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Having learnt  f rom Alexandre Stevens that the Engt ish-speaking audience

seemed to have some di f f icut ty wi th the expression " to f inesse against"  I  have

decided to say where I  found i t .  I  was tooking for a t i t le that  could at lude to

Jacques-Alain Mi l ler 's course and the topics he has been touching on this yearr ,

and I  was also t ry ing to f ind an echo of  one of  the fundamental  texts about

interpretat ion,  the "seminar on 'The Pur lo ined Letter" 'which opens the Ecr i ts.2

And so, Looking through the dict ionary,  I  found that there is an expression in card

games that says you can "f inesse against the king". lf i t 's your turn to ptay just before

a player who you think may have the master-card - the king -, and if you have the
queen, you can lay down the queen, hoping that,  in the distr ibut ion of  cards,  i t  wi t l

be reveated that the fol[owing ptayer does not have the king, this is catted: "to finesse

against  the k ing".  I  Loved the disposi t ion of  th is,  and i t  recaLts of  course the si tuat ion

of "The Pur lo ined Letter"  in which the queen " f inesses against"  the k ing, making her

interpretation of the Letter, putting it in such a way that the king does not even see

what is happening. And then Dupin 's interpretat ion -  a deep interpretat ion -  that

t ruth is at  the surface of  th ings and the wortd,  that  there is no deep hiding-ptace of

the letter, that the letter is itself on the wal,t. I also [iked the fact that in French this

operation is ca[[ed "faire une impasse". So you have a biLingual pun on how to pass",

how to go beyond the master-s igni f  ier ,  how to go beyond the bet ief  in the k ings, the

cards that were deatt  us which funct ioned as k ings.
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Prereguisites to a reading of the experience of the Pass
Signification of language as the effect of jouissance
produced by its use

I t  would hetp to consider the exper ience of  the Pass as a k ind of  game in which
one bets against  these master cards that have been deaLt the subject .  I  wiLl .  f i rst
lay out the prerequis i tes to my reading of  Bernard Seynhaeve's descr ipt ion of  h is
exper ience with the Pass. I  have chosen Bernard Seynhaeve because most of
you heard his test imony at  the NLS Congress3, and those who did not have at
least  had an echo of  i t  in reading Jacques-Atain Mit ter 's course where Seynhaeve
presented his test imony.o So a certain number of  th ings are a[ready known and
we can pl.ay with these cards.
The prerequis i tes to my reading of  h is exper ience are the fact  that  the possibi l . i ty
of  interpretat ion as such is thought through by Lacan by insist ing on the mater iat
consistence of  speech, and by t ry ing to def ine and speci fy i t  in the dist inct
moments of  h is teaching, each t ime further speci fy ing the opaci ty,  the
consistence of  speech, i ts matter,  the matter of  the words as facts.  He starts
with "The Funct ion and Fietd of  Speech and Language.. ."  by stressing the
resonance of  the s igni f ier ,  the fact  that  a s igni f  ier  can go through a whote range
of meanings, evoking precisely th ings that are not there,  that  the s igni f ier  def ies
any reduct ion whatsoever to a unique meaning. From the start ,  there is the
quest ion of  the atom of s igni f icat ion that Saussure goVe us:

Once you wri te the atom of s igni f icat ion wi th one signi f ier  and one signi f ied,  you
have thrs k ind of  imaginar isat ion of  meaning with a bi ject ive appLicat ion of  the
signi f ier  on the s igni f ied or v ice-versa, depending on whether you stress the
syntact ic or semant ic components of  [anguage. But ei ther way you are stuck wi th
that.
Now, Lacan tr ied to " f inesse against"  th is atom of s igni f icat ion,  mutt ipty ing ei ther
the signi f iers or the s igni f ied,  wr i t ing chains of  th is type in which the atom is
subverted bv the idea of  the chain i tsel f  :

s, s] '  s2'  s3.. ,
,J" , ,  , ,

The chain cannot be cut.  The upper chain of  s igni f iers and the chain below the
bar cannot be reduced to a s ingle atom or a s ingle point  or  any other possible
representat ion.  This idea f inds i ts devetopment,  start ing wi th Seminar XVl l land
from there on up to Lacan's [ast  teachings, where you have an absolute
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separat ion of  the chains of  s igni f iers to produce the div is ion of  the subject .  Let 's
say that the chain of  s igni f iers produces the div ided subject ,  so th is is reduced to:

s.-->S"
b

The signi f icat ion is reduced to something unknown, a conundrum.

