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Preface ________________________________ ___ 

LACAN presents us with a radically new theory of subjectivity. Unlike most 
poststructuralists, who seek to deconstruct and dispel the very notion of the 
human subject, Lacan the psychoanalyst finds the concept of subjectivity in­
dispensable and explores what it means to be a subject, how one comes to be 
a subject, the conditions responsible for the failure to become a subject (lead­
ing to psychosis), and the tools at the analyst's disposal to induce a "precipita­
tion of subjectivity." 

It is, however, extremely difficult to piece together the wide variety of 
things Lacan says about the subject, his theory of the subject being so "unintu­
itive" to most of us (consider the "definition" Lacan so often reiterates: the 
subject is that which one signifier represents to another signifier) and evolving 
quite significantly in the course of his work. Moreover, in the late 1970s and 
1980s in the United States, Lacan was probably better known as a structuralist, 
due to the discussion of his work on language and on Edgar Allan Poe's "The 
Purloined Letter," and readers in the English-speaking world are often more 
familiar with a Lacan who uncovers the workings of structure at every tum­
even at the very core of what we take to be our most precious, inalienable 
"selves"-seemingly leaving aside the problematic of subjectivity altogether. 

In part 1 of this book, I retrace Lacan's extremely far-reaching examination 
of "otherness" as that which is alien or foreign to an as-yet-unspecified subject. 
That otherness runs the unlikely gamut from the unconscious (the Other as 
language) and the ego (the imaginary other [ideal ego] and the Other as desire 
[ego ideal]) to the Freudian superego (the Other as jouissance). We are alien­
ated insofar as we are spoken by a language that functions, in certain respects, 
like a machine, computer, or recording/assembling device with a life of its 
own; insofar as our needs and pleasures are organized and channeled into 
socially acceptable forms by our parents' demands (the Other as demand); and 
insofar as our desire comes into being as the Other's desire. While Lacan 
incessantly invokes the subject in his seminars and written texts, the Other 
very often seems to steal the limelight. 

Yet it is precisely the extension of the concept of structure or otherness in 
Lacan's work to its furthermost reaches that allows us to see where structure 
leaves off and something else begins, something that takes exception to struc­
ture. In Lacan's work, that which takes exception is twofold: the subject and 
the object (object a as cause of desire). 

In part 2 of this book, I show that, departing from his early phenomenological 
notions, in the 1950s Lacan defines the subject as a position adopted with 
respect to the Other as language or law; in other words, the subject is a rela-
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tionship to the symbolic order. The ego is defined in terms of the imaginary 
register, whereas the subject as such is essentially a positioning in relation to 
the Other. As Lacan's notion of the Other evolves, the subject is reconceptual­
ized as a stance adopted with respect to the Other's desire (the mother's, par­
ent's, or parents' desire), insofar as that desire arouses the subject's desire, that 
is, functions as object a. 

Ever more influenced by Freud's earliest work1 and his own psychoanalytic 
practice, Lacan begins (to cast his theoretical evolution in very schematic 
terms) to see that something in relation to which the subject adopts a stance as 
a primal experience of pleasure/pain or trauma. The subject comes into being 
as a form of attraction toward and defense against a primordial, overwhelming 
experience of what the French call jouissance: a pleasure that is excessive, 
leading to a sense of being overwhelmed or disgusted, yet simultaneously 
providing a source of fascination. 

While in the late 1950s Lacan views "being" as something granted the 
human subject due only to its fantasized relation to the object which brought 
on that traumatic experience of jouissance, he eventually formulates the sub­
ject's primordial experience of jouissance as stemming from its traumatic en­
counter with the Other's desire. The subject-lacking in being-is thus seen 
to consist in a relation to, or a stance adopted with respect to, the Other's desire 
as fundamentally thrilling and yet unnerving, fascinating and yet overwhelm­
ing or revolting. 

