CHAPTER TWO
The Meaning of the Phallus

“The Meaning of the Phallus’ is the only article of this collection pre-
viously to have appeared in English. It is included as Lacan’s most direct
exposition of the status of the phallus in the psychoanalytic account of
sexcuality. This is the issue around which the whole controversy over
femininity has turned.

It was first presented in German at the Max Planck Institute in
Munich in 1958. At this stage, Lacan was concerned above all to
emphasise the place of the symbolic order in the determination of human
subjectivity, and to give an account of that order in terms of the laws of
linguistic operation — the contemporary science of linguistics, as he argues
here, having been unavailable to Freud.

Lacan, therefore, returns to the debates of the 1920s and 1930s
(Abraham, Jones, Klein) and criticises what he sees as a reduction of the
phallus to an object of primitive oral aggression, belonging in the realm of
the instinct. Instead he places the phallus within the symbolic order, and
argues that it can only be understood as a signifier in the linguistic sense
of the term.

This is the first article of this collection to introduce the central concept
of desire, which indicates for Lacan the fundamental division which
characterises the subject’s relation to language, a dimension which he felt
was avoided in discussion of the genital relation in certain French
analytic circles at that time. Lacan, on the other hand, traces his con-
ception through to the difficulties of the sexual relation itself, especially —
we would stress — for the woman, whose velationship to the phallic term
is described essentially in terms of masquerade.

This is perhaps the article which illustrates most clearly the problem of
giving an explanation of the phallus which avoids reducing it to the
biological difference between the sexes, but which none the less tries to
provide a differential account, for men and for women, of its effects.

“The Meaning of the Phallus’ was published in Ecrits (pp. 685-95),
and translated by Alan Sheridan as ‘The Signification of the Phallus’ in
Ecrits: a Selection (Lacan, 1977, pp. 281-91). T he following text is
a new translation for this collection.
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What follows is the unaltered text of a paper delivered in German
on 9 May 1958, at the Max Planck Institute of Munich where
Professor Paul Matussek had invited me to speak.

The vaguest idea of the state of mind then prevailing in circles,
not for the most part uninformed, will give some measure of the
impact of terms such as ‘the other scene’, to take one example
used here, which I was the first to extract from Freud’s work.

If ‘deferred action’ (Nachtrag), to rescue another such term
from its current affectation, makes this effort unfeasible, it
should be realised that they were unheard of at that time.

We know that the unconscious castration complex has the
function of a knot:

(1) in the dynamic structuring of symptoms in the analytic sense
of the term, meaning that which can be analysed in neuroses,
perversions and psychoses;

(2) as the regulator of development giving its ratio to this first
role: thatis, by installing in the subject an unconscious position
without which he would be unable to identify with the ideal
type of his sex, or to respond without grave risk to the needs of
his partner in the sexual relation, or even to receive adequately
the needs of the child thus procreated.

What we are dealing with is an antinomy internal to the assump-
tion by man (Mensch) of his sex: why must he take up its
attributes only by means of a threat, or even in the guise of a
privation? As we know, in Civilisation and its Discontents, Freud
went so far as to suggest not a contingent, but an essential
disturbance of human sexuality, and one of his last articles turns
on the irreducibility for any finite (endliche) analysis of the effects
following from the castration complex in the masculine un-
conscious and from penisneid [penis envy] in the unconscious of
the woman.

This is not the only point of uncertainty, but it is the first that
the Freudian experience and its resulting metapsychology intro-
duced into our experience of man. It cannot be solved by any
reduction to biological factors, as the mere necessity of the myth
underlying the structuring of the Oedipus complex makes
sufficiently clear.
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Any recourse to an hereditary amnesic given would in this
instance be mere artifice, not only because such a factoris in itself
disputable, but because it leaves the problem untouched,
namely, the link between the murder of the father and the pact of
the primordial law, given that it is included in that law that
castration should be the punishment for incest.

