
7 Philo, or the Obsessional and His Desire
BY SERGE LECLAIRE

From the time that a passionate girl had cursed
and sanctified my lips (any consecration en-
tails both) I had superstitiously kept myself
from kissing, Iest maidens suffer fatal con-
sequences. -Goethe, Dichtung und W ahrheit

A veil, transparent and impenetrable, separates the obsessional subject from the

object of his desire. Whatever he may call i t-a wall of glass, of cotton, or of

stone-he feels it to be (as he tells us) a glass shell isolating him from reality.
He wil l spend an evening with the one he loves without ever holding her in

his arms. His hand, heavy as a rock, cannot be brought to encircle her waist; his
garrulous l ips wil l never reach hers; and if in an adventurous moment he holds

her in any way, it wil l only be to see her charm vanish and his desire quickly fade

away. More r-rnpitying than a wall is the spell that has been cast. As with the

curse evoked in the epigraph, a word has assuredly arisen from an abyss to

consecrate. For the obsessional neurotic this word is always connected with

desire. So it is with the grave obsessional, and with him we recognize more

clearly the impasse of desire in the petrified speech of the symptom, speech
frozen by the spell.

Here we wil l l imit the field of our research to the obsessional neurotic,

already known through his character and described in his world-a completed
model of man in his essential prematuration.

In the eyes of his friends, nothing is particularly distinguishing about
Philo-they are surprised to learn that he is seeing a psychoanalyst. "You," they
say to him, "whose reflection and wisdom are exemplary; how can it be?" It is

true that Philo appears to be wise, and people have great hopes for him. He is
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close to th i r ty,  a bachelor.  I  wi l l  say very l i t t le abotr t  h is history,  s i .cc I  6avc 
' r r lychosen to relate a fragment clf his discourse here.

He is the middle child in a family of f ive children. His parents died almost
fifteen years ago, one shortly after the other. His problem is deciding what to do
with his l i fe. To appreciate his dilemma, one must imagine all the options that
an individual can weigh without making a choice. At the tenderest age, he tells
me, wanting to appear witty, he already did not know which breast to choose.r
Matters have not changed: teaching or the oil business, the priesthood or
marriage-it does not matter as long as someone else makes the decision. He
only retains the privilege of exposing his doubt (to whoever wants to listen) and
also the privilege of contesting, annull ing, the other's decision. It is one of his
three great passions; the others were having someone love him and fail ing in a
task.

From a long clinical observation, we report only a fragment of one session:
it concerns the tie that joins Philo to his mother.

Did Philo hate his father, did he wish to share his mother's bed, was he
iealous of his brothers? Yes, without a doubt. But how, in particular? Here
analysis becomes more arduous.

Am I wrong to think that the fundamentals of the Oedipus complex have
already become commonplace? The desire of the l itt le boy for his mother, of the
little girl for her father-the rivalries that are the correlates of these passions are
invoked even outside psychiatric circles as arguments and no longer as questions.

And yet, if we stop to consider this idea of the little boy's desire for his
mother, remembering that yesterday it was sti l l  a new idea, we find that questions
emerge and that they are the same as those raised at a time when this idea was
scandalous.

Freud's notion was quickly absorbed and accommodated to the needs of an
actively expanding intellectual commerc€. "Attachment to the mother" became
its convenient conceptual formulation; the idea is a nice one, and no one
deprives himself of its use. The homosexual, we know, remains attached to his
mother; the schizophrenic is too attached; the obsessional was, unthinkingly; the
pervert, tocl precociously; and so on. Too much or too little, positively or nega-
tively, attachnrcnt to thc n'rother is now commonly cited in case histories.

'[ ' lrcsc wcrc tt)y reflccticlrts on the fascination of newly received idca.s w|crr
Philo said to tttc rccctrtly that hc had not succecdecl in breaking rff this attac6-
t t tct t t  t<t  l r is  t t tot l tcr  arrr l  that  i t  l r : r<l  r r rarkccl  a rcccnt at tcnrpt  at  a l 'vc rc lat i , r r .

I  l  l  l r t '  l ' r t ' r t t  l r  .st ' l r t  ( . " l r t t ' ; ts t")  ts Prorrorrrrct ' r l  l rkt ,  srrnr l  ("srrrrr t " ) ,  so l l r l r l  w, l r t . r r  s lxrkt . r r ,  ' ,wlr i r . l r
l I t ' ; rs l  lo l l r ,xrrr" ' r ' , , r r l r l . r ls , ,  l r . r r r r rh. l r [ , rx l , r r  ' ' * . l r r t . l r  r ; r r r r l  lo f i r l lou " l
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My ear, the true one, opened up.

Surely Philo had known for a long time, and well before he undertook his

analysis, that wanting to enter the priesthood was characteristic of men who have

not been able to resolve an excessive attachment to their mother. Once the

question appeared to be resolved by this knowledge, he hardly ever posed it

again. At most it was invoked as an argument or explanation.

On this occasion, I heard it differently, and I sent the word "attachment"

back to him in an interrogative tone. "Yes," he continued, "l wanted to speak of

the privileged character of everything that ties me to my mother." The idea of

tying pleased me, and I reformulated my question: "How are you tied?"

Here is the sequence that my question elicited. I transcribed it on the

spot-this is exceptional-because I was alerted by the exclamation he uttered

before answering. There was a brief silence as he hesitated to tell me the thought

that had just emerged. He excused himself for this thought and then added,
"Shit! As though that were any of your business!"2

This is not Philo's habitual mode of expression. He continues: "lt begins

with the look; it 's l ike a communion, a symbiosis. Yes, in her look there's a

second look. It is as though she had found in me the satisfaction she did not find

in my father. As though I had been necessary to her. . . . There was a secret

agreement, a complicity. The word that comes to me is secret' intimacy.'
"Ss["-2nd here the voice trembles with emotion-"it is above all a true

relationship on both sides.
"This idea of being a priest, to the extent that I took it seriously, it was as

though she had transnritted it. We were able to see how mad it was, she as well as

[. Wasn't it the letter, where I questioned everything, that weakened her? Did she

feel that her son was in perdition?"