\A

X

l f  th is s igni f icat ion can be named, i t  can then take the form of the object  a,  but  i t
essent ia l ty keeps i ts non-Saussur ian inscr ipt ion between the conundrum and
the object  a.

q.

;

As Lacan says in the first lesson of Seminar XVlll, the signifiers are in the world,
but to ptay you have to add the fragmented body.s To ptay,  to consist ,  to have a
speaking body, the ef fect  is  at  once a div ided se[f  and the div is ion of  the body
through the forms of  the object  a.  This means that,  f rom that point  on,  the onLy
signi f icat ion of  [anguage as such is the ef fect  of  jouissance produced through i ts
use. l t  is  not  that  meaning is use, as Wit tgenstein said.  l t  is  that  meaning is the
effect  produced by use. l t  is  what you want to obtain,  seducing or insuLt ing the one
you address.  The ef fect  you want to obtain is the s igni f icat ion of  what you are
saying. The symptom produced as what you say is the meaning of  what you are
sayr ng.

Production of the effect of anxiety in science, mathematics
and finance

We have a good example of  that  wi th anxiety.  Lacan considered the ef fect  of  the
dimension of  d iscourse from which meaning has ef fect ively disappeared, and we
have a good exampl.e wi th mathematics.  In mathematics you do not know what
you are speaking about,  as Bertrand Russet[  said.  This means that you can
inctude a whote range of  phenomena undera s ingte formuta.  With E=mc2you
can have the whote wortd descr ibed. So you do not know exact[y what you are
speaking about.  l t  has to be speci f ied.  Lacan's idea is that ,  wi th in naturaI
[anguages, and the use of  the let ter  as producing equivocat ion wi th in the
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[anguage, you havu a k ind of  use of  the let ter ,  separate f rom what is done in
mathematics but producing a k ind of  equrvatent ef fect ,  a krnd of  reaL, something
that is produced without one knowing the srgnrfrcatron of  what one is saying.
The ef fect  of  science can be seen not onty in the fact  that  r t  can inc[ude a whote
range of  phenomena under one singte descr ipt ion,  but what th is means for a
subject ,  for  a mathematic ian for instance, is the moment at  which the user of  the
signi f iers is touched in such a way by his use of  them that he obtains an ef fect  of
anxiety.  The anxiety of  the mathematic ians,  the anxiety of  the physic ists is what
happened in the f  i f t ies af ter  the atom bomb, af ter  they produced an instrument
of  pure destruct ion,  a realweapon of  mass destruct ion.  There was an ef fect  of
anxiety,  embodied by Oppenheimer in the Uni ted States,  but also by a whote
group of  physic ists to whom he transmit ted his own anxiety,  and this produced
in them a certain suspension of  their  research in the f ieLd of  physics.  There was
qui te a lot  of  d iscussion among the scient ists about their  anxiety,  and they found
a way to go beyond that.  Nowadays the discussion on opening huge part icLe
acceterators,  whether in Europe or the US, doesn' t  produce any anxiety anymore.
But there was at  least  that  moment when the use of  the language of  science, of
mathematics,  wi th in the physicaL f ieLd, produced an ef fect  of  anxiety due to the
product ion of  th is new object  of  d iscourse, the atom bomb as pure power of
destruct ion.
Lacan atso ment ions in his "Tr iomphe de [a ret ig ion" the anxiety of  the biotogists
who produced potent iatweapons of  mass destruct ion in bioLogicatexper iments.6
There was atso a production of anxiety at the time of the anthrax letters in the US,
which produced an epidemic of  anxiety that  was qui te major.  We may add that
dur ing the l raq war,  at l the fantasies around weapons of  mass destruct ion were
qui te present for  us.  Long before the Gu[f  War,  Lacan ment ioned that the
biologicatweapon produced some kind of  anxiety in the scient i f ic  community of
biologists,  and i t  is  t rue that a certain number of  b io logists cat ted for a suspension
of such research.
This is a good example of  what we have to accept in what the meaning of  an
abstract  [anguage is.  l t  is  the ef fects of  anxiety i t  produces. Taking the anxiety of
the scient ists as a k ind of  compass to or ient  onese[f  in the history of  science has
to be done, th is k ind of  h istory has to be carr ied out.  l i  wou[d be ant i -Popper ian.
The problem is not the fact  of  construct ing exper iments in which you can say yes
or no, in which you woutd determine the future of  science That does not produce
any anxiety.  What produces anxiety is the new object  produced by science, which
adds i tsel f  to the wortd,  to nature,  to destroy i t  outr ight .
The anxiety of  the scient ist  occurs when, confronted with the object  he produces,
he has the idea that maybe the god science bet ieves in does not have any previous
knowledge of  such a th ing as has been produced by that discourse. When we say
that wi th in our moderni ty,  or  wi th in the Western wortd,  you've got to oppose
Europe -  a cont inent made up of  non-bel ievers -  to America -  a country of
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oet ievers,  born again or not -  you have to quat i fy th is opposi t ion.  Europe ls a

