Without Ground: Lacanian Ethics and the Assumption of Democracy
Calum Neill

1. The Lacanian Subject

Chapter Overview

In contradistinction to the self-certain Cartesian subject, this chapter will present an
understanding of the Lacanian subject as constitutionally divided and coincidental
with its own pulsational emergence. Such a conception of the subject will allow us to
account for the impossible conjunction of being and meaning which challenges any
attempt to conceive of the subject as self-conscious, self-adequate, or as ‘individual’
in the etymological sense of the term. Against such conceptions of the subject, the
Lacanian subject will be posited as unstable, impermanent and as coterminous with its
own assumption, an assumption which cannot be reduced to the illusory self-image of
the ego but is rather, given its pulsational status, an assumption of, and thus a position

of, subjectivity which must be perpetually repeated anew.

Through an examination of the various stages of Lacan’s Graph of Desire, the chapter
will demonstrate the retroactive logic of the subject’s constitution in and from the
place of the Other - the field of language and law as it manifests for the subject — and
the subject’s consequent and constitutive division between symbolic and imaginary
identification. As the subject can only be conceived from and on the basis of a
language or system of thought to which it is necessarily irreducible, a language or

system of thought which is Other to itself, the subject, as it arises in the field of the
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Other, experiences itself as lacking. In addition to the lack in the subject, it will be
shown how the Other is also experienced as lacking and how these two experiences of
lack are such that they cannot be taken to coincide — that is to say, the subject and the
Other are neither reducible to one another nor are they complementary in the sense
that they would seal each other to form a whole. The persistence of lack in the subject
and in the Other will be shown to give rise to a movement of desire, a desire to
recapture the unity which will be taken to have preceded the disunity with which the
subject necessarily experiences itself and a desire to shore up the lack experienced in
the Other, to complete the Other. This movement of desire will be distinguished from
the other ‘forces” which would affect the subject — need, demand and the drive - and
explained in terms of both jouissance, as the purely presumed completion which
would be the impossible satisfaction of desire, and objet petit a, as that illusory stand
in for that which would afford such a completion. It will be shown how the subject at
one and the same time maintains itself in relation to objet petit a and safeguards itself
from the encounter with jouissance which would, insofar as it would annul desire, be
destructive of the subject. The chapter will thus have shown that the subject is such
that it must maintain itself in a relation of fantasy but that through traversing the
fantasy, through refusing the sedimentation of any particular fantasy, the subject is
capable of locating itself, rather than the illusory non-object that is objet petit a, as the
cause of its desire. Importantly, as traversing the fantasy can be understood as a
refusal to allow any particular fantasy to sediment and as fantasy itself is a necessary
aspect of subjectivity, as fantasy is that which supports desire, the traversing of the
fantasy should be understood as a pulsational possibility. It is not for the subject to
traverse the fantasy once and for all. Rather, traversing the fantasy should be

understood as an endeavour which must be repeated. This pulsational assumption of
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and by the subject as the cause of its desire will be shown to entail an ethical potential
insofar as it necessitates the assumption of responsibility for its position of

subjectivity, the assumption of responsibility for what it takes ‘itself” to be.

1.1 Lacan’s Return to Descartes

Any conception of ethics requires a conception of the subject insofar as without a
sense of that which would enact what might be considered to be ethical and without a
conception of that towards or for which a particular action might be considered
ethical, it is difficult to see what meaning would be left in the term. If events are
understood such they simply occur or if events effect no one, then we would not,
generally, consider them in ethical terms. Commonplace conceptions of ethics would
ascribe them to something akin to a self-adequate, essential and substantial agent, an
agent certain of its own self and its own thoughts, such as the Cartesian cogito, the
subject which can be certain of its existence because of the fact of its thinking. Such a
conception of the subject can be understood to be flawed for a number of reasons.
Focusing on the Cartesian subject in particular, there appears here to be a gap which
insists between the ‘I’ of ‘I think’ and the ‘I’ of the ‘I am’ which follows as a logical
conclusion of the ‘I think’. That is to say, either these two ‘I’s are not the same thing
or the second is already assumed in the positing of the first. ‘I think’ already entails
the subject ‘I’ and, thus, the conclusion ‘I am’ is strictly superfluous. Descartes has
not really proved or substantiated anything beyond what he had already presupposed.
On the basis of such criticism, it might appear necessary, or, at least, valid, to dismiss

Descartes and his notion of subjectivity. Given, however, the impact Descartes’
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thought has had on the manner in which we do consider subjectivity it might seem

somewhat hasty to dismiss it out of hand. As Lacan puts it;

The type of people that we shall define, using a conventional notation, as
dentists are very confident about the order of the universe because they think
that Mr Descartes made manifest the laws and procedures of limpid reason in
the Discourse on Method. His | think, therefore, | am, so essential to the new
subjectivity, is not as simple, however, as it would appear to these dentists,
and some even think they detect in it a pure and simple sleight of hand. If it
is in fact true that consciousness is transparent to itself, and grasps itself as
such, it does seem that the | is not on that account transparent to it. It is not
given to it as different from an object. The apprehension of an object by
consciousness does not by the same token reveal to it its properties. The
same is true for the I.

(Lacan, 1988/1978: 6)

Utilising Descartes’ errors, in such a manner that he can at one and the same time
oppose his direction while maintaining the often hidden kernel of his findings, Lacan
situates the subject (and ‘cogito’) as of the unconscious. For Lacan the subject is
always (being) constituted in relation to the Other and in particular in relation to the

desire of / for the Other.

Given the non-definitional character of Lacan’s theorising of the subject, it may make
some sense to begin by saying what the subject is not. By indicating a subject of the
unconscious, Lacan clearly rejects the notion that the subject is in any way
commensurate with the conscious individual. The traditional notion of the conscious,
or even atomised, individual is generally run seamlessly into a notion of self-
governing agency. In delimiting the subject of doubt as a certainty in ‘I’, Descartes
can be understood to have glided over this crucial issue of agency. The ‘I’ which is
certainly thinking insofar as it is doubting is posited as the master of its own
perception. What is productive in Lacan’s reading of Descartes is that, rather than

dismiss The Meditations on the grounds that they simply occlude the complexities of
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subjectivity in favour of positing that which they set out to discover, Lacan fathoms in
Descartes text an indication of something beyond the contained subject. When
Descartes asserts his desire for certainty, Lacan reads not only the ‘rational’ and
empirical surface or aim of Descartes’ text, but also, and especially, the very desire

attested to here.

What is Descartes looking for? He is looking for certainty. | have, he says, an
extreme desire to learn to distinguish the true from the false — note the word
desire — in order to see clearly - in what? — in my actions, and to walk with
assurance in this life.

(Lacan, 1977/1973: 222)

In placing all certainty in doubt and yet maintaining unquestioningly the desire for
certainty, Descartes not only introduces the modern concept of the subject but does so
at the expense of noticing the subject behind the modern concept of the subject. Put
simply, the subject of the unconscious is at work all along in The Meditations and is
consequently overlooked. Lacan’s reading of Descartes not only indicates the
unconscious subject but indicates its primacy. The subject of the unconscious is
evident but unacknowledged in Descartes. What Lacan reads into Descartes’
Meditations is the unwitting discovery of the unconscious primacy of subjectivity and
consequently — given this primacy is read through a secondary manifestation — the
intractable split in the subject. In announcing the ‘I’ as both premise — | think or |
doubt - and conclusion — therefore | am, Descartes indicates a significant doubling,

one that Lacan will come to theorise under the terms énoncé and énonciation.