He stops for a moment, as he often does, to say something that will subtly

cut through this sequence: "[ am saying just anything. . . . Perhaps this will

permit me to end up by knowing what I am saying." And he continues: "This

letter was like the announcement of my shipwreck, the confession of the failure

of the common enterprise. I no longer have any goal. . . . Yes, I no longer have

my unique goal of being the only thing necessary to my mother."

A brief passage follows that I cannot report; somewhat literary, its theme is

the same: his mother as unique obiect. And he continues:
"I like speaking this way. Here I find myself pleasing, I enjoy, I feel myself, I

listen to myself. [t's sterile, this complacency. But that also pleases me: when I

7. lComme si ga te regardait translates literally "As thotrgh tlrat u'crc kxrkirrg at yott."' l ' l tt '

inrportatrcc <lf looking is rnanifest in what follows. I
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reveal myself, I am concerned with pleasing. I wanted to please rny mother, all of
that comes back to me. To be my mother's lord and vassal; she loves me, I love
her; we are secretly united in a passionate look. My beloved is mine, and I am all
hers. [t 's the serpent who bites his own tail, I am turned back upon my own
penis. "

"Analysis pleases me," he finally adds, "because I have the opportunity to
speak about my father, to reveal both of us. But what comes back to me is the
phrase: ' ls that any of your business?"'Thus he closed this sequence with a more
courteous variation of its opening sentence.

I propose this fragment of an analysis as a reference point. It is hardly edited,
and I have added no interpretation for the moment. From a strictly technical
point of view, it would be best to analyze the exclamation that began it. But this
technical point wil l not concern us here. We will look first at the "content" of
this fragment, since it articulates in a relatively clear and accessible way what I
will now call the nodal complex of the obsessional

Philo, like rnost obsessionals, was his mother's favorite son. He has main-
tained, through all the diff iculties of his l i fe, an unshakable and secret self-
confidence. This is the Eden of some of his fantasies, the wondrous garden of
imaginary voyages, the sanctuary in the middle of multiple fortif ications. Any-
one who violates this place is threatened with death. This is the nostalgia of an
unspeakable happiness, of an exceptional and perfect jouissance. If today he is
banished forever from this universe that lies at the heart of the mythical rose,
then he must have committed some crime.

Who is Philo? A subject predestined to be distinguished from his counter-
parts, from his brothers, by some sign of destiny, this for his unhappiness as well
as for his happiness. He is in one sense, as Goethe said, the gods' favorite. This is
how the obsessional secretly sees himself; Philo is no exception.

If by malice or by ruse, as we read in fairy tales, we approach this sanctuary,
under cover of a psychoanalysis, what do we find there? Philo said it: "She loves
him, he loves her, they are secretly united in a passionate look." Let us not
rcspond by saying that we are seeing here a mere figment of a fertile imagination.
If we tell him that, he wil l break down in tears in the most unexpected way, so
clcspairing and violent that we wil l be as much if not more surprised than he is.
Otrr astonishment wil l nrake us stop short, as though faced with one of these
rrriracles that creatc the dialectic of fairy tales. Philo insists, "lt 's totally true, on
both sidcs. " And thcn again, "lt 's none of your business. "

' l 'hc obscssional is tnost oftcn a being of facade and decoy; he is secretive
; t t t< l  n ' t ' i t l l  krrou' i t .  l lc  rcvcals hinrscl f ,  d iscusses, and reasons withotr t  appear ing
to cot tc ' t ' I t r  l r i r r rsr ' l f  lv i t l r  l rorv t l tc  ot l rcr  rv i l l  rcsponcl ,  providcd, of  corrrsc,  that th is
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othcr d<lcs rcspond. I lcar i r rg l  rcsl)ons( ' ,  l rc ' r t  r r r r l r l lcr t ' r r l ,  ; r r r  t 'goist , : r  l r l t ' l t 'ss

being. And yet,  how nrany t inrcs does hc rc l rat  to w' l roevt ' r  w;rrr ts to l is tcrr  t l rat
his nerves ate exposed, that  he is very scnsi t ivc arrd rrrorc ' i r r t r r i t ivc t lutn t l rc
dullards around him? This we can see clearly in his fatlrornlcs.s chagrirr, thc
ridiculous, puerile, unexpected sobbing that arises whenevcr sonlconc dotrbt.s thc
sacred reality of his sanctuary.

Here we touch on the dimension of sacrilege. Of course, we all think that
we have largely overcome these fears of the abyss and have left them to a few
primitives, to the superstit ious, and to dreamers. And yet if our enlightenment
had so fully freed us from the fright of being sacrilegious, why-I ask myself-are
we so interested in the idea of "attachment to the mother"? We even have the
idea of the "mother-child relationship," more comforting with its glow of inno-

cence than the incest of the tragic context. Let us nevertheless pursue our
investigation.

When Philo speaks, he never considers the possibil i ty of "sleeping with his
mother." Why? I do not think that it is because the terms are too crude-he has
often used these terms and many more vulgar-but more simply because this
expression, which we believe designates the fact of incest, does not correspond to
his experience.

What he does talk about is "a communion, the happy effusion of a look."

Certainly we could pause here before the delightful picture of the infant looking
intently at his mother holding him on her lap. But this would not suffice and
would move us away from Philo's words. He speaks about a "second look" and
tells us clearly that it is his father's.

