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Abstract

We investigate how Lacan abstracts Freud’s conceptualization of perversion into a
generic theory about the perverse subject structure. By focusing on the subject in
perversion, we aim to provide an alternative to the dominant discourse on perversion as
exemplified by the DSM V, which focuses on perverse traits and perverse behavior.

Our method consists of a conceptual study and close-readings of the relevant passages
from the works of both authors, supplemented with secondary sources from the Freudian
and Lacanian field.

Where Freud's views on fetishism and masochism/sadism start from a physiology-based
drift theory and are tainted by a phenomenological approach to these perversions, Lacan
analyzes perversion as the subject structure in which the subject deals with ‘jouissance’
by trying to fill the lack in the Other with its own lack.

We discuss also how Freud’s and Lacan's preoccupation with perversion is inextricably
interwoven with the development of their theories about the psyche in general. For Freud,
the study of the masochistic and sadistic drives leads to the to the discovery of the death
drive. For Lacan, the articulation of fetishism with lack in the form of privation, leads to
the refinement of his vision of the split subject, while the analysis of masochism and
sadism lead him to the conceptualize the object a, the lacking Other and jouissance.
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Introduction

Within the field of psychoanalysis, there is quite a large body of work about different
forms of neurosis and psychosis. While some authors, like Miller, Nobus, Swales and
Fink, do publish on perversion within the field of psychoanalysis, it remains a dark
continent. Within this field, we will try to bring a renewed reading of Freud’s and Lacan’s

key texts on perversion.

The object of this doctoral dissertation consists in studying Freud's and Lacan’s
theoretical views on fetishism and masochism/sadism, and in studying how both
perversions crystalize, in different moments of their oeuvre, into paradigms with which to

think perversion in general.

Our research question is the following: How do Freud and Lacan conceptualize fetishism
and masochism/sadism as paradigmatic perversions? And, more specifically: How do
Freud’s theories of fetishism and masochism/sadism as paradigmatic perversions evolve
in dialogue with three of his most central theoretical constructs: polymorphously perverse
infantile sexuality, the uncanny perception of the missing female phallus and the death
drive? How do Lacan’s views of the same crystalize out of the dialectics between

perversion and the concepts of lack, the object a, the Other and jouissance?

Two broad ideas guide our research. First, we examine and explore how Lacan abstracts
and develops Freud’s conceptualization of perversion into a clear, structural theory of the
subject of perversion. Secondly, we analyze how Freud’s and Lacan’s preoccupation with
perversion is intimately intertwined with the development of their respective theories of
the psyche in general, such that important parts of their theories of the psyche see the
light as a consequence of their struggle with perversion and that conceptual

13



breakthroughs in their general theories often allow them to re-think perversion in a fruitful
manner.

For Freud, we examine how his theories of fetishism and masochism/sadism as
paradigmatic perversions articulate around three of his central theoretical constructs:
infantile polymorphously perverse sexuality, the uncanny perception of the missing
female phallus and the death drive. Concerning Lacan, we study how his view of these
paradigmatic perversions forms a dialectic with the concepts object a, the Other and

jouissance.

When mentioning the subject of perversion, we refer to the Lacanian concept of the
subject. This is a complicated construct. Three levels in the development of this construct
can be distinguished in Lacan’s teachings.

Firstly, Lacan sees the subject as a hypokeimenon,’ literally as that what ‘underlies’ or is
‘thrown under’ discourse. It is defined as an effect of relations between signifiers: “The
subject is nothing other than what slides in a chain of signifiers,” Lacan says (1972, pp.
49-50).2 As such, the subject is determined by the symbolic order, which Lacan
alternatively calls the Other: “The subject is a subject only by virtue of his subjection to
the field of the Other” (1955, p. 188).

Secondly, Lacan defines the subject also in terms of a negative relationship with a new
kind of object. This object is initially defined as a lack: “The object is constituted by a
failing attempt to find back the original object lost at the first weaning. The result is that
the subject is always characterized by a lack, and that there is no such thing as an object
that can fill this lack” (1956, p. 15). The subject, in other words, is that what bears, what is
subjected to and constituted by this lack. Later, Lacan will call this lack the object a, and
will conceptualize the relationship of the subject to the object a as the fundamental
phantasm.

But there is also a third level in this conceptualization of the subject — a level beyond the
subject, in Lacan’s last teaching. There, the speaking being (“parlétre”), the carnal being
as ravaged by the real aspect of language, takes the place of the subject. It is defined not
by its relation to the Other or the object but by a knotting of the symbolic, imaginary and
real registers (1974; 1975).
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We limit ourselves almost exclusively to the first two conceptions of the subject as they
take form in Lacan’s work up to Seminar XlI (1964), because Lacan discusses perversion
most explicitly in this period of his oeuvre.

In Lacan’s theory, the subject as determined by its relationship to the signifier and to the
lacking object is conceptualized in terms of three mutually exclusive subjective positions
or clinical structures (Parker, 2011). We use the term position in the literal, mathematical
sense: as the relative location of an element respective to other elements. As such, a
subjective position is characterized by a specific relationship with the object a (1964, p.
87) and with the Other (1964, p. 183). The three clinical structures are neurosis,
perversion and psychosis. They are best understood when seen as different relationships
of the subject with the lack-of-being. Lacan describes these relationships using Freud’s
terms Verneinung, Verleugnung and Verwerfung, which he translates respectively as
denial, disavowal and foreclosure (Evans, 1996, pp. 195-197). In neurosis, the subject is
determined by denial of lack, while the psychotic subject — because it forecloses the
Name-of-the-Father — does not have a relation to lack.® The third possibility is for the
subject to disavow lack. This is characteristic for the subject of perversion, the object of
our doctoral dissertation.*

This focus on the subject of perversion allows us to distinguish between the subject of
perversion on the one hand and perverse traits or symptoms on the other hand
(Verhaeghe, 2001a; 2001b). The latter are often characteristic for the former, but can also
be found in the subject structures of neurosis and psychosis, and are as such not the
direct object of our study. We aim at a structural description of the subject of perversion,
not at a phenomenology of perversion. The study of the subject of perversion does thus
not pose the question of desirability, normality or sanity. As Lacan puts it: “What is
perversion? It is not simply an aberration in relation to social criteria, an anomaly contrary
to good morals, although this register is not absent, nor is it an atypicality according to
natural criteria, namely that it more or less derogates from the reproductive finality of the

sexual union. It is something else in its very structure” (Lacan, 1964, p. 221).
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This approach, which puts the subject central, differs radically from the nowadays
paradigmatic way to think the problem of perversion. To be more precise, contemporary
discourse, as exemplified by the DSM-5 (APA, 2013), doesn’t speak about perversion as
a subjective structure, but about paraphilic disorders, which is a radically different
concept. By treating paraphilias merely as deviations, contemporary discourse often
focuses exclusively on undesirable behavior or perverse traits and as such inherently

omits the question of the structure and of the subject of perversion.

For Freud, perversion is initially a question of partial drives that fail to be harmonized into
normal adult sexuality. Perversion, as he puts it, is the remnant of a failing Oedipus.
Looking at this failure through the lens of fetishism, he attributes it to the uncanny
perception of the absence of the missing female phallus and the ensuing disavowal of
castration. But when he uses masochism/sadism as the paradigm to explain the failure to
harmonize the partial drives, it is the deadly character of the masochistic and sadistic
drives that will be held responsible.

One cannot read Lacan without keeping in mind that he proposes a “return to Freud” (cf.
Lacan, 1966, pp. 197-268). In Freud’s wake, Lacan initially sees perversion as a clinical
structure in which lack — and castration, and the division of the subject, which are partially
overlapping concepts — is disavowed by the subject. But Lacan’s analysis goes deeper.
Disavowing lack, the subject finds itself in the position of object of the drive, or, to use
Lacan’s terminology, as the object a, cause of the jouissance of the Other. One could
alternatively say that the subject is identified with the object a, but by using the locution
“to find oneself in the position of...”, we accentuate the structural connotation (i.e. “What
is the relation between the subject, the Other and the object &"?) more than the
genealogical connotation (i.e. “What happened to the subject for it to be in such a relation
to the Other and to the object a’?). This choice has the added benefit of avoiding the
difficulties inherent to the Lacanian concept of identification, of which the significance
changes during the course of his teaching, but is not of major importance to our

argument.
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For Lacan, the main qualities of the subject structure of perversion are most apparent in
two kinds of perversion, in fine structurally equal, but with different accents: fetishism on
the one hand, sadism and masochism on the other hand. The disavowal of lack is
clearest in fetishism, while in sadism and masochism, the accent lies on the subject’s
position as object a that must complete the Other by provoking its jouissance (1962, pp.
114-115; pp. 123-124). Given the centrality of the concepts lack, object a, the Other and
jouissance in Lacan’s oeuvre, it is no surprise that he thinks the subject of perversion
mainly in terms of these four key concepts. In line with the temporality of Lacan’s work,
we first focus on fetishism, and secondly on sadism and masochism. Other perversions,
such as exhibitionism/voyeurism, perverse homosexuality, pedophilia and others, are
now and then addressed by both Lacan and Freud, but their handling of these topics
does not teach us much about perversion in general. Accordingly, they are not the
primary focus of this study.

It is also important to state that in this dissertation, we exclusively focus on male
perversion. While neither Freud nor Lacan entirely negate the existence of female
perversion, it is an altogether different affair. As Verhaeghe (2001a, p. 85) aptly puts it:
“‘Masculine perversion is explicitly a phallic perversion; female perversion is different,
because of woman’s different stance towards the phallic signifier”. Moreover, whenever
Freud or Lacan speak about female perversion, it is on the basis of or in contrast to male

perversion.

However, both authors study both perversions not only as paradigms that enable them to
understand the subject of perversion. As said, the “riddles” of fetishism and of
masochism/sadism also play a determining role in the development of their theories of
the subject in general. It opens ways of thinking the subject’s position in relation to the
drive — which Freud did in terms of the death drive, and Lacan in terms of jouissance —,
and, on that basis, an opportunity to rethink the object in relation to the subject — as
always already missing, like Freud did, or as object a, like Lacan.
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The sources for both author’s theories about perversion are different. While Freud starts
from the texts of the early sexologists and from his own clinic, Lacan’s main sources for
the study of perversion are Freud’s texts, supplemented with some key literary texts. In
that sense, Lacan’s clinic of perversion is mostly a textual one.

The impact of the study of perversion on the theory of the psyche in general and vice
versa is, as stated, one of the two broad ideas that guide our research. This is the main
reason why we opt to study the context and the conditions of possibility of Freud’s and
Lacan’s theory of perversion in depth. Now and then, this will lead us to dwell for quite a
while on topics and concepts that might not seem directly relevant to the study of
perversion at first sight. It is our hope that these detours will equip the reader with the
necessary tools to come to a broader understanding of the context in which both authors’
theories of perversions saw the light — and, most importantly, of the theory itself.

Our dissertation is logically divided in four parts: Freud on fetishism, Lacan on fetishism,
Freud on masochism/sadism and Lacan on masochism/sadism. These four parts mirror
the key aspects of our research question: How do Freud and Lacan conceptualize
fetishism and masochism/sadism as paradigmatic perversions? And, more specifically:
How do Freud’s theories of fetishism and masochism/sadism as paradigmatic
perversions evolve in dialogue with three of his most central theoretical constructs:
polymorphously perverse infantile sexuality, the uncanny perception of the missing
female phallus and the death drive? How do Lacan’s views of the same crystalize out of
the dialectics between perversion and the concepts of lack, the object a, the Other and

jouissance?

We address these questions through a conceptual study in which the oeuvres of Freud
and Lacan are examined in detail. We primarily focus on a close reading of key texts by
Freud and Lacan that deal directly with the main topic of our dissertation, but also on
some of their texts that provide the conceptual framework that enables the reader to
follow the evolution of the authors’ thoughts on the subject. Secondarily, we turn,
whenever appropriate, to secondary sources that offer other (close) readings of the texts

we deal with. However, while the secondary sources on perversion, Freud and Lacan are
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numerous, only very few of these directly deal with both a close reading of the texts we
focus on and with the topic of perversion. Where suitable, we open a dialogue with these
text in order to position our reading clearly within the field of Freudian and Lacanian

studies.

Below, we give a brief overview of the four parts of our dissertation.

Freud and fetishism

Freud’s early thoughts on fetishism are heavily indebted to Charcot, Binet and Krafft-
Ebing. These authors claim that in ‘normal love’, one finds fetishistic aspects or traits,
which are however harmoniously ordered and lead to ‘normal’ sexual intercourse.
Therefore, the behavior of the fetishist can’t be withheld as the distinctive criterion for
fetishism. This criterion lies in a subjective psychical state that finds its roots in an
association of the awakening of genital excitation with an exterior fact. This association of
ideas crystallizes into a fetish, the early sexologists say, which operates as a sign in a
language-based scenario that is instrumental for the regulation of sexual enjoyment in an
intense, non-standard way. In fetishists, one can find an ambivalent attitude towards the
fetishistic object, and a specific relationship to the law.

While all these elements influenced Freud, his conceptualization of fetishism goes much
further. Freud’s own ideas on fetishism develop in three phases, in which he gradually
shifts focus from the study of the object of fetishism to the study of the subject in

fetishism.

In the first period of theorizing about fetishism (around 1900-1905), Freud stays largely
tributary to the sexologists, which is most visible in his idea that ‘normal’, adult sexuality
develops out of polymorphous perverse infantile sexuality. But the novel idea of the fetish
representing the woman’s missing penis, makes here its first appearance. Freud
combines it with the idea of a symbolic connection between the fetish and a significant
memory from early infancy, which is already to be found in Binet.
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In the second period (1905-1920), the concepts of the castration complex and the
rejection of the absence of a penis in women play an important role. They are however
not yet articulated with the notion of perversion.

In the third and final period, these concepts are articulated with fetishism in two key texts:
“Fetishism” (1927e) and “Splitting of the Ego in the Process of Defense” (1940e [1938]).
In these papers, Freud crystallizes his theory on the origin of fetishism and enlarges it to
perversion in general. Yet, this is not all: Freud also shifts focus from the object of
fetishism to the subject in fetishism, whereby he discerns three main characteristics: a
specific rift in the ego, a language-based regulatory mechanism of sexual enjoyment,

centered on the sign character of the fetish, and a disavowal of sexual differentiation.

With his focus on fetishism, Freud puts his finger on the existence of sexual enjoyment
that goes beyond the pleasure-economy. However, it is only when Freud studies sadism
and masochism more closely that he comes to conceptualize the death drive to account
for this enjoyment. Lacan will further elaborate on this idea of enjoyment beyond pleasure
with his concept of jouissance.

On the level of the object, Freud takes a first step on the path that will lead Lacan to
develop his theory of the object a. Freud’s discovery concerns here a specific object as
the cause of the subject’s desire. This specific object is the fetishistic object, which is
thought of as instantiation of the missing phallic object, and is marked by a single, frozen

sign.

There are some less solid points in Freud’s theory. Firstly, Freud never comes up with an
explanation of the “why” of the fetishistic “choice”, leaving a serious gap in the
understanding of fetishism. Secondly, the link between language, sexuality and
perversion is pointed out, but remains conceptually underdeveloped. Thirdly, Freud never
arrives at a detailed articulation of fetishism in relation to his second, more complex
theory of the Oedipus complex. As we show in the second part, Lacan deals with these

topics in a more satisfying way.
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Lacan and fetishism

Lacan’s main thoughts on fetishism can be found in Seminar IV (1956), where he studies
the perverse structure through an analysis of fetishism. This analysis is based on and
partly imbedded in his theory of object lack®, which we study in detail.

To understand Lacan’s theory of object lack, it is necessary to go back to his early text,
“The Family Complexes” (1938), where subject development is described as deploying
across three complexes: the weaning complex, the intrusion complex and the Oedipus
complex. We will show the parallel with the three moments of object lack: real privation,
imaginary frustration and symbolic castration, which we analyze in detail. We confront our

interpretations with the readings of Gorog and Chiesa.

It is the development of his object lack theory that allows Lacan to describe fetishism as a
specific kind of object relation next to phobia and normality. According to Lacan, fetishism
is one of the possible positions of the subject in relation to privation. At one point during
development, the subject finds itself in an untenable, anxiety-provoking situation: in the
corner of an imaginary triangle of which the other corners are the mother and the phallus.
Without the introduction of a paternal fourth term, the only possible ‘solution’ to this
untenable situation consists in ‘being’ the phallus for the mother, which characterizes

perversion.

On the basis of his object lack theory, Lacan elaborates further on fetishism, expanding
the Freudian concept of screen memory with the concepts of the veil and its beyond. This
allows him to focus on the sign character of the fetish, reminiscent of Freud’s ‘Glance at
the nose’. He thinks of the fetish as a metonymy, in which the value of one signifier is
transposed onto another. While the fetish functions as a sign, it has the form of an image,
which is like a screen that protects the subject in fetishism from castration anxiety. As

image, it is non-dialectic and stays petrified.
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We argue that it are the fetishistic object and its beyond, where the fetishist experiences
paroxysmal, ahistorical pleasure, that put Lacan on the track of respectively the object a
and jouissance, two key concepts in his later work. As we show in part 4, it is the
elaboration of these two concepts that will allow Lacan to think the relationship between
the subject of perversion and its Other — at this stage still the (m)Other — in a more
abstract, more generic way: as the relationship where the subject is in the position of
trying to supplement to the lack of the Other.

Freud on sadism and masochism

For Freud, sadism and masochism are crucial concepts that occupy a central place in his
theory. The riddle of masochism leads Freud more than once to review his meta-
psychological theories drastically, and is the main motor for the change between his first

and second topologic models of the mental apparatus.

Freud thinks of sadism — and of masochism — mostly as drives, and not as clinical
structures. In part 3, we meticulously track the conception of both drives through his

work.

In a first moment, stretching roughly from “The Interpretation of Dreams” (1900a) to “A
Child is Being Beaten” (1919e), Freud sees sadism as a primary drive and masochism as
a (more or less indirect) transformation of it. During that period, both drives emancipate
slowly from the sexual drive, gain a more and more independent character, and Freud
develops the concept of “admixture” of different drives. In “Instincts and Their
Vicissitudes” (1915c) and in “A Child is Being Beaten” (1919e), Freud’s efforts to
elaborate his conceptual apparatus concerning the relationship between sadistic and
masochistic drives intensify, but result in a number of aporias. For example, as we will
explain, in “A Child is Being Beaten” (1919e), the idea of masochism becomes clearly
loaded with an enigmatic character. However, in this text Freud makes a big leap forward:
the analysis of the beating phantasm allows him to bring perversion in general in relation
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with the incestuous object and as such with the Oedipus complex. A failing Oedipus is

here seen as the root of perversion in general.

Only one year later, confronted with the traumatic experiences of soldiers returning from
the trenches, Freud comes to read the masochistic drive as characterized by a
compulsion to repeat. This leads him in “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” (1920g) to make
a radically new distinction: the distinction between death drive and Eros. In “The
Economic Problem of Masochism” (1924c), he applies this new insight to masochism in
detail. In the time between these two texts, but also after the second of them, some
interesting paragraphs on these perversions appear in different off-topic texts. The main
point in this second part of Freud'’s thinking on sadism and masochism, is the “discovery”
of masochism as a primary drive, as an instantiation of — and at the same time

paradigmatic model for — the death drive.

We will conclude that there are some lacks in Freud’'s theorizing about sadism and
masochism, which Lacan will address. Firstly, Freud speaks about sadism and
masochism as drives, but almost never reflects on the subject of sadism or masochism.
Secondly, it is not clear how Freud thinks the object in this phase of his work. Speaking
about the drives, the object seems to be almost absent from his speculations on
perversion. Only in his discussion of the phantasm in “A Child is Being Beaten” (1919e),

the object is staged, but, as we will argue, poorly.

Lacan on sadism and masochism

In this part, we focus on Lacan’s theories on sadism and masochism. Because of the
complexity of the source material and our choice to study the conditions of possibility of
Lacan’s theories on perversion, we analyze the evolution of the central concepts that will
allow him to come to a mature theory on sadism and masochism by Seminar X (1962).
Accordingly, a first introductory chapter deals with Lacan’s thoughts about sadism and
masochism before Seminar VIl (1959); the second chapter focuses on Seminar VIl itself.
The difficult paper “Kant with Sade” (1966) is the subject of the third chapter. These three
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chapters function as a preliminary to the fourth chapter, which focuses on Seminar X

(1962), and on Lacan’s more refined theory of sadism and masochism.

Before Seminar VII

Before Seminar VII (1959), Lacan speaks about sadism and masochism in different, only
loosely connected places. In his search for a differentiation between neurosis and
perversion, Lacan tries different approaches, which parallel the overall evolution of his
work, with a first phase where he stresses the imaginary order, a second with the accent
on the symbolic and a final one where the real plays the key role. As shown above, these
phases often intermingle and coincide.

Characteristic for the more imaginary approaches in Lacan’s early Seminars, are the
repeated use of his ‘mirror phase’ and, heavily linked to this, his ‘intrusion complex’ to
think perversion — especially when linked to Freud’s idea of primary sadism as
undifferentiated from primary masochism and to Sartre’s concept of the gaze of the other.

These ideas evolve into a more symbolic characterization of primary masochism as a
dialectization of primary sadism, a dialectization that Lacan thinks in one place as the link
between the Imaginary and the Symbolic, as such generalizing his idea of the fetishistic
object as unconscious speech frozen into a sign that we discussed in the part on Lacan
and fetishism.

But, alongside these — failing — attempts, more novel ideas surface, which have their
importance for Lacan’s later theory on perversion. We point out the link with primary
masochism and the death drive in the sense of life looking to return to ‘the stillness of the
stones’, the idea that perversion is always intersubjective — even if this intersubjectivity
stays here still imaginary —, the idea that the subject takes the position of the object in the
phantasm, the idea of the role of an observer, an actor and an object in the perverse
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phantasm and, last but not least, the idea of ‘an enigmatic, desubjectivated residue’,

which seems to point towards the object a as real.

In his Seminar on desire (1958), Lacan articulates his view on perversion with an
important phase of his elaboration of the object a, which will lead to a number of new

impasses that are, as so often with Lacan, fruitful for his later theory.

The first is Lacan’s articulation of desire with the phantasm and the object a. In the
beginning of the Seminar, he analyzes the object a as still imaginary, as based on the
image of the other (i(a)). We draw attention to the parallel with Lacan’s analysis of the
fetish-object in Seminar IV (1956). A bit further in the Seminar, Lacan starts to introduce
more and more often symbolic elements in his attempts to analyze the object a: the
signifier, the scenario, the chain and the real deprivation of the symbolic phallus. These
attempts culminate temporarily into a formula, defining the object of desire as the signifier
of its recognition, and into the idea that in desire, it is about a relationship to the Other.

As we show, some of Lacan’s attempts to describe the object a go further, and include
references to the Real, as in his analysis of the object a as being the result of a cut. The
object a is thought as a remainder, as a pound of flesh, drawn from the body, but also as
the interval in the chain of signifiers. It is the ransom the subject pays when confronted
with the lack in the Other, with the fact that there is no Other of the Other. It is Lacan’s
way to generalize the fetishistic object and the partial objects, including the phallus — a
necessary generalization to think sadism and masochism.

Without object a, we argue, perversion is unthinkable, and vice versa. We show how
Lacan tries many a time to come up with a structural distinctive criterion between

perversion and neurosis, and fails — fruitfully, once more.
Firstly, Lacan shows how Freud’s discovery of perversion — or at least of the infantile

polymorphous perverse tendencies — led to his conceptualization of the phantasm. Lacan

refers to Freud’s account of fetishism, where he finds a sequence or a scenario in what
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Freud describes as a screen memory, something that is cut off from consciousness —
which seems to lead Lacan to see perversion as prone to psychoanalysis.

Lacan also sees the accent in the perverse phantasm lying on the object a, not on the
split subject — that Lacan writes as $. This will be of crucial importance later.

In passing by, Lacan enumerates some traits proper to perversion: a ridiculous, comic
aspect to the phantasm — seen from the neurotic perspective, and the fact that the
phantasm of the pervert is spatial — the only structural determination he makes about

perversion.

In his analysis of scoptophilia, Lacan sees the Other as a partner in the perverse
phantasm, and speaks of the object a as a frap for desire, as that what provokes the
desire of the Other. At another moment, he speaks of the desire of the Other as being the
object a as such, and also of the subject in perversion as making up for the lack in the

Other. He identifies the object a for the scoptophilic as the split, and sees it as real.

When Lacan considers what it would mean for the phantasm to be realized, he speaks of
it as a confrontation with the desire of the Other. The result would be the fading of the
subject: the kernel of the phantasm is the disappearance of the split, and without a split,

without lack, there is no subject. What stays, is desubjectified jouissance.

While these points of view are crucial for his later development, they also lead to
impasses and paradoxes. As such, it is not clear if the object a is what enables the
subject to keep his lack, to keep his distance from the desire of the Other, or if it is, on the
contrary, that what the subject has to keep at distance. In the same sense, it is not clear —
and this will only become clear in Seminar X (1962) — if the object a is the aim or the

cause of desire.
Other interesting ideas surface when Lacan speaks about masochism, which he

acknowledges — just like Freud — to be ‘the final enigma’. Once more he analyses Freud’s
“A Child is Being Beaten” (1919e); this time, he puts the accent on the jouissance of the
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subject that lies in the desubjectivation, in the subject taking the object position, the

position of being reduced to nothing in the phantasm.

While the cut as object a, and as joint between the Symbolic and the Real, could be a
very promising tool for an analysis of perversion, Lacan forgoes this opportunity, and opts
instead to read the cut in perversion as a split, in the sense of Freud’s ‘split ego’ — which
leads Lacan almost at the very end of the Seminar to a description of perversion from an
imaginary angle.

It is only in Seminar VIl (1959) that the object a will appear as real — in the guise of the
Thing. It is around this concept of the object a as real that much of the loose strands we
find before Seminar VIl (1959) take their coherence.

Seminar VII

In his Seminar on the ethics of psycho-analysis (1959), Lacan develops the concept of
the Thing. This construct is an instantiation of his concept object a, and builds on Freud’s
death drive. It also sheds light on the concept jouissance, which is elaborated in
reference to the Law and the Thing, and characterized as an excess of pleasure,
clarifying the idea of the possibility of “pleasure in pain”, which caused Freud so much
conceptual trouble.

It is precisely this concept that will allow Lacan later to think perversion in a truly
structural fashion.

Because of the importance of Lacan’s complex conceptual developments in this Seminar
for the understanding of his later theory on sadism and masochism, we discuss his
conceptual elaborations in detail.

But, while complex and granular, at the time of Seminar VII (1959), Lacan’s conceptual
apparatus is not yet refined enough to allow him to think sadism and masochism in a
satisfactory way.

While already in this Seminar, Lacan articulates Kant's second Critique with Sade’s
“Philosophy in the Bedroom” (1795), arguing that this text “yields the truth of the Critique”
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(1966, p. 646), it will only be with the return to this question in “Kant with Sade” (1966)

that Lacan will elaborate what it means to be the subject of the jouissance of the Other.

Kant with Sade

Two years after the Seminar on ethics, Lacan returns to the same problem with his paper
“‘Kant with Sade” (1966). In this paper, Lacan explores the Sadean maxim and the
Sadean phantasm, and articulates the position of the subject of perversion in terms of the

relationship with the object a and the Other.

Lacan’s formulation and analysis of the Sadean maxim lays the groundwork for his later
development of the relationship between the subject in perversion and the Other, and for
the interpretation of the relationship between the subject and the Other in general. It is
instrumental in trying to detail the complexity of this relationship. For this goal, Lacan
uses an array of rich notions, ideas and concepts that we examine in detail: the non-
reciprocity of intersubjectivity, the importance of the kerygma, pain as a means to
perverse jouissance and, finally, the status of the object of the law. For the study of
perversion, the most important notion is certainly that the subject in perversion aims at

the Other’s jouissance.

While Lacan’s attempt to clarify the relation between the subject and the Other clearly
partly fails, it is a necessary step to come to Lacan’s theory of perversion in Seminar X
(1962), where the relationship between the subject in perversion and its Other will find a
more stable form.

The same can be said of Lacan’s schema of the Sadean phantasm, for which the
analysis of the Sadean maxim paves the way. We analyze its structure, its form and its
constituent parts in detail, and comment on Lacan’s use of notions as the cause, the vel,
the barred and the unbarred subject. The most interesting result of this analysis is the

possibility to understand the subject in perversion as a split subject striving for its
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reconstitution, through an alienation of its pathos and at the cost of being the instrument
of the jouissance of the Other.

It is, however, only on the basis of his ulterior theory concerning the object a as object-
cause-of-desire that Lacan will be able to think sadism and masochism in a stable way.
This happens in the Seminar on anxiety (1962).

Seminar X

Contra Freud, in Seminar X (1962), Lacan thinks anxiety as a subjective experience that
is not without an object. At this point in his work, the notion of the object a is clarified,
precisely because of the link with the object of anxiety. Where before the object a was
characterized as the object that is the goal-of-desire, here it unfolds as the object cause-
of-desire.

It is in this context of anxiety and the object a-cause-of-desire that Lacan can think
perversion in terms of the position of the subject in relation to object a, the lack of the
Other, and jouissance. This is formulated in his model concerning the perverse
phantasm, in which the subject of perversion is in the position of the object a,
supplementing the lack in the Other. This phantasm can be read as an abstraction and
further development of Lacan’s formula for fetishism, in which the subject in perversion
supplements the (m)Other’s castration by occupying the position of her phallus.

Lacan (1962, pp. 113-115) distinguishes two figurations of the perverse phantasm: a
sadistic and a masochistic one. In masochism, the subject of masochism seems to aim
for the jouissance of the Other by presenting himself as object a to the Other. But in fact,
he aims for the Other’s anxiety. In sadism, on the other hand, the subject seems to aim
for the anxiety of the Other, but in fact aims for the Other’s jouissance.

As such, the Seminar on anxiety not only allows to formulate a theory on sadism and
masochism, but also on perversion in general. In an abstract and general manner,
perversion can be thought of as the subject structure that deals with jouissance by
supplementing the lack in the Other with the subject’s own lack.
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In the discussion of this dissertation, we refer back to the two main questions underlying
our research.

We conclude firstly that Lacan indeed abstracts Freud’s conceptualization of perversion
into a more generic, truly structural theory. While Freud’s views of fetishism and
masochism/sadism never entirely leave behind a physiologically based drive-theory and
are still tainted by a phenomenological approach of these perversions, Lacan articulates
perversion as the subject structure in which the subject is in the position of the object a,
cause of the jouissance of the Other.

Secondly, we conclude that Freud’s and Lacan’s preoccupation with perversion are
clearly closely linked with the development of their respective theories of the psyche in
general. Most importantly for Freud, the study of the masochistic and sadistic drives
leads to the discovery of the death drive. For Lacan, the articulation of fetishism with lack
in the form of privation leads to the refinement of the concept object a and the analysis of
masochism and sadism leads him to conceptualize the lack in the Other and jouissance.
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PART 1

Freud on fetishism: the forgotten cornerstone of
sexuality
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Introduction

In this part, we discuss Freud’s theory on fetishism, and examine the sources he bases
himself on to elaborate his theory. The most important of these are three texts of the end
of the 19™ century: Charcot and Magnan’s ‘Genital Inversions, and Other Sexual
Perversions’ (1882), Alfred Binet's ‘Fetishism in Love’ (1887) and Krafft-Ebing’s
‘Psychopathia Sexualis’ (1886). We follow the main line of their respective theorizing on
fetishism, where the attempt of categorization of the perversions, a fascination with raw
case-material and a focus on degeneracy and heredity as causes are pivotal. But we also
highlight passages in their texts that, while their authors turn a blind eye to them, contain
observations and ideas that later theories on fetishism focus on.

Freud’s own theory of fetishism develops in three phases, in which he gradually shifts
focus from the study of the object of fetishism to the study of the subject in fetishism.
Firstly, he briefly deals with fetishism in the context of the study of perversions in his
groundbreaking work on sexuality from 1905: “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality”
(1905d). While very indebted to Charcot, Binet and Krafft-Ebing, he also, almost between
the lines, lays the first stone of his later theories: the idea that a fetish stands in for the

woman’s missing phallus.

In the period between 1905 and 1910, Freud develops this idea further and puts fetishism

in relation with infantile masturbation and the castration complex.

In the third period, from 1911 onwards, we first follow the dialectical development of the
three aforementioned ideas — infantile masturbation, the castration complex and the
missing phallus — and subsequently focus on two of Freud’s most important late texts. In
‘Fetishism’ (1927e) and “Splitting of the Ego in the Process of Defense” (1940e [1938]),
Freud describes the formation of a screen memory as the origin of fetishism, which leads
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to the introduction of the concept of ‘disavowal’ and the ensuing ‘splitting’ of the subject’s
ego. Freud sees ‘disavowal’ as a specific defense mechanism, which is characteristic for
and unifies his views on perversion in general. Decades later, Lacan will firmly link the
particular defense mechanisms with particular subject structures: repression with
neurosis, denial with perversion and foreclosure with psychosis. Last but not least, we
examine Freud’s intuition of the linguistic mechanisms at play in fetishism. While most
commentators miss this aspect, this sign-character will be of prime importance to Lacan’s
theory of fetishism.

Freud’s sources

At the end of the nineteenth century, the pioneers of sexology take to perversion in
general and specifically to fetishism as one of their main objects of study, the imprint of
which still is detectable in today’s psychiatric discourse. From all the sexual deviations,
as Foucault puts it in his “History of Sexuality” (1978), fetishism is studied by the
sexologists as “the model perversion” which, “as early as 1877, served as the guiding
thread for analyzing all the other deviations” (p. 154). Three of these sexologists are of
prime importance to our study of fetishism, because of the influence they have on Freud’s
theories: Charcot, Binet and Krafft-Ebing. They are all fascinated by perversion in general
and fetishism in particular: they study these phenomena as the ‘limit cases’ that must

throw light on ‘normal’ human sexuality.

Two facts explain this fascination. Firstly, in contrast to ‘normal’ sexuality, fetishism — as in
the stereotypical shoe fetishism — does not necessarily involve an animate sexual object.
Secondly, there is no such thing as human sexuality without a certain fixation on
inanimate objects — or at least with non-genital body parts. But despite this fascination,
the research of the pioneer sexologists doesn’t result in much more than an abundant
collection of case descriptions and the idea that fetishism, like other perversions, is the
result of degeneracy. The seeds for a more complete theory on fetishism, however, are
already present in some of their works: several of their observations, interpretations and
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ideas provide the building blocks for Freud’'s subsequent work, which is the reason why

we review their major contributions.

Charcot and Magnan

Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-1893) is one of France’s most influential physicians of the end
of the 19™ century. His work on hysteria and hypnotism at the Salpétriére clinic in Paris
attracts the attention of Freud, who works with Charcot in 1885 and 1886. This
collaboration will contribute greatly to Freud’s later work and the birth of psycho-analysis
(Mijolla, 2005, p. 275).

In 1882 Charcot publishes, together with his colleague Valentin Magnan, the influential
paper ‘Genital Inversions, and Other Sexual Perversions’ (Charcot & Magnan, 1882). The
two physicians are the first to describe cases of what will later be labeled fetishism from a
medical perspective. In the paper some cases of homosexuality — the ‘inversion of the
genital sense’ — are discussed, followed by three cases of fetishism. While these cases
are impressive, they are put in the same bag as homosexuality: “they constitute simply
some of the semeiologic varieties under which degenerates can present themselves”
(Charcot & Magnan, 1882, p. 305).° The authors speak, for all sexual perversions, of an
‘obsession’ with an object. Whatever object the obsession focuses on, is a matter of
indifference to Charcot and Magnan: “Whether instead of hobnails, nightcaps, or of the
white apron, we consider an obsession that has a man as its object, the phenomena take
place in the same manner” (pp. 321)".

The authors draw a parallel with what they call other ‘impulsive states’ — they refer to
dipsomania as an example — where they find “the same struggles, the same resistances,

(p.
322).8 These ‘impulsive states’ are, even when they look benign, always manifestations

the same anxieties, and habitually, at all costs, ‘the final satisfaction of the sick need
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of an underlying mental problem: “One needs a specific field (hereditary predisposition,
degeneracy) for such a flourishing to produce itself; also, whenever one takes a closer
look at the pathologic life of these individuals, one will always [...] discover the most

profound nevropathic or psychopathic state” (p. 322).°

Despite the fact that the authors do not single out fetishism as a perversion in its own
right, the three cases of fetishism Charcot and Magnan describe — in which the fetishes
are, as mentioned above, nails for woman’s shoes, nightcaps and white aprons — are all
rich in detail and worth of further study. Because of their historic value and because of
certain details of the observations that will later on reveal their theoretical value, we will

quote from all three of them.

The hobnail fetishist

Around the age of six or seven, M. X... was already pushed by an irresistible
instinct to look at woman’s feet to see if there were nails at their soles; whenever
there were, the sight of these nails produced in his entire being an undefinable
happiness. Two young girls, family members, stayed in his house; he went to the
place where their shoes were kept; he took them with a feverish and trembling
hand; he touched the nails, he counted them, he couldn’t keep his eyes off them,
and in the evening, in his bed, he focused his thoughts alternatively on one or the
other of these young girls, and he let them play a fantastical role that he imagined;
he saw her mother lead her to the shoemaker, he heard her command to garnish
the shoes of her daughter with nails, he saw the shoemaker put the nails on and
return the shoes to the young girl; then, he tried to imagine the sensations that she
felt walking with her hobnailed shoes; finally, he inflicted the cruelest tortures to the
girl, he put hobnails under her feet, like one does with horses, or he cut her feet off,
and at the same time he masturbated (p. 308)."

From the rest of the text, and from the almost voyeuristic fascination of the authors, it is
clear that what the authors want to describe most, is the ‘abnormality’ of the situation. But
the fact that the patient gets sexually aroused by inanimate objects, and even ejaculates
at the mere sight or touch of it, is only interpreted as proof of their subject’s degeneracy.
However, their observation and interpretation contain some interesting elements around

which the later theories of fetishism will revolve:
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The fetishistic tendency is already present during childhood, whereby the age of six or

seven is frequently mentioned.

The fetishist constructs a fixed scenario. This is especially clear in the following quote:
‘one of these fantastic stories [...] came back to his mind, sentence by sentence” (p.
309)." The fact that the scenario ‘comes to the mind’ of the patient ‘sentence by
sentence’ is important: it stresses the fixity of the fetishistic scenario, but also points to its
linguistic character, to the fact that it consists of language: “the intensity of his spasm [...]
is not always the same, it varies with the circumstances: it is less intense, for example,
when M. X..., speaking with a shoemaker, he hears him talk, in a general manner, about
nails one uses to put on women’s shoes; it is more intense if he speaks about women he
knows, or, if instead of saying to put nails on boots of women, the shoemaker says: to

shoe women’s boots, and better still to shoe women” (p. 311)."

The scenario results in and revolves around a significant image: the cutting off of the feet.
While Charcot and Magnan simply present this observation without any further
interpretation, it is interesting to point out that it is specifically this kind of image,
representing the removal of a body part, that Freud later interprets as related to

castration.

The fetishists seem to be overcome by their sexual enjoyment in an unmediated, direct
way. The enjoyment seems to be too big, out of control: “The impression is sometimes
such that he is on the verge of feinting, or has nervous and irrepressible fits of laughter
which last several minutes” (p. 312).13 They also mention exaltation, spasms, feeling
submerged by a force superior to one’s will, burning head, stiffened extremities, clenched
teeth, closed fists, and an impossibility to resist (pp. 307-314).