Lacan characterises the Cartesian cogito as homunculus, or ‘little man’, as a positing
of something inside which retains a certain mastery. The image of the matryoshka doll

is perhaps useful here in picturing Lacan’s critique. In the matryoshka, each doll
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contains within itself another, smaller, but structurally identical, doll. The homunculus
Lacan suggests in Descartes theory works in the same way. If the cogito is but a little
man within each individual, or within Descartes himself, as that is the example we
have to go on, then the cogito has proved nothing or adduced nothing. If the certainty
of our existence is in a homunculus within, then the whole process of adducing

certainty simply has to begin again — a reduction ad infinitum.

Against this homunculus, Lacan posits the barred subject; 3. The bar here indicates
something of the relation of the subject to language. Where the Cartesian cogito is
brought about in ignorance of the functioning of language in its very formulation,
Lacan’s subject is first and foremost the subject of language. In the cogito when
Descartes believes he has uncovered the certainty of his own existence through the
pursuance of doubt to its, for him, logical extreme what he has actually done is to
represent ‘himself” to ‘himself’ or, phrased otherwise, he imagines himself but such
imagining can only come about on the basis of him symbolising himself. Lacan
illustrates this point by invoking the notch an imaginary primitive man might have
made to indicate his kill in the hunt. This signifying appears to begin, then, with a
pragmatic movement. The notch is made to indicate a kill in order that the hunter will
be able to differentiate this kill from subsequent kills. It is counting. But, already, for
Lacan, it is more than mere counting. Lacan points out that in this first mark the
subject has already or must already mark himself. The notch or stroke does not only
indicate the animal but indicates the animal Killed, that is, it indicates the subject in

relation to the hunt and indicates this for the subject.

52



Without Ground: Lacanian Ethics and the Assumption of Democracy
Calum Neill

The subject himself is marked off by the single stroke, and first he marks
himself as a tattoo, the first of the signifiers.
(Tbid.: 141)
In so marking the stroke as a representation to and of himself, the primal subject has
already encountered ‘himself’ in a division. The one marked is not simply one but
“one one” (Ibid.), as opposed to two ones or three ones. Lacan’s point here would be
that the one marked operates on two levels. In marking one, one always necessarily
brings about a division insofar as the one marked, as it signifies something, appears to

the subject as one mark meaning one. It is at the level of calculation, of meaning

making or signification that the subject constitutes himself.

In this respect, the two ones are already distinguished. Thus is marked the

first split that makes the subject as such distinguish himself from the sign in

relation to which, at first, he has been able to constitute himself as subject.
(Ibid.)

The logic in operation here is that of the impossibility of the ‘private’ language. Any
attempt to communicate, albeit to oneself, necessarily and already marks and
describes a division. A similar point may be made with regard to the example of the
man on the desert island who devises a complex of signs to more easily manage his
life there. A series of coloured stains are used to indicate the various routes to
different foods; a blue stain indicates fruit, a red stain indicates hunting ground for
meat etc. Taken superficially, one might surmise that this man has indeed constructed
a truly private language. There is no one else on the island who could be the recipient
of the communiqués, there is not even anyone else who could immediately decipher
what the complex of signs might mean or whether, in fact, they might mean anything
at all. But the point is that the man on the island does in fact (endeavour to)

communicate with someone; himself. The very need to devise a system of
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communication for delivering messages to himself indicates a certain splitting. The
man who ‘sends’ the message is not the same man who ‘receives’ the message. Were
he, there would be no need to construct or sense in constructing the ‘language’ in the

first place.

The logic apparent in this example of a ‘private’ language not only illustrates the,
stricto senso, impossibility of a private language as such but allows us to grasp the
radical divisionary function of language even when described on such a restricted
level. The man who has to devise a system of communication in order to
communicate his own survival to and for himself, just as the man who marks himself
as one within the order of ones implicated in the hunt, necessarily draws attention to

the non-unitary status of what might in common parlance be termed himself.

Similarly, Descartes, in positing ‘I think’ and concluding ‘I am’, has invoked a
splitting or division. The ‘I’ which is said to think is already marked off from the ‘I’
which says that there is thinking. The subject here posits itself but not in the sense that
the subject creates itself in a pure becoming. Rather, what Lacan demonstrates is that
the Cartesian subject posits itself as disunified, as duplicated, as, in a sense,
impossible, insofar as in positing itself it presents, and only presents, itself as an

image of itself for itself.

[The subject] sees himself as constituted by the reflected, momentary,
precarious image of mastery, imagines himself to be a man merely by virtue
of the fact that he imagines himself.

(Ibid.:142)
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This occlusion of the unconscious mechanisms and prioritisation of conscious mastery
is also evident in James Strachey’s translation of Freud’s Wo Es war, soll Ich werden;
“Where id was, there ego shall be” (Freud, 1973/1933: 112). In Strachey’s version the
ego can easily be read as the (desired) supercession of the id. Lacan, in ‘The Freudian
Thing, or The Meaning of the Return to Freud to Psychoanalysis’ (1977/1956b),
questions the validity of such a translation. Lacan brings our attention to the lack of
article in Freud’s original, a lack that, Lacan maintains, stipulates that ES here -
insofar as it is not objectified with any article as Freud was prone to do when referring
to either the id or the ego (i.e. das Es and das Ich) - does not refer to the Id but rather

to the unconscious subject. Hence, Lacan gives us his new translation;

Wo (Where) Es (the subject — devoid of any das or other objectifying article)
war (was — it is a locus of being that is referred to here, and that in this locus)
soll (must — that is, a duty in the moral sense, as is confirmed by the single
sentence that follows and brings the chapter to a close) Ich (I, there must I —
just as one declared. ‘this am I’ before saying, ‘it is I”), werden (must become
— that is to say, not occur (survenir), or even happen (advenir), but emerge
(venir au jour) from this very locus in so far as it is a locus of being).

(Lacan, 1977/1956b: 128)

Where the subject was, there must | come into being.

or

There where it was, it is my duty to come into being.

Lacan’s re-translation not only avoids the prioritisation of the ego implicit in
Strachey’s translation, where one can easily read the ego as supplanting the id, it also
draws out of Freud’s sentence an ethicality. At the heart of Lacanian subjectivity is an

ethical calling. In Strachey’s translation there is an indication of development where a
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temporal progress supplants the primacy of the id with the primacy of the ego. This
might be understood in the fashion in which ego-psychology has often interpreted
Freud as advocating the goal of analysis as the strengthening of the ego. In Lacan’s
re-translation, on the contrary, the ego is not mentioned and the id is not supplanted.
Rather, the ‘it’ and the ‘I’ here can both be understood to stand for the subject. The
‘it’ indicates the unconscious mechanisms or that which arises in the unconscious
without the appearance of any conscious agency or agencies author(is)ing it. The ‘I’
indicates the position to be assumed wherein the subject assumes responsibility for
that which has arisen in the unconscious without the appearance of any conscious
agency or agencies author(is)ing it. This is not, however, to suggest that in assuming
responsibility one somehow attains one’s proper position and the unity of subjectivity.
There is none. The ethical invocation of Wo Es war, soll Ich werden is not something
than can be responded to once and for all in an attainment of subjective security.
Rather it is momentary and perpetual. It is momentary insofar as it manifests in
conscious life only fleetingly. It is perpetual insofar as it is indicative of the

unconscious processes which necessarily continue unobserved.

