THE WORK OF THE SYMPTOM
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The expression the “‘work of the symptom” is suggestive of other
Freudian phrases that are frequently used by us — the work of the
dream, of mourning, or even the formula suggested by Roland Bar-
thes of “amorous work’. Each of these phrases have in common the
elevation of a certain real to the rank of the cause, which for the three
cases mentioned above, is a matter of the navel, of loss and of the
other sex. What is the real of the symptom, and in what manner can
we impute work to it?

»y The trap for libido
The Latin etymology of “‘work” — tripaliare — expresses torture. Let us
remember that in the Middle Ages, ‘to work’” signified to ‘cause suf-
fering’, the term was reserved either for those condemned to torture,
or with the suffering associated with giving birth. There we have the
idea of suffering and of production. It is a fact that the symptom joins
both of them, but with a change: over the duration of the treatment it
passes from ‘suffering’ towards ‘production’. Torment cannot be said
to be without some satisfaction. Freud demonstrated as much in num-
ber twenty three of his Introductory Lectures. This satisfaction does not
so much concern the subject, as the libidinal demand of the drive,
g which obeys the avaricious super-ego to such a point that the symp-
tomatic compromise — in trapping the libido of the repressed drives
— comes ‘to the place of the sexual activity of illnesses’,! as Freud
wrote in his Three Essays. But the gain of satisfaction is incomplete; the
gain is truly meagre in respect of the pretium doloris to pay, so that the
r symptom’s insistence justifies itself less by this effect of minimal gain
than by what causes it: it is a defensive process in the face of sexual ir-
reconcilability; this is the inescapable basis of its permanence.
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