While a child wishes to be recognized by its parents as worthy of their 
desire, their desire is both mesmerizing and lethal. The subject's precarious 
existence is sustained by fantasies constructed to keep the subject at just the 
right distance from that dangerous desire, delicately balancing the attraction 
and the repulsion. 

Nevertheless, that is, in my view, but one face of the Lacanian subject: the 
subject as fixated, as symptom, as a repetitive, symptomatic way of "getting 
off' or obtaining jouissance. The sense of being that is provided by fantasy is 
"false being," as Lacan refers to it in the mid-1960s, suggesting thereby that 
there is something more. 

Predictably enough, the second face of the Lacanian subject appears in the 
overcoming of that fixation, the reconfiguring or traversing of fantasy, and the 
shifting of the way in which one gets one's kicks or obtains jouissance: that is, 
the face of subjectivization, a process of making "one's own" something that 
was formerly alien. 

Through this process, a complete reversal occurs in one's position in rela­
tion to the Other's desire. One assumes responsibility for the Other's desire, 
that foreign power that brought one into being. One takes that causal alterity 
upon oneself, subjectifying what had previously been experienced as an exter­
nal, extraneous cause, a foreign roll of the dice at the beginning of one's uni-
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verse: destiny. Lacan suggests here a paradoxical move by the analysand, pre­
pared by a specific approach on the analyst's part, to subjectify the cause of his 
or her existence-the Other's desire that brought him or her into this world­
and to become the subject of his or her own fate. Not "it happened to me," but 
"I saw," "I heard," "I acted." 

Hence the gist of Lacan's multiple translations of Freud's "WoEs war, soli 
lch werden": where the Other pulls the strings (acting as my cause), I must 
come into being as my own cause. 2 

As for the object (discussed in detail in part 3 of this book), it evolves along­
side the theory of the subject. Just as the subject is first viewed as a stance 
adopted with respect to the Other, and then with respect to the Other's desire, 
the object is first viewed as an other like oneself, and is eventually equated 
with the Other's desire. The parents' desire brought the child into the world, in 
a very material sense, serving as cause of the child's very being, and eventually 
as cause of its desire. Fantasy stages the position in which the child would like 
to see itself with respect to the object that causes, elicits, and incites its desire. 

It is Lacan 's theory of the object as cause of desire, not as something which 
could somehow satisfy desire, that allows us to understand certain of Lacan's 
innovations in analytic technique. Lacan reconceptualizes the analyst's posi­
tion in terms of the roles the analyst must avoid (those of imaginary other and 
of judgmental, all-knowing Other implicit in ego psychology approaches) and 
the roles/he must position him or herself to play in the subject's fantasy (ob­
ject a) in order to bring about ever greater subjectivization by the analysand of 
the foreign causes that brought him or her into being. 

In Lacan's view of the analytic setting, the analyst is not called on to play 
the "good object," the "good enough mother," or the strong ego which allies 
with the patient's weak one. Rather, the analyst must, by maintaining a posi­
tion of enigmatic desire, come to serve as object in the subject's fantasy in 
order to bring about a reconfiguration of fantasy, a new stance in relation to 
jouissance, a new subject position. One of the tools for doing so at the ana­
lyst's disposal is time, the variable-length session being a means by which to 
generate the tension necessary to separate the subject from its fantasized rela­
tion to the Other's desire. 

The object is also elaborated by Lacan as the cause that upsets the smooth 
functioning of structures, systems, and axiomatic fields, leading to aporias, 
paradoxes, and conundrums of all kinds. It is the real which is encountered at 
the points where language and the grids we use to symbolize the world break 
down. It is the letter which insists whenever we try to use the signifier to 
account for everything and to say it all. 

The object thus has more than one function: as the Other's desire, it elicits 
the subject's desire; but as the letter or signifierness (signifiance) of the signi-
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tier, it has a materiality or substance associated with another kind of pleasure. 
It is, in a sense, the polyvalence of object a that leads Lacan to distinguish 
sexual desire (the pleasure of desire or desiring, which he refers to as "phallic 
jouissance," or more felicitously as "symbolic jouissance") from another kind 
of pleasure ("the Other jouissance"). 