If for Descartes | am thinking proves that | am, the question remains, what happens to
| after the thought? If | am thinking can be understood as a representation which posits
and thus proves the (existence of the) subject, then this might suggest that when the
subject is not being represented in the thought | am thinking, neither is the subject
being. That is to say, not only that Descartes’ formulation is of the | as temporal and
temporary, but also that it conjoins the notions of thinking and being in this
temporariness. If | am so long as and only so long as | am thinking, then the being

adduced by Descartes is a punctual one. What Descartes does not adequately answer
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here, but what is nonetheless raised in his text, is the question of what is going on
when | am not thinking, i.e. not (re)presented in thought. Such questioning necessary
raises a question over Descartes hasty conjunction of being and thought, a question

which will become central to Lacan’s reformulation of the subject.

As in the example of Descartes, the subject, in order to present itself, necessarily
relies upon some form of language or signifying system, whether this be the notch on
the cave wall, Descartes’ COgito or a proper name etc. In so representing itself for
itself or, more accurately, as represented, the subject comes into play and experiences
itself in the Other (as language) and consequently as other (to or from itself). The
signifier of the subject comes to take the place of the subject and, as such, constitutes

the subject as extinguishable.

Language, in the sense of a natural language, is other insofar as it precedes any given
subject. We do not invent the language we speak, read, write or think and,
consequently, the words we use, even the most ‘personal’ of words, are always

already something alien to us. Language precedes us and succeeds us.

We are fundamentally and radically in a world that is beyond us. In one sense this
world is the actual world around us, the paraphernalia of our lives, including the
objects with which we surround ourselves and the people by whom we are
surrounded. In another sense this is the language with which we attempt to
communicate and understand both ourselves and the world around us, including the
language or languages we are immersed in. To conceive of a thought or even a

feeling requires us to utilise and therefore rely upon language. To assign meaning to
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anything is to necessarily rely upon language. When, therefore, Descartes endeavors
to ascertain the certainty of his own existence, he not only relies upon the languages
he already ‘knows’ but unwittingly falls back on and falls into the trap of the grammar

of those languages.

In the sense that we are represented in language both by ourselves and by other people
and both for ourselves and for other people, we can understand language to be

constitutive of our own self perceptions and formative of the ego.

Through reading Descartes, we can understand, then, that the subject is split. For
Descartes, as exemplified in the claim | am thinking, therefore I am, being and
thought are expressed as isolatable concepts. That they are again conjoined into one
moment, while testifying to Descartes conception of them as unified or unifiable,
nevertheless testifies to their ‘initial” separation. For Descartes the | can be located in
this conjunction, thus rendering, as we have seen, the punctual conjunction of being
and thought as the point at which the | can, momentarily, arise; “this limits me to
being there in my being only in so far as I think that I am in my thoughts™ (Lacan,
1977/1957: 165). Lacan here radicalises Descartes by inverting his, implicit at least,
conclusion. For Lacan, there is no conjunction of being and thought as such. The
subject, |, must ‘choose’ between the two. Hence Lacan’s reformulations of the cogito
as “I think where I am not, therefore I am where I do not think™ and, subsequently, “I
am not wherever I am the plaything of my thought; I think of what I am where I do

not think to think” (Ibid.: 166).
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Lacan here would appear to indicate that where the Cartesian formulation posits an
immediacy between thought and being - and thus language, which would be explicit
in the former and which would encapsulate both in expression - there is, in fact, none.
For Lacan the subject, |, arises in the disunity of being and thought and is rendered
both possible and impossible through the functioning of language. As such the place
in which Descartes would locate the subject is for Lacan no place. One might
understand Lacan here as criticizing humanity’s tendency to place itself in a central or

axial position between not only being and thought but between signifier and signified.

the S [signifier] and the s [signified] of the Saussuarian algorithm are not on
the same level, and man only deludes himself when he believes his true place
is at their axis, which is nowhere.

(Ibid.)

Lacan’s reformulation of the cogito here indicates the disunity of the subject. Either |
am not thinking or | am not. Being and thought are mutually exclusive. One reason for
such a reformulation is the notion of the unconscious. Thinking for Lacan would
connote unconscious thought, as opposed to the (desired) conscious thought attested
to in Descartes. This would then suggest that the | am in Lacan’s “I am where I do not
think” (Ibid.) indicates an illusory or fantasmic being insofar as it is a pure
assumption; i.e. the ego. The split here between the unconscious which refuses being
and the ego which refuses unconscious thought does not indicate a true choice of
positions between which some atavistic | must or even can choose. Rather, for Lacan,

the split is constitutive of subjectivity itself.'

" The precise manner in which the subject would be divided as it is constituted in relation to language,
its emergence in the field of the Other, the symbolic order, would determine the clinical structure of the
subject in question. That is, whether the subject is neurotic, psychotic or perverse. In terms of the
former, it is important to point out that Lacan sub-divides the neurotic structure into obsessional and
hysteric. The former can be understood to be co-terminous with the position of male and the latter with
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Insofar as the cogito is indicative of a representation of the subject, albeit a fantasmic
representation, in as much as it (re)presents a false or desired (re)presentation, it
indicates something of the subject’s relation to and dependence on language. By
marking himself with cogito ergo sum, Descartes can be understood to exemplify the
logic at work in the relation between the subject and language. Such a relation should
not be understood as one of easily identifiable separation. The subject, in a sense, is
nothing but language while at the same time the subject is nothing because of
language. It is only through being represented that the subject can be said to exist at
all and yet, at the same time, in being so represented, the subject is strictly not there;

the signifier is there.

The signifier, producing itself in the field of the Other, makes manifest the
subject of its signification. But it functions as a signifier, to petrify the subject in
the same movement in which it calls the subject to function, to speak, as subject.
There, strictly speaking, is the temporal pulsation in which is established that
which is the characteristic of the departure of the unconscious as such — the
closing.

(Lacan, 1977/1973: 207)

the position of female, where the terms ‘male’ and ‘female’ are understood as structural positions rather
than as biologically determined essences.

Lacan’s discussion of the subject in relation to the Cartesian cogito and the subsequent definition of the
formula of fantasy as the subject in relation to objet petit a, (3&a), describes the obsessional subject.
While aspects of the different manners in which hysteric and obsessional subjects would figure in the
relation of fantasy are discussed in Chapter 3 below, it is beyond the scope of this work to engage in a
full discussion of the differences between the two structures. It remains the case, however, that both
hysteric-female and obsessional-male positions are characterised by the division of the subject in
relation to the symbolic order and, thus, the lack constitutive of the subject persists for both hysterics
and obsessionals, albeit the relation to this lack is not the same.
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1.2 The Vel of Alienation

Lacan’s particular use of the logical concept of the vel is useful here. Vel
conventionally signifies an either / or choice of the type either A or B. Lacan,
however, uses it to express a somewhat different type of choice; either A and not B or
not A and not B. His formulation has often been described as a forced choice or no
real choice at all (see, for example; Zupanci¢, 2000: 215). However ‘forced’ it may
be, it is clear in his own formulation that there is very much a choice to be made; “The
choice then is a matter of knowing whether one wishes to preserve one of the parts,
the other disappearing in any case” (Lacan, 1977/1973: 211). What disappears in this

case is the subject.