The existence of a special kind of canalization of sexual enjoyment. The subject in
fetishism masturbates while telling himself his fetishistic scenario, but tries to delay
ejaculation in order to make the scenario last. This shows how the fetishistic scenario
protects — and at the same time fails to protect totally — the subject against a sexual
enjoyment that is out of control. It is as if it were an attempt to ‘tame’ or ‘regulate’: “he

36



would have wanted that the ejaculation did not take place, because it kept him from
continuing and finishing his story, and he preferred by far the pleasure he felt from the
story to the pleasure the ejaculation procured him” (p. 309)."

The nightcap fetishist

In the case of the nightcap-fetishist one also finds the infantile character: the fetish
appears first when the subject is five years old. It occurs when the subject sees —
probably for the first time — a naked woman. Here, the fetish (a wrinkled female head with
a nightcap) seems to function at the same time as a stand-in for the female sexual organ
(the wrinkled head) and as something that covers it: the nightcap. This ambiguity of the
presence/absence of the sexual organs will later on be one of the keys around which the
theories of fetishism will revolve. The elements and their description, however, are

already present in Charcot and Magnan'’s text:

At the age of five years, having slept for five months in the same bed as a parent of
about thirty years old, he felt for the first time a singular phenomenon; it was a
genital excitation and the erection, from the moment he saw his bed companion
put on a nightcap onwards. Around the same period, he had the occasion to see a
female servant undress, and from the moment she put on her nightcap, he felt very
excited and the erection produced itself immediately. Later onwards, only the idea
of the head of an old woman, ugly and wrinkled, but with a nightcap on, provoked
the genital orgasm (p. 315)."

In the nightcap fetishist, we can again recognize the presence of images that Freud will
later interpret as related to castration: “he has hallucinations at night, these already made
their appearance at the age of ten [...]: he mostly sees a black beast that wants to take
him by the throat” (p. 316)."

The white apron fetishist

From the third case, the fetishist of white aprons, we isolate only one trait, a trait Lacan
later elaborate as particularly characteristic for perversion: the special relationship of the
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fetishist to the law: in order to get hold of his fetish, which is a common object he could
have come by in many other ways, the fetishist sometimes transgresses the law to get
hold of his object of predilection: “at fifteen impulsive obsession pushing him to steal
white aprons to masturbate with; dreams of white aprons; sometimes sleeps with the
white apron; three condemnations for theft of white aprons” (Charcot and Magnan, 1882,
p. 317).

From Charcot and Magnan’s descriptions of cases of fetishism, apart from their historical
importance and from the idea that sexual objects can be inanimate, we retain three key
traits. They are not the traits that Charcot and Magnan stress themselves, but they are
the traits that show the compatibility between the two cited authors and Freud’s and
Lacan’s later theories:

Firstly, a fetishistic tendency can be present at an early age. Secondly, some fetishists
construct fixed, language-based scenarios that seem to regulate sexual enjoyment and in
which the fetish stands in for the female sexual organ, ambiguously hiding and revealing
it at the same time. Finally, some fetishists have a specific relationship to the law.

Binet

Alfred Binet (1857-1911) is a French psychologist, mostly known as the father of the
famous Binet-Simon intelligence test. As a researcher at the Parisian neurological clinic
la Salpétriere, he studies the new field of hypnosis and suggestion under Jean-Martin
Charcot. For psycho-analysis, Binet's importance lies in his 1887 paper “Fetishism in
Love” (1887), the only paper he wrote on the subject.

It is Binet who coins the use of the term fetishism to describe a certain type of sexuality.
He points out the origin of the word fetish, a derivative from the Portuguese fetisso, which
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means enchanted thing, fairy thing; fetisso itself comes from fate, destiny. The field from
which Binet borrows the term is anthropology: “The adoration of these ill people for
inanimate objects like nightcaps or hobnails resembles on all points the adoration of the
wild man or the negro for fish bones or for shiny stones, with the difference that, in the
cult of our ill people, the religious adoration is replaced by a sexual appetite” (p. 144)."

The case-material Binet refers to comes mainly, as the quote above shows, from Charcot
and Magnan’s study. Unlike them, Binet clearly separates fetishism from other
perversions. The common denominator for fetishism is that of sexual arousal by
‘unnatural’ objects. Binet speaks of “the penchant that subjects sense for objects that are
incapable to satisfy normally their genital needs. [These] subjects have in common a
quite curious characteristic: a sexual appetite that presents a vicious insertion that
applies itself to objects to which normally it does not apply” (p. 144)."

Unlike Charcot and Magnan’s psychiatric angle, Binet provides a more psychological
account of the phenomenon. This psychological point of view makes him focus less on
hereditary factors or degeneration. Instead, he deals with “the direct study of the
symptom, of the analysis of the formation of its mechanism, in the light that these morbid
cases throw on the psychology of love” (p. 260)." For the author, his study of fetishism
revolves around a single question: “Why does one love one person instead of another?”
(p. 260).%°

As for the various fetishistic behaviors, Binet describes them as a continuous spectrum:
“fetishism differs only by degree from normal love: one can say that it is present as a
germ in normal love; it suffices that the germ grows to make the perversion appear” (p.
272).

Binet even calls normal love the result of a complicated fetishism: “in normal love the

fetishism is polytheistic: it results, not from a unique excitation, but from a myriad of
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excitations: it is a symphony. Where does the pathology start? It starts at the moment the
love of an ordinary detail becomes prominent, to the point where it effaces all the others”
(p. 274).%2

Types of fetishism

The fetishistic spectrum stretches from ‘normal fetishism’ or ‘fetishism in love’ to
‘pathological fetishism’, which Binet also terms respectively ‘small fetishism’ and ‘grand
fetishism’. Small fetishism is a constitutive part of normal sexuality: “there is a constant
dose of fetishism in the most regular love” (p. 144).% It is the factor that explains why a
subject is sexually attracted to a certain class of objects instead of being attracted to all
objects indiscriminately, and as such one of the reasons why Binet is interested in
fetishism: because it throws light on ‘normal’ sexuality. The type example of small
fetishism makes this clear: ‘A rich, distinguished, intelligent man marries a woman without
youth nor beauty nor anything that attracts men commonly; there is maybe in these

unions a sympathy of smell or something analogous: it is small fetishism” (p. 145).%*

Grand fetishism, on the contrary, is a perversion of “degenerates who sense an intense
genital excitation during the contemplation of certain inanimate objects that leave the

normal individual completely indifferent” (p. 144).?

Notwithstanding Binet’'s curiosity for two of Charcot and Magnan’s examples of grand
fetishism cited above — in which the fetishes are nightcaps and hobnails —, he seems to
be fascinated even more by the third example, which seems to typify grand fetishism for
him. Where the hobnail-fetishist is caught by the police masturbating in front of a
cobbler’s, and the lover of nightcaps needs to think about his object in order to be able to
have intercourse with his wife, the object of a third fetishist is, according to Binet, even

more bizarre: “the obsession, formerly fixed to white aprons, extended itself progressively
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to all white objects; washed linen drying on a line, and even a chalk-whitened wall suffice
to provoke a sexual reaction” (p. 163).%°

The differentiating factor between grand and small fetishism lies, for Binet, in the relation
to the object: in small fetishism, the object is a beloved person, in grand fetishism it is
either a singular aspect of a person — a big nose for instance —, or an object that
seemingly bears no relation to a person — like the extreme example of the lover of white
objects. The fascinating factor, on the other hand, apart from the remoteness between
the fetish and the normal sexual object, seems to be the fact that some fetishists break
the law in order to obtain the object of choice — as in Binet's examples of a fetishist
cutting off female hair in public and one who steals white aprons (p. 144).

Another distinction Binet introduces to subdivide fetishists, is also the one he uses to
divide his paper in chapters: it is a rather clumsy subdivision by types of fetish. He calls
‘the cult for corporal objects’ (or ‘plastic love’) the cases where “the cult addresses itself
to a fraction of the person, or to an emanation of the person” (p. 160).?” The second
category is ‘the cult of material objects’: “The material objects of this cult of love are loved
mostly because they call a person to mind: they have principally an assumed value. In
other cases, we see the inert thing acquire some kind of independence; it is loved not any
more for the person it calls to mind, but for itself” (p. 161).28 As a third category, Binet
proposes the cult for a psychic quality (or ‘spiritual love’). As he only deals with cases of
masochism under this heading — as a cult for the dominant character of woman — this

category is of less importance to the study of fetishism.

Association of ideas

After Binet’s description of cases and his distinctions of fetishism in categories, he comes
to a new definition of pathological fetishism: “[it] consists of the exaggerated sexual

importance that one attaches to a secondary and insignificant detail” (p. 262).%° It is
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“some kind of hypertrophy of an element that results in an atrophy of all the other

elements” (p. 263).

As for the cause of this hypertrophy, whether for the ‘degenerate’ grand fetishism or the
‘normal’ small fetishism, Binet points to an accidental ‘association of ideas’ between
sexual arousal and an insignificant detail from infancy: “We find a coincidence between
the genital excitation and an exterior fact; the coincidence changes in an association of
ideas [...] at an age where all associations are strong [...] — there we have the source of
the obsession” (p. 166).

This association of ideas only has a pathogenic effect when the ground is prepared by
heredity: “As for the causes of the fetishism described above, they are difficult to
disentangle. The heredity comes first, as a preparation” (p. 159).30 But heredity is not
enough: “Heredity, in our opinion, is not capable to give to this illness its characteristic
form; when a subject adores hobnails, and another one woman’s eyes, it is not heredity
that is in charge of explaining why their obsession bears on one object instead of on
another” (p. 164).%"

In an aside to the main line of his argument, Binet deals with smells as fetishes. He
seems fascinated with the predominance of the olfactory over the other senses, and even
sees it, next to hereditary factors and the association of ideas, as a possible cause of
fetishism (p. 159).

Some characteristics Binet ascribes to this ‘association of ideas’ and its consequences

are most interesting:

The association of ideas is a psychical cause (p. 152). It is like a canal that conducts the
flow of sexual feelings (p. 151). It arises by accident: “In the preceding observations, we
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saw that an accident, as such totally insignificant, has been engraved in profound and
indelible traits in the memory of these sick people” (p. 167).% Association proceeds by
abstraction and generalization: “One notices, in the evolution of the sexual perversion,
the abstraction leads to the generalization. The sick person doesn’'t attach himself
uniquely to a particular person: his love is not individualist” (p. 264).33 As such, it contains
a detachment of the object from its surroundings, making an independent whole from a
part (p. 263). Finally, it works by resemblance or contiguity (p. 152).

The importance of these characteristics lies in the fact that it is a mental process (the
association of ideas) that causes the way sexual enjoyment is organized (i.e. as
fetishism) for the patient.

This mental process is responsible for the choice of the sexual object by abstraction and
generalization of a frait, which is isolated and made into an independent whole. It is
explained by Binet as a fixation of details by a sign: “The necessity to fixate these little
evasive nuances by a word that serves as a sign for them, makes us adopt the term of
abstraction” (p. 263).>* As such it is not only responsible for the choice of the object, but

as well for its constitution.

A striking example of this sign-character of the fetish is to be found in Binet’s description
of the hobnail fetishist: “he finds a burning pleasure in repeating words destined to
enliven the image of these objects; he is very pleased with the expression ‘to shoe a
woman” (p. 167).%° What is striking here, is the fact that it is the mere repetition of words
that arouses a burning pleasure: the fetish seems here to be condensed into one simple,
but charged expression. It are precisely these kind of ideas that allow Lacan later on,
using the conceptual framework of structuralism, to theorize the linguistic character of the
fetish. As for the character of the fetishistic sexual enjoyment, it is interesting to note how
it can be fotal, how it can be sufficient, and how it can be more infense than ‘normal’
sexual enjoyment: “This unnatural love has a tendency to produce continence; to put it

better, it produces impotency with a psychic cause” (p. 267),°° and: “an erection can
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result from the sole contemplation of the object. A genital excitation of such intensity

surpasses a little bit the normal level” (p. 150).%

At the end of his paper, Binet concludes that fetishism is a different arrangement of the
same elements we find in normal sexuality: there is the idea of a broken harmony, where

one part of the sexual drive detaches itself from the whole and takes center stage:

Normal love is harmonious; the lover loves all elements of the woman to the same
degree, all parts of her body and every manifestation of her soul. In the sexual
perversion, we don’'t see any new element appear; but the harmony is broken;
love, instead of being aroused by the entire person, is only aroused by a fraction.
Here, the part substitutes itself for the whole, the accessory becomes the principal
[...] The love of the perverted is a piece of theater where a simple extra advances
towards the stage and takes the place of the first role (p. 274).%®

Historically speaking, Binet’'s paper signifies an important progress in the understanding
of fetishism. A thorough reading of the paper confirms the three ideas retained from
Charcot (see above), but we retain five new key ideas as well, which, as with Charcot,
appear more in the unelaborated observations of his paper than in the main line of his

argument:

Normal love has fetishistic aspects, but in normal love these aspects are connected in a
‘harmonious’ fashion. A coincidence between genital excitation and an exterior fact
produces an association of ideas, which crystallizes into a fetish. This association of
ideas is not only responsible for the choice of the fetishistic object, but as well for its
constitution. The fetish regulates sexual enjoyment: it can be sufficient for total sexual
enjoyment, which can surpass the intensity of normal sexual enjoyment. Moreover, it

operates as a sign that takes the place of the sexual object.
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Krafft-Ebing

Richard Freiherr von Krafft-Ebing (1840-1902) is an Austro-German sexologist and
psychiatrist. He is the first psychiatrist to attempt a systematic, scientific study of the
whole field of atypical sexuality. His main work, “Psychopathia Sexualis, with especial
reference to the antipathic sexual instinct, a medico-forensic study” (Krafft-Ebing, 1886) is
a famous and extensive series of case studies covering the varieties of human sexual
behavior. This book stays the reference work on psycho-sexual diversity for decades. We
trace the main line of the chapter on fetishism, and highlight some ideas that seem
precursory to later theories on fetishism.

Refining Binet

In “Psychopathia Sexualis”, Krafft-Ebing divides what he calls ‘cerebral neuroses’ into
four categories, one of which is paraesthesia: sexual desire for the ‘wrong’ goal or object.
Under paraesthesia he classifies, among others, homosexuality, sexual fetishism,
sadism, masochism and pedophilia. His definition of fetishism is simple and
straightforward: “The association of lust with the idea of certain portions of the female
person, or with certain articles of female attire” (Krafft-Ebing, 1886, p. 218). Remark the
difference with Binet’s definition: the stress lies here more on the connection of the fetish
with the female body.

Krafft-Ebing’s case material is extensive: he describes 37 cases of fetishism, divided in
four categories. Once more, cases of fetishism are subdivided according to the objects
that function as fetish: firstly ‘the fetish is a part of the female body’, secondly ‘the fetish is
an article of female attire’, thirdly ‘the fetish is some special material’, and fourthly, oddly
enough, ‘beast fetishism’. This latter category, in which Krafft-Ebing deals with zoophilia,
is beyond the scope of this study, but it is interesting to note that Charcot
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(homosexuality), Binet (masochism) and Krafft-Ebing (zoophilia) all include what we now

see as different perversions, in the same category as fetishism.

Just like Binet, Krafft-Ebing also breaks fetishism down in a ‘normal’ and ‘pathological’
variety: he calls them respectively ‘physiological’ and ‘pathological’ fetishism. Here as

well, the transition between both forms is gradual.

Krafft-Ebing considers physiological fetishism as an integral, non-pathological component
of love: “the especial power of attraction possessed by certain forms and peculiarities for
many men — in fact, the majority — may be regarded as the real principle of individualism
in love” (p. 218).

What makes pathological fetishism pathological is: “the fact that the whole sexual interest
is concentrated on the impression made by a part of the person of the opposite sex, so
that all other impressions fade and become more or less indifferent (Krafft-Ebing, 1886:
p. 219).

Krafft-Ebing seems to find it difficult to designate a criterion to distinguish the
physiological from the pathological. While he often points out the necessity for the
presence of the fetish for the possibility of performance of coitus, he also discusses
cases in which coitus without presence of the fetish is merely difficult: the possibility of
the performance of coitus cannot be a pathological criterion.

Where the fetish is a part of the female body, Krafft-Ebing sees ‘purely subjective
psychical states’ as the pathological criterion: “they do not regard coitus as the real
means of sexual gratification, but rather some form of manipulation of that portion of the
body that is effectual as a fetish” (p. 220). What is interesting in this point of view, is the
fact that the pathological criterion doesn't lie in behavior that deviates from the norm, but
in a subjective psychical state.
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Fetishism of inanimate objects or articles of dress, on the other hand, is pathological as
such. The author admits that in normal love, some inanimate objects can become the
object of worship, but only “because they represent a mnemonic symbol of the beloved
person absent or dead whose whole personality is reproduced by them” (p. 221). The

pathological criterion lies in the fact that for the fetishist:

The fetish constitutes the entire content of his idea. When he becomes aware of its
presence, sexual excitement occurs, and the fetish makes itself felt [...] At the sight
[of the fetish], worn by a lady or even alone, they are thrown into sexual
excitement, even to the extent of ejaculation (p. 222).

Just like for Binet, the fetish constitutes the whole of the sexual object; just like for Binet,

fetishism regulates sexual enjoyment entirely.

For Krafft-Ebing, unsurprisingly, pathological fetishism, like most of the other perversions,
occurs only on the basis of a psychopathic constitution that is for the most part hereditary,
or on the basis of existent mental disease. However, unlike the other perversions, and
notwithstanding a constitutional basis, for pathological fetishism every case requires a
specific event which affords the ground for the perversion. Krafft-Ebing explicitly borrows
this idea from Binet: “we may accept Binet’'s conclusion that in the life of every fetishist
there may be assumed to have been some event which determined the association of
lustful feeling with the single impression” (p. 222). As a stand-in for a single impression,
the fetish “assumes the form of a distinctive mark” (p. 19).

Krafft-Ebing also mentions the idea of an accidental association:

This event must be sought for in the time of early youth, and, as a rule, occurs in
connection with the first awakening of the vita sexualis. This first awakening is
associated with some partial sexual impression (since it is always a thing standing
in some relation to woman), and stamps it for life as the principal object of sexual
interest. The circumstances under which the association arises are usually
forgotten; the result of the association alone is retained (p. 220).
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While rephrasing Binet, Krafft-Ebing goes a little bit further, is a little bit more precise. The
small differences in his formulations are of interest in the light of the later theories of
fetishism: the origin of fetishism is connected with the first awakening of sexual desire,
the association is with a partial sexual impression, and this impression is always a thing
that stands in some relation to woman. Also interesting is the mention of the forgetting of

the circumstances under which the association arises.

New ideas

Krafft-Ebing’s refined clinical line of reasoning also opens the way for some new ideas
that one does not find in Binet, but will be of importance for the subsequent development
of psychoanalytic theory on fetishism. These ideas do not belong to the main line of his
argument, but can be sifted out from details of cases, in footnotes and in casual
observations. We retain three of these.

The first idea is the anticipatory function of the fetish. As Krafft-Ebing describes in a
footnote to his treatment of female attire as fetishes, “the partly veiled form is often more
charming than when it is perfectly nude [...] This depends upon the effect of contrast and
expectation” (p. 248). So, when female attire functions as a fetish, it has to do something
with the expectation of seeing the female genitals. Also, the perception of the fetish,
stands in contrast and covers the actual sight of the female genitals. Later, Lacan uses
the anticipatory function to interpret the fetish as a veil which protects the subject against

an expected, but uncanny perception of the female genitals.

The second idea of a double, seemingly contradictory behavior towards the fetish is
similarly touched upon only sideways: “A combination of fetishism with an impulse to
destroy the fetish (in a certain sense, sadism with objects) seems to occur quite
frequently” (p. 253). This ambivalent attitude towards the fetishistic object is even more
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clear in the following quotation: “the impulse to injure the fetish [...] represents an element
of sadism toward the woman wearing the fetish” (p. 274).

A third and last idea we want to highlight is one we already highlighted in the paragraph
on Binet: the linguistic aspect of the fetish. Krafft-Ebing hints at it in two places. The first
one, where the author relays the words of a fur-fetishist, sounds quite innocent: “Merely
pictures of costumes of furs and velvet are objects of erotic interest to me; indeed, the
very word “fur” has a magic charm, and immediately calls up erotic ideas” (p. 270). The
second significant passage is taken from a case where the fetish is the foot of a halting

female:

he anchored his hope on the thought that he might succeed in winning and
marrying a chaste lame girl, that, on account of his love for her, she would take pity
on him and free him of his crime by “transferring his love from the sole of her foot
to the foot of her soul.” He sought deliverance in this thought (p. 236).

This passage indicates more than just the fact that there is a relation between the fetish
as an object and the words representing it. It shows that in connection to fetishism,
something linguistic is operative on the level of the unconscious. Also noteworthy is the

transference of value from the foot to elsewhere.

Conclusion to Krafft-Ebing

While Krafft-Ebing compiles a wealth of case-material, he doesn’t really take the theory
on fetishism further than Binet's. However, because of their future importance, we retain

the following key traits that appear in the filigree of his treatise:

It is not in behavior that deviates from the norm, but in a subjective psychical state that
the criterion for fetishism lies. The origin of fetishism is connected with the first awakening
of sexual desire, associated with a partial sexual impression of a something that stands in
some relation to woman. The circumstances under which the association takes place are

forgotten. 1t is in the form of a distinctive mark that the fetish arises. The fetish functions
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as a veil that protects the subject against an expected perception of the female genitals.
Fetishism is often characterized by an ambivalent attitude towards the fetishistic object.
In fetishism, something linguistic is operative of which the subject is not conscious. The

fetish functions as a container to which value from elsewhere is transferred.

Conclusion on Freud’s predecessors

The close reading of the three key texts of Freud’s predecessors and the special
attention we gave to some traits that link their work with Freud’s and Lacan’s later
theories, allow us not only to show the richness of their observations and thinking, but
also to point out some aspects in their argument that are vague or absent, and that Freud

and Lacan later will refine or fill in.

The observations and the thinking of the sexologists result into some key ideas on
fetishism. They can be summarized as follows:

Normal love has fetishistic aspects, but these aspects are harmoniously ordered and lead
to ‘normal’ sexual intercourse. Therefore, the behavior of the fetishist can’t be seen as the
pathological criterion for fetishism. This criterion lies in a subjective psychical state that
finds its roots in an association of the awakening of genital excitation with a contingent
exterior fact. This association of ideas crystallizes into a fetish, which operates as a sign
in a language-based scenario that is instrumental for the regulation of sexual enjoyment
in an intense, non-standard way. In fetishists, one can find an ambivalent attitude towards

the fetishistic object, and a specific relationship to the law.

Under the next heading, we will discuss how Freud’s theories on fetishism build largely
on the findings of the sexologists, but also expand beyond them. The three most
important points Freud adds to their framework are the following:
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Firstly, the fact that the perception that lies at the root of fetishism is a traumatic one and
concerns the difference between the sexes, condensed in the fact that women do not
have a penis. Secondly, the fact that disavowal of this perception and an ensuing splitting
of the ego is central to a better understanding of fetishism and of perversion in general.
Finally, the idea that the sexuality of the ‘normal’ subject is structured and canalized
around the prohibition of incest, while the fetishist lacks this structure.

Freud’s missing female phallus

As said, Freud relies heavily on the work of the first sexologists; but his theory stretches
far beyond. Like Binet, he sees the human sexual instinct as always already deflected by
what he calls a partial overvaluation of the sexual object and thus by fetishism: “[In
fetishism....] the point of contact with the normal is provided by the psychologically
essential overvaluation of the sexual object, which inevitably extends to everything that is
associated with it. A certain degree of fetishism is thus habitually present in normal love”
(Freud, 1905d, p. 154).%° For Freud, as for his precursors, fetishism stays the cornerstone
of sexuality. And, as ‘abnormal’ sexuality, it is characterized as the perversion of

perversions — a notion Lacan will later use.*

But the central idea he introduces about the origin of fetishism, is new. Freud claims that
the disavowal of an infantile traumatic perception of the fact that women have no phallus,
leads to a displacement of libidinal value from the missed phallus to the fetish (1927e, p.
152). That, what in the texts of the sexologists remained a blind spot, becomes explicit in
Freud. According to him, the fundamentally fetishistic character of sexuality can be
structured — and this is the normal case — by what Freud calls the Oedipus complex.

In his theory about fetishism, Freud argues that without the structuring influence of the
Oedipus complex, a person’s subsequent sexuality will remain fetishistic, and that at the
basis of fetishism a disavowal can be found that gives rise to a splitting of the ego. As he
elaborates this idea, Freud’'s theoretical work passes through three phases, which we
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discuss in the following paragraphs. In a first phase, fetishism is interpreted based on a
model of drive-defense and repression. In the second phase, Freud’s theory on fetishism
gradually develops in the background of the introduction of his second topical model of
the psychic apparatus. In the third phase, Freud comes to locate the mechanism of
disavowal (Verleugnung) at the center of his theory on fetishism. All the while, fetishism is

seen as paradigmatic for the interpretation of all perversions.*’

It is important to stress that the term Oedipus complex in Freud covers a broad network
of ideas and concepts, which develop considerably over the course of his oeuvre. It is
remarkable that in his analysis of fetishism, he only uses it in its ‘simplest’ sense, the one
he develops first in his work.

The most known and most obvious part of this network of ideas and concepts turns
around the classical love of the parent of the opposite sex and hate for the parent of the
same sex. The International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis puts it well: “[The Oedipus
complex] designates a network embracing the wishes and hostile impulses of which the
mother and the father are the objects, along with the defenses that are set up to counter
these feelings” (de Mijolla, 2005, p. 1183).

The term first appears in Freud’s work in “A special type of object-choice made by man”
(1910h, p. 171), but the reference to the myth of Oedipus is to be found already in a letter
to Fliess from October 15, 1897: “I have found, in my own case too, falling in love with the
mother and jealousy of the father, and we now regard it as a universal event early
childhood... If that is so, we can understand the riveting power of Oedipus Rex” (Masson,
2006, p. 344).

But another crucial part of this network turns around the concept of the law and the
prohibition of incest as foundations for culture and subjectivity. It is more complex, more

abstract and surfaces later in Freud’s work. It is the crystallization of what he calls in his
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“Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d) the “mental dams against sexual
excesses — shame, disgust and morality” (p. 191) — without using the term Oedipus
complex. This crystallization happens only clearly in “Totem and Taboo” (1912-1913).

Laplanche and Pontalis describe it well:

This idea is brought out particularly in the hypothesis proposed in Totem and
Taboo (1912-13) of the killing of the primal father — an act seen as the first moment
in the genesis of mankind. Questionable as it is from an historical point of view, this
hypothesis should be understood primarily as the mythical transposition of the
inevitability, for every human, of being an ‘Oedipus in germ’. The Oedipus complex
is not reducible to an actual situation — to the actual influence exerted by the
parental couple over the child. Its efficacy derives from the fact that it brings into
play a proscriptive agency (the prohibition against incest — which bars the way to
naturally sought satisfaction and forms an indissoluble link between wish and law
(1988, p. 286).*

This second, more complex elaboration of the Oedipus complex is unfortunately not used
by Freud to articulate the special relation between the subject in perversion and the law.

It is one of the lacunae Lacan will try to fill.

First period: unsuitable substitutes for the sexual objects

In order to understand the context in which Freud deals with fetishism, it is important to
keep in mind how close he stays to the above mentioned sexologists. He studied under
Charcot in 1885-86 (Jones, 1961), read and quoted Binet,*> but probably was not
acquainted with him — at least two of his most important biographers do not mention an
encounter.** As for Krafft-Ebing, he was in close contact with Freud at the University of
Vienna. Although he was highly critical of Freud’'s work, Krafft-Ebing actively supported
Freud’s application for a professorship (Oosterhuis, 2000). It is with their work as main
source material that Freud develops his early ideas on sexual aberrations — i.e.
perversions — in general. Accordingly, before focusing on fetishism, we deal first briefly

with Freud'’s early views of perversion in general.
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Infantile sexuality as polymorphous perverse

The key text is here “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d, with important re-
editions in 1910, 1915, 1920, 1922 and 1924), the first of which is devoted to the study of
“The sexual aberrations”. The other two essays, respectively “Infantile sexuality” and
“Transformations of puberty” are of less importance to our study.

The essay on sexual aberrations is structured around an attempt to develop a detailed
classification for the different deviations, a method Krafft-Ebing used as well in his
Psychopathia Sexualis (1887). The two main categories of aberrations Freud discerns,
are deviations in respect to sexual objects and deviations in respect to sexual aims. The
sexual object is defined as “the person from whom sexual attraction proceeds”, the
sexual aim as “the act towards which the instinct tends” (Freud, 1905d, p. 135). The norm
from which Freud studies the deviations is double: sexuality with a normal object and a
normal aim, where the normal sexual object is an adult of the opposite sex and the

normal aim is genital intercourse.

What makes Freud’s theory dig deeper into perversion than the pioneer sexologists, is
the lens through which he looks at sexual aberrations. His investigations into perversion
start from the material with which his neurotic patients confront him. The unconscious
sexual fantasies his analytic work brings to the surface, incites him to study infantile
sexuality. Where his precursors see normal sexuality as containing fetishistic traits, he
finds the roots of normal sexuality in infantile sexuality, which he claims is essentially
perverse. Freud first mentions — albeit cursorily — this view of perversion as inherent to
infantile sexuality in a letter to Wilhelm Fliess from 24 January 1897 (Masson, 2006, p.
289), and develops it further in “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d).

The idea of infantile sexuality — and thus the roots of sexuality in general — being
perverse might seem shocking. But when one applies Freud’s definition of perversion, it
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becomes clear that infantile sexuality is seen as perverse simply because the infantile
sexual aim is not genital intercourse: “The sexual aim of the infantile instinct consists in
obtaining satisfaction by means of an appropriate stimulation of the erotogenic zone
which has been selected in one way or another” (1905d, p. 184). This allows Freud to
claim clearly that “the sexual instinct of children proves in fact to be polymorphously
perverse” (p. 234).

The connection of sexuality with genital intercourse is made later in development, in the

second phase of sexual maturation, during puberty:

The activity of the sexual instinct [...] has hitherto been derived from a number of
separate instincts and erotogenic zones, which, independently of one another,
have pursued a certain sort of pleasure as their sole sexual aim. Now, however, a
new sexual aim appears, and all the component instincts combine to attain it, while
the erotogenic zones become subordinated to the primacy of the genital zone
(1905d, p. 207).

This idea of subordination is reminiscent of Binet's view of normal sexuality as a
symphony, in which the different instruments are harmonized by one musical director
(Binet, 1887, p. 274).

The perverse nature of infantile sexuality, which only later becomes subordinated to
genital sexuality, makes infantile perverse sexuality the root and essence out of which all
adult sexuality develops. But in “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d), Freud
doesn’t study infantile perverse sexuality for its own sake. His goal is to throw light on the
neurotic subjects he encounters in his practice. He defends the thesis that neurotic
symptoms give — albeit in an indirect fashion — expression to drives which could be
described as perverse if they wouldn’'t have been repressed (1905d, p. 231). In other
words, repression is the central concept around which Freud structures his theories

concerning sexuality, whether normal or deviant.
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It is in the context of the study of the unconscious sexual fantasies of neurotics that Freud
coins the phrase that will have a strong influence upon the subsequent theory of
perversion in psycho-analytic literature: “[neurotic] symptoms are formed in part at the
cost of abnormal sexuality; neuroses are, so to say, the negative of the perversions” (p.
165).%°

This phrase should be handled with care. The metaphor of the ‘negative’ seems to imply
a symmetry, a possibility of two way-traffic, of perversion changing into neurosis and of
neurosis changing into perversion. But this is not what Freud says. Perversion is —
logically and historically — first, and can — under certain circumstances — develop into
neurosis. The other way round is a no-go: neurosis cannot develop into perversion.
Moreover, neurotic symptoms are formed only in part at the cost of perverse, pre-genital
sexuality; the other part is formed at the cost of ‘normal’, genital sexuality. In neurosis,
both parts are repressed. This allows us to state that if neuroses may be a transformation
of infantile perversion that might look like a negative of perversions, perversions are
certainly not simply the negative of neuroses.

Why is this nuance so important? Because it shows that the fate of all adult sexuality is
determined by the vicissitudes of the infantile ‘polymorphously perverse’ sexuality. Note
the distinction between infantile and adult sexuality: when infantile sexuality remains
unrepressed, the subject will develop into a perverse adult; when normal adult sexuality —
appearing at adolescence with the subordination of the component drives to the genital

aim — is too heavily repressed, the subject will turn out neurotic (pp. 231-232).

Next to perversion and neurosis, Freud adds a ‘normal case’, which he situates between
both extremes:

In one class of cases (the perversions) [the roots of sexual instinct] may grow into
the actual vehicles of sexual activity; in others they may be submitted to an
insufficient suppression (repression) and thus be able in a roundabout way to
attract a considerable proportion of sexual energy to themselves as symptoms;
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while in the most favorable cases, which lie between these two extremes, they may
by means of effective restriction and other kinds of modification bring about what is
known as normal sexual life (p. 172).

The fact that in the case of neurosis Freud speaks in one instance about “too heavily
repressed” and another instance about ‘“insufficient suppression” may seem
contradictory. But this seeming contradiction can be cleared when we keep in mind that
Freud uses here two kinds of repression: an early, infantile repression of the (perverse)
component drives, which he calls “the mental dams against sexual excesses — shame,
disgust and morality” (p. 191), which are constructed during childhood, and a later,
adolescent repression of ‘normal’ sexuality. That is how he can claim that: “Most
psychoneurotics only fall ill after the age of puberty as a result of the demands made
upon them by normal sexual life. (It is most particularly against the latter that repression
is directed)” (p. 170).

To distinguish the component drives from normal sexuality, he uses a hydraulic metaphor.
The ‘normal sexuality’ is seen as the main bed of a stream, while the component drives
are collateral channels. In perversion, there never was a main bed: all libido continues to
flow through the collateral channels, which never have been blocked. But in neurosis,
“the libido behaves like a stream whose main bed has become blocked. It proceeds to fill
up collateral channels which may hitherto have been empty” (p. 170). In the normal case,
the libido is properly channeled through the main bed. But in all of the three cases —
neurosis, normality or perversion — the origin of the adult sexual constitution is infantile

polymorphously perverse sexuality.

Notwithstanding the fact that the ideas of a failing repression of the component drives
and a developmental model of human sexuality throw new light on perversion, Freud still
does not depart from the classic hypothesis that constitutional factors and heredity would
cause fetishism: “The fact that this [...] turns in the direction of fetishism, as well as the
choice of the fetish itself, are constitutionally determined” (pp. 235-236). In this, he

doesn’t differ from the sexologists. In his later work, the explanatory function of
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constitutional factors and heredity will gradually lose importance. In his main text on

fetishism (1927e), for instance, the notion of constitutional factors is not mentioned at all.

The fetish as representative of woman’s missing penis

How then does fetishism fit in with Freud’s early view on perversion? In his complex
classification of sexual aberrations, Freud makes a distinction between ‘deviations of the
sexual object’ and ‘deviations of the sexual aim’. The former category covers inversion,
pedophilia and zoophilia. All of these are cases where the sexual object is not an adult of
the opposite sex. He reserves the term ‘perversion’ for the latter category: the cases in
which the sexual instinct tends to another act than genital intercourse. This category, in
turn, falls apart in “sexual activities which either (a) extend, in an anatomical sense,
beyond the regions of the body that are designed for sexual union, or (b) linger over the
intermediate relations to the sexual object which should normally be traversed rapidly on
the path towards the final sexual aim” (p. 150). In this latter part on “intermediate
relations”, the focus lies mainly on sadism, masochism, voyeurism and exhibitionism. It is
in the former part on ‘anatomical extensions’ that Freud discusses fetishism, under the
header “Unsuitable substitutes for the sexual objects — fetishism”. The other headers are

“sexual use of the mucous membrane of the lips and mouth”, “sexual use of the anal

orifice’ and ‘significance of other regions of the body” (p. 150).

Freud defines fetishism as the case where “the normal sexual object is replaced by
another which bears some relation to it, but is entirely unsuited to serve the normal
sexual aim” (p. 153). But while Freud deals with fetishism under the ‘Deviations of the
sexual objects’, he stipulates that fetishism should have been dealt with earlier in the text,
under the heading ‘Deviations of sexual aims’. The reason he gives, is the fact that he
didn’t want to study fetishism until he had enlightened the reader about the ‘overvaluation
of the sexual object’. This overvaluation — another term Freud borrows from Binet —
consists in the psychical valuation with which the sexual object is investigated. This
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valuation is not restricted to the genitals, but extends to the whole body of the sexual

object and to every sensation derived from it.

It is this overvaluation that explains the fact that sexuality is always already deflected
from the ‘normal’ sexual aim, just like all sexuality is always primarily perverse: “[In
fetishism....] the point of contact with the normal is provided by the psychologically
essential overvaluation of the sexual object, which inevitably extends to everything that is
associated with it. A certain degree of fetishism is thus habitually present in normal love.”
(p. 154). But where this deflection is partial in normal sexuality, it is complete in fetishism.
Till here, what Freud says is almost an exact reformulation of Binet. But the following is
new: the fact that the deflection is only partial in normal sexuality, is due to repression —
of the ‘collateral channels’. In the same way, in ‘normal’ adults, the perverse instincts are

partially repressed, while in pervert adults, they are not.

While Freud sees perversion as insufficiently repressed infantile sexuality, this
explanation does not suffice to answer for the specificity of the fetishistic object relation,
which consists in the characteristic fixation to ‘unsuitable substitutes for the sexual
objects’. Freud stresses this specificity: he considers fetishism as “quite specially
remarkable” (p. 153) and adds: “No other variation of the sexual instinct that borders on
the pathological can lay so much claim to our interest as this one, such is the peculiarity
of the phenomena to which it gives rise.” (p. 153).

To explain the cause of fetishism, Freud suffices with quoting Binet: “Binet (1888) was the
first to maintain (what has since been confirmed by a quantity of evidence) that the
choice of a fetish is an after-effect of some sexual impression received as a rule in early
childhood” (p. 154). In the main text of the 1905 edition, Freud doesn’t elaborate on what
kind of sexual impression might have such after-effects. He adds, also without
elaboration, Binet’'s idea of an association of ideas, which he calls an unconscious
symbolic connection: “the replacement of the object by a fetish [can be] determined by a
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symbolic connection of thought, of which the person concerned is usually not conscious”
(p. 155).

Notwithstanding his special interest in the phenomenon and the promising idea of an
unconscious symbolic connection, Freud only devotes five paragraphs to fetishism in the
main text of the 1905 edition of the “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d).
Despite this summary treatment, we find the root of Freud’s future, novel theory on
fetishism hidden in an aside to a footnote, and only as applicable to a special case. In the
footnote itself, Freud ventures an explanation for foot and shoe fetishism, which clearly is
inspired by Binet’s remarks on smells as fetishes: coprophilic pleasure in smelling which
has disappeared due to repression. The aside to the note is more interesting and novel:
“Another factor that helps towards explaining the fetishistic preference for the foot is to be
found among the sexual theories of children: the foot represents a woman’s penis, the
absence of which is deeply felt” (p. 155). The discovery that a fetish represents the
traumatic perception of the absence of woman’s penis, which in “Three Essays on the
Theory of Sexuality” (1905d) only appears in a footnote, is the cornerstone on which
Freud builds his subsequent theory of fetishism.

