acting out' in which 
what speaks is not a subject, but truth.

In pushing this exigency of the act, I am the first to announce 
correctly what is poorly sustained by a frivolous statement commonly 
made: the primacy of the sexual act.

It is articulated by the separation of two formulae. First, there is no 
sexual act, to be understood as: which is weighty enough to affirm in the 
subject the certainty that it is of a particular sex. Second, there is only the
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sexual act, implies: which gives thinking a way of defending itself since 
the subject is split in it: cf., the structure of the phantasy above.

Biological bisexuality is to be left to the legacy of Fliess. It has 
nothing to do with what is at stake: the incommensurability of the o-object 
to the unit that the conjunction of beings of opposite sexes implies in the 
subjective exigency of its act.

I have used the golden number to demonstrate that it cannot be 
resolved except in the manner of sublimation.

I have already articulated repetition and haste at the foundation of 
a 'logical time1. Sublimation completes them so that a new graph, oriented 
by their relation, gives satisfaction by reduplicating the previous one, 
because it completes the Klein group -  inasmuch as its four vertices are 
equal because they gather together as many operational conjunctions. 
Again, by being two, these graphs inscribe the distance of the subject 
supposed to know by its insertion in the real.

In this way they satisfy the logic that I have proposed for myself, 
because it pre-supposes that there is no other entry for the subject into the 
real than the phantasy.

Starting from there the clinician, who testifies that the discourse of 
his patients takes up mine every day, will be authorised to make room for 
some facts of which nothing is made otherwise. First the fact that the 
phantasy is a sentence on the model of a child is being beaten which Freud 
left us to be used. Or again, that the phantasy, this one for example, and it 
is a feature that Freud underlines in it, is found in very distinct neurotic 
structures.

He will then be able not to miss the function of phantasy, as is done 
by using, without naming it, my reading of Freud, by claiming an 
understanding of his texts, only to better repudiate what they require.

Phantasy, to take things at the level of interpretation, plays the 
function of an axiom in it, namely, is distinguished from the variable laws 
of deduction which specify in each structure the reduction of symptoms, 
by figuring there in a constant mode. The least set, in the mathematical 
sense of the term, teaches enough about it for an analyst by exercising 
himself at it, to find its grain.
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Restored in this way to the logical register, phantasy will make him 
sense all the better the place he holds for the subject. It is the same one 
that the logical register designates, and it is the place of the real.

This means it is far from the neurotic bargain which with its forms 
of frustration, aggression, etc., has taken psychoanalytic thinking to the 
point of making it lose its Freudian criteria.

For in the enactings of the neurotic it can be seen that he only 
approaches the phantasy through opera-glasses, so busy is he sustaining 
the desire of the Other by keeping it in suspense in different ways. The 
psychoanalyst would do well not to make himself his servant.

This would help him to distinguish from him the pervert, much 
more closely confronted with the impasse of the sexual act. Just as much 
subject as he of course, but one who makes of the toils of the phantasy the 
conducting system through which he steals by a short-circuit an 
enjoyment from which the locus of the Other separates him no less.

With this reference to enjoyment there opens up the only ontics we 
can avow. But it is not nothing that it cannot even be approached in 
practice except by the ravines which are traced in it from the locus of the 
Other.

With this I have sustained for the first time that this locus of the 
Other is not to be seen anywhere else than in the body. It is not 
intersubjectivity, but scars on the tegumentary body, peduncles which by 
being connected to its orifices play the function of plugs, ancestral artifices 
and techniques which erode it.

I have blocked the route to the mistake which, taking its theme 
from masochism, drowns in its dribble the analytic discourse and makes 
something sickening of it.

The displays of masochism are enough to reveal in it the most 
general form of cutting short the vain attempts in which the sexual act is 
lost, displays that are all the easier because it goes on to be reduplicated 
by an ironic proof.

Anything that elides the salient aspect of its features as perverse 
event, is enough to disqualify its reference as metaphor.



I think I can help to suppress this abuse by recalling that the word 
'cowardice' is provided us as being the most proper to pinpoint what 
designates it in the very discourse of patients. They thus testify that they 
perceive better than the doctors, the ambiguity of the relation that links 
their desire to the Other. Moreover the term has its letters patent of 
nobility, having been recorded by Freud from the mouth of the Ratman, as 
worthy of being picked out for us.

I cannot omit the moment at the end of one year when I was able to 
invoke number as a factor of my audience, in order to recognise in it what 
made up for this void whose obstruction elsewhere, far from yielding to 
me, draws comfort from responding to me.

Logical realism (to be understood mediaevally), so implicated in 
science that it fails to notice it, is proved by my labours. Five hundred 
years of nominalism could be interpreted as resistance and would be 
dissipated if political conditions did not still gather together those who 
only survive by professing that the sign is nothing more than 
representation.

Address for correspondence: Centre fo r  Psychoanalytic Studies
LSB College 
6-9 Balfe Street 
Dublin 2 
Ireland
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INTRODUCTION

Anthony McCarthy

At a conference entitled The Logic o f Phantasy it is timely that some 
space be given over to a discussion of the issues raised by the 
phenomenon known as False Memory Syndrome. The three papers 
presented here on the subject all approach the problem from different 
angles but come to similar conclusions. The False Memory Syndrome debate 
has arisen almost a hundred years after Freud's first psychoanalytic 
writings. The central issue has been highly publicised in the media. It has 
been alleged that patients in therapy have developed memories of having 
been sexually abused in childhood which are false, that is, the abuse did 
not occur. The result has been an attack on all forms of psychotherapy 
including psychoanalysis and a questioning of fundamental psycho
analytic concepts such as repression. All three papers here suggest a 
return to Freud and in particular to his writings about the relationship 
between memory and phantasy.

Unlike the polarised positions accompanied by certainty which has 
typified much of the writings in the media and both psychological and 
psychiatric journals, Freud has always written clearly of the uncertainty 
and ambiguity of memory. What is memory? What is the difference 
between recall and recapitulation? What is the difference between 
narrative truth and historicity? What is the relationship between phantasy 
and memory? Do phantasies conceal recollections or do recollections 
conceal phantasies?

Although false memories occur not just in therapy, it has been 
predominantly in therapy that the issue has arisen and this has brought 
into question many psychotherapeutic if not psychoanalytic techniques. 
However, psychoanalysis cannot afford to be complacent and as always a 
crisis like this does return us to Freud and help us appreciate yet again the
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depth of his insights and the complexity of the phenomena he was 
attempting to describe.

Address fo r  correspondence: Vergemont Psychiatric Clinic
Clonskeagh 
Dublin 6
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PSYCHOANALYSIS, SEDUCTION AND FALSE MEMORIES*

Maeve Nolan

Ever since the very first psychoanalytic patient, Anna O, who had 
been unable to drink for six weeks, recalled her disgust at the sight of a 
dog drinking from a glass, the role of forgotten memories in the 
generation of symptoms became part of psychoanalytic theory. Ever since 
Elisabeth and Lucy revealed the erotic conflict at the heart of their distress, 
psychoanalysis has concerned itself with unacceptable sexual desires on 
the part of the patient. And ever since Anna O cried out 'Dr. B's child is 
coming1 at the end of her treatment with Dr. Breuer the seductiveness of 
the therapeutic process has been impossible to deny.

Anna, Elisabeth and Lucy are some of the case histories making up 
Studies on Hysteria written in 1893.2 It was as a result of these case 
histories that the authors, Breuer and Freud concluded that the body 
speaks and that 'hysterics suffer mainly from reminiscences'. One 
hundred years on, at the close of another century, the same themes of 
forgotten memories, sexual desire, seduction, and the power of the 
therapeutic process have come to the fore again in the devastating 
phenomenon of recovered memories of sexual abuse. This time however, 
the diagnosis of hysteria is no longer available and instead of daughters 
nursing sick fathers we have daughters cutting off contact with debased 
father figures accused of outrageous acts of sexual and satanic abuse. The 
often idealised father of the 1890's has become the debased, abusing father 
of the 1990's.

False Memory Syndrome is concerned with memories recovered in 
therapy of extended, traumatic sexual abuse and is not concerned with

* Paper given at the 29th Annual Conference of the Psychological Society of Ireland, 
Kilkenny, 1998.
2 J. Breuer and S. Freud (1893). Studies on Hysteria, S.E., II.
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children who come forward to tell, or with adults who recount abuse 
which they have known about all their lives. This does not in any way 
question the widespread incidence of child sexual abuse. The British 
Psychological Society report a minimum rate of 6% for women but some 
studies show that 20-25% of women had an unwanted sexual experience 
by the age of 18.3 In Ireland suspected cases of child sexual abuse 
increased ten-fold between 1985 and 1995.4 The Annual Report of the 
Rape Crisis Centre indicates a 4% increase this year of calls reporting child 
sexual abuse.5

While there is a huge increase in the reporting of sexual abuse it is 
certain that many sexually abusive events are not reported at all. It is 
equally certain that there is considerable reporting of sexual events that 
never happened. A recent review of the literature concluded that 'the 
ground for debate has shifted from the question of the possibility of 
therapy-induced false beliefs to the question of the prevalence of therapy- 
induced false beliefs'.6 The search for repressed memories began in 
earnest in the U.S. in 1988 and is associated for many with the publication 
of The Courage to Heal by Ellen Bass and Laura Davis.7 This book has 
become the bible of the Incest Survivor movement. Undoubtedly useful 
for those who have been abused it is, however, primarily aimed at those 
who think they may have been but cannot remember. The message is 
simple. 'If you think you were abused and your life shows the symptoms 
then you were.’