If we choose being, the subject disappears, it eludes us, it falls into non-
meaning. If we choose meaning, the meaning survives only deprived of that
part of non-meaning that is, strictly speaking, that which constitutes in the
realization of the subject, the unconscious. In other words, it is of the nature
of this meaning, as it emerges in the field of the Other, to be in a large part of
its field, eclipsed by the disappearance of being, induced by the very function
of the signifier.

(Ibid.)

The overlapping of the two circles in fig.1 does not indicate here a conjunction, a
joining together wherein the parts of one set are coupled to the parts of the other set.
On the contrary, the overlap indicates that there are parts which logically belong to
both sets (being and meaning). The choice which the subject faces is not, then,
meaning and the exclusion of that part of being which is not also enclosed in meaning
or being and the exclusion of that part of meaning which is not also enclosed in being.
Such a choice would always leave the subject, in this instance, with a complete circle,

a complete set. The choice Lacan extrapolates is rather that between the remainder of
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one circle when the overlap is subtracted or the remainder of the other circle when the
overlap is subtracted. Complicating this choice further, the left-hand side, Being, is,
strictly speaking, from the perspective of subjectivity, an impossible choice. This is
not to say, however, that it cannot be chosen. Lacan himself provides us with the
example of the highwayman to illustrate and clarify this choice (Ibid.: 212). In the
traditional cry of the highwayman, the victim is offered a choice; your money or your
life. Clearly here there is a choice to be made but it is not as straightforward as it
might first appear. The highwayman is not, presumably, suggesting that if one would
rather not relinquish one’s money, one is free to keep it only on condition that one
lays down one’s life instead. The choice is rather that one can surrender one’s money
and, hopefully, walk away at least still alive or one can die there and then and one’s
money will be taken anyway. It is a lose-lose situation in which there is still very
much a choice to be made. The impossibility of one side does not negate the fact of
choice. Being in the vel of alienation is akin to money in the example of the
highwayman. If the subject chooses meaning, it loses being. If the subject chooses

being, it loses both meaning and subjectivity and consequently results in an absence

of subjectivity, subjeetivity as non-being.

(subject) \\ mean- (Other)
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Contra the Cartesian proclamation that | am thinking, therefore | am, Lacan offers an
exclusionary choice which, in effect, not only inverts the cogito but inverts it with the
emphasis on the renunciation; either | am not thinking or | am not. That is to say, | can

renounce being or | can renounce meaning (thinking).

The poles of the choice here can be understood to signify the poles unconscious /
conscious. The thinking alluded to would indicate the unconscious; the (false) being,
consciousness. Such a split helps us to understand the problem Lacan discovers in
Descartes’ formulation. In the Lacanian reading, the Cartesian | think, therefore I am
attests to conscious thought. In Lacan’s understanding, such conscious thought is only
ever illusory. It is as such that he can designate it as false being. The | here would be
akin to the ego. The affirmation that | am is, for Lacan, an affirmation of a false self at

the expense of the unconscious seat of subjectivity.

Recalling that knowledge only ever surfaces in language and that, consequently,
‘self’-knowledge is ultimately oxymoronic insofar as my knowledge of myself, even
were that somehow possible, would have to appear in the field of the Other, i.e.
language, it becomes clearer why one might characterise Descartes formulation thus.
Transposing Descartes’ formulation onto the Lacanian diagram, illustrates the extent

of the Cartesian discovery:

1
| (Cartesian)

N

Fig. 2
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The Lacanian-Freudian | is quite different from this Cartesian I. It is neither the | of |
think insofar as it is formulated by Descartes with all its philosophical ramifications,
nor is it the | of | think in any everyday sense with all its grammatical dependency.
The former | is but an illusion. The latter, a shifter; a signifier which assumes a
different referent depending on who is uttering it. The Lacanian I, the | of ‘Wo Es

war, soll Ich werden’ is a becoming, an assumption.

There where it was, | must come into being.

As Nietzsche has pointed out, that the occurrence of thoughts imply an agency is by
no means a certain assumption, never mind Descartes’ assumption that they imply a

human agency which can then be ascertained as |.

A thought comes when ‘it” wants, and not when ‘I’ want. It is, therefore, a
falsification of the facts to say that the subject ‘I’ is the condition of the
predicate ‘think’. It thinks: but to say the ‘it’ is just that famous old ‘I” — well
that is just an assumption or opinion, to put it mildly, and by no means an
‘immediate certainty.” In fact, there is already too much packed into the ‘it
thinks’: even the ‘it’ contains an interpretation of the process, and does not
belong to the process itself. People are following grammatical habits here in
drawing conclusions, reasoning that ‘thinking is an activity, behind every

activity something is active, therefore -.’
(Nietzsche, 2001/1886: 17-18)

Lacan’s | then comes from another place. It is by no means central and it is not the

root of thoughts. Lacan’s | is rather a position taken in response.
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(1)

Fig. 3

For Lacan, the I, the subject of the unconscious, is not commensurate with a concept
of agency, nor is it even a permanent fixture. The |, as subject of the unconscious, is
not commensurate with the unconscious. One might do well to emphasise the
preposition here; subject of the unconscious. The | or subject is an effect. Just as the
unconscious can be understood to manifest in conscious discourse through such
effects as slips of the tongue, so the subject can be understood to manifest in the
assuming of responsibility for its own ex-sistence; “one is always responsible for

one’s position as subject” (Lacan, 1989/1965: 7).

This impermanence is one suspected by Descartes himself in his Third Meditation
when he questions what it is that guarantees the subsistence of the | from moment to

moment.

Therefore I must now ask myself whether I possess some power by which I
can bring it about that I myself, who now exist, will also exist a little later on.
For since I am nothing but a thinking thing — or at least since I am now
dealing simply and precisely with that part of me which is a thinking thing —
if such a power were in me, then I would certainly be aware of it. But |
observe that there is no such power; and from this very fact I know most
clearly that I depend upon some being other than myself.

(Descartes, 1993/1641: 33)
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If Descartes’ | can be understood to be coterminous with the ego, or with that in
which conscious thoughts arise, then his argument here would point to the necessity
of something beyond conscious thought, or beyond that field in which conscious
thoughts arise. Leaving aside Descartes’ somewhat spurious assertion that such a
beyond must be termed God with all the preconceived attributes that a Seventeenth
Century thinker would ascribe to Him, we can understand Descartes to have posited
that consciousness itself cannot exist or arise in isolation, that it can only exist or arise
against a background which is other than itself. The ‘being other than myself* to
which Descartes alludes might be something akin to the unconscious of Lacan. This is
not to suggest that there is any unquestionable certainty at work here. That something
like conscious thought, the ego or the cogito requires something other than itself to
sustain it appears as little more than a presumption. That some field of permanence
must subsist ‘beneath’ it is by no means proven. However, combining Descartes’
insights with those of Freud and Lacan, it can perhaps be understood that there ‘is’ an
unknown, whether this unknown exists or not. That is to say, what both Cartesian
philosophy and psychoanalysis point to is the incompleteness of conscious thought.
Whether or not one accords with Descartes’ conclusion that such an incompleteness
then proves the existence of a completeness elsewhere, the conclusion that the cogito
itself, conscious thought, is incomplete remains. Transposing such a conclusion onto
psychoanalysis, it would then be over-hasty to suggest that the unconscious is in fact a
permanent, continuous substratum of consciousness which occasionally manifests in

or arises into the conscious field. All that can be concluded is that it does arise.