Overall, in this first period of theorizing about fetishism, Freud stays largely tributary to
the sexologists. But the novel idea of the fetish representing the woman’s missing penis,
combined with the symbolic connection, will be taken up, reworked and combined with
new ideas in subsequent works. They will crystallize in Freud’s later theory of fetishism, in
which the idea of repression of the perception of the missing penis of women, still absent

here, takes center stage.
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Second period: the uncanny absence

Between 1905 and 1910, Freud studies the phenomenon of the little boy’s refusal to
recognize the fact that woman have no penis, but initially without linking it to fetishism.
Examples of the study of this phenomenon are to be found in “On the Sexual Theories of
Children” (1908c) and in the famous case study of Little Hans, known under the title of
“Analysis of a Phobia in a Five-Year-Old Boy” (1909b).

Before analyzing the examples, in order to avoid some common misunderstandings, we
will briefly discuss the concept ‘phallus’ in Freud’s work. He does not make a clear
distinction between ‘penis’ and ‘phallus’. In his early work, both words clearly only
designate the real, biological, male organ. Being male or female is seen as an anatomic
fact, and synonymous of the fact that people have or do not have a penis. Later on, the
concept ‘phallus’ seems to take on a wider, more blurred significance, identifying not only
the real organ, but also the symbolic function this organ plays. This allows Freud in “The
Infantile Genital Organization” (1923e) to claim that for children, “maleness exists, but not
femaleness” (p. 312). In other words: the male sexual organ has a symbolic function, the

female sex has not.

Laplanche and Pontalis note that “what really characterizes the phallus and re-appears in
all its figurative embodiments is its status as a detachable and transformable object”
(1988, p. 313). Due to these characteristics, the phallus can be said to have a symbolic
function and to be able to circulate, be given and received. Laplanche and Pontalis
contend that these features are present in Freud’s texts, but they acknowledge that this
conception of the phallus is predominately elaborated in the work of Lacan, who will build
on the difference between penis and phallus to differentiate between what he calls the
imaginary, the symbolic and the real phallus, which we will discuss later.
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But let us now turn to the examples. In the first example, from “On the Sexual Theories of
Children” (1908c), Freud sketches that the refusal — or inability — to recognize that
woman have no penis, finds its source partly in the first infantile sexual theory. It consists
in a belief in the absence of sexual differentiation by attributing a penis to everybody: “the
boy’s estimate [of the value of the penis] is logically reflected in his inability to imagine a
person like himself who is without this essential constituent. When a small boy sees his
little sister’s genitals, what he says shows that his prejudice is already strong enough to
falsify his perception. He does not comment on the absence of a penis, but invariably
says, as though by way of consolation and to put things right: “Her — ‘s still quite small.

But when she gets bigger it’ll grow all right” (p. 216).

We find the same example of the refusal or incapacity to recognize sexual difference in
the case history of Little Hans (1909b), which probably served as one of the three
sources Freud used in “On the Sexual Theories of Children” (1908c). In both instances,
the phenomenon is described in terms of a simple rejection of perceptual evidence,
without connecting it to fetishism.

It is only in “A childhood memory of Leonardo Da Vinci” (1910c) that Freud makes the
link. He interprets the artist’s childhood phantasm of a vulture which comes to his cradle
and opens his mouth with its tail as an unconscious wish to see woman as provided with
a phallus: “We can now provide the following translation of the emphasis given to the
vulture’s tail in Leonardo’s phantasm: “That was a time when my fond curiosity was
directed to my mother, and when we still believed she had a genital organ like my own”
(p- 98). Freud links this idea to the reverence for the foot by foot fetishists, and to the
behavior of the hair despoilers described by Binet and Krafft-Ebing:

The fixation on the object that was once strongly desired, the woman’s penis,
leaves indelible traces on the mental life of the child, who has pursued that portion
of his infantile sexual researches with particular thoroughness. Fetishistic
reverence for a woman’s foot and shoe appears to take the foot merely as a
substitute symbol for the woman’s penis which was once revered and later missed;
without knowing it, ‘coupeurs de nattes’ play the part of people who carry out an
act of castration on the female genital organ (1910c, p. 96).
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This quotation fills in a gap we find in the early Freud and confirms what we read
between the lines in Charcot and Binet. It shows that the fetish stands in for the missing
female phallus — by a symbolic connection, that there is a link with castration and it
explains the ‘ambivalent attitude’ towards the fetishistic object. It also foreshadows
Freud’s later expansion of the idea that the fetish is a substitute for woman’s missing
phallus from foot fetishism to fetishism in general.

Two other ideas of prime importance to Freud’s later theory on fetishism are also to be
found in the first edition of “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d), but are
expressed with more clarity and concision in “On the Sexual Theories of Children”
(1908c). These ideas are the role of infantile masturbation and the castration complex,
seen as the effect of the threat with castration:

The child, having been mainly dominated by excitations in the penis, will usually
have obtained pleasure by stimulating it with his hand; he will have been detected
in this by his parents or nurse and terrorized by the threat of having his penis cut
off. The effect of this ‘threat of castration’ is proportionate to the value set upon that
organ and is quite extraordinarily deep and persistent (1908c, p. 217).

In two letters to Karl Abraham of 1909 and 1910 (Falzeder, 2002, p. 83; pp. 105-106),
Freud ventures a new, original idea concerning the origin of fetishism: “The fetish [...]
results from a particular kind of repression, that we could qualify as partial: a part of the
complex is repressed, another part is idealized” (Falzeder, 2002, pp. 105-106). This
‘partial repression’ and ‘partial idealization’ of the castration complex can be seen as the
kernel of what Freud later will call a ‘splitting of the ego’ (Chasseguet-Smirgel, 2006, pp.
43-44).

Together with the idea of infantile masturbation, the three ideas surfacing during this
period of Freud’s work — the castration complex, the rejection of the uncanny absence of
a penis in woman and the splitting of the ego — serve as the cornerstones of Freud'’s late
theory on fetishism. Here, they are still vague, largely unconnected and not articulated to

fetishism, which leaves an important gap in his theory. Moreover, the explanation of
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certain phenomenological and structural characteristics of the subject in fetishism lacks
completely. This articulation and this explanation are provided in his two seminal papers
“Fetishism” (1927e) and “Splitting of the Ego in the Process of Defense” (1940e [1938]).

Third period: from the object to the subject

Freud’s later thoughts on fetishism are to be found in the later editions of “Three Essays
on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d), and in the seminal papers “Fetishism” (1927e) and
“Splitting of the Ego in the Process of Defense” (1940e [1938]). These thoughts do not
only refine the explanation of the constitution of the fetish as a sexual object, but also
provide insights in the fetishistic subject structure. They can be summarized as follows:
two insisting events from childhood (the threat of punishing masturbation with castration
and the uncanny perception of the absence of the penis in women) influence the
development of the subject after the facts (‘nachtraglich’) and are instrumental for the
formation of the subject. If the wuncanny perception is subject to disavowal
(‘Verleugnung’), the outcome will be fetishism, characterized by the formation of a screen

memory and the splitting of the ego.

We will first look at the mutual influence of the castration complex and the uncanny
perception in Freud’s work in general, and then focus on the concepts of ‘disavowal’ and

the ‘splitting of the ego’ in the two key texts mentioned above.

Mutual influence of castration complex and uncanny absence

The refinement of the explanation of the origin of fetishism consists in the elaboration of
the ideas of the castration complex and the uncanny absence, and in the analysis of their

mutual influence. This mutual influence is only understandable by making use of Freud’s
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concept of Nachtraglichkeit (translated as ‘deferred action’ or, more precisely, as

‘afterwardsness’).

In a note to the 1923 edition of the case study of Little Hans, Freud stresses the

universality of the castration complex:

Any one who, in analyzing adults, has become convinced of the invariable
presence of the castration complex, will of course find difficulty in ascribing its
origin to a chance threat — of a kind which is not, after all, of such universal
occurrence; he will be driven to assume that children construct this danger for
themselves out of the slightest hints, which will never be wanting (1909b, p.8).

But the threat initially stays without effect: “A threat of castration by itself need not
produce a great impression. A child will refuse to believe in it, for he cannot easily
imagine the possibility of losing such a highly prized part of his body” (1940d, p. 276).

The little boy will continue masturbation as before, and the threat in isolation won'’t have
any effect.

Once more, another example of this idea is to be found in Little Hans:

When he was three and a half his mother found him with his hand on his penis.
She threatened him in these words: ‘If you do that, | shall send for Dr. A. to cut off
your widdler. And then what’ll you widdle with?’ Hans: ‘With my bottom.” He made
this reply without having any sense of guilt as yet. But this was the occasion of his
acquiring the ‘castration complex’ (1909b, p. 8).

In isolation, the sight of the absence of the phallus in a woman doesn’t need to be
traumatic either. The child just thinks: “Her — is still quite small. But when she gets bigger
it'll grow all right” (1908c, p. 216).

But if the two events are not traumatic in isolation, how can their combination be? In
Freud’s work, different occurrences of these two events and their interplay are to be
found in several texts. We will try to disentangle their interaction.
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In “On the Sexual Theories of Children” (1908c), where the two events are dealt with in
the context of homosexuality, it seems that the castration threat is traumatic on its own,
and the horror provoked by the perception of the missing phallus, merely a consequence:

The child, having been mainly dominated by excitations in the penis, will usually
have obtained pleasure by stimulating it with his hand; he will have been detected
in this by his parents or nurse and terrorized by the threat of having his penis cut
off [...] The woman’s genitalia, when seen later on, are regarded as a mutilated
organ and recall this threat, and they therefore arouse horror instead of pleasure
(1908c, p. 217).

In “Leonardo Da Vinci and a memory of his childhood” (1910c), the agency of the events
is rendered in a slightly different way. When the boy sees the genitals of little girls, the
observation initially stays without result: it only leads to the conclusion that girls have
small penises that will grow later. When the boy is threatened with castration, it doesn’t
produce a traumatic effect, either. It is only in combination with a new observation, after
the castration threat, that the uncanny result is produced: “Under the influence of this
threat of castration he now sees the notion he has gained of the female genitals in a new
light; henceforth he will tremble for his masculinity” (1910c, p. 95).

In “The dissolution of the Oedipus complex” (1924d), the stress is put on the deferred
effect of the castration threat:

Sooner or later the child, who is so proud of his possession of a penis, has a view
of the genital region of a little girl, and cannot help being convinced of the absence
of a penis in a creature who is so like himself. With this, the loss of his own penis
becomes imaginable, and the threat of castration takes its deferred effect (1924d,
pp. 175-176).

In “Fetishism” (1927e) finally, the agency and chronological order of the events stay the
same, but the accent lies on the refusal to believe: “What happened, therefore, was that
the boy refused to take cognizance of the fact of his having perceived that a woman does
not possess a penis. No, that could not be true: for if a woman had been castrated, then
his own possession of a penis was in danger” (1927e, p. 153).
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The different descriptions Freud gives of the agency of the two events seem to suggest
an inconsistency, an ambivalence or at least a seemingly contradictory chronological
flexibility. It is impossible to account for this seeming contradiction without considering the
idea of Nachtraglichkeit in some detail.

Classically, two interpretations of Nachtraglichkeit are proposed. The first one is
epitomized by the fact that Strachey mostly uses the term ‘deferred action’ to translate
the term in the Standard Edition of Freud’'s work (Strachey, 1953). Nachtraglichkeit is
interpreted here as a past event that puts another light on a present event. The sense of

the causality goes from the past to the present.

The second interpretation is epitomized by the translation of Nachtraglichkeit by
“‘retrospective attribution”, proposed by Thoma & Chesire (1991, pp. 407-424). The
causality goes here from the present to the past.

Laplanche, who quotes the aforementioned examples (1999, pp. 264-270), proposes a
third translation: “afterwardsness”. He defines it as follows:

Experiences, impressions and memory-traces may be revised at a later date to fit
in with fresh experiences or with the attainment of a new stage of development.
They may in that event be endowed not only with a new meaning but also with
psychical effectiveness (Laplanche & Pontalis, 1988, p. 111).

But Laplanche and Pontalis’ definition, which combines the causality from the past to the
present (the ‘psychical effectiveness’) with the causality from the present to the past (the
‘endowment with new meaning’), doesn’t suffice either to account for how the events we
describe above influence each other. The added complication is this: it is not simply one
event that influences another afterwardly, but two events influencing each other
afterwardly. We understand the mutual influence itself of both events as conferred to
them afterwardly. Follows that their chronological order is as such irrelevant. Moreover, it
is our vision that the chronological order is not only irrelevant, but that it simply does not
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exist: both events are only ordered in time when and if they are constructed during a
psychoanalysis. The way Freud speaks about a phantasm in “A Child is Being Beaten”
(1919e), may illuminate this idea: “it has never had a real existence. It is never
remembered; it has never succeeded in becoming conscious. It is a construction of

analysis, but it is no less a necessity on that account” (1919e, p. 185).4

What are now the effects of the — afterwardly construed — mutual influence of the
castration threat and the uncanny perception? Firstly, the child has to deal with the
perception that not all human beings have a phallus. Secondly, he has to take position on
the issue of castration.

The way the child deals with both issues can lead to dramatically different outcomes, one
of which is fetishism, the other ‘normality’. But the reason why a subject ‘chooses’ one
outcome rather than another, remains unclear. Freud will never come up with a decent

explanation, but minimizes this lack:

Why some people become homosexual as a consequence of that impression [the
missing phallus], while others fend it off by creating a fetish, and the great majority
surmount it, we are frankly not able to explain [...] We must be content if we can
explain what has happened, and may for the present leave on one side the task of
explaining why something has not happened (1927e, pp. 154-155).

Till 1927, when Freud writes “Fetishism”, he does not only not answer the question why
one of the possible outcomes is selected, but also does not investigate the way in which
the fetishistic outcome is not only phenomenologically, but also structurally different from
the ‘normal’ one. It is only in his paper on fetishism and in one of his last texts, “Splitting
of the Ego in the Process of Defense” (1940e [1938]), that Freud provides the conceptual
elements that enable one to understand something of the characteristics of the subject in
fetishism, which Freud comes to see as the characteristics of perversion in general.
These elements are the screen memory and the splitting of the ego.
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The paper on fetishism

“Fetishism” (1927) is the only of Freud’s texts that has fetishism as the main subject. The
short text is introduced by a case of fetishism, which Freud calls “The most extraordinary
case” (1927e, p. 152) — a fact witnessing to his interest in fetishism. The very short
description that Freud provides is worth quoting:

a young man had exalted a certain sort of ‘shine on the nose’ into a fetishistic
precondition. The surprising explanation of this was that the patient had been
brought up in an English nursery but had later come to Germany, where he forgot
his mother-tongue almost completely. The fetish, which originated from his earliest
childhood, had to be understood in English, not German. The ‘shine on the nose’ —
was in reality a ‘glance at the nose’. The nose was thus the fetish, which,
incidentally, he endowed at will with the luminous shine which was not perceptible
to others (1927e, p. 152).

In his analysis, Freud comes up with the following interpretation, based on his theory of
the ‘uncanny perception’:

the boy refused to take cognizance of the fact of his having perceived that a
woman does not possess a penis. No, that could not be true: for if a woman had
been castrated, then his own possession of a penis was in danger; and against
that there rose in rebellion the portion of his narcissism which Nature has, as a
precaution, attached to that particular organ (1927e, p. 153).

It is here that Freud, for the first time, clearly extends his theory of the fetish as a
substitute for woman’s missing phallus to fetishism in general, and not only to foot
fetishists or hair despoilers: “the fetish is a substitute for the woman’s (the mother’s)
penis that the little boy once believed in and — for reasons familiar to us — does not want
to give up” (1927e, pp. 152-153). It is the same explanation he had ventured in 1910 in
his text on Da Vinci to account for the homosexuality of the artist. But in 1910, as Freud
admitted in a footnote, he does not give any reasons for this interpretation (1927e, p.
153).
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Further in the text, Freud analyzes in detail why and how the boy refuses to take
cognizance of the uncanny perceptual fact. Doing so, he introduces two important ideas:
firstly, a distinction between the vicissitudes of the idea and the vicissitudes of the affect,

secondly the concept of ‘disavowal’:*’

[one] would say in this case that the boy ‘scotomizes’ his perception of the
woman’s lack of a penis [but] if we wanted to differentiate more sharply between
the vicissitude of the idea as distinct from that of the affect, and reserve the word
‘Verdrangung’ [‘repression’] for the affect, then the correct German word for the
vicissitude of the idea would be ‘Verleugnung’ [‘disavowal’]. ‘Scotomization’ seems
to me particularly unsuitable, for it suggests that the perception is entirely wiped
out, so that the result is the same as when a visual impression falls on the blind
spot in the retina. In the situation we are considering, on the contrary, we see that
the perception has persisted, and that a very energetic action has been undertaken
to maintain the disavowal (1927e, pp. 153-154).

Freud interprets the fetishist’s position as a compromise between the disavowed idea and

the persistence of the perception:

In the conflict between the weight of the unwelcome perception and the force of his
counter-wish, a compromise has been reached [...] in his mind the woman has got
a penis, in spite of everything; but this penis is no longer the same as it was
before. Something else has taken its place, has been appointed its substitute, as it
were, and now inherits the interest which was formerly directed to its predecessor
(1927e, p. 154).

Picking up the idea of a ‘symbolic connection’ from “Three Essays on the Theory of
Sexuality” (1905d) — and indirectly building on Binet's ‘association of ideas’ — Freud
describes the fetish as a screen memory, onto which the sexual value of the expected

phallus is displaced.

The notion of ‘screen memory’ appears already in the context of fetishism in a note to the
“Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” added in 1920: “behind the first recollection of
the fetish’s appearance there lies a submerged and forgotten phase of sexual
development. The fetish, like a ‘screen memory’, represents this phase and is thus a

remnant and precipitate of it” (1905d, p. 154).
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In 1927, this idea is elaborated and refined, but without the use of the term ‘screen

memory’:

mostly, when the fetish is instituted some process occurs, which reminds one of
the stopping of memory in traumatic amnesia. The subject’s interest comes to a
halt half-way, as it were; it is as though the last impression before the uncanny and
traumatic one is retained as a fetish (1927e, p. 155).

And what is this last impression? Freud answers, and points at the origin of fetishism with

clinical precision:

the foot or shoe owes its preference as a fetish — or a part of it — to the
circumstance that the inquisitive boy peered at the woman’s genitals from below,
from her legs up; fur and velvet — as has long been suspected — are a fixation of
the sight of the pubic hair, which should have been followed by the longed-for sight
of the female member; pieces of underclothing, which are so often chosen as a
fetish, crystallize the moment of undressing, the last moment in which the woman
could still be regarded as phallic (1927e, p. 155).

In other words, the film breaks during the projection, and the spectator leaves the movie
theater with an overexposed snapshot, the last image before the traumatic unraveling he

disavows having witnessed.

But what is the function of this overexposed snapshot? By sticking to the image of
woman as phallic, by disavowing sexual difference, the subject protects himself from the
fear of castration, and by extension escapes the ‘standard’ regulation of sexual

enjoyment:

We can now see what the fetish achieves and what it is that maintains it. It remains
a token of triumph over the threat of castration and a protection against it [...] The
horror of castration has set up a memorial to itself in the creation of this substitute
(1927e, p. 154).

Thus, the fetish does not only establish the continuation of a triumph, but also of a horror.

In the process, the subject saves his own penis from castration, and regulates his sexual
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enjoyment according to his proper laws: he can proceed undisturbed and unpunished
with masturbation. But the price to pay for the relative benefits of the fetishistic solution is
high: what Freud calls later a ‘splitting of the ego’: “a rift in the ego which never heals but
which increases as time goes on” (1940e, p. 273).

This rift is the consequence of a double action: disavowal of the reality that women are
castrated, and repression of the affect accompanying this uncanny perception. The
repression can be seen as the overexposure after the facts of the uncanny scene, as a
refusal or an incapacity to integrate the content of that scene; the disavowal can be
compared to the breaking of the film, but a breaking that would occur only after the
projection of the uncanny scene. What stays is an overexposed snapshot: the last image

in which woman can be seen as phallic.

Before we study “Splitting of the Ego in the Process of Defense” (1940e [1938]), we will
return to the small case-study that opens “Fetishism” (1927). When one finishes reading
the paper, one thing stands out: Freud doesn’'t discuss what he calls “the most
extraordinary case” in any detail; it is as if the case is not really integrated in the text.
Most striking is the omission of an explanation of how a word or a singular trait can take
on the function of a fetish.*®

But let us briefly reconstruct the case — and Freud’s interpretation of it. A child has an
uncanny perception of women’s missing penis. The idea that women miss a penis, is
disavowed. The sexual value attached to the expected penis is transferred to the last
impression before the uncanny absence, in this case, to women’s nose. When the child
hears the phrase ‘a glance at the nose’, a linguistic processing of the fetish takes place:
the phrase stands in for the perception of the nose of the mother. When the child
changes language, the phrase ‘Ein Glanz auf der Nase’ (‘a shine on the nose’) comes to
stand for the phrase ‘a glance at the nose’. By a homophonic mistranslation of ‘glance’
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into ‘Glanze’ (‘shine’ in German), the ‘shine’ is added to the fetish: the fetish becomes a

shiny nose.

What does this show? That the construction of a fetish is a particular strategy to deal with
a traumatic perception that concerns sexual difference, which uses linguistic means. The
merit of this observation is double: firstly, it shows that the perception lying at the base of
fetishism is a traumatic one, secondly, it gives a clear and detailed description of how
what Binet called an ‘association of ideas’ and a ‘symbolic connection’ works and
develops into a fetish.

Freud shows that the fetish has to be deciphered. In that, it is coded message. As so
often in his work, Freud interprets the problem explicitly as a problem of meaning, as a
language problem.*® As Miller puts it: “This fetish [...], as the cause of desire, is openly
illustrated in this example where not only it is an almost pointless thing, or a substance
almost immaterial, but it also depends on a “signifier” play” (“You are the Woman...”,
n.d.). This sign-character of the fetish will be important to Lacan’s theory of fetishism.
While some commentators give decent interpretations of Freud’s paper on fetishism,* to

our knowledge only Lacanian interpretations mention this sign—character.51

The splitting of the ego

Apart from the characterization of the origin of fetishism, and the elaboration of some
language-like characteristics of the fetish, the theoretical importance of the paper on
fetishism lies also in the fact that Freud develops the idea of a splitting of the ego as a
consequence of disavowal. It is important to understand that, to Freud, this splitting can
occur in neurosis, in psychosis and in what he calls ‘cases like neurosis’ — under which
Freud puts fetishism, and by extension perversion in general: “It must not be thought that
fetishism presents an exceptional case as regards a splitting of the ego; it is merely a

particularly favorable subject for studying the question” (1940a, p. 203).
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Freud already flirted with the same idea in “Neurosis and Psychosis” (1924b). There, he
defines both clinical structures clearly: “neurosis is the result of a conflict between the
ego and its Id, whereas psychosis is the analogous outcome of a similar disturbance in
the relations between the ego and the external world” (1924b, p. 149). Further in the
same text, Freud admits, however, that ego-conflicts can also lead to a certain adaptation
of the ego in such a way that a rupture of the relationship with the Id or with reality is
avoided. In the process, the ego is cleaved or divided: “it will be possible for the ego to
avoid a rupture in any direction by deforming itself, by submitting to encroachments on its
own unity and even perhaps by effecting a cleavage or division of itself’ (1924b, pp. 152-
153).

Freud, still in “Neurosis and Psychosis”, links this ‘division’ with the ‘inconsistencies’ he
meets in perversions: “In this way the inconsistencies, eccentricities and follies of men
would appear in a similar light to their sexual perversions, through the acceptance of
which they spare themselves repressions” (1924b, p. 153).

In 1927 however, as we saw, Freud comes to use the concept ‘disavowal’ to explain this
divide in perversion. He does so by referring to two similar cases — about one of which he
clearly says that it concerns a neurotic. In both cases, the patients...

had failed to take cognizance of the death of [their] beloved father [...] It was only
one current in their mental life that had not recognized their father’s death; there
was another current which took full account of that fact. The attitude which fitted in
with the wish and the attitude which fitted in with reality existed side by side”
(1927e, p. 156).

Just like in fetishism, in the two former cases an important piece of reality is disavowed
by the ego, resulting in a ‘split’. In this ‘split’, two, seemingly contradictory currents can
coexist: “In one of my two cases this split had formed the basis of a moderately severe
obsessional neurosis. The patient oscillated in every situation in life between two
assumptions: the one, that his father was still alive and was hindering his activities; the
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other, opposite one, that he was entitled to regard himself as his father’s successor”
(1927e, p. 156).

So, even if Freud calls fetishism merely a particularly favorable subject for studying the
question of the splitting of the ego, it is clear that — the other way around — a study of the
splitting of the ego — and of disavowal — is particularly favorable to throw light upon the
question of fetishism.

The short case Freud focuses on in this text is a classic example of fetishism, which he
describes using the theoretical framework he fine-tunes in his paper on fetishism. In the
terms of a choice between giving in to an instinctual demand — the base of psychosis —
and obeying to a prohibition of it by reality — neurosis —, he depicts the subject in
fetishism as the one that simultaneously chooses both alternatives:

On the one hand, with the help of certain mechanisms he rejects reality and
refuses to accept any prohibition; on the other hand, in the same breath he
recognizes the danger of reality, takes over the fear of that danger as a
pathological symptom and tries subsequently to divest himself of the fear (1940d,
p. 275).

The potentially fruitful notion of the pervert’s refusal to accept prohibition is unfortunately
left undeveloped by Freud. For Lacan, it will be a key to think perversion differently.

The differentiation of three kinds of conflicts (between ego and Id — between ego and
reality — internal to the ego), is, however, a key advance. It is the ground for not only
distinguishing neurosis from psychosis, but for distinguishing perversion — typified by
fetishism — as a third broad psychopathological category in its own right — something

Lacan will later do with his ideas on perversion as a structure.

Apart from this unclearly stated, but major contribution to the study of the perversions, no
new ideas appear in this very short text. It consists of a mere three pages, and is mostly
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a recapitulation of Freud’s late ideas on fetishism. Still, one small shift of focus is worth
mentioning. That what Freud describes as “a very ingenious solution of the difficulty” (p.
275), as a “way of dealing with reality, which almost deserves to be described as artful”
(p. 277), is not only paid for by a splitting of the ego. The fetishistic — and by extension
the perverse — subject suffers from a pathological symptom as well: the fear for castration
crystallizes into a symptom and always reappears, as Freud'’s typical case study shows:
“simultaneously with the creation of his fetish, he developed an intense fear of his father
punishing him, which it required the whole force of his masculinity to master and
overcompensate” (p. 277). This fear of being punished by the father provides the link with
the masochistic phantasm “A Child is Being Beaten” (1919e), which we deal with in the

chapter on sadism and masochism.

In this third period of his thinking about fetishism, Freud accomplishes two things. Firstly,
he crystallizes his theory of the origin of fetishism and enlarges it to perversion in general.
Secondly, he gives insights into the particularity of the subject in fetishism: the fetishist is
characterized by a split ego, regulates his sexual enjoyment around a distinctive trait with
a sign character — one can’t help but think of a signifier —, disavows sexual differentiation,
but is traversed, in spite of the fact that his solution is ‘artful’, by an unconscious fear of
castration. Remarkably, while Freud seems to understand fetishism better than his
precursor sexologists, one characteristic we found in Charcot’s description seems to be
absent in Freud’s: the specific relationship the pervert has with the law, for the
understanding of which the study of sadism and masochism vyield richer results than the

study of fetishism, as we will see later.

Conclusion

In this part on Freud and fetishism, we first studied the most important sources Freud
bases himself on to deal with fetishism: three key texts from Charcot & Magnan, Binet
and Krafft-Ebing. Central for them are the attempt at categorization of the perversions, a
fascination with raw case-material and a focus on degeneracy and heredity as causes.
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But we also highlighted passages in their texts that, while their authors do not develop
them, contain observations, concepts or ideas that constitute the fertile soil on which
Freud will build his theories.

Their basic insight can be put as follows: the awakening of genital excitation is associated
with a contingent exterior fact, that crystallizes into a fetish, which operates as a sign in a

language-based scenario that is instrumental for the regulation of sexual enjoyment.

Secondly, we examined Freud’s ideas on fetishism, which develop in three phases, in
which he gradually shifts focus from the study of the object of fetishism to the study of the

subject in fetishism.

In his first period of theorizing about fetishism, Freud stays largely tributary to the
sexologists. But the novel idea of the fetish representing the woman’s missing penis
makes here its first appearance and is combined with the idea of a ‘symbolic connection’,
already to be found in Binet. In the second period, the concepts of the castration complex
and the rejection of the absence of a penis in woman see the light. In the third and final
period, these concepts are articulated with fetishism in two key texts: “Fetishism” (1927¢)
and “Splitting of the Ego in the Process of Defense” (1940e [1938]). In these papers,
Freud crystallizes his theory on the origin of fetishism and enlarges it to perversion in
general. Yet, this is not all: Freud then also shifts focus from the object of fetishism to the
subject in fetishism, whereby he discerns three main characteristics: a rift in the ego, a
language-based regulatory mechanism of sexual enjoyment and a disavowal of sexual
differentiation.

However innovative Freud’s views may have been, there are some less solid points in his
theory. Three of these deserve to be highlighted. Firstly, Freud never comes up with an
explanation of the ‘why’ of the fetishistic ‘choice’, leaving a serious gap in the
understanding of fetishism. Secondly, the link between language and sexuality or
perversion is pointed out, but stays conceptually underdeveloped. Thirdly, Freud never
develops the idea of a specific relationship between the fetishist and the law.
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In the next chapter we show how Lacan expands the understanding of fetishism and
tackles these three lacunae in Freud’s theory.
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PART 2

Lacan on fetishism: the perversion of perversions
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“What is interesting with the fetish, is that it introduces an object in the relationship of the
subject to the Other. It is here that the veil is drawn back on the dimension of the object

as cause of desire” (Nguyén, 2008, p. 47).%
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Introduction

In this part, we will focus on Lacan’s theory of fetishism and on the sources Lacan bases
himself on while elaborating this theory.

Until the late 1950s, Lacan considers fetishism to be the paradigmatic perversion,>
whereas the emphasis shifts towards masochism and sadism from the moment he starts
to theorize the object a during the early 1960’s (Nobus, 2000, p. 53).

The kernel of Lacan’s view is that fetishism is an attempt to deal with the way the object
lacks in privation. This view is developed mostly throughout Seminar IV, “The Object
Relation” (1956), where he addresses the subject of fetishism for the first time in any
depth.* It is partly driven by a critique of the object relation theory, as it was propagated
by, amongst others, Melanie Klein, William R. D. Fairbairn and Donald Winnicott. In post-
war France, it was very popular, amongst others through the writings of Maurice

Bouvet.>®

Lacan’s critique results in his own object relation theory, or better: in his own theory of
object lack. It is in the context of object lack that Lacan thinks fetishism, as a specific way
to deal with privation, one of the three modes in which the object can lack.

To come to a more complete understanding of Lacan’s theory of object lack, we first
analyze in quite some detail its sources in Lacan’s early text, “The Family Complexes”
(1938). There, subject development is described as deploying across three complexes:

the weaning complex, the intrusion complex and the Oedipus complex.

Next, focusing on Seminar IV (1956), we will show the parallel of these three complexes
with the three moments of object lack: real privation, imaginary frustration and symbolic
castration.® We confront our interpretations with the readings of Gorog and Chiesa.
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It is the development of his object lack theory that allows Lacan to describe fetishism as a
specific kind of object relation next to phobia and normality. According to Lacan, fetishism
is one of the possible positions of the subject in relation to privation. At one point during
development, the subject finds itself in an untenable, anxiety-provoking situation: in the
corner of an imaginary triangle of which the other corners are the mother and the phallus.
Without the introduction of a paternal fourth term, the only possible solution to this
untenable situation consists in being the phallus for the mother, which, for Lacan, comes

to characterize perversion in general.

Finally, we will focus on how Lacan expands his notion of fetishism. Taking up Freud’s —
and indirectly, Binet's — idea of the sign-character of the fetish, Lacan situates the fetish
as petrified between the Imaginary and the Symbolic. He conceptualizes what lies
beyond the fetish, develops the perverse phantasm, and uses the concepts of screen
memory and of the veil. Last but not least, mostly in Seminar V (1957), he puts the fetish

in a linguistic context and describes it as a metonymy.

The theory of object lack

As said, a detailed understanding of Lacan’s theory of object lack, which he develops in
the first part of the fourth Seminar (1956), is necessary to understand properly how he
deals with fetishism, which he defines as an attempt to come to terms with a specific kind
of object lack (p. 85). It can’t be stressed enough that object lack theory will be the
framework, the condition of possibility for Lacan to think fetishism.

We will prepare the field by defining in a first paragraph how to understand the notion of
object. We will follow Lacan describing three ways Freud uses to think the object. The
kernel is the idea that the object is always already missing, but that it is precisely around
this lack that the subject constitutes itself and its reality. We will see as well how Lacan
introduces his views on fetishism and on phobia by using the fetishistic object and the
phobic object as privileged examples of how the subject is constituted around a lack. This
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trajectory foreshadows Lacan’s development of the object a as the lacking object.
Ultimately, this development will lead Lacan, years later, to think perversion differently, on
the basis of the object a in sadism and masochism.

In Seminar IV (1956), Lacan deals with the constitution of the subject in relation to its lack
from a logical, structural point of view. We will take time to show how this view finds it
roots in two other, more factual, chronological and developmental points of view. The first
important source is Freud’s theory of the psycho-sexual development of the individual
with the well-known oral, anal and phallic stages. The second important source is Lacan’s
own early text “The Family Complexes” (1938), where the author discerns the weaning
complex, the intrusion complex and the Oedipus complex.

As Lacan elaborates on the object relations, which he sees as ways to relate to object
lack, he describes three forms of lack which constitute crucial logical moments in the
constitution of the subject. Even though Lacan will abandon this framework almost
entirely, his theory of object lack is crucial to provide a framework to his early elaboration
of fetishism as the paradigmatic perversion. Safouan finds in Seminar IV (1956) “trials of
Lacan to elaborate a theory of perversions in general and of the fetishistic object in
particular” (2001, p. 64).°’

The conceptual tools Lacan uses for this description, are very intricate and demand quite
some elucidation. Lacan summarizes them in a table which serves as the red thread
through the development of object relations. We will comment on all the concepts used in
this crucial table. First, we will deal with the three forms of object lack: imaginary
frustration, real privation and symbolic castration. Secondly, we will comment on the three
kinds of phallus Lacan distinguishes: the imaginary, symbolic and real phallus. Thirdly, we
will describe the objects that lack in frustration, privation and castration: respectively a
real, a symbolic and an imaginary object. Finally, we will examine the agents of
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frustration, privation and castration: the symbolic mother, the imaginary father and the

real father respectively.

In the fourth paragraph, equipped with the conceptual framework mentioned above, we
will provide a close reading of the most important passages of the first part of Seminar IV
(1956). We will try to elucidate the main argument of the complex text and will put the
concepts we described in a static fashion to dynamic use. Our main point of attention, of
course, will be fetishism, seen by Lacan as one of the possible outcomes of subject
constitution. But this will not be possible without providing a detailed analysis of the rich
context in which Lacan embeds his analysis. This close-reading will provide us with a
detailed understanding of the way in which the different kinds of object lack can be
logically ordered in the development of the individual, and, apart from fetishism, on the
other outcomes this development can result in. The benefit of including the context in our
analysis will be that we avoid the pitfall of mixing up the perspectives of structural subject
constitution and the development of the individual.

The object

In his fourth Seminar, Lacan takes, as almost always in his first Seminars, his starting
point in Freud’s texts. To be specific, he analyzes Freud’s different conceptions of the

object. In “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes” (1915c), Freud defines the object as follows:

The object [Objekt] of an instinct is the thing in regard to which or through which
the instinct is able to achieve its aim [Ziel]. It is what is most variable about an
instinct and is not originally connected with it, but becomes assigned to it only in
consequence of being peculiarly fitted to make satisfaction possible (1915c, p.
122).

In other words, for Freud, an object as such does not exist; all objects are always and

only objects in relation to a subject of a drive.*®

84



Lacan radicalizes Freud’s concept of the object to such an extent that there is not only no
object as such, but even no subject as such. He sees the subject as evolving through and

consisting out of a succession of different ways of relating to object /ack:

We can only present the problem of the object relations correctly when we start
from a certain framework that needs to be considered fundamental for our
understanding. This framework, or the first of these frameworks, is that in the
human world, the structure and the start of the objectal organization is the lack of
the object. This object lack, we need to conceive of it at its different levels in the
subject (Lacan, 1956, pp. 55-56).%°

In order to develop his view on object relations, starting from Freud’s definition of the
object in “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes” (1915c), Lacan analyzes three key aspects of
Freud’s view on the object (1956, pp. 14-18): the object as always already lost, the
relation to reality and the identification with the object.

In the chapter “The finding of an object”, in the third of the “Three Essays on the Theory
of Sexuality” (1905d), Feud stresses that every attempt to find the object is always and
only the result of a tendency towards a lost object, an object one wants to find back. This

lost object is the object of the child’s first satisfactions:

At a time at which the first beginnings of sexual satisfaction are still linked with the
taking of nourishment, the sexual instinct has a sexual object outside the infant’s
own body in the shape of his mother’'s breast. It is only later that the instinct loses
that object [...] The finding of an object is in fact a refinding of it (Freud, 1905c, p.
222).

Lacan characterizes this finding back of a lost object as an impossible repetition. The
impossibility of this repetition creates a tension within the object relation. Every
rediscovered object will fail to completely stand in for the original lost object, and
therefore it will fail to bring total satisfaction. It is this tension within the object relation that
Lacan calls lack. The object is thus constituted by a failing attempt to find back the
original object lost during weaning. The result is that the subject is always characterized
by a lack, and that there is no such thing as an object that can fill this lack (Lacan, 1956,

p 15).
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Secondly, Lacan points out that Freud implicitly speaks about the object every time the
notion of ‘reality’ comes into play (p. 14). For Freud, the notion of the object is situated
within a conflicting relation of the subject with its world (p. 16).

Freud articulates this conflicting relation mainly around the concepts of the pleasure
principle and the reality principle, around respectively a hallucinatory and an autonomous
object.

The pleasure principle tries to deal with the conflict by repeating the original lost
satisfaction in a hallucinatory fashion (p. 16). We could interpret this as the pleasure
principle constructing a ‘hallucinatory object’, an object constituted on the background of
the drives.

The reality principle, on the other side, tries to deal with the conflict by repeating the
original satisfaction by a detour by reality, which Lacan describes here as an autonomous
organization or structure, implicating that what the reality principle grasps, is
fundamentally different from that which is desired (p. 16). We could interpret this as the
reality principle constructing an autonomous object, an object constituted on the
background of common reality.

While there is a gap between both principles, they are not detachable: they implicate
each other in a dialectic relation (p. 16).

Through this — slightly forced — reading of Freud, Lacan stresses that the constitution of
an object, and by extension the subject-object relation as such, is always based on an
attempt to reduce a primitive lack, and that this relationship to this lack is constitutive for
the subject’s drives and for the subject’s reality. This is one of the basic intuitions of
Lacan: the subject is constructed around a hole.