Unfortunately, the symptoms in question and the check lists used 
to elicit them would include most people in this room, for example, 'Do 
you feel powerless, like a victim?, Do you feel you have to be perfect? Do 
you find your relationships just don't work out? Do you have trouble

3 K. Lalor. A Survey of Sexually Abusive Experiences Amongst a Sample of Third Level 
Students. Paper given at Psychological Society of Ireland Annual Conference, 1998.
4 Report of Conference on Child Sex Abuse, Irish Times, 8th October 1998.
5 Irish Times, 6th October 1998.
6 D.S. Lindsay and J.D. Read. 'Psychotherapy and Memories of Childhood Sexual Abuse: a 
Cognitive Perspective' in Applied Cognitive Psychology, Vol. 8,1994. pp. 281-338.
7 E. Bass and L. Davis. The Courage to Heal. New York, Harper and Row, 1988.

101



expressing your feelings? Therapists are encouraged to 'believe the 
unbelievable' and clients to feel the feelings, especially rage, and to 
confront the abuser, even in the absence of real memories. To date there 
have been at least three editions of the Courage to Heal, a workbook and 
even a board game called 'Survivors Journey1. There are many, many 
books now available with similar themes and similar commands; to cut off 
contact with families, to get in touch with the abused child within, to 
remember and to rage.

The False Memory Syndrome Foundation was formed in the USA 
in 1992 and the British equivalent Adult Children Accusing Parents which 
subsequently became the British False Memory Society (BFMS) was set up 
in 1993. By 1995 more than 18,000 families had contacted the American 
Foundation and over 900 families had contacted the British Society.8 
These organisations insist that recovered memories have been planted by 
those who believe that sexual abuse in childhood is causative of, and 
underlies a huge variety of problems in adult life. Pendergrast estimates 
that over one million cases of ’recovered memories' occur each year in the 
USA and over 42,000 cases in Britain and that there are 62,500 memory 
focused therapists in the USA and at least 5,000 in Britain.9 Undoubtedly 
Memory Recovery Therapy is 'a powerful medicine that may be helpful to 
victims of disease but one which can cause great harm when given to 
people who do not have the disease'.10

What then is memory? Recollection is always a mixture of recall 
and reconstruction and events may be confabulated, conflated or simply 
confused. All kinds of subsequent influences affect memory and there is 
no such thing as uncontaminated memory for events. Memories of 
childhood are highly coloured and even manufactured by family stories 
and photographs. But we want memories to be accurate. This was made

8 M. Pendergrast. Victims of Memory, Incest, Accusations and Shattered Lives. Harper Collins,
1997. p 556.
9 ibid, p 560.
10 D.S. Lindsay and J.D. Read. 'Psychotherapy and Memories of Childhood Sexual Abuse: A 
Cognitive Perspective' in Applied Cognitive Psychology, Vol.8,1994. p.282.



very clear in the consternation which followed the publication of Frank 
McCourts memoirs, Angela's Ashes, which spawned a rush of stories of 
'happy Limerick childhood's' as people set out to prove 'it was never like 
that'. Of course, what Frank had done, like many patients in therapy, was 
to construct a narrative truth which does not necessarily coincide with 
historical truth.

Freud commented in his case history of the Rat Man that;

'Childhood memories are only consolidated at a later stage, 
usually at the age of puberty ... and involve a complicated 
process of remodelling, analogous in every way to the 
process by which a nation constructs legends about its early 
history'.11

The question is not so much can memories ever be falsified but is memory 
ever accurate. Undoubtedly, memories can haunt us and can liberate us 
but they can also incriminate and now even incarcerate others. False 
memories then are everywhere, at their most innocent in family romances 
and their most sinister in recovered memories of abuse that did not occur.

Experimentally it has been shown that false stories can be adopted 
and subsequently remembered. Of course this does not prove that false 
memories of abuse can also be implanted. Recovered Memory therapists 
claim not just that abuse occurred but that because of its traumatic nature 
it was immediately repressed from conscious memory. Studies show that 
children remember vividly, if not accurately, psychologically traumatic 
events that have happened to them.12 In general people who have been 
severely traumatised, for example, holocaust survivors or victims of 
disasters recall the trauma rather than repressing it. The problem 
following most forms of trauma it seems is not the inability to remember it 
but the incapacity to forget it.

11 S. Freud. Notes upon a Case Of Obsessional Neurosis. S.E., X, 1925. p.224.
12 Brandon et.al., op.cit., p. 298.
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In January 1995 a working party of the British Psychological Society 
published its report on Recovered Memories.13 It seems there is a high 
level of belief among qualified psychologists in the essential accuracy of 
recovered memories of sexual abuse in childhood. On the basis of a 
survey of members (n=810) and on an examination of the records of the 
BFMS the BPS report concluded that recovered memories are likely to be 
accurate. 97% of respondents believed in recovered memories and one 
third believed that it was not possible to create false memories14. This 
report was well summarised in the Irish Psychologist of May 1997 by Tom 
McGrath who rightly stated that 'it is incumbent on those working in the 
field to be aufa.it with the issues in the clinical and research literature'.15

The American Psychological Association has also produced some 
conclusions but split on the question of 'the weight to be attached to the 
possibility of memories being recovered versus the possibility of pseudo
memories being produced1.15

In 1995 the Royal College of Psychiatrists set up a working party to 
investigate the phenomenon of recovered memories and to provide 
guidance for psychiatrists. A version of their report was recently 
published in the British Journal o f Psychiatry.16 This report states that 
although there have been many guidelines offered by professional 
associations around the world that 'in their efforts to remain impartial 
they have failed to resolve the impasse between research and clinical 
observation'. In particular they refer to the poor response rate to the BPS 
questionnaire and to a critical response to their analysis of the problem.17

13 Recovered Memories: The Report of the Working Party of the British Psychological Society, 
BPS, Leicester, 1995.
14 M. Pendergrast, op.cit., p. 559.
15 T. Me Grath. 'Delayed Reporting of Child Sexual Abuse and the Recovered Memory Debate' in 
The Irish Psychologist, May 1997.
15 H. Mersky. 'Ethical Issues in the Search for Repressed Memories' in American Journal of 
Psychotherapy, Vol. 50, No. 3, Summer 1995. p.330.
16 Brandon et.al., op.cit.
17 L. Weiskrantz, 'Comments on the Report of the Working Party of the BPS on 'recovered 
memories'1 in Therapist, Journal of the European Therapy Studies Institute, 2 ,1995. p.5-8.
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They suggest that only the Australian Psychological Association gives 
'clear and unequivocal guidance1 on the issue.

The findings of the Royal College working group that 'false 
memories can and do occur'18 is in sharp contrast to the findings of the 
BPS group who conclude that 'while there is a great deal of evidence for 
incorrect memories, there is currently much less evidence on the creation 
of false memories'.19

The Royal College report states that Recovered Memory Therapy is 
'not a single or unified therapy, nor is it an officially designated treatment'. 
It is a label used to describe the practices of a heterogeneous group of 
clinicians who share a particular set of beliefs. They believe that present 
symptomatology stems from post traumatic sexual abuse and that the 
memory of that abuse has been lost to consciousness and that recovery of 
those memories is essential for the removal of symptoms. It is not 
confined to any particular therapeutic approach and can occur in any form 
of talking therapy.

The publication of this report was followed in the Irish newspapers 
by an article by Professor Anthony Clare who used the report as a 
springboard for an attack on Freud and psychoanalysis.20 'But surely', 
said one colleague as I was writing this paper, 'Psychoanalysis would be 
the least likely kind of therapy to be involved in the recovery of false 
memories of abuse?'. While this is certainly acknowledged in some 
quarters,21 in others, psychoanalysis and RMT are linked and the whole 
psychoanalytic enterprise is therefore called into question.22 To say that 
Freud is responsible for RMT because he developed the concept of 
repression is a bit like saying that those who build bridges are responsible 
for those who jump off them!