I should define unconscious cause, neither as an existent, nor as a ov o, a
non-existent - as, I believe Henri Ey does, a non-existent of possibility. It is
a [k of the prohibition that brings to being an existent in spite of its
non-advent, it is a function of the impossible on which a certainty is based.
(Lacan, 1977/1973: 128)
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Such uncertainty of the unconscious as cause allows a better understanding of the
notion of the | as Lacan uses it in this context. This |, which is neither Cartesian nor a
grammatical function, can be understood as that which is purely assumed. It is the
very uncertainty of thought, of what might otherwise ground thought, of any
substantial, albeit unknown, kernel of subjectivity in anything approaching a
traditional conception of |, that gives rise to the Lacanian I. The | here is posited as
purely contingent and this contingency in turn necessitates a certain responsibility.
Faced with the ‘forced’ and impossible choice between meaning and being, the |
arises in response to the vel, in response to the uncertainty of its own (non-)existence
and arises as that which assumes responsibility for the ‘decision’ (de-caedere; cutting
away) taken. The Lacanian | is a response to the unknown and as such, in so far as it

is assumed, entails a responsibility for its own assumption.

That one is always, then, responsible for one’s position as a subject is not to suggest
that the subject is some independent self-creating thing. The subject properly

understood in the Lacanian sense is not a thing at all.

The unconscious is the sum of the effects of speech on a subject, at the level
at which the subject constitutes himself out of the effects of the signifier.
This makes it clear that, in the term subject ... T am not designating the living
substratum needed by this phenomenon of the subject, nor any sort of
substance, nor any being possessing knowledge in his pathos, his suffering,
whether primal or secondary, nor even some incarnated logos, but the
Cartesian subject, who appears at the moment when doubt is recognised as
certainty — except that, through my approach, the bases of the subject prove
to be wider, but, at the same time much more amenable to the certainty that
eludes it. This is what the unconscious is.

(Ibid.: 126)

67



Without Ground: Lacanian Ethics and the Assumption of Democracy
Calum Neill

This impermanency of the subject of the unconscious suggests a subject in motion, a
subject which is neither ever secure nor securable; a subject which arises in becoming
without ever assuming to be as such. This movement of subjectivity is brought further
to light when one considers the other ethical injunction which Lacan gives us: “the
one thing one can be guilty of is giving ground relative to one’s desire” (Lacan,

1992/1986:321).

1.3 The Subject and the Signifying Chain

The structure and functioning of subjectivity, and particularly its relationship to
desire, can be further illustrated with reference to Lacan’s development of the Graph
of Desire. Importantly, the various forms of the graph do not represent any
chronological development as might pertain to the formation of the subject. Their
development is rather pedagogical, unveiling the complexities of the subject as Lacan

envisaged it through the four stages of the graph.

Graph [

Fig. 4
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Beginning at the lower right hand point on Graph I, we have [], what Zizek has termed
“some mystical, pre-symbolic intention” (Zizek, 1989: 101). The presymbolic factor
here indicates the illusory nature of this [1. The triangle marks the impossible pre-
subjective point from whence the subject might have intended something before or
outwith the symbolic order. As such, this []is always only retrospectively posited. [ is
the conjectured position of the subject before it becomes subject or, to put it in the
terms used previously, [ is a retrospectively posited position before the | assumes a

position in response to the unknown.

Following the arc of the graph, this [] results in 3, the subject. The score through the S
of the subject indicates that it is barred, impossible, incomplete, divided. Through the
impossible choice of the vel of alienation, the subject comes to be as divided from
itself. In coming to be in and through the order of the symbolic, that is, the field of the
Other, the subject can never be in its own place; it has no place of its own. In terms of
the first Graph, the subject is nothing before crossing the wider arc between ¥ and %>,
all that can be said to be before this point is a retroactively posited supposition, a
feeble ‘must have been’. The division in the subject is also evident in the fact that the
subject is always replaced by a signifier. For the subject to ‘mean’ anything at all, or
for the subject to be meant, it relies upon a system of signification which is always
beyond itself. In this sense the subject necessarily is replaced or effaced by a signifier.
Put simply, one can only conceive of oneself, (re)present oneself, and one is only ever
conceived or represented by others through the medium of signification. To say “I am
this,” or “My name is X”, “I like this” or in fact any instance of speech - even when

one might believe one is absent from the content of the speech, one is still
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(re)presented in it as speaker, albeit implicitly — is to mis-present oneself. Such mis-
representation however should not suggest that some true representation could
somehow occur. The division and thus impossibility of the subject is the very
condition of its possibility at all. Moreover, any such split of the subject is redoubled
in division between consciousness and unconsciousness. It is thus that it can be said
that, not only is the subject divided, but the subject is this very divide itself (Fink,

1995: 47).

The wider arc in the Graph, from X toXs, indicates the signifying chain, an instance or
example of the symbolic order in operation. The signifying chain and the point being
made of it here can be elaborated on two levels; that of its paradigmatic function and
its syntagmatic function. The syntagmatic function is exemplified in the unraveling of
any sentence. Natural languages being structures of rules purporting to convey
meanings always allow the possibility of a certain limited and yet unstable
anticipation of meaning to come. Indeed, for Lacan, such anticipation is not only

possible but intrinsic.

For the signifier, by its very nature, always anticipates meaning by unfolding
its dimension before it. As is seen at the level of the sentence when it is
interrupted before the significant term: ‘I shall never ... ’, ‘All the same it is
... 7, “And yet there may be ... ’. Such sentences are not without meaning. A
meaning all the more oppressive in that it is content to make us wait for it.
(Lacan, 1977/1957: 153)

The logic here is that in the production of any utterance, prior to the production of
each signifier which would retrospectively be understood to have comprised that
utterance, it is obviously uncertain what is going to be said. In the place of such

uncertainty, a variety of alternative possibilities can be imagined, each possibility
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inflecting upon the previous components of the utterance. The battery of signifiers,
any one of which might come to occupy the place still left open, is what would be
termed the paradigmatic dimension; the entire network of available signification. At
the point at which the gap of anticipation is filled, meaning, and consequently the
significance of the other words in the sentence, is momentarily secured (without,
however, ever erasing the other possibilities which might have been previously
entertained). This is the point at the left-hand intersection of the two arcs of the Graph
(which appears in the second Graph as A, Autre or the place of Other ), what Lacan

terms the point de capiton or anchoring point.

The diachronic function of this anchoring point is to be found in the
sentence, even if the sentence completes its signification only with its last
term, each term being anticipated in the construction of the others, and,
inversely, sealing their meaning by its retroactive effect.

(Lacan, 1977/1960: 303)

Importantly here, the point de capiton is no guarantee, it does not fix meaning and
offer up an unambiguous reading of the sentence, it is not a ‘full stop’. Rather, it holds
meaning in place for a moment, for an instant; it is a “rhythm, rather than a duration”
(Ibid.: 304). With this in mind, it is clear then that the point de capiton, the possibility
of the intersection of the syntagmatic and paradigmatic scales, occurs potentially at
every point in any utterance, sentence, or even word. A series of points de capiton
then occurs as meaning unfolds at junctures at which meaning is taken to be more
secure, only for that security to vanish again as the utterance continues, as other

meaning unfolds and on and on.

The first Graph then illustrates the retroactive constitution of the (barred) subject in

relation to the symbolic order, the field of the Other. That is to say that it is only in

71



Without Ground: Lacanian Ethics and the Assumption of Democracy
Calum Neill

relation to the Other and through the mediating effects of the Other that the subject,

albeit as barred, can be understood to have come about.