Having already experienced it, I can imagine what passes through our
knowledgeable minds: father, Oedipus, Oedipus complex, jealousy, aggressive-
ness, better to hide, and so forth. But I prefer to follow Philo's words to us: "lt is
as though she had found in me the satisfaction that she did not find in my
father. " The question explicit in this second look is what a mother expected from

a father, literally, "what she did not find in my father. "

Here we can find the true knot of the situation: (l) Mama was waiting for
something, (2) something that Papa can give her, (3) which he does not give. "fhe
problem concerns a mother's disappointed expectation, which led her, he tells us
clearly, to a turn toward her son, "as if she had found in me the satisfaction." As
Philo formulates it, there is a defect in his mother's satisfaction with her hus-
band, and it is from this defect that the rest follows: communion by the look,

complicity, secret intimacy.
It appears to us now that what is primordially at thc centcr of the sanctuary is

l ' l r ihr .  or  l l t r '  (  ) l rx ' , . r tot t r r l  , r r r r l  I  l l r  Ih ' r r r r '

l l rc unsrt l is f i t ,< l  t l t 's t rc ol  l l rc rrrol l r t '1,  ; ts r l  ; tpplc ' ; t rs nt  l t t ' l  (  ( ,n lnt t t t t t t ; t t r ( , t t  $ ' l l l r  t l r t '

c' l r ik l .
l " inal ly,  a rrrajor f : rctor t l rat  const i t r r tcs thc vcr i ta l l lc  kcy to t l rc ol lscssiot t : t l

position is thc renrark "As if I had been necessary to her." Wc kttow that t lrcrc is

nothing in the obsessional's world that escapes from the constraint of rtcccssity.

There is no pleasure that is not necessary, from "needed" vacatirrns to a con-

straining schedule. "lt is necessary that" or "l must" constitute the conrnrotr

denominators of the obsessional's activity. "My unique goal," Philo says, "is t<r

be the only thing necessary to my mother." More classically, there is in Racinc's

Bdr,|nice the role of Titus, which Philo quotes:

I made it a necessary pleasure

To see her every day, to love her,

to please her.

We could continue to analyze the other phrases from Philo's discourse, and

we would find there other subjects for reflection: for example, the problem of

vocation, the doubt with which he questions the secret pact, the image of thc

serpent who bites its tail. I believe, however, that our very sketchy remarks are

sufficient for the time being to let us begin to articulate the nodal complex of the

obsessional.
At the center we find the mother as desiring. This should never be forgotten,

especially if one is intrigued by the treasure hunt that the obsessional proposcs.

There are dozens of reasons why a mother may not be satisfied, and if this

dissatisfaction is not sufficient to make an obsessional, it is still essential. 'lir

make a really good obsessional, it is necessary that the child be marked, as Phil<r

often told us, by the indelible seal of the mother's unsatisfied desire.

This is the first ineffable experience in the history of the obsessional. This is

the moment when the history of the rest of the world stops for him. He leavcs otrr

t ime to enter into the indefinite duration that marks the time of his microcosttt.

After all, this is easily conceivable: it is quite gratifr ing to be the object of ottc's

mother's interest, to be the elected object of her love even before the wislr lrls

been articulated. The obsessional is satisfied beyond all common measurc, cvcn

before he has desired and languished.

Freud affirms that this history of the obsessional, contrary to that of thc

hysteric, begins with a precocious sexual satisfaction diff icult to recall. Within

the context we have just described, where the child is the chosen lovc objcct of

lris mother, all physical contact takes on an erotic sense, especially washing rrp,

rrot to rnention the specifically perineal and anal concerns. I am not ittvcntirrg:
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the obsessi<lnal on the analyst's cotrch can irnagine the most exqtrisite rape and
sees himself delivered into the arms of an attentive, young, and maternal nurse.

Such is the nature of the precocious sexua] experience that marks tl-re
obsessional and is constantly found in him. Analysis cannot fail to discover this
behind the alibis of secondary experiences, the denegation, and the protestations
of disgustor repulsion. When I say "discover" I do not mean it in the sense of a
forgotten event. No-with this secret the tabernacle dissolves, and the moment
of ineffable grace rejoins the living flux of forgotten memories.

It is not easy to get there: you have to be as quick as you are tenacious, when
an opening presents itself. In the session we have quoted, the first words show a
fear and an anger that are not feigned: "Shit! As though that were any of your
business!" Do not believe that these words are there by pure coincidence. What
is l i terally in question is a look. Besides, the emergence of this familiar theme
marks the beginning of most of our interviews. First, Philo feels that my look is
open and reassuring, and this gives him the sense of being indebted to me.
Second, he responds with a fixed and fleeting facial expression, of the kind he
thinks an analyst should have. My greeting remains for him a question and an
assurance but also a threat. His way of representing this situation is shown by a
recurrent dream that he also daydreams about: "someone approaches me, fixing
me with his look. It 's a man. Again and again I force myself to push him away,
but he continues approaching. I begin to hit him repeatedly in the face; the more
I hit him, the more he closes in on me, l ike a punchin gbag moved by a spring.
He seems to be insensitive and he has a sarcastic smile. Anxiety invades me. . . . "
At that moment he wakes, trembling.

Is this the scornful look of his older brother fixed on the good little boy, or
better yet, the indefinable look of his father passing through a pleasant exterior
and penetrating him as something cold and unpitying? I do not know; these are
no doubt the two models of the look of an Other whom he cannot attain.

Without having made any effort to resolve things, I have only reported what
Philo told me.

We will now attempt to account for this analytical fragment theoretically.
I am not sufficiently naive to pretend that this extract from a session con-

tains in itself the entire theory of the obsessional's desire. I do believe that this
example can clarifr some matters for us. Also, I am not audacious enotrgh to
believe that my own clinical experience alone is the base for the theoretical
articulation I am proposing. I remain convinced that clinical experience can be
fertile only to the extent that it tests a working hypothesis.

Before cont intr ing I  wi l l  otr t l inc br icf ly thc corrccpt of  ( )cdi l>rr l  r lcr . ,c loprrrcrr t

l 'h i lo,  or  l l tc  ( )bst 'ssiort : t l  , r r r t l  I l is  l ) t 'srr t '

orr, , l , l r ic l r  I  forrrrd rrrv w'ork.  Not t l r l t  t l r is  is  vt 'n ' t l i l l t ' r t ' r r l  l tot t t  l l t t ' , , t t t ' r t t ' , t l l

know, l>tr t  ccrtain nuar-rccs ancl  1>rccis ior ts art icrr l l t tc t l  l lv  J.  l , r t t ' ; t l t  l t : tv t 'opt ' t t t ' t l

the Ocdipal  schcnra to a largcr and str ictcr  c l in ical  a1>1>l icr t t iorr .