18 Brandon etal., op.cit., p.303.
19 BPS Report, op.cit., p.15.
20 A. Clare. ’Fallacy That Began With Freud' in Sunday Independent, 19th April 1998.
21 A. Scott. Real Events Revisited, Fantasy, Memory and Psychoanalysis. London, Virago Press, 
1996.
22 F. Crews. The Memory Wars: Freud's Legacy in Dispute. London, Granta, 1997.
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According to Clare and to Frederick Crews in his book The Memory 
Wars - The Legacy o f Freud, psychoanalysis 'both directly and dialectically 
helped to bring on the recovered memory movement, that recovered 
memory therapy is 'the step child of psychoanalysis' and that Freud is 'the 
most overrated figure in the history of science and medicine'. This attack 
repeats the pattern of all critiques of Freud and is essentially a refusal of 
the unconscious. What both Crewe and Clare are doing is perpetuating 
what they set out to deplore, that is, the hunt for the abuser, the 
perpetrator rather than a consideration of what is going on.

What is going on in therapy, what mutual misconception can allow 
so many women (and 87% of accusers are female23) take on this identity as 
victim but perhaps more problematically as 'Survivor1? The victim role 
with its connotation of helplessness and bitterness is problematic but 
'survivor' with its undertone of celebration and enhanced self esteem is 
even more likely to produce a 'satisfying' identity. The survivor becomes 
a heroine and rests on her laurels. And as Erikson points out 'if 
victimhood (or survivorhood) is permitted to become a young person's 
most meaningful circumstance, his identity may seize on it as a central 
and lasting theme'.24

Certainly Psychoanalysis had its origins in stories of seduction and 
Freud's abandonment of the seduction theory in favour of fantasy has 
always been a source of controversy. The question of the reality or 
otherwise of abuse has raged for a hundred years and writers like Jeffrey 
Masson and Alice Miller have repeatedly asked the question 'what would 
have happened if Freud had not abandoned the theory of seduction? Now 
with the False Memory Syndrome perhaps they have their answer.

Freud was berated either for failing to see seduction where it was 
obvious, as in his case study of Dora, or in seeing seduction where it ought 
not to be, as in every mother-child relationship. He abandoned the 
seduction theory because of 'the definite realisation that there is no

23 Brandon et.al., op.cit., p297.
24 E. Erikson. 'Reality and Actuality' in Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association, 
1962. p. 460.



'indication of reality' in the unconscious, so that it is impossible to 
distinguish between truth and emotionally-charged fiction1.25 He 
continued however, to believe in the reality and the traumatic nature of 
sexual abuse. Fantasy was never simply opposed to reality or seen as ’a 
purely illusory product of the imagination which stands in the way of a 
correct perception of reality1.26 Fantasy ’is itself only the product of, and a 
mask for, the spontaneous manifestations of infantile sexual activity1 and 
provides a scene for the staging of desire. Lacan too emphasises the 
protective function of fantasy and 'compares the fantasy to a frozen image 
on a cinema screen; just as the film may be stopped at a certain point in 
order to avoid showing a traumatic scene which follows, so also the 
fantasy scene is a defence which veils castration'.27 Fantasy can never be 
reduced simply to imagination.

For Freud and for Lacan the human subject is essentially a split 
subject and the fantasy of integration, of unity and wholeness is precisely 
that -  a fantasy. What then does psychoanalysis have to offer this subject 
of shifting and uncertain identity? Analysis is about 'the birth of truth in 
speech' which has as its goal 'only the advent of true speech and the 
realisation by the subject of his history in relation to a future'. It is in the 
gift of speech, in finding one's own voice that the effect of psychoanalysis 
resides. ’The gift is not so much a gift of truth, of understanding or of 
meaning. It is essentially a gift of language'. According to Lacan the task 
for the analysand is 'to rediscover in this history ... the gap impossible to 
fill'. The patient is invited to speak and that simple command becomes 
horribly difficult because 'the truth of his history is not all contained in his 
script', and he ends up by recognising that his being 'has never been any 
more than his construct in the imaginary and that this construct 
disappoints all his certainties'.28 We all create embellished versions of

25 S. Freud. 'Letter of 21st Sept. 1897' in The Complete Letters of Sigmund Freud to Wilhelm 
Fliess. Trans, and Ed J.F. Masson. Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1985.
26 D. Evans. An Introductory Dictionary ofLacanian Psychoanalysis. Routledge, 1996. p.59.
27 ibid, p. 60.
28 J. Lacan. Function and Field of Speech and Language. Ecrits. Trans A. Sheridan. Tavistock 
Publications, 1977. p. 42.

107



ourselves, 'likely stories', narratives that suits. These narratives can never 
be final versions as they are constantly open to disruption from the 
unconscious ’the censored chapter', 'the page of shame that is forgotten or 
undone or a page of glory that compels1.

The task in therapy is to tell one's story and not to speak the story 
demanded of one by the belief system of one's therapist. The therapist is 
not a script writer and his task is to help the patient articulate his history, 
to constitute himself through his own discourse. The goal is not the truth 
about what 'really' happened to the patient. While analysis is indeed 'a 
question of recollection', it is not a question of reality. The analyst 
according to Lacan is not aiming 'to transform the subject in his present by 
learned explanations of his past'.29 On the contrary 'the art of the analyst', 
Lacan says, 'must be to suspend the patients certainties' (and presumably 
his own). The analyst does not check out stories or validate them, confirm  
them or reject them. He simply listens to them, his silence frustrating any 
possibility of a cosy chat or a reinforcement of the ego. Essentially Lacan 
insists that the core of our being is not the ego which is merely 'the 
superimposition of various coats borrowed from ... the bric-a-brac of its 
props department' and it can never become whole. Psychoanalysis has 
little to do, therefore, with strengthening the ego and 'the analytic cure 
consists mainly in discovering that there is no cure, that no one can solve 
the enigma of anyone else's life'.30

For many it seems that therapy can become a search for answers 
outside oneself, even a romance, a hidden mystery, a drama to be written 
with oneself in the starring role. Increasingly patients go into therapy 
wanting to find something and in our climate of 'sex abuse hysteria' it is 
not uncommon in therapy to hear 'I feel so bad, I wonder could I have 
been abused'. 'Tell me the truth about myself1 is the plea and the therapist 
is put in the place of the one who knows more about them than they do 
themselves. The analyst is put in the place of what Lacan calls the sujet 
supposé savoir, the subject supposed to know, but it is in fact crucial that he

29 ibid, p. 42.
30 S. Frosh. For and against Psychoanalysis. Routiedge, 1997. p. 14.



does not presume to know what has happened to the patient. Bruno 
Bettelheim once said that man's greatest challenge is to give meaning to 
his life. An explanation, a 'cause' for the difficulty in doing this must 
indeed be welcome. A common theme in reports of those who 'discover' 
abuse is the relief with which they adopted an explanation for their 
symptoms. 'My life suddenly made sense' and a simple, albeit painful 
explanation for all unhappiness is found.

The therapist's task is to prevent the patient using his history as an 
excuse. Freud was never one to think of his patients as mere victims of 
circumstance. As one commentator puts it;

In every case there is a crucial moment or moments when 
Freud turns the patient's narrative against her in the 
interests of discovering how it is not only the cruel hands of 
fate and family that have made her story one of hardship 
and victimisation, but how she has implicated herself in the 
construction of her tale.31

Psychoanalysis is not about a victim to be identified or a villain to be 
pursued. The notion of one event being causative of psychological 
distress in any direct way denies the fact that the past is constantly being 
reworked in the light of the present and the future. It is the psychical 
consequences of events that is primary and it is this that turns a look 
which would hardly register with one person into a devastating sexual 
event for another.

While there may not be an original 'scene' to be remembered, 
symptoms nevertheless have everything to do with the question of origins 
and of one's history. In his paper Family Romances (1909) Freud describes 
the commonplace tendency for the child to create a phantasy in which his 
parents are replaced by others of better birth or in which he is a step-child 
or an adopted child.32 While the motive for the fantasy is 'revenge and

31 L. Appignanesi and J. Forrester. Freud's Women. London, Virago, 1993. p. 110.
32 S. Freud. Family Romances, S.E., IX, 1909.
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retaliation' it actually retains 'the childs original affection for his parents' 
and is in fact an expression of regret that ’the happy days' of childhood are 
over. The appeal and the pathos of these family romances are beautifully 
captured by Frank O'Connor in two of his short stories, The Dukes 
Children33 and The Study o f  History where little Gussie O'Brien discovers 
the dangers of meddling in his parents' histories while trying to effect his 
own separation from his mother.34

But far from exhalting the family of origin the false Memory 
Syndrome 'inverts the family romance, by offering a family of exquisitely 
ignoble birth - the abusing family'.35 Perhaps in some instances RMT 
could even be considered 'a therapeutic romance' with the therapist and 
patient in pursuit of a shared happy ending, with the patient clutching the 
'cause' of all distress and the therapist the champion of that cause. Of 
course memories of abuse emerge in therapy and Martin Dorahy in a 
recent article in the Irish Psychologist indicates ways in which traumatic 
memories may be processed and recalled differently to non-traumatic 
memories.36 The Australian Psychological Association recommend that 
'Psychologists should explore with any client who reports recovering a 
memory of abuse that it may be an accurate memory of an actual event, 
may be an altered or distorted memory of an actual event, or may be a 
false memory of an event that did not happen'.37 The BPS report adds that 
a memory may be 'metaphorically true or derive from fantasy or dream 
material'.38 This report recommends that a therapist 'needs to tolerate 
uncertainty and ambiguity'.