The Other as previous site of the pure subject of the signifier holds the
master position, even before coming into existence, to use Hegel’s term
against him, as absolute Master. For what is omitted in the platitude of
modern information theory is that fact that one can speak of code only if it is
already the code of the Other, and that is something quite different from what
is in question in the message, since it is from this code that the subject is
constituted, which means that it is from the Other that the subject receives

even the message that he emits.
(Ibid.: 305)

The intention with which one might assume to begin, for Lacan, must properly be
placed on the right of the graph, where, in French and English at least, we would
conventionally end. The constitution of the subject runs ‘backwards’ from this point,
through the field of the Other, the utterance, language. It is thus that it can be
understood that not only is language prior to the subject in the mundane sense that
other people have spoken the language we come to speak before we come to speak it,
the sense in which Bruce Fink speaks of a child being born “into a pre-established
place in its parents’ linguistic universe” (Fink, 1995: 5), language is also prior to the
subject in the stricter sense that without language there is no subject as such. The
subject is not something which exists independently of language only to come to be
supplemented by language, to learn to negotiate a preexisting language to better
express oneself or more easily attain one’s needs and wants, the subject as such only
ever comes to be anything at all in the field of signification. This ‘anything at all’, as
we have seen, is the erased subject, the subject which can emerge only as split, as

barred, as impossible.

1.4 The Disunity of the Subject
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Graph I1

Fig.5

In the second graph, the barred subject moves over to occupy the position previously
held by the [, the retrospectively posited intention. It is important to hold in mind
here that Lacan’s series of graphs is not indicative of any subjective development
wherein the subject, in the point in case, would come to supercede the mythical
intentionality. Rather the series offers a conceptual complicating of Lacan’s theorising
of subjectivity which cannot properly be reduced to any temporal plane. Each graph
builds on and, simultaneously unsettles the graph before it. Where in the first graph
the notion of retrospection is symbolised with the anti-clockwise arc which runs
counter to the wider clockwise arc of the signifying chain, in the second graph, this
retrospection is indicated by this shift of 3 from the left-side to the right-side of the

graph.

This is a retroversion effect by which the subject becomes at each stage what
he was before and announces himself — he will have been — only in the future
perfect tense.

(Lacan, 1977/1960: 306)
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3 is displaced from its former position on the left-side, (logically) posterior to the
movement through the signifying chain, by I(A), the ego-ideal or symbolic

identification.’

The speech marked in Graph II by the trajectory ‘signifier ¥ voice’ indicates a relation
with Truth, insofar as Truth might be understood to entail a “fictional structure”
(Ibid.). That is to say, speech, and the Truth implied therein, is indicative of a
conventional structure which seeks to provide a certain guarantee. The Truth of
speech is not then concerned with an external, pre-existing reality, but rather, it is

speech which endeavours to create, or author, a certain ‘reality’;

it is from somewhere other than the Reality that it concerns that Truth derives
its guarantee: it is from speech ... The first words spoken (le dit premier)
stand as a decree, a law, an aphorism, an oracle; they confer their obscure
authority upon the real other.

(Ibid.)

It is only in speech, in an involvement in a pre-existent language, that the subject can
come to be constituted. However, such a constitution through the mediation of the
signifying field results in a certain division wherein the subject, in coming to be
anything at all, is rendered other than itself. The ego ideal here is one aspect of this
effect. Insofar as the subject is only constituted as subject (3) through the mediating
effects of the symbolic order, that which comes to be within the subject, that without
which the subject could not be anything at all, is necessarily alien to the subject

insofar as it is a part of the Other. This ego ideal, in terms of its function within the

%I have here and throughout retained the symbolisation as used by Lacan, thus retaining, for example,
S(A), rather than rendering it S(O).
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subject, is “an agency which speaks, that is to say a symbolic agency” (Lacan,
1988/1975: 135). It is “the other as speaking, the other in so far as he has a relation to
me [moi]” (Ibid.: 142). This would appear then to relate the ego ideal not only to the
function of speech as it manifests in and is manifest of the subject and to the other as

social other but also to the function of law.

The ego ideal might then be understood as that within the subject which carries out
the function of the Other, the subject as function of the Other. This would be to stand

it in contradistinction to both the ego proper (moi) and the ideal ego (i(a)).

The movement described in the second graph is now figured as entailing a ‘short-
circuiting’ from 3 to I(A) marked on either side by m (moi or ego) and i(a). This
‘short-circuiting’ indicates what Lacan terms a ‘double articulation’, wherein the
vector which could be seen in the first graph to pass from [, through the symbolic
plane, to 3, now passes from 3, through the symbolic plane, to I1(A) and short-circuits

underneath at the point marked i(a) to the point marked m.

This would suggest that there is something pertaining to the subject which does not
fall entirely within the realm of the symbolic, which escapes to an extent, the full
mediation of language. This something which escapes is that of the subject which is of

the imaginary realm.

Lacan explains in his essay ‘The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I’
(1977/1949) how the subject’s sense of self is constituted in relation to a

misrecognition of unity and mastery engendered in the encounter with an external
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image (the specific example Lacan gives is of the mirror image of one’s own body,
but there is no real reason to suggest that this misrecognised and formative image
could not be something else entirely). The fixation or “formal stagnation” (Lacan,
1977/1948: 17) of this image marks the point of separation between ideal ego and ego
ideal. The ideal ego, as an internalised image based on a fundamental misrecognition,
is a function of the imaginary order; it is imaginary (mis-)identification. The graphic
representation then suggests that there is an at least partial separation between the
functions of the imaginary and the functions of the symbolic, insofar as the ‘short-
circuit’ occurs beneath the signifying chain, that is, not having entirely passed through
the mediation of the symbolic order. This might also suggest that the imaginary is

always subordinated to, placed under, the symbolic.

This separation indicates a separation between subject and object, a separation which
is both constitutive of and forbidding of the subject, rendering it an aphanisic point of
its own constitution. That the ego ideal, I(A), comes to figure on the left-hand side of
the graph where previously the barred subject had been placed, indicates that it, the
ego ideal, is what one might call a properly subjective function. The ideal ego on the
other hand, like the ego to which it is conjoined, is an object; “the ego is an object —
an object which fills a certain function which we here call the imaginary function”

(Lacan, 1988/1975: 44).

This distinction between the ego ideal and the ideal ego can be further clarified by
turning to Lacan’s Seminar Book 1: Freud’s Paper on Technique. Here Serge
Leclaire, in reference to Freud’s On Narcissism, points out that ideal ego is

constituted as an ideal which would come to supplant the function of the true or “real
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ego” as “the target of the self-love” (Ibid.: 133). Leclaire brings our attention to the
fact that Freud in his text, having for the first time introduced the term ‘ideal ego’ then
goes on to introduce the other term, ‘ego ideal’. It is Lacan who proffers an

explanation here,

Freud makes use there of the Ichideal [ego ideal], which is precisely
symmetrical and opposed to the Idealich [ideal ego]. It’s the sign that Freud
is here designating two different functions.

(Tbid.)