Thc Oedipal  cornplex,  we may say, givcs an accott t t t  of  t l rc cr 'o l t t t iotr  t l r ; r l ,

little by little, substitutes for the mother, taken as the centrol und prinutrdiul

character, the father, as principal and ultimate reference. l- lavirrg tltrrs t lcfirrctl

the general nrovement of this evolution, we wil l distingtrish thrcc 1>hascs.
At f irst, the mother as desiring is the central charactcr. ' I 'hc strbicct idcrr-

tif ies with the obiect of the mother's desire. Being unable to grasp thc conrplcxity

of such a desire, the child seems to retain a simplistic schenra: "To plcasc

mother, it is necessary and sufficient, whether boy or girl, fo be the phallus." I

recall in passing that the phallus is not reduced to the physical aspect of :t

signified reality, but that it already has for the child, as it does for the nrothcr, a

signifuing and symbolic value. Such is the situation at f irst: "To please mothcr, it

is necessary and sufficient to be the phallus."

The next step is the most important and the most complex. It is at this stagc

that most of the accidents that generate neurosis occur. We wil l summarizc it ir l

i ts normal evolution. The subject rather quickly has the sense that the mothcr is

not satisfied with the first solution. and he detaches himself from his ide ntif ica-

tion (with the phallus), which appears to him to be unsatisfuing. The dissatisfac-

tion and persistence of the mother's desire point him toward something else.

What is this something else (otherness) ? This is the crucial enigma that thc

mother's desire poses for the child. Through it a reference or a synrbol that has

captured the mother's desire appears in the child's life, even before its nattrrc is

specified. In this way a third person presents himself to experience. [s this to say

that this third person appears especially as a person? No. The most scruptrlotts

analysis shows that this third person, this father, appears especially as a being trt

whom one refers (to honor or to scorn) and to whom one refers as to a law. Irr

everyday practice, we hear "Papa said. ." or "[ am going to tell Papa," words

that had been spoken by a mother having difficulty with authority. Now, this

father, before being depriving or castrating or what have you, appears to thc chilt l

as a reference and even as the mother's master. If i t happens that thc syrrrbolic

phallus, signifier of desire, is going to function in the mother's refercncc to ltcr

pran, in the eyes of her child and in his imagination, then the father nrttst al)l)c;rr

as depriving and as castrating in regard to the mother and not to thc clri l t l

hinrself.
' l 'his is what we have to grasp in order to be at ease in rclatiorr to tlrt '

c 'astnrt iorr  corrrplcx.  In t l r is  sccottd stagc of  thc Ocdipt ts cotr tp lcx,  t l rc t ' l r i l< l

s l rorr l t l  grr in : rcc 'css to t l rc f ; r t l r t ' r 's  l : ru,  t l t ' f i r t t 'd i ts t l rc plac 'c of  t l rc synl lxr / i t '
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phallus, thr<lugh the rlcdiation of the rnother's desire. The mother's desire
appears to take this phallus away and to keep it. The father is revealed as refusal
and as reference. This is also the moment when the object of desire appears in its
complexity as an object submitted to the law of the other. J. Lacan says that this
stage reveals "the relation of the mother to the father's word. "

The third stage is simpler. The father is not only the bearer of the law; he
also possesses a real penis. In a word, the father is the one who has the phallus
and not the one who is it. For this stage to take place, it is assuredly necessary
that the father be neither too impotent nor too neurotic. In this third stage the
father is discovered to be the real possessor, and not merely the symbolic place, of
a penis.

The evolution is completed with the formation of a new identification and
the emergence of the ego ideal. For the boy as well as for the girl, this is the
moment where one renounces all vestiges of the first identification with the
"phallus that pleases Mama." The child becomes like a big person, either the
one who has the phallus or else the one who does not and who thus wil l await it
from a man.

Thus the father, as the place of the phallus, replaces the mother as the
principal and normative subject in the evolution. The mother, no longer the
central character she was, takes on the role of mediator. The child's question is
not "to be or not to be" the phallus, but rather to have it or not to have it.

What was the fate of Philo during these stages, and how did he become the
person we have come to know?

There is no doubt that he retains his deepest and dearest memories from the
first stage; it is as though he is still living there. If he does not say, "To please my
mother it is necessary and sufficient that I be the phallus," he is not very far off
when he says, "My unique goal is to be the only thing necessary to my mother."
All that matters is to please her, and that is how he finds his own pleasure.

Without even looking at his dreams for evidence of his total identification
with the phallus, we listen as he describes himself reacting in certain situations
by blushing in a kind of diffuse and warm congestion that makes him tighten and
become totally stiff. This reaction, this way of being whole, l ike a monolith, is
not l imited to muscular activity. I do not have the time to go into everything in
Philo's being that demonstrates the satisfaction inherent in this primal phase of
identif ication with the object of his mother's desire; that would make a very long
l i  st .

Certainly this patient is nostalgic for this first stage, and his nostalgia nrain-
tains him in a dream that he cannot eet rid of. It is no lcss certain that hc has not

l ' l r ikr .  or  l l tc  ( ) l rst 'ss iorr : r l  arr t l  l l is  l )csrrc

: r t t l incr l  t l rc t l r i r< l  st i rgc u ' l rcrc,  re lc: tsct l  f rorrr  l l t is  r t t : tssi r  t '  i t l t ' r r l i l i t ' ; r t iorr ,  l r t '

w'orr lc l  lx)sscss a phal l r rs.  In a worcl ,  l tc  c locs r tot  fccl  l r i ruscl f  to l l r ' : t  nr : ln.  At  t l r i r tv

hc is st i l l  a l i t t lc  boy,  strbrrr issive,  asking f<rr  th i r rgs l lo l i tc ly,  u lw'r tys t ' r t ' t ts i t tg