33 F. O'Connor. 'The Dukes Children' in My Oedipus Complex and Other Stories. Penguin 
Books, 1985.
34 F. O'Connor. 'The Study of History' in My Oedipus Complex and Other Stories. Penguin 
Books, 1985.
35 A. Scott, op.cit., p. 73.
36 M. Dorahy. Memory and the Processing of Traumatic Stimuli: implications for the 'Recovered 
Memory' debate' in Irish Journal ofPsychlogy, Vol XVIII, No. 4,1997. pp. 430-438.
37 Australian Psychological Society, Guidelines Relating to the Reporting of Recovered 
Memories. AUS, Sydney, 1994.
38 BPS Report, op.cit., p. 25.
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Given the ambiguity in the current field of research on recovered 
memories it is understandable that Loftus, one of the chief sceptics about 
recovered memories, urges therapists to 'avoid dwelling on the misery of 
childhood. Encourage patients to think about the positive aspects of life 
... Think of patients as the architects of their thoughts and guide them to 
build a few happy rooms'.39 This cognitive approach is undoubtedly 
useful but as every architect knows you can't build rooms, happy or 
otherwise, on shaky foundations and for many patients this approach is 
counter productive.

Psychological distress is not just a response to but also a relationship 
to reality and that relationship is inevitably coloured by fantasy. 
Psychoanalysis deals with the fantasy underpinnings of distress as it is not 
the event itself that is crucial but the way it is continually inserted into a 
complex of meanings which themselves are always open to 
reinterpretation. There is no stable narrative and events are constantly re
visited. The complex interplay of desire and seduction is apparent in the 
following vignette, a commonplace one in psychotherapeutic practice. It 
begins with disgust. 'I have been seduced by my father: how could he?' 
This is followed by anger. 'Why did my mother close the door and go 
downstairs: how could she?1. And then with reluctance and bewilderment 
'why did I walk past the door wishing and dreading that it might be open 
and I would be called inside: how could I? These versions must be allowed 
to emerge and re-emerge. As Stephen Frosh, who has written very 
usefully on the relationship between psychology and psychoanalysis 
writes 'Therapy is a space but not just a safe haven; it is a generative space 
in which a struggle occurs for the production of new meanings'.40

Recovered memory therapy insists on seeing only one seduction 
whereas therapy represents the site of many possible seductions; of the 
patient by the therapist, the therapist by the patient and both of them by

39 E. Loftus. Remembering Dangerously, Skeptical Inquirer, 19, No. 2, March/April, 1995. pp. 
20-29.
40 S. Frosh. Sexual Difference Masculinity and Psychoanalysis. London, Routledge, 1994. p. 
129.
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fantasy. I became interested in writing this paper because of interviews 
with two men who had been accused by their daughters of sexually 
abusing them. One of them was quite simply a broken man. The other 
found the idea so preposterous that he had made an appointment to see 
his daughter's therapist. He arrived to find a darkened room lit by 
candlelight, the therapist in bare feet and floor cushions to sit on. (at 
llo'clock in the morning!). This is therapy as seduction.

Because it sees only one seduction the Courage to Heal considers 
the cultivation of rage to be therapeutic and exhorts survivors to confront 
but not to forgive - 'Let them get their own. You've given them enough' 
Confrontation is thought to be empowering. Freud considered Dora's 
forced confrontation with the family of her seducer after she had broken 
off treatment as an act of revenge not compatible with psychoanalytic 
treatment. Contrary to popular belief psychoanalysis is not about blaming 
one's parents for how one is living one's life or about legitimating oneself 
by attacking others. This Hollywood version of therapy is alive and well 
and in the film Good Will Hunting for example the moment of 
breakthrough comes with the acceptance of the therapists words 'it was 
not your fault.'

Psychoanalysis began with the recognition that Anna O's childbirth 
fantasy was not about reality but about transference. The false memory 
debate has focused on repression but a real understanding of transference 
is a more important bulwark against the pursuit of incestuous memories. 
Dr. B's child wasn't coming and Anna's hysterical childbirth is akin to the 
hysterical memories of abuse currently being unearthed. Transference 
scenarios are illusory and are not to be acted upon as real. A focus on the 
reality relationship or on a fantasised past may be a defence against 
transference on the part of either party in the therapeutic relationship.

Hysteria has the capacity to endlessly transform itself and deleting 
it from DSM does not eliminate it. For Lacan hysteria is a question of 
psychic structure but to elaborate on this theme is outside the scope of this 
paper. Very briefly, the hysteric is asking vital questions about her 
existence and about her sexual identity. She 'illustrates the persistence of 
the unconscious wish to refuse the abandonment of a privileged sexual
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position with regard to the father'.41 While the daughter who accuses may 
ostensibly cut off all contact with her father, she thereby retains all the 
more her identity as daughter, albeit an abused one. Her construction 
may be among other things a refusal to let go of the daughter role or a 
reaction to not being the object of the parent's desire.

The search for the real event ended in disillusionment for Freud 100 
years ago but the search is on again. It seems that far from needing to 
banish psychoanalysis we need it more than ever, not simply as a 
therapeutic process but as a tool capable of contributing to the analysis of 
this phenomenon. We need to separate this issue from attacks on Freud.

I will conclude with some thoughts on an aspect of the debate that 
interests me and that is the question of why it should be occurring at this 
time in our history. The answer to that question is of course multi-faceted 
and only a few possible reasons can be raised here.

There has been a phenomenal growth in the psychotherapy and 
counselling industry. With this growth has come increasingly unrealistic 
expectations about what can be achieved. We exist in a happiness 
obsessed culture where the cult of the individual and the ethic of self- 
fulfillment dominate. We are surrounded by images of 'shiny happy 
people' and a sense of entitlement to that happiness pervades. Freud 
concluded Studies on Hysteria 100 years ago with the now famous 
statement about the outcome of therapy: 'Much will be gained', he said, if 
we succeed in transforming your hysterical misery into common 
unhappiness.'42 It seems that much will be gained if we were to remind 
ourselves of that rather humble goal now. Therapy can become part of 
that fruitless search for completion, for self-fulfilment, a demand for 
answers to the pain of existence. Happiness is not a desirable or an 
attainable goal and the ideal of completion closes off the gap of desire. 
(Apparently, in the wake of Prozac we are now witnessing a new 
phenomenon called 'uplift anxiety' and 'unhappy happiness'43 - it seems

41C. Gallagher. 'Hysteria; does it exist?' in The Letter, Spring 1995. p. 123.
42 J. Breuer and S. Freud, op.cit., p. 393.
43 Observer, 18th October 1998.
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we do not know what to do with too much pleasure!). The language of 
therapy can enhance this emphasis on the autonomy of the individual but 
'the optimism of this rhetoric of selfhood is always accompanied by the 
rhetoric of the victim1.44 Seligman states that we live in the age of the 
victim and Loftus that we live in a culture of accusation and of course they 
go together. The public is obsessed with terms like co-dependency, the 
inner child, the dysfunctional family, emotional incest and violation of 
boundaries. Lacan's 'gap impossible to fill' is being covered over by terms 
becoming increasingly empty.

Apart from its implications for therapy this debate has huge 
implications for gender relations and psychoanalysis has always had 
something to say about that. Freud 'dignified women’s intimate sexual 
confessions into a public sexual discourse, a discourse which for the first 
time gave a non-judgemental voice to women's sexual feelings and 
testified to the equal strength of women's sexuality -  a sexuality not 
inscribed within the confines of actual interpersonal relations'.45 At the 
end of the nineteenth century he struggled to enable women to have a 
desire and a voice of their own and yet at the end of the twentieth century 
we have some (feminist) therapists consigning women once again to the 
role of victim. The post-Freudian has been but a return to the pre- 
Freudian. It has been noted that 'one of the ironic tragedies of this 
movement is its supposed affiliation with feminism'46 and certainly it 
brings the question of gender differences back on centre stage. Now we 
have a new version of the script which makes men all powerful 
aggressors and women passive victims of male sexuality.