Only on the basis of the clinical facts can there be any fruitful
discussion. These facts go to show that the relation of the subject
to the phallus is set up regardless of the anatomical difference
between the sexes, which is what makes its interpretation par-
ticularly intractable in the case of the woman and in relationship
to her, specifically on the four following counts:

(1) as to why the little girl herself considers, if only for a
moment, that she is castrated, in the sense of being deprived of
the phallus, at the hand of someone who is1in the first instance
her mother, an important point, and who then becomes her
father, but in such a way that we must recognise in this transi-
tion a transference in the analytic sense of the term;

(2) as to why, at a more primordial level, the mother is for both
sexes considered as provided with a phallus, that s, as a phallic
mother;

(3) as to why, correlatively, the meaning of castration only
acquires its full (clinically manifest) weight as regards symp-
tom formation when it is discovered as castration of the
mother;

(4) these three problems culminate in the question of the reason
for the phallic phase in development. We know that Freud
used this term to specify the earliest genital maturation —as on
the one hand characterised by the imaginary predominance of
the phallic attribute and masturbatory pleasure, and on the
other by a localising of this pleasure for the woman in the
clitoris, which is thereby raised to the function of the phallus.
This would seem to rule out for both sexes, until theend of this
phase, that is, until the dissolution of the Oedipus complex,
any instinctual awareness of the vagina as the place of genital
penetration.

This ignorance smacks of mis-recognition [méconnaissance] in the
technical sense of the term, especially as it is on occasions dis-
proved. All it agrees with, surely, is Longus’s fable in which he
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depicts the initiation of Daphnis and Chloé as dependent on the
revelations of an old woman.

It is for this reason that certain authors have been led to regard
the phallic phase as an effect of repression, and the function
assumed in it by the phallic object as a symptom. The difficulty
starts when we need to know which symptom? Phobia, according
to one, perversion according to another — or, indeed, to the same
one. In this last case, it’s not worth speculating: not that interest-
ing transmutations of the object from phobia into fetish do not
occur, but their interest resides precisely in the different place
which they occupy in the structure. There would be no point in
asking these authors to formulate this difference from the per-
spective of object relations which is currently in favour. This
being for lack of any reference on the matter other than the loose
notion of the part object, uncriticised since Karl Abraham first
introduced it, which is more the pity in view of the easy option
which it provides today.

The fact remains that, if one goes back to the surviving texts of
the years 1928-32, the now abandoned debate on the phallic
phase is a refreshing example of a passion for doctrine, which has
been given an additional note of nostalgia by the degradation of
psychoanalysis consequent on its American transplantation.

A mere summary of the debate could only distort the genuine
diversity of the positions taken by figures such as Helene
Deutsch, Karen Horney and Ernest Jones, to mention only the
most eminent.

The series of three articles which Jones devoted to the subjectis
especially suggestive: if only for the starting premise on which he
constructs his argument, signalled by the term aphanisis, which
he himself coined. For by correctly posing the problem of the
relationship between castration and desire, he reveals such a
proximity to what he cannot quite grasp that the term which will
later provide us with the key to the problem seems to emerge out
of his very failure.

The amusing thing is the way he manages, on the authority of
the very letter of Freud’s text, to formulate a position which is
directly opposed to it: a true model in a difficult genre.

The problem, however, refuses to go away, seeming to
subvert Jones’s own case for a re-establishment of the equality of
natural rights (which surely gets the better of him 1n the Biblical
‘Man and woman God created them’ with which he concludes).
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What does he actually gain by normalising the function of the
phallus as part object if he has to invoke its presence in the
mother’s body as internal object, a term which is a function of the
fantasies uncovered by Melanie Klein, and if he ¢annot therefore
separate himself from her doctrine which sees these fantasies as a
recurrence of the Oedipal formation Wthh is located right back
in earliest infancy.

We will not go far wrong if we re-open the question by asking
what could have imposed on Freud the obvious paradox of his
position. For one has to allow that he was better guided than
anyone else in his recognition of the order of unconscious pheno-
mena, which order he had discovered, and that for want of an
adequate articulation of the nature of these phenomena his fol-
lowers were bound to go more or less astray.

It is on the basis of such a wager — laid down by me as the
principle of a commentary of Freud’s work which I have been
pursuing for seven years — that I have been led to certain con-
clusions: above all, to argue, as necessary to any articulation of
analytic phenomena, for the notion of the signifier, in the sense in
which it is opposed to that of the signified in modern linguistic
analysis. The latter, born since Freud, could not be taken into
account by him, but it is my contention that Freud’s discovery
stands out precisely for having had to anticipate its formulas,
even while setting out from a domain in which one could hardly
expect to recognise its sway. Conversely, it is Freud’s discovery
that gives to the opposition of signifier to signified the full weight
which it should imply: namely, that the signifier has an active
function in determining the effects in which the signifiable
appears as submitting to its mark, becoming through that
passion the signified.

This passion of the signifier then becomes a new dimension of
the human condition, in that it is not only man who speaks, but
in man and through man that it [¢a] speaks, that his nature is
woven by effects in which we can find the structure of language,
whose material he becomes, and that consequently there re-
sounds in him, beyond anything ever conceived of by the
psychology of 1deas the relation of speech.