Thirdly, Freud also deals with the object in the context of what Lacan calls “the
ambivalence of certain relationships” (p. 14), that is the fact that the subject makes itself
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into an object for the other. In other words, there is a certain type of relationships in which

reciprocity by means of an object is patent and even formative (p.14).

This is what Lacan calls imaginary reciprocity: in every subject-object relation, the place
of the terms in the relation can be seen as being simultaneously occupied by the subject.
This means that there is an identification with the object at the bottom of every relation to
the object. It is precisely this reciprocity that can be found in its pure form in pre-genital
relations, which are always tainted by an identification of the subject with its partner, in an
ambiguous reciprocity of the positions, as in seeing-being seen, attacking-being attacked,

passive-active (p.17).

It is this relationship of reciprocity between subject and object, this mirror-relationship that
Lacan dealt with in his theory of the mirror-stage. By recognizing his own image and by
the captivation that this includes, the child learns the distance between his internal
tensions and the identification to his image.

In short, Lacan describes three perspectives on the object: the fact that it is always
missing, the fact that it is situated within a conflicting relation between the subject on the
one hand and its drives and reality on the other hand, and finally the fact that there is a
relation of reciprocity at the bottom of the object relation. Together, they seem to define
the object in a diffuse, roundabout manner. But what is common to all objects? The fact
that they are instrumental, that they have a regulating function: “The object [...] is
instrumental in masking the fundamental anxiety at the bottom of the relation of the
subject with the world in different stages of its development” (p. 22).%°

It is in order to illustrate this crucial view that the object is instrumental in regulating

anxiety, Lacan turns to an analysis of phobia and fetishism.
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In phobias, there is no direct relation between the phobic object and the fear that colors it.
In other words: if a child, having never seen a real lion, suffers from a lion phobia, it is
clear that there is no direct relation between the image of a lion and the fear it evokes.
Moreover, claiming such a relation would include claiming the existence of a primitive
object that is the source of anxiety. For Lacan, there is no primitive object: as for Freud, it
is always already lost. Instead, Lacan interprets the phobic object as a protection against

anxiety:

The object encloses the subject in a circle within which it puts itself at shelter from
his own fears. Fear gives the object its role at a determined moment of a certain
crisis of the subject, but that doesn’t make the object typical nor evolutive. Instead,
the bghobia permits us to grasp something about a certain relation to anxiety (p.
22).

The same goes for fetishism: if a subject has a shoe as sexual fetish, there is clearly no
direct relation between the image of a shoe and the lust it provokes. Referring back to
Freud, Lacan stresses that the function of the fetish is also a protective, regulatory one.
The fetish fulfills the function of protection against castration anxiety, as far as this anxiety
is linked to the perception of the absence of the phallic organ of the feminine subject and
to the negation of this absence (p. 23).%?

We will elaborate this later, but concentrate for the moment on what is common between
the phobic and fetishistic objects. Both are structured around the same kernel of anxiety,
and function as a protective strategy against the intrusion of the drives and of reality, as a
guarantee for the subsistence of the subject. They have a certain function of
complementation in relation to something that presents itself as a hole, as an abyss and
an absence. This makes Lacan claim there is no privileged object at all; no object has the
property of regularizing the relations with all other objects (p. 24). Just as money doesn’t
have value as such, but only in a certain context, objects don’'t have value as such;
objects are constructions which order, organize and articulate a certain lived experience.
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But what is the difference between fetish and phobic object? It is specifically to answer
this question, and to show that their construction is an outcome of a specific
developmental path of the subject, that Lacan elaborates his object relations theory,
centered around the concept of lack. As said, each form of lack can be described as a
crisis in the development of the subject. But before we turn to an analysis of the
conceptual tools Lacan uses for this description, we will study some important sources on
which Lacan bases himself to construct his theory.

Sources for a developmental view

Although Lacan does not specifically say so, it is quite clear that his theory of object lack
is developed on the basis of material from Freud, but also from Lacan’s own previous

work.

Of course, Freud’s theory of subject-development through the three libidinal stages is
omnipresent in the background of Lacan’s analysis, and thus a main source for the object
lack theory. But there is more: in the Standard Edition of Freud’s work (Strachey, 1953),
we find the terms frustration, privation and castration — which are at the center of Lacan’s
object relation theory. In the Standard Edition, these terms translate respectively the
original German Versagung, Entbehrung and Kastration. However, as we will argue, there
is no one-on-one relation between the use Lacan makes of the terms frustration, privation

and castration and the mentioned terms in Freud’s work.

Secondly, we find another important source in Lacan’s own early text “The Family
Complexes” (1938), where he discusses the weaning complex, the intrusion complex and
the Oedipus complex. We find obvious parallels between these complexes and the three
ways in which an object can lack, which will enlighten our interpretation of Lacan’s object
lack theory.
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Having, in the following paragraphs, a closer look at these sources, will enable us to
situate the development of Lacan’s concepts frustration, privation and castration in the

context of their genesis.

Sources in Freud’s work

Freud’s psycho-sexual developmental model, which describes the oral, anal and phallic
stages, is so generally known, that we do not develop this source here. For a good

overview, we refer to Laplanche and Pontalis’ “The Language of Psychoanalysis” (1973).

Let's turn to the terms frustration, privation and castration in the Standard Edition of
Freud’s work. Castration, to begin with, is omnipresent in Freud’s work. In the Standard
Edition, we find quite some uses of the term frustration, and now and then the term
privation is to be found as well. However, we need to point out the weakness of some of
these translations. Obviously, castration is a sound, literal, translation of Kastration. If we
translate Entbehrung literally, we get deprivation, while privation is a possible equivalent,
as are want and hardship. The case of Versagung is a bit more complex: we find refusal,
denial and, also, privation as most current translations. To translate Versagung as
frustration is not a neutral option. When the Standard Edition was published (from 1956
till 1974), frustration was already a popular term in psychoanalysis, certainly in object
relation theory. Note also that the word frustrieren exists in German, although solely as a
verb. Moreover, on one occasion, Freud uses the neologism frustrane to refer to

frustrated excitation.®®

In Freud’s work, these terms are almost always used in their everyday significations,
mostly in the context of sexuality. But it is interesting to see that in “The Future of an
lllusion” (1927c), the concepts of Versagung and Entbehrung actually get defined. Freud
writes: “For the sake of a uniform terminology we will describe the fact that an instinct
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cannot be satisfied as ‘frustration’ [Versagung], the regulation by which this frustration is
established as ‘prohibition’ [Verbot] and the condition which is produced by the prohibition

as ‘privation’ [Entbehrung] (p. 10).

For the main argument of “The Future of an lllusion” (1927c), these definitions are of no
great importance. But it is interesting to see the differentiation of frustration as a drive that
cannot be satisfied, the prohibition of the satisfaction of the drive, and its resulting
condition of privation. Further in the same work, Freud names the drives that are subject
to frustration, prohibition and privation: cannibalistic, murderous, and incestuous wishes
(p- 11). These wishes are clearly parallel to Freud’s three libidinal stages: the
cannibalistic drive to the oral stage, the murderous drive to the (often termed sadistic)
anal stage and the incestuous drive to the phallic stage. In other words, the notions of
frustration, prohibition and privation are linked to the subject’s inherently unsatisfactory

relationship to the drives.

The important point here, is to keep in mind that when Lacan uses the terms castration,
frustration and privation, while the terms do not strictly cover Freud’s, nor the terms, nor
their link with the libidinal stages are new. Moreover, it is this parallelism that underlays
Lacan’s whole approach to what he calls the “The Family Complexes” (1938).
Accordingly, we claim that this text can be seen as Lacan’s attempt to rewrite Freud'’s

theory of psycho-sexual development.

The second source: The Family Complexes

“The Family Complexes” (1938), an early work of Lacan, was conceived as a sociologic
article on the family for an Encyclopedia, the outline of which was sketched by the
psychologist Henri Walloon. The text, without explicitly mentioning to do so, builds on
Lacan’s conception of the mirror stage and places it in a more complete developmental
context: after weaning and before the Oedipus. Its main part consists in a description of
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the subject’s evolution through three complexes: the weaning complex, the intrusion
complex and the Oedipus complex. Its basic claim is that man is characterized by a
paradoxal instinct-economy; in other words, that we are more marked by culture than by
nature (pp.5-6).%

To describe the development of this paradoxical instinct-economy, Lacan introduces the
complicated concept of ‘complex’, which is far removed from Freud’s use of the term and
almost impossible to understand without knowledge of Lacan’s ulterior work. This is true
for the whole article. As Miller puts it: “Today, one can only read this text retrospectively”
(2005, n. p.).

The text starts from the — as Miller says: tortuous — definition of the complex: it “links in a
fixed form a group of reactions”, it “reproduces a certain reality of the environment”, and
its form “represents this reality at a given stage in psychic development”. In its activity, “it
repeats in real life the reality that has been thus fixed every time there occur the
particular experiences that demand a higher objectification of this reality” (p. 12).

If we read — retrospectively — these particular experiences as intrusions of the Real, and
these ‘objectivations’ as the development of the objects a in response to these intrusions,
the definition becomes clearer. The complexes can then be read as phases of subject-
development that consist in attempts of the subject to deal with the intrusion of the Real,
and that result in the ‘creation’ of objects a; each stage has then its typical object.

The fact that Lacan describes the formation of the complexes as “the work of a dialectical
process that makes each new form arise from the conflicts between the preceding one
and the real”, which results in “the individual integration of objectifying forms” (p. 12)
corroborates our interpretation; the developmental process is a dialectical one, in which
an ambient (‘real’) element provokes a crisis in an otherwise stable state, here called

complex.
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Lacan accentuates three aspects of the complex: it is dominated by culture; it is

representative of an object and it is a manifestation of an objective lack (p. 12).

It the cultural aspect, we see the precursor of the insistence of the Symbolic, which
explains why the instinct-economy is paradoxical in humans. The fact that it is
representative for an object, comes from Freud and prefigures, we claim, the different

forms of the objet a — breast, fecal matter, phallus, gaze and voice.

The idea of deficiency, which is the chosen translation for the French ‘carence’, and
comes very close to the concept of lack that will be so crucial for the whole of Lacan’s
work, is already present as a productive and driving factor.®® This notion will be the hinge

on which Lacan will develop his theory of object lack in Seminar IV (1956).

We’ll now have a brief look at how Lacan describes the three complexes, which he deals
with in a strict chronological order.

The weaning complex

While dealing with weaning, Lacan speaks of a more ancient crisis which he calls “more
painful and of greater vital importance”: the one that, at birth, “separates the infant from
the womb, a premature separation from which comes a malaise that no maternal care
can compensate for” (p. 20). This mythically perfect stage before birth will play a crucial
role in Lacan’s later work, notably with the concept of the lamella in Seminar XI (1964).

It is only after this — unnamed — birth complex that the weaning complex appears; it “fixes
the feeding relationship in the psyche in the parasitic form that the needs of the human
infant being demand. It represents the primordial form of the maternal imago” (p. 14).

It is the refusal of the weaning which founds the positive of the complex: the imago of the
feeding relation that it tries to reestablish. Lacan stresses that in this stage, which he

places before the sixth month, sensations are not yet sufficiently coordinated in order to
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come to a recognition of one’s body, nor of the notion of what is exterior to it. Follows that
the weaning stage is anterior to the formation of the object. He adds that it looks like its
contents cannot be represented in consciousness, and seems to confer to this imago of

the feeding relation the status of imaginary proto-object (pp. 17-19).

In order to explain how the child overcomes this stage, Lacan takes up Freud’s concept
of sublimation: “the imago must be sublimated so that new relationships can be
introduced with the social group and new complexes integrated into the psyche” (p. 21).
Weaning, Lacan says, is or accepted (sublimated) or rejected. When the child fails to
overcome this stage, when weaning is rejected, the result is catastrophic: “the imago,
which is salutary in its origins, becomes death bearing” (p. 21).

We find the signs of such a ‘failed’ weaning in a quite specific clinical phenomenon, i.e.
non-violent suicide, with mental anorexia as type example: “by abandoning himself to

death the subject is attempting to rediscover the imago of his mother” (p. 21-22).

To resume: before the weaning complex, Lacan identifies a first, intra-uterine stage, an
objectless stage in which there is no lack. He identifies birth as a first crisis, and the
ensuing ‘malaise’ as a first form of lack. After lactation, which can be seen as a second
stable stage, weaning introduces a second crisis. As a reaction, a ‘maternal imago’ is
formed, which has the role of imaginary proto-object. In Lacan’s object lack theory, as we
will see, the weaning stage will find its parallel in the form of object lack that is
characterized by frustration.

The intrusion complex

Lacan’s account of the intrusion complex is confusing, but when we stress the dialectical
fashion of Lacan’s reasoning and split his account in stable stages and crises, we get
more of a grip on it. The intrusion complex is constructed around two typical moments or
that are crucial for the infant in the period between 6 and 24 months, when the complex
appears. The first moment happens when an infant recognizes itself in the mirror for the
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first time, the second when an already weaned child sees his sibling being breastfed and
reacts with jealousy. The first one introduces the mirror-stage, that can be seen as a
stable stage, while the second one, the intrusion complex proper, can be seen as a new
crisis. Lacan alternatively calls this moment the fraternal complex (p. 34).

Lacan starts his analysis of this complex with a description of how an infant between 6
and 24 months relates to other infants of the same age: reactions of parade, seduction or
despotism are objectively observable. These reactions are not inter-individual, but intra-
individual conflicts, in which one child identifies with the other without being able to make
the difference between self and other: “each partner confuses the other’s role with his
own and identifies with him” (p. 25). In other words; there is not yet an other as such, nor

is there a self.®®

It is precisely this identification that sustains the primordial aggression in this phase.
Lacan draws the parallel with what Freud says about the anal stage: “analytic doctrine, by
characterizing as sado-masochistic the typical libidinal tendency of this stage, certainly
underlines that here aggressiveness dominates the affective economy, but it also makes
clear that it is always both active and passive, that is, underpinned by an identification
with the other who is the object of the violence” (p. 27).

Lacan sees this aggression not only as subordinated to identification, but also as a
repetition of an earlier lack: “The image of the unweaned sibling only attracts a special
aggression because it repeats in the subject the imago of the maternal situation and with

it the desire for death. This phenomenon is secondary to identification” (p. 28).

To introduce the mirror stage, Lacan stresses certain effects of the premature birth of the
human baby: discordance of drives and functions and a fragmented body image. He sees
the psyche as directed towards a ‘pasting together’ of the fragmented body, while reality
orders itself, reflecting the forms of the body, which give in some way the model of all
objects. The recognition of the image of the child in the mirror crystallizes this ‘pasting
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together’. It is characterized by “a sudden manifestation of adaptive behaviour (in this
case a gesture referring to some part of his body) followed by a jubilant expenditure of
energy which objectively indicates triumph” (p. 30). Lacan sees the jubilant character of
the experience as the sign that the child believes to have found back the lost ‘affective

unity’ in his mirror image, which he represents from then onwards as his identity.

The intrusion complex proper is described as the crisis that ends the mirror stage. It is
here that the rival appears as a third party, breaking the dual relationship between mother
and child. The prototype for Lacan is to be found in Saint Augustine’s description of a
childhood scene where a baby is jealous of his younger brother being breast-fed: “Myself
have seen and known even a baby envious; it could not speak, yet it turned pale and
looked bitterly on its foster-brother” (Saint Augustine, Confessions, Book I, VII).

From the mirror phase onwards, this reaction of jealous identification takes on a new
aspect. Lacan describes it in couples of children between 6 and 24 months who do not
differ more than two and a half months. Here, both partners see the situation as one with
two possible outcomes, as an alternative. From this stage onwards, the recognition of a

rival starts; that is to say, of an other as object, which Lacan calls the imago of the double
(p. 30):

The ego is constructed at the same time as the other while the drama of jealousy is
being acted out. Because there is in the subject a tendency which draws
satisfaction from relating to his mirror-image, the ego is a dissonance introduced
into this specular satisfaction. It implies the introduction of a third object which
replaces the affective confusion and the ambiguities of the mirror stage with the
competition of a triangular situation (p. 33).

Accordingly, Lacan sees the ego as post-mirror stage. In the mirror stage, a stable state
of concordance is reached between the subject and its mirror-image. The subject, one
could say, identities in an autistic fashion with itself. It is only the introduction of a third

object — of a sibling — in the field of vision of the infant that will allow him to enter what
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Lacan will much later call the symbolic order, based on the notions of exchange and

contract:

And so the subject, who through identification is committed to jealousy, arrives at a
new alternative where the fate of reality is played out. Either he goes back to the
maternal object and insists on refusing the real and on destroying the other; or he
is led to some other object and accepts it in the form characteristic of human
knowledge, that is, as a communicable object, since competition implies both
rivalry and agreement. But at the same time, he recognises the other with whom
he will either fight or enter into a contract. In short he discovers both the other
person and the object as socialised phenomena (p. 33).

But what happens if something goes wrong in this stage? Lacan is not very clear on this,
and mentions a plethora of possible clinical pictures: a regression into schizophrenic
psychosis, perverse impulses, an obsessional -culpability, homosexuality, sexual

fetishism, paranoia, etc.

Fetishism is here only mentioned sideways, in the list of possible failures of the intrusion
complex. It is interesting however to see what Lacan thinks about the topic at the time he
writes “The Family Complexes” (1938). The exact wording of the sentence in which he

mentions fetishism, the only occurrence of it in this text, is the following:

Depending on whether the pressure of the sexual instinct is sufficient or not, this
identification of the narcissistic phase can be observed either to generate the
formal demands of homosexuality or of a sexual fetishism, or, in the system of the
paranoiac ego, to become objective as an external or internal persecutory agent

(p- 35).

Lacan sees fetishism, at the time of the article, as an effect of something that happens
after the oral phase and before the Oedipus, an identification of the narcissistic phase or
mirror stage. As a clinical picture, it develops before the other is seen as other. As we will
see, the roots of Lacan’s thinking about fetishism clearly lay within his developmental
framework. Unfortunately, apart from the short quote above, Lacan does not develop this
idea any further in 1938.
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In the intrusion complex, the introduction of a third factor is of crucial importance. Where
in the first stage, the maternal imago is the (proto-)object, with the introduction of the
intrusion complex, the first full-fledged object is formed: a rival, a brother, a sibling, a
double; that is to say an imago of the other. This object is at first still imaginary, but
transforms — by acceptance or sublimation — into an object that can be subject to
exchange and contract, and thus symbolic. Lacan speaks about “a third object that
substitutes the affective confusion and the spectacular ambiguity by the coherence of a
triangular situation” (p. 33). This is the kernel of what Lacan develops years later in
Seminar IV (1956): the appearance of an element that changes an imaginary relationship
into a symbolic one. In Seminar IV (1956), however, this object will not be the semblable,
the brother or the double: it will be the father.

The Oedipus complex

Lacan’s definition of this complex is quite straightforward. He sees the base of the

Oedipus in the sexual drives of the infant:

By attaching the child through sexual desire to the closest object that normally
offers him a presence and an interest, namely the parent of the opposite sex, these
drives provide the basis of the complex, while their frustration forms its core. Even
though this frustration is inherent to the essential prematurity of the drives, the
child links it to a third object which the same conditions of presence and interest
normally indicate to him as being the obstacle to their satisfaction, namely the
parent of the same sex (p. 36).

For the boy, the father appears as both agent of the sexual interdiction and as the
example of its transgression. This tension is resolved by repression of the drives and by
the sublimation of the paternal imago which will perpetuate a representative ideal in
consciousness. They will result in two instances: the instance that represses is the
superego, the instance that sublimates the ego-ideal. They represent the achievement of

the complex.
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What then, is castration? Lacan speaks about a double affective movement of the subject
— aggressiveness against the parent with whom his sexual desire puts him in a position of
rivalry and then a secondary fear that his aggression will be reciprocated — and a

phantasm underpinning them (p. 39).

But what is the status of this phantasm? According to Lacan, Freud saw the menace of
castration as real (p. 39). Lacan himself interprets this menace merely as a phantasm in
a series of phantasms that one can trace back in the end to a primitive phantasm: “The
phantasy of castration is as a matter of fact preceded by a whole series of phantasies of
the fragmentation of the body that go, in regressive order, from dislocation and
dismemberment through gelding and disemboweling to devoration and burial” (p. 44).
Lacan goes even a step further and claims these phantasms have their final origin in the

weaning experience (p. 44).

And why does the subject form these phantasms? For the subject, these phantasms
have a value of defense against the anxiety of this vital ripping. The castration phantasm
represents the defense that the narcissistic ego, identified to his specular double,
opposes to the renewal of the anxiety which at the onset of the Oedipus tends to shake

him:

This crisis is caused less by the eruption of genital desire in the subject than by the
object it reactualises, namely the mother. The subject responds to the anxiety this
object awakens by reproducing the masochistic rejection through which he
overcame his primordial loss, but he does this in accordance with the structure he
has acquired, that is to say, in an imaginary localisation of the tendency (p. 45).

What if it goes wrong? Lacan differentiates effects on the superego and effects on the
ego-ideal. The one result in inhibitions of the creative activity and the other in inversions
of the sexual imagination; he calls them “a great number of disorders, many of which

appear at the level of elementary somatic functions” (p. 38).
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Further in the text, he complains: “a great many psychological consequences follow the
social decline of the paternal imago” (p. 55). At the very end of the text, he blames this
social decline for being the kernel of the majority of neuroses (p. 56) — a position the later

Lacan will entirely abandon.

What is the value of the Oedipal complex for the subject? We find an interesting answer
in Miller’s reading of “The Family Complexes” (1938): “[It] is to make us pass from the
deadly maternal other, from the semblable as other which is also deadly, to a sublimated
other, which rules with that which he might have there in agreement between the subject
and his existence” (Miller, 2005, p. 14).

It is in the Oedipus complex that we find the introduction of the father as a fourth element
in a triangular situation, introduced as a solution to the tense relationship of the subject
with the mother and the semblable as factor of intrusion. But we also find the idea that
phantasms function as defense against anxiety — an idea important to the later Lacan,
who will link the phantasm tightly to the object a. More interesting even is the fact that it is
about an evolving series of phantasms, which ultimately deal with the same problem:

lack. Here, the parallel with Lacan’s castration as a form of object lack is easy to trace.

Concluding our reading of “The Family Complexes” (1938), we can resume Lacan’s view

on subject development at the time as follows:

In the developmental process, a certain lack provokes a crisis in an otherwise stable
state. At the origin we find a premature, objectless stage, in which there is no lack. Birth
can be seen as a first crisis, and the ensuing ‘malaise’ as a first form of lack. After
lactation, a second stable stage, weaning introduces a second crisis, in which lack
objectifies into the maternal imago, an imaginary proto-object. The stable stage that
follows, the narcissistic phase or the mirror stage, ends with the introduction of a rival,
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typified by the brother, which defines the intrusion complex and the formation of the first

full-fledged, albeit still imaginary object: the imago of the semblable.

The brother is seen as the example of this semblable, and plays the part of a third
element that introduces the coherence of a triangular situation. The crisis ending this
stage is introduced by the appearance of the father who frustrates the incestuous wishes.
One could say the father is the fourth element changing the triangular situation in a

quadrangular one.

However, if something goes wrong in the sublimation of these crises, the result can be a
plethora of clinical phenomena. One result can be fetishism: Lacan links it here as an

effect of something that happens after the weaning phase and before the Oedipus.

In his theory of object lack, Lacan retains a lot of what he developed in “The Family
Complexes” (1938). The central idea of a formative lack evolving through different stages
is already clearly present. As Miller puts it: “The liaison imago-complex expresses itself in
this: that it is the loss of the object — to name this complex, the moment when the object
is lost is chosen” (2005, p. 14).

As said, we find clear links between the weaning complex and the Oedipus complex with
frustration and castration, while the link between the intrusion complex and privation is
less obvious. However, when we will see that Lacan will continue in Seminar IV (1956) to
differentiate a dual, a triangular and a quadrangular period in subject-development, this
link will become clearer. The major difference is that the idea of the brother as third
element of the triangle will be broadened to any object that will be a rival for the desire of

the mother; it is exactly this object that Lacan will call the phallus.

Concepts for a description of subject-development

It is necessary to turn now, before attempting a detailed analysis of Lacan’s ideas on
fetishism, to a static description of the conceptual framework Lacan uses to describe the
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dynamics of subject-development and object lack in Seminar IV (1956). A thorough
understanding of Lacan’s theory of object lack is crucial to provide the framework that

contextualizes his early elaboration of fetishism as the paradigmatic perversion.

As said, Lacan articulates the development of the subject dialectically with the three
forms of object lack, the three objects that can lack and the three agents of lack. In this
articulation, each form of object lack functions as a crisis, as a Hegelian antithesis that
disrupts the temporary stability of one of the three orders, which will lead — as a kind of
synthesis — to a next developmental stage — just as it did in “The Family Complexes”
(1938). It is important, however, to stress that in Seminar IV (1956), Lacan sees all of the
stages as only reconstructions after the fact, made up with material out of analysis. As
such, they don’t have value for a description of the psychic development of the individual
as such, but only logically and structurally, within the context of psychoanalysis. Through
this elaboration, lack will come to the fore as the central concept, a concept that will later
be elaborated by Lacan as the object a — which will be crucial to think perversion beyond
fetishism.

In order to follow Lacan’s description of subject-development in Seminar IV (1956), one
needs to be familiar with quite some Lacanian concepts. Because his treatment of the
subject is non-linear, intricate and complex, and interspersed with clinical analysis and
many asides, we try to reconstruct the main line of his argument by describing how the
concepts stack up to result in a synthetic table.?’
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AGENT LACK OBJECT

Symbolic Mother | Frustration Real Breast = Real Phallus

Imaginary Dam

Symbolic
Father Imaginary Father | Privation Symbolic Phallus = Symbolic Child
Real Hole
Real Father Castration Imaginary Phallus

Symbolic Debt

Figure 1 Synoptic table of object lack

Each of these concepts will be shortly introduced.

Three forms of object lack

The basis Lacan starts from, is the idea that every relationship to an object is
characterized by three factors: the way in which the object lacks, the lacking object and
the agent who installs the lack. Each of these factors can be imaginary, symbolic or real.
Lacan calls real lack privation, imaginary lack frustration and symbolic lack castration.
When he introduces the concepts, he defines them very briefly and enigmatically. Their
meaning, or better: their use value, will become clear form their many uses in the

particularly rich context of Lacan’s text. We cite briefly Lacan’s definitions.

To explain why he sees privation as a real lack, Lacan refers to Ernest Jones (1927), who
introduced the notion of privation. Lacan recalls that Jones had said that frustration and
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privation are lived in the same way by the psyche. To differentiate them, and to explain
why privation is a real lack, Lacan refers back to Freud’s notion of the demand of the
phallus. The next quote is the nearest Lacan comes to a definition of privation:

It is clear that, in as far as we need to refer to privation, it is in as much as
phallicism, being the demand of the phallus, is, as Freud says, the major point of
the whole imaginary game in the conflictual progress that is described by the
analysis of the subject. It is only concerning the real, as something entirely different
from the imaginary, that we can speak of privation. It is not in that (imaginary) way
that the demand of the phallus operates. It appears quite problematic that a being
presented as a totality, could feel itself deprived of something that, by definition, it
does not have. We will say thus that privation, in its nature of lack, is essentially a
real lack. It is a hole (p. 36).%®

Lacan’s definition of frustration as an imaginary lack is quite dense. To put it briefly, he
sees it as the form that lack takes when it is situated on the level of the Imaginary:

[frustration] is a lesion or an imaginary damage [...] Frustration is essentially the
domain of the claim. It concerns something that is desired and that is not obtained,
but it is desired without any reference to any possibility of satisfaction or
acquisition. Frustration is by itself the domain of exigencies that are unbound and
lawless. The centre of the notion of frustration in as much as it is one of the
categories of lack, is an imaginary damnation (p. 36).%°

When the lack situates itself on the symbolic level, Lacan calls it castration. He describes

it mainly as a symbolic debt. To define it, Lacan refers to Freud:

Castration has been introduced by Freud in a way that is absolutely coordinated
with the notion of the primordial law, of what there is of the fundamental law in the
interdiction of incest, and in the structure of the Oed'(;aus [...] Castration can only be
classified in the category of a symbolic debt (p. 36).”

Three phalli

In order to analyze Lacan’s definitions, and before we deal with the question of which the
objects are that are being lacked in privation, frustration and castration, we take a look at
the way Lacan uses the concept phallus. To him, the concept is more complex and
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abstract than what Freud understands under the term. Where for Freud, phallus is most
of the time simply a synonym for penis, Lacan introduces some clear distinctions: he
speaks about the real, the imaginary and the symbolic phalli.

Lacan uses the term real phallus mostly to refer to the real biological organ as it is lived
by the subject; that, what Freud calls the penis. The real phallus has an important role to
play in the Oedipus complex of the little boy, for it is precisely via this organ that his
sexuality makes itself felt in infantile masturbation; this intrusion of the Real is felt like
something that provokes anxiety. We find the best description of its importance in Lacan’s
analysis of the outbreak of Little Hans’ phobia. When sexual tension begins to manifest
itself for Little Hans, his penis starts to become real: the child starts to masturbate (p.
225). This intrusion of a real object produces a fundamental anxiety, which shakes Little
Hans’ world at its foundation: the omnipotence of the mother, till then the center around

his world was ordered, suddenly is threatened (p. 341).

The imaginary phallus, on the other hand, is to be considered as the form, the upright
image of the penis, the penis imagined as a part object which may be detached from the

body. As such, the imaginary phallus should not be confused with the penis in reality:

on the imaginary level, there is only one single primitive representation of the state,
of the genital stage — the phallus as such [...] The upright image of the phallus is
fundamental. There is only one. There is no other choice than either a manly
image or the castration (pp. 49-50).”"

Whereas the castration complex revolves around the imaginary phallus, the question of
sexual difference revolves around the symbolic phallus. The symbolic phallus is a
signifier, and as such a possible object of exchange, something that one can have or not,
that one can be given or not and can lose or not. Unlike the imaginary phallus, the
symbolic phallus cannot be negated, for on the symbolic plane an absence is just as

much a positive entity as a presence.
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But, as Lacan elaborates in “Signification of the phallus” (1966), it is not just a signifier
amongst the other signifiers: “the phallus is a signifier [...] destined to designate meaning
effects as a whole, insofar as the signifier conditions them by its presence as signifier” (p.
579).

We could illustrate the relationship by saying that the phallus is like the gold standard of
the other signifiers. Without it, the other signifiers would not have a common measure;

they become incommensurable and unbound.

Lacan sees an important link between this privileged signifier and desire. To clarify this
link, we briefly recall Lacan’s definition of desire: “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 very phenomenon of their splitting (Spaltung)” (p. 580).

In a way, the subject, by definition desiring, emancipates out of this phenomenon: “for [...]
both the subject and the Other, it is not enough to be subjects of need or objects of

love—they must hold the place of the cause of desire” (p. 580).

What, now, is the relation between desire and the phallus? “The phallus is the privileged
signifier of this mark in which the role [part] of Logos is wedded to the advent of desire”
(p- 581). In other words, “The phallus as a signifier provides the ratio [raison] of desire”
(p. 581).

To put it very briefly, with a formula that suffices for our purposes, we could say that the
symbolic phallus is the signifier of desire.

Later on in Lacan’s teaching, the phallus will become, amongst other — possible lacking —
objects, generalized into the concept of the object a, which Lacan will come to see as
cause of desire. This notion, as we will see in later chapters, is crucial to think perversion

structurally.
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Three objects of lack

After having described the three forms of object lack and the three phalli, we turn to the
question of which the objects are that lack in castration, frustration and privation. Lacan

does define them briefly, but volunteers little extra information.

The imaginary phallus is the object of symbolic castration. Why the imaginary phallus?
Castration is not about the lack of a real object. In other words, castration is not about
really cutting the penis off; it is clearly about the fear of losing an imaginary object, the
imaginary phallus, in the sense of the image of the penis, as described above (pp. 36-
39).

The real breast or the real phallus are defined as the object(s) of imaginary frustration.

As Lacan put it, “Frustration is [...] however imaginary, always frustration of a real object”
(p- 34).72 In his description of the object of imaginary frustration, however, Lacan is quite
ambivalent; he gives not one but two instances of real objects that can lack in frustration.
The object frustrating a child, is the (real) breast (p. 62), while the object frustrating
woman is different: it is the (imaginary) phallus (p. 190), while in the case of the young
homosexual woman that Lacan analyses further in the Seminar, it is a baby (p. 127). We
can accept this contradiction when Lacan explains that it is not the object of frustration
that is central; it is the love of which one is frustrated that is crucial. For Lacan, every time

there is frustration of love, it is compensated for by satisfaction of the need (p. 174).

The object of real privation is the symbolic phallus or the symbolic child. real privation is
always of a symbolic object: “The notion of privation [...] implicates the symbolization of
the object in the Real [...] To indicate that something is not there, is to suppose it's
possible absence” (p. 218).”
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To explain this, Lacan uses the concept of place. Place is by excellence a symbolic
notion: like a book in a library, that lacks in the library system when it is not at its place,
even if it is somewhere else in the library (p. 38). In other words, the absence of

something in reality is always symbolic.

But here as well, Lacan is double. The symbolic objects that a subject can be deprived of
are the (symbolic) phallus and the (symbolic) child. In assuming the female sex, women
are deprived of the symbolic phallus. This equivalence is the reason why a child can
function for the woman as a replacement of the symbolic phallus she has been deprived
of (pp. 96-98).

A way to deal with Lacan’s confusing characterization of the objects of castration,
frustration and privation is to see these as part of a strategy to make Freud’s concepts
more abstract, and thus more useable in a larger context. On the one hand, he breaks
Freud’s concepts apart in different distinguishable concepts, as we saw above with the
concept ‘phallus’. Here, on the other hand, he uses some of Freud’s concepts, breaking
them up into some of their aspects to subsume the result under more generic categories:
in that way, the breast and the phallus are both subsumed (in their real aspects) under
the concept ‘real object’ (of imaginary frustration), while the phallus and the child are
subsumed (in their symbolic aspects) under the concept ‘symbolic object’ (of real
privation). In different passages, Freud hints at some of his concepts having an equal
value (for instance feces = phallus = child), but the difference in the approach of Lacan is
that this equal value only goes for the concepts in question under a certain aspect, and

that he is able to name these aspects.

The most important notion is Lacan’s differentiation of objects according to the way they
lack. As we will see, they will be articulated and refined in the context of subject

development.
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Later in his work, Lacan will strive to give his concepts a logical value, turning them into
mathemes — psychoanalytical logical constants — which enable him to perform certain
complex operations with them. This use of concepts is out of the scope of this chapter,
but keeping in mind that that is where Lacan’s work tends to, can make us somewhat
understand the way Lacan flexes his concepts already in Seminar IV (1956).

Three agents of lack

As we see in the table, each of the three forms of lack is performed by an agent. Here as
well, Lacan discerns real, imaginary and symbolic instances, in case the real father, the
symbolic father, the imaginary father and the symbolic mother. It is important to keep in
mind that when Lacan speaks of father and mother, he speaks of roles and functions,
which not necessarily coincide with the biological father or mother.”

Lacan differentiates the actual father from the real, the symbolic and the imaginary father,
which can be incarnated by different actual agents. He sees the real father as the real
agent. Lacan stays quite enigmatic of what the real father exactly is. He devotes barely
one paragraph to this function (p. 220), saying mainly that the real father is something
entirely different from the symbolic and imaginary father, and that an infant only has a
very difficult apprehension of it. He concludes by begging his listeners to accept that it is
to the real father that the function of agent is given in the castration complex, that
castration is always linked to the incidence, to the intervention, of the real father (p. 221).

The real father —insofar as he desires the mother and is the object of her desire — is
embodied by anything that carries out the child’s symbolic castration, that is, both the
renunciation and the realization of the child’s incestuous desire. The real father is any
being that, either in reality or by means of its reality, leads the child to give up being the
mother’s phallus, on the one hand, and leads the mother to give up trying to make the
child into her phallus, on the other.

109



Lacan sees the imaginary father as the imaginary agent. He describes him (p. 220) as
the frightening father we know at the bottom of so much neurotic experiences. The
imaginary father is the product of the child’s imagination of his libidinal capture by the
other in the mirror stage. He finds support in the various cultural representations of the
father as completely tyrannical or perfectly good. The child makes the actual father wear

the masks and disguises of one or the other of these imaginary fathers.

As we can see in the table, the symbolic agent of imaginary frustration is the symbolic
mother. Lacan doesn’t say anything specific of the symbolic mother. He just describes her
as the agent who ‘operates’ frustration, but not in her own name. She speaks in the name
of an — always absent — instance: The symbolical father, also sometimes characterized
as the death father, the original father of Freud’s primal horde. As Lacan puts it: “behind
the symbolical mother, there is the symbolical father” (p. 219).”

In other words, the symbolical mother is the one through which the death father speaks.
Through her speech and acts, her presences and absences, she passes on the law of
the death father.

The symbolic father is a necessity of the symbolic construction, that we can only situate
in a beyond, an irreducible given of the world of the signifier (p. 219-220). To Lacan it is
the veridical father, the death father, clearly based on Freud’s mythical arch-father from
“Totem and Taboo” (1912-1913).

But we find this mythical symbolic father not only behind the symbolic mother, but also
behind the two other agents in the table: behind the imaginary father and the real father.
In other words: this symbolic father is an all-encompassing instance. The table permits
only one reading: The symbolical father is the instance that imposes privation through the
imaginary father, castration through the real father and frustration through the symbolical

mother.

In other words, it is the instance responsible for installing a separation between mother
and child, between sexes and generations.
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Let us turn now, equipped with a basic understanding of the static constituents of the
conceptual framework, to Lacan’s text, and try to tackle two questions. Firstly: What, if
any, is the order, whether chronological, structural or other, of privation, frustration and
castration? Secondly: How does this conceptual framework allow us to re-think fetishism?

Ordering privation, frustration and castration

The way Lacan introduces the key terms of his Seminar is remarkable: he introduces the
concepts without offering any precise order between them. He simply states that he deals
with the concepts in the order of what is most known: first castration, followed by
frustration and finally privation (p. 36). When he gives the definitions we cited above, he
proceeds differently, in the order of ‘what is most familiar’, putting frustration first, followed
by privation and castration. When he discusses which object lacks in the three categories
of object lack (pp. 38-39), the order in which he deals with them is also castration —
frustration — privation, but the reason he gives now for starting with castration is laconic:

because it would be the clearest.

Ordering the three forms of object lack in the development of the subject is in no way
straightforward. Jean-Jacques Gorog, in a short text published only on the internet,
describes Lacan’s approach as very complex: “lt results in a vortex-effect that
complicates [...] a description we would have wished, for the sake of clarity, to be more
linear” (Gorog, 1994, p.1). This complexity is the reason why Gorog concludes to a quite
different ordering of the three concepts than for instance Chiesa (2007). While Gorog
claims the ordering privation — frustration — castration (1994, p.1), Chiesa arguments for
frustration — privation — castration (2007, p. 64). Dor (1988) and Evans (1996) even don't
propose an order at all, while Schindler (2004) reads the synoptic table of privation,
frustration and castration as an unordered “Borromean chain with three triple knots” (p.