These two faces of the object, a and S(J..), allow for an understanding of 
sexual difference that has yet to be grasped in the English-language work on 
Lacan, and that goes far beyond current "interpretations" suggesting that, ac­
cording to Lacan, masculine means subject and feminine means object, or that 
Lacan falls into the old Freudian trap of equating masculinity with activity and 
having, femininity with passivity and not having. 

Two faces of the subject and two faces of the object. Parallel binary opposi­
tions? I think not. Rather, a form of "GOdelian structuralism," as I call it, where 
every system is decompleted by the alterity or heterogeneity it contains within 
itself. 

The status of psychoanalytic discourse, taken up in part 4 of this book, is an 
unavoidable issue for clinicians practicing in a scientistic context like the 
United States. In an environment in which the director of the National Institute 
of Mental Health in Washington can openly declare that the medical establish­
ment is likely to "conquer" virtually all mental illness by the year 2000;3 in 
which day after day the papers announce that the gene "responsible for" alco­
holism, homosexuality, phobia, schizophrenia, or what have you has been 
found; and in which naive scientistic attacks on the foundations of psycho­
analysis can be taken as serious blows to its credibility, analysts and the 
analytically inclined must become better equipped to intelligently discuss the 
epistemological status of their field. 

For while psychoanalysis may not constitute a science, as "science" is cur­
rently understood, it has no need to seek legitimation from the existing medical 
or scientific establishment. Lacan's work provides us the wherewithal to con­
stitute psychoanalysis as a discourse which is at once historically dependent on 
the birth of science and yet able to stand on its own two feet, so to speak. 
Psychoanalysis, as conceptualized by Lacan, is not only a discourse with its 
own specific grounding, but also one that is in a position to analyze the struc­
ture and workings of other "disciplines" (both academic and scientific), shed­
ding new light on their mainsprings and blind spots. 

Lacan points to the possibility of radicalizing or r~volutionizing science, as 
it is usually understood, by introducing psychoanalytic notions therein-thus 
in a sense pushing back the frontiers of science in such a way as to redefine the 
object of scientific inquiry. Instead of claiming, as some do, that psychoanaly­
sis is doomed to forever remain outside the field of science, Lacan's point is 
rather that science is not yet equal to the task of accommodating psycho­
analysis.4 Scientific discourse may, some day, be recast in such a way as to 
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encompass psychoanalysis within its ambit, but in the meantime psychoanaly­
sis can continue to elaborate its own distinctive praxis: clinical practice and 
theory building. 

This thumbnail sketch indicates the general trajectory of my argument and 
will, I hope, serve the reader as something of a road map in reading this 
book, to be referred back to occasionally, as needed. For while subject, object, 
Other, and discourse are the main concepts developed here, to discuss them in 
context requires an explanation of a great many more of Lacan's basic con­
cepts and of his earlier and later attempts to formulate psychoanalytic experi­
ence using them. 

Some of the concepts that Lacan shaped and reshaped in the course of his 
career and that I am led to take up here, include the imaginary, symbolic, and 
real; need, demand, desire, and jouissance; the subject of the statement, the 
subject of enunciation (or speaking subject), the subject of the unconscious, 
the split subject, the subject as a defense, and the subject as metaphor; the 
paternal metaphor, primal repression, and secondary repression; neurosis, 
psychosis, and perversion; the signifier (the master or unary signifier and the 
binary signifier), the letter, and signifiemess; the phallus (as the signifier of 
desire), the phallic function, sexual difference, phallic jouissance, Other jouis­
sance, masculine structure, and feminine structure; alienation, separation, the 
traversing of fantasy, and the "pass"; punctuation, interpretation, the variable­
length session, and the role of the analyst as pure desirousness; existence and 
ex-sistence; the four discourses (master's, hysteric's, analyst's, and univer­
sity), their mainsprings, and the sacrifices they entail; knowledge, misrecogni­
tion, and truth; discourse, metalanguage, and suture; fonnalization, polariza­
tion, and transmission. The road map provided in this preface will hopefully 
help the reader distinguish the forest from the trees in my exposition of this 
broad range of concepts. 