There is undoubtedly considerable violence against women but 
psychoanalysis teaches that violence is not simply an expression of hatred 
but of idealisation and desire. Psychoanalysis also teaches that there are 
no certain, innate and natural characteristics associated with masculinity 
or femininity. 'Masculinity and femininity1, says Freud 'are theoretical

44 L. Appignanesi and J. Forrester, op.cit., p. 469.
« ibid.
46 M. Pendergrast, op cit., p.l.
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constructs of uncertain content'. To consider masculinity to be by nature 
oppressive is unhelpful in the attempt to construct gender attributes that 
are other then polarised and oppositional. As a society we cannot berate 
men for not playing their part as fathers and yet simultaneously insist on 
an inevitable link between masculinity and violence. Certainly 
masculinity has rightfully become problematic in the face of feminism and 
other cultural critiques. It seems that 'definitions of masculinity are 
historically reactive to changing definitions of femininity'.47 Definitions of 
masculinity are changing and we need to be able to incorporate a range of 
masculinities into our thinking and into our theorising. It is necessary to 
elaborate 'new concepts and practices of gender based upon the mutual 
recognition of similarities and differences between men and women rather 
than upon notions of their opposition'.48

In his book Victims o f Memory, Mark Pendergrast expresses the 
hope 'that some day we will look back at this tragedy as a fascinating 
aberration in late twentieth century history'.49 The timing of this debate is 
perhaps not insignificant. In her book Sexual Anarchy, Gender and Culture 
at Fin de Siecle critic Elaine Showalter suggests that 'the terminal decades 
of a century suggest to many minds the death throes of a diseased society 
and the winding down of an exhausted culture'.50 Written before the false 
memory debate developed she noted how sexual crises at the ends of 
centuries take on particular significance as they are invested with 
metaphors of death and rebirth. The threats of sexual anarchy in the final 
decades of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries represent a reaction 
against earlier periods of sexual liberation. The response to fears of 
regression and degeneration is to long for a return to strict control around 
definitions of gender, of race and of class. 'If the different races can be 
kept in their places, she says, 'if the various classes can be held in their

47 R. Coward. Female Desire Women's Sexuality Today. London, Paladin Books, 1984.
48 L. Segal. Straight Sex, The Politics of Pleasure. London, Virago Press, 1994. p. 317.
49 M. Pendergrast, op.cit, p. xxvi.
50 E. Showalter. Sexual Anarchy, Gender and Culture at the Fin de Siecle. Virago Press, 1992. 
p.l.
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proper districts of the city, and if men and women can be fixed in their 
separate spheres, many hope, apocalypse can be prevented and we can 
preserve a comforting sense of identity and permanence in the face of that 
relentless spectre of millennial change'.51

The false memory debate, coming as it has at the end of the century 
may represent in part a return to the fixed positions of the past, but as in 
psychoanalysis the return can be a step towards forging a different future. 
The debate challenges assumptions about psychotherapy and about 
gender and it is from such challenges that new possibilities may emerge. 
As with any trauma it may facilitate the emergence of new narratives and 
new constructions which will themselves be rewritten in the twentyfirst 
century.
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RECOVERED MEMORIES/FALSE MEMORIES: 
A PSYCHIATRIC PERSPECTIVE

Peter Byrne

Introduction

False memory syndrome (FMS), as a concept, is a complete 
misnomer. As it describes a situation where someone reports a version of 
events which did not happen, it is not a memory. When we first challenged 
its status as a 'syndrome',1 commenting that it had been elevated to the 
status of syndrome by the media and pressure groups rather than mental 
health professionals, we drew a sharp response from both the US and UK 
FMS pressure groups.2 3 The use of the word ’false' in the title can also be 
criticised: when an amputee describes pain in the missing limb, the 
condition is called a phantom limb, not false limb syndrome. Even psychiatric 
conditions where the patient tells lies, pseudologa fantastica and 
Munchausen's syndrome, have a softer ring to them than false memory 
syndrome. Not only has the term FMS become widely acceptable in 
scientific and professional circles, but it has become the starting point for 
discussions about child sexual abuse, the value of and basis for 
psychotherapy and latterly, psychiatry.

The Either/Or Discourse

The FMS debate has frequently been reduced to two positions: the 
allegation of child sexual abuse (CSA) is true, and circumstances have

1 P. Byrne and N. Sheppard. 'Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse: Delayed Reporting and False 
Memory' in Irish Journal of Psychological Medicine, Vol 12,1995. pp. 103-106.
2 P. Freyd. 'Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse: Delayed Reporting and False Memory' (letter) in 
Irish Journal of Psychological Medicine, Vol 12,1995. p. 152.
3 R. Scotford. 'Allegations of Child Sexual Abuse: Delayed Reporting and False Memory (letter)' 
in Irish Journal of Psychological Medicine, Vol 12,1995. pp. 152-153.
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prevented disclosure until adult life, or the allegation is false, and may 
have been encouraged by the process of psychotherapy. Both views are 
sustainable, although extremes of each position exist and are easily 
discredited. Our experience4 identified many instances where an 
allegation of CSA was made and subsequently withdrawn: psychiatric 
diagnoses included psychosis, depression, learning disability, intoxication, 
undue influence by another person and hysteria (in its classic sense). One 
of our cases had epilepsy, and experiences 'more real than memories' have 
also been documented in people who had parts of their cerebral cortex 
artificially stimulated.5 It became clear to us that FMS was possible (not 
certain) in only a minority of the fourteen cases we studied. With one 
exception (a patient with vague recollections who had a chemical 
abreaction procedure which preceded a series of complex allegations), all 
cases presented with the CSA allegation, and could not be said to have 
been  inspired by the process of psychotherapy or their psychotherapist.

The former position has also been grossly distorted with the 'just 
because you don't remember doesn't mean you weren't abused' thesis of 
some authors.6 Extreme positions such as this make the latter case so 
much easier to argue. The either/or position is now over 100 years' old, 
beginning with Freud's 1896 paper On the Aetiology of Hysteria, prior to his 
abandonment (sic) of the seduction theory.7

Brown has summed up the tone of the FMS controversy so far:

From the very beginning, the (FMS) debate has been 
characterised by a viciousness unparalleled in the annals of 
contemporary scientific disagreements. Because of the 
zealotry, science has taken a back seat. In its place have been 
wild and inaccurate articulations or 'hyperbole' and

4 P. Byrne and N. Sheppard, op.cit.
5 W. Penfield. Epilepsy and the Functional Anatomy of the Human Brain. Boston, Little 
Brown and Co, 1954.
6 E. Bass and L. Davies. The Courage To Heal Workbook. New York, Harper and Row, 1988.
7 J.M. Masson. The Assault on Truth. London, Penguin Books, 1985.
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'rhetorical devices'... that have served, not as science, but as
emotional sound bites for a gullible media.8

Bad Therapy and Bad Therapists

The latter position is nonetheless tenable. It is certainly possible 
that some therapists may have an 'agenda' that CSA is at the root of their 
client's problems. This said, it is also the case that when the FMS societies 
highlight wrongdoing by some therapists (what the FMS societies call 
'recovered memory therapy' -  an amalgam of poor practice certainly, but 
no such therapy exists), this has the effect of moving the centre ground 
away from the former position. Just as truth and fact are everything in the 
validation of CSA, so too these must be the goals of balancing this debate. 
Anyone who practices counselling should be aware of therapy on the 
margins, and indeed of recent research showing that one third of doctoral 
level psychotherapists could identify CSA as the person entered the room 
for the first consultation.9 The ongoing difficulties of therapists are also 
well known: poor training, counter-transference, lack of adequate 
supervision, practising in isolation, conflicts of interests, burn out etc. 
Finding one single cause to explain the patient's suffering -  one series of 
events which resulted in this presentation -  is an easy trap to fall into. 
One wants catharsis, the other resolution. Equally, it is generally accepted 
that while the incidence of CSA does not change over time, other factors 
have increased its disclosure in the past few decades -  in other words, 
there has been an apparent increase in CSA in Ireland since 1970. There 
are many reasons why adult reporting of CSA is increasing: high profile 
court cases, disclosure of CSA by public figures, state institutional 
scandals, apologies from some sections of the Catholic Church etc. No- 
one knows if the true incidence of false allegations is rising, much less the

8 D. Brown. Memory, Trauma Treatment and the Law. New York, Norton, 1998.
9 D.A. Poole, D.S. Lindsay et.al. 'Psychotherapy and the Recovery of Memories of Childhood 
Sexual Abuse: US and British Practitioners' Opinions' in J Consultation & Clinical Psychology, 
Vol 63,1995. pp. 426-437.
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proportion of allegations unproven that are true FMS cases. What is 
regrettable is that FMS, which undoubtedly exists, while a relatively rare 
occurrence has become used as a stick with which to beat psychotherapy 
in general and psychoanalysis in particular.10 Aside from any professional 
sleight which therapists may feel as a result of the FMS challenge, the 
tragedy may well be that children, who have been abused and were 
silenced during that abuse, will grow into adults who are also disbelieved 
and discredited.