118). Because of this complexity, we choose to follow the development of these concepts
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very closely in the meandering of Lacan’s text, and will discuss the relevant passages in
detail. The analysis of the rich conceptual context will enable us to come to a better
understanding of subject development and the place of fetishism in it.

Only afterwardly — introduction of the phallus

The first elaboration of the dynamic way in which the three forms of object lack is to be
found quite early in the Seminar. Lacan stresses that the object relations can only be
understood affer they are structured by a signifying articulation, that the pre-genital
relationship can only be apprehended starting from the Oedipus:

The images and phantasms which form the signifying material of the pre-genital
relation come themselves from an experience that is made in contact with the
signifier and the signified. The signifier takes its material somewhere in the
signified, in a certain lived experience. It is only nachtraglich that this past is
grasped, and that this imaginary organization is structured [...] So, from the origin
onwards, the objects from the different periods (oral, anal etc.) are already taken
for something else than what they are. These objects already where reworked by
the signifier (pp. 53-54).”°

We note in passing by that Lacan has Melanie Klein here in his crosshairs; according to

Lacan, she mixes everything up by placing the Oedipus in the oral stage (p. 159).

In this passage, we see Lacan deal with two kinds of ordering principle: the chronological
ordering principle, in which, of course, what is pre-oedipal happens before the Oedipus,
and the structural ordering principle, which starts from Freud’s idea of Nachtraglichkeit,
and holds that what happens before the Oedipus is only written down — and thus ordered
logically — afterwards.

We remark as well the parallelism between two distinctions: the distinction pre-
Oedipal/Oedipal on the one hand, the distinction between ‘a certain lived experience’ and
‘the signifying articulation’ on the other. This parallelism can be read as follows: the pre-
Oedipal is from the order of the signified, while what is Oedipal is from the order of the
signifier.
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This passage allows us to see at least part of a chronological ordering appear in Lacan’s
view on object lack: frustration and privation happen chronologically before the Oedipus,
which is, to put it very briefly, synonymous with castration. The question, however, of any
chronological ordering between frustration and privation is left open at this point in the
text.

Further in the text, while recapitulating the three concepts, Lacan adds a new layer to the
concept of privation:

when it is about privation, the lack is in the Real, meaning that it is not in the
subject. In order for the subject to access privation, he needs to conceive of the
Real as being possibly different from himself, that is to say that he symbolizes it
already. The reference to privation as it is advanced here, consists in putting the
symbolic before (p. 55).”

Here, at first sight, Lacan seems to imply that privation, as it happens after symbolization
— and we saw above he equals symbolization with the Oedipus — happens not only
structurally but also chronologically after castration, which is contradictory with what we
saw above. We only can make sense of this when we see the symbolization needed for
privation as a not yet complete symbolization, as a proto-symbolization.

The above quote about privation leads Lacan to ask how the subject is led to symbolize,
i.e. in what way does frustration introduce the symbolic order? (p. 56).

This firstly seems to imply, as privation requires — as said above at least partial —
symbolization, that Lacan places frustration before privation, pointing to the ordering of

frustration-privation-castration.

Secondly, it leads us to wonder what Lacan’s view on the development of the symbolic
exactly is, and how it relates to the object lack theory. We will come back to this question

later.

At this point in the text, at least, Lacan says that the introduction of the symbolic order
cannot be understood solely within the relationship mother-child, but that a third element
is needed: the phallus. The phallus as third element installs what he calls a triangular
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relationship mother-child-phallus, where before was only a dual relationship between
child and mother (p. 56; cf. Miller, 1994, p. 46). We clearly remark the parallel with “The
Family Complexes” (1938), where the sibling or the double played the role of third

element.

To introduce this third element, Lacan starts from the observation that the mother herself
is characterized by a lack: the lack of the phallus. This lack of the phallus in the mother —
which, for Freud, was crucial to think fetishism — is crucial for the dynamics of the child-
mother relationship. As Miller puts it: “Lacan deconstructs the relation of the mother to the
child, simply by recalling the fact of the mother’s exigency of the phallus” (1994, p. 46).78

But she doesn’t only lack the phallus, she also demands from the child that it fills this lack
(p. 56). In other words, for the mother, the child is always child and phallus. This
introduces what Lacan calls an imaginary discordance. The next question is then how —
and when — the child becomes aware of this lack in the mother, and how he will relate to
it; how the child will be able to see that what his mother desires in him, is her own

imaginary phallus:

In some cases, it looks like the child understands this position only after a period of
symbolization. But in certain cases, it seems to be in a more direct way that the
child deals with the imaginary dam — not his own, but the one in which the mother
finds herself in relation to the privation of the phallus (pp. 56—57).79

To recapitulate, we can say that when the infant becomes aware of the fact that there is
lack in the mother, this lack introduces a third element into the formerly dual relationship
between mother and child, which now becomes a triangular relationship: child-mother-
phallus. This awareness can come after symbolization, in an indirect, mediated fashion or
(as he says, ‘in certain cases’) before symbolization, i.e. in a direct, unmediated,
unsymbolized fashion. It is here that Lacan will situate fetishism.

Some points in this dense and complex passage remain, at least at this moment in the
text, unclear. Firstly, it is not clear where symbolization is exactly situated chronologically
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in the evolution of the child. Secondly, when the child has to deal with the lack of the
phallus in the mother, and has to deal with the imaginary dam, it is not with his own, but
with his mother’s; her imaginary dam in relation to her privation of the phallus (p. 57).
This is particularly unclear for two reasons.

The first reason is that privation is dealt with here in relationship with the mother, leaving
the question open if there is such a thing as privation of the child, or if Lacan ‘replaces’
this by the privation of the mother. Recall, from the definition of privation, that Lacan
claims that “when it is about privation, the lack is in the Real, that means that it is not in
the subject” (p. 55). For the moment, we hold the hypothesis that ‘privation’ means ‘the

mothers’ privation’, and more specifically, ‘the mothers’ privation of the phallus’.

The second reason is that Lacan speaks of an ‘imaginary dam’ and puts it on a par with
privation, while he defined frustration as an imaginary dam, and privation as a real hole.
We do not see any other solution than to suppose Lacan made a mistake by mentioning

the imaginary dam: it certainly is about privation here.

This whole knot in which privation and frustration seem entangled, the question where to
situate privation in a chronological ordering of ways of object lack, and the issue of the
relationship between the development of the symbolic order and the different kinds of
object lack, lead Lacan to the following question about the moment the child becomes
aware that the mother lacks something: “Is it here about something imaginary that is
reflected in the symbolic? Is it on the contrary a symbolic element that appears in the
imaginary?” (p. 57).%

We leave the question open for the moment, and suffice with pointing out the
entanglement. This entanglement is undoubtedly the consequence of Lacan’s desire to
capture analytic experience in an all too symmetrical table with all too perfect

permutations.®’

However, we note mainly two things: firstly, that Lacan says that the mentioned question
is crucial for understanding phobia, secondly that he says the triad mother, child and
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phallus will be used to question fetishism (p. 57). We will come back to this when we deal
with the second question we formulated above: How does this conceptual framework
allow us to re-think fetishism?

The dialectic of frustration

At the beginning of the fourth chapter of the Seminar on The Object Relations, “The
Dialectic of Frustration” (pp. 59-77), Lacan explains once more what the three forms of
lack and their respective objects consist in. Revisiting frustration, he provides us with a
new hint at a chronological ordering:

The notion of frustration, when it is put on the first row in theory, is linked to the first
age of life. It is linked to the investigation of trauma’s, fixations, impressions,
coming from pre-Oedipal experiences. This does not mean it is external to the
Oedipus — it gives the Oedipus in a way its preparatory terrain, its base and
foundation (p. 61).%?

Lacan once more puts here (cf. as well p. 63; p. 66) frustration in a chronological ordering
before castration (i.e. before the Oedipus), but — and this is new — he links it to ‘to the first

age of life’, which seems to firmly point it out as a first phase, and thus before privation:

Frustration is considered as an ensemble of real impressions; lived by the subject
in a period of its development in which his relation to the real object is normally
centered around the said ‘primitive’ imago of the mother breast, around which the
first fixations will form. These permitted to describe the different instinctual types
and from there the relations in the different stages (oral, anal) and sub-stages
(phallic, sadistic); they also permitted to show that they all are marked by a certain
ambivalence which makes that the position of the subject participates in the
position of the other (p. 62).%

In this passage, we find additional elements in support of the view that frustration comes
before privation. Firstly, Lacan relates frustration to the imago of the mother breast, which
is reminiscent of his treatment of the weaning complex in “The Family Complexes”
(1938), which clearly characterizes it as a first stage in infant development. Secondly,

Lacan links frustration not only with ‘his’ oral stage, but also, unsurprisingly, with Freud’s.
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This seems to point if not to an equivalence, then at least to a similarity between Freud’s
oral stage, Lacan’s description of the oral stage/weaning complex in “The Family
Complexes” (1938) and his description of frustration in “The Object Relations” (1956). It is
worthwhile to pursue this parallel, and also to investigate not only the quite obvious links
between the Oedipus complex and castration and between the oral stage and frustration,
but as well the less obvious one between the anal stage, the intrusion complex and

privation.

When Lacan concentrates on the dialectics of frustration, his starting point is the idea that
there are two sides to frustration (p. 66), the first of which he calls the real object. Lacan
explains that a child can establish an object relation with a real object on the basis of a
periodicity, in which can appear certain holes or lacks. But this periodicity — one could
imagine the regularity with which a baby is breastfed and with which its hunger reappears
— does not appear out of the blue. Lacan explains that this periodicity is regulated by the
second side of frustration: by what he calls the agent. And in the case of frustration, the
agent is the symbolic mother. To develop the notion of the mother as agent — and thus as
different from an object — Lacan draws a parallel with Freud’s Fort-Da game:

The mother is not the primitive object; she is something else. The mother appears
in the first games, in which a six months old child for instance throws away again
and again whatever object it has at hand, only to take it back immediately after.
The coupling of presence and absence, articulated extremely precocious by the
infant, connotes the first constitution of the agent of frustration, originally the
mother (p. 66).3

A few important points stand out. Firstly, the age of six months is mentioned as the age
where the agent of frustration appears. This seems to indicate a period of frustration
before six months, where only the real object is present, and not the symbolic agent.

Secondly, the introduction of the notion of agent seems problematic; how to conceive of
something — in case, the mother — that is not the primitive object, but something else? For
Freud, the object is what the drive uses to satisfy itself. In Freud’s view, an agent that is
itself not an object would be nonsense. The difference between ‘agent’ and ‘object’ never
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becomes entirely clear in Lacan’s text. However, the concept comes very close to

Lacan’s concept of the Other — the stress lies on the externality.

Thirdly, for Lacan, the coupling of presence and absence connotes the Symbolic. This
seems to claim that the symbolic order — at least in an embryonic form — is already at

work during frustration — albeit in a second time, from six months onwards.

Lacan remarks further that the mother introduces a new element of totality, opposed to
the chaos of fragmented objects that characterize the former stage: this new element is
the couple presence-absence (p.67). This introduction of a new element within the stage
of frustration seems to constitute some kind of crisis which splits frustration in two sub-
stages: the stage of the real, fragmented objects, followed by a crisis — the introduction of
the couple presence-absence and the stage where the mother becomes the agent of
frustration. But, even if he speaks of a dialectic, Lacan seems to have abandoned the
idea of rigorously using ‘dialectics’ in the Hegelian sense of thesis, antithesis and
synthesis — as to articulate a development in stages, as he did in “The Family
Complexes” (1938). Instead, he speaks of two sides to frustration.

Let us turn to the description of the second time of frustration, in which the mother acts as
the symbolic agent: “This presence-absence is, for the subject, articulated in the register
of the appeal or the call. The maternal object is actually called when absent — and when it
is present, rejected, in the same register as the call, that is to say by a vocalization” (p.
67).%

In this scansion of the call, Lacan sees the bed of the symbolic order. But how can this
bed of the symbolic give birth to a full-blown dialectic? “What happens when the symbolic
agent, the mother, doesn’t answer any more to the child’s call? She falls. She was
inscribed in the symbolic structuration that made her a present-absent object in function

of the call, but [when she stops answering] she becomes real” (p. 68).%°

It is this becoming real of the mother that seems to form a second part of the second time

of frustration:
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Till there, [the mother] existed in the structure as agent, distinct from the real object
which is the object of satisfaction of the child. When she doesn’t answer any more,
when, in a certain way, she answers only depending on her whims, she leaves the
structure, and she becomes real, that is to say she becomes a power (p. 68).%"

And, while the mother changes position from symbolic agent to real object, the object
changes position as well. Lacan sees them change from objects of satisfaction into
objects of a gift — a gift from this maternal power (p. 68).

But the question Lacan doesn’t answer clearly, is if the real object becomes a symbolic
object or a symbolic agent. From the way he describes the fate of the real-objects-
become-symbolic, it seems that they have kept their object status (cf. the term ‘objects of
gift’ above). So we are left, in this second part of the second time of frustration with two
objects: a symbolic one, the breast, and a real one, the mother; moreover, we are left

also without an agent, which is particularly unclear and confusing.

The ‘dialectics’ of frustration add another difficulty: if we look at the table playing such a
central role in the whole of the fourth Seminar, we don'’t find where to put what Lacan
describes in the dialectics of frustration: in the table, we find that for frustration, the object
is real, and the agent symbolic; there is no place in the row reserved for frustration for the
mother becoming real and the object becoming symbolic.

One could argue that there is a place for a symbolic object, namely in the row for
privation, and that in the same row, there also would be a place for what has become of
the mother: she would have become the ‘real hole’, that is, the way the object lacks in
privation. This reading would contradict the idea that it would be about the second time of
frustration. It would imply that the phase where the mother becomes real and the object
symbolic, would actually be privation. At this point in the text, this looks like the only
logically consistent reading.

119



Privation as privation of the mother

Lacan, continuing to unfold his dialectics of frustration, focuses on what happens ‘next’,
on what he calls “the lacks, the deceptions that encroach on the maternal omnipotence”
(p- 69). Here, Lacan refers back to the crucial concept of the phallus that he introduced in
the object relations in the chapter “The signifier and the Holy Ghost” (pp. 41-59), and
explicitly draws the parallel with Freud. While Freud holds that women lack, among their
essential objects, the phallus, Lacan extends this to the idea that, whenever women find
a satisfaction in the child, it is because she finds something that calms her need for the
phallus (p. 70).

It is interesting to see the stress Lacan puts on this introduction of the phallus:

How does the recognition of the third imaginary term [that the phallus is for the
mother] come into play? The notion that the mother lacks this phallus, that she
herself is desiring, attained in her power, is more decisive than anything for the
subject (p. 71).%

The link with Freud’s uncanny perception of the mother’s missing penis, so crucial to
fetishism, is clear here: “Privation [...] is especially the fact that woman do not have a
penis, that they are deprived of it. This fact, the assumption of this fact, has a constant

incidence in the evolution of nearly every case that Freud exposes to us” (p. 218).%°

Later in Lacan’s work, the mother will be seen as the first Other, written as A. The fact
that the mother herself is lacking, will become the matrix of the Other as lacking, the

incomplete Other, written as A.

We note in passing that the link between the mother missing the phallus and the desiring
mother is not to be found in Freud. For Freud, the consequence is merely the realization
of the possibility of castration — by the father. It is exactly at this point that Lacan is
innovative, as we will see, concerning fetishism: he describes clearly how privation
changes dramatically the position of the child in the relationship with the mother. It is this

insight as well, that allows Lacan to draw the parallel between the ‘privation’ of the
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mother and the castration by the father. This, as well, is a step further towards
abstraction: what for Freud were different, unconnected, clinical facts, become for Lacan
evolutions of the same basic lack. Lacan sees maternal castration, which implicates for
the child the possibility of being devoured and bitten, as a precursor to paternal

castration, a substitute for it (p. 367).

The link with “The Family Complexes” (1938) is, once more, clear: the crisis of weaning
reappears, transformed, in castration anxiety. The link with the intrusion complex is less
clear. However, a quote from further in the Seminar enables us to draw the parallel:

One of the most common experiences is that firstly [the child] is not alone because
there are other children. But our basis hypothesis is that there is another term at
play that is radical, constant, and independent [...] from the presence or absence of
the other child [...] It is the fact that [...] the mother conserves the penis-envy [...] It
is in the relation to the mother that the child experiences the phallus as being the
centre of her desire (p. 224).%°

We can see this step from brother to phallus as another one in the general process of
abstraction we can see as sustaining the whole of Lacan’s work. A specific situation (i.e.
the desire of the mother going out to another child) on which a whole part of
psychoanalytic theory is based, becomes enlarged to a more general situation, i.e. the

desire — caused by the lack — of the mother in general.

But how does the child deal with this ‘fundamental deception’, with this imaginary
discordance provoked by the absence of the phallus, with this lack in the mother, with
privation? There are two ways, which are decisive for the fate of the subject: a direct and
an indirect one. The indirect way happens, as Lacan will explain, normally through the
Oedipus — that is, through castration. But there is an exception, which Lacan explores

here: phobia.

In Lacan’s dissection of an analysis of a phobia in a young girl, which we do not relate in
detail here, the conclusion — i.e. the way the girl escapes from phobia — is interesting,
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because it introduces the father as a fourth element in the triangle child-mother-phallus:
“The father suffices to maintain between the three terms of the relation mother-child-
phallus a sufficient distance for the subject not to have to ‘give of himself’ to maintain this
distance” (p. 75).”"

We remark in passing by that this notion of distance — here distance to the phallus — will
be crucial for Lacan’s later development of the relation subject-object. The phallus will be
generalized further, as we will show, into the object a, which the subject will have to keep
at bay, at a distance.> How the subject keeps up this distance — or fails to do so — will be
seen by Lacan as determinant for the subjective structure — neurotic, perverse or

psychotic.

In this light, phobia can be seen as an attempt to escape the state of having to ‘give of
oneself’ in order to install such a distance, i.e. by the construction of a phobic object. A
quote from the analysis of little Hans’ phobia, analyzed in the last part of the Seminar, is
illuminating: “Little Hans has to find a suppletion to this father who continues not to want

to castrate him” (p. 365).%

This suppletion — to the father, and thus, to castration — is, of course, the phobic object,
keeping anxiety ‘bound’, and thus at bay.

In the chapter, “The analysis as bundling and its consequences” (pp. 77-94), Lacan
develops castration as the evolution of the pre-Oedipal imaginary triad mother-child-
phallus into what we could call the symbolic quartet, with the father as the fourth element.
In the normal Oedipal situation, by the intermediary of rivalry and identification with the
father, the subject acquires a certain phallic power. It is this that introduces the child into
the symbolic order (pp. 81-82).

It is a fundamental deception encroaching on the maternal omnipotence that is needed to
accept castration. This deception produces itself when the child recognizes that he is not
his mother’s unique object and that his mother’s interest is the phallus. On the basis of
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this recognition, the child understands secondly that the mother is herself deprived of the
phallus (p. 82).

Here, it becomes clear that it is the way the child deals with the fact that the mother
misses the phallus that fills the gap between frustration and castration, and thus
describes privation. This corroborates the hypothesis given above that what is described

as the second time of frustration should indeed be read as privation.

Lacan describes the imaginary triangle of privation, in which the mother is deprived of the
phallus — and in which the child has to deal with this privation — as a labyrinth (p. 190).
The thread out of this labyrinth is double; there is a direct and an indirect way of ‘solving’
the lack that is proper to privation. First, Lacan describes the common, typical solution as
an indirect way: the symbolic solution to the problem. It is here that we find symbolic
castration, operated by the father as the real agent on the imaginary phallus:

The child as real being is taken by his mother as symbol of her imaginary appetite
for the phallus. The normal way out of this situation is that the child receives
symbolically the phallus which it needs. But for him to need the phallus, he first
needs to be menaced by the castrating instance, which originally is the paternal
instance [...] The father introduces the symbolic relation and thus the possibility to
transcend the relation of frustration or lack of the object within the relation of the
castration. This symbolical relation is different, because it introduces this lack of
the object in a dialectic that gives the lack a dimension of a law, the law of the
interdiction of incest in particular (pp. 82-84).%*

Bruce Fink (1997, pp. 69-70), in his interpretation of fetishism, puts a lot of stress on the
father as guarantor of the child’s entry into the Symbolic. We agree with the importance
of the paternal function, but we don'’t entirely follow Fink when he describes the canceling
out and the naming of the maternal lack by the father as the way out of the imaginary
triangle. It is first and foremost the mother who has to leave the door open for such a
canceling out and such a naming. Fink’s view leads him, in our opinion, to overweigh the
notion of a failing father as a causal explanation for fetishism — and for perversion in

general.®
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In the next paragraph, we discuss precisely that castration is not the only way out of the

labyrinth; there is also an indirect solution: fetishism.

Fetishism as indirect solution

Lacan describes the other solution as atypical. It is an imaginary solution:

But what happens when, without the symbolic relation, the imaginary relation
becomes the rule and the measure [...]? An evolutionary or historical accident can
attain the bind of the mother-child relation in relation to the phallic object, which is
at the same time that which women lack and that which the infant discovered that
lacked to the mother. A certain coherence lacks. To restore this coherence, there
are other than symbolic modes. The coherence can be given by imaginary means,
which are atypical (p. 84).%°

These imaginary means — and it is them that Lacan calls fetishism, and, by extension,
perversion — include, as Lacan explains later in the text, the taking of a particular position

vis-a-vis the phallus:

We can’t understand anything from the phenomenology of perversion unless we
see the crucial point: [...] It is about the phallus, and to know how the child realizes
more or less consciously that his omnipotent mother fundamentally misses
something, and it is always the question to know by which way he will give her this
object that she misses, and that he misses always himself (p. 193).%

This puts the child in an untenable situation, in which, in order to not be devoured by the
mother’s desire, he has to give her what he doesn’t have. How, crucially, does the child

go about to give his mother this object? Lacan answers:

For example, the identification of the child with the mother. Starting from an
imaginary displacement in relation to his maternal partner, the child makes the
phallic choice. He will realize for her the handling of her longing towards the phallic
object (p. 84).%®

This is how Lacan describes the fetishistic perversion, an imaginary solution to the lack of
the object. This is where Lacan is innovating in comparison to Freud. It is by identifying
with the phallus, by taking himself the position of what the (m)Other® lacks that the child
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protects itself form the untenable situation. Lacan calls it identification of the child with the

mother, but identification of the child with what lacks in the Other would be more precise.

Further in the text, Lacan deals with this identification with the phallus in exhibitionism
and transvestism (pp 166-167; pp. 193-195). They are of minor interest to our argument.

Even if Lacan doesn’t always draw a clear line between fetishism and other perversions,
in this Seminar, fetishism clearly typifies perversion in general. All that Lacan he says
about the imaginary solution to object lack, can be used to characterize the perverse
structure. Hence, in “The Direction of the Treatment and the Principles of Its Power”,
Lacan finds “the fundamental fetish in every perversion” (1966, p. 510).

This is the kernel of Lacan’s view on perversion at the time of writing of this Seminar, a
view he will generalize and abstract further in his work into the notion that in perversion,
the subject takes himself the position of lacking object — of the object a — to deal with the
lack in the Other. This kernel will not change in the course of Lacan’s oeuvre. What will
change is its degree of generalization. To come to this generalization, Lacan will need to
develop the object a. As we will see, the road towards this development will lead Lacan to
deal with sadism and masochism. Here, in Seminar IV (1956), however, the object that
lacks is still the phallus. One could say that it is halfway on the trajectory from concrete
(the penis) to abstract (the object a).
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Overview of object lack theory

FRUSTRATION
PRIVATION
CASTRATION PHOBIA FETISHISM

Figure 2 Overview of object lack

To summarize: within the first moment, frustration, there are two times: a first moment in
which there is a direct relation with a real object (the breast), and a second moment that
can be broken down further. It breaks down into firstly, a moment where the symbolical
mother appears as the agent of the absence-presence of the real object, and secondly, a
moment where the mother doesn’t answer the call anymore, where the symbolic mother

evolves into a real object, and the real object becomes symbolic.

As we have seen, there are arguments to read this ‘second moment of the second

moment’ of frustration already as privation, others not to.

What happens in privation — whichever way we read it — is the introduction of lack in the
mother. The mother misses the phallus, is marked by lack, and is thus desiring. To deal
with the imaginary discordance that privation introduces, there are two main ways, which
are decisive for the fate of the subject: a direct (symbolic) and an indirect (imaginary)
one. The indirect way passes normally through castration, through the Oedipus with the
introduction of the father as stabilizing factor. Exceptionally, the absence of the father as
stabilizing element can lead the child to develop a phobic object which serves to keep its
anxiety at bay: this is the case of phobia. The direct, imaginary, solution is perversion,
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typified by fetishism, in which the child identifies with the phallus in an attempt to regulate
the imaginary triangle, to deal with the mother’s lack.

In what follows, we will confront our interpretation of Lacan’s object lack theory with two
secondary sources: interpretations of Lacan’s framework of frustration-privation-
castration by Gorog (1994) and Chiesa (2007). Then, once we attune our interpretation to
these two readings, we will focus more in detail on what we can extract out of the object
relation theory for a description of fetishism as type example of perversion as a subject

structure.

Gorog and Chiesa on object lack theory

Different readings of the developmental process involving the three forms of object lack
are possible. Lacan himself never gives one singular linear reading. In what follows, we
will confront our interpretation of object lack theory with the readings of two authors,
which we have chosen amongst many possibly accounts of Lacan’s object lack theory in
Seminar IV (1956) because they are the only ones to focus in detail on the question of
the ordering of the different phases of object lack. In our opinion, an understanding of
such an ordering is crucial for Lacan to explain fetishism as a possible vicissitude of

subject-development, i.e. as an imaginary way out of privation.

Gorog on object lack

Gorog (1994), in his reading of Seminar IV (1956), comes up with a different ordering of
the three ways of object lack: he puts privation first, followed by frustration and castration.
We'll see how and why this is possible.

127



Gorog looks for the origin of the tripartition Lacan invents to deal with the development of
the infant. At the source of this tripartition, Gorog sees, as we did, “The Family
Complexes” (1938), where “the development of the infant is described in three phases,
already articulated in a non-linear fashion because they implicate every time
afterwardsness” (Gorog, 1994, p. 1)."® Gorog immediately links the three complexes
discussed in “The Family Complexes” (1938) to the three ways in which an object can
lack. He tittles his paragraphs as follows: “1 The weaning complex, which implicates
privation — 2 The intrusion complex, which implicates frustration — 3 The Oedipus

complex, which implicates castration” (Gorog, 1994, p. 1).'""

However, he specifies: “it is at the exit of the complex, when the lack [of the object it is
about in the complex] is realized, that the mode of lack, privation, frustration, castration,
comes into play” (p. 1)."% This means that every complex sees his knotting effectuated
only by the intervention of the next complex. This makes Lacan’s approach very complex:
“It results in a whirlpool effect that complicates [...] a description we would have wished,
for the sake of clarity, to be more linear. Indeed, in one and the same operation, the times

of the development and the structure are joined” (Gorog, 1994, p. 1).'%

Gorog sees this as the reason why the synoptic table is given as starting from its terminal
state; one can only understand the first moment in the light of the third. According to
Gorog, in the table, the three modes are thus inversed: castration, frustration, privation,

and are as such not given in any chronological order.

Gorog cites one explicit example where Lacan critiques this chronological order: “An
explicit indication of this critique of the chronological order is to be found [...] when he
stipulates that privation implies a symbolization to which frustration must have introduced
the subject “ (Lacan, 1956, p. 56)."%

But in fact, Gorog takes a shortcut with his reference to Lacan. Lacan writes: “In order to

apprehend privation, the subject must first symbolize the Real. How is the subject
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brought to symbolize it? How does frustration introduce the symbolic order?” (1956, p.
56).105

Gorog is wrong here: Lacan clearly says: to apprehend privation. This apprehension
happens afterwardly, after the subject symbolizes. In our opinion, it does not follow from
this that frustration would be prior to privation, nor that Lacan would provide a

chronological ordering of the three ways of object lack.

After these initial precisions, Gorog debates the three different moments.

He explains that Lacan takes the weaning complex as the starting definition of privation:
a fundamental privation of the object of satisfaction that the repetition will try vehemently
to find back, but that will stay impossible to satisfy. Gorog points out as well that the
object of privation has the function of complementing a hole, an abyss in reality, or a lack
in the real.

But Gorog also remarks that what Lacan says further in the text about privation, is quite
removed from this starting definition. When Lacan speaks about privation as a real hole,
he points out the fact that a woman doesn’t have a penis, that she is deprived of it. Gorog
adds that the whole progress of the integration of man and woman of their proper sex
demands the recognition of a privation, which corresponds to penis-envy on one side, to
the castration complex on the other.

Apart from following Lacan’s major line of argument, Gorog singles out some of the
correspondences he sees between privation and the weaning complex, but also shows
that Lacan develops privation much further and reviews it retrospectively through his
development of the two other moments.

To explain why privation is real, but its object symbolic, Gorog refers to the hallucination
of the psychotic subject: that what (according to Lacan) returns in the Real, is the
foreclosed signifier; that is the signifier that has never taken up its place in the chain and
that lacks in its place. The subject cannot feel deprived of this signifier because he never
constituted a trace of it. When the lack of the signifier is real, that which returns in the real
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is symbolical. But the absence of this signifier does not suffice to cause psychotic
decompensation: there needs to be an appeal to this signifier. Without such an appeal,
the response cannot witness to what was never there in the first place. That is why
castration installs the signification that was lacking during the initial privation, which now
takes into account the sexual difference. This allows us — according to Gorog — to see the

identity between the weaning and the penis that lacks to women.

Concerning frustration, Gorog thinks the first moment of it, as described in the table, with
the symbolic mother as the agent and the object as real. He discerns a second time of
frustration, which caused a problem in our analysis — we took it to be privation — and is
not represented in the table.

Gorog calls to mind the description of the reversal: the object which has become object of
a gift, makes the mother ‘fall’ from her place as symbolic and makes her become real, as
the omnipotent mother who has the power to give or withhold. Gorog describes this as a
‘passage between frustration and castration”, characterized as follows (Gorog, 1994,
p.3): Firstly, as a waiting stage in which the object, once more become symbolic, is not
exactly the same as it was in privation. It is not the same in as much as the real mother
loses her omnipotence; in that loss of power, it will be the mother who is deprived, not the
child. Secondly, he characterizes frustration as a ‘stop’, necessary for the constitution of
the clinical phenomena of phobia and the omnipotence of thought.

It is within this moment, according to Gorog, that the subject needs to take the point of
view of the mother. What the mother sees, is the child and the phallus. To realize in which
position the child finds itself (in case the male or female position), he needs to imagine
what the mother sees. The other given as the phallus is imaginary: it is the image of what
he himself is not.

Gorog, strengthening his claim that frustration corresponds to the intrusion complex,
refers back to Saint Augustine’s jealous sibling. Even when Saint Augustine’s example is
absent, it stays the model. The semblable of which the subject is jealous, which
determines the jealousy, is the imaginary phallus which installs itself as third between
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mother and infant: “In that way, frustration, to be completed, supposes the introduction of
the imaginary third” (Gorog, 1994, p. 4)."%®

In castration, the object is imaginary: it is about the mother’s image of the phallus. Gorog
points out that Lacan shows that the castration threat doesn’t have any effect on little
Hans as long as the phallic object is not distinct from his person, as long as his mother is

not understood as being deprived of this organ.

Castration, Gorog explains, consists in a symbolic cut, which implicates that the subject
takes position as sexuated being. This is only possible on the condition of a return to
privation, in which it is this time not the subject that is deprived of the breast, but the
mother who is deprived of the phallus.

Our main critique on Gorog’s reading is the fact that it messes up the ordering of
privation, frustration and castration, and thus doesn’'t do justice to Lacan’s view on

subject-development.

At the same time, Gorog’s reading does justice to a trait of Lacan’s text that we had to
‘force’ in our analysis, i.e. the part on the second time of frustration which we read as
privation. It enables to see that there is something akin to privation going on at the very
first stages of the life of the infant: the appearance of hunger is easier read as a ‘real
hole’ than as an ‘imaginary dam’. On the other hand, Gorog ‘forces’ his own analysis as
well when he uses Lacan’s own ‘critique’ on the chronological ordering to put privation
first by citing Lacan imprecisely.

A strong point in Gorog’s interpretation is the equalization of the sibling and the phallus

as the third, mediating objects.

Another upside of such a different reading where privation, frustration and castration are
ordered differently, is the fact that it shows the complexity of Lacan’s text, and the fact
that there is no such thing as ‘the’ interpretation which can do justice to the whole of the

text.
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On the other hand, we note that the basis of the logical structure to be found in child
development stays the same in both Gorog and our readings: first the subject is in a dual
relationship (with the mother), secondly he finds himself in a triangular one (with the
phallus as third element) and finally in a quadrangular one (with the father as fourth angle
of the square). It is this basic structure that provides the basis on which to build a more

granular view of fetishism — and of perversion at large.

Chiesa on objet-lack

Lorenzo Chiesa, in “Subjectivity and Otherness” (2007), develops yet another
interpretation, which is closer to ours then Gorog's. He sees the three moments as
sequential — in a logical fashion — and as each introduced by a crisis: “The child is
introduced to the three logically sequential ‘stages’ of the Oedipus complex through three
different ‘crises™ (p. 64).

Chiesa differs with Gorog — and concurs with our interpretation — mainly on two points.
Firstly, when Chiesa names the stages, he clearly gives them in a chronological order:
frustration introduces the child into the first stage, privation to the second stage and
castration to the third stage. Secondly, privation is seen as the realization of the child of
the privation of the mother. “The child then accedes the second stage as soon as he

realizes that the mother is ‘deprived’, that she lacks (in the Real) the (symbolic) phallus”
(p. 64).

What now are Chiesa’s arguments to come to this reading?

First, we will look at his arguments to see privation as ulterior to frustration. The table
mentions the imaginary father as the agent of privation and the symbolic phallus as
object lacking in this moment. Chiesa makes sense of this by seeing privation as applying
exclusively to woman (p. 75). Nonetheless, Chiesa speaks also about privation of the
child: “The child is able fully to assume privation, and therefore sexuation fout court, only
when the [Oedipus] complex is finally resolved” (p.76). We suppose Chiesa interprets
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privation of the child here as we do: as a stage where the child comes to understand that
the mother is deprived of the phallus: “The second stage of the Oedipus complex [i.e. the
stage Chiesa sees as starting with privation] is two-faced: by depriving the mother of the
child qua phallus, the (imaginary) father also simultaneously dispels the child’s mistaken
belief that he is the only object of his mother’s desire” (p. 76). The first stage of the

Oedipus coincides as such with frustration.

Secondly, Chiesa gives two accounts of privation, according to him complementary. The
first account emphasizes the ‘natural’ role of the phallic Gestalt in the child’s initial
assumption of sexual difference: the child realizes that the mother is deprived as a result
of the fact that he is himself captivated by something else than the mother, i.e. by the
phallic Gestalt. The second account underlines how this same realization can only
effectively be put into practice insofar as the mother is already characterized as a

deprived being by a pre-existing symbolic Law.

We could attempt to link these two accounts of privation by supposing that, for Lacan, the
moment in which the child is captivated by the phallic Gestalt (first account) coincides
with the moment in which he directly identifies with the phallus qua forbidden object of his

mother’s desire (second account) (cf. p. 77).

As one can see, Chiesa’s interpretation corroborates our own, while adding some
subtleties and addressing the problem of who it is that is deprived. According to him, the
mother is deprived, and the privation of the child happens once he understands that his
mother is deprived. In our opinion, Chiesa’s reading doesn’'t account for the way the
mother reacts to her own deprivation: by desiring the phallus — in the father, but, also, in
the child. It is this desire, the mother’s desire, the index of the mother’s lack, that the child
will try to fill — either by symbolic means, through the Oedipus, or by imaginary means,

through fetishism.
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Fetishism in the context of and beyond object lack theory

Now that we have analyzed the context and the conceptual apparatus of the object lack
theory, we are properly equipped to distill a number of characteristics of the fetishistic
subject structure. While these characteristics don’t paint the whole picture of fetishism,
they will, in a second time, be completed by our analysis of Lacan’s take on fetishism in
the part of Seminar IV (1956) where he moves beyond object lack theory. Together, they
provide a list of characteristics that allows for a synoptic description of the fetishistic
subject structure.

Fetishism in the context of object lack theory

To start with, we are justified to claim now that, in the context of object lack, just like
castration and phobia, fetishism is an attempt at protection against anxiety, which can be
read as a protection against the intrusion of the Real: “The fetish finds itself fulfilling [...] a
function of protection against anxiety [...] here as well, the object has a certain function of
complementation in relation with something that presents itself as a hole, a hole in reality”
(Lacan, 1956, p. 23).'"

We reformulate this as a first characteristic of fetishism: Fetishism is a specific form of
protection against anxiety, against the intrusion of the Real.

When we reread the crucial passage on the symbolic solution to the lacking female
phallus (pp. 82-84, cited above), and negate all the positive assertions it includes, we
come up with two interesting characteristics. When the situation is not solved in the
normal — indirect — way, thus in fetishism, the following theses hold: The child does not
receive the phallus symbolically, the child has not been menaced by a castrating instance
and the lack of the object is not introduced in a dialectic that gives it a dimension of law.
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We reformulate these points into two more characteristics of the fetishistic subject

structure:

Because the subject of fetishism has not been menaced by a castrating instance, he has

not received the phallus symbolically; rather than to have the phallus, he aspires to be it.

The lack of the object is not introduced in a dialectic that gives it a dimension of law; for
the subject in fetishism, the law is elastic; instead of being the heir of the paternal law, he
will try to take the position of founder of his own law — or, as we will see, of herald of a
law which comes from elsewhere. Without the menace of a castrating instance, there is
no possibility to traverse the Oedipus: “The end of the Oedipus complex is correlative
with the installation in the unconscious of the law as repressed, but permanent” (p.
211).'° This is what Lacan calls the superego. In other words, when privation is not

followed by castration, a proper superego will not develop.

This gives us the following characteristic: The subject in fetishism will not traverse the

Oedipus and not be heir to the paternal law.

In order to maintain himself in the uncastrated ‘outlaw’ position, the subject in fetishism

has to delude:

[in privation] the child finds himself in the position where he tries to lure his mother
[...] This lure is very manifest [...] for example in the attempts of the child to seduce
the mother [...]. What is it actually about in the Oedipus? About the fact that the
subject is himself deluded by this lure in such a way that he finds himself engaged
in the existing order, which is of a different dimension than the psychologic lure by
which he entered it (p. 201)."%

In fact, in certain seduction scenes, the child tries to provide the mother with the phallus
she lacks. In order to achieve this (re-)completion of the deprived (m)Other, he needs to

invest his own, clearly inadequate, little organ. It is, in a way, exactly this inadequacy that
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makes the pervert perverse: when a possibly castrating instance — whether represented
by the mother or not — lacks, the child will have to invest himself fully — i.e. he will have to
‘give of himself’ — in order to keep up the illusion that the delusion, the lure, functions:

The subject in fetishism has to delude; he doesn'’t accept he lacks the object — or that the

mother lacks it. Or, as Lacan formulates it as well:

castration [...] is necessary to assume the maternal phallus as a symbolic object. It
is only starting from this fact that, in the essential Oedipal experience, he is
deprived of the object by the one who has it [...] that the child can conceive that
this same symbolic object shall one day be given to him (p. 209).""°

So, without castration, the subject in fetishism — and, by extension, the pervert — will not
be able to assume the maternal phallus as a symbolic object, and will not be able to
assume being deprived of the phallus by the father. In order to deal with the anxiety that
the absence of the maternal phallus provokes, he will deny this absence, by, as one
could say, trying to ‘give it back’ by imaginary means. As cited above: “it is always the
question to know by which way he will give her this object that she misses, and that he
misses always himself’ (p. 193).""