himsclf, fccling sorry for l-ris outbursts. Hc docs rrot fccl any rcscrrrblrtrrt ' t '  lrt '-

tween himsel f  and those men who have wonren: hc istr ' t thcrc yct ,  ant l  l t t ' r t l r t tosl

hears a voice te l l ing him, "when you are grown t tp." ' l 'h t ts hc rcvol ts,  1>rotc 's ls,
and argues his superiority, his intell igence, but nothing is donc; hc fccls goo<l; lrc

is not yet "grown up," and he feels himself to be neithcr thc posscssor nor tltc

master of his sex.
What happened, then, during the second stage, when he otrght to lutvc

been opened to desire and the law through his mother's mediation? It sccrtts

almost too obvious to need saying: instead of encountering dissatisfaction, t lrc

natural correlate of a primal identif ication with the phallus, instead of a dissatis-

faction that could drive him to look at the relation between his mother ancl tltc

enigma of the father, Philo encountered his mother's satisfaction.

Why? Very simply because his mother shifted her desire over to hinr, witlr

all the unconscious and disturbing tenderness of a woman neurotically trnsatis-

fied. tt is hardly necessary to provide the details concerning the moral rigor of t lrc

father, his charm, his goodness, and his charity, all of which muffle a viri l i ty that

is exercised parsimoniously and with regret because it is considered to be:;infir l.

Philo summarized with these words: "lt is as though she had found in nrc tlrt '

satisfaction that she did not find in my father."

Thus I recall our hero's way of describing and evoking the privileged cxpcri-

ence that fulfilled him beyond all measure and for which he retains thc rrtosl

profound nostalgia. Since then he has lived as though he were in a prison attd :ts

though he loved the prison. His mother, who ought to have been the trtecliittot

and have shown him the way, imposed herself on him as the goal and obict't.

The circle was closed in an exquisite effusion iust when the path of dcsirc w';ts

beginning to open.

Within the perfect sphere inscribed by the maternal look, this path is tttrctttl-

ingly sterile and exhausting. Everything will now have to pass through this

protecting veil. Philo hears his father's word as an echo, and he grasps his fatlrcr's

look only in a photo.

We will f ind Philo's desire imprisoned in this small enchanted world.

We have to recall here the specificity of desire in relation to necd arrcl

dcnrand. If wc say that the attainment of an object and the experience of satisf:rc-

tion witlr it arc proper to need and that demand aims at the defective bcing of t lrc
( )t lrcr, t lrcrr clcsirc is propcr to the imaginary and is conceived as thc significaltt

rnct l iut ion of  u f r rncl : rntct t ta l  atr t i t totny.
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Philo, l ike any other child, had mixed relations with his mother, in terms of

his needs-for he is far from being autonomous at this point-as well as of his

demands. The recognition of being is the fruit of a long patience. While Philo,

like his counterparts, lived in this double expectation, he entered into the imagi-

nary field of the mediating, questioning, exacting desire of his mother. She,

trapped in the net of her child's desire, was solicited again, in secret, and felt the

emergence of her own desire and her particular dissatisfaction.

These are the general conditions, easily recognizable, through which the

developmental short-circuit that founds obsessional neurosis comes to pass. The

mother answers her son's hope with a manifestation of her own desire. The

burgeoning desire of the child, just barely emerging from the exactions of need or

the awaiting of the demands, f inds itself all at once disengaged, confirmed, and

better yet, satisfied.
The obsessional's desire, precociously awakened and promptly satisfied, will

bear, more than all other desire, the stigma of its prematuration. It will retain

above all else the character of the elementary exactions of need. It will also bear

the indelible mark of the dissatisfaction inherent in any demand.

So much for general terms; let us return to Philo's analysis. Like many other

obsessionals he imagined all kinds of stories when he was young; his dream life

and his desire were nourished either by events in his experience or by the sti l l

obscure laws of the world of "grown-ups." A hero's exploits or a humiliated

captive's suffering excited more than just his imagination. In his games he

exhibited on the one hand all sorts of prowess, and on the other he liked to be

stepped on by his young friends, vaguely conscious of surpassing the limits of

innocence that are proper to children.
Thus he spoke to me one day of an edifring tale about which I had, in my

floating attention, some difficulty in figuring out whether it came from some

commonplace picture book or from the first book he read. [t was the history of
Gonzago-who-died-a-martyr-among-the-barbarians. I will not tell more of this
marvelous and terrifring story, because I understood quickly that the happy

Gonzago was a venerated ancestor who had really lived, suffered, and died some
six score years ago.

Since he had spoken very little about this, I asked him. Responding, he

recognized that Gonzago was secretly his hero. When he was five he thought
naively that he would have to travel by foot to these faraway countries where
barbarians live and where one can be martyred. He thus forced himself into long

walks to prepare for this trip. At first the long walks astonished the family, btrt
later, after the secret was revealed, everyone was rather anrused.

Philo, the chosen, did he not have a calling?

l 'h i lo.  or  l l t t ' ( ) l rscssiorr l l  arr<l  l l is  l )csirc

Lt ' t  r rs look ; t t  t l tc  sot t rccs of  t l r is  c ' l r i l< l l root l  r l r r ' ; r rn.  l ' l r i lo 's l ; r l l r ( ' r  \ \ , r \  i rn
l tot tcst  r l l : ln,  w' isc at td rcasrt tutblc u ' l tc t r  r rccr l  bc,  l l r r t  I rc rv l rs l r ls , r  t l r t ' ; rnct 'stor : r r r t l
c lcvotcc of  th is hcrcl .  Rctnctnbcr ing his hcro,  t l r is  ruurr  n:rrnc ' t l  l r is  l r rs l  sorr
Gonzago. Was hc also i .n his yotr th at t ractcd by t l rc r isk of  udvcrr t r r rcs i r r  f ; r r ; r r r r rv
lands? Scveral  indicat ic lns pernr i t  us to bel ieve this.  In any casc, l rc lx 'c ' : r r r r t '  r r
husband and a father who followed above all else thc ctrlt of virtrrc.