The chapters in part I aim at simplicity, assuming little if any previous 
knowledge of Lacan's work. Parts 2, 3, and 4 become progressively more 
complex, building upon the foundations laid in the earlier parts of the book. 
Certain readers may wish to skip some of the denser chapters the first time 
through (such as chapters 5, 6, and 8), moving, for example, directly from 
chapter 7, on object a, to chapters 9 and 10, on discourse. Many of the chapters 
can be read independently, even though they do build on, and occasionally 
refer back to, material that has come before. Readers with a good deal of prior 
knowledge of Lacan's work will probably want to skip chapter 1 altogether 
and perhaps even go directly to chapter 5, merely thumbing through the earlier 
material. 

One of my more general aims in this book is to begin to resituate discussion of 
Lacan's work in a context which does not leave clinical considerations by the 
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wayside. In America, the psychoanalytic community has resisted Lacan's 
thought for several decades now, whereas the more literary and linguistically 
minded have demonstrated the greatest and most enduring interest in his work. 
The historical and intellectual reasons for this situation are too well known to 
be reiterated here, but the result has, in my view, been a skewed or partial 
representation of his thought. While the present book was not written with 
clinicians specifically in mind,5 my own experience with the praxis that is 
psychoanalysis does, I believe, form its backdrop. 

I have made no pretense in this book of presenting a "balanced" view of 
Lac an's work. A balanced view would have to provide a great deal of historical 
perspective on Lacan's development-explaining his multifarious surrealist, 
Freudian, phenomenological, existential, post-Freudian, Saussurian, Jakob­
sonian, and Levi-Straussian influences (just for starters)-and situate Lacan's 
forays into psychoanalytic theory in the context of debates going on in France 
and elsewl1ere at the time. 

Instead I have attempted to present a view of Lacan's work which many will 
no doubt find overly static and closed, one of the many fascinations of his work 
lying precisely in its constant transformations, self-corrections, and reversals 
of perspective. I have endeavored to provide a view of several of Lacan's 
major concepts, not as they evolved from the 1930s on, but rather from a 1970s 
perspective. On occasion, I try to guide the reader through certain of Lacan's 
early ways of formulating psychoanalytic experience by "translating" them 
into Lacan's own later terms, but in general I provide a cut of Lacanian theory 
that I consider to be particularly powerful and useful to the clinician and theo­
rist alike. Oppositions such as that between "full" and "empty" speech, found 
in Lacan's earliest seminars, are, to my way of thinking, superseded in his later 
work; thus as interesting as they may be in their own right, I have preferred to 
let others present them. 6 

My punctuation of Lacan's thought, which emphasizes certain develop­
ments and deemphasizes others, will, I hope, allow the reader to orient him or 
herself better in the voluminous mass of Lacan's published and yet-to-be pub­
lished work. Having taught classes for a number of years on the basis of certain 
of Lacan's seminars, following the step-by-step development of a particular 
concept (like that of psychoanalytic ethics in Seminar VII or of transference in 
Seminar VIII), the excitement of seeing such an active and creative mind at 
work is often overshadowed by the difficulty involved in isolating an identifi­
able thesis. Working through Lacan's seminars is an important task for all 
serious students of psychoanalysis, and yet it is, in my experience, helpful to 
have a number of landmarks in what may otherwise be perceived as a some­
what amorphous field. 

The task of interpreting Lacan's work is, like that of interpreting Plato's and 
Freud's, endless, and I make no pretense here of having the last word. It should 
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be clear that what I am offering up here is an interpretation; in particular, the 
theory of the Lacanian subject presented in chapters 5 and 6 is my own, and my 
reading of Lacan's work on sexual difference in chapter 8 is likewise original. 