The energy the subject in fetishism puts in the denial of the lack, betrays the fact that this
lack is still operational in him. In other words, the Oedipus complex has him in its grip,
even if he does not traverse it and imagines to escape castration entirely. It is this that
differentiates perversion from psychosis: in psychosis, lack is foreclosed, while in

perversion, it is merely disavowed.""

We rephrase this as follows:

The subject in fetishism does not assume the maternal phallus as a symbolic object;
instead, he tries ‘to give back’ the (m)Other’s missing phallus by imaginary means.
Notwithstanding his denial of lack, lack is still operational in him.
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Fetishism beyond the context of object lack theory

Object lack theory is only partially suited to think fetishism. It doesn’t do justice to two of
Freud’s most important ideas concerning the perversion. Firstly, the idea of a construction
of the screen memory by the subject in fetishism is missing. Secondly, Freud'’s intuition of
the fetish having a sign-character, is not taken into account. In the continuation of
Seminar IV (1956), Lacan, elaborates some new concepts to broaden his vision on
fetishism and to address these two issues. The position of the fetish between the
imaginary and the symbolic is examined with the introduction of the concepts of the
beyond and the veil. As we will show, these concepts have a direct link with Freud’s

concept of screen memory and with his description of the perverse phantasm.

The fetish between imaginary and symbolic

Lacan’s development of the concepts of the beyond, the veil and his reworking of the
Freudian concept of screen memory, seem to be an attempt to answer his earlier quoted
question about the moment the child becomes aware that the mother lacks something: “Is
it here about something imaginary that is reflected in the symbolic? Is it on the contrary a

symbolic element that appears in the imaginary?” (p. 57).""

A partial answer would be that it is not about an image (as exemplifying the Imaginary),
nor about a signifier (exemplifying the Symbolic) but about a sign, which is somewhere

on the border between both orders.'*

What is important in our context, is the fact that the sign is something that is fixed, that is
determined by a one-on-one relation between the sign and its perceiver, and the signifier
something that is articulated, that has only value in opposition to other signifiers (cf.
Lacan, 1955, p.167).
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In what follows, we analyze the aforementioned concepts with this idea of the sign

between the symbolic and the imaginary in mind.

The beyond

In the course of Seminar IV (1956), two ideas on fetishism which are linked to the
concept of the ‘beyond’, are introduced in separate places. The first idea comes from
clinical observation. It is the idea that perverse acts present themselves as a paroxysm,
that whenever they appear, they constitute a rupture in the subject’s life. The second
idea, Lacan implicitly borrows from Freud. It is what one could call an oscillation, a
divided attitude, that is based on disavowal and the splitting of the ego, and aims at a

certain stabilizing beyond.

Lacan introduces the first idea by calling perversion a way of “Realizing a mode of
access to the beyond of the image of the other” (1956, p. 85).""

Lacan compares this notion of the beyond to what Freud calls Eros, “the union between
two individuals, in which everyone is ‘ripped of himself’, and for a more or less fragile and
transitory, even virtual, instant, finds himself as a constituent part of this unity” (p. 85)."°
Lacan stays vague here, but we can easily read this as a description of a finding back of

the lacking object (p. 85).

This access is, of course, not symbolic, and as such extra-historical. Whenever this
access to the beyond is realized, it presents itself as a paroxysm. In other words, the
perverse solution is always momentary. That is the reason why perverse acts appear like
syncopated moments within the history of the subject. According to Lacan, in every
perversion, one can observe a convergence or a flooding towards the moment that can
be qualified as a passage to the act. In it, we find something like a fusion, a trans-
individual dimension that is an access to this beyond (p. 85). It is specific for perversion
that such moments of unity are not symbolically ordered, and as such cannot find their
place in the history of the subject. In the passage a I'acte, the signifier that could order
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the events symbolically, the phallus, lacks. This is why in perversion, the finding back of

the object is never realized symbolically, but only imaginarily, phantasmatically.

As we know, Lacan will later develop this object-to-be-found-back as the object a, while
the need to find this object back will crystalize into desire. While initially (up to Seminar
VIII (1960), the object a will be ‘beyond’ desire, from Seminar X (1962) onwards, Lacan
will see the object a as cause of desire and hence as ‘before’ (French has the elegant
term 'en-deca') desire. In Seminar X (1962), Lacan stresses that the notion of the fetish is
ideally suited to illustrate the object a as the object-cause-of-desire:'"’

| am going to use the fetish as such, because this is where the veil is drawn back
on the dimension of the object as cause of desire. What is desired? It is not the
little item of footwear, nor the breast, nor anything else with which you can embody
the fetish. The fetish causes desire (1962, p. 103).

As such we can claim that the object of privation, the potential fetish, is the clay from
which Lacan will mold the object a."'® Remember that Lacan characterized privation as a
real lack, as a hole (p. 36). It is as a lack, as a hole, as real that the object a causes
desire, and it is in fetishism that this is most apparent.

This gives us the following characteristic: subjects in fetishism tend towards ‘passages a
'acte’, which appear as momentary paroxysms, in which the lost object is imaginary
found back, but which cannot be symbolically ordered in the history of the subject,
because the phallus as a binding signifier lacks.

Secondly, in perversion, we find also what Lacan calls an oscillating movement, which we
can read as an elaboration of the divided attitude or the splitting of the ego of perverse
subjects that Freud speaks about. It is, as Lacan showed with the mirror stage, a property
of imaginary relations is to be dual and reciprocal. As said, in subjects in fetishism, we
find from time to time that they identify with the mother, from time to time with the object
(i.e. the phallus). Lacan sees a typical oscillation between both these positions:
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The fact that for a moment the fascinating illumination of the maternal object
satisfies the subject, doesn'’t suffice to establish a general erotic equilibrium. And
effectively, when he identifies with the object for a moment, he’ll lose his primitive
object, the mother, and will consider himself as a destroying object for her. This
perpetual game, this profound diplopia marks the whole of the fetishistic
manifestation (p. 86).""°

To illustrate this double sight, Lacan refers to Phyllis Greenacre, who describes an
analysis of a perverse subject: “It seems we're in presence of a subject which seems to
show his own image in quick succession in two opposed mirrors” (p. 86)."° Lacan
interprets this as the subject moving in a specular relation from the mother to the phallus,
where he is alternatively in the one and in the other position. This oscillation only stops,
only stabilizes “when this unique, privileged and at the same time impermanent symbol is
grasped that is the precise object of the fetishist, notably that something which

symbolizes the phallus” (p. 86)."

This gives us the following characteristic: In order to attempt to deal with the untenable
imaginary triangle, the subject in fetishism incessantly alternates between two positions:
identification with the mother and identification with the phallic object. It is the fetish,

symbolizing the phallus, that comes to stabilize this situation.

The idea of a moment of stabilization is, as well, crucially important: we can read it as a
joint between Freud’s and Lacan’s visions, i.e. the idea that the fetishistic object
symbolizes (or, more precisely, is a sign of) the phallus, but at the same time has an
impermanent character. This idea will be developed by Lacan when he deals with the

perverse phantasm.

The perverse phantasm

To deepen his understanding of perverse phantasms — which he equalizes here with

fetishistic phantasms, Lacan comments Freud’s text on the common masochistic
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phantasm “A Child is Being Beaten” (1919e). We will follow this commentary more in
detail when dealing with Freud and Lacan on masochism and sadism. For the time being,
we will elucidate a few key points that allow us to distill one more characteristic of the
subject in fetishism, i.e. the fact that his phantasm has a sign-character and situates itself
as such between the image and the symbol, between the imaginary and the symbolic.

In the punishment phantasms, Freud underlines the difference between the masturbatory
activity, which is easily told in analysis, and the formulation of the details of the phantasm,
which only happens with much difficulty. This shows there is a gap between the imaginary
use of the phantasmal images and their spoken formulation on the symbolic level; to use
a phantasm is not the same as to speak about it.

The perverse phantasm in general has two characteristics. Firstly, while the phantasm in
neurosis is unconscious, the perverse phantasm is not; it presents itself as a series of
enigmatic signifiers which are conscious remnants of unconscious speech. Secondly, the
perverse phantasm is the residue of a process which desubjectivates and petrifies the
scene from which the phantasm takes it origin — the use of the impersonal, subjectless,
passive form in the formulation of the phantasm “A Child is Being Beaten” bears witness
to this. The phantasm is an enigmatic rest which the subject is unable to develop, a pure
sign, taking on the charge of what is on the level of the Other, but is not integrated by the
subject: “On the level of the perverse phantasm, all the elements are there, but all that is
signification is lost, notably the intersubjective relation. What we could call the signifiers in
their pure state maintain themselves in the intersubjective relation, emptied of their
subject” (Lacan, 1956, p. 119).'%

When we apply this symbolic, desubjectivated view of the perverse phantasm to the
fetish, we can see the fetish as the enigmatic, because non-articulated, sign of the
beyond. It is a condensate of the situation where the child in his sexual curiosity wants to
see the mother’s phallus; it symbolizes the phallus of the deprived mother, in which the
phallus itself stands for the wish of completing the lack of the mother in an imaginary
fashion. It is, as such, desubjectivated. Because it is momentary and paroxysmal, it is not
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integrated into the subject’s history: it stays an enigmatic rest, a pure sign, which we can

see as positioned between the imaginary and the symbolic.

The same can be said for the case Freud discussed in “Fetishism” (1927e); the fetish is
here a shine on the nose (ein Glanz auf die Nase) which, more than just standing for the
absent female phallus, stands for the perception of it. It is frozen into a pure sign between
the imaginary and the symbolic.'®

In other words, the fetish is not articulated, but it symbolizes anyway the phallus. As
symbolic condensate, as a sign, it is linked to imaginary elements that find their root in
the situation where the child perceives his mother as a-phallic.

This brings us to the following characteristic:

The fetishistic phantasm has a sign-character that situates it between the imaginary and
the symbolic.

Screen memory

The fact that the observation on basis of which the fetishistic phantasm is formed, stops
before the uncanny discovery of the lack of the mother’s phallus, leads Lacan to
introduce a link to another concept we retained from our reading of Freud: the screen
memory. There is also a clear link with the idea of the beyond: what is beyond, is beyond
the screen.

The structure of the fetish and the structure of the perverse phantasm (which Lacan puts
here on a par) are similar to the structure of the screen memory, which we could call the
moment when the chain of the memory stops: “It stops at the edge of the dress, not
higher than the ankle, there where we meet the shoe [...] This shoe can take the function

of that which is not seen, but which is articulated, formulated as that which the mother in
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fact possesses, the phallus, imaginary undoubtedly, but essential to the symbolic
foundation of the mother as phallic” (p. 119)."%*

The instantaneous character of the screen memory is typical of the reduction of the full
scene, which is signifying, articulated from subject to subject. The full scene is reduced to
that which is immobilized in the phantasm, but stays loaded with all the erotic values

included. The fetish is like the witness and the last support of these erotic values.

We remark here the use of another one of Freud’s ideas: the idea of a displacement of
value. The valorization of the image is formed out of the reduction of the full scene, and
this imaginary dimension is the bed of the perversion. As we saw above, the fetish
contains also unconscious speech. We can conclude out of this that Lacan sees the
fetish as a sign, which situates itself somewhere between the image and the symbol of
the point of repression of the uncanny perception of the mother’s missing phallus.

This brings us to the formulation of the following characteristic, entirely in accordance
with Freud'’s theory on fetishism:

The fetishistic phantasm is the sign of the point of repression of the uncanny perception
of the mother’s missing phallus.

The veil

To think the fetish as what is at this side of the beyond, Lacan introduces another
concept: that of the veil, which he illustrates with a simple schema (p. 156):'%®
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subject object nothing

curtain

Figure 3 Schema of the veil

The subject is pictured at this side of the veil, the object at the other. Beyond the object,
there is nothing; that, what Lacan calls here the beyond, the beyond of the object, the
lack, but also the symbol and the phallus as lacking to women (pp. 155-156). The
presence of the veil makes the object appear in the place of the lack. This is what
happens in fetishism: the veil makes the fetish appear in the place of what lacks in the
m(Other).

For Lacan, that which constitutes the fetish, the sign or symbol that fixes the fetish, is
borrowed from a screen memory. This screen memory is not simply an instantaneous
image; it is as well an interruption of history. As such, it indicates — and veils — the
continuation of the movement beyond the veil (p. 157).

In every symbolic exchange, Lacan claims, a beyond of the object is implied. Here, in
Seminar IV (1956), this beyond is still represented by the phallus. But it is not any more
the phallus in Freud’'s sense. As Safouan puts it: “There where the phallus keeps, for
Freud, a certain positivity, it becomes, for Lacan, lack itself” (2001, p. 68)."% It is this lack
itself that Lacan later will elaborate as the object a. The notion of a beyond of the object
as lack itself, allows us to see fetishism, which has taken an exemplary role for all

perversions, in a new light.

Let us articulate this with an interesting quote about omnipotence:
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The structure of omnipotence is not [...] in the subject, but in the mother, in the
primitive Other. It is the Other who is omnipotent. But behind this omnipotence,
there is this final lack to which the power is suspended. When the subject
perceives this lack in the object of which he expects omnipotence, this lack which
makes himself impotent, the last resort of the omnipotence is reported to the
beyond (p. 169)."

Here, the lack in the mother is clearly equalized with the lack in the Other. Here, in other
words, the Other appears as incomplete. Moreover, the lack of the Other is equalized
with the lack of the subject. But the subject finds, notwithstanding this shared lack, a

support to keep up his imaginary omnipotence: the beyond.

This is the neurotic scenario. For the subject in fetishism, it is not the beyond that
sustains his imaginary completeness: it is the fetishistic object that comes to cover over
lack.

The idea of an incomplete Other and a shared lack, that Lacan will develop later on, will
be crucial for his theories about sadism and masochism.

Here, Lacan articulates this lack, this beyond, with the phallus. According to Lacan, in
“Fetishism” (1927e), Freud claims that the fetish is the symbol of the penis as the woman
doesn’t have it (p. 151). Out of this, Lacan concludes that in fetishism, it is not about the
real phallus, in as much as it exists or not, but about the symbolic phallus. The symbolic
phallus presents itself as absent in symbolic exchange, as absence functioning as such.
What is exchanged in symbolic exchange is always both present and absent. Having
appeared at one point, it disappears, to reappear at another point. It circulates, leaving
behind the sign of its absence at the point where it came from.

On the one hand, when properly assumed — i.e. for the neurotic — the symbolic object
establishes a cycle of imaginary menaces that limit — and organize — the direction and
use of the real phallus. That is the sense of the castration complex: the symbolic phallus
as a central element is characterized by the fact that is it precisely not an object, but a
signifier. But in fetishism, this symbol is petrified into a sign, that bears witness to a lack
that is beyond, but is impossible to articulate.
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On the other hand, a fortiori, the symbolic phallus institutes the difference between the
sexes. In a first phase, it is a question of being the phallus or not, in a second phase the
question is to have the phallus or not. While the subject in fetishism stays stuck in the first
phase, in which he identifies with the phallus — as that what the (m)Other lacks —, the
neurotic accepts not to be the phallus. In a second phase, the neurotic has to deal with
the fact that he is marked with the signifier of sexual difference, the symbolic phallus;
boys as having it, girls as not having it. The subject in fetishism subject never reaches
this second stage:

For the subject in fetishism, the difference between the sexes is not properly integrated.

Fetishism as metonymy

Through an analysis of two of Freud’s cases, Lacan articulates the link between the fetish
and language; he analyses the metonymic character of fetish-formation. In Seminar V
(1957), Lacan comes up with generic formulae for metonymy and metaphor in general.
We will apply the generic formula of metonymy to fetishism.

In Seminar IV (1956), Lacan comments extensively on Dora (1905e), Freud’s type
example of hysteria — which could be read as the ‘negative of perversion’ — and “The
Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a Woman” (1920a), as a case of (the

positive) perversion.
In brief, Lacan sees two symmetrical oppositions between the two cases he discusses.

Firstly, Lacan sees the young homosexual woman as the negative of Dora: “the confusion
of the symbolic position with the imaginary position happens in both in the opposite way
[...] the one is organized in relation to the other like a positive to a negative [...] there is
no better illustration of Freud’s formula, that perversion is the negative of the neurosis” (p.
136).'%

Secondly, Lacan claims that Dora’s symptoms can be understood as a metaphor, the
young homosexual’'s as a metonymy (pp. 144-147).
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In order to contextualize Lacan’s use of the terms metonymy and metaphor as used in his
analyses of Dora and the homosexual girl, we'll rephrase an important passage from
Seminar V (1956), where Lacan introduces the formulae for the metonymy and the
metaphor (p. 7). Its generic formula is the following:

Figure 4 Formula of the metonymy

Following Lacan’s instructions (pp. 7-8), this formula can be read as follows. The
metonymic function (F) of the signifier (S) is the connection of a signifier with another
signifier (S’). It permits (=) the elision (of S’) by which the signifier (S) installs the lack of
being in the object relation; using the value of the ‘sending back’ (S’ sends back to S) to
invest it (S) with the desire (the (-) s). The (-) means here the maintenance of the bar.
The signifier doesn’t enter in the signified.

F(S/S)S= S(+)s

Figure 5 Formula of the metaphor

We should read this as follows. The metaphoric function (F) of the signifier (S) is the
substitution of one signifier (S’) for another (S). It produces (=) an effect of signification, of
creation (the (+) s). The (+) means here the transgression of the bar. The signifier passes

in the signified.

Keeping these formulae in mind, we’ll try to articulate how Lacan can hold that neurosis is
metaphorical and perversion metonymical, and how he sees that exemplified in Freud’s

two cases.
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To begin with, we note that there is a strong parallelism for Lacan between metonymy
and the imaginary on the one hand, and between metaphor and the symbolic on the
other.

In Dora, Freud relates the case of a young girl who presents neurotic symptoms after
being seduced by Mr. K., the husband of her father’s mistress. When Mr. K. tells her that
his wife means nothing to him, Dora collapses. Lacan stresses that Dora’s neurosis can
be understood as metaphorical. It is when Dora fails to put her seducer, Mr. K., in the
position of fourth, stabilizing element, that her neurosis breaks out. Lacan shows that the
function of Mr. K. was metaphoric — symbolic — for Dora. By extension, Lacan sees the
function of the father as metaphoric and as underpinning the traversal of the
Oedipus complex.

In the case of the young homosexual woman, the young girl has a relationship with a
certain Dame. When her father confronts her and the Dame breaks off the relationship,

the young girl jumps of a bridge.

For the young homosexual woman, there is a message of the father: “You'll have a child
of me”, that plays in her unconscious. In her exalted love for the Dame, she shows her
father what real love is, the love that her father refused her. She shows her father how to
love for what one hasn’t got, for one’s lack, for the beyond of the object, for this symbolic
phallus she knows she won't find in the Dame, because she knows very well that it is her
father who has it (cf. p. 145).

Up to this point, we are in a neurotic scenario. But that changes with the suicide attempt
of the young woman, which Lacan describes as a perverse paroxysm, as a passage a
I'acte, in which the homosexual girl acts the definitive loss of the object: the phallus that
has been definitively denied to her, falls (‘kommt nieder’ in German). This falling is also
an imaginary way to give herself the baby she wished from her father (‘kommt nieder’
also means ‘gives birth’ in German) and, at the same time, to destroy herself in a last
significant act.
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Both interpretations are based on the word ‘niederkommt’. This word stands
metonymically for the ultimate term, the term of violent death, in which is expressed what
it is about for the woman, and which is the only and unique resort for the whole of her
perversion, being a stable and particularly reinforced love for the father. So, here we find
the heart of the case of the young homosexual: a failing attempt to introduce a fourth,

stabilizing element in an imaginary way in an untenable triangular situation.

In other words, perversion is also a way of speaking about something else. It speaks
about something else in an imaginary way, as a screen memory. The screen memory is a
stop in the (symbolic) chain, and as such a metonymy, because history itself continues.
The next part is missing, veiled, and it is in this that the repression consists. That is why
Lacan calls the function of the perversion of the subject a metonymic function. To put it
otherwise: “in the perversion we find a signifying behavior indicating a signifier that is
further in the signifying chain in that it is linked to it by a necessary signifier” (p. 145).'In
the fetishistic case, this is, of course, the fetish; in other perversions, it can be different;

here it is the ‘nieder-kommen’, in all its overdetermination.°

In “The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious” (1966), Lacan describes the same
thing in the context of a discussion of desire and of the signifier: “desire [...] is caught in
the rails of metonymy, eternally extending toward the desire for something else. Hence its
“perverse” fixation at the very point of suspension of the signifying chain at which the
screen memory is immobilized and the fascinating image of the fetish becomes frozen”
(1966, p. 431).

For Dora, things are different: “Dora, taken as a subject, puts herself at every step under
a certain number of signifiers in the chain. She finds in the situation a certain perpetual
metaphor” (p. 145)."®" For Dora, Mr. K. is her metaphor. Dora knows love exists. She
finds a historization of love in which she finds her place in the form of a question: “What
does it mean to be a woman?” She expresses herself, she expresses this question
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through her symptoms. These symptoms are signifying elements to her. In other words: it

is as metaphorical that Dora’s neurosis can be understood.

A formula for fetishism

Having both the generic formula for metonymy and an example of perversion as
metonymic process, we can devise a particular metonymic formula for fetishism. Filling in
the fetish for the first signifier (S) and the missing phallus of the mother for the second
signifier (S’) makes it possible to re-read the generic formula for the metonymy as

follows:

The metonymic function (F) of the fetish (S) is the connection of the missing phallus of
the mother (S’) with a second signifier (S). It permits (=) the disavowal of the mother’s
lack of the phallus. By this disavowal, the fetish (S) installs the lack of being in the object
relation. By referring to the missing phallus, the fetish is invested with the desire for it ((-
s) in the formula). This also means that the fetish doesn’t enter into the signified: it stays

a petrified sign.

In “The Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious” (1966), Lacan formulates this lack of
being in fetishism in an elegant way. He describes the mother’s missing phallus as “that
eminent want-to-be™ (p. 434).

As shown above, Lacan also compares the fetish to a screen memory. To protect the
subject from castration anxiety, the uncanny perception of the mother’s missing phallus is
frozen and desubjectivated into a point. The screen memory is a stop in the chain of
memories, while the chain of history itself continues. In the screen memory, the next part
of the chain is missing. The screen memory veils the full scene, but at the same time
inherits its value. This metonymic displacement of value onto an image is the cradle of
fetishism. But the fetish is more than an image: it is also a signifier, which stays the

witness of something beyond the veil. And here lies the importance of Lacan’s
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interpretation: the fact that the fetish is also a signifier means, for Lacan, that it could be

as such re-articulated in the unconscious through analytic dialogue.

This gives us our last characteristic: Fetishism is the metonymic displacement of value
form the lacking object beyond the veil onto a petrified sign.

Conclusion

In this part, we discussed how Lacan expands the understanding of fetishism and tackles
the lacunae in Freud’s theory'.

We showed how Lacan’s theory of object lack lies at the basis of his views on fetishism.
This theory finds its roots in one of Lacan’s early texts, “The Family Complexes” (1938).
There, subject development is described as deploying across three complexes: the
weaning complex, the intrusion complex and the Oedipus complex, all resulting in the
objectification of a certain lack. We showed the parallel of these three complexes with the
three moments of object lack: real privation, imaginary frustration and symbolic

castration.

We discussed how the development of his object lack theory that allows Lacan to
describe fetishism as a specific way of dealing with object lack, next to phobia and
normality. We studied also how Lacan expands his notion of fetishism beyond his theory
of object lack. Taking up Freud’s — and indirectly, Binet's — idea of the sign-character of
the fetish, Lacan situates the fetish as petrified between the Imaginary and the Symbolic.
He conceptualizes what lies beyond the fetish, develops the perverse phantasm, and
uses the concepts of screen memory and of the veil. Last but not least, mostly in Seminar
V (1957), he puts the fetish in a linguistic context and describes it as the metonymic
displacement of value form the lacking object beyond the veil onto a petrified sign.
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Throughout our discussion of fetishism in and beyond Lacan’s theory of object lack, we
singled out some of the basic characteristics of Lacan’s view on fetishism. When we
combine these, we get the following image of fetishism:

Fetishism is a protection against anxiety, against the intrusion of the Real. Because the
subject in fetishism has not been menaced by a castrating instance, he has not received
the phallus symbolically; rather than to have the phallus, he aspires to be it. As such, the
lack of the object is not introduced in a dialectic which gives it a dimension of law; for the
subject in fetishism, the law is elastic; instead of having traversed the Oedipus, of being
the heir of the paternal Law, he will try to take the position of founder of his own law.
Accordingly, the subject in fetishism has to delude; he doesn’t accept he lacks the object.
He does not assume the maternal phallus as a symbolic object; instead, he tries to give
back the mother’s missing phallus by imaginary means. In order to attempt to deal with
the untenable imaginary triangle, the subject in fetishism incessantly alternates between
two positions: identification with the mother and identification with the phallic object. The
fetish, symbolizing/imaginarizing the phallus, is an attempt to stabilize this situation.
Notwithstanding his denial of lack, lack is still operational in fetishism. As a result, the
subject in fetishism tends to a flooding towards ‘passages a l'acte’, which appear as
momentary paroxysms, in which the lost object is found back in an imaginary fashion, but
which cannot be symbolically ordered in the history of the subject, because the phallus as
a binding signifier lacks. For the subject in fetishism, the difference between the sexes is
thus not integrated. The fetishistic phantasm, standing in for this binding signifier, has a
sign-character that situates it between the imaginary and the symbolic. It functions as a
metonymic displacement of value form the lacking object beyond the veil onto a petrified

sign.

Compared to Freud’s theory on fetishism, the advantages are clear. Most importantly,
with the characterization of the fetishistic ‘choice’ as an imaginary attempt to deal with
privation, Lacan provides an answer to the ‘Why?’ of the fetishistic ‘choice’. Secondly, the
linguistic mechanisms at work in fetishism are clarified. Thirdly, the position of the subject
in fetishism towards the law is at least partly clarified. Last but not least, Lacan’s theory is
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a step forward on the ladder of abstraction. Where Freud’s theory was centered around
one clinical fact, the uncanny perception of the missing female phallus, Lacan
generalizes this into a structural lack: privation of the phallus.

After Seminars IV (1956) and V (1957), Lacan’s interest in fetishism slowly peters out. In
Seminar VI (1958), he comes back to it only to explain the fetishistic character of the
object of desire in general (1958, p. 217), and as an example of the distance the subject
keeps to the object of desire (pp. 311-312). In his later Seminars, references to fetishism
are rare and unsubstantial to Lacan’s theory of perversion.

While both Freud and Lacan proposed, at a certain moment in their work, fetishism as the
privileged paradigm to think perversion in general, we will argue that this paradigm is
insufficient. It is only when Lacan makes the further abstraction from phallic object
towards object a and from the mother to the Other that a truly generic conception of
perversion can be elaborated, as the subject structure in which the subject strives to
complete the lack in the Other with its own.

As we will show in the following chapters, the road towards this abstraction leads firstly
through Freud’s discovery of the death drive as the solution of the riddles of masochism
and sadism. Secondly, this road leads through Lacan’s development of the concepts
object a and jouissance. It is the elaboration of these two concepts that will allow Lacan
to rethink perversion on the basis of masochism and sadism as paradigmatic
perversions. This approach will clarify what still stays opaque here: the relations of the
pervert with his Other and with the drive. The result will be a generic theory of perversion,
characterized by the subject being in the position of trying to supplement to the lack of
the Other with his own.
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Conclusion to the parts on fetishism

In the first two parts of our doctoral thesis, we discussed Freud and Lacan’s views on
fetishism as the paradigmatic perversion.

In part 1 on Freud and fetishism, we studied how the early sexologists took degeneracy
and heredity to be the root causes of fetishism and of perversion in general, but also that,
in some passages of their work, their theorizations go further. The structural picture of
fetishism that emerges out of these passages, is the following. For the subject in
fetishism, the awakening of genital excitation is associated symbolically with a contingent
exterior fact. This association crystallizes into a fetish, which operates as a sign in a
language-based scenario that is instrumental for the regulation of sexual enjoyment.

Secondly, we examined Freud’s ideas on fetishism. Freud starts from the idea that
infantile sexuality is polymorphously perverse. One of these many forms is fetishism. It is
the uncanny scene of the missing female phallus that is associated symbolically with a
castration threat that can give rise to the crystallization of the missed object into a fetish,
which is like a screen memory, covering over both the missing female phallus and

castration.

In two key texts, “Fetishism” (1927e) and “Splitting of the Ego in the Process of Defense”
(1940e [1938]), Freud restates his theory on the origin of fetishism and enlarges it to
perversion in general. Therefore, in Freud, we can speak of fetishism as paradigmatic for
perversion. Both papers also see Freud shift focus from the object of fetishism to the
subject in fetishism, whereby he discerns three main characteristics: a rift in the ego, a
language-based regulatory mechanism of sexual enjoyment — as exemplified by the
‘glance at the nose’ — and a disavowal of the possibility of castration and thus of sexual
differentiation.
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There are some blind spots in Freud’s theory of fetishism. Firstly, he never comes up with
an explanation of the fetishistic ‘choice’. Secondly, the link between language, sexuality
and perversion stays underdeveloped. A third blind spot in his theorization is that he
never develops the idea of a specific relationship between the fetishist and the paternal

law.

In part 2 on Lacan and fetishism, we focused on the development of Lacan’s theory of
fetishism, a theory that is tributary to Freud, but also fills in some of the blind spots

Freud’s theory left open. We discussed two steps in this development.

The first step consists in the construction of a theory of object lack. Lacan discerns three
kinds of lack: frustration, as an imaginary dam, privation, as a real hole, and castration,
as a symbolic debt. The subject of fetishism is depicted as the one who reacts to the
mother’s privation with a refusal of symbolic castration. In that sense, privation stays
unresolved, and the subject of fetishism will have to ‘give of himself'. Instead of acquiring
the symbolic phallus through the acceptance of castration, he will try to ‘be’ the phallus by
identifying with that what the (m)Other lacks.

In a second step, Lacan elaborates further on fetishism, expanding the Freudian concept
of screen memory with the concepts of the veil and its beyond. This allows him to focus
on the sign character of the fetish, reminiscent of Freud’'s ‘shine on the nose’. Lacan
thinks of the fetish as a metonymy, in which the value of one signifier is transposed onto
another. While the fetish functions as a sign, it has the form of an image, which is like a
screen that protects the subject in fetishism from castration anxiety. As image, it is non-
dialectic and stays petrified. As such, it is not integrated in the symbolic order. As a result,
for the subject in fetishism, the law is elastic; moreover, he will try to take the position of

founder of his own law.

Compared to Freud’s theory on fetishism, the advantages of Lacan’s theory are clear.

Most importantly, with the characterization of the fetishistic ‘choice’ as an imaginary
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attempt to deal with privation, Lacan provides an answer to the ‘Why?’ of the fetishistic
‘choice’. Secondly, the linguistic mechanisms at work in fetishism are clarified. Thirdly, the
position of the subject in fetishism towards the law is developed. Last but not least,
Lacan’s theory is a step forward on the ladder of abstraction. Where Freud’s theory was
centered around two clinical facts, the uncanny perception of the missing female phallus
and the castration threat, Lacan generalizes this into a structural lack: the privation of the
phallus, with which the subject in fetishism deals by imaginary means.

While both Freud and Lacan proposed, at a certain moment in their work, fetishism as the
privileged paradigm to think perversion in general, we will argue that this paradigm is
insufficient. What is lacking is a structural theory about the jouissance of the subject in
perversion, and about its relation with the Other and with the lacking object beyond the
phallus. It is only when Lacan makes the further abstraction from phallic object towards
object a and from the mother to the Other, that a truly generic conception of perversion
can be elaborated, as the subject structure in which the subject strives for jouissance by

completing the lack in the Other with its own.

The road towards this abstraction leads firstly to Freud’s discovery of the death drive as
the solution of the riddles of masochism and sadism. Secondly, this road leads to Lacan’s
development of the concepts object a, the barred Other and jouissance. It is the
elaboration of these concepts that will allow Lacan to rethink perversion on the basis of
masochism and sadism as paradigmatic perversions. This approach will clarify what still
stays opaque here: the relations of the pervert with his Other, with his object lack and
with the drive. The result will be a generic theory of perversion, characterized by the
subject being in the position of trying to supplement to the lack of the Other with his own.
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PART 3

Freud on sadism and masochism: the stillness of the
stones
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Introduction

We dealt with Freud’s and Lacan’s theories on perversion in general in the first part of
this thesis through the lens of fetishism. As we have seen, this lens proves insufficient to
account for the structure of the subject in perversion in general. They fail to do justice to
the relation of the subject in perversion with the object, with the Other and with the drive,
as we will see when we concentrate on Lacan and his theories of sadism and
masochism. In this chapter, we’ll concentrate on Freud’s ideas on sadism and

masochism, '

without which Lacan’s theories would be impossible. It is through his
interest in masochism and sadism that Freud discovers the death drive, which, we will

argue later, is the root of Lacan’s concept of jouissance.

For Freud, sadism and masochism are crucial concepts that take a central place in his
theory. Moreover, the riddle of masochism leads Freud more than once to review his
meta-psychological theories drastically. We venture to picture how Freud’s struggle to
understand masochism runs like a red thread through a major part of his oeuvre.

In a first moment, stretching more or less from “The Interpretation of Dreams” (1900a) to
the “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d), Freud sees sadism as a primary

drive and masochism as a transformation of it.

In 1900, the existence of the masochistic drive supports the cornerstone of Freud’s
theory on dreams, i.e. the idea that all dreams are wish-fulfilment. Freud links this
masochistic drive to pleasure found in physical pain in normal/perverse masochism, and
to pleasure found in humiliation and mental torture in mental masochism/obsessional

neurosis.

In 1905, in “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d), Freud’s deals with sadism
and masochism as drives or drive-components that are part and parcel of the

polymorphously perverse infantile sexuality. Masochism is seen as secondary, as a
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transformation of sadism. If these drives are too strong, they can fail to be subsumed
under the sexual drive and remain as perversions. On the other hand, in this period
Freud cursorily mentions some interesting, promising, but only half-connected concepts
on which he will build later. He seems to sense the importance of sadism and
masochism, but doesn’t arrive at a satisfactory treatment — yet.

In a second moment, between “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d) and
‘From the History of an Infantile Neurosis” (1918b), Freud does not study sadism and
masochism in detail. However, the view of sadism as something not completely
subsumable under the sexual drive slowly appears as a subtext in his writings. This is
mostly the case in “On the Sexual Theories of Children” (1908c), “Analysis of a Phobia in
a Five-Year-Old Boy” (1909b), “A Case of Obsessional Neurosis” (1909d) and “The
Disposition to Obsessional Neurosis” (1913i).

In “From The history of an Infantile Neurosis” (1918b), Freud analyzes the sadistic and
the masochistic drives in the anal stages of the Wolf Man, and describes the
transformation of the one into the other in quite some detail. The key is the idea of an
‘admixture’ of the different drives. This admixture will be the subject of Freud’s “Instincts
and Their Vicissitudes” (1915c), in which he develops a drive-logic that provides him with
the conceptual apparatus that will bring more clarity in his minute analysis of the
transformation of the sadistic drive into a masochistic drive, while at the same time
serving as a temporary veil for his doubts about the existence of a primal masochistic
drive. At the same time, we see Freud’s conception of the drive slowly change from a
physiological one to a more complex one, integrating language-based and
metapsychological mechanisms.

In “A Child is Being Beaten” (1919e) Freud goes further. The conception of sadism and
masochism as drives moves to the background. He develops masochism and sadism —
and by extension the perversions in general — as ramifications of the Oedipus complex
and characterizes these perversions as intertwining repressed libido and guilt.
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While Lacan will pick up this thread, Freud'’s later work returns to a drive-based theory of

masochism and sadism.

In a third moment, from “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” (1920g) onwards, the discovery
of the death drive leads Freud to revisit his conception of masochism. Next to a primary,
erotogenic masochism or masochism-as-a-drive, he discerns two other forms: feminine
masochism and moral masochism. In feminine masochism, which is his term for
masochism as a perversion, he stresses the passive attitude. Moral masochism and its
connection with the superego are for Freud merely linked to obsessional neurosis. But for
Lacan, they will form the basis on which he will build the analysis of the connection

between sadism, masochism and ethics.

The main point in this third moment of Freud’s thinking on sadism and masochism, is the
“discovery” of masochism as a primary drive, as an instantiation of — and at the same
time paradigmatic model for — the death drive. The influence of this idea on Lacan’s work

cannot be underestimated.

Masochism as transformation of sadism

The masochistic wish in dreams

In “The Interpretation of Dreams” (1900a), Freud mentions the concepts masochism and
sadism twice in the context of the elaboration of his theory on dreams. Firstly, we find the
crucial idea that masochism is a derivative of sadism. The second idea of interest is

Freud’s distinction between normal and mental masochism.

The implicit definitions and first mentions of sadism and masochism are to be found in in
the chapter on “Distortion in dreams”, where the words sadism and masochism occur for
the first time in Freud’s work (1900a, p. 159). In the context of a discussion of dreams as
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wishes, central to his thinking at that time, Freud discusses the idea that some dreams

seem to lack this wish-fulfilling character:

The very frequent dreams, which appear to stand in contradiction to my theory
because their subject-matter is the frustration of a wish or the occurrence of
something clearly unwished-for, may be brought together under the heading of
‘counter-wish dreams’ (1900a, p. 159).

His thesis is that these dreams are anyway wish-fulfilments. He discerns two kinds of
counter-wish dreams. The first kind are dreams of his analysands who’s dreams seem to
counter Freud’s theory that all dreams are wish-fulfillments. Freud sees the motive of
these dreams in the analysand’s desire to prove their analyst’s theory wrong. The second
kind of counter-wish dreams, which are discussed in a few paragraphs Freud added in
1909, are more straightforward in their painful character. Freud discusses them as

follows:

The second motive for counter-wish dreams is so obvious that it is easy to
overlook it, as | did myself for some considerable time. There is a masochistic
component in the sexual constitution of many people, which arises from the
reversal of an aggressive, sadistic component into its opposite. Those who find
their pleasure, not in having physical pain inflicted on them, but in humiliation and
mental torture, may be described as ‘mental masochists’. It will at once be seen
that people of this kind can have counter-wish dreams and unpleasurable dreams,
which are none the less wish-fulfilments since they satisfy their masochistic
inclinations (Freud, 1900a, p. 159).

The main point here are the definitions: sadism is defined in a plain and straightforward
way as the aggressive component of the sexual drive. Masochism, on the other hand, is
defined as secondary, as a derivative: it is the reversal of sadism into its opposite.

It is clear that Freud speaks here about sadism and masochism as aspects of the drive,

not as categories of perversion.