This was what Philo's mother loved in him. Throtrgh hcr hrrsblrrrl slrt '  krrcu'
and venerated the descendant of the martyr. To the vcry cstinrablc anrl lrorrcst
"contingency" that her husband was for her, she added the drcanr of a Oonz.ag<r
of l ight and death. From this conjuncture children were born. ' l 'hc pirrcrrts
accepted this virtuously, and each of the children compensated in his rlr hcr owrr
way for this hybrid paternity.

Thus l itt le Philo, who was the most gifted of the children, kncw throrrglr t lrt.
rnyths of the tribe and through family albums how to recognize the tmc objcct of
the passion of such a reasonable and modest mother. His instinct did not clcccivc
him. And this rnother could recognize in her l i tt le Philo the true son of lrcr
clesire. The secret complicity is to be found there.

Through his beloved mother, Philo had always sought happincss if rrol

; l lcasure. He was, f irst, her "thing"; he was there to please her, "evcrytlrirrg rr
tttother could want." We wil l say abstractly that this is the phallus, or nr()r( '
concretely, something that should be found on the father's side. But lrc disc'or
crcd soon, with the intuit ive certainty of a child, the dream that lr is rrrotlrt 'r
cnrployed to make her law and to nourish her l i fe: that of the martyrc<l lrt 'r,,

And then, to please mama by trying to find the paternal referencc, l ' lrr l,,
I t tade the martyr  h is imaginary companion. His burgeoning dcsirc forrrrr l  , r r r
irrrrrrcdiate profit in the occasion. He found it even more so in l iving lht sttrrrr
<lream as his mother.  Uni ted in th is same dream, they soon becarrr t ' l l r t ' l r r r r '
s lx)uses of  th is honest fami ly:  they shared the same ideal ;  their  dcsircs,  l ik t ' l l r t ' r r
t lrcl lt ' t ts, were the same. Philo, borne on by a blessing, entered irrto tlrt '  grr';r l
f:rrrtasy that is the l ife of the obsessional: model child and incestuorrs sorr, f ir,
rulized his desire in sharing his mother's-both of them were satisficcl.

It rcrnaitrs for tts to question the fate of the demand for Philo. Slrarirrg tlrt '
t f rc i f t ) t ,  thc dcsirc and, in a way, the bed of  h is mother,  was he f<rr  a l l  t l r r r l
rutrylnized as a strbject in the eyes of others? Certainly not; at the nrost lrc w':rs
r( ' ( 'ognizcd i r r  thc cycs of  h is mother,  so bl ind when i t  came to othcr th i r rgs!

I l t '  u,r ts ccrtair t ly  a sat isf icd chi ld,  re lat ively hrppy, al though proforrrr<l lv
; t t tx iot ts.  ' l ' l rc  rcc 'ogt t i t iot t  accorclcd by a bl ind nr<l thcr c<l t r ld n<l t  str f f icc.  L i t t l t .  l ry
l r t t l t ' l r t ' l rcgurr  to t r tkc t tot ic 'c.  ' l ' l rc  cstccrrr  of  tc:rc l rcrs f r r r  thc good prr ; l i l  t l r : r t  l r t '
n:n lot tq t l t ' t t ' i rct l  l r i r r r ,  r tnr l  l r t 'u is l r t '< l  to l r r ' ; r ls ' ; rvs:r  goor l  prrpi l .  lJrr t  t l r t ' t i r r r t '
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cante when this situation was diff ictrlt to ttraitttain: thc tcachcrs cotrld tlot sltarc

in the desire of Philo and his mother, and they left him to make his way, to nrake

a choice.
Philo asks questions and seeks at any price to be recognized and guided'

Hardly does he find a counselor-and he finds a lot of them because he tries to

make everyone into one-than he scornfully reproaches the counselor's igno-

rance of his fantasy. But if, on the contrary, the perspicacious counselor tells him

to get out on his own, he becomes disquieted. He is finally satisfied if he succeeds

in seducing the counselor, for he knows very well the power of his charm.

Here we should remember (to understand something of this inexhaustible

ploy that we see in other Philos) that in dreaming of Gonzago, Philo did not

expect that his mother would dream with him, but on the contrary, that she would

reveal to him what she had found that was better than this dream.

The one who should have recognized Philo-to help him to disengage

himself from the first traps of his desire, to make of him, after all, a little

man-was his father (the living martyr). His mother, however, did not make this

very easy; rather, she opposed it with much well-intentioned zeal! Instead of this

recourse, this truly vital opening, the response Philo knew was only the luster of

his mother's desire. This desire is a dream in which to commune in the steri le

satisfaction of a shared wish.

So much so that since this first privileged experience, he can no longer

pretend to be recognized without evoking the pleasure that followed the first

recourse. He can no longer demand without having desire emerge. No aspect of

the demand escapes the fantasmatic exuberance of the most violent desire, the

one that was prematurely fulfilled'

Thus we can say that for Philo, the demand, the fundamental movement of

a being toward recognitio n, is lived exclusively by him in a mode proper to desire.

It follows naturally that desire-become the fantasmatic substitute for the quest

after being-is condemned by this confusion to be eternally inaccessible.

Finally, desire thus confounded is strongly marked by the natural component of

need, and it is manifested in the obsessional with the character of necessity,

impatience, and insistence, all of them bearing the character of need.