:ont inent of  bel ievers,  bel ievers in the god of  science. Europe has demonstrated

precisety i ts cu[ t  of  secutar rel ig ion,  as communism and fascism were, and then

demonstrated i ts fa i th in the god of  the scient ists,  as PascaLca[ted i t ,  the god of

the phi tosophers and the scient ists,  the subject  supposed to know the knowledge

that can be produced with rat ionaL procedures,  i ts guarantee being stated by

Einstein when he said that  God "doesn' t  throw dice"7.  when science produces

objects of  absolute destruct ion,  then there is the idea among the scient ists that

maybe such a th ing as a god who could predict  th is does not exist ,  and so anxiety

fal ts uoon them. Science, th is discourse, once i t  is  not  guaranteed by the

existence of  a subject  supposed to know, conf ronts the scient ist  wi th the utmost

sol i tude rn the creat ion he makes.

Within the mathematical  f  ietd,  where at  least  there are no objects produced -  so

you might th ink that  at  least  there i t  wouLd be anxiety- f ree, you do not have to

produce anything, just  th ink and wri te down -  but even there,  there was Cantor

who when he touched the inf in i te touched i t  in such a way that god and his

posi t ion was dispLaced in such a way that i t  produced in Cantor not only anxtety

but the great detusion he had. He tr ied to cure that by cal t ing on the exist ing

churches, and especiaLty on the pope, to guarantee the Aleph,the inf in i te he had

invented.0n this you can read the book on Cantor by Dauben which gives the

detai ts.B The same thing happened with Godet.  Just  before he had his reatty major

de[usion when he thought that  everyone wanted to k i t t  h im, the great paranora

he had started af ter  he produced his great inconsistencytheorem of 1931.

So you also have what are catLed the cr ises of  the foundat ions in mathemattcs,

you have these moments of  anxiety.  They are not to be taken as the

epistemotogist  Kuhn takes them in his examinat ion of  cr ises wi thrn science, they

are not to be taken onty as moments of  knowledge as such, as cr ises of

knowledge when the paradigms stop. They are not to be taken from the

sociologicaI  v iew, which has i t  that  due to sociotogicaL factors there is a t ime

when the community of  scient ists th inks one way and then they think another

way. What Lacan aLluded to when he referred to these moments in the history of

science is precisety that  these moments are subject ive moments in science. The

fact  that  there is a forectosure of  the subject  in scient i f  ic  d iscourse does not impty

that you cannot consider the history of  science precisely through the moments

at which the subject  supposed to know does not funct ion anymore. The desire of

the scient ist  can just  be given to his god. They have to eat i t  back'

I  wouLd t ike to add one more exampLe of  the ef fects of  the anxiety produced by

mathematics,  and that is what happened to f inance. The or ig in of  the current

cr is is in f inance is precisety due to the importat ion of  mathematical  modets that