Before discussion of the rational basis for remembering and 
forgetting, one clear conflict within the therapist must be resolved: what is 
the purpose of the therapy? Of course the patient's interests are 
paramount, but a number of clinical, ethical and legal issues arise when 
the therapist becomes the validator for the patient's experience. If the 
therapist is to become the means of future legal proceedings, or even act as 
a witness to support the patient's contention that there has been mental 
torment as a result of the alleged abuse, then a clear conflict exists. The 
therapist cannot at once assume the roles of therapist, investigator, judge 
and jury. A highly readable discussion of these conflicts is given 
elsewhere.11

The Question of Repression

The sequence of the formation and later reproduction of memory is 
a complex series of events, into which subjective experience can intrude: 
the recollection of important biographical events is usually accompanied 
by an affect (emotion).12 Texier13 states that: 'there is no empirical basis on 
which to make a judgement with regard to the status, the 'reality', of

10 R. Webster. Why Freud Was Wrong: Sin, Science and Psychoanalysis. London, Fontana 
Press, 1996.
11 L.S. Strasburger, T.G. Gutheil et.al. 'On Wearing Two Hats: Role Conflict in Serving as 
Both Psychotherapist and Expert Witness' in American Journal Of Psychiatry, Vol 154, 1997. 
pp. 448-456.
12 P. Byrne and N. Sheppard, op.cit.
13 H. Texier. 'We Can Remember It For You Wholesale' in The Letter, 1998. pp. 165-181.
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anything that is produced as memory'. Applying scientific rigour to 
published case series which met their criteria (only four in total), some 
researchers have concluded that: 'present clinical evidence is insufficient 
to permit the conclusion that individuals can repress memories of 
childhood sexual abuse'.14 The widely-read and influential scientific 
journal, The Lancet, has endorsed this view, challenging the existence of 
repression, and even juxtaposing it with recovered memory therapy:

Recovered memory therapy stands or falls with the concept 
of repression. The notion that traumatic events can lie 
forgotten for decades until triggered by current 
circumstances is generally accepted. However, there is no 
body of evidence to show that traumatic events are 
repressed. On the contrary, the indications are that highly 
disturbing events cannot be forgotten.15

The scientific status of repression will always be uncertain, but the 
absolutism of the final sentence above is equally difficult to prove. In this 
era of evidence-based Medicine, how can it be possible to identify a large 
cohort of sexually abused children, and prospectively enquire of them 
about the extent of their recollections with the passage of time. Even the 
passive inquisition which such a study would employ, could be accused of 
encouraging, or even implanting, false allegations. Although 
scientifically, case reports represent the lowest form of proof - anecdotes 
of dubious status - my clinical experience directly contradicts the belief 
that highly disturbing events cannot be forgotten. For example, Mollon16 
reports a case very similar to my own experience (unpublished) where the 
sister of a patient confirms a version of events known to her but unknown 
to the patient. The patient had wrongfully accused her father of sexual 
abuse, but was informed by her sister of multiple episodes of abuse of 
both of them by their grandfather. Mollon cites thirty studies as evidence

14 H.G. Pope and J.I. Hudson. 'Can Memories of Childhood Sexual Abuse be Repressed?' in 
Psychological Medicine, Vol 25,1995. pp. 121-126.
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of forgetting of traumatic memories, and these have been examined in 
detail.17

In general, research is always needed and working theories of 
memory may be helpful, but any allegation of CSA made in a clinical 
context will always come down to the particular. The role of the therapist 
is therapy -  validation and elucidation of the burden of proof are tasks 
better left to others: the patient's family or the courts. Therapists should 
provide a secure base within which a patient can explore their own 
narratives and should not be fearful of what they hear. What they record 
from their patients has the scientific status of anecdote and the legal status 
of hearsay: psychoanalysis, for example, is about meanings, not facts. This 
is not to denigrate the process of therapy, but to contextualise it. 
Ultimately the experience of another's experience remains a profoundly 
ambiguous one. As the Chief remarks in Ken Kesey's novel One Flew Over 
The Cuckoo's Nest:

I been silent so long now it's gonna roar out of me like 
floodwaters and you think the guy telling this is ranting and 
raving my God: you think this is too horrible to have really 
happened, this is too awful to be the truth! But, please. It's 
still hard for me to have a clear mind thinking on it. But it's 
the truth even if it didn't happen.18

False memories and Psychiatry

Ofshe and Watters wrote the following in the Conclusion section of 
their book:

15 J. Boakes. 'False Memory Syndrome' in The Lancet, Vol 346,1995. pp. 1048-1049.
16 P. Mollon. 'False Memories: Finding a Balance' in Advances in Psychiatric Treatment, Vol 3,
1998. pp. 335-342.
17 D. Brown, op.cit.
18 K. Kesey. One Flew Over The Cuckoo's Nest. London, Menthuen & Co Ltd., 1962.
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Although Freud's theories have been largely reworked by 
psychoanalysis, the terminology and his romantic 
conception of the mental health healer have remained in the 
profession of psychotherapy and in our culture like props on 
a vacant stage. It is onto this stage that the recovered 
memory therapists have walked. Without Freudian props 
and backdrops, recovered memory promoters would not 
likely have been tolerated or accepted by their professional 
peers, asked to give workshops, or invited to appear on 
national talk shows or write books for respectable 
publishing houses. Without the stage once lively with 
Freudian players, recovered memory therapy if it existed at 
all, would have been quickly been identified for what it is -  
pseudoscience.19

Notwithstanding the analogy of psychoanalysts as actors, the thesis here 
seems to be that once the profession o f psychotherapy (a diverse body by any 
standards) tolerated 'chat show therapists', that entire profession was in 
passive acceptance of bad practice. Psychiatry, contrary to a recent 
Editorial in this journal,20 has not lagged behind psychoanalysis in this 
matter. Both the media creation of FMS and its dominance of discussion 
were identified early in the debate,21 the only issue is that Psychiatry 
should have seen it coming. Although writing about Psychiatry's 
representations in Hollywood Cinema, Gabbard22 identified two adjoining 
eras of American Psychiatry: The Golden Age and The Fall From Grace. A 
second factor has been the decline of psychoanalysis within Psychiatry: 
Wallerstein23 charted the decline of psychoanalytic teaching (as a

19 R. Ofshe and E. Watters. Making Monsters: False Memories, Psychotherapy and Sexual 
Hysteria. New York, Charles Scribner's Sons, 1994.
20 H. Texier. 'Editorial' in The Letter, 12,1998.
21 P Byrne and N Sheppard, op.cit.
22 K. Gabbard and G. Gabbard. Psychiatry and the Cinema. University of Chicago, 1987.
23 R. Wallerstein. 'The Future of Psychotherapy' in Bulletin of the Menninger Clinic, Voi 55, 
1991. pp. 421-443.
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percentage of total teaching time in Residency Programmes in the US) 
from 50% in the 1960s to 2.5% in the 1980s. The Royal College of 
Psychiatrists has now responded to the FMS challenge, delivering its 
recommendations three years after it set up a Working Party.24 A small 
footnote to the report thanks Dame Fiona Caldicott who 'helped steer the 
guidelines through the College bureaucracy'. One wonders how long it 
might have taken without her, but it would be wrong to interpret delay as 
approval of the widespread criticism of psychotherapeutic practice which 
occurred over the intervening years.

In the end, the debate has probably returned to where it started: the 
safe practice of psychotherapy. For many of us it has been a learning 
experience, although it began as a quite a bruising one. As if any 
reminder were necessary, the discourse has shown the limitations of 
reductionist arguments and adversarial debates. The rise and fall (though 
incomplete) of FMS, behind the fanfare and myriad court cases, has 
provoked reasoned debate, and this can only be good.

Address fo r  correspondence: St. Patrick's H ospital
P.O. Box 136 
James's Street 
Dublin 8 
Ireland

24 S. Brandon et.al. 'Recovered Memories of Childhood Sexual Abuse: Implications for Clinical 
Practice' in British Journal of Psychiatry, Vol 173,1998. pp. 296-307.
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MEMORY AND PHANTASY*

Barry O'Donnell

There is a presupposition in the term 'false memory syndrome' that 
there are memories that are true and memories that are false; that a false 
memory is something fabricated and that it therefore has no bearing on the 
truth; and what is fabricated is described as 'phantasy'. This approach 
distinguishes memory and phantasy so that their content is taken to be 
mutually exclusive.

A consideration of some texts of Freud problematises this set of 
assumptions and in the end renders them untenable.

The aim of this contribution to today's debate is to present something 
of what Freud says of the relations between 'memory' and 'phantasy' so that 
the status we grant to childhood events recollected in analysis may be called 
into question.

