
E V

I

THE WORK OFTHE SYMPTOM

Patrick Monribot

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 mouming, 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?

The trap for libido
The Latin etlmrology of 'work' - tripaliare - expresses torture. Let us
remember that in the Middle Agur, 'to work' signified to 'cause suf-
fering', the term was reserved either for those condemned to torfure,
or with the suffering associated with grving 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 treatnent it
passes from 'sufferingi towards 'productionj. Torment cannot be said

to be without some satisfaction. Freud demonstrated as much in num-
ber twenty three of his Introductory kctures. This satisfaction does not
so much concem the subject, as the libidinal demand of the drive,
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',1 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
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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The libido nevertheless knows all about the symptom, although
this is certainly not what Freud assimilated to Eros. Rather, it is a
matter of the libido before Beyond the pleasure principle, the conception
of which created a scandal, and which Lacan rescued from a great
number of attributes in order to remedy the then tarnished usage. On
one occasion he qualifies it in the ,negative, at the service of ,Dis_

cord'2, on an other occasion he gives it,a deadly meaniflE,r,elsewhere
he recognises it as'the colour of emptiness,4.

This draining of the libido into the snare of the symptom suf-
fices to justify a working dimension in terms of costs and torment.
But the very vocabulary - 'work of the symptom, _ exceeds this
single signification since it implies an equivocation. On the one hand
the symptom is work, it is the time of a treahnent, on the other hand
it produces a work well beyond the treahnent. It works us. Let us ex_
amine the two facets of this polysemy: the worked and the worker.

The utorked symptom
To work the symptom is, in an architectural sense, to deform it. This
work which affects the form - that is to say the formal envelope _ is
the responsibility of the analysand; it leads to two results that the pas_
sant must account for.

To fix iouissance
I for one, have grven an account of a,ballistics of the symptom,s begtn-
ning with an analytical trajectory which passes ,from denial to the
symptom'. It empirically validates Lacan's opinion that the only
weapon in the treatment capable of treating the symptom, of dc_

forming it, is equivocation6 - which is not without therapeutic effects
and which I have testified to elsewhere. The hidd"r, *"u.,ing of the
symptom, fragmented by equivocatioru releases its flood of aarit6, and
grves up its signified value. Such relief softens or cures. But then at the
sarne time it isolates the incurable resistant to any surgicalT signifier
and from which the above mentioned symptom takes on the value of
the letter. It is the distinguished function of the letter to fix jouissance.
The symptom does not only trap libido, but since it has been ,worked,

TheWork of the Symptom 1.57

it'literally' fixes jouissance. This represents an initial meaning (accep-

tion) of this work.

To object to denial
Such a therapeutic alleviation from the weight of jouissance must not
make us confuse the treatment with the cure. The letter signifies that if
there is treahnent, then it is a treahtrent of the text. What is at stake in
the pass is a'saaoir y faire'7 with the text. If the complete cure were to
exist, then this therapeutic aim would be the ideal of a pass which had
become perfect - but then without any transmission - so that un-
dertaking a psychoanalysis would be doome{ accordir,g to Lacan in
La trosiime to die out 'from only being a forgotten symptom'8. Now
such is not the case. Psychoanalysis, far from forgottery is transmitted.
Transmission is made possible precisely because'psychoanalysis fails'.
In fact the pass is the successful transmission of the failure of the trans-
ference to oppose the agency of the real, to oppose what 'puts itself
crosswise (...) in order to stop things working'e. Also taking its bearing
from this same movement is a failure to make good the definitive di-
vergence between truth and knowledge. Since 1966 rn Ecrits - rn Du
sujet enfin en questionlj - "the symptom represdnts the return of tmth
(...) in the failure (faille) of knowledge" in neurosis. But it is necessary

for us today to disseminate this formula, as something which is valid
beyond the end of an analysis. Thus note that the failure of Hegel's ab-

solute knowledge is just as easily called castration, which allows Lacan

to add, in the sEune text, "castration is the k"y (...) whereby it makes
itself the accession of the symptom". He correlates castration and the
symptom. To work the symptom in analysis thus makes it a mark of
castration to the extent it is irreducible. More exactly, it objects to its
denial. Such is the second meaning of the worked symptom. That is to
say, the pass is a process of de'idealisation which promotes castratiory
raising this failure of knowledge to the order of the impossible; it is the
requirement in order to anticipate a conclusion to the treatnnent. Thus
psychoanalysis does not risk reaching the order of.'forgotten symp-
tom', despite the unbelievable efforts of other discourses in this direc-
tion. Besides, is psychoanalysis simply a symptom? This question
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