Here we find the ambiguity of the obsessional's desire; captive of the existen-

tial questioning that is below the surface, his desire is impotent to recover its

autonomy and its value as mediator between need and demand; sterile, it prolif-

erates in the great dream that is his life. It is manifested in the wild search for an

other who can recognize him and at the same time free his desire. This we

perceive through his passions and his symptoms. Philo dotrbts, fails passionately;

this surprises us, it draws attention and makes the onc who is trappccl in thc

l 'hikr, or l l rr '  (  ) lnt.rr irxr l l  nrrr l  l l i r  lX.sirc

t l t l t ' t t 's l  l t t ' r t ' ; t l t ts  lo t ' r ' r ,kr ' ; rsk l r i r r rst ' l f  t l r r t 's t iorrs;  i l  rs t l r t ' r t . t l r : r t  p l t , ; rsrur. ; r r r r l  l r r , ;x.
rr l t ' l r i t l t l t ' r r .  l t  w'orr l< l  sccnl  t l r l r t  l rc l r i rs rro ot l rcr  w:rv to l r r t ' : rk l r is  t . r r t . l r ; r r r l r . t l
splr t ' r t ' ,  t l r t '  g l r rss bl l l  of  l t is  drcarrr ,  th:rrr  to rcvc:r l  l r i r r rscl f  c 'onstrurt l r , :  to s l rou,
l r i r r tscl f  (brr t tocks <lr  scxt ta l  organ) as a dotrbtcr ,  ar l  r rnfrrr t r rnatc,  a srr l l t lc  r l i : r lcct i -
c ' i i f t t ,  r t  l raracloxical  fa i l t r rc,  in thc sccrct  hopc that f inal ly i tn other,  nr ;ur  or got l ,
lrtrt i t trttc <lttc, wil l r lanifest himself, wil l intervcne to rcc<lgniz.c, wakc hirrr frorrr
l r is  c l rcart t ,  render him free to desire,  even i f  th is is in ptrnishirrg hirrr .

Btrt, i f i t is true that hope exists, the wish that says so cannot l>c crrtirc.l,r,
sittccre. Philo is too cunning. He already knows that there is a pcrfcct Mastcr,
ttttcontested, the one and only, Death, and yet, even though hc knows tlt:r l irr
rcc<rgnizing him he wil l be saved, he wavers on that too, and to escapc, he pluys
cJead, offering himself hypocritically even before having lived: "Why worrlcl yorr
takc me," he says to him in his dream, "when I am already dead?"

This is not all. To l ive solely on desire is not unthinkable, on the contrary; it
is simply a l itt le trying. Philo sometimes wants, l ike all these hrppy funnynrcn,
and he wants to bring forth, to live and to exhaust the adventure of a nicc dcsirc,
ccrtain then to find anothet, even more interesting. But this is out of thc qtrcs-
tion. Living such an adventure presupposes above all the possibil i ty of
lpproaching-however weakly-another warm and living being.

And this is precisely what the world of the obsessional cannot sustairr. I) lr ikr
and his mother, mythically united in Gonzago, have given birth to a pcoplt. ,,1
clocile shadows, of couples endlessly repeated. But they have separatc<l t lrt.rrr
sclves (this is the very reason for their union) from every other subjcct, frorrr ;rl l
t l te other beings of desire. Philo has never left the orbit of his mothcr's rlt.sirt.; r l
has not crossed his mind that his father or any other subject can l ivc witlr <lt.srrr.,
can nourish dreams different from his.

But there is no desire that can sustain itself in the isolation of :r solit;rrr
dzrydream. Thus the masochist feeds his passion with the drearn of wlrrrt lrrs
sadistic partner wil l do to him, even if he is disappointed. More simply, s()nr(.on(.
who wants a woman wil l wish to be the object of her dreams; if the two <lrt.rurrr
only rarely coincide, they are no less necessary to the l ife of the desirc. At :r l irrrt '
whcn men were gallant, passionate courting was conceivable only whcrr. t lrt.
lovcr was assured that the object of his flame was playing the role of a friglrtfrrl lr
rcticent woman. Do we imagine today gallantly courting a l iberated wonrlrr?

This is the way we should understand the formula that the other is necesutry
ttt sustain desire. Philo, on the other hand, is captive of his unique passion :rrr<l is
lundamentally ignorant of the other as desiring. And yet, in ordcr frrr his ow,rr
<lcsirc to l ivc,  thc other is t teccssary.  In th is inrpassc he wi l l  nrake usc of  arryt l r i r rg
:rt irf f to crcrttc a fancied other, the i l luxry, sttpport of a steri le desire.'I 'o give t<t t lrc
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inanimate obiect the appearance of life, to make it live and die, to care for it, then
to destroy it, such is the derisory gdme to which Philo is reduced . The obsession-
al's obiect is invested with this essential function of otherness.

Without an industrious activity to sustain it, the dreanr may well evaporate,
and Death then threatens to bear witness to the truth. ln order to avoid this ruin,
the obsessional ceaselessly takes up the exhausting work of reducing the living to
nothing and of giving to others the impression of an ephemeral life.

This impossible quest for the other remains the most notable characteristic of
the obsessional's desire.

Thus the circle is closed: the desire that was prematurely satisfied is substi-
tuted for the demand; it remains isolated in a solitary daydream peopled with
shadows, call ing ceaselessly to the other, excluded yet necessary.

This is how Philo's desire manifests itself in the analysis.
We will have to conclude now.
Someone may ask, what advantages are there in formulating these things as

you have done? I answer that for me there are two advantages, one theoretical,
the other practical.

Theoretically, there is great value in taking up the problems of l ibido and
desire in a specifically psychoanalytic way.

From the perspective of research, the analysis of such a case permits us to
specifr and to confirm the fundamental problems of obsessional neurosis. The
precocious "disintrication" of the drives in the obsessional's history is confirmed
and il lustrated by the premature Iibidinal satisfaction that blocks the circuit of the
demand, where this circuit is the only rational strpport for that which comes from
the death drive. Doubtless if we followed this path, we would be able to articulate
the enigma of the obsessional's t ime, a time captivated by desire. The study of the
obsessional's desire has in passing shed light on the question of death.

In a more immediate theoretical perspective, the reference to and progres-
sive elucidation of the fundamental concepts of desire and libido ought to permit
us to situate better some notions in current usage: whether it is a question of
topographical references, to specifu the consfitutive relations of the ego and
desire, or whether it is a question of the dynamic references in the properly
Iibidinal dimension of transference.

From the point of view of practice, and I suppose that this is what interests
us most immediately, the formulation of our central theoretical qtrestions in
terms of desire can be very useful.