It is in this sense that one can say that the consequences of the
discovery of the unconscious have not been so much as glimpsed
in the theory, although its repercussions have been felt m the
praxis to a much greater extent than we are as yet aware of, even
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if only translated into effects of retreat.

Let me make clear that to argue for man’s relation to the signi-
fier as such has nothing to do with a “culturalist’ position in the
ordinary sense of the term, such as that which Karen Horney
found herself anticipating in the dispute over the phallus and
which Freud himself characterised as feminist. The issue is not
man’s relation to language as a social phenomenon, since the
question does not even arise of anything resembling that all too
familiar ideological psychogenesis, not superseded by a peremp-
tory recourse to the entirely metaphysical notion, underlying the
mandatory appeal to the concrete, which 1s so pathetically con-
veyed by the term ‘affect’.

It is a question of rediscovering in the laws governing that
other scene (eine andere Schauplatz) which Freud designated, in
relation to dreams, as that of the unconscious, the effects dis-
covered at the level of the materially unstable elements which
constitute the chain of language: effects determined by the
double play of combination and substitution in the signifier,
along the two axes of metaphor and metonymy which generate
the signified; effects which are determinant in the institution of
the subject. What emerges from this attempt is a topology in the
mathematical sense of the term, without which, as soon becomes
clear, it is impossible even to register the structure of a symptom
in the analytic sense of the term.

It speaks in the Other, Isay, designating by this Other the very
place called upon by a recourse to speech in any relation where it
intervenes. If it speaks in the Other, whether or not the subject
hears it with his own ears, it is because it 1s there that the subject,
according to alogic prior to any awakening of the signified, finds
his signifying place. The discovery of what he articulates in that
place, thatis, in the unconscious, enables us to grasp the price of
the division (Spaltung) through which he is thus constituted.

The phallus i1s elucidated in its function here. In Freudian
doctrine, the phallus is not a fantasy, if what is understood by
that is an imaginary effect. Nor is it as such an object (part,
internal, good, bad, etc. . . . ) in so far as this term tends to
accentuate the reality involved in a relationship. Itis evenless the
organ, penis or clitoris, which it symbolises. And it is not
incidental that Freud took his reference for it from the simula-
crum which it represented for the Ancients.

For the phallus is a signifier, a signifier whose function in the
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intrasubjective economy of analysis might lift the veil from that
which it served in the mysteries. For it is to this signified thatitis
given to designate as a whole the effect of there being a signified,
inasmuch as it conditions any such effect by its presence as
signifier.

Let us examine, then, the effects of this presence. First they
follow from the deviation of man’s needs by the fact that he
speaks, in the sense that as long as his needs are subjected to
demand they return to him alienated. This is not the effect of his
real dependency (one should not expect to find here the parasitic
conception represented by the notion of dependency in the
theory of neuroses) but precisely of the putting into signifying
form as such and of the fact that it is from the place of the Other
that his message is emitted.

What is thus alienated in needs constitutes an Urverdringung
(primal repression) because it cannot, by definition, be articu-
lated in demand. But it reappears in a residue which then presents
itself in man as desire (das Begehren). The phenomenology which
emerges from analytic experience is certainly such as to demon-
strate the paradoxical, deviant, erratic, excentric and even
scandalous character by which desire is distinguished from need.
A fact too strongly attested not to have always won the recog-
nition of moralists worthy of the name. It does seem that early
Freudianism had to give this factits due status. Yet paradoxically
psychoanalysis finds itself at the head of an age-old obscurant-
ism, all the more wearisome for its denial of the fact through the
ideal of a theoretical and practical reduction of desire to need.

Hence the necessity for us to articulate that status here, starting
with demand whose proper characteristics are eluded in the
notion of frustration (which was never employed by Freud).

Demand in itself bears on something other than the satis-
factions which it calls for. It is demand for a presence or an
absence. This is manifest in the primordial relation to the
mother, pregnant as it is with that Other to be situated some way
short ofany needs which it might gratify. Demand constitutes this
Other as already possessing the ‘privilege’ of satisfying needs,
that is, the power to deprive them ofthe one thing by which they
are satisfied. This privilege of the Other thus sketches out the
radical form of the gift of something which it does not have,
namely, what is called its love.

Hence it is that demand cancels out (aufhebf) the particularity of
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anything which might be granted by transmuting it into a proof
of love, and the very satisfactions of need which 1t obtains are
degraded (sich erniedrigt) as being no more than a crushing of the
demand for love (all of which is palpable in the psychology of
early child-care to which our nurse-analysts are so dedicated).