* * * * *

In 1899 Freud wrote a paper entitled Screen Memories. What follows is 
the example that Freud gives of a seemingly trivial recollection from 
childhood which popped into a particular man's mind from time to time 
during his adult years for no identifiable reason:

I see a rectangular, rather steeply sloping piece of meadow-
land, green and thickly grown: in the green there are a great

’ This contribution is based on a thesis submitted to The School of Psychotherapy entitled 
Screen Memories, Recollections, Phantasy: Material From a History of an Infantile Neurosis.
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number of yellow flowers - evidently common dandelions.
At the top end of the meadow there is a cottage and in front 
of the cottage door two women are standing chatting busily, 
a peasant-woman with a handkerchief on her head and a 
children's nurse. Three children are playing in the grass.
One of them is myself (between the age of two and three); 
the others are my boy cousin, who is a year older than me, 
and his sister, who is almost exactly the same age as I am.
We are picking the yellow flowers and each of us is holding 
a bunch of flowers we have already picked. The little girl 
has the best bunch; and, as though by mutual agreement, we
- the two boys - fall on her and snatch away her flowers. She 
runs up the meadow in tears and as a consolation the 
peasant-woman gives her a big piece of black bread. Hardly 
have we seen this than we throw the flowers away, hurry to 
the cottage and ask to be given some bread too. And we are 
in fact given some; the peasant-woman cuts the bread with a 
long knife. In my memory the bread tastes quite delicious - 
and at that point the scene breaks off.2

The reason for the existence of this memory puzzles the man who recounts it. 
Why should such seemingly trivial events have come to occupy a fixed place 
in his memory? Why do some of the elements - the yellow of the flowers, the 
taste of the bread - have an exaggerated, almost hallucinatory quality? And 
why does a memory set at the age of three only begin to come to mind in his 
twenties?

Freud argues that it was only in relation to 'events' when the man was 
in his late teens that this 'memory' was produced. In effect two phantasies of

2 S. Freud. Screen Memories, S.E., III, p. 311.
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a more comfortable life - one in regard to marriage, the other in regard to 
career - produced the childhood memory. These phantasies constitiute the 
'events' of the man's teenage years. Freud proposes that the man 'projected 
the two phantasies onto one another and made a childhood memory of 
them1.3 So, is the original scene from childhood a complete fabrication? In 
this case there was a feeling of genuineness about it. The elements of the 
scene had been registered but it was only put together in the form in which it 
was recollected at the behest of phantasies from a later period of the man's 
life. Freud goes on to present an argument for the genuineness of the 
memory in the face of the conclusion that phantasies fabricated the childhood 
scene. Basically he is arguing that the memory-trace is found to meet the 
content of the phantasy. The link in the present instance is made through 
verbal content - the visual image in the memory of snatching his girl-cousin's 
bunch of flowers represents a phantasy of deflowering a young girl of his 
teenage years. In other words the metaphor of the phantasy is substituted by 
an image of actual but sexually innocent deflowering.

A recollection of this kind, whose value lies in the fact that it 
represents the memory impressions and thoughts of a later 
date whose content is connected with its own by symbolic or 
similar links, may appropriately be called a 'screen memory'.*

As the phantasy 'slips away'5 into a childhood memory the scene itself may 
undergo changes. Falsifications of memory may be brought about in this 
way too. However, Freud is careful to point out that a complete fabrication 
of a childhood memory has not occurred on this occasion. The genuine origin 
of the memory is evidenced in the elements that do not 'fit in with the sense

3 ibid, p. 315.
4 ibid, p. 316.
5 ibid.
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required by the phantasy'.6 A screen memory, then, recurs to conscious 
memory not because of its own content but because of that content's relation 
to other suppressed content. The screen memory represents that suppressed 
content in a form that is acceptable. It is characterised by being extremely 
well remembered and yet containing seemingly insignificant material.

At the end of this paper Freud suggests that the description of the 
functioning o f  screen memories may be applicable to the formation of all 
memories. While such a memory is 'false' if judged by the criterion of an 
'objective' recording of events it is true as a representation of phantasies. As 
evidence of memory not being the result of a simple recording of an event 
simultanaeously with its occurrence, that is, of memory being the result of 
some subsequent working over, Freud points to the presence of the subject in 
the memory: '... the subject sees himself in the recollection as a child ...'. 
Freud goes on to say that 'falsifications of memory are tendentious - that is 
they serve the purposes of the repression and replacement of objectionable or 
disagreeable impressions'.

In conclusion Freud says that a memory of an event from childhood 
gives us little or no indication of the historicity of the event; such memories 
do not emerge but are produced later in life; motives other than historical 
accuracy direct the formation of such memories. A childhood memory 
therefore does not function as a re-presentation of past events; rather it is a 
representative of a re-presentation of psychical processes and these processes 
are to be described as phantasy.

* * * * *

Next let us consider the case history of the Wolfman in order to learn 
something more of Freud's use of this term phantasy as it appears in relation

6 ibid, p. 317.
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to childhood recollections. The recollection of a significant scene of seduction 
at the hands of his sister occurred as a result of an intervention by Freud, in 
the form of a construction, on the basis of two screen memories, 
'incomprehensible in themselves'7 involving the eccentric English governess. 
'On one occasion as she was walking along in front of them,8 she said: 'Do 
look at my little tail!'. Another time, when they were on a trip, her hat flew 
away, to the two children's great satisfaction'.9 Freud thought that they 
pointed to the castration complex and provided the material for a 
construction in the analysis: a threat uttered by this governess initiated the 
Wolfman's change in behaviour at the age of three and a half. Freud says 
here that the historical veracity of such a construction is not what is 
important and that, if they are wrong, they do no damage. Such 
constructions serve the purpose of the work of analysis if 'there is some 
prospect of reaching a nearer approximation of the truth by means of them.'10 
In his paper Constructions in Analysis,n  written in 1937, Freud describes a 
construction as a 'preliminary labour' for the analyst. He explains that if the 
construction touches on something of the truth this will be reflected in an 
indirect way in the material that is spoken subsequently in the analysis. 
Again we are reminded that the truth being uncovered in analysis is not 
some supposedly verifiable historical account of events.

What then was the consequence of Freud's intervention? The 
recollection of a threat issued did not come to light but a series of dreams 
occurred and these seemed to be the vehicles of phantasies of aggressive 
sexual actions towards his sister. Freud dates the composition of these 
phantasies to the age of puberty. Here we see an interesting movement from

7 ibid, p. 19.
8 Serge and his sister.
9 ibid, p.19.
10 ibid, p.13..
11 S. Freud. Constructions in Analysis, S.E., XXIII, pp. 257-269.
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screen memories to a construction made on their basis to dreams evoked by 
the construction to phantasies from puberty. These later-constructed 
phantasies, therefore, were the determinants of the reminisences of an earlier 
time. The source of these phantasies of aggressive sexual behaviour came to 
light when the Wolfman 'suddenly called to mind' scenes of being seduced 
'into sexual practices'12 by his sister at the age of three and a quarter: 'First 
came a recollection that in the lavatory, which the children used frequently to 
visit together, she had m ade this proposal: 'Let's show our bottoms', and had 
proceeded from words to deeds. Subsequently the more essential part of the 
seduction came to light, with full particulars as to time and place. It was in 
Spring at a time when his father was away; the children were in one room 
playing on the floor, while their mother was working in the next. His sister 
had taken hold of his penis and played with it, at the same time telling him 
incomprehensible stories about his Nanya, as though by way of explanation. 
His Nanya, she said, used to do the same thing with all kinds of people - for 
instance with the gardener: she used to stand him on his head and, and then 
take hold of his genitals'.13 The phantasies of aggressive actions towards his 
sister and the governess were revealed to have had a particular function: 
'they were meant to efface the memory of an event which later on seemed 
offensive to the patient's masculine self-esteem, and they reached this end by 
putting an imaginary and desirable converse on the historical truth1.14 These 
phantasies were 'imaginative compositions' akin to the legends a nation 
forges 'to conceal the insignificance and failure of its beginnings'.15

12 op.cit., Vol XVII, p.20.
13 ibid, p.20.
14 ibid, p.20.
15 ibid, p.20. Freud was fond of this analogy. Interestingly while here he uses it to describe the 
way phantasies rewrite the past when he uses it in The Psycho-pathology of Everyday Life and in 
his essay on Leonardo da Vinci it is to describe the way screen memories and childhood 
recollections rework the past. The way in which the analogy fits to the operation of the 
Wolfman's phantasies and recollections and screen memories in itself suggests similarities in
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Here phantasy appears as a 'fabrication' whose function it is to efface 
the recording of an event. It would seem to be the inverse of the 
phenomenon described in the Screen Memories paper where the apparent 
memory turned out to be a way of screening phantasy. This example from 
the case of the Wolfman might seem to be presenting phantasy as a 
falsification of what actually happened. Here phantasy conceals the 
recollection while in the earlier example the recollection concealed the 
phantasy.