were not designed forf inance butforthe physics of  gas drstrrbutron and awhote

range of  other phenomena. These stochast ic modets were then imported into

f inance. So the ef fects produced by import ing these resul ts -  start ing in 1973
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with an economist  cal ted Scholes -  the massive use of  mathematical  models
produced the fact  that  nobody knewwhat f inance was speaking about,  and in the
end i t  produced an ef fect  of  anxiety.  The anxiety ef fect  we went through was the
crumbl ing down of  the whole th ing that was produced, not as an ef fect  of  a lack
of reguLat ion,  as the Social  Democrats want us to bet ieve -  regutat ion always
produces ef fects of  non-regutat ion somewhere else -  i t  was produced by the
massive importat ion of  mathematical  models and the ef fect  that  goes with i t .
They went on devetoping i t  unt i l  they produced the weapon of  massive
destruct ion,  and we had the massive destruct ion of  wea[th.  The Obama
administrat ion is addressing i t  wi th the best answer that  can be found for the
moment.  l t  does not get aLtthe resuLts we would t ike to obtain.  l t  is  not  easy, once
the point  of  anxiety has been reached, to rebui td the t rust  that  was there before,
that  is to say,  the beLief .

A reading of the experience of the Pass

So, [et 's  go back to the exper ience of  anaLysis.  Lacan isotated the word's matter,
as he said in French, Ihe mot1rialifd, the fact that words are matter.

I !o!er ia l . i te
mater iat i te

Once you have isotated the words, and once you have isolated the ef fect  of  anxiety
produced and more generat ty the symptoms produced by the use of  naturaI
[anguage, th is gives us an idea of  what the s igni f  icat ion rs.
l f  we go back to the anatyt ic exper ience and we consider Bernard Seynhaeve's
presentat ion,  i t  is  usefuI  because you have his condensat ion of  h is wander ing
through aLtthe chains of  s igni f iers into two moments:  a f i rst  interpretat ion and
a f inaI  interpretat ion.  He condenses his exper ience.
The f i rst  interpretat ion is f rom the f i rst  anatyst  -  he had three analysts -  who
makes a reproach: "What is that  L i t t | .e scar on your cheek? You ought to have
spoken to me about that ."  And then Seynhaeve has a dream:
" l  am wandering about in the corr idor of  the Hoty Family Cl in ic,  the hospi taL
where my mother gave bir th to aL[ her chi tdren. The corr idor is L-shaped with
btack and white chequered t i tes that  are coming Loose. I  am careful  not  to walk
on the jo ins.  AtL of  a sudden I  feeLthe pressing need to ur inate.  The toi lets are at
the corner of  the L.  I  go in and start  to ur inate in the [avatory bowlwithout being
able to stop. The bowtoverf lows and I  wake up ur inat ing in the bed."
I t  is  a strong dream, producing what is usuatty caL|.ed a regression: he pisses t ike
a chiLd and goes through the moment of  h is bir th on the imaginary Levet.
Seynhaeve shows that in th is dream his whote history is concentrated, both the
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signi f iers he received through the generat ions of  the famity,  and the ef fects of

louissance they had on him.
The main s igni f ier  t ransmit ted through the generat ions of  h is famity was a

sentence from an uncLe who, dying in the First  World War,  wrote to his brother

saying, "Everything's going badLy here.  I  don' t  know i f  l ' t t  get  out at ive.  ShouLd I

die, occupe-toi d'elle, take care of her." He was referring to his loved one. The

brother marr ies the loved one, and these are the parents of  Seynhaeve. So you

have the sentence occupe-toi  d 'e l le,  which is reduced as the " [ '  in the dream.

0ccupe-toi d'elle

I t  is  a s igni f ier  that  runs through the famiLy as a k ind of  superegoic command

but does not have a precise meaning. The word's ef fect  of  the t ransmission of

desire in the brothers -  desire and the command -  produced the ef fect  that  the

chi ld produced by th is command running through the generat ions had a lot  of

di f f icul . ty ident i fy ing himsel f  as a boy. He was stuck wi th the occupe-toi  d 'e l le.