This situates us firmly on the level of neurosis and rendcrs us:rttcntivc to thc
mixed field of desire and demand that constitutcs thc obscssional's transfcrcncc.
An appeal to "desire" is better than a rcfcrcncc to thc thcorv of trirrrsfe rcrrc'c or t<r
thc stnrct t t rc of  thc cgo, s i r tc 'c t l rcsc l r r t tc ' r  ; r rc rr l ls t r ; rct  ; r r r t l  r r i l l  r r r ; rkt '  r rs lurvt '

l ' l r iLr .  or  l l r r '  (  r l rsr . r r ior l r l  ; r r r r l  I l i r  l )<.r i r t .

l ( ' (  ( ) l l ts t '  t t t  l r t " 'k  ktr , , t r  l t ' t lqt ' .  |  ) t 's i r t '  rs l l r t ' r t ' ,  l r r  i r rg,  r l is t ; r r i t . l i r rq , l  s t , r l r r t  l r r r . .
l ) r ( ' \ ( '1r l  i r r  t l r t '  t t ' t ts iot t  o l - l l r t '  t l r t ' r ; rpt ' r r t ic '  r ' rc ' l r r r rgr . ;  i t  is  t l r t .  \ \ ( . : r \ ( . r f  r l is t . r ) . r \ ( , ,
l l r t 'sr t l rst : t l tc ' t '  t t f  f r r r r t l tsv i t t t r l  r l rcrrrrr ,  t l rc csscncc of  t r ;ursfc,r( ,n( , ( . .

I t t  c 'ot tc 'cr l l i t tg ot t rsclvcs u ' i t l r  r lcs i rc,  \ \ ,c arc on t l rc lcvcl  of  : r  spt , r . i f - i r , : r l l '
I  I  rcrrr ;>c ' r r t ic  prol>lcrrrat ic.

N() \ \ ' - : l \  is  u 'c l l  k l )o$' t l - i f  cvcry nctrrot ic patrcrr t  lx)scs a r ; t rcst iorr  sf  l r is
t l rcrr t ;> ist ,  i f  hc adclrcssc.s l t i t r t  fur tdanrcrr ta l ly  wi t l r  arr  i rnpl ic i t  dcrrurrc l  f<rr  rcc, .g-
rr i t iot t ,  thc obscssional  docs i t  in his own way. His demand is part icrr lar ly r l i f f ic . r r l t
to rcst t lVc bccett tsc i t  is  intent ional ly confused. Our analysis givcs thc thcr:rpist  t l rc
rrtcr lns to orict ' t t  hirnself in the f ield of this demand for help. Hc ought t ,  6c
:tt tctt t ivc to thc fact that for the obsessional there is no demand that is not nrarkc<l
rvit fr  the seal of desire. In vulgar parlance-but also l i teral ly-wantipg t,  5c
rccogtt izcd has becon're for hirn wanting to be screwed. And he invests evcrythirrg
irr l r i .s qffort to nrake i t  happen.

F'or thc therapist to avoid being duped, is i t  suff icient nevcr to respgpcl 9r t<r
rt 'sPond <lbl iquely, as the experienced psychiatr ist and psychoanalyst do ipst irrc-
t iVclr '? I f  t l r is att i tude is essential,  I  do not bel ieve i t  to be suff icient.

' l 'hc psychoanalyst mttst also bear witness [to desire] in the guisc 6f 1 re-
\ lx) l )sc '  Hc must be the one who greets the dernand serenely and wlre grrrr
sr tPPort  th is appeal  to being without at  the same t ime compulsively annrr l l ipg i t
l r r  r t t t  i rnpcrat ive reduct ion to some secondary reason. Final ly,  he nrust  r rst ,  l r is
t : r l t ' r r t  f<rr  d iscr iminat ion and know how to introduce a c leavage betwccrr  r l . r r r ; r r r r l
' r t r t l  < lcsirc,  between the wor ld of  the law and that of  the dream. For t l r is  l r t ,  r r r r r r l
I t ; t r t ' : t  sharpened instrument that  is  sturdy and responsive in fo l low. i r rg l l r t .
t ' t t tot t r  of  the io ints that t radi t ion speaks of ,  prosaical ly,  evoking thc:rr t , l  r r r r , ; r l
t  r r l t i r rg.

Ar<rtrtrd tl-te phallic symbol, the signifier of desire, the central referenca ,trtt!
tr t t<l iutrr in the practice of our art,  we must dist inguish without fai l  t l r t .  rr1l
1>hullus trf  Phi lo's fathcr fronr the imaginary phal lus of Gonzago, to cl ist irrgrrrslr
l lv '  r tagoti t ' i ty <>f the abscnce of the martyred hero from the negati6tt  . f  t l r t ,
;r ; t lc 'r t t : t l  Prcscncc, kr dist inguish being i t  from having i t ,  al l  the w6ilc l*, i rrg
t ,qt t iz i t t t t  of  t l rc i r  l inkage, not confounding the demand for recogni t ior  wi t l r  t l r t ,
r lcs i rc to s lcc;> w' i th .sorrrcorrc.

' l ' l r is  c l is t i l tc t iot t  is  cssct t t ia l -and not only that ,  of  course- i f  wc :r rc t r r
' r r t r i t l  l r t ' l i t ' r ' i r lg t l r : r t  i t  is  I tcccssary to opcn the doors of  the pr is.n w6crc t l rc
rr t t l t ; tP; lv l ) l r i lo is c ' rot tc ' l tcd.  l f  wc bcl icvcd in the image of  the pr is ' r ,  wc w,rr1l
t ' t t l t ' t  i r r to t l l ( 'g: l l t l ( 'of  l r is  <lcsirc ancl  l r is  dreanr.  Knowing h<lw t '  c l iscr i r r r i r r : r tc
l r t ' f ; r i  t t \ ,  ( ) l t  t l r t ' t 'ot t t t ; t r t ' ,  n( ' \ ' ( ' r  to f<rrgct  t l r i r t  t l r is  g lass.sAel /  is , r r lv , r r , r r . r r i r .
( '$ l
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