There is, then, a necessity for the particularity thus abolished
to reappear beyond demand. Where it does indeed reappear, but
preserving the structure harbouring within the unconditional
character of the demand for love. In a reversal which is not a
simple negation of negation, the force of pure loss arises from the
relic of an obliteration. In place of the unconditional aspect of
demand, desire substitutes the ‘absolute’ condition: in effect this
condition releases that part of the proof of love which is resistant
to the satisfaction of aneed. Thus desire is neither the appetite for
satisfaction, nor the demand for love, but the difference resulting
from the subtraction of the first from the second, the very
phenomenon of their splitting (Spaltung).

One can see how the sexual relation occupies this closed field
of desire in which it will come to play out its fate. For this field is
constituted so as to produce the enigma which this relation
provokes in the subject, by ‘signifying’ it to him twice over: as a
rettirn of the demand it arouses in the form of a demand made on
the subject of need, and as an ambiguity cast onto the Other who
is involved, in the proof of love demanded. The gap in this
enigma betrays what determines it, conveyed at its simplest in
this formula: that for each partner in the relation, the subject and
the Other, it 1s not enough to be the subjects of need, nor objects
oflove, but they must stand as the cause of desire.

This truth is at the heart of all the mishaps of sexual life which
belong in the field of psychoanalysis.

It is also the precondition in analysis for the subject’s happi-
ness: and to disguise this gap by relying on the virtue of the
‘genital’ to resolve it through the maturation of tenderness (that
is by a recourse to the Other solely as reality), however piously
intended, is none the less a fraud. Admittedly it was French
psychoanalysts with their hypocritical notion of genital
oblativity who started up the moralising trend which, to the tune
of Salvationist choirs, is now followed everywhere.

In any case man cannot aim at being whole (the ‘total per-
sonality’ being another premise where modern psychotherapy
goes off course) once the play of displacement and condensation,
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to which he is committed in the exercise of his functions, marks
his relation as subject to the signifier.

The phallus is the privileged signifier of that mark where the
share of the logos is wedded to the advent of desire. One might
say that this signifier is chosen as what stands out as most easily
seized upon in the real of sexual copulation, and also as the most
symbolicin the literal (typographical) sense of the term, sinceitis
the equivalent in that relation of the (logical) copula. One might
also say that by virtue of its turgidity, it is the image of the vital
flow as it is transmitted in generation.

Allthese propositions merely veil over the fact that the phallus
can only play its role as veiled, that is, as in itself the sign of the
latency with which everything signifiable is struck as soon as it is
raised (aufgehoben) to the function of signifier.

The phallus is the signifier of this Aufhebung itself which it
inaugurates (initiates) by its own disappearance. This is why the
demon of AiSwg [Scham, shame] in the ancient mysteries rises up
exactly at the moment when the phallus is unveiled (cf. the
famous painting of the Villa of Pompei).

It then becomes the bar which, at the hands of this demon,
strikes the signified, branding it as the bastard offspring of its
signifying concatenation.

In this way a condition of complementarity is produced by the
signifier in the founding of the subject: which explains his
Spaltung as well as the intervening movement through which this
is effected.

Namely:

(1) that the subject designates his being only by crossing
through everything which it signifies, as can be seen in the fact
that he wishes to be loved for himself, a mirage not dispelled
merely by being denounced as grammatical (since it abolishes
discourse);

(2) that the living part of that being in the urverdringt [primary
repressed] finds its signifier by receiving the mark of the Ver-
dringung [repression] of the phallus (whereby the unconscious
is language).

The phallus as signifier gives the ratio of desire (in the musical
sense of the term as the ‘mean and extreme’ ratio of harmonic
division).
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It 1s, therefore, as an algorithm that I am going to use it now,
relying — necessarily if I am to avoid drawing out my account
indefinitely — on the echoes of the experience which unites us to
give you the sense of this usage.

If the phallus is a signifier then it is in the place of the Other that
the subject gains access to it. But in that the signifier is only there
veiled and as the ratio of the Other’s desire, so it is this desire of
the Other as such which the subject has to recognise, meaning,
the Other as itself a subject divided by the signifying Spaltung.

What can be seen to emerge in psychological genesis confirms
this signifying function of the phallus.

Thus, to begin with, we can formulate more correctly the
Kleinian fact that the child apprehends from the outset that the
mother ‘contains’ the phallus.

But it is the dialectic of the demand for love and the test of
desire which dictates the order of development.