It is also of interest to stress how Freud’s whole theory on dreams hinges on the
existence of a masochistic drive: it is the existence of this drive that explains why the

dreams that seem to challenge the kernel of Freud’s theory, are anyway wish-fulfilling.
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In order to see how Freud situates the masochistic drive, it is interesting to quote his

analysis of one example of a punishment dream:

| will quote one such dream, produced by a young man who in his earlier years had
greatly tormented his elder brother, to whom he had a homosexual attachment. His
character having undergone a fundamental change, he had the following dream,
which was in three pieces: |. His elder brother was chaffing him. Il. Two grown men
were caressing each other with a homosexual purpose. Ill. His brother had sold the
business of which he himself had looked forward to becoming the director. He
awoke from the last dream with the most distressing feelings. Nevertheless, it was
a masochistic wishful dream, and might be translated thus: ‘It would serve me right
if my brother were to confront me with this sale as a punishment for all the
torments he had to put up with from me (1900a, p. 159).

The fact to retain here, is that in the example masochism is linked with homosexuality,
guilt and a punishment phantasm. In a footnote, added in 1930, accompanying the
analysis of another punishment dream, Freud confirms this link between masochism and
guilt: “Since psycho-analysis has divided the personality into an ego and a superego, it
has become easy to recognize in these punishment dreams fulfillments of the wishes of
the super-ego” (1900a, p. 476).

Another ‘point to draw the attention to, and also linked to the idea of guilt, is the fact that
Freud seems to distinguish two forms of masochism in the quote above: a presupposed
‘normal’ masochism and a specifically named ‘mental’ masochism. Where the ‘normal’ —
i.e. perverse — masochist finds his pleasure by having inflicted physical pain on himself,
in mental masochism — which is clearly obsessional neurosis — the pleasure is found in

humiliation and mental torture.

We can summarize the ideas on sadism and masochism in “The Interpretation of
Dreams” (1900a) as follows. On the one hand, sadism and masochism are seen as
drives. Sadism is defined as the aggressive component of the sexual drive, while
masochism is defined as secondary: the reversal of sadism into its opposite. The
existence of the masochistic drive supports the cornerstone of Freud’s theory on dreams.
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On the other hand, Freud links masochism to pleasure found in physical pain in
normal/perverse masochism, and to pleasure found in humiliation and mental torture in

mental masochism/obsessional neurosis.

The most common and the most significant of all the perversions

Classification, naming and definition

The way Freud introduces sadism and masochism in “Three Essays on the Theory of
Sexuality” (1905d) is simple and straightforward. He calls them “the most common and
the most significant of all the perversions”, and defines them initially briefly as “the desire
to inflict pain upon the sexual object, and its reverse” (1905c, p. 157). Here, Freud seems

to speak of sadism and masochism as perversions.

Sadism and masochism both find their place in Freud’s classification of sexual
aberrations (1905c, pp. 135-172). As said in the chapter on fetishism, the perversions or
deviations in respect of the sexual aim fall apart in “sexual activities that extend, in an
anatomical sense, beyond the regions of the body that are designed for sexual union”
and “sexual activities that linger over the intermediate relations to the sexual object which
should normally be traversed rapidly on the path towards the final sexual aim” (1905d, p.
150). It is in this latter part that Freud deals, next to voyeurism and exhibitionism, with
sadism and masochism. The four perversions have the following in common: “the
tendency to linger over the preparatory activities and to turn them into new sexual aims

that can take the place of the normal one” (1905d, p. 150).

Freud cites Krafft-Ebing who created the terms ‘sadism’ and ‘masochism’, but also two
other authors who preferred the term ‘algolagnia’, from the Greek words for pain and lust,
using a single name for both perversions. He adds the nuance that the term algolagnia
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‘emphasizes the pleasure in pain, the cruelty; whereas the names chosen by Krafft-Ebing
bring into prominence the pleasure in any form of humiliation or subjection” (1905d, p.
157). Obviously, this nuance prolongs Freud’'s distinction of ‘normal’ and ‘mental’

masochism, as cited above.

For masochism, Freud introduces the term of ‘passivity’: a passive attitude is seen as the
kernel of masochism, understood as a spectrum: ‘[masochism] comprises any passive
attitude towards sexual life and the sexual object, the extreme instance of which appears
to be that in which satisfaction is conditional upon suffering physical or mental pain at the
hands of the sexual object” (1905d, p. 158).

Freud makes the same kind of distinction for sadism: there are “cases of sadism that are
merely characterized by an active or violent attitude to the sexual object”, and cases in
which “satisfaction is entirely conditional on the humiliation and maltreatment of the
object”. He explicitly reserves the term perversion only for this last, ‘extreme’ instance.

The roots of sadism

In “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d), looking for the roots of sadism,

Freud comes up with three explanatory factors.

Firstly, he searches these roots in a biological aspect of normal male sexuality:

The sexuality of most male human beings contains an element of aggressiveness
— a desire to subjugate; the biological significance of it seems to lie in the need for
overcoming the resistance of the sexual object by means other than the process of
wooing. Thus sadism would correspond to an aggressive component of the sexual
instinct which has become independent and exaggerated and, by displacement,
has usurped the leading position (1905d, p. 158).
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To the question of the origin of the connection between cruelty and the sexual instinct,
Freud doesn’t have a definite answer. He cites the theory that this aggressive element of
the sexual drive — the Standard Edition translates as ‘instinct’, but ‘drive’ is much closer to
the German ‘Trieb’ — is in reality “a relic of cannibalistic desires — that is, it is a
contribution derived from the apparatus for obtaining mastery, which is concerned with
the satisfaction of the other and, ontogenetically, the older of the great instinctual needs”
(1905d, p. 158).

A second, more original factor that helps to explain sadism as not only a drive, but as a
way to relate to the drive that is proper to perversion, is what Freud calls a sadistic view
of sexual intercourse: “If children at this early age witness sexual intercourse between
adults [...] they inevitably regard the sexual act as a sort of ill-treatment or act of
subjugation: they view it, that is, in a sadistic sense. Psycho-analysis also shows us that
an impression of this kind in early childhood contributes a great deal towards a
predisposition to a subsequent sadistic displacement of the sexual aim” (1905d, p. 158).

The impression in early childhood is reminiscent of Binet, while the displacement of the
sexual aim prefigures what Freud will say about the vicissitudes of the drive.

In a paragraph on the sexual researches of childhood, Freud discusses the connection
between romping and sexual excitation as a third, purely physiological factor: “One of the
roots of the sadistic instinct would seem to lie in the encouragement of sexual excitation
by muscular activity. In many people the infantile connection between romping and
sexual excitation is among the determinants of the direction subsequently taken by their
sexual instinct” (1905d, p. 203).

The roots of masochism

Freud sees masochism as further removed from the normal sexual aim than sadism,
even — as already mentioned in “The Interpretation of Dreams” (1900a) — as a
transformation of the latter: “it may be doubted at first whether [masochism] can ever
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occur as a primary phenomenon or whether, on the contrary, it may not invariably arise
from a transformation of sadism. It can often be shown that masochism is nothing more
than an extension of sadism turned round upon the subject’'s own self, which thus, to
begin with, takes the place of the sexual object” (1905d, p. 158).

Note that the idea is taken one step further: there was no question of the self as sexual
object when Freud discussed masochism in his dream-book. The drive undergoes here

one more transformation: a turn-around.

In the 1905 edition of “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d), Freud
immediately adds another important idea, without any further explanation or elaboration:
“Clinical analysis of extreme cases of masochistic perversion show that a great number
of factors (such as the castration complex and the sense of guilt) have combined to
exaggerate and fixate the original passive sexual attitude” (1905d, p. 158). He continues:
“Pain, which is overridden in such cases, thus falls into line with disgust and shame as a
force that stands in opposition and resistance to the libido” (1905d, p. 159).

Note that Freud specifically links masochism with not only guilt — as in “The Interpretation
of Dreams” (1900a) —, but also with shame, disgust and the castration complex, which
are at the basis of what he will later call the superego. There is a strong link with
masochism, as the footnote cited above indicates, but Freud does, alas, not elaborate at

this point of his work.

Active and passive

In his brief discussion of sadism and masochism in “Three Essays on the Theory of
Sexuality” (1905d, pp. 158-159), Freud is not clear if he sees them as the vicissitudes of
one drive, as two sides of one perversion or as two different perversions. Sometimes he

clearly differentiates sadism and masochism, sometimes he speaks of ‘algolagnia’ in
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general. He uses now and then the term ‘sadistic drive’ but also speaks about a
‘masochistic-sadistic drive’; he also speaks of sadism and masochism as of the ‘active’

and a ‘passive’ side of one single perversion.

This distinction between activity and passivity is crucial. Freud counts them among the
key differentiators of sexual life, which he connects to masculinity and femininity
respectively. To Freud, this is the reason why sadism and masochism occupy a special
position among the perversions (1905d, p. 159). He adds that the active and passive
forms habitually occur together:

A person who feels pleasure in producing pain in someone else in a sexual
relationship is also capable of enjoying as pleasure any pain which he may himself
derive from sexual relations. A sadist is always at the same time a masochist,
although the active or the passive aspect of the perversion may be the more
strongly developed in him and may represent his predominant sexual activity
(1905d, p. 159).

This claim of masochism and sadism being reversible, is actually, although belonging to

the public domain, a very strange one, as we will see later.

Freud continues with an enigmatic sentence: “It is, moreover, a suggestive fact that the
existence of the pair of opposites formed by sadism and masochism cannot be attributed
merely to the element of aggressiveness” (1905d, p. 159). In this way, he shows that the
problem of sadism and masochism is broader than the problem of aggressiveness, but
he doesn’'t make the connection with the other factors — guilt, the castration complex and
the displacement of the aim of the drive — that he cursorily mentioned when dealing with
the roots of masochism.

Sadistic-anal phase

Two more important ideas are developed when Freud analyzes the phases in the
development of the sexual organization. In the first, oral, organization, which initially

Freud calls cannibalistic, he claims that sexual activity has not yet separated from the
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ingestion of food, and adds: “nor are opposite currents within the activity differentiated”
(p- 198). When discussing the anal phase, which he calls sadistic-anal, he names ‘the
opposite currents’ as the active and the passive one, which can only later in development
be described as masculine and feminine — when the partial drives will be organized and
subordinated to the reproductive function.

The way Freud describes the active and passive currents in this phase is at least quite
remarkable: “The activity is put into operation by the instinct for mastery through the
agency of the somatic musculature; the organ which, more than any other, represents the
passive sexual aim is the erotogenic mucous membrane of the anus” (p. 198). Another
characteristic of the sadistic-anal phase is found by Freud in what he calls ambivalence:
in the sadistic-anal organization, “the opposing pairs of instincts are developed to an
approximately equal extent” (1905d, p. 199). He does not elaborate.

The coupling between sadism and muscular pleasure is not new, but the connection

between masochism and anal pleasure is. This gives us the following pairs of opposites:

Sadistic drive Masochistic drive
Active Passive
Masculine Feminine
Muscular Anal

Table 1 Pairs of opposites connected to the sadistic/masochistic drives

Seen in such a symmetric way, it is difficult to think of masochism as being merely a
transformation of sadism; a symmetry of characteristics is logically more suited to denote
two distinct concepts, i.e. two distinct drives.
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When we add up the ideas about sadism and masochism in this phase of Freud’s oeuvre,
the result isn’t a clear picture, but rather a set of interesting, promising, but only half-
connected concepts. We can conclude that in this phases, Freud partly deals with sadism
and masochism mostly as drives or drive-components, but also sometimes as a
perversion or a pair of perversions. He seems to sense the importance of sadism and
masochism, but doesn’t arrive at a satisfactory treatment. In Freud’s own words: “All that
need be said is that no satisfactory explanation of this perversion has been put forward
and that it seems possible that a number of mental impulses are combined in it to
produce a single resultant” (1905d, p. 159).

Towards the admixture of the drives

Slow emancipation from the sexual drive

In the period between “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d) and “From the
History of an Infantile Neurosis® (1918b), only sideways mentions of sadism and
masochism appear in Freud’s work. It is, however, interesting to trace the transformation
of the connected ideas. Beyond showing Freud’s hesitation about these drives-slash-
perversions in this period, these ideas show how slowly the accent changes, and how the
view of sadism as something not completely subsumable under the sexual drive
gradually appears as a subtext in Freud’s writings. This is the case in “On the Sexual
Theories of Children” (1908c), “Analysis of a Phobia in a Five-Year-Old Boy” (1909b), “A
Case of Obsessional Neurosis” (1909d) and “The Disposition to Obsessional Neurosis
(1913i)”.

When Freud discusses the sadistic view of coitus in “On the Sexual Theories of Children”
(1908c), only the accent changes in comparison with his treatment of the sadistic view of
coitus in “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d). Here, Freud claims that the
sadistic theory of intercourse is always formed, regardless of the amount of information
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the infant has at his disposal: “children arrive in every case at the same conclusion. They

adopt what may be called a sadistic view of coition” (1905c, p. 220).

In little Hans (1909b), sadism is mentioned as the tendency which is repressed by the
little protagonist of the case-study: “hostile and jealous feelings towards his father, and
sadistic impulses (premonitions, as it were, of copulation) towards his mother” (1909b, p.
139).

The sadistic drive is here clearly still seen as part of the sexual drive, hence the
premonitions. Further in the text, Freud’s view shifts a bit:

I cannot bring myself to assume the existence of a special aggressive instinct
alongside of the familiar instincts of self-preservation and of sex, and on an equal
footing with them. It appears to me that Adler has mistakenly promoted into a
special and self-subsisting instinct what is in reality a universal and indispensable
attribute of all instincts — their instinctual [triebhaft] and ‘pressing’ character, what
might be described as their capacity for initiating movement (1909b, pp. 140-141).

At this moment of his work, Freud thinks in terms of an interplay of two drives: the sexual
drive and the drive of self-preservation. Sadistic impulses would here be a characteristic

of both drives. They are ‘pressing’, ‘instinctual’ and linked to musculature and movement.

But Freud seems to hesitate: if sadism is not a drive on its own, how should it then be
considered: as a vicissitude of the drive for self-preservation, or as one of the sexual
drive? Where in “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d) he clearly stated that
sadism was a component of the sexual drive, here he is much more careful. When he
says he cannot bring himself to assume the existence of a special aggressive instinct, we
could ad: as yet.

In “Notes Upon a Case of Obsessional Neurosis” (1909d), Freud’s case study better

known as the Rat Man, repressed sadism performs a crucial function as well:

in the cases of unconscious hatred [...] the sadistic components of love have, from
constitutional causes, been exceptionally strongly developed, and have
consequently undergone a premature and all too thorough suppression, and the
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neurotic phenomena we have observed arise on the one hand from conscious
feelings of affection which have become exaggerated as a reaction, and on the
other hand from sadism persisting in the unconscious in the form of hatred (1909d,
p. 240).

Here, Freud clearly links sadism to obsessional neurosis. He leans to the thesis that
sadism is a vicissitude of the sexual drive. It is love, but in its transformation into —
unconscious — hate. On the background, he still holds to his view of ‘constitutional

causes’ for sadism.

Oddly enough, in the analysis of Rat Man’s obsessional neurosis, where an unknown
anal pleasure (1909d, p. 167) plays such a crucial role in the analysis of the case, the link
between the anal and the sadistic is only touched upon sideways, and never explicitly

analyzed.

This also goes for “The Disposition to Obsessional Neurosis” (1913i), though in this text
the sideways mention of anal eroticism is noteworthy because of the link anal eroticism —

homosexuality — obsessional neurosis:

A stressing of this anal eroticism in the pre-genital stage of organization leaves
behind a significant predisposition to homosexuality in men when the next stage of
the sexual function, the primacy of the genitals, is reached. The way in which this
last phase is erected upon the preceding one and the accompanying remoulding of
the libidinal cathexes present analytic research with the most interesting problems.
(1913i, p. 322)

This remoulding of the libidinal cathexes, from anal to genital and back, can be traced in
detail in another case study: “From the History of an Infantile Neurosis” (1918b).

The Wolf Man: admixture of the drives

In “From the History of an Infantile Neurosis” (1918b), Freud analyzes the sexual
development of the Wolf Man according to his theory of sexual development in stages.
He describes how the sexual life of the boy was starting to enter the genital phases till the
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development was arrested by the suppression of masturbation, which made it regress to
the sadistic-anal organization. He distinguishes between the sadistic and the masochistic
drives in this stage and describes the transformation of the one into the other in quite
some detail.

He first depicts the sadistic drive in its straightforward, unrepressed, infantile form: “He
began to be cruel to small animals, to catch flies and pull off their wings, to crush beetles
underfoot; in his imagination he liked beating large animals (horses) as well. All of these,
then, were active and sadistic proceedings” (1918b, p. 26).

Next, Freud turns to a description of sadism turning against the subject, transforming into

masochism:

phantasies of quite another kind came up as well in the patient's memory. The
content of these was of boys being chastised and beaten, and especially being
beaten on the penis. And from other phantasies, which represented the heir to the
throne being shut up in a narrow room and beaten, it was easy to guess for whom
it was that the anonymous figures served as whipping-boys. The heir to the throne
was evidently he himself; his sadism had therefore turned round in phantasy
against himself, and had been converted into masochism (1918b, p. 26).

Remark here the stress put on masochism as a neurotic phantasm, as a repressed wish,
that can come to the surface during analysis. This phantasm is, in our opinion, a source
for Freud’s “A Child is Being Beaten” (1919e), published only a year later, where Freud
speaks about four female and two male cases. In that text, oddly enough, Freud does not
mention that the beating is on the penis. We will come back to this text in detail.

Thirdly, Freud describes the intricate series of transformations in the Wolf Man’s
development with the concepts of identification, sexual aim, sexual object and the pair of
opposites active and passive. In a first phase the little boy identifies with his father.
Secondly, his seduction by his sister puts him into a passive role, gives him a passive
sexual aim, which makes him turn to his nanny as the object of his choice. Thirdly, the
boy turns once more to his father, the identification now replaced by object choice, and
the formerly active attitude by a passive one. His fits of rage, which had served active
sadistic ends in relationship to his nanny, now become masochistic in purpose: “By

bringing his naughtiness forward he was trying to force punishments and beatings out of
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his father, and in that way to obtain from him the masochistic sexual satisfaction that he
desired” (1918b, p. 28).

This analysis shows to which lengths Freud goes to refine his description of how sadistic
impulses can turn into masochistic ones. But it is quite a bit further in the text that Freud
comes to the kernel of the case-study: the primal scene on which he puts so much stress
in the analysis of the Wolf Man. It does not only repeat the transformation of sadistic into
masochistic impulses, but makes a link possible with Freud’s theory on fetishism:

When the patient entered more deeply into the situation of the primal scene, he
brought to light the following pieces of self-observation. He assumed to begin with,
he said, that the event of which he was a witness was an act of violence, but the
expression of enjoyment which he saw on his mother’s face did not fit in with this;
he was obliged to recognize that the experience was one of gratification. What was
essentially new for him in his observation of his parents’ intercourse was the
conviction of the reality of castration — a possibility with which his thoughts had
already been occupied previously. (The sight of the two girls micturating, his
Nanya'’s threat, the governess’ interpretation of the sugar-sticks, the recollection of
his father having beaten a snake to pieces.) For now, he saw with his own eyes the
wound of which his Nanya had spoken, and understood that its presence was a
necessary condition of intercourse with his father. He could no longer confuse it
with the bottom, as he had in his observation of the little girls (1908b, pp. 45-46).

Freud once more confirms here the importance of the original infantile theory of coition as
an act of violence, of hate, hence as sadistic. But he also ventures the idea that this
theory can change, in this case by witnessing the act, into a view of coition as a
pleasurable act of love. This leads to the idea of the possibility of the mixture of hate and
love in one and the same act. Moreover, this act can be seen as the proof of the formerly
only feared possibility of castration. This allows us to understand how the Wolf Man could
end up in the masochistic position, in the phantasm of being beaten by his father.

In line with what we said about fetishism, it is clear that the subject witnesses here the

uncanny absence of the phallus in woman; the wound of which his Nanya had spoken.

Using the interpretative grid we discussed in the chapter on Lacan and fetishism, we can
read the position of the little Wolf Man as follows. The child is confronted with some kind
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of choice: to disavow the reality of castration, which leads to perversion as an outcome,
or accepting it, which can lead to neurosis, a phobic or a normal subject. As the Wolf Man
does not seem to disavow castration, he will not develop not into a pervert, but into a
neurotic.

A third possibility would be for the subject to foreclose castration, and this is how Lacan

interprets the case of the Wolf Man'*

. We will not expand on this idea, nor venture an
opinion about the subject structure of the Wolf Man. What interests us here, is to continue
to follow how Freud, through an analysis of this case, develops his concept of admixture

of the drives, and applies it to the sadist and the masochist drives.

We point to the fact that the later vicissitudes of the Wolf Man’s development include the
formation of a phobia: a ‘choice’ for the ‘phobic’ solution:

The form taken by the anxiety, the fear of ‘being eaten by the wolf’, was only the
(as we shall hear, regressive) transposition of the wish to be copulated with by his
father, that is, to be given sexual satisfaction in the same way as his mother. His
last sexual aim, the passive attitude towards his father, succumbed to repression,
and fear of his father appeared in its place in the shape of the wolf phobia (1918Db,
p. 46).

It is only in a later stage that the little Wolf Man — according to Freud — develops an

obsessional neurosis.

The sadist and masochist tendencies in the anal phase are here described as a
predisposition to — and hence anterior to — obsessional neurosis:

In his sadism he maintained his ancient identification with his father; but in his
masochism he chose him as a sexual object. He was deep in a phase of the pre-
genital organization which | regard as the predisposition to obsessional neurosis
(1918b, pp. 63-64).

This quote also takes up the idea of the admixture of the drives. While in the primal scene
the same act could be interpreted as an admixture of hate and love, here we find a

coexistence of sadistic and masochistic tendencies.
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Once more, Freud underlines the link he finds between masochism and homosexuality:

The operation of the dream, which brought him under the influence of the primal
scene, could have led him to make the advance to the genital organization, and to
transform his masochism towards his father into a feminine attitude towards him —
into homosexuality (1918b, pp. 63-64).

The expected, normal fate of the sexual aim of being beaten is a development into the
sexual aim of being copulated with. The link between the masochistic tendency in the
anal stage and homosexuality as a logic result of it, is clearly, although indirectly, stated.

When summing up the position of the four years old Wolf Man, Freud gives the key to the
complexity of the situation: “we can only do justice to the apparent complexity of the state
of affairs by bearing firmly in mind the co-existence of the three sexual trends which were
directed by the boy towards his father” (1918b, pp. 63-64).

These three coexisting trends are the following: “in his unconscious he was homosexual”,
“in his neurosis he was at the level of cannibalism”, while “at the same time the earlier

masochistic attitude remained the dominant one” (1918b, pp. 63-64).

The key is the idea of coexistence, the already mentioned ‘admixture’ of the different
drives. Here, the drives’ aim and object are clearly the same, but they differ qua level of
organization: the ‘cannibalistic’, ‘masochistic’ and ‘homosexual’ current belong
respectively to the oral, anal and phallic stages. This ‘admixture’ will be the subject of
Freud’s “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes” (1915c), providing him with the conceptual
apparatus that will bring more clarity in his minute analysis of the transformation of the
sadistic drive into a masochistic drive, while at the same time serving as a temporary veil

for his doubts about the existence of a primal masochistic drive.
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The vicissitudes of the sadistic drive

In “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes” (1915c), Freud’s in-depth analysis of the drives, he
develops some earlier ideas on sadism-masochism. The case material from the Wolf Man
is clearly put to good use and organized into a relatively consistent theory. He also
deepens the link with obsessional neurosis. A minute analysis is necessary to follow his
development.

The drive: aim, object and operations

Freud distinguishes between the aim and the object of a drive — as said, we prefer to
translate ‘Trieb’ as drive, not as instinct — “The aim [Ziel] of an instinct is in every
instance satisfaction, which can only be obtained by removing the state of stimulation at
the source of the instinct... The object [Objekt] of an instinct is the thing in regard to which
or through which the instinct is able to achieve its aim” (1915c, p. 122). While the aim of a
drive, which can be reached along different pathways, is unchangeable, the object is
variable: it becomes assigned to a drive when it is fitted to make satisfaction possible
(1915c, p. 122).

Freud sees drives as susceptible to five operations or ‘vicissitudes’: reversal of activity
into passivity, reversal of the content, turning round upon the subject's own self,
repression and sublimation (1915c, p. 126). In the first part of his article, he concentrates
on four drives — sadism-masochism and voyeurism-exhibitionism — in order to analyze
two processes: firstly, the change from activity to passivity, and secondly the ‘turning
round upon the subject’s own self’. Note that a change from activity into passivity involves
a change in the aim of the drive, while a turning round of the drive upon the subject
involves a change in the object of the drive.

176



A contradictory first approach

In a first approach, Freud claims that in the named perversions, the active aim (to torture,
to look at) is replaced by the passive aim (to be tortured, to be looked at) (1915c, p. 127).
As for the possibility of a drive turning round upon the subject’s own self, Freud is not
very clear in his first analysis. He claims that

it is made plausible by the reflection that masochism is actually sadism turned
round upon the subject’s own ego [...] The essence of the process is thus the
change of the object, while the aim remains unchanged. We cannot fail to notice,
however, that in these examples the turning round upon the subject’s self and the
transformation from activity to passivity converge or coincide (1915c, p. 127).

So Freud actually claims two contradicting things: firstly, that for the ‘turning round’ of
sadism into masochism, the object changes (from an extraneous object to the subject
itself), but the aim (to torture) remains the same. Secondly, he claims as well that in the
transformation of sadism into masochism, the ‘turning around’ coincides with the

transformation from activity to passivity, which is a change of the aim of the drive.

Analysis in three phases

To elucidate this situation, Freud’s more detailed and thorough investigation of the
transformation of sadism into masochism into three distinct phases brings solace, but
adds extra complications as well. As often in his work, Freud turns to grammar and
language as a means of elucidation. In other words, here, Freud clearly goes beyond the
drives and turns to the Symbolic to explain the psychic economy.

The first, sadistic phase “consists in the exercise of violence or power upon some other
person as object” (1915c, p. 127).
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In the second phase, which can be found in obsessional neurosis, there is a change of
object: the extraneous object is given up and replaced by the subject’s self (1915c, p.
127). But about the change in the aim of the drive, Freud is, again, unclear.

First he says: “With the turning round upon the self the change from an active to a
passive instinctual aim is also effected” (1915c, p. 128). A paragraph later he claims:
“there is a turning round upon the subject’s self without an attitude of passivity towards
another person [...] The desire to torture has turned into self-torture and self-punishment,
not into masochism. The active voice is changed, not into the passive, but into the

reflexive, middle voice” (p. 128).

This ‘reflexive, middle voice’, is a grammatical term to depict de a special mode of the
verb in Greek. It is non-existent in English, but if we take as example for the active voice:
‘| aggress him’ and for the passive voice ‘| am aggressed by him’, we could translate the
idea of a reflexive voice as ‘| aggress myself’. The fact that in ‘| aggress myself’, the verb
is actually in the active mode — namely it is | who aggresses (active), not | who is being
aggressed (passive) — could explain Freud’s equalization of passive and reflexive. But
this reasoning forgoes that implicitly the statement ‘| aggress myself’ is logically included
in the statement ‘| am aggressed by myself’. This allows us to correct Freud and claim
that in the case of obsessional neurosis, there is a double, an active and a passive aim:

to aggress (myself) and to be aggressed (by myself).

It is only in the third, masochistic, phase, that we find a purely passive aim. In this phase,
an extraneous person is once more sought as object: “this person, in consequence of the
alteration which has taken place in the instinctual aim, has to take over the role of the
subject” (1915c, p. 127).

To clarify this analysis, with which Freud seems to struggle, we propose the following

schema:
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Phase Aim Object |Model phrase

1sadism active (to aggress) other |l aggress him
2 obsessional active (to aggress) self | aggress myself
neurosis AND AND
passive | am aggressed by myself

(to be aggressed)

3 masochism passive other |l am aggressed by him

(to be aggressed)

Table 2: Phases in the beating phantasm

Interestingly, Freud states that in the third phase, satisfaction follows along the path of
the original sadism, the passive ego placing itself back in phantasm in its first role, which
has now in fact been taken over by the extraneous subject (1915c, p. 128). This leads
him to affirm once more his doubts about the possibility of a direct, primal masochism:
“Whether there is, besides this, a more direct masochistic satisfaction is highly doubtful. A
primary masochism, not derived from sadism in the manner | have described, seems not
to be met with” (1915c, p. 128).

A secondary sadism

In a further complication, Freud seems puzzled by the question of what can account for
the fact that the sadistic drive doesn’t only make one desire to master somebody, but also
can specifically make one enjoy to inflict pain. The answer isn’t to be found in the pure

infantile sadistic drive: “A sadistic child takes no account of whether or not he inflicts
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pains, nor does he intend to do so” (1915c, p. 128). In the infantile sadistic drive, pain is

just collateral.

The solution is much more convoluted. Freud firstly explains why pain can accompany
sexual excitation in masochism, elaborating on an idea of “Three Essays on the Theory
of Sexuality” (1905d):

the pains are very well fitted to provide a passive masochistic aim; for we have
every reason to believe that sensations of pain, like other unpleasant sensations,
trench upon sexual excitation and produce a pleasurable condition, for the sake of
which the subject will even willingly experience the unpleasure of pain.

In other words, at first sight, pain is just an obstacle on the path to pleasure. But Freud
goes further:

When once feeling pains has become a masochistic aim, the sadistic aim of
causing pains can arise also, retrogressively; for while these pains are being
inflicted on other people, they are enjoyed masochistically by the subject through
his identification of himself with the suffering object [...] In both cases, of course, it
is not the pain itself which is enjoyed, but the accompanying sexual excitation — so
that this can be done especially conveniently from the sadistic position. The
enjoyment of pain would thus be an aim which was originally masochistic, but
which can only become an instinctual aim in someone who was originally sadistic
(1915c, pp. 128-129).

Remark the promising generic idea of the possibility of the satisfaction of a drive by
identification, which seems contradictory, and to our knowledge is not further elaborated,
and the related idea of an identification of the sadist with the suffering object, which we
will deal with later. But there is another, surprising idea in this short quote. It sounds as if
Freud now posits a ‘secondary’ sadism. This idea becomes plausible when we keep in
mind that Freud sees the three phases of the drive — sadistic, obsessional, masochistic —
as always coexisting and ‘admixed’ in different degrees — just like he described the three
levels of the drive as always admixed in “From the History of an Infantile Neurosis”
(1918b):
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transformation by a reversal from activity to passivity and by a turning round upon
the subject never in fact involves the whole quota of the instinctual impulse. The
earlier active direction of the instinct persists to some degree side by side with its
later passive direction, even when the process of its transformation has been very
extensive (1915c, p. 130).

In other words, the ‘secondary’ sadism would be only a residue of the original, primal
sadism — the part that is not transformed into something else. It is this process that leads
to what Freud called ambivalence in “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d),
an idea he reintroduces here: “The fact that, at this later period of development of an
instinctual impulse, its (passive) opposite may be observed alongside of it deserves to be
marked by the very apt term introduced by Bleuler — ‘ambivalence™ (1915c, p. 131).

Auto-erotic stage of sadism — link with narcissism

When Freud analyzes voyeurism-exhibitionism along the three phases he discovered in
sadism-masochism, he notices a difference between both pairs of drives:

For the beginning of its activity the scoptophilic instinct is auto-erotic: it has indeed
an object, but that object is part of the subject’s own body. It is only later that the
instinct is led, by a process of comparison, to exchange this object for an
analogous part of someone else’s body (1915c, p. 130).

This auto-erotic, narcissistic start of the scoptophilic drive makes Freud look for an
equivalent in sadism. He seems to find this in another idea from “Three Essays on the
Theory of Sexuality”, the encouragement of sexual excitation by muscular activity (1905d,
p. 202), but decides not to retain it: “A preliminary stage of this kind is absent in sadism,
which from the outset is directed upon an extraneous object, although it might not be
altogether unreasonable to construct such a stage out of the child’s efforts to gain control
over his own limbs” (1915c, p. 130).

And it is this idea of comparison — to be understood as identification — that provides

Freud with the possibility to explain the (second) change of object: from the extraneous
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ego back to the narcissistic subject: “[Like in scoptophilia] the transformation of sadism
into masochism implies a return to the narcissistic object. And in both these cases the
narcissistic subject is, through identification, replaced by another, extraneous ego”
(1915¢c, p. 132).

We remark that, oddly enough, in this scenario, Freud goes from a ‘sadistic’ to a
‘masochistic’ phase without having recourse to the in between stage of obsessional
neurosis. Even more strange is the fact that he posits here strongly that which just above

he did only posit tentatively, namely two distinct stages of sadism:

If we take into account our constructed preliminary narcissistic stage of sadism, we
shall be approaching a more general realization — namely, that the instinctual
vicissitudes which consist in the instinct’'s being turned round upon the subject’'s
own ego and undergoing reversal from activity to passivity are dependent on the
narcissistic organization of the ego and bear the stamp of that phase. They
perhaps correspond to the attempts at defense which at higher stages of the
development of the ego are effected by other means (1915c, p. 132).

This preliminary narcissistic stage of sadism of which the object is internal to the subject
sounds very much like a disguised form of primary masochism. Of course, these internal
objects the subject strives to control are here the limbs, and this has little to do with the
idea of inflicting pain on oneself. Nevertheless, the idea of a primal drive where the

subject takes itself as object is clearly present.

In a last remark on the turning round upon the subject’s own self of the drives, Freud

distinguishes between object and source of these drives:

[For the other sexual drives, the] object is negligible in comparison with the organ
which is their source, and as a rule coincides with that organ [...] in sadism the
organic source, which is probably the muscular apparatus with its capacity for
action, points unequivocally at an object other than itself, even though that object is
part of the subject’'s own body. In the auto-erotic instincts, the part played by the
organic source is so decisive that, according to a plausible suggestion of Federn
(1913) and Jekels (1913), the form and function of the organ determine the activity
or passivity of the instinctual aim (1915c, p. 132).
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According to this reasoning, there is auto-erotic sadism, with the muscular apparatus as
the source. The object is different, but part of the own body. But what would that object
then be, that the infant is trying to master with his muscular apparatus? Freud seems to

suggest (see higher) the answer is ‘his own limbs’.

But this quote poses a second, more important, question: what about the mucous
membrane of the anus? Because when, for the auto-erotic drives, the source/organ is of
such prime importance, we could ask which drive has its source in this organ, and what
its goal is. Freud doesn’t answer, but the logical answer would be: the drive is
masochistic (because of the formerly made connection anal eroticism/masochism) and its
aim is control over the fecal function. But the logic development of this omission would
lead to contradictions: firstly, there would then be an auto-erotic masochism, a thesis
Freud still does not accept. Secondly, the idea of masochism as sadism ‘turning round
upon the subject’s own self’ wouldn’t make sense anymore. By extension the whole
conceptual framework Freud uses to analyze the drive would be difficult to maintain.

A child is being beaten

In this seminal text (1919e), Freud drastically changes the perspective from which he
studies sadism and masochism."* Instead of focusing on sadism and masochism solely
through the lens of the drives, as he did in “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes” (1915c), here
he demonstrates that perversions are not deducible from the functioning of the drive, but

are organized by the Oedipal structure (1919e, p. 205)."%

As Lacan will later put it:

In order to abandon the notion that perversion is purely and simply the emerging
drive, that is to say the contrary of neurosis, one had to wait for the signal of the
conductor, that is to say the moment when Freud wrote Ein Kind wird geschlagen
[...] Perversion does not appear as the pure and simple manifestation of a drive,
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but it turns out to be related to a dialectical context which is as subtle, as
composite, as rich in compromise, as ambiguous as a neurosis (1957, pp. 230—
231).

Freud’s demonstration passes through the — partly language-based, grammatical —

analysis of a common phantasm: “A child is being beaten”.

Remark that Freud speaks here for the first time of a phantasm, a concept that will be of
major importance of Lacan, who will come back more than once to “A Child is Being
Beaten” (1919e).

In Freud’s minute analysis, masochism and sadism are alternatively used for referring to
drives, perverse infantile sexuality, ‘proper’ perversion or perverse traits in ‘normal’ or

neurotic subjects.’’

Proper perversion, at this time, for Freud still means more or less the same as it did in
“Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d): a sexual aberration, a deviation in
respect to the sexual aim.

His new perspective will lead Freud to refine this standpoint, and say about the proper
perversions that “the constitutional reinforcement or premature growth of a single sexual
component is not shaken, indeed; but it is seen not to comprise the whole truth” (1919e,
p. 192).

The more we advance in Freud’s oeuvre, the more we see him move away from a
relatively static view of partial drives towards more and more complicated transformations
of these drives. This move is gradual and confusing: the more the drives are transformed,
the more they seem to blur with metapsychological processes like repression and
regression, till they can barely be recognized as drives.

At the same time, the transformations of the drives seem to become more and more
grammatical, with symbolic procedures like the transformation of passive into active or
reflexive into transitive, with the result that transformations of the drives become

transformations of signifiers.
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But there is more to be found in “A Child is Being Beaten” (1919e). As we will show, if we
want this to yield its ‘whole truth’, we will have to explain how it allows Freud to put his
finger on the link between masochism, guilt and the law.

Freud himself calls the phantasm, invariably connected with masturbation, a primary trait

of perversion:

An infantile perversion of this sort can disappear: it can be subjected to repression,
be replaced by a reaction-formation, or be transformed by sublimation. Or the
perversion can persist. Whenever we find a sexual aberration in adults —
perversion, fetishism, inversion — we are justified in expecting that anamnestic
investigation will reveal an event leading to a fixation in childhood (1919e, p. 182).

Remark that here, Freud looks for an event, for a primal scene, one could say, to
elucidate both sadism and masochism, just as he did when he looked for the roots of

fetishism — in other words, he is looking for a traumatic origin.

The analysis of the phantasm is based on six cases. Four of these concern women, and

are dealt with first. Further in the text, he will comment on what is different for men.

The female beating phantasms are developed in three phases, in the course of which
four factors change: the relation of the subject to the phantasm, the object of the
phantasm, its content and the significance. His analyses of the three phases are all
structured around a linguistic kernel, around a signifying core. As the stress lies on the
second phase, we will treat the first and the third phases only summarily.

185



PHRASE Subject Object Content Satisfaction

1 “The father is beating the|The father The child |Sadistic Sadistic

child”

2 “| am being beaten by father” |My father Masochistic | Masochistic

3 “A child is being beaten” depersonalized |Unspecified|Sadistic Masochistic
children

Table 3: Phrases in the beating phantasm

The signifying core of the first phase (1919e, pp. 184-185) of the phantasm is: “My father
is beating the child whom | hate”. This phantasm is vague, not clearly sexually loaded
and not in itself sadistic. But it is the mould which will later be filled with sexual and
sadistic content. The hidden signification behind the phantasm is the fact that the idea of

the father beating this hateful child, is an agreeable one.

The second phase (1919e, pp. 185-186) turns around the phrase: “| am being beaten by
my father”. The phantasm in this second phase is clearly pleasurable and masochistic. It
is, as such, never remembered: it is a construction of analysis, but nevertheless
indispensable for the comprehension of the final phase of the phantasm — Freud says
that it is the most important phase (p. 185).

The significance of the phantasm is the fact that the lust for the incestuous object of
desire causes guilt — it is thus quintessential Oedipal: “The sense of guilt can discover no
punishment more severe than the reversal of this triumph: ‘No, he does not love you, for
he is beating you (1919e, p. 189).