This f  unct ioned as a command, not onLy for the father,  but  for  h is mother too,  who

had great di f f icul ty taking care of  h im, and not of  her.  As Seynhaeve has

transmit ted,  he was accepted and loved as a chiLd, but as a her,  as a she, and not

as a he. And so the probtem of the to iLets at  the corner of  the "L ' is ,  of  course,

cruciaL. We have this re-signi f icat ion of  h im as a boy that wi t [  run throuqh his

ent i re anatysis unt i t  i ts  end.
At the end of  the anatysis,  you have one interpretat ion that opens a new f ietd.  He

was developing the imaginary contradict ion he had between his ident i f icat ton as

a boy and being raised as a girLwithin the desire of  the famity,  unt iLhis ana[yst

says to him, "you Love your fantasies too much."  The ef fect  produced was that he

did not have any fantasies anymore. He was void.  He test i f ies to the fact  that  for

two years he did not have any more fantasres;  he had anxiety.  But on[y in going

to his sessions, i t  d id not invade his whole Li fe.  l t  was concentrated on the anatyt ic
exper ience. l t  lasted qui te a whiLe though. Two years throughout which he was

confronted with th is anxiety,  and the void that  produced the fact  that  h is fantasies
were not al lowed any more, the fact  that  the jouissance he had f  rom them was

not admit ted.  At Least,  that  is  what he thought:  being himsel f  the product ion of  a

command, he received the interpretat ion as a command of  the same impact as

the command that presrded over his bir th had had on his previous fantasies.

And then, through this wander ing through the desert ,  he wanted to go forward

for the Pass. The analyst  said:  "not yet" .
Then a second moment occurs.  He dreams that:

He is in the wai t ing room wait ing his turn.  There is bust l ing in the corr idor.
Di f ferent f rom usual .  Something important is going on. The anatysand does not
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understand. He wants to understand and goes to f ind out.  He learns that i t  is  a
day of  mourning. The anatyst  has [ost  a ctose one. They are going to do an
autopsy, which explains the bustte.  There is an autopsy table and some
instruments.  The cranium is open. Someone takes out a gelat inous mass and
tays i t  down roughty on a chair .  The anatysand moves closer and perceives a [ump
of head pate.  The f  uneraI  at tendants take the body away."

What Seyhnaeve stresses is that  for  h im the dream of the death of  a ctose one
and the autopsy of  the corpse is to go beyond the death of  the command
incarnated in his father.  He makes a pun on the fact  that  pate is paferwithout the
"R".  The bereavement he is going through is the moment he can go beyond what
had been sustaining his wortd unt i l  that  moment.  So he dreams that he wakes
up and his anatyst  is  there on the couch he is ty ing on, and he says to him: " i t 's

over".  He presents himsetf  for  the Pass af ter  these dist inct  moments,  saying that
for him i t  was over af ter  that  moment when there was something that goes
beyond the moment of  anxiety,  the bereavement for  the father,  and the encounter
with the mass of  jetLy he had in his brain,  h is fantasies he loved so much, which
are just  put  there on the chair .  You can see the opposi t ron between the object  a
that was imaginar ised at  the beginning of  the t reatment as a formLess Liquid,
rnside his body but coming out [ ike a f lu id that  cou[d not f ind i ts form, i ts shape,
and at  the end the mass of  jeLly that  was inside the cranium which has at  [ast
found i ts form, and he can leave i t  in the ana[yst 's consu[t ing room and go beyond.
So you have two things in th is sequence of  events:  one is the crossing of  the point
of  the subject  supposed to know, the stor ies that  h is unconscious totd him, the
chains of  s igni f  iers that  were supposed to know his jouissance and the guarantee
they found in the command that,  start ing wi th the previous generat ion,  had been
the guidet ine of  h is parent 's Li fe and his own, he was able to go through this
moment and wake up on new ground; and the other is that  he could atso give a
shape to the object  a.  So you have at  once the crossing of  the subject  supposed
to know and the encounter wi th the obiect  a.

Occupe-toi d'eLLe 
| ,,, 

SSS

L l \a
I

I  wou[d | , ike to say that in th is k ind of  opposi t ron,  in which there are the histor ies
that one is made up of ,  Seynhaeve test i f ies to the fact  that  at  one moment they
can be lef t  behind, on the condi t ion that one f ind the cont ingency of  both his
encounter wi th jouissance and the cont ingency of  th is absotute command that
funct ioned as a master s igni f ier ,  as a t rump card in his t i fe,  as the k ing that
ordered atLthe cards he had been deatt ,  includinq his di f f icut t ieswith sexuat ion.
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Contingency and the dissolut ion of  the semblants in f ict ion
and the Pass