The appendices include material too technical to maintain the general flow of 
the discussion here. They concern Lacan's detailed models of the structure 
of language, and the effects generated by the anomaly that arises within it 
(object a). 

In the glossary provided at the end of this book, the reader will find short 
explanations of the major symbols (known as "mathemcs") discussed in these 
pages. Lacan's mathemes condense and embody a considerable quantity of 
conceptualization, and while I have attempted in the glossary to summarize 
their most salient aspects, their proper use requires a firm overall grasp of 
Lacan's theoretical framework. 

When quoting Lac an's work, I have, wherever possible, provided references 
to the English editions, but I have taken considerable liberties with the existing 
translations: their inadequacies are becoming ever more glaring. "Ecrits 1966" 
refers to the French edition of the Ecrits published by Seuil in Paris, while 
"Ecrits" alone refers to Alan Sheridan's 1977 English selection published by 
Norton.7 Page references to Seminars I, II, VII, and XI always correspond to 
the English translations published by Norton. I refer to the Seminars by their 
numbers alone; full references are found in the bibliography. When quoting 
Freud's work, I have provided volume and page numbers from the Standard 
Edition (abbreviated SE), but I have often modified the translations on the 
basis of far more interesting or striking "nonstandard" translations. 

April 1994 





Part One ______________________________ __ 

STRUCTURE: ALIENATION AND THE OTHER 

The self is an other. 





1 
Language and Otherness 

A Slip of the Other's Tongue 

A patient walks into his analyst's office and sits down in the armchair. He 
looks the analyst right in the eye, picks up the thread where he left off at the 
end of his last session, and immediately makes a blunder, saying "I know that 
in my relationship with my father there was a lot of tension, and I think it came 
from the fact that he was working much too hard at a schnob he couldn't stand 
and took it out on me." He meant to say "job" but "schnob" came out instead. 

Discourse is never one-dimensional. A slip of the tongue immediately re­
minds us that more than one discourse can use the same mouthpiece at the 
same time. 

Two distinct levels can be identified here: an intentional discourse consist­
ing of what the speaker was trying to say or meant to say and an unintentional 
discourse which in this case takes the form of a deformed or garbled word, a 
kind of conflation of "job," "snob," and perhaps other words as well. The 
analyst may already know, for example, that the speaker thinks of the eldest 
child in the family, say, his older brother or sister, as an effete snob and feels 
that their father doted on that older sibling excessively-to a fault, as far as 
the patient or analysand (i.e., the person engaged in analyzing him or herself) 
is concerned. The analysand may also think of the word "schnoz," and recall 
that as a young child he was afraid of his father's nose, which reminded him 
of a witch's nose; the word "schmuck" may then also pass through his mind. 

This simple example already allows us to distinguish between two different 
types of discourse or, more simply stated, two ditTerent types of talk: 1 

• ego talk: everyday talk about what we consciously think and believe about our­
selves 

• and some other kind of talk. 

Lacan 's Other is, at its most basic level, related to that other kind of talk. 2 For 
we can tentatively assume that there are not only two different kinds of talk, 
but that they come, roughly speaking, from two different psychological places: 
the ego (or self) and the Other. 

Psychoanalysis begins with the presupposition that that Other kind of talk 
stems from an other which is locatable in some sense; it holds that uninten­
tional words that are spoken, blurted out, mumbled, or garbled come from 
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some other place, some other agency than the ego. Freud called that Other 
place the unconscious, and Lacan states in no uncertain terms that "the uncon­
scious is the Other's discourse,"3 that is, the unconscious consists of those 
words which come from some other place than ego talk. At this most basic 
level then, the unconscious is the Other's discourse (table l.l). 