Some in the 'Recovered Memory Therapy' camp might be tempted to 
privilege the example from the case of the Wolfman and to argue that with 
the bringing to light of the seduction scene the analysis had reached its goal: 
it had uncovered the instance of sexual abuse. To take this position would 
require ignoring the problematic nature of the relation between memory and 
phantasy that our first example bears witness to. It would also have to ignore 
the fact that this seduction scene was not, in Freud's view, the instance of 
trauma in the life of the Wolfman. The trauma took place some months after 
this scene and was presented through a dream. The effect of the experience 
of seduction - a passive sexual aim - only impacted at the time of the dream. 
A more fundamental level of phantasy is at work in this dream and it is its 
functioning that constitutes the trauma. Before considering that level of 
phantasy let us look at the seme of the term 'phantasy' as it emerges in the 
account of another example of a screen memory that turns up in this case 
history.

The Wolfman had a memory which illustrated the period when his 
naughtiness would suddenly switch to anxiety:

the functioning of these psychical productions. See The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, S.E., 
VI; Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of his Childhood, S.E., XI. This analogy is also used in Notes 
upon a Case of Obsessional Neurosis, S.E., X.
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He was chasing a beautiful big butterfly with yellow stripes 
and large wings which ended in pointed projections - a 
swallowtail, in fact. Suddenly, when the butterfly had 
settled on a flower, he was seized with a dreadful fear of the 
creature, and ran away screaming.16

The significance of this screen memory emerged piecemeal until the Wolfman 
recollected a nurse-maid he had 'had' before his Nanya but whose existence 
had been 'forgotten' until this point in the analysis. Subsequently he 
recollected a scene in which the nursemaid, Grusha, 'was kneeling on the 
floor, and beside her a pail and a short broom made of a bundle of twigs; he 
was also there and she was teasing him or scolding him'.17 Analysis led to the 
construction that...

... when he saw the girl scrubbing the floor he had 
micturated in the room and she had rejoined, no doubt 
jokingly, with a threat of castration.18

The micturation had been a way of obtaining masturbatory satisfaction. This 
scene became the template for the Wolfman's heterosexual love life, that is, 
the template which set the conditions for his falling in love - die 
Liebesbedingung.

A footnote to the case history of the Ratman provides an account of 
this function of phantasy. Freud is speaking about accounts of early 
manifestations of sexual activity that turn up in analysis. He says that certain 
facts have to be kept in mind in any attempt at determining the 'historical 
reality' of such a scene:

16 ibid, p.89.
17 S. Freud, op. cit, Vol XVII, p.91.
18 ibid, p.92.
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... 'childhood memories' are only consolidated at a later 
period, usually at the age of puberty; and that this involves a 
complicated process of remodelling, analogous in every way 
to the process by which a nation constructs legends about its 
early history.19

Freud is describing work carried out retrospectively on early auto-erotic 
activities which casts them in the form of the 'seductions and assaults' of 
object-love relations.20 The individual will attempt 'to efface the recollection o f  
his auto-erotic activities'21 through a rewriting of events in the light of later 
experience at the level of object-love. That is, the translation is motivated and 
influenced by changes in libidinal investments. Freud tells us that 'in 
constructing phantasies about his childhood the individual sexualizes his 
memories; that is, he brings commonplace experiences into relation with his 
sexual activity, and extends his sexual interest to them - though in doing this 
he is probably following upon traces of a really existing connection.'22

* * * * *

Let us now consider a third sense of the term 'phantasy', a 
fundamental sense. The dream which the Wolfman had just before his fourth 
birthday re-presented the collection of the elements of his erotic life and their 
arrangement in a form which was intolerable for the dreamer. Later Freud 
will prefer the term 'activation' as a more accurate description for what is, in

19 op.cit., Vol X.
20 Very briefly, the term object-love refers to a relation with a real other; it contrasts with the 
forms of activity termed auto-erotic.
21 ibid. Freud's italics.
22 ibid. Freud's italics.
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fact, the coming-into-being of a phantasy that is not of the same order as 
those that emerged in the interpretation of the screen memories above. If we 
can use the term re-collection it indicates a sense of being a collection of 
things from the past drawn together. Freud uses the word Nachträglichkeit 
which has the sense of 'dragging the burden back'.23 What burden was 
dragged back? It comprised the elements of the boy's erotic life and the 
trauma was due to the signification that then fell from their arrangement. 
One element of his erotic life was that which was inscribed through his being 
seduced by his sister - his passive sexual aim. A more fundamental element 
is the collection of effects that resulted from the impressions of what is called 
the primal scene.

The primal scene is what is 'activated', howsoever deferred, in the 
dream:

What sprang into activity that night out of the chaos of the 
dreamer's unconscious memory-traces was the picture of 
copulation between his parents, copulation in circumstances 
which were not entirely usual and were especially 
favourable for observation... He had been sleeping in his 
cot, then, in his parents' bedroom, and woke up, perhaps 
because of his rising fever, in the afternoon, possibly at five 
o'clock, the hour which was later marked out by depression.
It harmonises with our assumption that it was a hot 
summer's day, if we suppose that his parents had retired, 
half undressed, for an afternoon siesta. When he woke up, he 
witnessed a coitus a ter go [from behind], three times 
repeated; he was able to see his mother's genitals as well as

231 am indebted to Tom McGrath for this translation.
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his father's organ; and he understood the process as well as 
its significance.24

Whatever about the form of his understanding at the age of one and a half it 
was the way in which the registration of these events was made sense of in 
the phantasy which came into being when he was four years old that was to 
have the effect of trauma in the Wolfman's life. The phantasy, which has to 
do with taking up a position viz-a-viz the phallus, uses the mnemonic-traces 
from the impressions of the primal scene for its content. It is not 'caused' by 
the primal scene in any simplistic way. The signification of the phantasy at 
the age of four is also informed by the boy's response to other events - most 
noticeably the seduction at the age of three and a quarter, which gave him a 
passive sexual aim. This deferred activation of the observation of coitus 
'operated like a second seduction'25 What was this second seduction? It was 
a wish to be seduced. It was a wish for sexual satisfaction from his father. 
Anxiety intervened in order to repudiate this wish since it brought with it the 
condition of castration. What becomes evident is that the relation to the 
reality of castration is intimately connected to the institution of the phantasy.

How does this understanding of phantasy as that which 
fundamentally supports the subject relate to our everyday notions of events 
and their recollection? The 'events' which contributed to the constituting of 
the phantasy were not readily available to conscious waking recollection. The 
seduction scenes only came to light through the mediation of screen 
memories and dreams and the analysis of these formations. The primal scene 
is a construction based on the analysis of the dream at the age of four. The 
provenance of these 'scenes' does not exclude them from having contributed 
to the truth of the subject. In fact, if we pay any attention to Freud's 
discovery, the truth of the subject can only be heard from within such

24 S. Freud, op.cit., Vol XVII, p.36-37.
25 ibid, p. 47.
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formations. As Freud reminds us in the case history of the Wolfman, 
'dreaming is another kind of remembering.'26

* * * * *

A lot more could be said about the implications of Freud's account of 
the case of the Wolfman and of the relations between phantasy and memory 
that appear there. I hope in what I have said here today that I have been able 
at least to indicate a very problematic set of relations which cannot be 
avoided by an appeal to the supposed 'objective facts' of the case. Before 
concluding I will recapitulate the senses of phantasy that have emerged in 
this short account of Freud's contribution.

Analysis of two screen memories led to the uncovering of a 
recollection of being seduced by his sister. This seduction which is taken to 
have actually happened is considered to have given the Wolfman a passive 
sexual aim. The phantasies that entered the analysis here were attempts to 
rewrite the past. These productions are imaginary and reactionary; they 
manifest themselves as phantasies of assault.

Analysis of another screen memory led to the uncovering of another 
seduction but this time the seducer was the Wolfman himself and the object 
of his attention the nursemaid, Grusha. Again this event is taken as actually 
having happened. The primarily autoerotic act was subsequently worked 
into a scene of seduction which casts the Wolfman in the masculine role. This 
is an example of memory being sexualised, a case of 'retrospective 
phantasying' and we may consider it a second use of the term phantasy. This 
use is not very different from the first use in that both rearrange mnemic 
material. However, they are worth distinguishing because this second sense

26 ibid, p.51.
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is more like a translation of material from one stage of libidinal development 
to another.

The third use of the term phantasy describes something fundamental 
in the coming-into-being of the subject. It is the instituting of the sense of 
erotic life of the child and this instituting is informed by earlier erotic events.

In the light of these senses of the term 'phantasy' and their relations to 
the recollection of events and to the truth of the subject we should be 
challenged to question any prioritising of the historicity of events, to 
interrogate what we understand as the history of the subject and to bear in 
mind what Freud tells us of the ways and means by which the truth speaks.
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