The demand for love can only suffer from a desire whose
signifier is alien to it. If the desire of the mother is the phallus,
then the child wishes to be the phallus so as to satisfy this desire.
Thus the division immanent to desire already makes itself felt in
the desire of the Other, since it stops the subject from being
satisfied with presenting to the Other anything real it might have
which corresponds to this phallus — what he has being worth no
more than what he does not have as far as his demand for loveis
concerned, which requires that he be the phallus.

Clinical practice demonstrates that this test of the desire of the
Other is not decisive in the sense that the subject learns from it
whether or not he has a real phallus, but inasmuch as he learns
that the mother does not. This 1s the moment of experience
without which no symptomatic or structural consequence (that
is, phobia or penisneid) referring to the castration complex can
take effect. It is here that the conjunction is signed between
desire, in so far as the phallic signifier is its mark, and the threat or
the nostalgia of lack-in-having.

It is, of course, the law introduced into this sequence by the
father which will decide its future.

But simply by keeping to the function of the phallus, we can
pinpoint the structures which will govern the relations between
the sexes.

Let us say that these relations will revolve around a being and a
having which, because they refer to a signifier, the phallus, have
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the contradictory effect of on the one hand lending reality to the
subject in that signifier, and on the other making unreal the
relations to be signified.

This follows from the intervention of an ‘appearing’ which
gets substituted for the ‘having’ so as to protect it on one side
and to mask its lack on the other, with the effect that the ideal or
typical manifestations of behaviour in both sexes, up to and
including the act of sexual copulation, are entirely propelled into
comedy.

These ideals gain new strength from the demand which it is in
their power to satisfy, which is always the demand for love, with
its complement of reducing desire to demand.

Paradoxical as this formulation might seem, I would say that it
is in order to be the phallus, that is to say, the signifier of the
desire of the Other, that the woman will reject an essential part of
her femininity, notably all its attributes through masquerade. It
is for what she is not that she expects to be desired as well as
loved. Butshe finds the signifier of her own desirein the body of
the one to whom she addresses her demand for love. Certainly
we should not forget that the organ actually invested with this
signifying function takes on the value of a fetish. But for the
woman the resultis still a convergence onto the same object of an
experience of love which as such (cf. above) ideally deprives her
of that which it gives, and a desire which finds in that same
experience its signifier. Which is why it can be observed that the
lack of satisfaction proper to sexual need, in other words,
frigidity, is relatively well tolerated in women, whereas the
Verdringung inherent to desire is lesser in her case than in the case
of the man.

In men, on the other hand, the dialectic of demand and desire
gives rise to effects, whose exact point of connection Freud
situated with a sureness which we must once again admire, under
the rubric of a specific depreciation (Erniedrigung) of love.

If it is the case that the man manages to satisfy his demand for
love in his relationship to the woman to the extent that the
signifier of the phallus constitutes her precisely as giving in love
what she does not have — conversely, his own desire for the
phallus will throw up its signifier in the form of a persistent
divergence towards ‘another woman’ who can signify this
phallus under various guises, whether as a virgin or a prostitute.
The result is a centrifugal tendency of the genital drive in the
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sexual life of the man which makes impotence much harder for
him to bear, at the same time as the Verdrdngung inherent to desire
1s greater.

We should not, however, think that the type of infidelity
which then appears to be constitutive of the masculine function is
exclusive to the man. For if one looks more closely, the same
redoubling is to be found in the woman, except that in her case,
the Other oflove as such, that s to say, the Other as deprived of
that which he gives, is hard to perceive in the withdrawal where-
by it is substituted for the being of the man whose attributes she
cherishes.

One might add here that masculine homosexuality, in
accordance with the phallic mark which constitutes desire, is
constituted on its axis, whereas the orientation of feminine
homo-sexuality, as observation shows, follows from a
disappointment which reinforces the side of the demand for love.
These remarks should be qualified by going back to the function
of the mask inasmuch as this function dominates the
identifications through which refusals of love are resolved.

The fact that femininity takes refuge in this mask, because of
the Verdriangung inherent to the phallic mark of desire, has the
strange consequence that, in the human being, virile display itself
appears as feminine.

Correlatively, one can glimpse the reason for a feature which
has never been elucidated and which again gives a measure of the
depth of Freud’s intuition: namely, why he advances the view
that there is only one libido, his text clearly indicating that he
conceives of it as masculine in nature. The function of the
signifier here touches on its most profound relation: by way of
which the Ancients embodied in it both the NoGg [Nous, sense]
and the Aoyog [Logos, reason].