This phase, however, is repressed, and this repression leads to a regression:
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If the genital organization is met by repression, the result is that every psychical
representation of the incestuous love becomes unconscious and a regressive
debasement of the genital organization to a lower level. ‘My father loves me’ was
meant in a genital sense; owing to the regression it is turned into ‘My father is
beating me (I am being beaten by my father). This being beaten is now a
convergence of the sense of guilt and sexual love. It is not only the punishment for
the forbidden genital relation (with the father), but also the regressive substitute for
that relation, and from this latter source it derives the libidinal excitation which is
from this time forward attached to it, and which finds its outlet in masturbatory acts.
Here we have the essence of masochism (1919e, p. 189).

Here, Freud speaks about the essence of masochism as a perversion — even if the four
female cases discussed are certainly not cases of perversion. We see masochism
emerge as something that fundamentally differs from a transformed drive. Two things are
essential in it: the guilt-factor and the failure for the subject to remain in a genital

organization.

Pleasure in pain is being analyzed as the consequence of a particular relation to the
(paternal) object, which announces Freud’s later discovery of the superego. This
particular relation doesn’'t allow the subject to traverse the Oedipus; it is tainted,
transformed by the Oedipus, but it makes the subject regress to a particular, pre-Oedipal
fashion of dealing with libidinal excitation. One could say that the Oedipus fails to

organize libidinal excitation into ‘normal’ pleasure.

Two important and formerly underdeveloped ideas resurface here: firstly, the idea of the
connection between guilt and masochism. Freud is clear: the lust for the incestuous
object of desire (the father) causes guilt."*® This guilt is responsible for the repression of
the phantasm. The phantasm, however, keeps its sexual content, which combines with
the guilt. In other words: the pain of guilt becomes pleasurable. “Here”, says Freud, “we
have the essence of masochism” (p. 189).

Laurent (2007), in his excellent analysis of “A Child is Being Beaten” (1919e), stresses
that while this phase, in Freud’s words, has never existed, it is nevertheless paired with
intense pleasure, and, there where the pleasure is intense, there is no representation. He
points out that Freud backs off from the idea that one could find in this phantasm: “This

phase would be the pure voice of the conscience of guilt, and one would then have to put
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one’s finger on the genealogy of morality” (2007, p. 228). In other words, what Freud
never finds is the pure expression of the conscience of guilt and its link with the death
drive. While Freud will later discover the death drive, he will never link it to guilt. It is
Lacan who will develop the voice of conscience as the object around which perverse

structure is organized.

The second underdeveloped idea is that of the connection between a regression to the
anal phase and masochism. “My father loves me”, a phantasm with a genital sense, is
repressed towards “a regressive debasement of the genital organization to a lower level”
(p- 189), hence, to the anal phase. Remember that for Freud, a regression to a former
phase, away from the genital phase, is characteristic for perversion as described in the
“Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d).

This view of masochism — and of perversion in general — will be important for Lacan. As
we will see, what in Freud is a particular relation to the paternal object, will be a particular

relation to the object a and to the Other for Lacan.

But Freud doesn’t pursue his thoughts on the essence of masochism in the sense that
Lacan will later do. In his analysis of the third phase of the phantasm, Freud once more
returns to the drives as main explanatory mechanism, a road that will lead him to think
masochism as a primary drive, which will later lead him to conceptualize the death drive.
This, in turn, will enable Lacan to think pleasure-in-pain as jouissance — as enjoyment

beyond the pleasure principle.

The third and final phase of the phantasm (1919e, pp. 187-190) is represented by the
phrase “A child is being beaten”. The phantasm is accompanied by masturbation, and
seems sadistic. Its hidden meaning is the following: “My father does not love this other
child, he loves only me” (p. 188). The author of the phantasm quits the center of the
scene and appears as a spectator, while the father transforms into a generic
representative of authority. After analysis, it seems that it is not a child that is being
beaten, but many unspecified children who are being beaten; the objects of the phantasm
are faceless substitutes for the subject. The phantasm resembles that of the first phase
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and seems to have become sadistic once more. It appears as though in the phrase, “My
father is beating the child, he loves only me” (p. 189), the stress has been shifted back on
to the first part (my father is beating the child) after the second part (he loves only me)
has undergone repression. But only the form of this phantasm is — again, as in the first
phase — sadistic. The satisfaction which is derived from it is — still, as in the second phase
— masochistic. Its significance lies in the fact that it has taken over the libidinal cathexis of
the repressed portion and at the same time the sense of guilt which is attached to the
content of that portion.

The depersonalization is important, as Lacan will show, but unfortunately not developed
by Freud. Suffice it here to say that it is clearly ‘easier’ for the ego to ‘support’ the
phantasm of unspecified (male) children being beaten then to continue to identify with the

victim.

Freud also analyzes the beating phantasm of his two male cases, which have three
similar stages, but with a slightly different content. The original form of the — unconscious
— male phantasm is: “| am loved by my father” (p. 189). The second stage, also invariably
unconscious, has as its content: “| am being beaten by my father (p. 189). The conscious
phantasm: “| am being beaten by my mother” (p. 190), takes the place of the third phase.

When Freud analyses the differences of the vicissitudes of the phantasm for boys, he
dwells on the symmetries and asymmetries of the genders of the subject and the object
in the phases of the phantasies. They are not our main concern here; the main thing is
that, from our point of view, the phases of the phantasm are rather similar for boys and
for girls. But some differences do stand out. While the four female cases, as Freud
stresses, are not cases of perversion, the two male cases analyzed and other male cases
encountered by Freud are probably, with the exception of the Wolf Man, all cases of
perversion (1919e, p. 192). The second important difference is that in the second phase
of the phantasm, the underlying love-object for the boys is not from the opposite sex. It s,
just as for the girls, the father. While for girls, this is the normal Oedipal object, for the
boys, of course, it is not. Another difference concerns the second, most important phase
of the phantasm: for the male subjects, it can become conscious.
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From those differences, only the fact that the love object for boys in the phantasm is an
‘inverted’ one seems to interest Freud. He stresses the female position the authors of
these phantasm take, underlining the link he finds characteristic for masochism.

It is remarkable that Freud doesn’t dwell upon the fact that he finds only masochism in
male subjects, not in female, nor upon the fact that their phantasies can become
conscious. Freud characterizes the fate for the women with a failed Oedipus as
masculinity complex (p. 191), and leaves it at that.

The analysis of the male cases does not bring much new ideas, but Freud takes the
occasion to stress once more the link passivity — masochism — femininity —

homosexuality:

The boy’s beating-phantasy is passive from the very beginning, and is derived from
a feminine attitude towards his father. It corresponds with the Oedipus complex
just as that of the girl does. But in both cases the beating-phantasy has its origin in
an incestuous attachment to the father [...] In the male phantasy the being beaten
also stands for being loved (in a genital sense), debased to a lower level owing to
regression (1919e, p. 198).

The minute analysis of the three phases of the beating phantasm — for both sexes —
allows Freud, as already discussed in the chapter on fetishism, to bring perversion in
general in relation with incestuous desire and as such with the Oedipus complex:

[Perversion] first comes into prominence in the sphere of this complex, and after
the complex has broken down it is left over, often quite by itself, the inheritor of the
charge of libido from that complex and weighed down by the sense of guilt that
was attached to it (1919e, p. 192).

We remark that a failing Oedipus is here seen as the root of perversion in general, and
hence of sadism and masochism — notwithstanding the fact that only the male cases
where masochists.”™ The reason for perversion-as-failure is still found in an abnormal
constitution: “The abnormal sexual constitution has shown its strength by forcing the

Oedipus complex into a particular direction” (p. 192).
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Also remarkable is the fact that guilt is cited here as the factor that weighs down
perversion, while in Freud’s analysis of the second phase of the beating-fantasies for
women, it was responsible for what we could call — in Freud’s terms from “Instincts and
Their Vicissitudes” (1915c) — the turning round upon the subject of the sadism, and hence
responsible for the masochistic character of the phantasm. This only looks like a
contradiction, which disappears when Freud once more claims there is no such thing as
primary masochism, turning masochism into some kind of sadism that is ‘weighed down’,
repressed an regressed (to the anal phase) by guilt: “Masochism is not the manifestation
of a primary instinct, but originates from sadism which has been turned round upon the
self — that is to say, by means of regression from an object to the ego” (1919e, pp. 193-
194).

Also remarkable is the difference with the treatment of the phantasm of the Wolf Man,
which clearly inspired one of the male cases in this text, but where the “I am loved by my
father” phantasm is analyzed as a result from transformation of earlier different
phantasms.

It is interesting to add that once more, there is a trace of Freud’'s doubts about his
solution for masochism in an aside: “But passivity does not explain the whole of
masochism. The characteristic of unpleasure belongs to it as well, a bewildering
accompaniment to the satisfaction of an instinct” (1919e, p. 194).

By 1919, Freud acknowledges that perversion in general and masochism in particular are
the result of a failed Oedipus. But he still can’t explain how one can find pleasure in pain,
even if the idea of guilt mixed with sexual pleasure comes close to the solution he will

later discover.

The unease with his partial solution will lead Freud, only a year after the publication of ““A
Child is Being Beaten” (1919e), to admit, loud and clear, a primary masochism.
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Primary masochism

The peculiar character of the sadistic and masochistic drives leads Freud in “Beyond the
Pleasure Principle” (1920g) to make a radically new distinction, the distinction between
death drive and Eros. In “The Economic Problem of Masochism” (1924c), he applies this
new insight to sadism and masochism in detail. In the time between these two texts, but
also after the second of them, some interesting paragraphs on masochism and sadism
appear disseminated among some off-topic texts. The main point in this second part of
Freud’s thinking on sadism and masochism, is the ‘discovery’ of masochism as a primary
drive, as an instantiation of the death drive. As Laurent puts it: “Between 1919 and 1924,
Freud radicalizes his point of view, since he presents masochism not only as one
phantasm among others, but also as the privileged access to a real that is the death
drive” (2007, p. 235).

Beyond the pleasure principle

In “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” (1920g), Freud overhauls the ground of his whole
meta-psychological view with the introduction of the death drive. One of the main reasons

for this overhaul is Freud’s struggle to explain masochism and sadism.'*

The most important source of Freud’s change comes from his discovery of an element of
the drives he is not able to explain from the angle of the pleasure principle: the
compulsion to repeat: “The compulsion to repeat also recalls from the past experiences
which include no possibility of pleasure, and which can never, even long ago, have
brought satisfaction even to instinctual impulses which have since been repressed”
(1920g, p. 20).

Freud discerns this inexplicable compulsion to repeat in dreams of people suffering from
traumatic neurosis, in some children’s games, but also in sadism, masochism and in the

negative therapeutic reaction (p. 35).
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He finds the most direct impulse for the isolation of a compulsion to repeat in the massive
apparition of war neuroses after World War 1."' He is puzzled by the repetitive character
of the nightmares of these patients, which seem to repeat incessantly the exact
circumstances of the trauma (p. 13).

In the insisting repetition of these dreams, Freud finds his first material proof of a
compulsion to repeat something that never was nor will be pleasurable. This discovery
has major implications for the consistency of Freud’s metapsychological theory; it even
attains the foundation of Freud’s key idea of dreams being always wish-fulfilling. Freud
sees two possibilities: or one rejects the idea that all dreams are wish-fulfilling, and sees
a compulsion to repeat —and as such something that defies the pleasure principle — as
part of what dreams do, or one keeps the idea of dreams as wish-fulfilling, but is obliged
to admit there are trends — masochistic trends — in the ego that cannot be understood
from the pleasure principle (1920g, pp. 13-14). Both possibilities point in the same
direction: there is something that escapes the realm of the pleasure principle, which one
can call a ‘death drive’, a ‘compulsion to repeat’ or a ‘masochistic trend of the ego’.

Freud finds a second proof for the existence of the compulsion to repeat in a children’s

game:

The child had a wooden reel with a piece of string tied round it [...]What he did was
to hold the reel by the string and very skilfully throw it over the edge of his
curtained cot, so that it disappeared into it, at the same time uttering his expressive
‘0-0-0-0’. He then pulled the reel out of the cot again by the string and hailed its
reappearance with a joyful ‘da’. This, then, was the complete game -
disappearance and return. As a rule one only witnessed its first act, which was
repeated untiringly as a game in itself, though there is no doubt that the greater
pleasure was attached to the second act (1920g, p. 15).

He relates this simple game to the child’s need to learn how to deal with the apparitions
and disappearances of his mother. What strikes him is, again, the repetition of a clearly
unpleasant memory: “The child cannot possibly have felt his mother’s departure as
something agreeable or even indifferent. How then does his repetition of this distressing
experience as a game fit in with the pleasure principle?” (1920g, p. 15).
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Freud proposes two explanations, both related to the sadistic drive. Firstly, a drive for

mastery:

At the outset he was in a passive situation — he was overpowered by the
experience; but, by repeating it, unpleasant though it was, as a game, he took on
an active part. These efforts might be put down to an instinct for mastery that was
acting independently of whether the memory was in itself pleasurable or not (p.
16).

Secondly, a desire for revenge: “Throwing away the object so that it was ‘gone’ might
satisfy an impulse of the child’s, which was suppressed in his actual life, to revenge
himself on his mother for going away from him” (p. 16).

A third and final example of repetition compulsion is found by Freud in a peculiar behavior
of his analysands, the negative therapeutic reaction: “He is obliged to repeat the
repressed material as a contemporary experience instead of, as the physician would
prefer to see, remembering it as something belonging to the past” (p. 18).

But Freud finds the repetition compulsion with its three examples as such not strong
enough to prove the existence of a death drive. In an attempt to add extra proof, Freud
turns, as so often in his work, to biology. An analysis of this digression would lead us too
far, but a quote of Schopenhauer illustrates the kernel of Freud’s biologic views well
enough: “We have unwittingly steered our course into the harbour of Schopenhauer’s
philosophy. For him death is the ‘true result and to that extent the purpose of life’, while
the sexual instinct is the embodiment of the will to live” (p. 50).

The conclusion of his biologic excursion is somewhat less radical: “Thus our expectation
that biology would flatly contradict the recognition of death instincts has not been
fulfilled”. (p. 49).

Having obtained the permission of biology to continue his speculation, and at the same
time adopting the term death drive for the repetition compulsion, Freud looks for another
example for the newly minted drive. He finds it in the sadistic drive:

how can the sadistic instinct, whose aim it is to injure the object, be derived from
Eros, the preserver of life? Is it not plausible to suppose that this sadism is in fact a
death instinct which, under the influence of the narcissistic libido, has been forced
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away from the ego and has consequently only emerged in relation to the object? It
now enters the service of the sexual function (p. 54).

This presentation of sadism as a death drive makes Freud — finally — reconsider his

opinion on masochism:

Clinical observations led us [...] to the view that masochism, the component instinct
which is complementary to sadism, must be regarded as sadism that has been
turned round upon the subject’'s own ego. But there is no difference in principle
between an instinct turning from an object to the ego and its turning from the ego
to an object — which is the new point now under discussion. Masochism, the
turning round of the instinct upon the subject’'s own ego, would in that case be a
return to an earlier phase of the instinct’s history, a regression. The account that
was formerly given of masochism requires emendation as being too sweeping in
one respect: there might be such a thing as primary masochism — a possibility
which | had contested at that time (1920g, p. 54-55).

Freud finally admits to the existence of a primary masochism. But this quote raises a
question. If masochism is a return to an earlier phase of the sadistic drive, and if this
earlier phase is a ‘primary’ masochism, we get the following developmental schema:

primary masochism — sadism — secondary masochism

The question is then: if primary masochism is an earlier phase of the sadistic drive, does
a primary sadism then (still) exist? Freud, as so often, doesn’t provide an answer — yet.
Having found in sadism and masochism examples of the death drive, he quickly turns his
attention away from a further investigation of the perversions. Fortunately, he will take the

question by the horns four years later, in “The Economic Problem of Masochism” (1924c).

Desire for castration

During the four years separating the two crucial texts “Beyond the Pleasure Principle”
(1920g) and “The Economic Problem of Masochism” (1924c), Freud elucidates briefly the
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relation of sadism and masochism to castration — and thus to the Oedipus — in two more
off-topic texts, both from 1923: “A Seventeenth-Century Demonological Neurosis”
(1923d), and “The Infantile Genital Organization” (1923e). We find in both texts material
that allows us to complete the schema of opposites we proposed above.

In “A Seventeenth-Century Demonological neurosis” (1923d), Freud discusses a case of
obsessional neurosis in which “the unresolved conflict between a masculine and a
feminine attitude (fear of castration and desire for castration) found clear expression”
(19234, p. 85).

This adds a new pair of equivalences to our list: masculine = fear of castration and

feminine = desire for castration.

The masochistic phantasies the patient had developed “where wholly derived from a wish
to accept castration; and he had even gone beyond these phantasies to real satisfaction

in perverse situations” (1923d, p. 92).

Remark the ongoing confusion concerning the differentiation between perverse
phantasies, perversion and perverse traits.

So for Freud, masochism seems related to a wish to accept castration. This calls to mind
castration (in the sense of the outcome of the Oedipus) as a ‘solution’ to perversion, as
we mentioned in the chapter on fetishism. There is a difference in accent, however: here,
in the context of masochism, castration as a solution is wished for. Some of Lacan’s

commentators, most of all Fink, will later generalize this for the whole of perversions.

In the same year, in “The Infantile Genital Organization” (1923e), another idea is

ventured:

At the stage of the pregenital sadistic-anal organization, there is as yet no question
of male and female; the antithesis between active and passive is the dominant
one. At the following stage of infantile genital organization, which we now know
about, maleness exists, but not femaleness. The antithesis here is between having
a male genital and being castrated. It is not until development has reached its
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completion at puberty that the sexual polarity coincides with male and female
(1923e, p. 145).

The view that there is no question as yet of male and female in the anal organization,
allows us to partially rewrite and expand the schema of the pairs of oppositions, and
articulate it to the phases of the development of the drives. The following schema
recapitulates Freud’s theory of the sadistic and masochistic drives before he writes “The
view that there is no question as yet of male and female in the anal organization, allows
us to partially rewrite and expand the schema of the pairs of oppositions, and articulate it
to the phases of the development of the drives. The following schema recapitulates
Freud’s theory of the sadistic and masochistic drives before he writes “The view that
there is no question as yet of male and female in the anal organization, allows us to
partially rewrite and expand the schema of the pairs of oppositions, and articulate it to the
phases of the development of the drives. The following schema recapitulates Freud’s
theory of the sadistic and masochistic drives before he writes “The Economic Problem of
Masochism” (1924c):

PHASE POLE 1 POLE 2
Oral Cannibalistic (undifferentiated)
Anal Active Passive

Muscular Anal

Sadistic Masochistic
Oedipal Masculine Being castrated
Normal post-Oedipal |[Male Female
Perverse post-Oedipal | Fear of castration Desire for castration

Table 4: Oppositions in the development of the sadistic and masochistic drives
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Masochism as an economic problem

When in 1924, Freud prepares a new edition of the “Three Essays on the Theory of
Sexuality” (1905d), he integrates his new view of masochism as a primary drive in two
footnotes to the text. In the first of these, one finds, neatly stated, what “Beyond the
Pleasure Principle” (1920g) means for masochism and sadism:

My opinion of masochism has been to a large extent altered [...] | have been led to
distinguish a primary or erotogenic masochism, out of which two later forms,
feminine and moral masochism, have developed. Sadism which cannot find
employment in actual life is turned round upon the subject's own self and so
produces a secondary masochism, which is superadded to the primary kind
(1905d, p. 159).

In 1905, Freud, doubting about the nature of sadism and masochism as perversions, puts
it like this: “All that need be said is that no satisfactory explanation of this perversion has
been put forward and that it seems possible that a number of mental impulses are
combined in it to produce a single resultant” (1905d, p. 159).

In 1924, he adds the second footnote specifically to this paragraph: “The enquiry
mentioned above has led me to assign a peculiar position, based upon the origin of the
instincts, to the pair of opposites constituted by sadism and masochism, and to place
them outside the class of the remaining ‘perversions™ (1905d, p. 159).

Although it is clear that Freud is particularly interested in sadism and masochism among
the perversions, he does not state here what exactly this different origin of the drives is.
But one can safely assume that this is because sadism and masochism are to be
subsumed under the death drive, while the other perversions would fall under the Eros.

It seems to be this idea that leads Freud to the detailed analysis of masochism in “The
Economic Problem of Masochism” (1924c), where he develops his view on this

perversion in line with his overhaul in “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” (19209).
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The question driving the whole text is how to re-articulate masochism in the light of the
discovery of the death drive. For without the death drive, the economics of masochism
are incomprehensible: “If mental processes are governed by the pleasure principle in
such a way that their first aim is the avoidance of displeasure and the obtaining of
pleasure, masochism is incomprehensible” (1924c, p. 159).

Freud turns to the distinction of the three forms of masochism, which he also mentions in
his 1924 reedition of the “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d):

Masochism comes under our observation in three forms: as a condition imposed
on sexual excitation, as an expression of the feminine nature, and as a norm of
behavior. We distinguish an erotogenic, a feminine and a moral masochism. The
first, the erotogenic, masochism — pleasure in pain — lies at the bottom of the other
two forms as well. Its basis must be sought along the biological and the
constitutional (1924c, p. 161).

One remarks that Freud still does not abandon the constitutional and the biological as the
ultimate explanatory ground of masochism and seems to forget about his characterization

of perversions as leftovers of a failed Oedipus.

While Freud’s quote might explain the masochistic drive — what he seems to call
erotogenic masochism — it does not say how the drive can turn into a perversion — the
one that Freud seems to call feminine masochism. We'll analyze these three forms a bit

more closely.'*

Erotogenic masochism

First, Freud delves up a physiological, quantitative hypothesis about the cause of
masochism from “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d), and claims that the
excitation of pain and unpleasure, among others, would contribute to the excitation of the
sexual instinct: “In the case of a great number of internal processes, sexual excitation
arises as a concomitant effect, as soon as the intensity of those processes passes
beyond certain quantitative limits” (1924c, p. 163).
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Freud mentions another, rather qualitative hypothesis about the cause of masochism, not
in contradiction with the quantitative one. It has the additional benefit of linking the
masochistic and sadistic drives. Both drives would be the consequence of the libido
‘meeting’ the instinct of death:

The libido has the task of making the destroying instinct innocuous, and it fulfills
the task by diverting that instinct to a great extent outwards — soon with the help of
a special organic system, the muscular apparatus — towards objects in the external
world. The instinct is then called the destructive instinct, the instinct for mastery, or
the will to power. A portion of the instinct is placed directly in the service of the
sexual function, where it has an important part to play. This is sadism proper.
Another portion does not share in this transposition outwards; it remains inside the
organism and, with the help of the accompanying sexual excitation described
above, becomes libidinally bound there. It is in this portion that we have to
recognize the original, erotogenic masochism (1924c, p. 163).

To resume: the libido operates on — or tames — the death drive and makes a portion of it
go outwards: the sadistic drive. Another portion stays inside and becomes sexualized: the

masochistic drive.

Obviously not satisfied with this description, Freud immediately adds another one:

If one is prepared to overlook a little inexactitude, it may be said that the death
instinct which is operative in the organism — primal sadism — is identical with
masochism. After the main portion of it has been transposed outwards on to
objects, there remains inside, as a residuum of it, the erotogenic masochism
proper (1924c, p. 164).

This is indeed a little bit inexact, and at odds with the former quote: one gets two different
hierarchies. In the first quote, the death drive is structurally not on the same level as
sadism and masochism: first there is the death drive, then the libido works in on it, then it
gets whether driven outwards as sadism or stays inside as masochism. In the second
quote they are on the same level: the death drive is identical with primal sadism and

primal masochism.

This might seem a matter of detail, but it has the benefit of solving the unclarity left open
in “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” (1920g) (see above). It makes the question of the

primacy of sadism or masochism disappear, albeit at the price of a little inexactitude.
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Moreover, the fact that Freud allows both of the cited quotes to exist next to each other,
shows something of what one could call the incommensurability of the death drive and
the libido: if one tries to operate mathematically with them, tries to add them and line their
workings up in time, one is bound to end up with contradictions. In other words, the
problem seems to be not — at least not totally — solvable in an economic way: there will

always be an unexplained remainder.

The identity of primal sadism and masochism that Freud seems to propose in the second
quote, does not mean, however, that there is no developmental perspective possible.
This is nicely illustrated by a clarifying survey of the vicissitudes of the masochistic drive,
articulated with Freud'’s three stages of psychosexual development, which coincides with

the schema we proposed above:

The fear of being eaten up by the totem animal (the father) originates from the
primitive oral organization; the wish to be beaten by the father comes from the
sadistic-anal phase which follows it; castration, although it is later disavowed,
enters into the content of masochistic phantasies as a precipitate of the phallic
stage or organization; and from the final genital organization there arise the
situations of being copulated with and of giving birth, which are characteristic of
femaleness (1924c, p. 165).

Remark, in passing by, the use of the term disavowal in the context of masochism. Freud
will develop the term in “Splitting of the Ego in the Process of Defence” (1940e [1938]) for
perversions in general, as we explained in the part on Freud and fetishism.

The identity of primal sadism and primal masochism does not mean that the

transformation of masochism into sadism and vice versa wouldn’t hold. They do:

In certain circumstances the sadism, or instinct of destruction, which has been
directed outwards, projected, can be once more introjected, turned inwards, and in
this way regress to its earlier situation. If this happens, a secondary masochism is
produced, which is added to the original masochism (1924c, p. 165).

It is this secondary masochism that Freud will call feminine.

201



All these quotes show that Freud stays quite puzzled by the ‘taming’ of the death drive by
Eros. In order to deal with this, he gropes back to the admixture-idea that was so

important to him in “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes” (1915c):

So far as the psycho-analytic field of ideas is concerned, we can only assume that
a very extensive fusion and amalgamation, in varying proportions, of the two
classes of instincts takes place, so that we never have to deal with pure life
instincts or pure death instincts but only with mixtures of them in different amounts
(1924c, p. 165).

Unfortunately, this admixture-idea explains away the problem, and doesn’t tell us

anything about perversion.

Feminine masochism

Feminine masochism is, of course, not about masochistic women.'*3

It is actually a
restatement of the equivalence masochistic = female = passive, with also the
developmentally posterior vicissitude of it: a desire for castration and, thus, of a failed
Oedipus. Feminine masochism is in this sense the ‘classic’, ‘adult’ masochism;
masochism as perversion (Laurent, 2007, pp. 235-236; Sugarman, 2016, p. 125). Freud

describes it as follows:

In masochistic phantasies the manifest content is of being gagged, bound, painfully
beaten, whipped, in some way maltreated, forced into unconditional obedience,
dirtied and debased. The interpretation: the masochist wants to be treated like a
small and helpless child, but, particularly, like a naughty child. The masochistic
phantasies place the subject in a characteristically female situation. They signify
being castrated, or copulated with, or giving birth to a baby (1924c, p. 162).

Freud adds that the difference between these phantasies and the acting out of them are
thin: “the performances are, after all, only a carrying-out of the phantasies in play”
(1924c, p. 162). This is the most striking difference with the masochistic phantasies in

neurotics: they are not carried out.

Freud comes also back on the idea of a sense of guilt in (feminine) masochism:
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A sense of guilt, too, finds expression in the manifest content of masochistic
phantasies; the subject assumes that he has committed some crime (the nature of
which is left indefinite) which is to be expiated by all these painful and tormenting
procedures [...] behind it there lies a connection with infantile masturbation (1924c,
p. 162).

Freud uses this guilt factor to make the transition to the discussion of the third, moral,
form of masochism. The result is that the idea of a connection between guilt and libido, of

pleasure in pain, is not further developed.

Moral masochism

In that sense, moral masochism is altogether another affair. Freud sees it as loosened
from the connection with sexuality: suffering itself is what matters, with a sense of guilt as

the determining factor.'*

Guilt is an expression of a tension between the ego and the superego: “The ego reacts
with feelings of anxiety (conscience anxiety) to the perception that it has not come up to
the demands made by its ideal, the super-ego” (1924c, p. 167).

Freud describes it here as follows:

The super-ego is as much a representative of the Id as of the external world. It was
formed by the introjection into the ego of the first objects of the id’'s libidinal
impulses — namely, the two parents. In this process the relation to those objects
was desexualized. It is how the Oedipus complex is surmounted. Kant's
Categorical Imperative is thus the direct heir of the Oedipus complex. But the
super-ego is also representative of reality, in the sense that the power of the
parents was one of the most strongly-felt manifestations of reality. The Oedipus
complex is the source of our individual ethical sense, our morality (1924c, p. 167).

Freud distinguishes between the unconscious extension of morality as in the quote above
and moral masochism. In the former, the accent lies on the heightened sadism of the
superego to which the ego submits; in the latter, it lies on the ego’s own masochism

which seeks punishment. The sadism of the superego and the masochism of the ego
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supplement each other and unite to produce the same effects. But their difference lies in
the consciousness: “The sadism of the super-ego becomes for the most part glaringly
conscious, whereas the masochistic trend of the ego remains as a rule concealed”
(1924c, p. 169).

This makes it understandable that Freud translates unconscious sense of guilt as
meaning a need for punishment at the hands of a parental power.

But these few paragraphs on moral masochism leave one important question open: what
has this to do with perversion? It doesn’t fall under Freud’s definition of perversions as a
form sexual aberrations, and it seems to be close to obsessional neurosis and, even
more so, to melancholia. In 1924, the answer is far from clear; one has to wait more than
thirty years till Lacan makes a more convincing attempt to develop the link between

morality and perversion.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we focused on Freud’s ideas on sadism and masochism, the riddles of
which where the motor of some of his major conceptual revisions, most importantly of his
discovery of the death drive. We discerned three moments in his theorization.

In a first moment, from “The Interpretation of Dreams” (1900a) till “A Child is Being
Beaten” (1919e), Freud sees sadism as a primary and masochism as a transformed
component drive in infantile perverse sexuality. Depending on the strength of these
drives, they will be harmonized in ‘normal’ adult sexuality or they will subsist as adult

perversions.

In a second moment, between “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality” (1905d) and
“From the History of an Infantile Neurosis” (1918b), the view of sadism as something not
completely subsumable under the sexual drive slowly appears as a subtext in Freud’s
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writings. He provides a problematic model of the logic of the transformations of the drives
and their admixture in “Instincts and Their Vicissitudes” (1915c), in which he focuses on
the transformation of the sadistic drive into a masochistic drive. We draw attention to
Freud’s doubts about the existence of a primal masochistic drive in this period, and to the
slow change of his conception of the drive, which moves from a physiological one to a

more complex one, integrating language-based and metapsychological mechanisms.

In “A Child is Being Beaten” (1919e), the conception of sadism and masochism as drives
moves to the background. Masochism and sadism are seen as ramifications of the
Oedipus complex, and characterized by an intertwining of repressed libido and guilt.

In a third moment, from “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” (1920g) onwards, and especially
in “The Economic Problem of Masochism” (1924c), Freud finally comes to admit
masochism as a primary drive, as an instantiation of — and at the same time paradigmatic
model for — the death drive. Next to and on top of this erotogenic masochism, he discerns
feminine masochism — masochism proper — and moral masochism, the ‘need for

punishment’ one can find in obsessional neurotic subjects.

There are some lacks in Freud’s theorizing about sadism and masochism, which Lacan
will address. Firstly, Freud speaks about sadism and masochism mostly as drives. As a
consequence, his theory on sadism and masochism as perversions stays rather poor,
and he seldom reflects on the sadistic or masochistic subject in any depth. Secondly,
while he mentions here and there the father — as desired object of the male child in the
second phase of the beating-phantasm — and the sadistic superego — as playing a role in
moral masochism — it is not clear how Freud thinks the object in relation to the sadistic
and the masochistic subject. Fourthly, in close connection to this, Freud doesn’t have a
conception of the Other, which Lacan will show to be crucial to think perversion
structurally. Finally, the specific relationship of the sadistic and masochistic subject to
jouissance and the law are barely touched upon.

As we will see in the next parts of our doctoral thesis, this will change with Lacan. But,

and this is our main point, the germs for this change are here and there already present
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in Freud’s theorizing about sadism and masochism. The most important of these germs
are the idea of perversions as ramifications of the Oedipus, the link between guilt and
jouissance, the brilliant conception of sadism and masochism as instantiations of the

death drive and the link between moral masochism and the superego.
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PART 4

Lacan on sadism and masochism before Seminar VII:
towards a real object a and an incomplete Other
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Introduction

In this and the next three parts of our dissertation, we will entirely focus on Lacan’s views
on masochism and sadism. The division in four parts is due to the breadth and the nature
of the material, but also reflects a chronologic and thematic logic. The parts are ordered
around two significant moments: Lacan’s seventh Seminar on ethics (1958) and his tenth
on anxiety (1960).

In Seminar VII (1959), which we study in the fifth part of our dissertation, the key
concepts object a, the Other and jouissance are entirely reminted through Lacan’s
original interpretation of Freud’s death drive and its confrontation with texts from Kant and
Sade. This confrontation is so rich that Lacan reworks and elaborates it profoundly in one
his most difficult and dense texts, “Kant with Sade” (1966), in which these concepts are
confronted with the Sadean phantasm, which will be the basis from where Lacan will
elaborate sadism and masochism in Seminar X (1962). We dedicate the sixth part of our
dissertation to the study of two key moments of this text. In the Seminar on anxiety, the
object of our seventh and final part, the further evolved concepts object a, the Other and
jouissance enable Lacan to develop a ripened vision on the paradigmatic masochistic

and sadistic perversions.

Here, in the fourth part of our dissertation, we concentrate on Lacan’s views on
masochism/sadism before Seminar VIl (1959). These, its turn, divide logically into two.
Firstly, we will study Lacan’s fragmentary dealings with masochism and sadism in his
early work, up to Seminar V (1957). This early phase is characterized by the evolution
from an imaginary approach of perversion towards a more symbolic one. Lacan’s use of
Sartre’s concept of the gaze of the other to think scoptophilia is here an important
moment. It gives Lacan the impetus to conceptualize perversion in general, and sadism
and masochism particularly as always intersubjective.

Secondly, we will study how Lacan’s view on sadism and masochism evolves to a more

personal one in Seminar VI (1958) on desire. In the course of this Seminar, desire is
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characterized as the defense of the helpless subject confronted with the desire of the
Other. Desire is supported by the phantasm, written as $<>a. Lacan’s attempts to
characterize the object a move gradually from an imaginary towards a symbolic and
finally a real point of view.

The link with perversion is provided by a generalization of Freud’'s theory concerning
infantile polymorphous perverse tendencies, which Lacan sees as the origin of the
discovery of the truth about perversion: there is no ‘mature’ object, no ‘mature’ drive,
there are only partial objects — objects a — and partial drives. In other words, desire is, at
bottom, perverse. But if all desire is perverse, how then to distinguish between neurosis
and perversion as subject structures? In search for an answer, Lacan turns first to an
analysis of exhibitionism and voyeurism, then to an analysis of perversion in general. We
will study these closely, and pay special attention to the moments when Lacan touches
sideways on the topics of masochism and sadism. We will see that Lacan fails to come
up with a distinctive criterion; this will be found in the specific relationship of the subject
with the jouissance of the Other, that Lacan will discover in Seminar VIl and will elaborate
in “Kant with Sade” (1966).

Lacan on sadism and masochism before Seminar VI

Before Seminar VI (1958), Lacan speaks about sadism and masochism in different, only
loosely connected places. Overall, in this period, three topics are discernable: firstly,
Lacan’s occupation with Freud’s idea of a primary masochism and primary sadism and
their relation; secondly, the idea that in perversion, the subject becomes an object for the
gaze of the Other, exemplified by scoptophilia and sadism, and thirdly an analysis of
Freud’s discovery of the phantasm in “A Child is Being Beaten” (1919e), where Lacan
generalizes the fetishistic object. As a general tendency, Lacan evolves slowly form an
almost entirely imaginary view on sadism and masochism towards a more symbolic one.
At the same time, he evolves from a Freudian perspective to a more personal one.
Further, Lacan stresses the always already intersubjective and thus at least partly
symbolical aspect of sadism and masochism.

209



Sadism and masochism in Seminar |

In the first Seminar (1953), where Lacan analyzes the imaginary and symbolical orders
through a reading of Freud’s technical writings, the focus lies on the intersubjective
relationship. Sadism and masochism are located at the hinge between the Imaginary and

the Symbolic.

Primal cruelty and transitivity

In the first moments of the Seminar, Lacan doesn’t speak about sadism directly. He does
speak, however, about a primitive kind of aggressivity. This comes close to Freud’s
Bemachtigungstrieb, translated as ‘instinct to master’ , a term Freud uses to describe — at

145 1t is directed from

least before 1920 — a drive to dominate or seize the object by force.
the outset towards external objects and is responsible for the primal cruelty of the child. It
is non-sexual and fuses with sexuality only secondarily. As such, it can be said to
precede sadism as a component of it and a precondition to it. In Freud’s theory of the
drive, it is linked to activity, maleness and to the muscular apparatus.

Lacan describes this primal aggressivity when he tells his audience that he has
witnessed a small girl who “became very peaceably absorbed, at an age when she was
scarcely walking on her feet, in the application of a good sized stone to the skull of a little

playmate from next door [...] Me break Francis head” (1953, p. 172).

This primal cruelty is developed by Lacan as part and parcel of the mirror stage. Lacan
claims that between 6 and 18 months, the other which is observed as in a mirror,
functions as an image that provides the subject with the possibility to perceive his body
and hence himself as a unity. It is at this moment that the infant recognizes its own
desire. This ‘mirroring’ comes with an equivalence between ‘me’ and ‘other’ and with an

unmediated urge to destroy the alienating image. Lacan calls this “the most fundamental
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structure of the human being on the imaginary plane — to destroy the person who is the
site of alienation” (1953, p. 172).

We could add: whether this person is oneself or the other. This idea of equivalence
between me and other will be crucial for Lacan’s later development of sadism and

masochism, as we will see in part VII.

Interesting is the link that Lacan makes with the symbolic level, where the equivalence
between ‘me’ and ‘other’ is repeated in speech, in: “these phenomena of transitivism in
which one finds the infant taking as equivalent his own action and that of the other. He

says — Francois hit me, whereas it was him who hit Frangois” (1953, p. 169).

At the same time, however, the imaginary unity of the mirror stage, which comes with a
certain kind of transitivism, is a unity that comes from ‘out there’. Hence it is felt as
alienating: “At first, before language, desire exists solely in the single plane of the
imaginary relation of the specular stage, projected, alienated in the other. The tension it
provokes [...] has no other outcome — Hegel teaches us this — than the destruction of the
other” (1953, p. 169).

We interpret this “all-consuming, uncontrollable jealousy which the small child feels for
his fellow being” (1953, p. 171), a phrase he borrows from Saint Augustine, as Lacan’s

way to reframe Feud’s instinct to mastery'® as intersubjective.

Based on the equivalence of ‘me’ and ‘other’, we stress that in the mirror stage, this
primary aggressivity — where the child wants to destroy the alienating object — is at the
same time auto-aggressivity and what we could call allo-aggressivity. Because there is no
distinction between ‘me’ and ‘other’, the object the child wants to destroy is at the same
time the child itself. It is precisely this ambivalence that makes the situation alienating,

unstable and untenable.
As we will explain in the next paragraph, the way out of the alienating imaginary situation

passes by a symbolic dialectization of both the primary allo-aggressivity and the primary
auto-aggress