In our scient i f ic  age, you can see that the power of  f ic t ion,  especiat ly faced with th is
di f f icuLty of  how to reconciLe histor ies and the cont ingency of  a Li fe,  started in the
Renaissance with Cervantes,  in France with Rabetais,  and was then transmit ted in
the eighteenth century wi th the two novels that  were der ived from the impact of
John Locke's phitosophy, the two great novets that interpreted the probLems of how
to describe I'homme de desir, as Diderot put it: Jacques le fataliste and Tristram
Shandy; the former stressing that everything is predetermined and the latter that
everything is contingency: from the hobby-horse to the fortif ications of Uncte Toby,
everyone has his own detusion and the wortd is just  a mess and the accumulat ion
of atLthat.  On the one hand pure determinat ion,  and on the other pure cont ingency.
ln our post-Einsteinian and post-Joycean wortd,  the novels confront that ,  and
especiat ty in the Eng|. ish Language. lan McEwan has def ined his art  as at  once
bui td ing wonderf  u l ty craf ted histor ies and deprecat ing them, showing that they
are nothing, that  they make us bel ieve that the wortd has a meaning when they
are onty the artefacts of  ta les as such. And recentty in one of  the most perfect
novets he has wri t ten,  Atonemenf,  one of  the characters,  Br iony,  says that aL[
stor ies are stor ies onty when they have endings:

"0nLy when a story was f in ished, a[ t fates resolved and the whole matter sealed
off  at  both ends so i t  resembled, at  Least in th is one respect,  every other f  in ished
story in the wor[d,  coutd she feel  immune, and ready to punch holes in the
margins,  b ind the chapters wi th pieces of  str ing,  paint  or  draw the cover,  and
take the f  in ished work to show to her mother,  or  her father,  when he was home.
ALso, another character in another nove[ of  h is,  Leonard Marnham in The
lnnocent,  ref lect ing on the fact  that  h is engagement party had become a f ight ,
then a murder,  then a sawing-up of  body parts,  th inks,  "how alL aLong the way
each successive step had seemed Logicatenough, consistent wi th the one before,
and how no one was to b[ame."

We can see the way that McEwan's characters want to avoid anxiety wi th the
consistency of  the stor ies they make up. The t i t te of  the noveI Atonement rs
precisely the craf t ing of  the history i tset f  ,  which is the onty way to f  ind a satvatron
confronted with the impossibiLi ty of  g iv ing an account of  the unpredictabiLi t ies of
the cont ingency one encounters in one's [ i fe,  and which determine one more
than any story,  no matter how wet l  craf ted i t  is .
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In the Pass, if we go back to the Limits we experrence, we are not artrsts producing
novets,  and an anatysis is not an autof ict ion,  though this is what some woutd [ ike
to reduce the anatyt ic exper ience to.  The anatysis is an exper ience in which we
exper ience the absotute contradict ion between the dimension of  jouissance and
the semb[ants.  The dimension of  jouissance shows i tset f  in cont ingency, a
cont ingency that dissotves at [ the sembtants rather than binding them together.
l f  one were to devetop a novet,  an auto-f ict ion,  at  the end of  the exper ience, aLtof
th is would merety be the mass of  jet ty.  In the Pass we hope to hear f rom the
subject 's test imony the idea he has of  the tension between these two aspects,
which i t  is  impossible to ho[d together.  We hope to hear how he has managed to
organise his t i fe in such a way that he does not succumb to his anxiety but at  the
same t ime he respects what he has encountered as conttngent.
Let's say that he is someone who can find himsetf in the position of a character from
another of McEwan's novets, Henry Perowne the neurosurgeon in Saturday.lt 's a
novelabout neuroscience. Waking up in the earty hours after making love to his wife,
the neurosurgeon goes to the window and he sees a tight in the sky. He does not know
what it is. ls it a haltucination? ls it an image? But an image of what? In the end he spots
that it's a ptane. A ptane on fire. Why? ls this a terrorist operation on London?he
wonders. lt is as if the meteor had appeared to him. The fact that the novelist coutd
have the intui t ion that the best way to produce the phat l . ic  vatue was through this
meteor going through the sky, something perceived that coutd not have a name, could
not exactly be named, but coutd have a terrif ic impact - and then the protagonist f inds
the impact in his i i fe - this announces the devetopment of the novel. This conundrum
at the beginning, in the exper ience of  the Pass has to be found at  the end.
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