Table 1.1 

EGO/SELF DISCOURSE OTHER DISCOURSEJ 
THE OTHER'S DISCOURSE 

conscious unconscious 

intentional unintentional 

Now how did that Other discourse wind up "inside" of us? We tend to 
believe that we are in control, and yet at times something extraneous and for­
eign speaks, as it were, through our mouths. From the viewpoint of the self or 
ego, "I" runs the show: that aspect of us that we call "I" believes that it knows 
what it thinks and feels, and believes that it knows why it does what it does. 
The intruding element-that Other kind of talk-is shoved aside, considered 
random, and thus ultimately of no consequence. People prone to making slips 
of the tongue often just figure that they get tongue-tied now and then or that 
their brains simply work faster than their mouths and wind up trying to get two 
words out of that one slow-working mouth at the same time. While slips of the 
tongue are recognized in such cases as foreign to the ego or self, their impor­
tance is pushed aside. While in most cases a person who just made a slip would 
probably endorse the following statement, "I just made a random, meaningless 
goof," Freud's retort would be "The truth has spoken." 

Whereas most people attach no particular importance to that Other discourse 
that breaks through and interrupts ego discourse, psychoanalysts hold that 
there is method in the seeming madness, an altogether identifiable logic behind 
those interruptions, in other words, that there is nothing random about them 
whatsoever. Analysts seek to discover the method in that madness, for it is 
only by changing the logic that governs those interruptions, only by impacting 
that Other discourse, that change can come about. 

Freud spent a great deal of time in The Interpretation of Dreams, Jokes and 
Their Relation to the Unconscious, and The Psychopathology of Everyday Life 
unraveling the mechanisms governing what he daringly called "unconscious 
thought."4 In his widely read article entitled "The Agency of the Letter in the 
Unconscious" (Ecrits), Lacan pointed out the relationship between Freud's 
concepts of displacement and condensation typical of dream work and the 
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linguistic notions of metonymy and metaphor. But Lacan by no means left off 
there; he went on to seek models for deciphering unconscious mechanisms in 
the then developing field of cybernetics. In chapter 2, I examine in detail 
Lacan's juxtaposition of ideas contained in Edgar Allan Poe's story "The Pur­
loined Letter" and ideas inspired by the cybernetics of the 1950s. Lacan's work 
on Poe has been commented upon by myriad literary critics,5 but few authors 
have followed Lacan's own speculations on the workings of the unconscious 
that stemmed from it. 

In this chapter my focus is not so much on how this Other discourse works, 
but rather on how it got there: How did it get "inside" of us? How did some­
thing which seems so extraneous or foreign wind up speaking through our 
mouths? 

Lacan accounts for the foreignness as follows: we are born into a world of 
discourse, a discourse or language that precedes our birth and that will live on 
after our death. Long before a child is born, a place is prepared for it in its 
parents' linguistic universe: the parents speak of the child yet to be born, try 
to select the perfect name for it, prepare a room for it, and begin imagining 
what their lives will be like with an additional member of the household. The 
words they use to talk about the child have often been in use for decades, if 
not centuries, and the parents have generally neither defined nor redefined 
them despite many years of use. Those words are handed down to them by 
centuries of tradition: they constitute the Other of language, as Lacan can call 
it in French (!'Autre du langage), but which we may try to render as the lin­
guistic Other, or the Other as language. 

If we draw a circle and posit that it represents the set of all words in a 
language, then we can associate it with what Lacan calls the Other (figure 1.1 ). 
It is the Other as the collection of all the words and expressions in a language. 
This is a rather static view, as a language such as English is always evolving, 
new words being added almost every day and old ones falling into disuse, but 
as a first gloss it will serve our present purposes well enough. 6 

Figure 1.1 

8 
A child is thus born into a preestablished place in its parents' linguistic 

universe, a space often prepared many months, if not years, before the child 
sees the light of day. And most children are bound to learn the language spo­
ken by their parents, which is to say that, in order to express their wishes, they 
are virtually obliged to go beyond the crying stage-a stage in which their 