The opposition referred to here is clarified as that between the imaginary and
symbolic planes because, according to Lacan, “the Ichideal [ego ideal] takes up its
place within the totality of the law” (Ibid.: 134). This would then suggest, as Leclaire

interprets it, that the ego ideal is “imposed from without” (Ibid.: 136).

it’s the symbolic relation which defines the position of the subject as seeing.
It is speech, the symbolic relation, which determines the greater or lesser
degree of perfection, of completeness, of approximation, of the imaginary.
This representation [schema of two mirrors] allows us to draw the distinction
between the Idealich and Ichideal, between the ideal ego and the ego ideal.
The ego-ideal governs the interplay of relations on which all relations with
others depend. And on this relation to others depends the more or less
satisfying character of the imaginary structuration.

(Ibid.: 141)

The ideal ego, then, is figured as the idealised image which is internalised in one, that
towards which one’s desire is necessarily directed. In terms of relations to the world,
desire is projected onto those objects which appear to coincide with or “become(s]
confused with” (Ibid.), however fleetingly, this idealised image. The ego ideal, on the

other hand is that which allows one a passage beyond this coincidence or confusion of
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images (‘real’ and ‘imagined’). It is that of the symbolic which interferes and

facilitates an exchange on the level of the symbolic plane.

The Ichideal, the ego-ideal, is the other as speaking, the other in so far as he
has a symbolic relation to me [moi], which, within the terms of our dynamic
manipulation, is both similar to and different from the imaginary libido.
Symbolic exchange is what links human beings to each other, that is it is
speech, and it makes it possible to identify the subject.

(Ibid.: 142)

This identification of the subject is then at the level or in the realm of the Other. It is
symbolic identification or, in Jacques-Alain Miller’s interpretation, it is “a social and
ideological function” (Miller, J.A. (1987) Aspects du malaise dans la civilisation,
quoted in Zizek, 1989: 110). The retroactive movement from 3 to I(A), passing
through the signifying chain from the point of the A, the place of the Other, the point
at which the Other pins meaning, to S(A), the signifier as it functions as part of the
Other, ‘results’ in the subject identified as an effect of the symbolic, I(A). Within this
trajectory, we find the necessary short-circuit of imaginary identification which will
account for the formation of the ego and helps us to understand the double
identification in action; the image of the (non)self, i(a), and the symbolisation of the

(non)self, 1(A).
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1.5 The Subject of Desire

Graph 111

Fig.6

The lower segment of the third Graph is a duplication of the second graph, however,
there is now added a double curve emanating from the point de capiton, A. Both lines
of this curve lead to the same destination, (3&a), the formula of fantasy. En route,
they appear to encapsulate d, desire, and the question, ‘Che voi?’, what do you want?
The double curve extending from A takes a graphic form indicative of a question-

mark, stressing the questioning addressed both to and from the Other.

Lacan delineates desire from three other, conceptually related, notions; need, demand
and drive. Need, for Lacan, would be that which would be (or would have been)

necessary outwith language. Here we are in something akin to the [], the mythical pre-
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symbolic intention marked on the first graph. If the human being is grounded in a
certain biological necessity, this necessity must still be marked and experienced
through the mediation of language. As we have seen above, the human being as
speaking being would know nothing of such necessity, and could thus not be said to
have experienced this necessity as such, were it not for the intervention of language.
Need, then, this biological necessity, is always only ever posited or conjectured
retrospectively from the standpoint of having come to ‘be’ in language. The human
being’s “dependence is maintained by a world of language” (Lacan, 1977/1960: 309).
This maintenance in and by language has the effect of reducing and diversifying needs
“to a point where their scope appears to be of quite a different order” (Ibid.) from the
basic biological necessity we retroactively suppose. Where need would be supposed
to be a need for something in particular (food, warmth, etc.), as it is taken over into
the realm of the symbolic, it becomes generalised through its attachment to the Other
who provides it. As such, what perhaps began as need becomes detached from any
biological necessity and comes to figure as the demand for subjugation in the

willingness to satisfy those needs; love.

In this way, demand annuls (aufhebt) the particularity of everything that can
be granted by transmuting it into a proof of love, and the very satisfactions
that it obtains for need are reduced (sich erniedrigt) to the level of being no
more than the crushing demand for love

(Lacan, 1977/1958: 286)

The particularity abolished, as need is transmuted into demand, resurfaces at the level
of desire. It is thus that Lacan can say,
desire is neither the appetite for satisfaction, nor the demand for love, but the
difference that results from the subtraction of the first from the second, the

phenomena of their splitting.
(Ibid.: 287)
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Need would arise as an appetite for this or that particular satisfaction. Demand would
emanate as the demand for proof of love carried through the asking for the satisfaction
of each need. In removing the necessity of satisfaction which would thus be entailed
in the articulation of demand, one is left with a pure desiringness. However, where
need would be the need for a concrete satisfaction and demand would be the asking
for proof of (unconditional) love, desire is always desire for something else. As
demand arises out of need in response to a reliance on the (M)Other, desire, as the
remainder of the subtraction of need from demand, remains radically attached to the
Other. It is as such that Lacan formulates desire as always being “the desire of the
Other” (Lacan, 1977/1960: 312). Here, the preposition of marks a rich ambiguity
which allows us to understand the complexity of this relation of desire between the

subject and the Other.

The subject’s desire is the desire of the Other insofar as it is the desire for the Other to
desire him or her. It is the subject’s desire to be the object of the Other’s desire. This
would entail the desire to be recognised by the Other. It is perhaps primarily this sense
of desire of the other that we can understand in the relationship between the infant and
mother. The child wants to be the object of the mother’s desire, it wants the mother to
desire it (Lacan, 1977/1973: 218). As Lacan himself puts it, the relation between child
and mother is “a relation constituted ... not by his vital dependence on her, but by his
dependence on her love, that is to say, by the desire for her desire” (Lacan,

1977/1959: 198).
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In another sense, the subject’s desire is the desire of the Other insofar as it the desire
for the Other. Here we would understand of in the sense of the womaniser’s love of
women, or the child’s incestuous desire for the mother, the later of which is, for Lacan
and, in Lacan’s reading, for Freud, “the fundamental desire” (Lacan, 1992/1986: 67).
The subject desires the Other qua Other. It desires the other in its otherness. Bound to
this sense of the otherness of the Other is the fact that the Other is always elsewhere.
This links to a further sense in which the subject’s desire is the desire of the Other
insofar as it is a desire which is always necessarily deferred. Desire is that which
cannot be satisfied. Where need could be, albeit temporarily, satisfied (the need for
hunger is abated with food, the need for warmth is abated by a blanket, etc.), desire is
unfullfillable. The object of desire is never quite that and thus desire moves on to
another object which, again, once it is ‘attained’, will prove not be that which was
desired. Desire is a perpetual movement in which the response to that which presents
itself as that which might possibly fulfill one’s desire is always, “That’s not it”
(Lacan, 1998/1975: 126). This is the logic of the objet petit a, the small a in the graph

in which the subject finds itself in relation to in the formula of fantasy, (3&a).

Additionally, the subject’s desire is the desire of the Other insofar as it is the desire
for that which the Other desires. What is desired is not desired because of any
intrinsic qualities of its own or even any intrinsic qualities erroneously or not
perceived in or of it by the subject, but, rather, it is desired because it is seen to be
desired or valued by the Other. Put simply, one desires something because it is
perceived as desirable and it is only perceived as desirable because one perceives it
being desired by another. The quintessential example from the psychoanalytical canon

here would be that of Lacan’s interpretation of the Dora Case (Freud, 1977/1905;
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Lacan, 1993/1981; Lacan, 1982/1966) . Lacan interprets Dora as identifying with Herr
K. and turning for her object of desire to his wife, Frau K. That is to say, Lacan
interprets Dora as desiring what the other, in this instance Herr K., desires (Lacan,
1982/1966: 66). This is perhaps the logic which underpins much of the current
phenomena of celebrity endorsement — a perfectly mundane object suddenly becomes
extremely (hysterically) desirable because it is presented as being desirable for some

famous other.

Finally, recalling the fact that the subject is only ever constituted as subject through
the mediation of the symbolic plane, the realm of the Other, the subject’s desire is the
desire of the Other insofar as this desire must necessarily emanate in the place of the
Other. The desire of which Lacan speaks is always unconscious desire and the

unconscious is that which is Other in the subject.

Importantly here, these various interpretations of the function of the preposition of in
the proclamation, the subject’s desire is always the desire of the Other, are not
mutually exclusive or competing. Though the infant desires that the mOther desire it,
this desire is never accomplished, as the mOther never totally, exclusively desires the
infant. That is to say, the infant, in desiring the mOther’s desire, cannot ever have and
hold that desire in its entirety. There is always going to be something else competing
for the mOther’s attention and affection, something else in addition to the child that
she will desire. One significant instance of this something else would be the Father.
The figure of the Father also bears on what Lacan has termed “the fundamental
desire” (Lacan, 1992/1986: 67), the desire for the mOther herself. The child, then,

wants the mOther in and of herself, a desire which is intricately bound up with
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wanting the mOther to exclusively desire it. This desire of the mOther is already
inflected as a reflection of the desire perceived to be focused on the mOther by the

Father, a desire, or complex of desire, arising in the place of the Other.

Such allusions to the child / mother relationship should not serve to suggest that this
complex of desire is something which is encountered and surpassed in one’s
formative years. The various instances of the of in desire of the Other, just as they are
inseparable from each other, are also unalleviable. Just as desire itself is continuous,

so the various inflections and emphases placed on the phrase by Lacan are continuous.

Returning to the Graph, as we have seen, the subject is only ever constituted as
subject through the mediating effects of language, that is through the intervention of
the Other. Such an effect is not, however, reducible to an absorption or incorporation.
The very fact that the subject is constituted in relation to the Other should suggest that
it is other than the Other. In passing through the symbolic chain, in encountering itself
and the Other in the field of the Other, the subject is necessarily left in perplexity.
This perplexity is formulised by Lacan in the question Che Vuoi? or What do you
want? The question here is doubly directed in that it is the question addressed by the
subject to the Other — what does it want from me? — but also in that it is the question
assumed by the subject to be addressed to him — what do you want? what is it that you

desire?

The ‘answer’ to this question is provided in the form of fantasy; (3&a). As we have
seen, the subject is necessarily constituted as incomplete. The subject, in its coming to

‘be’ through the mediating effects of the Other can only come to ‘be’ as lacking in
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itself. Conjoined with this notion, the Other itself is also seen to be lacking insofar as
the desire which the subject does experience is, in all its complexity, the desire of the
Other, thus indicating that both sides in this relation — the subject and the Other — are
necessarily incomplete. Were either complete, they would not desire, lack being that
which gives rise to the movement of desire. Put simply, if one truly had everything,
one would necessarily not want for anything else. A certain space or lack must exist in

order for the movement of desire to function.

Though this incompleteness cannot be completed, fantasy serves as a veil, a safeguard
against facing this incompletedness. Objet petit a, as the imaginary cause of desire,
allows a fantasmic sense of wholeness otherwise denied to the subject. The sense of
wholeness gives rise to a certain pleasure which comes to operate, through the mode
of fantasy, as surrogate for the being lost in the movement into meaning, the vel of
alienation. The sense of wholeness which would have been experienced in being
(were that not strictly impossible) or the sense of wholeness that the infant mistakes in
the mirror stage is (re-)enacted on the level of fantasy. This is not to suggest,
however, that the subject’s desire is in any way satisfied by this pleasure. Objet petit a
in the fantasy or the imagined relation of the subject (3) to objet petit a is never

achieved as such but rather functions as the imaginary cause of desire.

As we have seen, in Lacan’s appropriation of Freud’s Wo Es war, soll Ich werden,
‘Where It was, there must I come into being’, there is an implication of a movement
from the impersonal it, the unconscious, to the purely assumed position of
subjectivity. That which arises in and from the unconscious does so in a pulsating

moment and does so in the mode of the Other. The ‘I’ of the subject is the pure
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assumption of responsibility for this arising. As we have seen, the language one has at
one’s disposal to express ‘oneself” is always the language of the Other and as such is
radically other to, though also constitutive of, the subject. For Lacan the fantasy is the
“‘stuff’ of the ‘I’ that is originally repressed, because it can be indicated only in the
‘fading’ of the enunciation” (Lacan, 1977/1960: 314). That is to say, it is in and
through the fantasy that the mythic ‘I’ supposed to have preceded the advent of the
subject (3) as an effect of the Other is relived. This being the case, it is clear that the
subject who comes to ‘be’ (soll Ich werden) in the place where ‘it’ was (Wo ES war)
must be radically incommensurate with the subject sustained in relation to the objet

petit a, that is, with the subject in fantasy.

Fantasy then is at one and the same time a veil sustaining the subject against the Che
VUuoi? — against the radical unknowingness inherent in the symbolic order — and the
very structuration which allows desire to operate, which allows us to experience
desire. One way of understanding this dual function would be to recall that the
subject’s desire is always the desire of the Other. This formula, not unproblematically,
suggests that desire is never simply one. Desire, as experienced by the subject, is
always desire in response to the desire of the Other, in response to anOther desire.
Fantasy supports the subject’s desire and defends the subject against the threatening
approach and call of the Other’s desire. A desire which can only arise in the Other
insofar as the Other is itself incomplete. This allows us to more easy understand the

top half of the completed graph of desire.
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1.6 The Lack in the Other

Graph IV

Fig.7

Where on the lower half of the graph, the graph as represented in its second
formulation, we have on the left-hand side the symbol S(A), the signifier as a function
of the Other, in the upper half of the completed graph we have what might be
understood as the (partial) negation of this symbol, S(%), here set to mark the
“signifier of a lack in the Other” (Ibid.: 316). This is the notion that the Other in order
to be desiring must also be lacking. For Lacan, this signifier, S(%), functions as that
“signifier for which all the other signifiers represent the subject” (Ibid.). As we have
seen, the subject in Lacan’s understanding is not some being which can exist outside

language, utilising the armoury of words available for its own, independent, caprice.
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The signifier, producing itself in the field of the Other, makes manifest the
subject of its signification. But it functions as a signifier only to reduce the
subject in question to being no more than a signifier, to petrify the subject in
the same movement in which it calls the subject to function, to speak, as
subject. There, strictly speaking, is the temporal pulsation in which is
established that which is the characteristic of the departure of the
unconscious as such — the closing.

(Lacan, 1977/1973: 207)

Against what one might characterise as the ‘common-sense’ notion that language
(pre)exists as a tool to be utilised by a subject (or person) in the expression of their
(pre-linguistic) needs, wants, beliefs etc., the notion of subjectivity in Lacan’s work
posits a subject who only ever comes to be anything at all because of the signifying
chain of language, because of the (pre)existence of a symbolic order in which it comes
to operate. What is crucial here is that, if it is the order of signifiers which takes
logical precedence, then signifiers are not arsenal to be deployed between subjects, or,
to oversimplify, words are not carriers of